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Fourier, Charles (1772-1837) 

 

Charles Fourier was a largely self-educated French social philosopher, known for his 

audacious plans for a better organization of society. Together with Robert Owen and 

Henri de Saint-Simon he is considered as a protagonist of early (also called Utopian) 

socialism. 

 Working as a travelling salesman, he allegedly discovered in 1799 the defects of 

existing society and decided to devote his life to the exposition of his ideas. His main 

publications are Théorie des Quatre Mouvements (1808), Traité de l’Association 

Domestique-Agricole (1822), Le Nouveau Monde Industriel (1829) and La Fausse 

Industrie (1835). At first he had very little success, but in the 1820s and 1830s he 

attracted an increasing number of followers, including Clarisse Vigoureux and Victor 

Considérant. In the 1840s the Fourierist movement became quite important and 

constituted one of the main currents of French socialism. 

 Fourier’s analysis and proposals are based on insights into human psychology. 

Human beings have a broad variety of passions – he identified thirteen of them – which 

are driven by forces of attraction and repulsion. Society must be organized in such a 

way that these forces can deploy themselves, rather than be repressed. The existing 

organization forced people to do repulsive work, and made them miserable. What 

Fourier proposed as an alternative was a system of production based on attractive 

labour. This could be accomplished by organizing labour around passionate series, i.e. 

groups of people sharing a passion for a specific activity, and by letting persons work 

for short periods of time in different series of their own choice. Fourier described in 

meticulous detail how such an alternative system, which he called the phalanstère, 

would look like. He thought of it as a voluntary association of roughly 1,500 to 2,000 



persons from different backgrounds. Common activities would be organized in a central 

building. No one would remain destitute: a social minimum, paid in kind, would ensure 

that all members enjoyed a decent standard of living. This may be seen as a precursor of 

the present-day proposals for a basic income. 

 It is said that Fourier waited every day for someone to come forward and found 

the first phalanstère according to his plans. It never happened, maybe because Fourier 

was seen by many as a weird and eccentric visionary, who dreamed about oceans of 

lemonade. Moreover, he was a strong advocate of sexual liberty. Nonetheless, many 

reformers of the mid 19
th

 century were inspired by his ideas and set up dozens of 

Fourierist experiments, especially in the USA. 

 

Guido Erreygers 

University of Antwerp 

 

SEE ALSO: Owen, Robert; Saint-Simon, Claude-Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de 

 

References and Suggested Readings 

Beecher, J. (1986) Charles Fourier: The Visionary and His World. Berkeley and Los 

Angeles, CA: University of California Press. 

Del Bo, G. (1957) Charles Fourier e la Scuola Societaria (1801-1922). Milano, 

Feltrinelli. 

Fourier, C. (1966-1968) Œuvres Complètes de Charles Fourier. Paris: Anthropos, 12 

Vols. 

Guarneri, C.J. (1991) The Utopian Alternative: Fourierism in Nineteenth-Century 

America. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 


