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Abstract: Charles Fourier has been disdained or ignored by political scientists, even by 

theorists. Some of his ideas were ñmad,ò but so many others were brilliant. Now we can see 

that even some ñmadò ideas were simply premature, e.g., global warming. His works are a 

ñwhole earth catalogò of solutions to today's most intractable problems, such as agricultural 

labor in a democracy, environmental degradation, consumerism, loneliness, the decline of the 

family, the gradual disappearance of nutritious meals (and shared mealtimes), eldercare, 

boredom at work, unemployment, and the fragmentation of communities by ñidentityò politics.  

 In 19th century United States, Fourierist and Owenite communitarian models for settling 

the country was taken very seriously by intellectuals, and more than 100 communities existed. 

Available data has barely been unearthed by political scientists; the whole movement is rarely 

mentioned in history books, even ñradicalò ones. Both capitalism and Marxian socialism 

eclipsed this fruitful policy option. The disappointing experiences of technological, gigantic 

socialism and capitalism make the decentralized, ñsmall is beautiful,ò scale of organization look 

very attractive. 

  
                Walker Evans 

      Why This? 
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In 1909, the U.S. Commission on Country Life found persistent problems, many the 

same as those which had prompted the 19th century communitarians: the ñidiocy of rural lifeò 

and the environmental degradation resulting from the usual methods of food production. Yet 

despite Progressive reform efforts, the agricultural sector today seems to offer few options other 

than self-exploitation family farms, chemicalized agribusiness, brutalized migrant labor, or 

those questionable imports. 

 This paper will consider rural dysfunction, reform movements, and policy options. It will 

revisit the communitarian road that was taken, but then backtracked. It is now especially 

appropriate to reconsider Fourier, as a new translation of his Theory of Four Movements 

(material, organic, animal, and social) was published in 1996, after many years without a 

Fourier English translation in print. 

 

I. Introduction  

 In the early 20
th
 century, political and revolutionary Marxism had become ñhegemonicò 

over other socialist theories. Perhaps now the others can re-emerge. The strange and brilliant 

Charles Fourier certainly deserves more exposure. We need not institute every detail of his 

schemes, and we can note some serious omissions. Nevertheless, he provided practical policy 

ideas for the world as it is now, for developing as well as developed nations, and for an 

increasingly feminist world where boundaries of personal and political are shifting. His ideas  

When It Could be This 

 

are especially relevant to an era in which hard work is disdained and perpetual play desired, 

when the lust for luxurious consumption defies environmental sustainability at the same time 

that it leaves people ñnever content, constantly gnawed by desires despite being surrounded by 

opulenceò (Fourier 1996, 279).  
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 Fourier was an impassioned geographer and an observant demographer. He contemplates 

the promises and pitfalls of globalization. He has novel suggestions for the gap left by the 

ñnormalò familyôs erosion, and for the increasing proportion of older people. This paper will 

focus on an ancient problem with its own modern complications: how can a democratic society 

produce food (and other agricultural products) without enslavement, exploitation, or destruction 

of the earth? Fourier was literally concerned about ñHow can we keep them down on the farm 

after theyôve seen Paree?ò He deemed agricultural laborers, in Europe and elsewhere, a reserve 

of ñindigent . . . wretchesò (Fourier 1996, 274). The family farm was no solution, as its 

individualistic approach was wearisome, wasteful, and inefficient. Besides, Fourier regarded 

the family as an institution deservedly on the way out. Finally, even in his day, agribusiness 

was imposing a new feudalism on farmers:  

 

  [M]onopolists. . .could reduce all those below them to commercial vassalage, and 

achieve control over the whole of production by their combined intrigues. The small 

landowner would then be forced indirectly to dispose of his harvest in a way that met 

with the monopolistsô agreement; he would in fact have become an agricultural agent of 

the commercial coalition. The final result of this would be the renaissance of an inverse 

feudalism, founded on mercantile leagues rather than leagues of nobles. (Fourier 1996, 

264) 

  

 A related, important matter: how can meals be served up nutritious, delicious, and 

elegant, without servants or wife-servants? Feeding people is a complicated art and science, and 

there are few full-time housewives or househusbands with the time, energy, and knowledge to 

perform this most vital task for humanity. Of course, today, there are even more challenges, 

because of long-distance, chemicalized, commercial food production. Fourier gives this need its 

due; one might say that gastronomy has the central place in his utopia. 

 Let us take a brief look at Fourierism. 

 

II. Fourierism  

 Charles Fourier (1772-1837), a silk merchant and auto-didact, had no professional 

affiliation to restrain or tame his ideological meandering. Traumatized by the French 

Revolution and its aftermath, Fourier (1996) adjudged the ideas of the Philosophes as ñfloods 

of illusion.ò 

 

 People. . . were forced to recognise that no good was to be anticipated from any of 

the knowledge accumulated thus far, and that they would have to look to some new 

science to provide social well-being, and find new and original paths for political 

thought; it was obvious that neither the Philosophers nor their opponents were able to 

alleviate the miseries of society, and that their respective dogmas served only to mask the 

continuing presence of its worst scourges, including poverty.  

 It was pondering this that first led me to suspect the existence of a social science of 

which we were still unaware, and stimulated me to try to discover what it was. (7) 
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 He took as his method absolute doubt, finding that Descartes hardly doubted anything 

important.  

 

 As I had no connection with any scientific school, I decided to apply doubt to all 

opinions without exception, even regarding with suspicion arrangements which had 

universal agreement; for although this Civilisation is the idol of all philosophical schools, 

and the one they believe to be most nearly perfect, what could be more imperfect than 

Civilisation, and all the scourges it brings with it? What more dubious than its necessity 

and its future permanence? Is it not far more likely that it is just one more rung on the 

ladder of human progress? (Fourier 1996, 8) 

 

 To Fourier, ñcivilisationò is a mostly pejorative term, referring to the present society. It 

had been preceded by the stages of Savagery, Partriarchate, and Barbarism, which still existed 

throughout the world, and werenôt all bad. ñCivilisationò will be surpassed by the utopian era of 

ñHarmony,ò which would last for 70,000 years. Then chaos would ensue, and ultimately, the 

end of the animal and vegetable world. 

 Fourierôs political speculations began with two related problems: agricultural association 

and British commercial monopoly. His solution, the germ of his later ñphalansteries,ò was to 

bring together 

 

 [A]t least eight hundred [people] . . . for the formation of a NATURAL or 

ATTRACTIVE association. I mean by these terms a society whose members would be 

driven to work by competition, self-esteem and other stimuli compatible with self-

interest; this new order will fill us with enthusiasm for agricultural work, although at 

present it is regarded as suitable only for the lowest, and is only done out of necessity and 

the fear of dying of hunger. (Fourier 1996, 11) 

 

The lure would be luxury and pleasure. With the principle of association, eliminating waste and 

middlemen, vast savings would result: ñ[T]hree hundred families of associated villagers need 

have only one well-ordered granary, instead of three hundred ill -kept ones; only one wine-vat 

instead of three hundred . . . ñ (Fourier 1996, 11). The benefits of combined creativity and 

knowledge would also be considerable even for the rich:  

 

 In the current order [it is necessary] for every head of household to know about 

oenology, knowledge which is not easy to acquire. Three-quarters of rich households 

lack this knowledge, and consequently are very poorly stocked with wine; they spend a 

lot of money on drink, but have nothing but adulterated and badly kept wines because 

they have to rely on wine-merchants who are the most adept swindlers, and on hired 

cellarmen whose only skill is cheating. (Fourier 1996, 123)  
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 Fourierôs plan would vanquish the miseries of ñcivilisation,ò which included but were not 

limited to those created by industrial capitalism. Early socialism, even that of Marx and Engels, 

charted far more social ills than surplus value extraction. 

 Fourier designed a society which not only allowed for great abundance and luxury (with 

minimal resource use), but also permitted the full expression of all human passions. Complete 

harmony was possible without the need for repressing any human desires or reforming 

humankind. Indeed, Fourier called his ideal society Harmony. 

 He believed that people were born with certain personality types, based on their 

dominant passions. He posited twelve basic passions: the five sensual appetites; four appetites 

of the soul: friendship, love, family, and ambition; and three distributive passions: the cabalist 

(love of intrigues), butterfly (love of change and contrast), and composite (desire to combine 

pleasures of sense and soul) His psychology has found 

some modern verification(Angier, 1996). The superior 

individuals were the ones with the greatest complexity, 

and the largest number of dominant passions. Fourier 

believed that all passions, manias, and desires were 

good (otherwise God wouldn't have created them). 

Crime, all social pathology, and dysfunction he 

attributed to repression. With the proper organization of 

society, all tastes would become socially useful or at 

least innocuous.  

 As Fourier developed his scheme, he decided 

that his ñphalansteriesò needed 1620 people to include 

male and female representatives of all the basic 

personality types for the proper arrangements of work 

and love. They would be rich and poor, young and old, 

and of all persuasions. Everyone would be guaranteed a 

generous minimum of food, lodging, clothing, 

entertainment, education, medical and dental care, and 

sex. An affluent standard of living would be possible 

because of the savings permitted by ñuniting into 

combined households,ò the avoidance of waste, the labor intensive production of necessities 

and luxuries, the extremely high productivity of Harmony's ecstatic workers, and the 

elimination of ñ12 classes of parasites.ò 

 Fourier did not endorse mass-production techniques or consider them necessary for 

abundance. His objective was to achieve ñ1) The greatest possible consumption of different 

kinds of food; 2) the smallest possible consumption of different kinds of clothing and furniture. 

. . .ò Because manufacturing was odious, all manufactured goods would have to be nearly 

indestructible: ñfurniture and clothing will last an extremely long time. They will become 

eternalò (Fourier 1971, 288; Moonan, 1998). 

 No one would be laboring to support capitalists, middlemen, idlers, priests, economists, 

bureaucrats, armies and navies, or various other parasites. Wives of the rich as well as all 
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children would become workers. Fourier's discovery of the ñtheory of passionate attraction,ò a 

breakthrough which he compared to Newton's discoveries, meant that people would voluntarily 

enrol in all those (and only those) types of work which satisfied their particular combination of 

passions. In addition, work would be spiced up with competition, intrigues, sex, and pageantry.  

 No occupation should be pursued for more than two hours at a time. Necessary 

dangerous work, as in chemical plants and glass works, would be rotated so that one person 

might spend only two or three hours a week in those places. But no matter how enticing, all 

work would be done in short sessions. This would have the additional advantage of promoting 

equality and solidarity, as those who were leaders in one field would be novices in another.

  

 The major productive work in Harmony would be horticulture, which, along with small 

domestic animal raising, gamekeeping, and fishfarming, would supply a large part of the diet. 

Legumes, rather than bread, would be the staple food, with high consumption of fruits and 

vegetables.  

 A wide variety of occupations would exist in Harmony; Fourier imagined that they 

would be developed to the highest standards. Thus: 

 

 The doctors of the phalange will be specialists in preventive medicine: their 

interest is to see that no one falls ill. In Harmony, doctors (and dentists) will always work 

as a team in a group. They will be collectively remunerated in proportion to the general 

health of the phalange, and not according to the number of ailments or number of patients 

treated. (Zeldin 1969, 72) 

 

 Dirty work would be joyfully pursued by the ñLittle Hordes,ò teams of children who 

(according to Fourier) have a penchant for filth, noise, and disgusting tasks such as removing 

 reptiles from the roads. In con-

trast, the ñLittle Bands,ò those 

children with a taste for elegance, 

would have the responsibility of 

maintaining the decorative side of 

the phalanstery and correcting the 

grammar of their elders.  

 There would be trade, 

partying, and joint enterprises with 

the outside world, which would 

also be organized in phalansteries. 

Most notable were the ñindustrial 

armies,ò mustered for environ-

mental projects such as reclama-

tion of deserts, reforestation, and 

building canals.  
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The expenditure, he points out with the logic of a commercial traveller, would be much 

smaller for a productive army; and besides the saving in slaughtered men, burnt cities, 

devastated fields, we should have the saving of the cost of equipment, and the benefit of 

the work accomplished. (Zeldin 1969, 109) 

 

Further peace-promoting activities would be world conclaves of those who shared each sexual 

or food fetish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To end the scourge of war yet allow expression of 

competitive passions, Fourier proposed a ñworld 

war of small pastriesò (petits pâtés), in which massive armies (men and women) would compete 

to produce the best array of these pastries (Fourier 1967; Bloksberg 1998)  

Children would be educated in Harmony by following their instincts, imitating older 

children, finding mentors, and participating in the work of the community. Miniature work-

shops with tiny tools would be irresistible. Opera 

was a prime educational tool as well as a phalan-

stery-integrating activity. Its pedagogical value 

derived from the great variety of skills required, 

including managing complex operations (Kozinn 

1994). (For Fourier there was nothing more en-

ticing than the orchestration of the universeôs vast 

diversity.) Adults, children, and members of all 

classes would participate; a prince might well be in 

the chorus line and a pauper, the diva. Although 

some people would prefer set painting to 

Terlingua 

International Chili  

Championship  

 
 

Chili Appreciation Society 

International  

 

 

http://www.chili.org/terlingua.html 

 

 


