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Revolutionary shocks: the French 
human sciences and the crafting of 
modern subjectivity, 1794–1816

Laurens Schlicht

Between 9 August and 9 October 1793, the French city of Lyon was 
besieged by military forces of the central authority in Paris. Earlier that 
year, the Jacobin municipality at Lyon had been overthrown by a 
counter-revolutionary insurrection. Subsequently, the ville rebelle was 
besieged by the National Convention in Paris and ultimately defeated. 
The Hôtel-Dieu hospital at Lyon was reduced to ruins in the battle. 
Three years later, in 1796, Antoine Petit, a surgeon who was present 
during the siege, gave an account of that disturbing episode in the inau-
gural lecture of his anatomy course at the rebuilt Hôtel-Dieu on the 
‘Influence of the French Revolution on public health’. Petit believed in 
the healing effects of the Revolution: rather than emphasising his 
mental or physical suffering at the hands of the revolutionary forces, he 
used his medical training to highlight what he regarded as the positive 
political and therapeutic aspects of fear and terror. The first and most 
necessary function of political revolution, according to Petit, was radi-
cally to change the existing social and political habits of the populace 
in order to clear the way for new and better ones:

Revolutions are, for the political body they shake, what medicines are 
for the impaired human body whose harmony they must restore. In both 
cases, the first effect is a disorder, the first sensation pain.1

Petit thereby claimed that the ‘shock of all passions’ which had been 
inflicted by the Revolution had revealed hitherto unknown powers of 
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28	 Constructing the modern self

the mind.2 It was, he argued, the reign of malicious customs among the 
enslaved peoples in particular – causing a ‘moral fever’ – that had led to 
the outbreak of Revolution.3 He believed that women, especially, 
offered proof that ‘moral affections’ contributed to healing, providing 
the example of a case of dropsy stemming from puffiness in the legs.4 
As Nina Gelbart has shown, doctors during the Revolution were 
increasingly expected to understand and cure not only individual but 
also social diseases and the Revolution thus was seen as a ‘medical 
event’.5 The French and American Revolutions thereby created spaces 
within which this new expertise could be practised and which provided 
material for reflecting on the behaviour of people during what George 
Rosen has termed ‘social stress’.6 As a part or result of these reflections, 
a new way of thinking about the human mind was formed, whose 
empirical study became a task for the emerging human sciences. 
According to Robert Wokler, they replaced the speculative anthropol-
ogy and conjectural history of the eighteenth century.7 One part of this 
project of creating an empirical knowledge system was a rearrangement 
of philosophical reflections about the human mind through the lens of 
medical and pedagogical expertise. When most administrative and 
pedagogical systems of the ancien régime for organising people were 
abolished or deeply transformed during the French Revolution, this 
necessitated at the same time a new way of thinking about the human 
mind, of new systems of control, of disciplining and organising people: 
the ‘citizen’ of a ‘republic’ was a different kind of subject, a subject at 
the same time demanding ‘equality’, ‘liberty’, and individuality.8 As Jan 
Goldstein has shown, after 1800 one new version of subjectivity con-
sisted of a separation of the enigmatic inner world and the phenomenal 
appearance of the soul, which I will refer to as one version of ‘modern 
subjectivity’.9 By focusing on interpretations of the shock of the Revolu-
tion I want to show how in the beginning the positive potential of the 
collective shock was a discursive option, while after 1800 shock as a 
medical intervention became an instrument of experts in controlled 
spaces.

Petit’s short text is only one example from a series of interpretations 
of the political shocks inflicted on the French population, from the 
outset of the French Revolution in 1789 until the rise of Napoleon 
Bonaparte (1769–1821) to power in 1799. In 1789, for example, the 
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Revolutionary shocks	 29

well-known physician Philippe Pinel (1745–1826) observed in the 
Journal de Paris that, from the viewpoint of a ‘physician observer’, it was 
impossible to ignore the ‘salutary effects of the progress of liberty’, 
which had injected ‘vigour’ and ‘energy’ into the ‘animal economy’. Like 
Petit, Pinel discussed this topic through the lens of gender, expressing 
his belief that ‘moral causes’ like the Revolution especially affected the 
‘weaker sex’, that is, women.10 Pinel also did more than any other physi-
cian in France to disseminate the concept of ‘moral treatment’, which 
was based on the assumption that ‘moral causes’, in contrast to ‘physical’ 
ones, could cure mental diseases.11 In 1805, his student Jean-Étienne 
Esquirol (1772–1840) introduced the concept of the ‘moral shock’ 
(sécousse morale), which relied upon the notion of moral treatment and 
made further suggestions on how to strategically use moral shocks to 
cure types of insanity.12

This chapter argues that the therapeutic, educational, and scientific 
approach to the moral shock that arose after 1800 was only possible in 
a new framework for treating the human mind within spaces of expert 
knowledge and control such as the asylum and the school. Further-
more, this framework depended on a specific assessment of the history 
of the French Revolution. At various stages of the Revolution, optimis-
tic interpretations of the shock were discarded. In the beginning, the 
universal concepts of equality and liberty had opened up the possibility 
of conceiving of a comprehensive shock as an equalising force that 
would create something like a tabula rasa.13 After the fall of Robespierre 
in 1794, however, this essentially positive image of the ‘people’ became 
questionable, since it was precisely the ‘people’ who had been seduced 
by leaders of the Terror into committing appalling crimes, as the now 
ascendant Thermidorians believed. While these leaders still used a 
medical vocabulary to interpret the shock of the Revolution and to 
suggest a means of pacifying France, they no longer believed in the 
universal goodness of human beings and suggested avoiding immoder-
ate affects.14 After Napoleon’s coup d’état the idea of the shock was again 
transformed.15 Within the new interpretative scheme, which redefined 
the ‘mind’ and subjects’ relation to it, a relegitimation of moral shock 
became possible in the form of the intervention of medical or educa-
tional experts within spaces of control, or of research strategies for 
finding something out about the enigmatic content of the mind. This 
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30	 Constructing the modern self

chapter aims to show that this version of modern subjectivity was 
defined, on the one hand, as a semi-autonomous unit that came to be 
called the ego, the Moi. It was understood to be visible through careful 
introspection only and had an inexhaustible content. On the other hand 
this modern version of what Jan Goldstein has called the ‘mental stuff ’ 
allowed for a sphere of scientific and administrative expertise, dealing 
with observing, experimenting on, and controlling the modern self and 
its deviations.16 Unlike, for example, ‘the citizen’ at the beginning of the 
Revolution who, in Sieyès’s eyes, could deal with ‘good shocks’, this 
kind of modern self was vulnerable, irritable, and principally unstable.17 
While the shock as a conscious intervention therefore had to be con-
trolled by medical experts, the regime of inwardness was a prerogative 
of bourgeois subjects, and administrative professionals took over the 
control of spaces in which passions arose as threatening forces. What I 
call the ‘modern subject’ here, has to be understood as a result of these 
three agencies of acting on an inner zone.

Advocates of the evolving human sciences believed that the mind 
was characterised by some specifically human essence, some core, that 
was at least partially invisible.18 The moral shock was thereby confined 
to spaces where it was used to encourage the development of individual 
human beings or groups of human beings and to find out something 
about their specific potential. From the perspective of moral shock, it 
is thus possible to show how, in the treatment of the human mind, a 
specific relationship between experts and subjects evolved on the basis 
of modern subjectivity and contributed to its production.

The first two sections of the chapter describe the first phase of rev-
olutionary shock after the Terror, while the following three sections 
analyse the interventions of experts during the Consulate (1799–1804) 
on the basis of whether they rejected or adopted the technique of 
moral shock for the treatment of sourds-muets (deaf or hard-of-hear-
ing persons),19 the ‘wild boy’ Victor, and the insane. The moral shock 
and political disruption of the French Revolution led ultimately, the 
chapter concludes, to a new consciousness of the passions and the har-
monies or disharmonies of the inner self, and to an evolving scientific 
practice directed towards an essentialised sphere of individuality. In 
the concluding section, I focus on the question of how these exam-
ples might help elucidate our understanding of a version of modern  
subjectivity.
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Revolutionary shocks	 31

The shock of the Revolution after the terror, 1794–99

The idea of moral shock was, from the onset, a political one that also 
had therapeutic, educational, and institutional corollaries. Its basic 
argumentative premise can be summed up as follows: despotic regimes, 
such as the ancien régime, have the tendency to keep the general popu-
lace in ignorance in order to keep it subordinate. This ignorance pre-
vents people from reasoning well enough, for example, to identify their 
natural rights and interests. Therefore, some kind of shock has to break 
down these rigid structures and open up the possibility of creating new 
ones. Fundamental to this notion of the political shock of the Revolu-
tion was the belief that the nation’s individuals could become alienated 
from their inner, rational, and universal mind that nevertheless remained 
intact even under very unfavourable external and internal conditions.20 
As the views of Pinel show above, the idea of insanity as a kind of 
obstruction of the principally undamaged rational mind also inspired a 
medical analysis of the early history of the Revolution.

At the beginning of the French Revolution, the inner self corre-
sponded in many ways to the classical sensationalist theory of mind, 
especially as it was expressed by Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1714–80) 
and, based on his theories, Antoine Louis Claude Destutt de Tracy 
(1754–1836).21 In his essay on the origin of human knowledge (Essai 
sur l’origine des connoissances humaines (1749)), for example, Condillac 
provided an explanation of the mind that relied solely on the faculty of 
sense perception and the mind’s basic capacity for ‘attention’. Within 
this framework, the mind was continually affected by three possible 
causes: impairment of the sense organs, different ways of processing 
sense perceptions, and types of storage and connection of these percep-
tions in the form of ideas.22 His basic hope, and that of Destutt de Tracy 
as well, was to discover laws governing the workings of the human mind 
that were analogous to the laws of physics. The intervention of the 
expert on the human mind should one day be based on the knowledge 
of these laws of, for example, ‘morals’, that is for Destutt de Tracy, the 
‘knowledge of the effects of our inclinations and our sentiments on our 
happiness’.23 In Destutt de Tracy’s eyes then, these experts would, on 
the basis of such ‘human laws’, help to create the optimal conditions for 
human social life.24 While Destutt de Tracy wrote this after the fall of 
Robespierre, when he had embraced a moderate stance highlighting the 
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32	 Constructing the modern self

dangerous potential of any kind of disturbance, before 1794 the positive 
effects of shock had been more pervasive in both political and scientific 
discourses.

The idea that shocks could heal was not without precedent, espe-
cially in medical circles, where the practice of curing patients by induc-
ing a state of terror in them had existed since at least the beginning of 
the eighteenth century. A professor of medicine at Leiden University, 
for instance, Johannes Oosterdyk Schacht (1704–92) had supposed, 
with reference to Stoic philosophy, that even if terror (terrore) were a 
rather devastating disturbance of the soul (perturbatio animi), submerg-
ing an ill person in cold water could induce a shock that might cure 
rabies.25 This kind of shock was adopted by the evolving psychiatric 
discourse at the end of the eighteenth century, as Philippe Pinel popu-
larised the idea of the ‘moral treatment’ through his work at the Bicêtre 
hospital, claiming that dopted interventions – that is, those not involv-
ing direct physical contact – could cure insanity. In Pinel’s case, as 
Goldstein argues, these moral interventions were understood to be 
effective because the faculty of imagination seemingly had an organis-
ing effect on the mind and could be affected by every external stimulus 
(including pictures, theatre plays, and sounds).26 It was not absurd to 
transfer this idea of the effects of the imagination to the interpretation 
of the shock of the Revolution, which, for the advocates of the Revolu-
tion, could be interpreted as salutary, while in the eyes of its critics it 
was detrimental.27

The Thermidorians’ stance

As Bronisław Baczko has demonstrated through sustained analysis of 
political debates after the Terror, providing a plausible explanation as 
to how a freed people could have succumbed to the seductive voices 
of the discourse of the Terror, and especially to that of Robespierre, 
became a central task of the post-Terror period.28 The figure of a people 
easily seduced gained in prominence during this period, and the idea of 
the gentle and uniform progress of reason was delegitimated. Instead, 
the discourse of the Thermidorian Convention (1794–99), which had 
replaced the regime of the Terror, betrayed a deep-seated anxiety that 
the people might again be seduced by ‘tyrants’ (referring mainly to 
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Robespierre and Louis XVI). One of the central figures of this Thermi-
dorian reaction, Jean-Lambert Tallien (1767–1820), made this stance 
very clear in his speech soon after the fall of Robespierre, on 28 August 
1794.29 While speaking about the concrete system of Terror that was, 
in his eyes, instituted primarily by Robespierre and Saint-Just, he drew 
attention at the same time to the medical concept of terror:

the terror is a general and regular shock, an exterior shock that affects 
the most hidden fibres, which degrades man and reduces him to a beast. 
It is the shock of all physical forces, the concussion of all moral faculties, 
the disturbance of all ideas, the reversal of all feelings (affections). It is a 
genuine disorganisation of the soul, which, because it leaves the soul 
only the ability to suffer, robs it of both the sweetness of hope and of the 
resources of despair.30

Several texts published soon after the end of the Terror presented nar-
ratives similar to Tallien’s, which utilised vocabulary of the human sci-
ences in order to demonstrate how the people had been either deceived 
or driven mad by the abuse of passions or of words (the so-called abus 
des mots).31 In 1798, for example, Destutt de Tracy published a series of 
articles in the Mercure de France in response to a prize question posed 
by the Class of Moral and Political Sciences at the National Institute, 
one of the first institutionalisations of the ‘human’, ‘moral’, ‘political’, 
or ‘social’ sciences.32 The question read: ‘What means should be con-
sidered to establish morality among a people?’ (the question was later 
modified, so Destutt’s essay did not enter the competition). Referring 
to the disturbing experiences of the Terror, de Tracy sharply criticised 
faith in the gentle progress of reason and instead put forward the thesis 
that the basic social and political operations of humanity are defined by 
the conflict of interests. To mitigate these conflicts one had, in his eyes, 
not to convince people by the force of arguments, but rather to ‘indoc-
trinate’ them, to ‘use every indirect means to influence the dispositions 
of its [the people’s] members’.33 Morality, Destutt contended, is not 
something ‘out there’, it must be produced through a knowledge-based 
process aimed at changing people’s customs (habitudes) by instituting 
good laws, promptly executing these laws, and furnishing the requi-
site material resources. For Destutt, the transition from one system 
to the other always generates a ‘crisis where one experiences all the 
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34	 Constructing the modern self

problems of both systems’, which could, if prolonged, lead to ‘irremedi-
able disorders’.34

One of the major figures of the Thermidorian reaction was Benjamin 
Constant (1767–1830), a staunch defender of the ideals of moderation 
and harmony. Constant considered the idea that the Terror was a neces-
sary phase and ingredient of the Revolution influential and dangerous 
enough to be opposed in detail. Terror, for Constant, reinstated the 
arbitrary (as opposed to the ‘natural’) political regime of the past by 
establishing a distance between the government and the people on the 
basis of fear.35 Furthermore, by using misleading words (such as ‘justice’ 
for unjust actions), it contributed to the confusion of things, words, and 
ideas, thereby creating a gap between the sacred law of nature and the 
arbitrary imaginations of despotic rulers:

[The Terror] has habituated the people to hearing the most sacred 
words being pronounced to motivate the most abhorrent actions. It has 
confused all notions, accustomed [the people’s] minds to despotism, 
inspired disdain for manners (formes), and prepared the ground for acts 
of violence and crimes in all directions.36

The impetus for Constant’s criticism was a book by Adrien Lezay-
Marnésia (1769–1814) entitled Of the causes of the Revolution and of its 
results (1797), which defended the Terror as a necessary episode of the 
Revolution. Like Petit, Lezay considered the Revolution a ‘complete 
change of customs, habits, circumstances, properties’.37 He situated his 
analysis of the shock of the Terror within a broader interpretation of 
historical forces, that is, the progress of enlightenment, which he 
believed had led to Revolution. In his own words, ‘enlightenment and 
corruption progress together, which is why every popular revolution 
brought about by the progress of enlightenment is necessarily violent’.38 
Lezay-Marnésia was convinced that in order to destroy ancient customs 
(‘anciennes habitudes’), an excessive despotism (‘despotisme outré’) 
had been necessary to prepare the ground for a free constitution.39 
Drawing once again on the field of medicine to furnish an analogy, the 
Terror was for Lezay-Marnésia a kind of ‘fever’, whose tremors would 
be felt even after the actual political event had subsided.40 The despot-
ism of the Terror had in this way made a ‘new people’ who could only 
attain liberty through ‘shocks’, even if those shocks were inflicted by 
‘criminals’.41
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After the coup d’état in 1799

Dominant figures in the burgeoning field of the human sciences after 
the establishment of the National Institute in 1795 presented a rather 
different analysis of the people in periods of violent political circum-
stances. The physiologist and materialist philosopher Pierre-Jean-
Georges Cabanis (1757–1808), for example, believed that the practice 
of the human sciences could contribute to avoiding revolutionary vio-
lence and that it was only the anachronism of the political regime, as 
compared to the progress of enlightenment, that caused the excesses of 
the revolutionary struggle. Indeed, this violence could be avoided 
through careful attention to the people’s state of mind (état des esprits).42 
For Cabanis, the human sciences would provide a means of governing 
that would allow social institutions to avoid friction between the peo-
ple’s state of mind and the nature of the social institutions that had 
produced the revolutionary violence in the first place. One way or the 
other, these advocates of the human sciences sought to produce situa-
tions in which the progress of the mind and the state of societal institu-
tions did not show any difference in development. These could be 
called ‘regimes of contemporaneity’, and such regimes were regarded as 
the foundation of a harmonious society.

In these circumstances, a heterogeneous group of actors gathered in 
Paris to establish a learned society, the Society of the Observers of Man 
(Société des observateurs de l’homme (1799–1804)). Its forty-five resi-
dent and sixteen corresponding members included physicians (Félix 
Vicq d’Azyr and Philippe Pinel), orientalists (Antoine-Isaac Silvestre 
de Sacy (1758–1838)), mathematicians (Auguste-Savinien Leblond 
(1760–1811)), naturalists (Aubin-Louis Millin de Grandmaison 
(1759–1818)), and philosophers (Pierre Laromiguière (1756–1837)). 
The society was established just after Napoleon’s coup d’état in 1799 and 
promised to generate a range of useful knowledge for safeguarding the 
new political regime against instability. One of its main actors, Joseph 
Marie de Gérando (1772–1842), believed that the general shock to ‘all 
beliefs’ that had been caused by the Revolution necessitated a profound 
reflection upon the rights and duties of human beings and the place of 
each being in French society.43 Therefore, he argued, a new and uni-
versal science of human beings should form the basis of a harmonising 
knowledge system, providing insight into the workings of the human 
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36	 Constructing the modern self

mind, and the effects of education and various external influences, such 
as climate.44

The most visible activities of the Society were concentrated at Paris’s 
Institution nationale des sourds-muets, which was a central revolutionary 
institution because it could demonstrate the moral power of education 
in very tangible ways during the public sessions which were attended 
by many, sometimes famous, visitors (such as the Pope, who attended 
a public session in 1805).45 Visitors to the school could admire its reali-
sation of the Enlightenment’s educational utopia, which promised to 
render every human being equally rational.46 This programme was 
based on a conception of human beings as naturally good and virtuous, 
and it maintained that only the aberrations of history, that is, arbitrary 
developments, could corrupt these natural qualities. One of the more 
remarkable means of corrupting people was the above-mentioned 
misuse of words, the abus des mots, which is why advocates of this posi-
tion were highly interested in reforming language.

The school’s director, Roch Ambroise Sicard (1742–1822), claimed 
to have developed a ‘methodical sign language’ that was able to replace 
the sign language normally used by sourds-muets, by which he meant 
that every sign would unequivocally represent only one idea, which, in 
turn, was connected to only one type of thing in the world.47 While 
there is not space to discuss this idea in detail here, Sicard’s basic strat-
egy was to base the signs of the methodical sign language on what he 
thought to be a natural analysis of the parts of speech, a natural grammar, 
which therefore represented the structure of things in the world per-
fectly in language. Hence, Sicard believed he could translate the order 
of things into an order of words and preserve this order in a language 
unobstructed by tradition, creating a new language of a new people, the 
methodical sign language. Contemporary critics of Sicard pointed out 
that he had entirely overlooked the fact that sourds-muets generally 
already had an elaborate language and that he failed to sufficiently deal 
with its structure – a disregard that remained a characteristic aspect of 
the marginalisation of the Deaf Community.48

For Sicard’s admirers, on the other hand, his methodical sign lan-
guage seemed ideally suited to eliminating the abus des mots, which, for 
Tallien as well, was crucial to explaining the power accumulated during 
the Terror. He enjoyed significant success with his programme. A high-
ranking official of the Interior Ministry, Jean-Pierre Barbier de Neuville 
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(1754–1822), mentioned Sicard’s public lessons and ‘discovery’ of the 
methodical sign language in a letter of recommendation to the Interior 
Minister, because Sicard was hoping for a pay rise: ‘Mr Sicard is well 
known to the learned foreigners who all frequent his lessons, and who 
rank his discovery among the achievements upon which our nation 
prides itself and which elevate it above the others’.49 One admirer of his 
work, the Abbé Pierre David, claimed that Sicard’s methodical sign 
language could form the basis for a much needed clarification and puri-
fication of the political vocabulary. Terror, he argued, had managed to 
deceive people through the misuse and perversion of words such as 
‘equality’ and ‘democracy’, which would not be possible in a ‘natural’ 
language such as Sicard’s.50 Sicard had influential supporters from the 
outset. Charles-Maurice Talleyrand (1754–1838) surmised in his 1791 
report on public education that Sicard’s methodical sign language might 
help create a universal language ‘which will be for thinking what algebra 
is for calculation’.51 An archival report of the Committee of Public Assis-
tance in 1796 proposed that ‘the analytical signs of the school of the 
sourd-muets might become ‘the universal language of educated men of 
all nations’.52

Sicard was also active, under the pseudonym of ‘Dracis’, as a writer 
for the Annales religieuses, where, in 1797, an account was published of 
his experiences during the September Massacres of 1792. This piece 
described a riot involving the slaughter of imprisoned enemies of the 
Revolution, including so-called ‘refractory priests’ like Sicard who had 
refused the civil constitution of the clergy. Here as well, Sicard painted 
a picture of an ‘irascible’ people whose misguided actions stemmed 
solely from their dependence on the opinions of their leaders.53 The 
people were susceptible to the voice of reason, but they also listened to 
those who wanted to inflame unjust passions – they were, ultimately, 
dependent on the whims of the elite.

Sicard believed that sourds-muets represented a perfect natural state 
prior to the onset of education. They were therefore ideal objects for an 
‘experimental metaphysics’, which he believed could demonstrate how, 
from the raw, natural state of humanity, an enlightened educational prac-
tice would produce enlightened and peaceful citizens.54 Sicard’s project 
effectively responded to the Consulate’s need to build up a coherent 
system of knowledge that allowed for the creation of a functioning 
society through a series of prudent educational and administrative 
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38	 Constructing the modern self

interventions.55 The figure of the sourd-muet, also referred to at this 
time as the ‘savage’ or the ‘automaton’ 56 because of an alleged lack of 
communication, was conceived as a being without history and there-
fore deemed suitable for the implementation of a perfect system of 
customs, habits, and signs. Many audience members at Sicard’s regular 
public lessons at the Institution nationale des sourds-muets shared this 
conviction; one of them even believed he had attended the ‘creation 
of man’.57 Sicard’s perspective also existed in governmental contexts, 
as demonstrated by this unpublished report of the Director General of 
Public Instruction (c. 1795–99):

It is less by communicating words that are only ever used to signal ideas, 
than by helping to beget ideas themselves, that it is possible to proceed 
with some success in the teaching [of sourds-muets]. It is as if there is a 
sort of world map on which the philosophical genius of the teacher 
establishes, between the ideas that are supposed to be covering the 
surface, connections that tie them together.58

Sicard’s experimental metaphysics was an answer to the challenge of 
regeneration, that is, of how a society with a history, with traditional 
customs and habits, might be regenerated without violence or shock, 
on the sole basis of the laws of nature, thereby avoiding the arbitrary 
abuse of power witnessed during the Terror. He framed this reference 
to nature within a sentimental narrative depicting education as an 
unimpeded discovery and development of immanent abilities through 
the enjoyment and admiration of nature. In Sicard, we therefore often 
find emotional descriptions of Jean Massieu (1772–1846) – one of his 
most famous pupils – hard at work classifying various natural phe-
nomena, but we are very seldom privy to scenes of conflict.59 Sicard 
here reflects the wide-ranging discourse about ‘nature’ that blossomed 
during the French Revolution, a discourse that highlighted its harmo-
nious, normative, and tender aspects. Roederer, one of the architects 
of Napoleon’s coup d’état and an outspoken champion of Sicard’s 
method, shared Tallien’s perspective on the Terror, regarding it as a 
‘disease where the moral and the physical constantly influence each 
other’.60 Since that system had relied on the ‘arbitrary’ whim of 
despots, the appeal of an educational technique that promised to rein-
state the ‘natural’ order had a special appeal. If, as Roederer believed, 
the ‘natural’ was intimately tied to the good and the beautiful, then a 
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concrete technique for attaining the ‘natural’ was a way to avoid the 
regression to Terror and the moral and physical distress associated 
with it. In 1799, he was therefore already staunchly critical of any 
approach to interpreting the Terror as a necessary phase of the Revo-
lution, regarding it instead as the work of ‘some villains’ who had 
merely seized the opportunity to deceive an ‘impatient and blind 
people’.61 Sicard’s version of enlightened education thus fulfilled at 
least two functions: first, it served as a rhetorical device to criticise the 
regime of the Terror as ‘unnatural’; second it created the possibility to 
relate to a positive concept of ‘nature’ serving as a tool to preserve a 
normative stance towards the concept of ‘humanity’ without giving 
up the securalised anthropology. While this latter provided orienta-
tional knowledge to situate the new ‘citizen’ within a sphere of new 
possibilities for action, it defined human beings as self-referential and 
developing systems of processing sense perceptions. In order still to 
be able to claim for ethical norms the actors followed different paths: 
one, Sicard’s and Roederer’s, was to add to this self-referential image a 
concept of ‘nature’ that already implied the values in question; another, 
Gérando’s and Maine de Biran’s, was to define a centre, which was at 
the same time empty and invisible and could be used to found and 
legitimate ethical and political norms. Both options were taken to deal 
with the challenge of a human being as part of nature without tran-
scendence, but which should at the same time serve as a means to 
formulate a knowledge system for creating a new society. Winfried 
Wehle has put forward the thesis, that it was precisely this latter con-
flict (Zerrissenheit) to form a centre but not to fill it out that formed 
the basic concern of the ‘modern subject.62

Victor, the ‘wild boy’

So far, I have shown that protagonists of the coup d’état of 1799 rejected 
the interpretation of the Terror as a necessary phase of the Revolution. 
However, the year 1800 saw a different version of shock within the 
human sciences emerge in rather local circumstances, when a so-called 
feral, or ‘savage’ (‘sauvage’) child was transferred to Paris’s school for 
deaf mutes.63 This child, approximately twelve years of age, who was 
later named Victor, initially served the same functional role as the figure 
of the sourd-muet. The Society of the Observers of Man had high hopes 
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that Sicard’s educational methods would succeed in integrating him 
into society.64

Sicard withdrew from the case the same year. Eventually, the 
task of educating Victor was taken over by Jean Marc Gaspard Itard 
(1774–1838), the school physician and a student of Pinel, who worked 
with the boy for five years, gave him his name, and wrote reports on his 
progress for the Interior Minister. His reports of 1801 and 1806 stand 
out in the history of feral children because, compared to other cases, 
they are quite long and very precise in their descriptions of his educa-
tional interventions.65 Itard started out in his education of Victor from 
Sicard’s conviction that Victor’s supposedly natural condition would 
allow for the ‘creation of man’, the harmonious unfolding of his pupil’s 
faculties through his classifications of nature. Since, for Sicard and 
Itard, nature was generally good and virtuous, transferring the natural 
order to an order of signs and ideas meant safeguarding nature for  
society.

It is clear from his early report that Itard, like Sicard, began his work 
assuming that education was the most powerful means of moulding 
human beings and, furthermore, that humanity owed everything it had 
to education.66 It is clear from his later report of 1806, however, that 
Itard increasingly deviated from his initial convictions. He saw Victor 
more and more as a particular, unique research object, who could not 
serve as a model for all human beings, for he could be compared only 
to himself.67 Within this new framework, the once joyful classification 
activities were abandoned in favour of a new ensemble of techniques 
designed to act on Victor’s mind, including punishing and surprising 
Victor, as well as traditional medical treatments such as hot and cold 
baths. Itard’s report of 1806 illustrates how a different version of the 
sensualist self was taking shape in educational and research practices. 
While he still believed that sense perception was highly important in 
moulding human beings, he also used techniques aimed at producing 
unexpected results, an approach we do not find in Sicard. The kind of 
self Itard tried to act on was therefore defined at least in part as an area 
that could only be made visible by an experimental approach in the 
modern sense. In some way or the other, Itard had to shock Victor’s 
inner self; for while the self itself may be invisible, its effects could, in 
Itard’s view, be made observable. In carefully designed experimental 
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spaces, moral shock thus made perfect sense. Sometimes, Itard also 
used his personal bond with Victor to experiment with the effects of 
emotions:

I approached Victor; I spoke affectionately to him, expressing myself in 
terms suitable for him to grasp their meaning, and adding even more 
intelligible signs of friendship. His tears redoubled, accompanied by 
sighs and sobs. Increasing the intensity of my caresses, I drove the 
emotion to its highest point and, if I may say so, made tremble the moral 
Man unto his last fibre.68

With interventions like these, Itard was trying to stimulate Victor 
into active and inventive, especially linguistic, performances. His strong 
focus on Victor’s activity was due to his reading of Gérando’s book on 
the generation of ideas, in which Gérando proposed a transformation 
of Condillac’s conceptualisation of the human mind.69 The focal point 
of this transformation was the mind’s passivity or activity.70 Gérando 
concentrated here particularly on the faculty of attention. One of the 
central claims of his philosophy is that the human being has an active 
ability to create hitherto unknown combinations of ideas. Attention 
and invention were means of staking out a specific terrain proper to 
being human, for – as Michel Foucault has shown – classical sensualist 
philosophy lacked an argumentational device for defining a particular 
being called ‘man’: every totality capable of processing sense percep-
tion, of generating ideas and signs was indistinguishable from ‘man’ 
(this also partially explains the excitement about ‘automatons’ and the 
question of whether they could potentially become human).71 Gérando 
chose a path that enabled him to define the essence of human beings 
within a sensualist vocabulary while dispensing with Condillac’s com-
mitment to the absolute emptiness of the mind before education. He 
called this essence the Moi, the ego. It was consciously characterised 
as an active principle. In the first lines of his Des signes (On signs), 
Gérando thus defines the verb ‘to think’ as analogous to the verb ‘to 
act’.72 This activity of the ego begins with the faculty of attention, 
which is the moral counterpart of physical sensation. While sensation 
comes from the outside, Gérando claims, attention comes from ‘us’, 
meaning that there is a structuring principle which we cannot alter 
(the system of the nerves, the sense organs etc.) and an active principle 
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dependent on the ego. On the first pages of his prize-winning essay, 
Gérando observes that both principles had to be treated as unknown 
variables. This was attractive for philosophers like Victor Cousin 
(1792–1867), who embraced this concept of the human being with 
a specifically human core, as well as for other researchers, since the 
existence of such a core ultimately called for the existence of a research  
programme.

I contend that it was precisely this human core that also underpinned 
Itard’s subsequent research activities at the Institution nationale des 
sourds-muets. Sicard’s ideal rational Enlightenment subject was replaced 
by a subject whose rich interiority was difficult to locate and to 
expound.73 This was also the interpretative framework that Itard used 
in his larger work on the education of sourds-muets.74 Itard thereby par-
ticularised the notion of ‘civilisation’, so important for revolutionary 
discourse, and applied it to partially discrete zones of action. The Institu-
tion nationale des sourds-muets was one such zone, characterised by its 
unique progress of reason and sensibility. As in the 1806 report on 
Victor, this particular civilisation of the school’s pupils could only be 
measured against its own zone of action; there could be no comparison 
with the universal progress of enlightenment.75

This version of modern subjectivity as a local challenge of negotia-
tion within local developments necessitated a concomitant interpre-
tation of the place of individuals within their wider social collective. 
In an 1802 manuscript about insanity, Itard introduced a concept he 
called the ‘spirit of the present time’ (‘esprit du temps actuel’), which, 
he argued, constituted the most basic measure of mental health and 
illness.76 Sanity could thus only be defined as a function of the devel-
opment of a more general, sometimes national, spirit. Political revo-
lutions were comparable to the ‘blind anger of a maniac during the 
most terrible attack’, a ‘universal and contagious exaltation of every 
human passion’ to the level of ‘national mania’.77 At the same time, Itard 
assumed that a diagnosis of mental illness was closely linked to the 
ensemble of ‘national customs’.78 Cabanis and Itard shared a perspective 
on the historicity of nations and of individuals that diverged from the 
universal narratives of progressive enlightenment.79 In their view, the 
prerequisite for a morally and physically sound relationship between 
the individual and their more or less extensive community was the 
synchronous development of their mental progress.80
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Esquirol and the insane

Itard’s friend Jean-Étienne Esquirol (1772–1840), who also was a 
student of Pinel, published his influential medical dissertation on the 
human passions in 1805. Esquirol was one of the first physicians in 
France to reflect systematically on how the passions might be used to 
cure the insane.81 In addition, he introduced the concept of ‘moral 
shock’ (‘sécousse morale’) to this framework and added to the history 
of medicine several striking case studies of moral shock at work.82 
Esquirol believed that the Revolution, and especially the Terror, had 
produced devastating effects on the mental, emotional, and physical 
state of the French people:

The political shocks, by bringing all the passions into play, by stimulating 
artificial passions, by overemphasising violent passions, by multiplying 
the needs of certain individuals, by depriving the others of the fortune 
which had become necessary for their habits, the political upheavals 
have increased the number of the insane. It is what was observed after 
the revolution in England, it is what has been observed in France since 
our revolutionary turmoil.83

Throughout his dissertation, Esquirol generally criticises the effects of 
every sort of disturbance, such as the increasing levels of noise pro-
duced within European cities; but at the same time, he believes that 
the calculated interventions of medical experts in the form of moral 
shocks may have salutary effects. In many cases, these interventions 
are arranged analogically to theatrical plays, in order to convey to the 
insane an understanding of their illness and escort them back to their 
rational selves. Esquirol uses every means of dissimulation and disguise 
to induce the necessary moral shock and to break the delusions of  
insanity:

We have never pretended we could cure [the insane] by arguing with 
them. This pretension would be contradicted by daily experience. Do 
the passions give way to reasoning? […] [T]o treat them with dialectical 
formulas and syllogisms would be to misunderstand the course of the 
passions and the clinical history of insanity.

Esquirol argues that it is ‘only by giving a moral shock, by placing the 
insane in a state opposite and contrary to that in which they were 
before’ that they can be cured.84
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In 1816, Esquirol drew on his intellectual and medical forebears – 
the physicians Cabanis, Moreau de la Sarthe, and Pinel – in order to 
strengthen his hypothesis that insanity was caused by an imaginary 
passion, which, by means of moral shock, could be substituted with 
a real passion.85 To achieve this, the physician first had to master the 
art of reading the signs of physical and moral disorders (physiogno-
mic signs, for example, but also specific kinds of fever etc.) in order 
to contrive a specific and individual form of intervention. This would 
result in breaking the ‘veil’ that separated the interior world of a ‘vicious 
chain of ideas’ from the outer world.86 While individually tailored 
moral shock could be a legitimate means when carefully controlled by 
a medical expert, Esquirol considered abrupt changes of habits, ‘danger-
ous innovations’, and the loss of ancient forms, especially among the 
lower classes, to be particularly dangerous.87 Republican and demo-
cratic regimes, in particular, encouraged insanity, according to Esquirol, 
who, in this particular text of 1816, criticised the whole course of the  
Revolution.88

In summary, in the texts describing the medical interventions of 
Itard and Esquirol, two types of shock can be distinguished: a political 
shock, which is harmful, and a therapeutic shock induced by a medical 
expert, which can be helpful. In the texts of both doctors, the invention 
of a certain relationship between experts of the mind (psychiatrists, 
physicians, educators) and objects of this expertise can be retraced. 
This relationship was characterised by the reification of the objects of 
medical intervention and the attempt to confine the use of the passions 
to controlled spaces, while the more general and public zones of action 
were to be kept free of the excessive shocks linked especially to the 
Terror. An article by Michel Gourevitch tells of a case that illustrates 
this dissipation, in the new expert regime, of the Enlightenment’s con-
viction that every human being is a rational decision-maker with regard 
to her or his own mind. In 1812, Gourevitch notes, a dispute between 
the administrator and the physician of the asylum for the insane at 
Charenton was brought before the police commissioner. The two men 
disagreed on the question of whether only the physician or also the 
administrator had a right to make decisions on curing insanity. The 
police commissioner decided in favour of the physician and thus, as 
Gourevitch argues, in favour of the consequential growth of ‘medical 
power’.89
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Conclusion: modern subjectivity and moral shock

By using moral shocks physicians such as Itard and Esquirol adopted a 
perspective on the relationship between the individual and society that 
entailed specific assessment of the individual’s capacity for freedom and 
the right of social and scientific elites to exert control over individuals. 
This type of scientific and therapeutic activity was marked by constant 
reflection on the regime of the Terror. In 1789, Pinel had put his trust 
in the justice of the heated passions of the people, which had shaken off 
a ‘long lethargy’ through an eruption of the human spirit, and ‘could no 
longer be oppressed’.90 But the Terror had shown human scientists that 
the moulding of a republican people was not as easy a task as they had 
hoped. The people were understood to have proven themselves deceiv-
able and seducible, and their passions had been easily manipulated by 
the leaders of the Terror.

Itard and Esquirol are only two examples of an array of administra-
tors, physicians, and educators (such as Gérando, Pinel, and Cabanis) 
who were active in discussions about the human and social sciences 
around 1800, who, especially after the downfall of the universalist hope 
for a unified science de l’homme, helped to develop new medical and 
scientific spaces for controlling and adjusting the passions. They mis-
trusted the naturalistic narrative espoused by figures such as Lezay-
Marnésia and Petit, who tried to include the Terror in a civilising story 
of progress. Instead, they advocated an elitist regime that would harmo-
nise the violent passions of the people. For this reason, institutions like 
the asylum and the school – and, as Michel Foucault has shown, the 
prison – became important centres comparable to laboratories, where 
experiments on the control and analysis of the passions could be carried 
out.91 Within these spaces, a system of control was established that 
might be labelled an ‘elitist regime’, as it was based on the figure of the 
expert who controlled different aspects of the people’s behaviour. This 
elitist approach held that the people may have a rational and, to some 
degree, free will, but in cases of deviance, an administrative or scientific 
expertise is needed to explain, control, and limit the discrepancies.

There are, of course, other anthropological reactions to the chal-
lenges of the restructuring of French society, such as clearly mystical or 
religious answers, that, like the ones presented in this chapter, took up 
the modern challenge to define human beings as part of nature and at 

Laurens Schlicht - 9781526147547
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 06/14/2025 11:20:27PM

via Open Access. CC-BY-NC-ND
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


46	 Constructing the modern self

the same time to formulate normative (ethical and political) claims. 
This chapter has pointed out that the kind of subjectivity espoused by 
the human sciences around 1800 explicitly reacted to the experiences 
of the French Revolution and the anxiety that the people might again 
fall prey to an instrumentalisation of their easily heated passions. The 
advocates of Napoleon’s coup d’état of 1799 therefore rejected the uni-
versalist hope for a complete regeneration of ‘the people’ and ‘the mind’ 
and instead tried to install spaces of control within which subjects 
might exercise their rights freely as long as they did not conflict with 
basic governmental interests. These spaces made possible a transformed 
concept of difference: at a governmental level, a single, homogeneous 
layer of education, wealth, or power was no longer necessary; there 
could be differences everywhere, as long as they were kept within a 
certain tolerance range. Within these zones of action, attempts were 
undertaken to establish regimes of contemporaneity. The idea of the 
civilising mission, so important for the eighteenth century, was thus 
transformed and used to establish a general scheme of administration.

Another expert, who has been the focus of this chapter, was the 
medical expert. As pointed out, medical experts like Pinel, Itard, or 
Esquirol built on a discourse about the effects of the shock of the Revo-
lution to formulate a new version of medical intervention. Esquirol 
thereby distinguished the political and harmful shock from the medi-
cally controlled and curative shock. The kind of modern subjectivity 
informing this stance towards shock rested upon the figure of the vul-
nerable and unstable subject on the one hand and the medical, admin-
strative, and political expert systems taking care of mitigating the impact 
of unstable political and social constellations on the other. Thus, this 
version of the modern subject was basically semi-autonomous, being 
unobstructed as long as kept within a tolerance range, and becoming 
the object of expert systems of control when transgressing the bounda-
ries of situatively defined norms of the tolerable. As Herrnstadt has 
shown at length, the establishment of the Napoleonic version of author-
itarian administration was based on a comparable concept of semi-
autonomous units, which was itself based on a transformed version of 
sensualism.92 We thus find the same kind of shift – from transparency 
predicated upon a universal scheme towards opacity predicated upon a 
semi-particularised scheme – at the level of the individual, as well. On 
this individual level, the education of the passions within controlled 

Laurens Schlicht - 9781526147547
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 06/14/2025 11:20:27PM

via Open Access. CC-BY-NC-ND
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Revolutionary shocks	 47

spaces was supposed to form the basis for a general harmonisation and 
pacification. There emerged in this regard a new type of experimental 
object within the traditional field of the ‘analysis of ideas’, a specifically 
human being, with an opaque inner zone called the Moi, which enabled 
the renewed application, now in the context of ‘moral treatment’, of 
an old approach to curing physical diseases through shock. We can 
therefore distinguish two kinds of shock: a universal and revolutionary 
shock, which is uncontrolled and therefore extremely harmful, and a 
local shock used to heal the mind or to find out something about the 
interdependence of the physical and the moral. The kind of subject 
proffered by the human sciences was marked by an authoritarian rela-
tion between experts and the human beings whom they viewed as 
objects of research, who were at once potentially dangerous and in 
need of care. This combination of anxiety and care enabled the emer-
gence of two approaches to the problem of control: welfare and the 
human sciences. And this modern subject, conceived on the basis 
of mistrust, accordingly reappears as an object of research and as an  
administrative unit.
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