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Chapter 4 New popular movements and significant ideas before the revolution

Analysis activity 4.1: Reading a primary resource
Voltaire defends the idea of utility
Voltaire’s ’On Commerce’ from Letters on England, 1733
In France, anyone is a marquis who wants to be, and whoever arrives in Paris with money to spend … can say ‘a man like me, a man of my standing’, and loftily despise a business man, and the business man so often hears people speak disparagingly of his profession that he is foolish enough to blush. Yet I wonder which is more useful to a nation, a well-powdered nobleman who knows exactly at what minute the king goes to bed, and who gives himself grand airs while playing the part of a slave in some minister’s antechamber, or a business man who enriches his country, issues orders from his office to Surat or Cairo, and contributes to the well-being of the world. (From Voltaire, Letters on England, trans. by Leonard Tancock, 1984, pp. 51–2)
1 How does Voltaire undermine the prestige of noble title and rank?
2 How does he suggest that nobles are now leading almost useless lives?
3 Why does Voltaire feel that merchants should be regarded as being far more important than they currently are?
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