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‘Since Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari and, more recently, Badiou, there has 
been considerable interest in countervailing the history of individualism with 
others on the production of group subjectivities, where the individual emerges 
from out of, or is sacrificially sublimated into, a cog in the machine of a no-less 
manufactured collective identity. Luis de Miranda’s enquiry into the origins and 
ambivalent spread of esprit de corps, or the subjectivation of “ensembles”, marks 
a major intervention in this debate. Ensemblance is a remarkable “histosophical” 
achievement, a compellingly original mix of transnational history and philosophy, 
from the philosophes to the present, and beautifully written to boot.’
Gerald Moore, Associate Professor in Digital Studies, Durham University

Is esprit de corps the secret engine of history?

Esprit de corps has played a significant role in the cultural and political history 
of the last 300 years. The idea was influential and debated during the European 
secularisation of education in the eighteenth century, the French Revolution, the 
United States process of Independence and the Bonapartist Empire. It was praised 
by British colonialists, French sociologists and during the World Wars. It was 
also instrumental in the rise of administrative nation-states and the triumph of 
corporate capitalism. Today, ‘esprit de corps’ continues to be influential in disparate 
discourses.

Through several historical case studies, Luis de Miranda shows how this phrase 
acts as a combat concept with a clear societal impact. He also reveals how 
interconnected, yet distinct, French, English and American modern intellectual and 
political thought is. In the end, this is a cautionary analysis of past and current 
ideologies of ultra-unified human ensembles, a recurrent historical and theoretical 
fabulation the author calls ‘ensemblance’.

Luis de Miranda is a Philosophical Practitioner and a Researcher at Örebro 
University, Sweden.
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The Way of Hilton: Esprit de Corps in the UK and 
the USA in the Twentieth Century

‘A happy phrase’: The Specificity of English Uses of  
Esprit de Corps

Anglophone references to esprit de corps in the twentieth century were not only 
frequent and popular, but also predominantly laudatory. Most English users of the 
phrase forgot about the pejorative political meaning invented by the Philosophes 
in the eighteenth century. If the phrase ‘esprit de corps’ continued to thrive in 
several discourses – military, political, intellectual and theoretical, corporate, 
and in sport – it was with a meaning that was increasingly generic and standard, 
often close to the general idea of team spirit, often with a bellicose twist. To be 
fair, this reduction of sense was never unanimously satisfying, and esprit de corps 
continued to be ungraspable for those who wanted to theorise it scrupulously: 
‘The expression esprit de corps covers so much ground that its meaning can no 
more be catalogued in a compact little definition.’1

Broadly speaking, the dominant English appropriation of the term was now 
much more about commanded collaboration than bias or partisanship. John 
Rowe, the president of a large American insurance company, explained that 
‘ “esprit de corps” [. . .] visualizes, as no idiom of our own does, the essence of 
co-operation’.2 We must read in full his eloquent ‘practical philosophy’ article 
on esprit de corps, published in 1929 in a local newspaper of the western state 
of Washington:

A happy phrase is sometimes coined, so humanly expressive that barriers of 
language are swept aside and like music it becomes a universal sentiment. To 
the French we are indebted for such an expression, ‘esprit de corps’, which our 
English tongue has adopted and naturalized because it visualizes, as no idiom 
of our own does, the essence of co-operation. ‘Esprit de corps’ is the common 
spirit pervading men associated in business or social activity, implying sym-
pathy, enthusiasm, devotion and jealous regard for the honor of the body as 
a whole. In concrete form it symbolizes the story of co-ordinated effort that 
has gradually raised humanity from the brutish isolation of history’s dawn 
to the intensive inter-relations of today’s high civilization. In proportion as 
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‘esprit de corps’ becomes a motivating force in men’s lives do they transcend 
the narrow bounds of selfishness and become social beings, for it brings into 
action forces potent to lift men’s thoughts from their own petty affairs to 
the contemplation of wider horizons. On this great co-ordinating emotion 
each of the component factors – sympathy, enthusiasm, devotion and jealous 
regard for honor – taken separately would be sufficient to elevate standards 
of conduct; taken together, they are the stuff that wins forlorn hopes, founds 
empires and conquers the world. A great business is very much like the human 
body, many different parts working together in close harmony. The human 
factors in business, each allotted to different tasks, are as dependent one on 
the other as are the organs and tissues of the body – one cannot do the job 
to the utmost if others fail to work to the same end. In a large organization 
‘esprit de corps’ must be the soul that animates the body if the business is to 
function with the vigor of healthy growth, inspiring every one associated in 
the enterprise to pride in the purpose and value of his work, and to resolute 
determination to add his full quota to the total of achievement. A task of 
real importance devolves upon each one of us – so to imbue our associates by 
precept and example with ‘esprit de corps’ and all that it implies that we may 
work together as a great harmonious whole for the common welfare which, in 
the end, must be for the greatest good of each.3

On the surface, such a definition looks grandiose. It also epitomises the dominant 
American approach to esprit de corps, influenced by corporate imperialism and 
organicism. Rowe was a specialist in health and life insurance, which might 
partly explain his organicist metaphor. His insistence on the fact that esprit 
de corps was an emotion, a sentiment, a sympathy, masked his parti pris against 
state-controlled aspects of it: in a pamphlet against any official supervision of 
health insurance schemes, he explained that he was opposed to welfare-state 
forms of social security.4 Rowe believed that corporate esprit de corps and eco-
nomic laissez-faire walked hand in hand.

Behind the grandiloquence of universalising praise, one often finds a form 
of particular ideology, mystification or even self-deception. Here a bit of 
research shows that Rowe’s case is embarrassing. In the journal of the Canadian 
Mathematical Society we find the following confidence written by Rowe’s 
nephew decades later:

As I did every spring, I spent my Easter vacation visiting my Uncle John [. . .] 
Since he was in the insurance business, I expected he would be delighted when 
I told him I was going to be an actuary. He said, ‘Hmmmmmmm.’ Next day he 
invited me to the office [. . .] Finally he opened a door to an occupied room. 
There were 30 or 40 men there, sitting on high stools before slightly inclined 
desks. Each man wore a green eyeshade, had his coat off and satin sleeves over 
his shirt cuffs, and pounded almost continuously on a Comptometer. The racket 
was deafening. As Uncle John closed the door, he said,  ‘ACK-chu-air-ees.’ All 
my life, I have been thankful for that wonderful lesson.5
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So much for the harmonious esprit de corps in which every employee is a proud 
and admirable member of the corporate body: John Rowe intentionally discour-
aged his nephew from becoming a dehumanised employee. His public praise of 
esprit de corps was partly smoke and mirrors, an idealising generalisation, the 
self-deceitful speech of the president of a company who had a personal interest 
in keeping his workers disciplined and obedient, united by a vague feeling rather 
than by trade unions. Esprit de corps was good for the masses, but the enlightened 
sons of the dominant class should rather thrive to become independent-minded 
scientists or individualistic bosses.

The English-language attraction to esprit de corps was so enduring during the 
twentieth century that one is sometimes under the impression that the Gallicism 
served – and still serves – as a magic formula or an incantation to express the 
inexpressible or reconcile the irreconcilable, such as individualism and group 
spirit: ‘The intellectual leaders of the country are striving frantically to find 
an American esprit de corps which is significant of American life.’6 Sometimes 
written in italics, esprit de corps became a global idiom disseminated across the 
world via its English uses. One could, for example, find it in an English-language 
textbook for high schools and colleges published in Shanghai in 1926: ‘Esprit 
de corps (Fr.) = spirit of collective body.’7 Under the influence of the French 
sociologists, American academics also became sympathetic to the term, for 
example when Lewis Yablonsky noted that ‘loyalty and esprit de corps are strong 
mobilizing forces’,8 or in studies which relied on the equivalence between esprit 
de corps and ‘common cause’.9 As we will see, scholarly attempts were even made 
to quantify esprit de corps statistically.

In corporate USA, and consequently in corporate global discourse, esprit 
de corps was perceived as a managerial asset, one that would favour employee 
retention and also help to construct an epic narrative comparing salaried work to 
a crusade on the battlefield of necessary capitalist battles. The American under-
standing of esprit de corps was often correlated to the idea of team-leading as a 
kind of paramilitary or meta-military strategy, within a paradigm of global com-
petition and universal antagonism: ‘Leaders may have a vested interest in conflict 
as a unity-producing mechanism so that they may accelerate already existing 
conflict [. . .] if internal dissension and dissatisfaction threaten their leadership’,10 
and groups or corporations may ‘actually search for an enemy whenever the esprit 
de corps threatens to become slack’.11 Esprit de corps as a meta-military value was 
meant to serve hegemonic purposes. In the first decades of the twentieth century, 
the phrase was still used in imperialist and racialist discourses, for instance by 
British army officers: ‘What race pride is to the Empire, so should esprit de 
corps be to the regiment.’12 We have grasped already with the Bonapartists how 
imperialism favours the diffusion of military values into society.

Yet the martial denotation of esprit de corps was not always expressed unfil-
tered: euphemistic discourses exhibited what Bevir called, in his Logic of the 
History of Ideas, a ‘distortion’.13 A typical example of this is the frequent musical 
analogy of the chief as an orchestra conductor, which facilitates a discourse of 
oneness and harmony:
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As musicians, our vernacular centers around words and phrases like: ensemble, 
blend, focus, unity, working together, responsibility, commitment, expression creat-
ing a unified mood, bringing a sense of ‘oneness’ to the group, esprit de corps, and 
so on. All these thoughts are generated from the fundamental philosophy that 
there is more benefit for the individual via emphasis on we and us rather than 
I and me [. . .] Ultimately, everyone grows because of the adjustment necessary 
in this group-goal endeavour.14

Does everyone grow thanks to esprit de corps? That is the question. Throughout 
the century, discourses of oneness were often correlated with a certain mystique, 
where esprit de corps was presented as both ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’.15 Even the 
more scientific attempts to redefine and measure esprit de corps would remain 
fascinated by the mysterious alchemy of the phenomenon, enhanced in English 
by the exoticism of the phrase.

Brothers in Arms: Esprit de Corps in Military Discourse

At the end of the nineteenth century, esprit de corps was considered a golden 
virtue by American military officials. Benjamin Harrison, the 23rd president 
of the USA, wrote solemnly when he retired in 1901: ‘The soldier [. . .] is our 
countryman; he carries and keeps the flag. We must be tender, and careful that 
we do not spoil his esprit de corps by ingratitude.’16 In 1904, the Journal of the 
Military Service Institution of the United States published a ‘Gold Medal Essay’ with 
the following title: ‘Esprit de corps – How It May Be Strengthened and Preserved 
in Our Army.’ In it, Peter Traub, a captain of the cavalry, wrote:

The military profession [. . .] has not a monopoly of esprit de corps [. . .] In 
every dignified profession in all countries there is a vital force, resulting from 
organization and association, that gives a stamp to the individuals composing 
it, that impels them to act for the good of the profession, and that may 
even urge them to the extreme of self-sacrifice, depending upon the ideal or 
standard they set up for themselves and live up to. Every trade, every society, 
every combination of individuals, has, to a greater or less degree, this moral, 
vitalizing force, which, through lack of a definite descriptive word in English, 
we designate by the French term, esprit de corps.17

The author justified military esprit de corps by suggesting that it was a universal 
quality, essentialised as a vital organic energy. Quite contradictory to this vital-
ism, the image of a ‘stamp’ was reminiscent of the French idea of esprit de corps 
as an estampille.18 The reference to a ‘moral force’ was suggestive of a collective 
ethos, a perspective we have encountered in Durkheim and Bergson. Traub 
proposed a definition of esprit de corps in which a collective life force energised 
the individual member, a spirit so strong that it could defeat selfishness or even 
personal survival instinct. Finding a good recipe to produce self-sacrifice was vital 
for the army.
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But vitality was not enough: ideas, values or beliefs needed to be rhetorically 
articulated to channel human resources in the expected direction. The force of 
esprit de corps was believed to be proportional to the elevation of ‘the ideal or 
standard’ it was connected to.19 A belief in God, explained Traub, gave the most 
powerful esprit de corps, as shown by the ‘marvellous’ example of ‘the Jesuits 
in North America in the middle of the seventeenth century’.20 Just below the 
priest in the hierarchy of masters of esprit de corps came the doctor, who worked 
for the ‘love of mankind’.21 And just below medicine came military morale, 
rooted in patriotism, the love for ‘the native land’.22 This pyramidal perspective 
advocated large-scale esprit de corps and criticised small-scale manifestations 
based on internal competition among different platoons, ‘frequently considered 
by the uninitiated as the essential characteristics of esprit de corps in an army’.23 
There was, for Traub, a grander and supposedly more authentic esprit de corps, 
of divine nature, compatible with patriotism and what the historian of ideas 
Betty Jean Graige called a form of ‘political holism’, in which ‘the health of a 
group, like that of an organism, is defined by the productive interaction of all 
its members’.24

Once more, the expansion of the scope of esprit de corps produces speech acts 
soaked in religiosity, awe and wonder:

What then is real esprit de corps? Esprit de corps is so like a real spirit, giving 
life to an army and to the various organizations composing it, that we experi-
ence difficulty at once when we try to seize upon it, define it and analyse it. It is 
such an intangible quality, it has its sources in so many secret springs [. . .] that, 
could we isolate it, we should scarcely be able to recognize it.25

Considering the Gold Medal Prize and the wide distribution of Traub’s text 
within the US military administration, his mystique of esprit de corps was not 
just the expression of an isolated enthusiastic belief. It was also compatible with a 
national strategic programme. The discursive tactic here was to absolutise esprit 
de corps, making it natural to accept and espouse it at a national level.

Vitalist denotations of esprit de corps were not uncommon in the US military. 
Alfred Thayer Mahan, a navy admiral and historian, explained that ‘the subtle 
influence for which we owe to the French the name of esprit de corps [. . .] is 
the breath of the body, the breath of life’.26 This was both a metaphorical and 
somewhat literal reading of the signifier, reminiscent of the Latin etymology 
of spirit, which evoked breath. Life and the risk of death were one: if the state 
wanted soldiers to die for the fatherland, it seemed opportune to tell them that 
the spirited life that the state might be taking from them was never fully theirs, 
but was first conferred by the closer-to-God national body.

Adjacent to this rhetoric was the consideration of the army ‘as a whole’ instead 
of a sum of platoons.27 A grand unit could be said to have a genuine spirit, and 
each national army displayed a specific character (a virtue once attributed to 
regiments and their esprit du corps). American esprit de corps, for example, was 
about being efficient:
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The keystone of the esprit de corps of the British Army is tradition [. . .] The 
keystone of the esprit de corps of the American Army is efficiency – efficiency 
in the individual and in the various combinations of individuals from the 
lowest, or squad, to the highest, or army.28

This idea of a principle of efficiency at the source of military esprit de corps, a 
virtue that did not completely erase individual personalities but organised them 
organically for the sake of victory and glory, partly explains the success of the 
concept of esprit de corps in American managerial and corporate discourse, of 
which more below. One can run a conquering corporation according to the value 
of efficiency, which is innovation-friendly, perhaps less so according to the prin-
ciple of tradition. The author did not speak of the keystone of French military 
esprit de corps, although the notion of élan would probably qualify.

The American military discourse that connected God, Life and Efficiency 
suggested that conquest was the meaning of life. In practice, military efficiency 
was first achieved by examining the moral character of applicants and by reject-
ing candidates with immoral antecedents, the list of which was often vague or 
subjective. Efficiency then consisted in following strict performative exercises 
and habits: hymns, uniforms, honours, colours, equal treatment, training, etc. 
Three ‘cardinal principles’ had to prevail: ‘self-control, self-culture, and self- 
sacrifice’.29 This suggested that the self was not totally erased – how could it be 
in an individualist culture? – but it was constrained through constant self- and 
mutual censorship, via limitation and monitoring of the self by the self under the 
surveillance of the group, thanks to an internalisation of the group’s ethos. The 
three cardinal principles read like a chronological description of a soldier’s exist-
ence: self-control meant be mobilised, self-culture meant be trained, self-sacrifice 
meant be killed. In this, group will and individual will were meant to be fused.

The value of equal treatment, not always practised on the field, meant that 
military esprit de corps relied ideally on practices of impartiality:

Nothing so soon undermines the very foundations of efficiency, nothing so 
soon stifles military ardor, loyalty, pride, and enthusiasm in the profession of 
arms, nothing so soon blights the esprit de corps, as to have the impression 
abroad amongst officers and men that political, personal, or social influence 
gives any claim to military preferment or to military reward.30

Efficiency was a managerial mode that ought to give at least ‘the impression’ that 
soldiers were treated equally. If the army was to be considered as a kind of corpo-
ration and its final product was self-sacrifice for the sake of national hegemony, 
then structural unfairness was a manufacturing flaw.

A pragmatic explanation for the defence of national esprit de corps was the 
relative nuisance of internally competing clusters within the US army, each 
defending their specificity and esprit. Immediately below the esprit de corps of the 
national army as a whole, which was more an ideal than a reality, esprit de corps 
in large branches such as the navy was preferred by the general  administration 
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over esprit de corps in particular battalions, squadrons or batteries. Yet the less-
ening of the latter was not an easy task: according to the military historian 
Mark Dunkelman, combat units that tend to display stronger esprit de corps are 
the smaller companies in which soldiers come from the same villages, towns or 
regions, with ‘extensive family relationships’.31 Because it was difficult to produce 
an army in which every soldier would think of himself as part of a unique grand 
body, speech acts in this direction were rewarded with gold medals. In reality, 
internal semi-autonomist esprit de corps seems to be a feature of most armies, 
since ‘the military institutionalizes competition at all levels of organization’.32

The British army faced similar issues before the First World War, according to 
the British Journal of the Royal United Service Institution:

We Britons possess the best material; but we have our weak points and an 
inclination to selfishness and exclusiveness is one among them. Esprit de corps 
is all very well, and within bounds, commendable, but esprit d’arme is a vile, 
snobbish, and dangerous thing, where one branch of the service sets itself 
against another.33

Once again, we stumble upon vocabulary nuances, intended to avoid throwing 
the baby of esprit de corps out with the bathwater of internal quarrels. What was 
esprit d’arme? A definition could be found in a French encyclopaedia of military 
history published in 1835: L’esprit d’arme was a préjugé, a prejudice according to 
which each combat company wants to believe that they are the only real fighters 
[‘lui seul fait la guerre’].34 The contrast with esprit de corps was a difference of 
scale. Controlling an army as a whole was the administrative goal. The more uni-
fied and homogenised a large military group was, the easier, perhaps, to win wars 
and to channel soldiers into the idea of national service. But a perfect cohesion 
would not be without national risks for those in power, and the practical military 
tolerance towards esprit de corps in army branches in many nation-states could 
be explained by the old political ruse of divide et impera. A very unified army, 
or a very homogeneous and close-knit nation of citizens, could turn out to be a 
double-edged menace of coup d’état or revolution.

Between 1915 and 1960, English occurrences of the signifier ‘esprit de corps’ 
reached a peak in printed books and official documents. The ‘cult of esprit de 
corps’35 was particularly high in the war decades of the twentieth century, when 
nationalist fabulations had huge effects. Soon after the First World War, in the 
British Naval Review, Lieutenant Colonel W. B. Barber hoped that officers would 
in the future continue to ‘instill esprit de corps into the minds of their men’.36 He 
proposed the following uncompromising ‘definition’:

The best definition of this word seems to be one given by the French inter-
preter at the original 3rd Army Infantry School in France. It is in simple words, 
admitting of no possible misunderstanding. ‘Esprit de corps is the feeling that 
prompts every man never to think of himself as an individual, but of the unit 
to which he belongs.’37
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By ‘unit’, in this context, Barber meant ‘regiment or corps’38 rather than the 
whole of the army. It was perhaps a rhetorical artifice to cite the authority of 
a supposed French interpreter, and the vehement tone (‘no possible misunder-
standing’) implies that the opinion was consciously polemical. Why was esprit de 
corps so important for regiments in times of war?

Drawing from the experience of 1914–18, Barber discovered that a small-scale 
esprit de corps could function as a proper adjuvant against boredom:

None of the works on esprit de corps and morale, written before the war, make 
any mention of this factor. During the late war in France the insidious effect, 
one might almost call it a disease, of boredom on the minds of men holding 
a line of trenches for long periods, especially in the winter months, became a 
very real and threatening danger to the fighting spirit of the troops.39

The semantic proximity between esprit de corps and fighting spirit, as well as 
the bodily physiology of boredom in times of war, suggested that if the problem 
was physical, the solution could be also physical. Indeed, the main remedy that 
the British army proposed against boredom was sport: ‘the Englishman’s love 
of games and sport [. . .] a decisive factor in winning the war’.40 Not far from 
the battlefield, football championships were supported by government funding. 
Performances, dinners and cheerful receptions were also instruments in the man-
agement of ennui.

During the Second World War, British parliamentary debates referred to the 
need to ‘preserve tradition and esprit de corps’ in the army.41 The Royal Air Force 
was considered to be a paragon of esprit de corps, a quality ‘of vital importance’.42 
Even when observed in adversary corps, such as the German army, the military 
efficiency of esprit de corps was recognised: ‘Many a young “Black Knight” was 
sent into the cauldron of battle with little more than ideological conviction or 
esprit de corps to sustain him.’43 This suggested, once again, a dangerous liaison 
between ideology and esprit de corps.

In the USA, official propaganda did appeal to ‘the good of the State’44 as the 
ultimate military goal, but it did not abandon the rhetoric of individual realisa-
tion. It was important to convince increasingly self-aware democratic soldiers 
that the army would magnify their persona. All soldiers had equal opportunity 
to prove that only the best among them would survive and triumph: efficiency 
was about the ‘survival of the fittest’.45 According to the Proceedings of the United 
States Naval Institute of 1903, ‘esprit de corps is the moral foundation of the edi-
fice of naval efficiency as well as the inspiration of individual success’.46 In 1943, 
a magazine headline claimed that ‘Uncle Sam Picks an All-Star Team’, and the 
article explained: ‘In the army they call it esprit de corps – the stuff that builds 
champion teams and victorious armies in which each man is doing the job he 
does best.’47 To boost enlistment rates, it seemed best to ignore the self-sacrificial 
aspect of esprit de corps to focus on the more attractive, individualist metaphor of 
championship and professional excellence. The line between management and 
war was blurred.
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Twentieth-century American readers were not likely to be exposed to a more 
critical meaning of esprit de corps, unless sporadically, for example via the occa-
sional famous French author. In 1961, to explain why the Algerian War was 
turning some French military officers against President de Gaulle, the writer and 
diplomat Romain Gary published an article in Life magazine on the ‘anger that 
turned generals into desperados’:48

A mystique of self-adoration, an esprit de corps was part of the army’s greatness, 
but it was also responsible for a state of mind in which the army was becoming 
a thing in itself, a purpose in itself, a stronghold within a nation.49

This was reminiscent of the traditional French critique of esprit de corps, related 
since D’Alembert to a suspicion of anti-national forms of autonomy. Esprit de 
corps, equated to esprit d’arme or de parti even if it implied the entire army, was 
opposed to the common will. Gary’s characterisation of the notion as a group 
mystique of self-adoration was an explicit religious metaphor, an echo of the 
anti-Jesuitism of the Encyclopédie. The formula ‘thing in itself’ referred to a 
vocabulary of metaphysics; if not explicitly to Kant’s noumenon, certainly to 
ideas of reification and fetishism.

If one perceives a group as a thing in itself, one might tend to engage in ‘group 
fetishism’ by ‘presuppos[ing] that the group may have moral characteristics that 
are neither identical with nor derived from the moral characteristics of its mem-
bers’.50 But a mystique is not only the constitution of an object of veneration; 
it also suggests a dismissal of the prosaic everyday routine, in favour of a more 
spiritual relation to existence, what Etienne Souriau, a contemporary of Gary, 
called surexistence, an ecstatic communion with ‘the mysterious outline of a 
unique being’.51 If in the twentieth century religious communities were no longer 
a practical heaven offering the experience of the bliss of esprit de corps, perhaps 
the military profession could provide an alternative.

Esprit de corps remains today an important notion in English military 
discourse, for reasons anticipated by the military historian Mike Chappel in  
1987:

With the 21st century almost upon us and the advent of ‘Star Wars’ now more 
than just a science-fiction writer’s dream, the battlefield of the future seems 
destined to be dominated by the side with the superior technology. It is there-
fore remarkable that there is still a body of opinion which considers martial 
music, meticulously-performed drill, glittering uniforms, and even horses the 
outward signs of élite formations. The proponents of military pomp argue that 
it continues to foster esprit de corps in the same way it has done for centuries, 
and that a unit capable of performing faultless ceremonial will fight well in 
battle.52

As long as soldiers remain human beings rather than cyborgs or androids, esprit 
de corps might be a fundamental bodily technique. The phrase ‘body of opinion’ 
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was suggestive, but esprit de corps was not only about shared opinions, it was also 
about drill and the slow co-creation of a momentum.

Are parades, manoeuvres, rituals or ceremonies key practices to foster esprit 
de corps even outside the army? Such was the thesis of the anthropologist David 
Kertzer – himself relying on Herbert Blumer’s writings on the sociology of collec-
tive behaviour:

If they are to be successful, social movements must create their own esprit 
de corps, which Blumer defines as the ‘organizing of feelings on behalf of the 
movement’ [. . .] But how is esprit de corps created? The answer, according to 
Blumer, is, in good part, through ‘participation in formal ceremonial behav-
iour’ [. . .] The psychology that is involved here is the psychology of being on 
parade.53

The management of feelings via ceremonial, uniforms and memory is a constant 
activity of nation-states. Unofficial social movements, protest assemblies or 
strikes tend to neglect this ritual aspect of solidarity.

The success in 2018 of the Gilets jaunes political movement is partly due to 
this simple fact: yellow vests are a uniform and contribute as such to the esprit de 
corps of the protesters. This is a paradox that political theorists tend to forget: in 
order to build autonomy, one needs to build homogeneity. Judith Butler is right 
to say that ‘political claims are made by bodies as they appear and act’,54 but the 
theory of esprit de corps indicates that, to be effectual in the long term, per-
formativity needs much more than temporary bodily assemblies: only discipline 
can undo discipline. Individualistic subjects of jouissance who gather occasionally 
find it hard to change the capitalist system because the latter is meta-military. 
The genealogy of esprit de corps tends to indicate that Deleuze and Guattari were 
right to suggest that to change the course of political history, a group needs to 
become a martial machine and manifest the ritual familiarity of a tribe.

The Purpose of Unity: Political and Institutional Aspects of 
Esprit de Corps

Does esprit de corps favour or prevent corruption? In 1904, the British House of 
Commons debated the decision to close the Royal Indian Engineering College, 
which had been training engineers for several decades to work in India. Opponents 
of the closure urged ‘on the Secretary of State the importance of recruiting for the 
public service men who are gentlemen by character and training, and insist[ed] 
on the value of a College training with its accompanying esprit de corps’.55 The 
elitist esprit de corps of the school was believed to function as a shield against 
corruption:

The maintenance of a high standard of personal honour among engineers 
engaged in public works is of the utmost importance. The temptations to 
corruption (especially in India) to which engineers engaged in carrying out 



204 Ensemblance

public works are exposed are many and great. One of the best guarantees that 
these temptations will be resisted comes from a sense of esprit de corps in 
the Service, and it is therefore of great importance to do nothing which will 
weaken the sense of esprit de corps among Indian engineers.56

Underneath this capitalisation of Service lay a reversal of the Enlightenment view 
of esprit de corps, no longer equated with dishonesty but rather supposed to be 
a remedy against misconduct. This was the consciousness of participating in a 
dignified and well-functioning national system of responsibility and recognition. 
A state-administrated esprit de corps, thanks to its distributed and internal sur-
veillance, was supposed to generate loyalty in serving the empire.

Engineers were becoming a globally dominant profession and they helped 
build facilities used every day by thousands; it was important to ascertain that 
they were predictable and disciplined. In the USA, after the severe floods on 
the Passaic river in the state of New Jersey 1902–3, the duties of water resource 
engineers were emphasised in the following terms:

In our work we must have not merely good engineers, but men who can 
and will study the reasons and underlying principles of national law [. . .] 
Everything depends on unity and continuity of purpose and of action and the 
creation of an esprit de corps, or what may be expressed as the holding of a 
unity of ideals by the entire body of men engaged in the work.57

Esprit de corps was an ideological asset in national narratives, telling a story 
of value-driven exemplarity, a professionally rooted unity of dedication to the 
greater good. The corps here was envisaged in a typically Bonapartist manner, 
as an emanation from the nation, allowing for a public or universalistic form of 
esprit de corps.

In 1904, British Members of Parliament did remember to distinguish the latter 
form from a more autonomist type:

There are two kinds of esprit de corps – one is the esprit de corps which induces 
a man to do all he can to keep up the honour and efficiency of the public 
service to which he belongs, and the other is one which merely connects him 
socially with the body to which he belongs.58

National esprit de corps was better, but particularistic esprit de corps was not 
contradictory. Should the two be combined? Apparently yes, like Russian pup-
pets scaling down homothetically from the level of the empire to the level of the 
individual, and vice versa.

A history book published in 1938 by Charles Jeffries with Cambridge University 
Press stated that the Colonial Office sought ‘to create an esprit de corps for the 
Unified Service as a whole, complementary to and not in any way conflicting 
with that esprit de corps which is the natural and proud possession of the public 
service of each Colony’.59 Here the suggested distinction was between a concrete 
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and field-based esprit de corps, coinciding with local connections, and another, 
more symbolic, abstract or holistic, proceeding from the spirit of the British 
Empire. Larger units of people who did not know each other were expected to be 
cohered via an ‘imagined’ solidarity that should be ‘consciously aspired to’, and 
not only the result of habit and familiarity.60

With this idea of ensemblistic or organic imperialism, the critique of esprit de 
corps continued to wane in English, especially in the USA. Any derogatory polit-
ical use of the Gallicism was becoming marginal. In 1927, in his book The New 
Democracy, the political thinker Walter Weyl wrote of ‘professional politicians’:

By force and fraud at primary and convention, by party rules strengthening 
strategic and pivotal points, already pre-empted, by securing for themselves 
immunity from criminal prosecutions, by developing a special code of honor 
and esprit de corps, they obtained, subject to the right of the people to rebel, a 
strong firm grasp on party and government.61

The efficacy of esprit de corps was not in doubt, but it was equated in this swan-
song of the Enlightenment critique in the USA with a form of organised crime 
against the nation. Since d’Alembert and Diderot, both in English and French, 
almost no contemner of esprit de corps has denied its effectual power. Esprit de 
corps might be considered nefarious, but never ineffective or insignificant by 
those who use the phrase as a combat concept. Even if it were an illusion, it was 
– for a minority of historically minded intellectuals – a dangerous one in practice.

The dominant discourse, in the meantime, praised esprit de corps as a panacea. 
With the advent of Russian communism and the First World War, the political 
idea of esprit de corps continued to serve as a way of consolidating capitalist 
regimes. As we have seen in our examination of translations of Fayol’s principles, 
esprit de corps was conveniently presented as the capitalist analogue of trade 
unionism, a substitute for the spectre of communist camaraderie: ‘Esprit de corps 
is a very good antidote to Bolshevism.’62

In 1942, the newly created United States Office of Civilian Defense aimed 
at organising civilian populations as a ‘corps’, officially to prepare them for a 
possible attack from a real or imaginary enemy. A proto-cybernetic booklet was 
issued, The Control System of the Citizens’ Defense Corps, which stated that:

Esprit de corps is an important factor in the success of any organization. In 
the work of the control system it is absolutely essential, inasmuch as even a 
slight failure to coordinate and cooperate by the workers may result in serious 
failures. No mechanical rules can be followed to develop this intangible but 
all-important element. It depends on the inner desire of each worker to give 
the very best possible service irrespective of how difficult and trying conditions 
may be. It will include a pride in the organization, rather than in personal 
accomplishment. In a larger sense it must be a reflection of the national con-
sciousness that every individual must do his or her part, and do it well, for the 
protection and safety of all. Under emergency conditions absolute discipline 
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must be maintained. This requires instantaneous and unquestioned obedience 
on the part of each individual to the commands of his or her superior.63

There was a strange contradiction in this attempt to write a technically minded 
and bureaucratic manual to systematically control an intangible that it was also 
said to be impossible to create by following a mechanical protocol. But the authors 
did not seem – or want – to see the discrepancy between, for example, ‘inner 
desire’ and ‘unquestioned obedience’, or between individualism and ‘absolute 
discipline’, perhaps because they believed that ‘personal accomplishment’, ‘organ-
ization pride’ and ‘national consciousness’ were organically connected, thanks to 
a kind of homogeneous dilation from smaller to larger senses of esprit de corps.

This form of universalistic political cohesion could be called homothetic belong-
ingness; its danger lies in the assumption that individual desire is bound to the 
state. Its manifestations are worryingly delirious: is ‘absolute discipline’ even pos-
sible? The very title of the booklet would seem to be extracted from a conspiracy 
theory pamphlet, were it not for the date, 1942, which allowed for a discourse of 
a state of emergency. Giorgio Agamben’s State of Exception investigates how the 
modification of laws within a state of emergency or crisis can become a prolonged 
state of national being that institutionalises violence and neutralises the possibil-
ity of political change in the name of a war against ‘anomie’.64

In our century and in times of peace, nation-states have tended until now to 
mask publicly their will-to-control with a more nuanced vocabulary than ‘control 
of the citizen corps’. Yet there is still today in the USA a Citizen Corps Program 
coordinated by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, which was affiliated 
in 2003 with the Department of Homeland Security. These ‘Freedom Corps’ were 
given the following mission by President Bush:

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Americans have acted 
with courage, compassion, and unity. To capture this spirit and to foster an 
American culture of service, citizenship, and responsibility, President George 
W. Bush has called upon all Americans to dedicate at least two years of their 
lives—the equivalent of 4,000 hours—in service to others. He launched the 
USA Freedom Corps initiative to inspire and enable all Americans to find 
ways to serve their community, their country, or the world. Citizen Corps is the 
component of USA Freedom Corps that creates opportunities for individuals 
to volunteer to help their communities prepare for and respond to emergencies 
[. . .] The goal is to have all citizens participate in making their communities 
safer, stronger, and better prepared for preventing and handling threats of 
terrorism, crime, and disasters of all kinds.65

Preparedness and readiness are emphasised, suggestive of a constant state of war 
against a diffuse and vague enemy that combines natural catastrophes, enemies 
of the nation, delinquents, etc. This device of esprit de corps relies on a mobili-
sation that does not offer a financial benefit, since it is supposed to be a training 
in civics.
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Is this still about control? One could argue that we are in a cybernetic society 
in which random individuals contribute to general control often without a prin-
cipled national consciousness, via their behavioural contribution to big data. In 
1942, the protocol was clearly suggestive of what Foucault called a mécanisme de 
contrôle,66 in which individual bodies are supervised and disciplined by a larger 
social body:67 the Civilian Defense Corps booklet, blurring the line between 
peace and war, explicitly insisted on control and command. As in Bentham’s 
infamous Panopticon, this meta-military system was expected to function by 
avoiding the need for face-to-face orders. Yet a corps leader had to ‘know all that 
is happening in the area under his jurisdiction’.68 Still today in the Citizen Corps, 
a combination of centralised and distributed power obscures the identification of 
a unique source of domination or homothetic centre. Under such forms of esprit 
de corps the risk is that individuals slowly forfeit their autonomy, their capacity 
for self-determination or existential integrity, and surrender to highly formalised, 
instrumental systems of action.

The tension between loss of freedom and bureaucracy is a well-known socio-
political topic:

Ever-fewer spheres of life are able to escape the straightjacket of formal reason 
[. . .] Instead, nearly all aspects of social life are regulated and predetermined 
– down to the innermost ‘corpuscular’ level, as Michel Foucault observes with 
reference to the growth of modern ‘biopower’.69

The US ‘weaponization’70 of the ideas of ‘corps’ and ‘esprit de corps’, applied to 
civilians under a vague threat of war – or, as we will see, under the assumption 
that business administration is akin to a form of strategic war – is not always 
distinguishable from a paramilitary mode of social organisation.

Measure by Measure: Intellectual and Theoretical Uses of 
Esprit de Corps

In the twentieth century, the English-language attraction to esprit de corps 
continued to pervade scholarly translations. In the first British translation of 
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, esprit de corps is connected to imperialist per-
ceptions of race, within an anti-democratic frame:

The pathos of nobility and distance [. . .] the chronic and despotic esprit de corps 
and fundamental instinct of a higher dominant race coming into association 
with [. . .] an ‘under race’, this is the origin of the antithesis of good and bad.71

However, Nietzsche’s original text did not mention esprit de corps but 
Gesammtgefühl,72 which implied a feeling of wholeness, an entireness, a totality.73 
Neither did he use a German domesticated version of esprit de corps, for instance 
Korpsgeist (literally corps spirit), which was used in German at least from 1855.74 
Gemeingeist (common spirit) was also an option: it was given as a synonym of 
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‘esprit de corps’ in a textbook on the proper usage of German published in  
1795.75

Why did Horace Samuel, the English translator, choose ‘esprit de corps’? 
Probably because in British English, esprit de corps was often associated in the 
nineteenth century with a notion of elitism, but perhaps also because of his 
familiarity with the French language: Samuel was also the translator of Stendhal’s 
Le Rouge et le Noir.76 Nevertheless, the then available French translation of 
Nietzsche’s text (1900) did not use esprit de corps, but sentiment général.77 The 
British translation’s association between esprit de corps and the terms ‘despotic’, 
dominant ‘instinct’ and ‘nobility’ suggests that esprit de corps was understood as 
an exhilarating superiority complex against an out-group defined as inferior. In 
Nietzsche’s then influential perspective, a dominant class ideologically defined 
its hegemony as beneficial, and its supremacy relied on a compact body of 
self-glorification and exclusion. Praising this state of affairs was quite remote from 
Enlightenment critiques of despotism.78 Remember Rousseau’s lucidity:

I thought a hundred times with dread that if I had the misfortune to fill today 
such or such a position in certain countries, tomorrow I would be almost 
inevitably a tyrant, a torturer, destroyer of the people, harmful to the prince, 
enemy by estate of all humanity, of all fairness, of every kind of virtue.79

For Nietzsche, virtue could be cruel if it served the eschatological advent of the 
reign of the Übermensch – the uses and abuses of his philosophy by fascist regimes 
is well known.80

The phrase ‘esprit de corps’ was sometimes used in English translations to 
account for other enigmatic foreign notions, for example the Japanese notion of 
seishin, defined as ‘the complex of loyalty, discipline, esprit de corps, and indom-
itable perseverance that is central to so many of the historical accomplishments 
of Japanese civilization’.81 While in French the formula esprit de could evoke 
irrational notions of repetition, habit, idée fixe, stubbornness – as in esprit de 
système,82 which meant the compulsion to elaborate a unifying system of inter-
pretation at all cost – in twentieth-century English esprit de corps completely 
lost the idea of behavioural compulsion to refer to an experience of group unity.

In the first half of the century, this unity was often thought to be transcendent. 
A particularly exalted example of the spiritualisation of esprit de corps was a 
speech delivered before the medical department of the University of Michigan 
in 1912:

It is an important and unquestioned truth that the greatest thing which a stu-
dent takes from a classroom is not the facts which he may have learned here, 
but the spirit which he may have imbibed here [. . .] I shall take it for granted 
that the high qualities of that spirit are accepted as the characteristics of the 
ideal physician [. . .] It is chiefly as such a spirit is incarnated in a living man 
that it is impressed and perpetuated [. . .] The high esprit de corps of any body 
of men, family spirit, national spirit, patriotism in all its manifestations, is but 
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an expression of this same influence. The ideal is embodied in a man, and lo, a 
hero, a prophet, a saint is created and a world spirit is engendered or changed 
because a man has lived!83

This grandiloquent speech seemed reminiscent of Hegel’s description of 
Napoleon as ‘the World-Spirit on horseback’,84 or of Bergson’s idea about the 
men of action whose mystical fabulations have the power to renew the human 
species.85 Yet for Bergson, heroic achievements could be led by a woman, such 
as Teresa of Ávila, Catherine of Siena or Joan of Arc,86 while American lyrical 
speeches on esprit de corps tended to emphasise patriarchal and androcentric 
leadership. A mysterious universal soul was channelled by exceptional males 
who attracted disciples. Education was not presented as a democratic process 
of autonomisation and self-enlightenment, but as an imitation and influence 
process for the happy few.

To avoid mysticism or speculation, a few researchers in sociology or psychology 
felt that more empirical evidence was needed if one was to explain what esprit 
de corps was. This led in the second half of the twentieth century to expressions 
of extreme quantification, while the notion was momentarily losing its mystical 
connotation. In the 1950s, meticulous attempts were made to measure esprit 
de corps down to the decimal point. In a study about fraternities at Syracuse 
University, ‘social-relations’ indices were considered to be predictors of esprit de 
corps and group-effectiveness:

One measure of esprit de corps morale involved each fraternity member’s 
listing all the unpleasant, and later all the pleasant, things he associated with 
his fraternity life [. . .] A second measure of esprit de corps morale was based 
on analysis of essays written by each member in defense of fraternities faced 
by a hypothetical but plausible threat to their continued existence at Syracuse 
University [. . .] A fourth measure of esprit de corps morale was obtained 
by having the subjects estimate how favorably they thought their fraternity 
brothers regarded them.87

The list went on, and the outcomes of this quantitative approach led to formula-
tions such as ‘This measure of esprit de corps morale ranged from .54 to .88 with 
a mid-correlation of .75.’88 Repeated use of the sophisticated phrase ‘esprit de 
corps morale’, in which esprit de corps became adjectival, was meant to isolate a 
specific scientific object. Models to measure the phenomenon of esprit de corps 
could still be proposed at the end of the century. In 1997, a marketing study, of 
which more below, contained several exhibits of ‘levels of esprit de corps’, on a 
scale from 0 to 60.89 In 1993, the academic Journal of Institutional and Theoretical 
Economics published a paper in which esprit de corps, abbreviated as ‘e’, was 
a mathematical variable within a complex equation measuring ‘organizational 
effectiveness’, explained in quantitative jargon: ‘An exogenous increase in esprit 
de corps e will affect effort (x) indirectly.’90

After the Second World War, the new academic field of social psychology 
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endeavoured to analyse the esprit de corps of the army91 in relation to an emerg-
ing Theory of Small Groups, which remains today – more as a disparate bundle 
of more or less interesting claims or findings than a unified theory – an area 
of research in communication, psychology, management and political science. 
Throughout the twentieth century, sociology in general continued to be an 
important discipline for the intellectual propagation of the notion of esprit de 
corps. In the 1970s, it appeared on six different pages of a textbook, Education 
Sociology, still distributed to students in China at Shanghai College:92

Persons in a group have their behaviour at least partially determined by the 
group processes and structure. This is the essence of social control [. . .] Esprit 
de corps is group loyalty, unity, or solidarity [. . .] Esprit de corps is sentimental-
ized identity; it represents assimilation of the values and attitudes, meanings 
and feelings that dominate the group.93

It was now well recognised that esprit de corps, defined as group identity, was 
not only about values and habits, but also about emotion. Social control was 
achieved not only through procedural protocols and speech acts, but also via 
sentiment and shared experiences. This definition is not far from Bourdieu’s 
approach, and the correlation between identity and sociality remains today a key 
topic in sociology.94

In this context, esprit de corps was related to another French-imported signifier, 
rapport, used more or less as a synonym of humane relation. It was proposed that in 
human groups and in times of ‘collective crises’, ‘rapport develops into esprit de 
corps [. . .] they are all in the same boat – the solution for one is the solution for 
all’.95 An analogous boat metaphor was articulated in 1989 by the sociologist of 
religion Robert Wuthnow, who explained in neo-Darwinian fashion that some 
conditions favoured esprit de corps, chief among them scarcity of resources and a 
sense of shared adversity:

The kind of environment in which collectivism is likely to be selected for can 
be illustrated by imagining a lifeboat adrift at sea with a handful of survivors 
aboard. Under these conditions ‘each man for himself’ is not likely to be an 
ideal ideology. A strong sense of esprit de corps is needed for the group to survive 
[. . .] A sense of esprit de corps in this instance protects scarce resources.96

The image of the lifeboat, a metaphor for a resource-poor environment, sug-
gested that humans only cooperated efficiently and systematically in situations 
of collective emergency. One could argue the opposite: that in times of abun-
dance, sharing and including the other is easier, whereas in a resource-limited 
environment, competition would increase. Most situations in life are not lifeboat 
situations because danger is often not as evident, as for example with the issue 
of global climate change. Despite the tempting and simplistic metaphor of the 
lifeboat, it is not an established scientific fact that esprit de corps is favoured only 
by limit-situations where the survival of the group is at stake.
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Abundance or scarcity themselves do not have an objective and universal 
definition and are partly psychological, cultural and political constructs. For 
nomads, for example, a scarcity of material possessions can be a form of spiritual 
abundance. In the 1930s, in a volume of his major Study of History, Arnold J. 
Toynbee came back to Ibn Khaldun and his tribal version of esprit de corps:

Ibn Khaldun [. . .] believed that an esprit de corps (asabiyah) which was mani-
festly the psychological cement of all political communities was a monopoly 
of Nomad peoples in their pristine habitat [. . .] The rises and falls of empires 
were simply functions of the strength and weakness of the esprit de corps of 
Nomad empire-builders.97

References to the old mystique of asabiyah continued to interpret esprit de corps 
as a collective je-ne-sais-quoi in which small-scale tribalism was related to large-
scale nationalism and even imperialism. According to such views, esprit de corps 
was the very engine of history, the way through which history was made at least 
until the twentieth century in androcentric societies. A small motivated group 
could change the face of world history.

How could esprit de corps be an important ingredient towards civilisational 
politics? Olaf Stapledon’s popular Last and First Men, a British science-fiction 
novel first published in 1931, mused on the idea of a consciousness composed of 
many telepathically linked individuals, called the ‘group-mind’:

The designers of our species set out to produce a being that might be capable 
of an order of mentality higher than their own. The only possibility of doing 
so lay in planning a great increase of brain organization. But they knew that 
the brain of an individual being could not safely be allowed to exceed a certain 
weight. They therefore sought to produce the new order of mentality in a 
system of distinct and specialized brains held in ‘telepathic’ unity by means 
of ethereal radiation [. . .] There is always in the mind of each member a very 
special loyalty toward the whole group, a peculiar sexually toned esprit de 
corps unparalleled in other species.98

The fact that sexuality replaced the idea of sentiment gave a peculiar tonality 
to the idea of the hive mind. This eroticisation of esprit de corps was quite new 
in the genealogy of the Gallicism, and was a result of the recent invention of 
psychoanalysis. Stapledon was an avid reader of Freud.99 The author of Totem 
and Taboo was known for suggesting that elements of homosexuality or sexual 
jealousy could be collectively instrumental in male-driven coteries.

Eroticism apart, could esprit de corps be a form of collective telepathy? Or was 
the idea of a hive mind an intellectualist myth with implicit origins in the eight-
eenth-century notion of esprit du corps? Could groups really have a character? 
In 1949, the British analytic philosopher Gilbert Ryle advised abandoning any 
conception of mind as a spirit independent of embodied practices. Any attempt 
to speak of esprit as located in a form of soul that could cause the body to move 
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was, according to Ryle, a logical fallacy, a category mistake, a manifestation of the 
Cartesian dogma of the ‘ghost in the machine’:

A foreigner watching his first game of cricket learns what are the functions of 
the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders, the umpires and the scorers. He then 
says ‘But there is no one left on the field to contribute the famous element of 
team-spirit. I see who does the bowling, the batting and the wicket-keeping; 
but I do not see whose role it is to exercise esprit de corps’ [. . .] Certainly 
exhibiting team-spirit is not the same thing as bowling or catching, but nor is it 
a third thing such that we can say that the bowler first bowls and then exhibits 
team-spirit or that a fielder is at a given moment either catching or displaying 
esprit de corps.100

In his parable Ryle did not mention the captain, although it could be argued 
that the latter’s main function was indeed to foster esprit de corps. Ryle did not 
deny that esprit de corps could be exhibited by bodies in action, but he insisted 
that it was just a way of doing things with a certain care, enthusiasm or goodwill, 
manifested by each individual in their acts: the feeling of ensemblance created by 
esprit de corps was ‘roughly the keenness with which each of the special tasks is 
performed’.101 Yet the political dimension was left unnoticed in Ryle’s influential 
text: the assimilation of esprit de corps with the reductive idea of team spirit was 
unaware of the historical depoliticisation of the phrase. This is an example of the 
limits of analytic philosophy when it neglects to historicise its concepts. Looking 
at team spirit in order to understand esprit de corps is like looking at a lamp to 
understand light.

Sociologists were less keen to forget about politics. In the years after the 
Second World War, the journal Social Forces, published by Oxford University 
Press, presented a theory of political processes in which esprit de corps was a key 
factor:

The effort to develop esprit de corps is especially important. Leaders who desire 
to intensify rapport as a means of transforming a mass of individuals into a 
psychological and/or acting crowd will employ esprit de corps as a means of 
social control. That is, they will foster it as a way of organizing and integrating 
loyalty to the movement – as a way of making people feel that they belong 
together and are identified with and engaged in a common undertaking. It is 
at once evident that esprit de corps is very necessary as a means of developing 
unity and solidarity in a movement [. . .] Esprit de corps must be buttressed by 
devices designed to develop group morale and ideology if disintegration is to 
be avoided.102

This speech act on social control is an interesting case in which discourse and 
historical impact are intertwined: the American author, Rex D. Hopper, was 
not only the ‘head of the sociology programme at Brooklyn College’, he was also 
‘specialized in Latin American area studies, travelling to that region on numerous 
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occasions to lecture and conduct research. Hopper had a deep interest in revolu-
tion and its scientific management.’103 In 1956, the US Pentagon chose him to 
be one of the directors of SORO (the Special Operations Research Office). There 
he would be the director of ‘Project Camelot’, intended to ‘devise procedures for 
assessing the potential for internal war within national societies’, and ‘identify 
with increased degrees of confidence those actions which a government might 
take to relieve conditions which are accessed as giving rise to a potential for 
internal war’.104 The USA, inspired by this Pentagon-driven research, inter-
vened with counter-insurgency command operations in the affairs of nations 
such as Cuba, Guatemala, Chile, the Dominican Republic and Brazil.105 Hopper 
and the Pentagon thought ideology and national politics could be manipulated 
with the help of esprit de corps, understood as an embodied web of belief: ‘The 
ideology of a movement consists in a body of doctrines, beliefs, and myths which 
provide direction and the ability to withstand the opposition of out-groups.’106 
Indisputably, the antagonistic idea of being in or out is a recurrent theme in the 
history of esprit de corps – it was and still is a seductive trope for the ‘paranoid 
style in American politics’.107

This idea of an inner group versus outer groups can also be related to the 
ethics of solidarity. It is not uncommon in the last one hundred years to observe 
an ‘emphasis laid by Ethics upon solidarity, esprit de corps, communal and social 
necessities’.108 The discipline of applied ethics discussed the relationship between 
collective responsibility and esprit de corps, wondering if a lack of the latter 
was a ‘moral fault’ of the whole group: ‘We may ascribe responsibility to the 
collective for its lack of esprit de corps while remaining unwilling to ascribe indi-
vidual responsibility for this to any member or group of members.’109 Collective 
responsibility is an interesting and controversial notion, especially in its legal 
implications: can groups be considered to possess moral agency in the same way 
that an individual does? This problem influences the way one considers, for 
example, corporate responsibility over societal issues.110

The relationship between ethics and esprit de corps in corporations can be 
considered from an existential perspective, as in a recent paper describing an 
institutionalised group of anti-money-laundering analysts:

Organizational ethics appears in a living corps continuously generated/ 
regenerated through shared active life, or esprit de corps. This means that indi-
viduals are united in their subjective uniqueness as are the different organs of 
the body each holding their own full responsibility. In other words, a renewed 
sense of self appears, that of being ‘one among others’ because remarkably, 
solidarity in praxis prevents the ‘I can’ from falling into feelings of despair, 
paralysis and inaction (‘I can no more’). In that sense, active and affective life 
is thus reconnected with its ontological source: ‘Community is an underground 
layer and everyone drinks the same water at that source.’111

The authors of this article are French scholars attached to business schools, 
one being an alumnus of the École normale supérieure and another a former 
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French Air Force officer, two institutions known for their strong esprit de corps. 
The praise of esprit de corps is here lyrically blended with a philosophical and 
even metaphysical discourse on community. The final sentence in the previous 
quotation is taken from the French phenomenologist Michel Henry, who serves 
as an intellectual authority to defend an ambitious version of corporate spirit as 
spiritual community, all-the-more defensible because the corporation described 
in the text is pursuing a noble task, the fight against money laundering. At this 
point in our study we can predict that in the future many French authors will 
espouse the Anglo-Saxon optimism about esprit de corps. The Enlightenment 
critique of esprit de corps was slowly lost in translation, and, as a result of a feed-
back loop, it could also be slowly lost in the donor language if we do not remain 
sympathetically vigilant regarding our fabulations of belongingness, as we can be 
about preposterous celebrations of individualism.

The Management of Men: Corporate and Managerial Discourse

The enthusiastic articulation of the phrase ‘esprit de corps’ in business and man-
agerial discourse had a major influence on global corporate culture. As early as 
1906, an American marketing magazine claimed:

The very life of a corporation depends upon the esprit de corps which its chief 
officers impart to the rank and file of the organization. [The chief officer] 
should understand how to impart enthusiasm to his salesmen and to keep alive 
the esprit de corps.112

Androcentric military denotations were manifest in the praise of chiefs and 
‘officers’. As in the US army, the main concern was efficiency:

Esprit de corps is engendered by two motives [. . .] the desire to perform efficient 
service to one’s group, and the desire to receive appreciation. If, as it has always 
been recognized, esprit de corps is an enormous power binding associated indi-
viduals closely to each other and to the organization, and if the desire to do and 
the ‘honor-motive’ are the two great motor-activities leading to esprit de corps, 
then those two motives should be planted and stimulated in the microcosm of 
every organization as valuable aides to their effective administration.113

The idea of efficient service to one’s group rather than to the outside user or client 
suggested that inner discipline and internal commitment was as important as cus-
tomer satisfaction. It is a neglected aspect of capitalism that its major challenge is 
not only selling products but also – and perhaps even more – employee retention, 
especially in the last decades.

In 1921, The Management of Men: A Handbook on the Systematic Development of 
Morale and the Control of Human Behavior was widely distributed via a mainstream 
New York publisher. In it, ‘esprit de corps’ appeared no less than 43 times. It was 
defined as ‘a mental state which represents the resultant of all forces making for 
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cohesion of an organization. It is as necessary to commercial success as it is to 
military efficiency.’114 The idea of a mental state confirmed that esprit de corps 
was perceived as a cognitive device, a way of generating obedience or internalised 
discipline that ought to be more efficient than orders, the latter being less and less 
accepted by the democratic individual. Contrary to slavery, the device of esprit 
de corps recognised that each member had a personal mind.

Still, the goal was to generate consent rather than critical thinking. The 
author of the book, Edward Lyman Munson, a Doctor in Medicine from Yale 
University, had also served as lieutenant in the Medical Army Corps, in which 
he was assigned to organise the Morale Section, ‘a branch unprecedented in the 
United States Army’.115 For Munson, esprit de corps, the core of ‘morale’, was 
related to our natural gregarious instinct, a flock-like manifestation of sociality 
that was to be methodically and ideologically enhanced – inspirationally rather 
than violently – for the sake of efficiency, order and obedience:

Man is essentially a gregarious animal, although his gregariousness does not 
necessarily imply sociability, as the isolation of a stranger in a large community 
testifies [. . .] With many people, the mere presence of others adds to the 
enjoyment of any recreation. An inference is to use this instinct in promoting 
interest in mass games and contests, as well as for the exaltation of the group 
in promoting esprit de corps [. . .] Inspirational methods are those which tend 
to dramatize and idealize for the man the things he is doing or will be expected 
to do. They make him feel not an isolated unit but part of a great organization 
and plan. Thus parades, ceremonies, group singing and similar functions arouse 
the herd instinct and esprit de corps and glorify the humble part of the individ-
ual in that of an impressive whole. So, too, addresses and other methods for the 
creation of ideals serve the purpose.116

As a control technique, the fostering of corporate esprit de corps was meant to 
be a manipulation of natural existing tendencies. Collective inspiration was not 
fully spontaneous and had to be partly engineered in order to create an effective 
semblance of totality. The mental state was also an emotional state of condition-
ing: ‘When esprit de corps is good, it furnishes one of the strongest appeals toward 
desired behaviour.’117

It was not enough to sublimate the instinct of gregariousness to produce esprit 
de corps. ‘Enthusiasm’ was to be nurtured as a synonym of ‘God striving within 
us’.118 This was not only an appeal to the Greek etymology of enthusiasm (being 
possessed by a god), it was also an epic discourse: enthusiasm had, since the histor-
ical French musketeers, been associated with esprit de corps as a joyful élan and 
drive serving a supposed higher cause. Reference to the now mythical musketeers 
was made obvious in The Management of Men:

Where a high degree of esprit de corps exists in an organization, an appre-
ciation of its high quality remains long after the efforts and difficulties that 
have been through are forgotten [. . .] The highest type of morale is found 
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where each man is so imbued with the spirit of his organization that he comes 
to believe that his own interest and those of his company are identical. An 
essential to esprit is living up to the motto ‘All for one and one for all.’119

The pragmatic goal behind the storytelling was to limit employee turnover, 
people spending only one or two years in the corporation and then moving on. 
To prevent this, the focus was not factual, that is, actually creating attractive 
working conditions, such as high salaries and responsibility, but rather creating a 
belief, a corporate myth.

Munson revived more or less consciously the French alchemical origin of 
the expression esprit de in suggesting that esprit de corps was a ‘sublimation’.120 
Sublimation was connected to esprit de corps as ‘the sense of strength and pride 
which comes from feeling oneself a part of a distinguished and efficient organ-
ization of splendid traditions, engaged in a noble work’.121 Gregariousness and 
sublimation needed to be managed and articulated in hierarchical fashion: ‘Esprit 
de corps is a quality developed by the commander and transmitted through 
subordinates until it pervades the mass.’122 The leader ought to stimulate a form 
of admiring emulation, as if by contamination: ‘Practical psychologists recognize 
the influence of contagion as of first importance in creating “a common mind to 
a common end”.’123 To propagate the fire of esprit de corps, direct violence was 
discouraged: the manager had to possess a mysterious capacity to be loved and 
followed, called the ‘human touch’.124

Echoing American military discourse, theorists of management compared cor-
porate esprit de corps to a form of vitalism: ‘The agency by which the administra-
tive system is vitalized [. . .] is esprit de corps.’125 Organismic views of organisations 
and teamwork were common in English management discourses.126 Most authors 
distinguished corporate esprit de corps from trade unionism or socialism. The 
former, it was advised, should not be ‘transmuted’ into ‘trade-union’ spirit.127 It 
had to be controlled by leaders and chiefs. Corporate and business discourse was 
constructed as a continuation of politics and war by other means.

The convenient aspect of esprit de corps in terms of rhetorical appeal consists 
in the fact that its military roots are softened but not erased by its emotional 
appeal to solidarity. Emotional consent was achieved in bodies and not only in 
brains:

The control of society over individuals is not only by consciousness or ideology, 
but also by the body and with the body. For capitalist society, it was biopolitics 
that mattered most, the biological, the somatic, the corporeal.128

Incorporated bodies seemed to perform better when meta-military. This approach 
we call the way of Hilton.

Thirty-eight years before the cover of Time magazine bestowed upon him the 
title of ‘Innkeeper to the World’,129 Conrad Nicholson Hilton invested over a 
million dollars to build the first hotel that bore his name in Dallas. This grand 
investment was made possible thanks to the very profitable exploitation, since 
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1919, of the Mobley Hotel, Hilton’s first hosting business, a two-floor brick build-
ing of forty small rooms located near the train station in Cisco, at the epicentre 
of the Texas oil boom. In Be My Guest, his autobiography, Hilton remembered 
that around 1920, in the first stages of his career, he told his partner Drown, a 
former banker, about two original ideas that would become his lifelong business 
principles. Hilton’s first principle was to make every inch of space as profitable as 
possible, for example by locating shops or newsstands in the lobbies. The second 
principle was ‘esprit de corps’:

‘I know something that would make us a better hotel – and eventually more 
money,’ I told Drown. ‘Esprit de corps.’
 ‘I’m all for it,’ said Drown. ‘How do you get it?’
 ‘Same way we got it in the Army,’ I said. ‘Pride plus incentive. Wages won’t 
do all the job. We had to sell the idea that our men belonged to the best durn 
outfit in the A.E.F and they were the ones who made it that way.’
 I grant that our twenty-odd employees were stunned when I assembled them 
for our first pep talk. They liked the attention, however, and they were very 
pleased to hear that Mr. Drown and myself, while able to front for them at the 
bank and in the lobby, were completely at their mercy once a guest got beyond 
the front desk. ‘You’re the only ones who can give smiling service,’ I said. 
‘Clean rooms, spotless halls, plenty of fresh soap and linen. Ninety per cent of 
the Mobley’s reputation is in your hands. You get steady jobs, good money, pay 
raises, if Cisco means the Mobley to travellers. It’s up to you.’
 Self-interest plus pride added up to increased efficiency and we simply blos-
somed with esprit de corps.130

The AEF were the American Expeditionary Forces mobilised at the end of the 
First World War to fight alongside French and British troops against the German 
Empire, in which Second Lieutenant Conrad Hilton served two years in the 304th 
Labor Battalion. Esprit de corps, according to Hilton, was a military-inspired 
recipe that made each employee responsible for the commercial war against com-
petitors. It could involve financial bonuses based on results, but more importantly 
it suggested that each worker, regardless of the complexity of their task, was made 
to feel like a warrior in battles won or lost. Regular pep talks, preferably uttered 
by a general officer, were intended to build sacrificial enthusiasm and generate 
full commitment and fervent loyalty. The conquering destiny of the firm became 
a grand imperialist narrative. Employees needed to feel constantly mobilised. The 
capitalist imperative of ‘total mobilisation’, reactivated today via digital addic-
tions, in which having a smartphone in your hand means ‘being in the hands of 
the world’,131 was identified in 1930 by the German essayist Ernst Jünger as the 
new mode of ‘organizational thinking’ in ‘the age of masses and machines’, in 
which ‘each individual life’ is forced into progress as a ‘war of workers’.132

‘Esprit de corps’, a buzzword of business discourse, is today not only a 
 catchphrase – it has become a global incantation in which capitalism is seen as 
total war. Michael Feuer, a celebrated American entrepreneur, founder of the 
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large retail chain OfficeMax and author of The Benevolent Dictator: Empower Your 
Employees, Build Your Business, and Outwit the Competition,133 recently published 
an article on ‘How to create esprit de corps in your organization’:

The French term ‘esprit de corps’ is used to express a sense of unity, common 
interest and purpose, as developed among associates in a task, cause or enter-
prise. Sports teams and the military adopt the sometimes-overused cliché, 
‘One for all and all for one.’ ‘Semper Fi’ is the Marine Corps’ motto for 
‘always faithful.’ We commonly hear, ‘We’re only as strong as our weakest 
link.’ However, the real test of team-building and motivational sayings is 
that they are good only when they move from an HR/PR [Human Resources/
Public Relations] catchphrase to a way of doing business – every day [. . .] In 
my enterprises, I constantly tell my colleagues that the title following each 
person’s name boils down to these three critical words: ‘Whatever it takes.’134

This rash sense of urgency and state of war created by a boss who sees himself as a 
dictator is intended to place workers in a psychological state of shock, in order get 
them to place their work at the centre of their material and emotional existence. 
The somewhat psychopathic and paranoid formula ‘Whatever it takes’ suggests 
that the end – financial supremacy – justifies the means – ruthless corporate war 
– thus depriving esprit de corps of any ethical content. Esprit de corps is meant to 
serve a form of regimental capitalism.

In contemporary regimental capitalism, all employees should be equal in 
dedication, stress and mobilisation. To make sure this spirit of regimentation 
is quotidian, the leader becomes a ‘benevolent dictator’, a capitalist version 
of the enlightened despot of the eighteenth century, like Frederick the Great, 
who considered his Prussian army to be a giant clock. In 2011, the Institute of 
Economic Affairs, a free-market think tank, observed that ‘mercantilism is back 
with a vengeance’.135 A recent New York Times article claimed that ‘Mr. Trump 
is bringing mercantilism back.’136 Playing with Clausewitz’s famed formula about 
war, the French sociologist Raymond Aron famously described Ancien Régime 
commercial practice and mercantilism as the continuation of war by other 
means.137 From a global perspective, the capitalism of esprit de corps seems 
compatible with a return to a mercantilist worldview consisting of protectionism 
and the exacerbation of the combat paradigm.

The young Hilton saw himself as a benevolent general and gave grandiloquent 
inspirational speeches in front of his ‘stunned’ employees.138 Success is about 
selling the company to its employees, since many of them accept lower pay in 
order to do a job that they feel is uplifting: ‘People decide to take a job with less 
pay because they trust the leadership in place [. . .] Feeling personally fulfilled is 
far more powerful than we think.’139 In democratic regimes, individuals are more 
efficient when they believe that they are performing meaningful tasks of their 
own volition. Already in 1919, in what was called the most important book for 
the ‘intelligent employer’ since Taylor’s Scientific Management,140 goodwill was 
presented as yet another essence of esprit de corps:
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Goodwill is reciprocity [. . .] It is a beneficial reciprocity of wills [. . .] It is that 
unknown factor pervading the business as a whole, which cannot be broken 
up and measured off in motions and parts of motions, for it is not science but 
personality. It is the unity of a living being which dies when dissected. And it 
is not even the personality of a single individual, it is that still more pervasive 
personality to which the responsive French give the name, l’esprit de corps, the 
spirit of brotherhood, the solidarity of free personalities.141

Once more, it seemed important to insist on free participation and free will, even if 
it implied a conceptual ambiguity: was freedom only accessed within the collective 
mind? Was access to a ‘free personality’ a reward for those who abandoned part of 
their individual personality to embrace their collective psyche? Esprit de corps was 
presented both as a personal ‘will to believe’ and the ‘soul of a corporation’.142 Less 
poetically, goodwill has since become a common procedural accounting category 
in commercial corporations, one that is defined as a mix of reputation, potential 
to succeed, value of the team; this goodwill is evaluated financially, albeit not 
without issues and problems because of its intangible quality.143

Some attempts were made to avoid the dramatisation of business as a contin-
uation of war by other means. The emotional appeal of corporate esprit de corps 
can also be related to the idea of play and joy. Already in 1907, US activist Jane 
Addams considered that children were a model for peaceful work relations in 
factories:

Play is the great social stimulus, and it is the prime motive which unites chil-
dren and draws them into comradeship [. . .] We have not as yet utilized this 
joy of association in relation to the system of factory production which is so 
preeminently one of large bodies of men working together for hours at a time. 
But there is no doubt that it would bring a new power into modern industry if 
the factory could avail itself of that esprit de corps, that triumphant buoyancy 
which the child experiences when he feels his complete identification with a 
social group.144

It is very rare to see esprit de corps equated with play and buoyancy, and perhaps 
it took a woman’s perspective on androcentric behaviour to decipher its infanti-
lism. However, as often in twentieth-century management discourse, it is difficult 
to say if the term ‘men’ designated all adult humans, or if playful esprit de corps 
was advocated here for men rather than women, despite the fact that in the first 
decade of the century it was estimated that the percentage of female workers in 
‘Manufacturing and Mechanical Pursuits’ was close to 25 per cent (while over 
10 per cent were working in ‘Trade and Transportation’).145 The definition of 
esprit de corps as childlike buoyancy experienced in a near state of group fusion 
suggested that the workplace was like a kindergarten and its workers immature 
boys who could not – should not? – access critical thinking. A journalist from the 
New York Times described his visit to the Google offices, known for their playful 
atmosphere:
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Mr. Newman, 27, who joined Google straight from Yale, and Brian Welle, a 
‘people analytics’ manager who has a Ph.D. in industrial and organizational 
psychology from New York University, led me on a brisk and, at times, dizzying 
excursion through a labyrinth of play areas.146

The paradigm of war and the paradigm of play have in common the idea of 
competition and agonism. Regimental capitalism is more direct in its message: 
kill or be killed. ‘Ludic capitalism’147 is more labyrinthine and therefore more in 
tune with the neo-romantic ideology of self-development, a regime in which the 
more you search for yourself the more you lose yourself, eventually surrendering 
to the company that seems to sponsor your narcissism.

Playful team-spirit perceptions of esprit de corps are very distant from the 
French intellectual tradition that associated the phrase with subjugation and 
cognitive prisons. But if there is a genealogical link between joyful corporate 
esprit de corps and the ‘expeditious gaiety’148 that Louis XIII admired in the 
esprit de corps of the musketeers, then joy at work is not incompatible with 
regimental capitalism. In Nietzschean fashion, one could be joyful and dauntless, 
for example according to a hagiographic History of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
published in 1913:

We are deeply impressed by the conviction that we, as an institution, possessed 
something in the initial enthusiasm and joyous service of the founders, those 
dauntless men who worked for the Museum as if it were the personal possession 
of each man and its success depended upon him, that the esprit de corps of no 
staff of men trained in museum work, however faithful and capable, can ever 
equal.149

Idealised models of the past were nostalgically presented as superior to contempo-
rary workers. In general, esprit de corps evolved from being considered too present 
in France in the eighteenth century to something that is not present enough today 
in the USA and the corporate global world.

The field of business studies shows in the last decades a certain fascination 
for esprit de corps. A handbook on organisation theory argued in 1980 that 
the term ‘esprit de corps’ was richer and more promising than ‘morale’.150 A 
manual on managerial supervision ascertained that ‘a term that symbolizes good 
feelings toward an organization is esprit de corps’.151 Consensus is growing among 
American specialists: ‘Agencies that have a strong sense of their own identities 
and of their mission – often referred to as organizational zeal or esprit de corps – 
have an edge over those that do not.’152 Esprit de corps is defined both as identity 
and as project, bridging the past and the future: it is the force that is expected to 
maintain a coherent, collective integrity over time, even if the members of the 
corporation change, an idea that is reminiscent of the function of esprit de corps 
in the Ancien Régime guilds and royal military corps.

In 1991, research on state capitalism analysed the French national aircraft 
industry:
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Aircraft manufacturers made use of an additional method for promoting  loyalty 
[. . .] the cultivation of an esprit de corps based on participating in the excite-
ment of aviation [. . .] Employers wanted their workers to perform as a labor 
aristocracy. As one former chef d’atelier recalled, managers encouraged workers 
to acquire an esprit d’équipe (team spirit) and an esprit de maison (company 
pride) and in so doing to view themselves as a laboring elite immune to the 
hostility that workers commonly felt toward their bosses.153

The American researcher noticed the connection between esprit de corps and 
elitism. It was expected that prestige could be instrumentalised in a manner that 
was meant to prevent workers from being too critical towards the hierarchy. But 
in the last decades of twentieth-century France and within its social democratic 
state, esprit de corps was an ‘additional method’ among others: it went along 
with social care, job security and acceptable wages frequently negotiated with 
the trade unions.

In France, the USA or anywhere else, only in rare cases was esprit de corps 
encouraged in corporations as a system in which the business enterprise modelled 
itself on the structure of cooperative associations. In this rare creative esprit de 
corps mind-frame, each worker could be a shareholder with the right to vote on 
the company’s decisions:

As a social group, the cooperative was characterized by a collective mind 
manifesting itself as an ‘esprit de corps’, ‘atmosphere’, or ‘climate’ [. . .] It was 
this spirit alone that would form a coherent social group. Each true coopera-
tive, therefore, would have to appeal not just to rational thinking but also to 
feelings.154

This still rather utopian managerial mode was intended to foster a climate of both 
emotional and rational solidarity, beyond team spirit: ‘The term esprit de corps 
means “solidarity”, not “team spirit” as some believe.’155

Overall, the idea of solidarity at work was much less popular in twentieth- 
century American management than regimental team spirit. The dominant 
capitalist interest in esprit de corps, even today, is best captured in the following 
sentence, already quoted in our introduction: ‘Esprit de corps is a concept power-
ful enough to make soldiers go into battle knowing their odds of survival are slim: 
think how powerful it can be if harnessed in your marketing organization!’156 
More often than not, a strong leadership correlated with stressful/playful submis-
siveness is the spectre haunting the phenomenon of corporate esprit de corps. It 
is not surprising that in late twentieth-century marketing studies, a ‘clear chain 
of command’ was given a ‘most positive’ high coefficient in attempts to measure 
esprit de corps, immediately followed by ‘well-defined procedures’. In this study 
called Fostering Esprit de Corps in Marketing, the most negative factor – given 
the lowest coefficient of relationship to esprit de corps – was ‘no close personal 
friendships’ at work.157 Now that camaraderie is no longer a communist leitmotif, 
we can expect to see it flourish in managerial discourse. ‘We All Need Friends 
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at Work’ is the title of an article in the Harvard Business Review, concerned with 
the fact that, according to a Gallup study, ‘70% of workers’ are ‘not engaged at 
work’.158 The article represents the current state of the art of regimental capitalist 
discourse:

Close work friendships boost employee satisfaction by 50% and people with a 
best friend at work are seven times more likely to engage fully in their work. 
Camaraderie is more than just having fun, though. It is also about creating a 
common sense of purpose and the mentality that we are in-it together. Studies 
have shown that soldiers form strong bonds during missions in part because 
they believe in the purpose of the mission, rely on each other, and share the 
good and the bad as a team. In short, camaraderie promotes a group loyalty that 
results in a shared commitment to and discipline toward the work. Camaraderie 
at work can create ‘esprit de corps’, which includes mutual respect, sense of 
identity, and admiration to push for hard work and outcomes.159

Esprit de corps is expected to transform friendship into hard work, via the mili-
tary model of camaraderie as ideal-type. The article concludes by recommending 
sport and common physical competitions.

And indeed, esprit de corps was in the twentieth century a recurrent phrase 
in sports commentaries, partly explaining why it is now often used in English 
as a synonym of team spirit. There is no real difference between corporate esprit 
de corps and esprit de corps in sport: both are influenced by military discourse. 
In 1937, a 500-page handbook on basketball compared players to ‘warriors’, 
and praised ‘true athletic esprit de corps’ in order to ‘add dynamic punch to the 
athletic days ahead and to match the courage of today with that of yesterday’.160 
Comparisons between players or athletes and warriors or gladiators is a mediatic 
lieu commun, whether or not different nations are competing against each other.

We are now at this stage of the evolution of esprit de corps: for most English-
speakers it means team camaraderie and effective élan within a group with a 
relatively short-term goal. It also carries fantasies of belonging in a world of 
ambivalent individualism and tribalism. Moreover, in an era of artificial intel-
ligence, robots and virtual relationships, esprit de corps feels like a reassuring 
remnant of the past, a comforting and anachronistic human touch, suggestive of 
the fascination a spectator might feel for a synchronised Bollywood dance or a 
choral flash mob. The idea that we can still do miraculous things together, in 
assembly, seems to promise – who knows? – a re-enchantment of the world.
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