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Title: “Mercantile Greatness” and “Invaluable Constitution”: The Targets of
Thomas Carlyle’s Cultural Criticism

Abstract: The 19" century English cultural criticism was essentially a social
criticism represented by Thomas Carlyle, the social critic of Victorian Age.
Perceived from the evolution of its connation, the term culture was closely allied
with the so-called civilization of commercial capitalism before the 19" century.
However, this alliance between culture and civilization was broken due to the
rapid development of capitalist economy and industrial civilization. The early 19"
century had already witnessed the battle of culture against the commercialized
civilization characterized by utilitarianism. By the end of the 19" century, the
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conventional sense of the term civilization tended to carry with it a negative sense,
while the word “culture”, almost an antonym to civilization, turned to be a positive
and critical term. Carlyle’s cultural criticism finds its expression in the critiques and
sarcasms on what he called “mercantile greatness” and “invaluable Constitution” of
“the mechanical age”, an age in which he himself was placed. In essence, Carlyle’s
cultural criticism is a Romantic calling for a return to Verstand (Understanding) and
Divinity being increasingly lost under the coercion of capitalist political economy.
Carlyle regards economy as “dismal science”, exhibiting his insightful critique
on commercialism and scientism as the sage of the 19" century English cultural
criticism.
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