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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines representations of Protestantism during a crucial period of 

legal persecution initiated by Louis XIV’s Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1685) and 

concluded during the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Era. Drawing on a vast variety of 

printed sources by Enlightenment writers, social reformers, priests, pastors, revolutionaries, and 

even Napoleon Bonaparte, this dissertation examines the versatile and fungible nature of 

Protestantism in the wake of the Revocation. Consideration of Protestantism permitted the 

exploration of a variety of pressing issues, including the role of religion in society, the 

perfectibility of human nature, the characteristics of an ideal citizen, secularism, pluralism, and 

human rights. 

 This study of representations of Protestants in France during the long eighteenth 

century— by both Protestants and non-Protestants — offers new insights on the Enlightenment, 

the French Revolution, the Napoleonic Era, and the history of Protestantism in general. It crosses 

traditional chronological boundaries, building off of the latest historical scholarship and cultural 

theory, to argue that an understanding of modern, progressive Protestantism emerged over the 

course of the eighteenth century, alongside and intertwined with the more secular minded 

doctrines normally associated with the Enlightenment, culminating in the nineteenth century 

understanding of liberal, progressive Protestantism. As such, this dissertation argues that 

Protestantism became attached to and helped shape modern ideals like commercial economics, 

democracy, republicanism, freedom of conscience, liberalism, progress, and the idea of 

modernity itself. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The French bishop and theologian, Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet published his Histoire des 

variations des églises protestantes in 1688. In this treatment, he defended Louis XIV’s 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, which outlawed Calvinism in France three years earlier in 

1685 and resulted in one of the largest early modern diasporas. At the heart of Bossuet’s text is a 

basic juxtaposition between Catholic uniformity and consistency and Protestant multiplicity and 

volatility. He assured his readers that if the earliest Protestants had peered into the future and 

witnessed the “pernicious consequences” of their foul and false deeds, they would not have 

overthrown the “order of discipline” in the pursuit of religious “independence … under the 

specious, flattering name of liberty.” Bossuet insisted that the “varied” Protestant population 

resulted from a lack of central ecclesiastical authority. The lack of authority and a belief in 

freedom of conscience caused an era of confessionalization, which seemed to multiply without 

end. For Bossuet, Martin Luther and Jean Calvin, as well as a number of other reforming rabble-

rousers, had all placed “spiritual powers… in the hands of princes,” stripped “Christianity of all 

its mysteries,” and transformed the Christian faith into “a sect of philosophy wholly adapted to 

the senses.”1 The Reformation gave birth to a false and perversely critical intellectual climate — 

best represented by Bayle’s renowned philosophical skepticism.2 Unbounded freedom of 

conscience resulted in clamor of the Wars of Religion, which pitted Catholic order against what 

Bossuet perceived as Protestant disorder. After the Edict of Nantes, the Protestant community 

could not be trusted. Their loosely federal and partially elective communal principles naturally 

                                                 
1 Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, Histoire des variations des églises protestantes, vol. I (Paris, 1688), 279. 

2 On Bayle’s skepticism see Richard H. Popkin, The History of Skepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 283-302. For a general overview of Bayle’s life and philosophy see Elisabeth 
Labrousse, Pierre Bayle 2 vols. (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1963). 
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extended to republicanism, which filled their heads with false hopes of sovereign rule founded 

on freedom of conscience. They were prone to heretical fanaticism, duplicitousness, 

clannishness, and frugality. In sum, they resisted uniformity in political, social, and economic 

matters as well as subverted the old eschatological pursuit of a universal church. The 

Reformation sapped the “very foundation of religion,” and Protestantism’s freedom of 

conscience devolved naturally into Deism — or “Atheism in disguise” — the religion of choice 

for many later enlightened philosophes.3 Bossuet found the intellectual origins of the Age of 

Enlightenment in the Protestant Reformation. 

If we play the role of Rip Van Winkle, reawakening at the end of the nineteenth century, 

we find a similar tale of Protestantism, albeit one used for widely different and ultimately 

positive purposes. Following the French Revolution, a number of cultural and political critics 

such as Madame de Staël, Charles de Villers, and the “Protestant Bossuet,” Benjamin Constant 

found the doctrines of sola scriptura and the defense of freedom of conscience to coincide with 

the liberties promoted by the French revolutionaries. Rather than expound upon the downward 

spiral into irreligion, common to writers like Bossuet, Constant tied Protestantism to modernity 

and progress. In response to the return of authoritarian rule during the Napoleonic era and 

Bourbon Restoration, these liberal thinkers elevated the democratic, progressive, rational, 

tolerant, industrious vision of “modern Protestantism” into a liberal dogma.4 In 1829, Constant 

extolled the Protestant population in the shadow of the restored Bourbon King Charles X’s 

feared anti-Protestant policies. “The fold of the Protestant, Christian Church, restored at once to 

                                                 
3 Bossuet, Histoire des variations des églises protestantes, 1: 279.  

4 See Helena Rosenblatt, Liberal Values: Benjamin Constant and the Politics of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), chapter 6. Rosenblatt identifies Constant as the “Protestant Bossuet” for his work on his 
monumental, erudite, multi-volume De la religion. She argues that Constant’s contact with both French and German 
Enlightenments left him favorable to religious “sentiments, if and when left free.”  
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its ancient purity and to its progressive advancement is now presented as a doctrine 

contemporaneous with every age, because it keeps pace with every age, open to every access of 

light.” For Constant, the reformed religion was at once a faith coeval with modern times and a 

regeneration of a purer form of Christianity, undiluted by years of needless dogma and ritual. 

According to Constant, Protestantism lay “aside every notion which is behind the progress made 

by the human mind.”5 Constant’s contemporary, Charles de Villers sought to explain the origins 

of this modern progress in religious terms.6 Alexis de Tocqueville similarly compared the French 

Revolution to a “regenerating” religious revolution.7 Many nineteenth century thinkers 

considered Protestants to be the forefathers, primary actors, and heirs apparent of modernity. 

This dissertation is about representations of Protestantism in France during the crucial 

period in French Protestant history from the Revocation (1685) to the “liberation” of Protestants 

at the time of the French Revolution and the consolidation of that position in the early nineteenth 

century. It examines the ways in which French men and women thought about Protestantism in 

its various forms and instantiations during the long eighteenth century. Given the central 

importance of the eighteenth century for religious toleration, human rights, and the enlightened 

pursuit of reason, it is odd that the span from 1685 through the French Revolution has been often 

completely neglected, glossed over, or treated as the subject of underdeveloped essays.8 This 

                                                 
5 Benjamin Constant, Mélanges de littérature et de politique (Pichon et Didier, 1829), 92. The italics are mine.  

6 Charles de Villers, Essai sur l’esprit et l’influence de la Réformation de Luther, 2nd edn (Paris, 1804). 

7 Alexis Tocqueville, The Ancien Régime and the French Revolution, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 21. 

8 Only a few exceptions exist to this general rule, but most are dated. See É.G. Léonard, Le protestant français 
(Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1955); Joseph Chambon, Le Protestantisme français (Geneva: Labor et 
fides, 1958); Burdette Poland, French Protestantism and the French Revolution: A Study in Church and State, 
Thought and Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957); Geoffrey Adams, The Huguenots and French 
Opinion, 1685-1787: The Enlightenment Debate on Toleration (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1991); 
Yves Krumenacker, Des protestants au siècle des lumières: Le modèle lyonnais (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2002). 
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period is often overlooked because of the scarcity of sources produced by French Calvinists or 

by the government about the Reformed faith. The lack of official sources is best explained by the 

“fiction of a Catholic France” touted by Louis XIV and his heirs. In the absence of sources, 

historians have favored either the years leading up to the Revocation or following the 

Revolution. Hundreds of books and articles have been published on the period between the 

Reformation and Louis XIV’s Revocation.9 Bossuet himself plays a fundamental role in these 

histories. In recent years, a few works have drawn attention to the nineteenth century.10 Here too 

Benjamin Constant often appears as one of the strongest liberal voices of the early nineteenth 

century. Yet no one has adequately explained how French men and women imagined 

                                                 
9 The more notable studies on this period include Samuel Mours, Le protestantisme en France au XVIIe siècle 
(1598-1685) (Paris: Librarie Protestante, 1967); Daniel Ligou, Le Protestantisme en France de 1598 à 1715 (Paris: 
Société d’édition d’enseignement supérieur, 1968); Janine Garrison, L’Edit de Nantes et sa révocation: Histoire 
d’une intolérance (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1985); Elisabeth Labrousse, La révocation de l’Édit de Nantes: Une foi, 
une loi, un roi? (Paris: Payot, 1990). For information on the Huguenot migration, see Jon Butler, The Huguenots in 
America: A Refugee People in New World Society (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1983); Robin D. 
Gwynn, Huguenot Heritage: The History and Contribution of the Huguenots in Britain (New York: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1985); Bernard Cottret, The Huguenots in England: Immigration and Settlement, c. 1550-1700 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Bertrand Van Ruymbeke and Randy J. Sparks, eds, Memory and Identity: 
The Huguenots in France and the Atlantic Diaspora (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2003). 

10 For those works on the nineteenth century see Daniel Robert, Les Eglises réformées en France, 1800-1830 (Paris, 
Presses universities de France, 1961); Alice Wemyss, Histoire du Réveil, 1790-1849 (Paris: Les Bergers et les 
Mages, 1977); Jean Baubérot, Le Retour des Huguenots: La vitalité protestante, XIXe-XXe siècles (Paris: Labor et 
Fides, 1985); André Encrevé, Les protestantes en France de 1800 à nos jours: histoire d’une réintégration (Paris: 
Stock, 1985); André Encrevé, Protestants français au milieu du XIXe siècle: Les réformés de 1848 à 1870 (Geneva: 
Labor et Fides, 1986); Philippe Joutard, “The Museum of the Desert: The Protestant Minority,” in Realms of 
Memory,  vol. 1, Conflicts and Divisions, ed. by Pierre Nora, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996); 353-378; William Edgar, La Carte protestants. Le protestantisme francophone et la 
modernité (1815-1848) (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1997); James C. Deming, Religion and Identity in Modern France: 
The Modernization of the Protestant Community in Languedoc, 1815-1848 (New York: University Press of 
America, 1999); James C. Deming, “Martyrs for Modernity: The Three Hundredth Jubilee of the French 
Reformation and the Catholic-Protestant Debate on the Huguenot Martyrs,” in The Development of Pluralism in 
Modern Britain and France, ed by Richard Bonney and David J.B. Trim (Bern: Peter Lang, 2006); 227-250; Helena 
Rosenblatt, Liberal Values: Benjamin Constant and the Politics of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008). Other works have sections or chapters on Protestantism in France. See Gwynne Lewis, The Second 
Vendée: Continuity of Counterrevolution in the Department of the Gard, 1789-1815 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1978); Philip Nord, The Republican Moment: Struggles for democracy in Nineteenth-Century France (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995); Jacques-Olivier Boudon, Napoléon et les cultes. Les religions en Europe à 
l’aube du XIXe siècle, 1800-1815 (Paris: Fayard, 2002); Pierre Rosanvallon, The Demands of Liberty: Civil Society 
in France since the Revolution trans. by Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 
145-6. 
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Protestantism in between these two immensely important moments in French and European 

history. Our understanding of the French perception of the Protestant population in the long 

eighteenth century is incomplete. 

The brief accounts of Bossuet and Constant’s representations of Protestantism serve to 

emphasize three preliminary points. First, the radical differences between Bossuet and 

Constant’s representations should give the reader an immediate sense of the diversity of opinions 

at either chronological end of this dissertation. Bossuet deployed a series of representations in 

order to defame the Protestant cause, to affirm Catholic claims to absolute truth, and to cast 

Protestants as the “other” responsible for the Wars of Religion. Protestants were worthy of their 

name — as those who “protested” all truth.11 Over a century later, Constant represented 

Protestants as progressive in order to emphasize their claims to citizenship, to challenge Catholic 

calumnious claims of dissenting and violent Protestants, and to emphasize the benefits of 

freedom of conscience. Furthermore, Protestantism was a “catch-all” term for a variety of 

Christian sects. Each one of these denominations  — whether they be Calvinist, Lutheran, 

Remonstrant, Anabaptist, Socinian, Quaker, Puritan, Anglican, or any other number of 

“dissenting” factions — carried with them their own stigmas, customs, and historical narratives.  

Second, my goal is not merely to produce an encyclopedia of Protestant sects in the 

eighteenth century whose articles are comfortably compartmentalized, but rather to find some 

overall diachronic coherence. As Roger Chartier noted in his cultural history of the Revolution’s 

origins, a historical study “stripped of all its temptation to teleology would risk becoming an 

                                                 
11 Joseph Marie de Maistre, “Réflexions sur le protestantisme,” in Oeuvres complètes de J. de Maistre: nouvelle 
édition contenant ses œuvres posthumes et toute sa correspondance inédite (Vitte et Perrussel, 1884), 76. 
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endless inventory of disconnected facts abandoned to their teeming incoherence.”12 It is possible 

to trace this coherence if we ask how thinkers constructed, articulated, contested, and reinvented 

identities for themselves and others in light of their own contemporary events. With this in mind, 

I have juxtaposed Bossuet and Constant in order to give the reader an idea of a general tendency 

evident in the eighteenth century to gradually favor more “positive” or “tolerable” images of 

Protestantism and to downplay those of Bossuet. This is not to say that “tolerable” 

representations completely replaced “intolerable” ones — it was fairly common to find dogmatic 

Catholics siphoning the vitriolic ink from sixteenth-century ink wells for their eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century quills. In general, however, representations of Protestants by the time of the 

French Revolution were more often marked by words like “progressive,” “peaceful,” 

“hardworking,” and “loyal” than by “hostile,” “fanatical,” and “heretical.” In cultural as well as 

legal terms, French thinkers more commonly imagined Protestants as Frenchmen at the twilight 

of the eighteenth century as opposed to its dawn. 

In many ways, the Revocation and the Revolution make for convenient, if problematic, 

benchmarks for any discussion of toleration or pluralism in France. Louis XIV’s Revocation 

legitimized the oppression of the Calvinist population; whereas, the Edict of Toleration of 1787 

and the French Revolution two years later liberated Calvinists in France. Depending on one’s 

political inclination, this history can be presented in different lights. A rather conservative 

teleological position would see the history from 1685 to 1789 as the perversion of Louis XIV’s 

legacy and the inevitable march towards secularism and deChristianization. As one might expect 

of a time where “positive” Protestant representations were increasingly common, this type of 

                                                 
12 Roger Chartier writes, “History stripped of all temptation to teleology would risk becoming an endless inventory 
of disconnected facts abandoned to their teeming incoherence for want of a hypothesis to propose a possible order 
among them.” The italics are mine. See Roger Chartier, The Cultural Origins of the French Revolution, trans. by 
Lydia G. Cochrane (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1991), 7.   
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interpretation remained prevalent well into the nineteenth century.13 For whig historians of the 

nineteenth century, the Revocation created a breech that necessitated the Revolution. The 

nineteenth century republican historian Edgar Quinet, for example, portrayed the eighteenth 

century as an inevitable march towards the Revolution’s radicalism. Historians like Quinet who 

chose a linear narrative often failed to provide a more complex examination of eighteenth-

century discourses.14 What guided these exercises in teleology was the working assumption that 

what happened to the Protestants was either “good” or “bad” for Protestantism and France. Either 

one saw the triumph of the Revolution’s universalism in the liberation of Protestants or lamented 

the defeat of the Revocation’s message of religious homogeneity by the “destructive” forces of 

pluralism.  

Such inclinations, in a way, color the more recent historiography on Protestantism during 

the eighteenth century. Geoffrey Adams’s The Huguenots and French Opinion, 1685-1787: The 

Enlightenment Debate on Toleration is the most thorough study on the development of religious 

toleration in the eighteenth century for French Protestants, but his examination of eighteenth-

century voices falls short both in his chronological span and his analytical framework. Adams 

concludes his study with the Edict of Toleration in 1787 — a partial measure aimed at appeasing 

defenders of Protestants — two years before the more logical concluding point of the Declaration 

of Rights of Man and Citizen or the December decrees in 1789. Adams could have been better 

served by extending his study to Napoleon Bonaparte’s Concordat (1801) and Organic Articles 

(1802), which consolidated many of the early Revolution’s aims by providing financially for 

                                                 
13 For a detailed examination of anti-Protestant histories in the nineteenth century, see Michèle Sacquin, Entre 
Bossuet et Maurras: L’antiprotestantisme en France de 1814 à 1870 (Paris: École des Chartres, 1998). 

14 Edgar Quinet, Le Christianisme et la Révolution française (Paris, 1845); Edgar Quinet, La Révolution, 5. éd., 
(Paris: A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven, 1868); Jules Michelet, Histoire de France, 17 vols (Paris, 1833-1876); Jules 
Michelet, Histoire de la Révolution française, 7 vols (Paris, 1847-53). See chapter 5. 



8 
 

priests and pastors alike. In analytical terms, his focus on toleration precludes a discussion of a 

number of other issues relevant to Protestants. The pursuit of tolerance meant wrestling with any 

number of other political and cultural matters, including, but not limited to, the relationship 

between religion and the state and the definition of an ideal subject or citizen.15  

Third, it is possible to trace representations of Protestantism across the long eighteenth 

century without succumbing to the teleological fallacies mentioned above. This is possible if we 

pay close attention to the discourses used by individuals, while suspending one’s knowledge of 

their futures. My contention, loosely following Claude Lévi-Strauss’s celebrated cultural 

formulation of totems, is that Protestants were “good to think.”16 The social commentators that 

comprise this dissertation thought about Protestants in order to analyze, understand, condemn, or 

praise elements of their present in order to conceive of better futures. Instead of allowing the 

revolutionary period to distort my analysis of eighteenth-century voices, I have chosen to focus 

on how the Revocation and the Revolution affected those thinkers who followed. The 

Revocation and the Revolution often served as points of reference or as  types of “foundational 

traumas” for many social commentators.17 During the eighteenth century, thinkers examined the 

impact of the Revocation and the role of the state in sectarian conflicts. During and following the 

French Revolution, individuals represented Protestants in order to reflect on the Revolution’s 

legacy and the place of religion in the post-Revolutionary world. In short, Protestants were 

mirrors that reflected French social and political anxieties, symbols capable of manipulation in 

                                                 
15 Geoffrey Adams, The Huguenots and French Opinion, 1685-1787 (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 
1991). 

16 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Totemism trans. Rodney Needham (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 89. 

17 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 23; 
Barry Shapiro,  Traumatic Politics: The Deputies and the King in the Early French Revolution (University Park, PA; 
Pennsylvania State Press, 2010). 
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order to propose alternative realities, or to put it another way, they served as fundamental ciphers 

for one’s vision of modernity. 

By stressing the ability of an individual to present their own image of “modernity” 

through their representations of Protestantism, in no way am I suggesting that they conjured or 

invented completely new images.18 Each thinker was guided by tradition. Each generation 

interpreted Protestants differently, but like totems, the rough visage of Protestantism, despite the 

natural weathering of time, retained its basic contours. In many ways, the representational 

scheme employed by Bossuet continued to define the Protestant image long after Enlightenment 

thinkers like Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot, and Rousseau challenged Bossuet’s theological 

goal of a universal Catholic Church. To offer another metaphor, Bossuet’s photo-negative image 

of Protestantism — the first image taken — was then developed during the Enlightenment into 

the “tolerable,” “progressive” image of Constant. As is shown in chapter 2, the brightest lights of 

the Enlightenment appropriated notions of Protestants similar to those used by Catholic 

theologians to defame Protestants in the previous generation. Enlightenment philosophers owed 

more to their Christian predecessors than they would have acknowledged.19 In his study of the 

Jewish population, Ronald Schechter contends that the emphasis on régénération or the 

                                                 
18 For the case for modernities, see Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2004), introduction. 

19 Carl L. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2003); Michael Allen Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2010); Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion trans. by Oscar Burge 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). In recent years, historians have begun to speak of a Religious 
Enlightenment, various religious enlightenments, or the continuing importance of religious dissent. See David 
Sorkin, The Religion Enlightenment: Protestants, Jews, and Catholics from London to Vienna (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2008); J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion 5 vols (2002-2013); Knud Haakonssen, ed., 
Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006); Jonathan Sheehan, ““Enlightenment, Religion, and the Enigma of Secularization: A Review Essay,” 
American Historical Review, Vol. 108, No. 4 (October 2003); 1061-1080; Dale Van Kley, ““Christianity as Casualty 
and Chrysalis of Modernity: The Problem of Dechristianization in the French Revolution.” American Historical 
Review, Vol. 108, No. 4. (October, 2003); 1081-1104. 
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possibility of human perfectibility, so common to Enlightenment and revolutionary discourses, 

was “largely the continuation of an older eschatological dream of universal conversion.”20 

Schechter notes that the term regeneration itself was “appropriated from Christian theology, 

where it signified spiritual rebirth.”21 While Jews were the target of regeneration — an idea that 

Schechter interprets as a sign of the mutability of man regardless of their faith — in the 

Revolutionary period, French men and women viewed Protestants as the original “regenerators,” 

seeking the tenets of the most primitive and ancient form of Christianity, and ultimately, the ones 

who would lead France in the march towards progress. Bossuet lambasted such characterizations 

in order to support his Catholic claims to absolute truth, while reaffirming the Protestant 

connection to reform. For many Catholics, Protestants were the “prétendue réformé,” the “so-

called reformed.” By the Revolution, “reform” had lost its stigma and for many thinkers in the 

nineteenth century, Protestants stood as the first reformers. French interest in Protestants 

reflected their attachment to Christianity and their desire to find a middle ground between their 

Christian heritage and their modern ideals. 

Religion is not a sui generis phenomenon and French men and women did not recognize 

it as such, so the Protestant tendency to reform, to encourage freedom of conscience and 

religious individualism, naturally extended to the economic and political realms. Arguably, the 

most famous thesis concerning the unintentional repercussions of religious belief on modes of 

social organization and production is Max Weber’s “Protestant ethic.” For Weber, the Calvinist 

belief in double predestination shaped a culture of inner-worldly asceticism. This severe self-

discipline encouraged the development of “modern capitalism” — defined by an “ethos” more 

                                                 
20 Ronald Schechter, Obstinate Hebrews: Representations of Jews in France, 1715-1815 (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 2003), 9. 

21 Ibid. 
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than the free exchange of goods in markets, the delineation between the private home and the 

public business world, and the rational organization of work and the workspace. While Weber 

accounted for these attributes of modern capitalism, he concerned himself more with an 

economic ethic, “the idea of a duty of the individual to increase his wealth,” and argued that this 

wealth was the “result and manifestation of competence and proficiency in a vocational calling.” 

In Weber’s mind, a truly modern capitalist “strives systematically and rationally in a calling for 

legitimate profit.”22 Many scholars have interpreted and critiqued his argument, which he 

referred to as  an “elective affinity,” as expressing a direct and singular connection between 

Protestantism and capitalism or capitalist wealth.23 Weber’s argument built off of already 

established cultural understandings of Calvinists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Calvinism and economic productivity had long been a correlation in French discourses. É.G. 

Léonard, the twentieth-century French historian, argued that this connection was first established 

in the seventeenth century by Catholic opponents attempting to slander prosperous Calvinists.24 

Later, as examined in chapter 3, proponents of religious pluralism in the wake of the Revocation 

emphasized the financial proclivities of Protestantism in order to call for a return of the 

Huguenot Diaspora to France, to emphasize the positive economic effects of the return of so 

much wealth especially after the American Revolution, which largely bankrupted the French 

                                                 
22 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Chicago: Taylor & Francis, 2001), 16-26. 

 I will not venture to list every author that contributed to this debate, but it is sufficient to say that most criticisms 
can fall into two categories: 1) Capitalism was thriving in Catholic Europe prior to the Protestant Reformation and 
2) the driving force behind the development of capitalism was rationality rather than asceticism. See R.H. Tawney, 
Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (New York: Brace & World, 1926); R. Trevor-Roper, Religion, the Reformation 
and Social Change (New York: Macmillan, 1972); Jacob Viner, Religious Thought and Economic Society (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1978): David J. Chaicraft and Austin Harrington, eds., The Protestant Ethic Debate: Max 
Weber’s Replies to His Critics, 1907-1910 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2002); 23 See Margaret C. Jacob 
and Matthew Kadane, “Missing, Now Found in the Eighteenth Century: Weber’s Protestant Capitalist,” American 
Historical Review 108, no. 1 (February 2003): 20–49. 

24 É. G. Léonard, Le Protestant français (Paris: Presses universitaires de France,  1953), 52. 
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monarchy, and to define citizenship in secular terms. By highlighting the commercial and 

financial propensities of Protestants, these thinkers also gradually explored the shifting 

importance of commercial over agrarian modes of production in the years leading up to the 

French Revolution.25 In another way, representations of Protestantism also allowed individuals to 

express the belief that economic utility better served France than religious homogeneity.  

In similar terms, representations of Protestants most often — especially after the 

Revocation — entered into discussions of political organization and sovereignty.26 Scholars have 

often recognized that the term “républicain” was a standard libelous designation during the Old 

Regime and was often paired with Protestantism. Republics and democracies aroused hostility 

and marked a significant threat to monarchies. It should be no surprise that the “inherent” 

republicanism of Protestants with their concomitant “civic and moral dysfunction,” as noted by 

Arthur Herman, was used to justify the Revocation.27 As developed in several chapters, the 

Protestant-republican link remained a topic of discussion and outright disparagement throughout 

the eighteenth century. Protestants, like Antoine Court, rebuked such claims as they sought to 

carve out a space for themselves in Old Regime France. The Revolution’s turn to republicanism 

in 1792, a topic covered in chapter 4, breathed new life into this characterization and once again, 

Protestants were praised as republicans par excellence.28 The Protestant Reformation’s call for 

                                                 
25 See Colin Jones, “The Great Chain of Buying: Medical Advertisement, the Bourgeois Public Sphere, and the 
Origins of the French Revolution,” The American Historical Review 101, no. 1 (Feb., 1996); 13-40.  

26 For example, see Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World. 

27 Arthur Herman, “The Huguenot Republic and Antirepublicanism in Seventeenth-Century France,” Journal of the 
History of Ideas, 53, no. 2 (Apr.-Jun., 1992); 249-269. 

28 A lot of good work has been done on the idea of republicanism before and during the Revolution. See Patrice 
Higonnet, Sister Republics: The Origins of French and American Republicanism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1988); Keith Michael Baker, “A Classical Republican in Eighteenth-Century Bordeaux: 
Guillaume-Joseph Saige,” in Inventing the French Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); 
Johnson Kent Wright, A Classical Republican in Eighteenth-Century France: The Political Thought of Mably 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997). 
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freedom of conscience resembled the intellectual freedoms safeguarded in the Declaration of 

Rights of Man and Citizen. Those who later eulogized the Revolution’s republican legacy 

discussed in chapter 5, like Charles de Villers, continued to revere the republican “spirit” 

common to all Protestants.29 When faced with a conservative power, like Charles X, Constant 

chose to downplay Protestant democratic and republican tendencies in favor of emphasizing 

perpetual loyalty to France. In political terms, representations of Protestants allowed French men 

and women to think about possible republican and democratic political ideals. 

Just as the pentimento effect of tradition shaped French understandings of Protestantism, 

experience also guided certain representations of Protestants over others. Protestants were not 

figments of the imagination or literary motifs invented solely for ideological purposes. Most 

famously, Voltaire acquired his deep admiration of Quakerism after visiting England and 

encountering actual Quakers. The same can be said for either Calvinists or Lutherans — the two 

largest Protestant minorities living in France. A cursory understanding of the basic demographics 

of Protestants in France, the legal restraints placed on Protestants, how Protestants responded to 

these laws, and how they subsequently organized themselves is necessary in order to understand 

why certain thinkers chose to represent Protestants in a particular way; hence, chapter 1 provides 

a basic legal and social history of the Protestant minority in France. The unusual presence of 

Calvinist merchants who chose to flee France in order to guard their commercial wealth, in many 

ways affirmed the imagined Calvinist penchant for commerce and finance. Similarly, the free 

participation of Protestants in meetings, especially in the absence of a pastor following the 

Revocation, reminded many of republicanism. Representations may be things of the imagination, 

                                                 
29 See Claude Nicolet, L’idée républicaine en France (1789-1924): Essai histoire critique (Paris, 1982). 
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but our thoughts are always guided by experience.30 No strict barrier existed between discourse 

and practice, myth and reality, fiction and non-fiction, history as the victors saw it or as it 

actually happened, or the modern, industrious, liberal, republican, progressive Protestants of 

nineteenth-century lore and the lowly Calvinist merchants struggling to practice their chosen 

faith. 

French thinkers were also well aware of what Protestants said about themselves. 

Protestants may have been weak voices following the Revocation, but “weakness”  is not 

synonymous with “absence” — it implies agency more than silence. One must question the 

intentional and unintentional effects of Protestant self-representation. Protestants countered 

arguments made by their anti-Protestant Catholic opponents. They made a case for Protestant 

inclusion in France, but they first had to rebuke those claims that led to their disenfranchisement 

such as their republicanism or errant religious customs and beliefs. By doing so, they inevitably 

reaffirmed such associations in the French imaginary, but as this dissertation shows, Protestant 

arguments could influence larger debates by offering alternative views. By recognizing the 

importance of Protestant self-representation — however weakened by their community’s 

enfeeblement — this dissertation recognizes the importance of peripheries and their impact on 

proverbial centers. Catholics, Protestants, and the Enlightenment’s most famous philosophers 

influenced the ways in which people understood Protestants in the eighteenth century, but no 

monolithic discourse existed. Rather, representations of Protestantism were the product of a 

                                                 
30 On the interplay and dependency between the realm of reality and the symbolic realm, see John E. Toews, 
“Intellectual History after the Linguistic Turn: The Autonomy of Meaning and the Irreducibility of Experience,” 
American Historical Review 92 (October 1987): 879-907; Keith Michael Baker, “Introduction,” in Inventing the 
French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 1-11; Joan Wallach Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17, no. 4 
(Summer 1991); 773-797. 
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continuous back and forth between a variety of groups — the strong and the weak, the center and 

the periphery. 

If Protestants were in fact “good to think,” as this dissertation argues, then it is important 

ask why this was so in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The most obvious and tangible 

explanation for the French preoccupation with Protestantism was the lingering memory of the 

Wars of Religion, which weighed heavily on the “collective memories” of the people.31 Even 

more so, Louis XIV’s Revocation reminded French thinkers of the intolerant policies that had 

characterized and driven the religious wars. Priests, pastors, and laymen collectively valorized or 

incriminated figures of the Reformation or Counter Reformation in order to assert their own 

claims to religious truth.32 After the Revocation, defenders of pluralism formed a cult to Henri 

IV in France to praise the author of the Edict of Nantes (1598) — a clear way of critiquing Louis 

XIV’s Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. Protestants, associated with religious dissension and 

social destruction by the likes of Bossuet, became a topic for commentators to use in order to 

examine the state’s role in sectarian conflicts. The Camisard Wars in the Cévennes, lasting from 

1702 to 1715, only heightened French anxieties and fears of another religious civil war. Even in 

                                                 
31 For the fundamental theoretical texts on memory in France see Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, trans. 
by Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Pierre Nora, ed. Les lieux de Mémoire. Vol. 1: La 
république, Vol. 2: La nation, Vol. 3: Les France (Paris, 1984-92); Robert Gildea, The Past in French History (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). For a brief critique of Halbwachs understanding of collective memory see 
Keith Michael Baker, “Memory and Practice: Politics and the Representation of the Past in Eighteenth-Century 
France,” in Inventing the French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the French Revolution (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1991), 55-8. 

32 See Marcel Reinhard, La Légende de Henri IV (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1936); Philippe Joutard, La Saint-
Barthélemy: ou Les résonances d’un massacre (Neuchâtel: Delachaux & Niestlé, 1976); Phillipe Joutard, La 
légende des Camisards: une sensibilité au passé (Paris: Gallimard, 1977); Jacques Berchtold and Marie-Madeleine 
Fragonard, eds. La Mémoire des guerres de religion: La concurrence des genres histories XVIe-XVIIIe siècles: 
Actes du Colloque international de Paris (15-16 novembre 2002) (Geneva, Librairie Droz, 2007); Jacques Berchtold 
and Marie-Madeleine Fragonard, eds. La Mémoire des guerres de religion, II: Enjeu historique, enjeu politique, 
1760-1830 (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 2009); Philippe Joutard, Histoire et mémoires, conflits et alliance (Paris: Le 
Découverte, 2013); Philip Benedict, Hugues Daussy, and Pierre-Olivier Léchot, eds. L’Identité huguenots: Faire 
mémoire et écrire l’histoire (XVIe-XXI siècle) (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 2014).  
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1789, Camille Desmoulins aroused public support for the Revolution by portending a Saint 

Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of French patriots.33 As David Bell has rightly noted, the Wars of 

Religion remained “perhaps the most basic political reference point during the last two centuries 

of the Old Regime.”34 In large part, the philosophes of the Enlightenment used this memory to 

think about a world free from religious fanaticism, suggesting that Protestants were not merely a 

victim of fanaticism, but were also its perpetrators. As defined by J.G.A. Pocock, the 

Enlightenment was a “series of programs for reducing the power of either churches or 

congregations to disturb the peace of civil society by challenging its authority.”35 Philosophers, 

lawyers, statesmen, priests, and pastors justified the form of these programs while commenting 

on the state of Protestants in France and the effects of other foreign Protestants on their 

respective countries. 

In another more abstract sense, the preoccupation with Protestants reflected the impact of 

cosmopolitanism, the widening world, and the accompanying realization of the cultural 

incommensurability of human beings’ nearly infinite number of social practices, institutions, and 

concepts.36 The Protestant Reformation in Europe, combined with growing global commerce, 

weakened Catholic “universal standards.” Observers found this tension between the pursuit of 

absolute, universal knowledge and its rejection most immediately in this intra-Christian discord. 

In order to cope with the sheer number of Protestant sects in Europe and faiths only recently 

                                                 
33 As cited in David Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800 (Cambridge, Mass.; 
Harvard University Press, 2003), 30. 

34 Ibid. 

35 J.G.A. Pocock, “Conservative Enlightenment and Democratic Revolutions: The American and French Cases in 
British Perspective,” Government & Opposition, 24, no. 1 (1989): 84; J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion. 
Volume 1, The Enlightenments of Edward Gibbon, 1737-1764 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 7. 

36 On this incommensurability, see Sankar Muthu, Enlightenment Against Empire (Princeton; Princeton University 
Press, 2003), 275. 
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discovered elsewhere in the world, commentators invented the idea of “religion” and 

“religions.”37 By choosing to employ the word “religion” in this new way, they rejected the 

former Catholic appellation “heretic,” thus recognizing religion as a series of beliefs held by a 

particular community rather than a marker of absolute truth. Protestantism was integral to the 

French understanding of cultural difference in the long eighteenth century. 

Despite this transformation in the idea of “religion” or the pseudo-normalization of 

Protestant difference, many French thinkers still conceived of Protestants as a type of other. They 

were a religious minority, responsible for inciting violence for fanatical purposes and in many 

cases, they were foreign to France. In the historiography on other “others” during the 

Enlightenment, Protestants remain conspicuously absent.38 If “alterity construction is typically 

much more pertinent to Self than Other,” as Kathleen Roberts has argued, and the majority of the 

French population claimed to be Christian, then why have so many studies of alterity forgotten 

the Protestant?39 In Ronald Schechter’s excellent concluding chapter titled, “Jews and Other 

‘Others,’” he compares and contrasts Jews with Native Americans, Africans, and women. 

Protestants are nowhere to be found and receive scant attention elsewhere in the book.40 In David 

Allen Harvey’s recent The French Enlightenment and Its Other, Protestantism is not included as 

a recognizable “other” like the “Mandarin” or the “Savage.”41 The same can be said about other 

                                                 
37 John Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400-1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 170; Peter Harrison, 
“Religion” and the Religions in the English Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 

38 I have chosen not to capitalize “other” in order emphasize that no monolithic “other” existed, but rather a variety 
of groups were multivalent and served a host of ideological functions.  

39 Kathleen Glenister Roberts, Alterity and Narrative: Stories and the Negotiation of Western Identities (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2007), 4.  

40 Schechter, 236-255. 

41 David Allen Harvey, The French Enlightenment and Its Others: The Mandarin, the Savage, and the Invention of 
the Human Sciences (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).  



18 
 

studies on “other” European and “exotic” non-European groups.42 This oversight leaves a rather 

large historiographical hole to be filled. 

Such an absence seems even more remarkable considering that French men and women 

self-consciously connected Protestants with other minorities during the long eighteenth century. 

In fact, discussions of Protestantism in France often included mention of other disenfranchised 

groups, while at other times, the case for Protestant toleration bolstered the claims of other 

minorities. Those in favor of citizenship based on universal principles, such as Malesherbes and 

Rabaut Saint-Étienne, used the case for Protestants to call for the rights of other disenfranchised 

groups such as the Jewish population. Similarly, Jews cited the 1789 decrees in favor of 

Protestant citizenship in order to assert their claims to the same civil rights.43 Protestants, like 

Jews (or in terms of contemporary French politics, Muslims), served as a means for negotiating 

the role of the state in religious affairs, the role of religion in the affairs of the state, and to pose 

the question of what constituted or constitutes religious and secular realms of authority. 

Why have historians of the “cultural turn” or the turn to the history of representations 

overlooked representations of Protestants? How can we explain this forgotten Christian other? 

One might suppose that Protestants were simply not “other” enough to be included in these 

studies. Truly, Protestant beliefs differed little from Catholic beliefs if compared to the animistic 

faiths of Native Americans or the nearly Deist philosophical manifestation of Chinese 

                                                 
42 See the works of Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America: the Question of the Other, trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1984); Gordon M. Sayre, Les Savauges Américains: Represenations of Native 
Americans in French and English Colonial Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); 
William B. Cohen The French Encounter with Africans: White Response to Blacks, 1530-1880 (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1980); Jean Jacques Waardenburg, L’Islam dans le miroir de l’occident; comment 
quelques orientalistes occidentaux se sont penchés sur l’Islam et se sont formé une image de cette religion. (Paris: 
Mouton, 1969). Edward Said, Orientalism (New York; Vintage Books, 1994); Joan Landes, Women and the Public 
Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988); Joan Wallach Scott, Only 
Paradoxes to Offer: French Feminists and the Rights of Man (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 

43 See chapters 3 and 4. 
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Confucianism. A more concrete answer to this question recognizes that the historiography of 

French Protestantism has sought to reduce perceived differences between Protestants and 

Catholics. Since the Revocation, the goal of many thinkers has been to efface the differences 

between Protestantism and Catholicism in France. Such was the case during the eighteenth 

century, when Antoine Court penned his apologetic texts from Lausanne. His goal was to make 

Protestants familiar to France and this same goal persisted into the twentieth century. In his now 

classic study on French Protestantism published in 1953, É.G. Léonard argued that because of 

geography, class background, and regional variations, Protestants varied as much as their 

Catholic neighbors in lifestyles, beliefs, and political ideologies. No nation protestante existed 

separately in France’s borders because there was no nation catholique either.44 His goal was to 

eliminate a caricature of the Protestant “other” in France, which persisted into the twentieth 

century, but in doing so, he failed to fully examine the place, function, and evolution of such a 

caricature. For some, Protestants may have been “good to think” and for others, they were good 

to forget. This dissertation focuses on the caricatures of Protestantism in the long eighteenth 

century in order to examine how Frenchmen used Protestantism to reflect on their presents and to 

imagine better futures. 

How did Protestants function differently from other “others?” While similarities existed, I 

emphasize the Christian otherness of the Protestant for a particular purpose. Protestantism stood 

for the inability to found a universal Church and the devastating effects of such a pursuit. To 

think about Protestantism was to examine the impossibility and the possibility of difference from 

within the Christian tradition. As Catholicism was the religion dominante of the French 

populace, such discussions of Christian difference were far more familiar than that of other 

                                                 
44 É.G. Léonard, Le protestant français (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1955), introduction. 
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“others.” To discuss Protestantism was to reflect on Christianity specifically rather than on 

religion in general. As Dale Van Kley has shown, Jansenists too served similar purposes, often 

acting as “crypto-Protestants” in the Catholic house. The Jansenists represented the “invalidating 

schisms and variations” in the Catholic tradition. After the Bull of Unigenitus of 1713, Jansenists 

too stood as victims of an intricately bound Church and State and the last vestiges of the anti-

pluralist policies of the Louis XIV.45 Where Protestants and Jansenists differed was in their 

extremity. The level of violence that precipitated from the Pope’s Bull failed to escalate like that 

which engulfed the Cévennes. While a Jansenist diaspora formed in neighboring Catholic 

countries and in the Netherlands, it did not come close to the numbers of Huguenots that fled 

France in the seventeenth century. In another sense, Protestantism stood as an example of the 

social consequences of Christian variation for French men and women to a greater extent than 

Jansenism did, as far more sects of Protestantism existed than forms of Jansenism. 

 While this study fills a lamentable lacuna, it is a selective rather than a total history of 

representations of Protestantism. It is necessary to explain some of its missing pieces. First, one 

will notice that a dissertation about representations of Protestants contains no examples of visual 

representations. This is not the result of lingering Protestant iconoclasm, but rather is indicative 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth century’s tendency to absorb Protestants into the citizenry or 

Protestant history into a pluralist national narrative. When images do appear, they are often of 

sectarian violence exacerbated by the state’s participation or they are of moments where 

Protestants participated alongside other groups in order to reform the state (as is the case with 

Jacques-Louis David’s famous Serment de jeu de palme or Tennis Court Oath engraving 

                                                 
45 See Dale Van Kley, “The Jansenist Constitutional Legacy in the French Pre-Revolution,” in Baker, ed. The 
Political Culture of the Old Regime, Volume 1: The Political Culture of the Old Regime (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 
1991), 169-201; Dale Van Kley,  The Religious Origins of the French Revolution: From Calvin to the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy, 1560-1791 (New Haven; Yale University Press, 1996), 100. 
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featuring the Protestant Rabaut Saint-Étienne in the center along with Dom Gerle and Abbé 

Grégoire). In this case, visual representations rarely add anything that written sources fail to 

provide.  

Second, the reader will notice the relative absence of women in these pages. The case of 

Protestants is similar to that of the Jews in that the meaning or nature attached to Protestantism 

often precluded a more gendered discussion. When writers occasionally mentioned the more 

gendered egalitarian religious practices of Quakerism, such as the ability of women to speak at 

religious gatherings, they were more concerned with the specific religious and social customs of 

the faith than the budding importance or agency of women.  

The third issue is one of emphasis rather than omission. In general, the more conservative 

voices of the eighteenth century, who spoke out against what they perceived to be the casuistic 

and caustic nature of Protestantism, receive less attention. Their absence is not total; indeed their 

voices echo throughout the following pages as those arguments that Enlightenment philosophers 

or proponents of Protestant rights argued against. I chose to downplay such voices, however, to 

avoid repetition in favor of novelty and nuance. Many of those arguments of the second half of 

the eighteenth century from Counter-Enlightenment, either replicated the then familiar anti-

Protestant claims of Bossuet summarized earlier or reified those associations employed by their 

opponents. Similarly, it is important to note that Protestants in the Diaspora might have received 

greater attention. Bayle, Jurieu, and others were vocal opponents of the Revocation and 

proponents of the Protestant cause, yet as the century wore on, fewer and fewer Huguenot writers 

came to the aid of the Protestants still remaining in the hexagon. With this in mind, I have chosen 

to focus on those few Protestants whose efforts were felt in France — by their physical presence 
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in the country or by their direct communication with those who waited out the Revocation’s 

storm. 

The study of representations of Protestants is not solely important for our understanding 

of the history of French Protestantism or even French understandings of Protestantism, but rather 

is an important testimony to the resilient and guiding nature of religion in the modern world. Just 

as many thinkers have portended the decline and fall of religion or have disregarded self-

proclaimed prophets as remnants of a bygone era, so too have they, the “prophets of modernity” 

as Jonathan Sheehan termed them, portended a religious-free future that has failed to manifest.46 

Representations of Protestantism in the eras of the Enlightenment, French Revolution, and 

Napoleonic regime reveal the power of tradition in an age that attempted desperately to 

transplant religious and Christian convention. In the process of discussing tradition, Protestants 

became increasingly associated with the valorized ideas of the Enlightenment and the French 

Revolution such as democracy, capitalism, freedom of conscience, and “progress.” To a 

considerable extent, this valorization was achieved in France through representations of 

Protestants.

                                                 
46 Jonathan Sheehan, Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2013), ix. 
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CHAPTER 1  

PROTESTANTS OF OLD REGIME FRANCE 

 This dissertation is more concerned with representations than it is with the actual 

experience of Protestants practicing their faith in France. Abstract notions of Protestants fill the 

following chapters, but it would be naive to think that experience did not affect representation. 

Before proceeding, it is necessary to emphasize that Protestants were not merely literary motifs 

used and abused as plot devices or as stereotypical, stock characters. “Discourses” on Protestants 

were not “just words,” removed from experience, but were shaped by the experience of the 

subject.1 The flesh and blood existence of Protestant communities informed those thinkers who 

delved into issues concerning Protestantism, just as representations helped to mold a sense of 

Protestant identity. In order to understand representations of Protestants, it is necessary to have a 

sense of the Protestant communities living in the kingdom both before and after the Revocation, 

where they lived, how the law defined the Protestant population, how many Protestants called 

France home, what they did for a living, what their religious life consisted of, and how they 

responded to the Revocation. A better understanding of this experience will help the reader 

understand why French men and women preferred certain representations over others and why 

Protestants were viewed as deserving of civil status in the years leading to the French 

Revolution. 

 Calvinists were the largest group of Protestants in France. Because of their size and most 

importantly, their experiences following Louis XIV’s Edict of Fontainebleau or the Revocation 

                                                 
1 On the interplay and dependency between the realm of reality and the symbolic realm, see John E. Toews, 
“Intellectual History after the Linguistic Turn: The Autonomy of Meaning and the Irreducibility of Experience,” 
American Historical Review 92 (October 1987): 879-907; Keith Michael Baker, “Introduction,” in Inventing the 
French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 1-11; Joan Wallach Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17, no. 4 
(Summer 1991); 773-797. 
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of the Edict of Nantes (October 22, 1685), French thinkers tended to focus on Calvinists more 

than any other group in the eighteenth century. For this reason, the largest portion of this chapter 

is dedicated to the Calvinist community. A smaller section at the end of the chapter is dedicated 

to the second largest group, the Lutherans, with a brief discussion of the other smaller Protestant 

sects. 

The “Calvinist Crescent”  
 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the French court referred to the Calvinists 

primarily as “la religion prétendue réformée,” often abbreviated as “R.P.R.” This designation — 

“the so-called reformed religion” — was used only for Calvinists and underscored their 

“heretical” and purported reformed beliefs. Other sources used such terms as “Calvinists,” 

“religionnaires,” or simply “réformées.” If one used the term “Protestant” in eighteenth century 

France, most likely they had Calvinists in mind, unless otherwise qualified. The term by which 

the Anglophone world denotes the French Calvinist, “Huguenot,” was rarely used in the 

eighteenth-century to refer to Calvinists still in France. The resurgence of the term Huguenot 

occurred in the nineteenth century by later generations of French Protestants who had fled 

France. Initially, French Protestants wanted to safe-guard their faith following the Revocation of 

the Edict of Nantes. They needed to separate themselves from such profanations. In response, the 

late seventeenth and early eighteenth-century French Calvinists began to reserve the term 

“Huguenot” for their historical forbearers — those who had scattered across seas and over 

mountains in the face of royal, absolutist persecution and the destructive appetite of the 

dragonnades. “Huguenot” became a term associated with those who had left France. The most 

obvious proof of this transition can be found from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, when 

ethno-nationalist identities led to the formation of national societies intended to commemorate 

the Huguenot religious heritage. The Huguenot Society of America was founded in New York in 
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1883. The Huguenot Society of London (later renamed the Huguenot Society of Great Britain 

and Ireland) and the Huguenot Society in South Carolina began work two years later in 1885. 

German Huguenots founded the Deutsche Hugenotten-Gesellschaft in 1890. Since then, the 

Huguenot Society of Virginia (1922), the Huguenot Foundation of South Africa (1953), and the 

Dutch Nederlandse Hugenoten Stichting (1975) were created to further foster the Huguenot 

identity. While all of these institutions employ the term Huguenot, the French Protestant society 

in France goes by a different name – La Société de l'histoire du protestantisme français 

founded in 1852. Huguenot communities emphasized their common persecuted past in 

order to define their “imagined community” more than a century after the Revocation. 

In France, where persecution from Catholics remained a constant threat in the 

eighteenth and to an extent into the nineteenth century, Calvinists deemphasized their 

troubled past by choosing not to use the term “Huguenot.”2 To avoid anachronism then, 

I have chosen to follow their suit, referring to French Calvinists in France as such or 

simply as Protestants. For those in the refuge, I use the word Huguenot. 

 The religious factionalism, fear of religious, fanatical violence, and Louis XIV’s desire to 

create a homogenous French kingdom led to the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes of 1685. The 

Revocation reversed Henri IV’s Edict of Nantes (1598), which had granted Calvinists amnesty, a 

number of civil rights, the ability to work in most professions, and in general freedom of 

conscience. Louis XIV equated royal power with religious unity. He believed that French 

Protestantism would not survive within France’s borders once deprived of their pastors. With the 

Revocation, Louis XIV exiled the pastors of the “so-called Reformed faith” and forcibly 

                                                 
2 It should also be noted that the transition of the Huguenot’s meaning did not happen solely at the behest of the 
Protestant population, but rather occurred simultaneously in Catholic, Protestant, and philosophical circles. The 
transition was not instantaneous, but resulted from a decisive intellectual shift away from the culture of the Wars of 
Religion during the Enlightenment.  
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converted the Calvinist laity. Many Calvinists quit France, seeking refuge in or joining the 

“Refuge,” as many historians call it, in England, Ireland, the Netherlands, the German kingdoms, 

the American colonies, Switzerland, and South Africa.3 Those who remained behind either 

became the infamous nouveaux convertis, mounted armed resistance in the Cévennes Mountains, 

or in some locations continued their worship clandestinely with varying success.4 As one might 

expect, the Revocation did not appear without warning; indeed, Michelet characterized the 

progression of intolerance best when he said that “the entire century gravitated towards the 

Revocation.”5 The French Protestant pastor and refugee, Jacques Fontaine noted in his memoirs 

to his children that prior to 1685, Henri IV’s monumental Edict of Nantes had already been 

eroded in the face of continued Catholic intolerance and a series of royal ordinances aimed at 

destroying both the Protestant faith and civil status.6 From 1650 onward, the Council of State 

issued orders prohibiting Protestants from taking collections, holding services in undesignated 

                                                 
3 Recently, the global turn in history has caused historians to reevaluate the role of the Huguenot Diaspora or 
“Refuge” in other countries where Huguenots set down roots. The term “Refuge” was coined by Charles Weiss in 
his Histoire des réfugies protestants de France depuis la revocation de l’édit de Nantes jusqu’à nos jours, 2 vols. 
(Paris, 1853). For more recent historiographical works on the Refuge see Eckart Birnstiel and Crystel Bernat, eds., 
La diaspora des Huguenots: Les réfugies protestants de France et luer dispersions dans le monde (XVIe-XVIIe 
siècles) (Paris; Champion, 2001);Myriam Yardeni, Le refuge huguenot: Assimilation et culture (Paris: Champion, 
2002); Bertrand Van Ruymbeke and Randy J. Sparks, eds., Memory and Identity: The Huguenots in France and the 
Atlantic Diaspora (Columbia, S.C.; University of South Carolina Press, 2003); Michaël Augeron, Didier Poton, and 
Bertrand Van Ruymbeke, eds., Les Huguenots et l’Atlantique, vol. 1: Pour dieu, la cause ou les affaires (Paris, 
2009) and vol. 2: Fidèlites, raciness et memoires (Paris, 2012); David J.B. Trim, ed., The Huguenots: History and 
Memory in Transnational Context: Essays in Honour and Memory of Walter C. Utt (New York: Brill, 2011); Owen 
Stanwood, “Between Eden and Empire: Huguenot Refugees and the Promise of New Worlds,” The American 
Historical Review 118, no. 5 (2013): 1319-1344; Jane McKee and Randolph Vigne, eds., The Huguenots: France, 
Exile, and Diaspora (Toronto: Sussex University Press, 2013), especially parts II and III. 

4 Henri Bosc, La guerre des  évennes,     -1710 (Montpellier: Presses du Languedoc/Curandera, 1985); Georgia 
Cosmos, Huguenot Prophecy and Clandestine Worship in the Eighteenth Century: The Sacred Theatre of the 
Cévennes (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2005); Christie Sample Wilson, Beyond Belief: Surviving the Revocation of 
the Edict of Nantes in France. (Bethlehem: Lehigh University Press, 2011). 

5 Jules Michelet, Histoire de France jusqu’au XVIe siècle: Louis XIV et la Révocation de l’Édit de Nantes, vol. XIII 
(Paris: Chamerot, 1860), 111. 

6 For a list of the abjurations see O. Douen, La Révocation de l’Édit de Nantes (Paris: Librarie Fischbacher, 1894), 
3: 438-88.  
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spaces to discuss congregational matters, and even singing psalms at public executions. The last 

National Synod was held in 1659-60; they were ended at the behest of Louis XIV who 

maintained that the cost for such assemblies was too great. In 1670, the number of Protestants 

able to attend a wedding or a baptism was limited to twelve persons. The crown limited their 

choice of work – several occupations from linen-draper to midwife were declared off limits, the 

latter out of fear for the child’s baptism. The General Law of 1666 granted permission to local 

curates to visit any dying individual under the assumption that they might want to convert to 

Catholicism in their last hour, regardless of the family’s or the sick’s wishes. Where laws were 

not enough, the King approved a plan to purchase conversions. The Caisse des Conversions, the 

brainchild of the ex-Huguenot, Paul Pelisson, granted bishops access to ecclesiastical and state 

funds for the purchase of conversions at the cheapest rate possible. As many as ten thousand 

abjurations were recorded in the first three years. Such “soft” measures of conversion gave way 

to physical violence after the Revocation. Fontaine’s experience is a rather common one — 

found in many refugee narratives from the period. In La Rochelle, dragoons imprisoned Fontaine 

for taking communion clandestinely, confiscated his home, sold his possessions to fund their 

efforts, consumed his food, and chased him out of the country. Fontaine, like many other 

Huguenots at the time, chose exile rather than be condemned to the galleys or convert to 

Catholicism. Fontaine moved to England, lived through the Revolution of 1688, and then 

relocated to Ireland.7 

Just as Fontaine and others viewed the Revocation as the sum of the crown’s earlier 

efforts to reduce the influence of Calvinism in France, so too did the king’s anti-Calvinist 

                                                 
7 Rev. James B. Fontaine, Memoirs of a Huguenot Family, trans. By Ann Maury (New York: George P. Putnam & 
Co., 1853). I have chosen to use the Francophone version of his name. He was also known as Jacques de la 
Fontaine, but was said have dropped the indication of ancient nobility (i.e. de la) for reasons of humility.  
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policies evolve over the course of the early eighteenth century. Louis XIV’s Revocation of the 

Edict of Nantes prohibited the practices of Protestant cults. Protestant churches were demolished. 

All pastors unwilling to convert to Catholicism were to leave the kingdom in a fortnight or take 

the degree of Doctor of Laws. All seminaries were forbidden. Any Protestants who had fled the 

country had to return to France or forfeit their property to the State. The Edict of 1715 formally 

proclaimed the “fiction of a Catholic France” to be a French reality and the declaration of April  

9, 1736 required all subjects to register baptisms, marriages, and deaths with the Catholic 

clergy.8 The Revocation set a precedent, but in some ways, this edict was ephemeral, capable of 

amendment or as the century progressed, ignored.  

The “fiction” of a Catholic France was precisely that — a fiction. The Revocation’s 

failure to eradicate all traces of Calvinism in France inaugurated what many pastors and 

historians have called the Désert period of French Calvinist history. This title underscored the 

readily apparent allusion to the Jewish biblical exodus and recognized the geographical hardships 

that the population was willing to endure in order to profess their faith.9 Just as the Jews had 

embarked on a mass exodus into the desert, so had the Protestants entered into the Désert period 

of the eighteenth century. The Désert is often chronologically bound by the Revocation in 1685 

and the Edict of Toleration in 1787, yet some historians prefer to further break this period into 

two distinct sections. The first period lasted until the 1760s, where the state actively supported 

the persecution of Calvinists. The second period spans from the 1760s to the Revolution, which 

witnessed the growth of a de facto pattern of benign toleration on the part of the State. This style 

                                                 
8 These edicts are reproduced in Catherine Bergeal, Protestantisme et tolérance en France au XVIIIe siècle: De la 
Révocation à la Révolution, 1685-1789 (Carrières-sous-Poissy, 1988). 

9 See Yves Krumenacker, “Une perception protestante de l’espace au XVIIIe siècle?,” in Évolution et représentation 
du paysage de 1750 à nos jours (Montbrison: Ville de Montbrison, 1997), 146-7. 
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of periodization provides an arch to the eighteenth century that in legal terms did not exist. 

Rather, it describes the “lull” in sectarian conflict and the growing reluctance of the State to take 

part.  

I will have occasion to return to this transition in the next two chapters, but for now, we 

should also note that the term “Désert” demarcated a spatial location. The Désert was located in 

Upper and Lower Languedoc, stretching east from the Garonne River and the city of Toulouse to 

the Mediterranean Sea and then north past Montpellier and along the western bank of the Rhône 

River. The Calvinist population had long harbored itself in Dauphiné, Midi, and to the west in 

Poitou and Saintonge. Other smaller enclave communities persisted in Normandy, in the 

environs of the Parisian basin, and in the Loire valley.10 The Cévennes region where Camisard 

violence broke out in the early eighteenth century had historically been a place where the 

Protestant ethos seeped potently into a population removed from direct royal influence to such a 

degree that in several villages and small towns, Protestants constituted the majority of the 

population. For example, prior to the Revocation, Calvinists numbered 10,000 in Montauban, a 

substantial-sized town in the Midi-Pyrénées region with no more than 16,000 inhabitants in total.  

The geographical incidence of Calvinism was not a fluke, but rather resulted from a 

complex historical process. In the first half of the sixteenth century, Reformation doctrines 

reached many of the communities across France, but as the Wars of Religion commenced, a 

discernible space in the south of France, now known as the “Calvinist crescent,” emerged.11 

Several factors influenced the positioning of the Calvinist churches in southern France.  Some 

historians argue that the social geography of Calvinism was influenced by the proximity to 

                                                 
10 Samuel Mours, Essai sommaire de géographie du protestantisme réformé français au XVIIe siècle (Paris, 1966). 

11 Mark Greengrass, The French Reformation (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 46. Poland refers to it as a “semi-
circle.” See Poland, French Protestantism and the French Revolution, 9. 
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Geneva and its Calvinist seminary, yet this does not explain the communities in Normandy or the 

larger populations in Languedoc.12 Other similar refuge points existed like the principalities of 

Orange or Béarn, not to mention the Channel Islands, London, Sedan, or after 1572, the 

Netherlands. Protestantism did not necessarily follow the book trade, despite several of the book 

trade’s publishing power houses appearing in Protestant areas like Geneva, Neuchâtel, 

Rotterdam, Amsterdam, or London. Literacy was of considerable importance to the growth of the 

Calvinist community, but literacy records from the early nineteenth century, do not indicate a 

higher degree of literacy in the south as compared to the north of France.13 Rather, as Mark 

Greengrass has argued, the Calvinist concentration in the south can best be explained as an 

“amalgam of … the consequences of noble patronage, its small towns, with their proud elites of 

notaries, schoolmasters, city worthies and strong artisanal networks reaching out into the 

countryside, and the relatively light weight of the royal official presence.”14  

The position of Calvinist communities on the periphery made them difficult to control 

and to quantify. In addition, the demographic study of the Calvinist population has proven to be 

problematic, in part because numbers from the period often reflected their compiler’s political 

position. A higher figure could simultaneously be interpreted as a justification for oppression and 

as an indication of the level of suffering. In 1679, the crown amassed a series of clerical reports 

on the numbers of the Reformed, which, collectively, placed the number of Protestants at 

1,700,000, just shy of the 2,000,000 mark maintained by the Archbishop of Paris over a decade 

later in 1690. Eight years earlier, the Protestant pastor and publicist, Pierre Jurieu also placed the 

                                                 
12 Robert Mandrou, Introduction to Early Modern France, 1500-1640 (London: Edward Arnold, 1975), 81-2. 

13 Roger Chartier, M.M. Compère, and D. Julia, L’Education en France du XVIe au XVIIIe siècles (Paris: 
SEDES,1976), 17, 23-6.  

14 Greengrass, The French Reformation, 46. 
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number at 2,000,000, yet their objectives differed greatly — one sought to arouse anti-Protestant 

sentiment, while the other wanted to highlight the resilience of the Reformed community. In 

1686, Louis XIV put the number at 900,000 “infected” souls, as if to signal the early successes of 

converting Protestants to the Catholic faith.15 In his more recent demographic study, the 

historian, Philip Benedict, places the number of French Calvinists before the Revocation 

somewhere between 800,000 and 1,000,000 people.16 Benedict proposes a modest, yet capacious 

gap of 200,000 individuals to account for imprecise and uneven availability of local census 

records, baptismal records, and regional histories across France. Calvinists often concealed their 

numbers from the Catholic Church in order to avoid unwanted proselytizing or sectarian violence 

and from the State and local authorities to evade taxes. Such a practice undoubtedly makes it 

difficult to achieve a desired level of demographic accuracy. 

Following the Revocation, population estimates remained in flux and reflected the variety 

of political and sometimes polemical aims of their authors. Rippert de Montclar, the Jansenist 

procureur général of the Parlement of Province estimated that more than 3,000,000 Protestants 

lived within the kingdom as of 1755. He made this claim in his Mémoire théologique et politique 

au sujet des mariages clandestines des protestants de France – the first in a long line of studies 

that eventually influenced Louis XVI to promulgate what became known as the Edict of 

Toleration in 1787. The Catholic apologist for the Counter-Catholic Reformation and the Wars 

                                                 
15 In the commune of Puylaurens, just west of Toulouse, the average number of abjurations jumped from 15 to 42 in 
1685. This trend of former Protestants baptizing their newborns in the Catholic Church mirrored this increase. Only 
with the death of Louis XIV and Antoine Court’s efforts in the region, did these numbers return to their pre-
Revocation rates. See Georges Frêche, “Contre-Réforme et dragonnades (1610-1789): Pour une orientation 
statistique de l’histoire du Protestantisme,” BSHPF (1973); 368-9, 377; John McManners, Church and Society in 
Eighteenth Century France, volume II, The Religion of the People and Politics of Religion (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1998), 565; S. Mours, Essai sommaire de géographie du Protestantisme réformé française au XVIIe siècle 
(1966). 

16 Philip Benedict, “The Huguenot Population of France, 1600-1685: The Demographic Fate and Customs of a 
Religious Minority,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 81, no. 5 (1991), 7-10. 
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of Religion, the Abbé de Caveirac responded to Rippert de Montclar’s claim in 1756 and 

drastically reduced the number of Protestants to 400,000. The estimates of Rippert de Montclar 

and Caveirac represent the two extremes on the spectrum concerning the remaining Calvinist 

communities after the Revocation.17  

All who followed settled on figures in the middle, but some like Condorcet blatantly 

inflated the number in response to their contemporary political climate. In 1778, Condorcet 

argued that around 1,000,000 Protestants remained on French soil, yet almost a decade later, 

during a surge of intellectual support for the Protestant cause, he published alongside Rabaut 

Saint-Etienne, the most prominent Protestant pastor at the time, a work that doubled the number 

of supposed Protestants to 2,000,000 – a number that he increased again to 3,000,000 in 1790.18 

Such conjecture reflected personal political objectives, but ultimately failed to present an 

accurate, verifiable assessment of the Protestant population still in France. In the nineteenth-

century, Protestant historians compiled testimonies of eighteenth-century pastors and other 

church records, which were preserved and placed the number of Protestants in 1760 at 593,307 – 

an approximate forty percent reduction in the total population since the Revocation.19 If the 

Protestant population grew from 1760 to 1789 at a pace similar to the rest of the country, then 

there may have been as many as 700,000 Protestants in France on the eve of the French 

                                                 
17 The best summary of these estimates is Amand Lods, Traité de l’administration des cultes protestants (Paris, 
1896), 549-55. Also, see Annex I in Burdette Poland, French Protestants and the French Revolution, 283-6. 

18 Condorcet, “Réflexions d’un citoyen catholique, sur les lois de France, rélatives aux protestants,” in Œuvres de 
Condorcet, ed. A. Condorcet O’Connor and F. Arago (Paris, 1847), v, 447 ; Condorcet, Le roi doit modifier les loix 
portées contre les Protestans  (London, 1784), 14, 31, 68, 92, 100. Rabaut Saint-Etienne and others used the 
3,000,000 figure when they found it convenient as well. See Rabaut Saint-Étienne, “Instructions aux pasteurs du 
Languedoc au sujet de l’édit de tolérance,” BSHPF, XXXVI (1887), 548-551.  

19 BSHPF, XXXV (1886), 471-3. 
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Revolution, of which only about 480,000 were Calvinists. Numbering only two percent of the 

population in sum, Calvinists constituted only a single percent of the country’s total population.20 

If the first debate concerned the actual number of Calvinists in the kingdom, the second 

great dispute concerned the economic influence of the Protestant population that was lost to the 

Diaspora. This debate mainly concerned two questions: what occupational skills did the Calvinist 

refugees possess and how many actually left? This connection between the Protestant community 

and industry or early commercial capitalism began, in part, is a response to the centralizing 

measures enacted by Louis XIV and the pressures placed on the Protestant aristocracy to convert 

to Catholicism. The Protestant Reformation was initially received and disseminated through 

aristocratic efforts, but the Wars of Religion had forced many local leaders to flee. The ancestors 

of the nineteenth century liberal, Benjamin Constant had left their aristocratic land-holdings in 

France for Geneva during the Reformation and later Constant’s grandfather became an army 

officer in Holland, and several other relatives held prestigious social positions or fancied 

themselves as intellectuals.21 Those noble families that remained into the seventeenth-century 

encouraged the growth of Protestant communities through their patronage and protection, but 

with the growth of the intendant office and the reified bond between Church and State with the 

promulgation of the Gallican Articles in 1682, many Protestant families rushed to convert to 

Catholicism in order to reify their local power.22 Without the aristocracy to support the Protestant 

current following the Revocation, communal leadership fell to the bourgeoisie, the 

                                                 
20 Poland, French Protestantism and the French Revolution, 8. 

21 Dennis Wood, Benjamin Constant: A Biography (New York: Routledge, 2002), 1. 

22 Not all aristocratic families converted. Some, like those in Burgundy, remained true to their religious confession 
despite royal pressure. See Daniel Ligou, Le Protestantisme français en France de 1598 à 1715 (1968), 193-203 ; P. 
Romane-Musculus, “L’Église réformé de Pouzauges de l’Édit de Nantes à sa Révocation,” BSHPF 125 (1982), 9-
46.  
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manufacturers, and the men of letters, many of whom chose to emphasize their economic 

attributes. Urban, industrious Protestants were a distinct minority. In Nîmes, the second largest 

silk producing city and the capital of Calvinist France, around 13,000 Protestants remained in 

1787 out of a population of 43,000. Their numbers had diminished greatly since the Revocation. 

In La Rochelle around 1,100 Protestants existed in 1787, whereas 7,500 had been recorded 

following the promulgation of the Edict of Nantes nearly two hundred years earlier.23 These 

Protestant families chose to abandon France in order to protect their non-landed, capitalist 

interests. Their urban footprint and absence left a strong impression on the population and 

therefore exacerbated the scale and extent of their perceived loss. 

Already at the time of the Revocation, many thinkers questioned the economic loss of the 

Huguenot population to foreign kingdoms. Ultra-Catholics celebrated the final triumph of the 

Catholic faith, while the more secular thinkers lamented the loss of capital. Vauban, author of La 

Dîme royale, courtier to the king, and military engineer responsible for many of the stalwart 

fortifications in France, questioned the implications of the Revocation and the qualities of the 

Protestant population. Vauban prepared his memorandum entitled, Mémoire pour le rappel des 

Huguenots in 1689 only to revise it again in 1691 and 1693. Implicit in his argument was that the 

Huguenot population was somehow more adept at economic production than their Catholic 

neighbors and that economic benefit should outweigh religious homogeneity. He lamented the 

loss of 80,000 to 100,000 people of all professions, but most of all the hundreds of army officers 

and thousands of trained sailors and soldiers — the cost of which threatened the military 

supremacy of louisquatorzien France. In addition, the lost capital, commerce, and manufacturing 

                                                 
23 Daniel Ligou, “Le Protestantisme français dans la seconde moitié du XVIIIe siècle,” Information historique  25 
(1963), 10; Laura Maslow Amand, “La bourgeoisie protestante. La Révolution et le mouvement de 
Déchristianisation à La Rochelle,” Revue d’histoire moderne et contemporaine, 31 (1986), 489-92. 
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skills, largely unknown outside of France, he added, would inevitably “cause the ruin of the most 

considerable part of [French] commerce.”24 Vauban correct characterized the majority of 

Huguenot refugees as industrious or employed in commercial trades. These migrants were 

mainly craftsmen, weavers, stone workers, gunsmiths, iron workers, architects, and merchants. 

They were also active intellectual leaders, many professing to be philosophers, artists, sculptors, 

writers, lawyers, and pastors. Out of those who sought refuge through the Threadneedle Church 

in London, there were over 440 weavers and lace makers, 79 leather workers, 66 metal workers, 

and 56 wood workers. 27 had been employed by the French State in the navy or army. Over 110 

were employed as merchants or served in some official capacity at sea either as captains or 

fishermen. 62 reported that they had some medical preparation ranging from surgical and 

medicinal knowledge to barber training. 25 were schoolteachers, students, or booksellers and 11 

were reported to be lawyers or notaries. Only 24 listed themselves as “gentlemen” or 

“gentlewomen,” thus showing the disproportionate ratio of aristocrats to bourgeoisie.25 For 

Vauban and many others, the Huguenot Diaspora represented not only a loss to France, but also 

the gain of other rival nations. The loss of such a significant number of industrious Huguenots 

provided the historical fodder for later French thinkers like the philosophes concerned with 

political economy and even later the socialist Saint-Simonians who sought to raise the 

importance of engineers over aristocrats.  

How big of a loss were the Huguenots? As with estimates of those Calvinists still in 

France after the Revocation, much of the historiography has been based on educated guesswork. 

                                                 
24 Sébastien Le Pestre de Vauban, Mémoire pour le rappel des Huguenots (Carrières-sous-Poissy: La Cause, 
1998),14. 

25 A.P. Hands and Irene Scouldoudi, French Protestants relieved through the Threadneedle Street Church, London, 
1681-1687 (London: Huguenot Society of London, 1971), 192.  
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One of the most famous French Protestant leaders in exile, Antoine Court stated that more than 

800,000 had left, only to later revise his number to 2,000,000.26 Caveirac asserted in 1758 that 

only 50,000 Protestant had fled over the French borders, while the Duke of Burgundy reported in 

1710, with unfounded confidence befitting his personality that only 67,732 Huguenots had 

emigrated.27 Most who have written on the subject since the Revocation have placed the number 

between 500,000 and 1,500,000.  

The most thorough investigation of the number of expatriated Huguenots and the effects 

of the Revocation on the economy remains Warren C. Scoville’s The Persecution of Huguenots 

and French Economic Development, 1680-1720.28 Scoville accumulated numerous estimates 

from foreign countries where Huguenots were reported to have settled. His number is strikingly 

less than other estimates. Scoville carefully compared reports of the numbers of Huguenot 

refugees in various areas as groups of Huguenots were often counted in multiple cities, 

ultimately coming to the figure of approximately 200,000. For example, local authorities 

recorded transient migrants in Switzerland on their way to the German states where they were 

most likely counted as well. Based on numerous estimates from leading intellectuals and 

government officials at the time, Scoville estimated that 40,000 to 50,000 Huguenots had settled 

in England, 5,000 to 10,000 in Ireland, 50,000 to 75,000 in the United Provinces (mainly in 

Holland), 30,000 in the German States, and 60,000 in Geneva and the Swiss Cantons, of which 
                                                 
26 Antoine Court, Lettre d’un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France et sur les avantages qui en 
resulteroient pour le royaume (n.p., 1756), 12 ; Antoine Court, Le Patriote français et impartial ou réponse à la 
lettre de M. l’évêque d’Agen à M. le contrôleur général contre la Tolérance des Huguenots, en date du 1 mai 1751 
(Villefranche, 1753), I, 379.  

27 Novi de Caveirac, Apologie de Louis XIV et de son conseil, sur la révocation de l’Édit de Nantes, etc. (n.p., 1758), 
72 ff ; Charles Read, « L’Opinion du duc de Bourgogne sur la question protestante et le rappel des huguenots 
(1710), » BSHPF, XLI (1892), 347.  

28 Warren C. Scoville, The Persecution of Huguenots and French Economic Development, 1680-1720 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1960). For the most thorough critique of Scoville’s monograph see R. Grassby’s 
review in Economic History Review XIV (1961-2): 360-2.  
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only around 25,000 remained for more than a year. Many of the Huguenots that finally settled in 

North America, the Channel Islands, South Africa, Constantinople, Denmark, or Sweden would 

probably have first emigrated to England, the Swiss Cantons, or Holland before relocating a 

second or even a third time. Whereas previous authors registered the effect of the Revocation on 

the French economy by the number of Huguenots that left France, Scoville recognized that 

although proportionately, only one percent of the population left France in the second half of the 

seventeenth and very beginning of the eighteenth centuries, their concentration in certain 

industries may have caused a larger impact — perhaps one large enough to explain the economic 

decline during the last two decades of Louis XIV’s reign.29 Ultimately, Scoville reasoned that to 

give such an argument primacy over all others would fail to give the necessary credence to the 

ravages of Mother Nature, the economic weight of Louis XIV’s wars, the ill-effects of Colbert’s 

mercantile system, and the continued, if flawed, centralization of the Bourbon successors. French 

Catholics readily resumed businesses and markets vacated by Protestants, thus reducing the 

Revocation’s economic effects.30  

Yet, the myth of Calvinist capitalist proclivities prospered in France and abroad despite 

the elasticity of the French labor market in large part because it provided a discursive middle 

ground from which to counterbalance the King’s attachment to the Catholic Church. Over the 

course of the seventeenth century, Protestants had become renowned for their industrious work 

ethic to the point that opponents of the Revocation emphasized the economic effects of anti-

Protestant policies. At this point, it might be tempting to describe a cultural affinity between 

early commercial capitalism and Calvinism. As later chapters will show, many writers were 

                                                 
29 Scoville, The Persecution of Huguenots, 118-130. 
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ready to make such assertions as evidence of the profitable nature of tolerance or of heresy. For 

many of the philosophes, the commercial interaction between groups would increase wealth if 

the barriers of prejudice were broken down. On the other side, some Catholics believed that 

Protestant “immoral” or irreligious dealings had led to their commercial success. As many 

aristocrats formally converted to Catholicism around the 1685 to safeguard their propertied 

interests, many felt the presence of the urban Protestant bourgeoisie to a greater degree. Without 

the opportunity to purchase positions in service of the crown or to safely acquire large expanses 

of land, Protestants could only follow the avenue left open to them — business.31 Perhaps, Louis 

XIV’s anti-Protestant policies gave the tortured Protestant populace a nudge in the direction of 

commercialism. This is the interpretation of most historians of French Protestantism.32  

In reality, the vast majority of Calvinists persevered in the countryside, existing from 

year to year as small-scale farmers. Many of the remaining Protestant peasants inhabited those 

underdeveloped provinces or mountainous landscapes where their numbers could safely exist 

alongside other poor Catholics, whose interests were defined in regional rather than monarchical 

or proto-national terms. Bound to the land, their modes of production differed greatly from the 

bourgeois business men in the cities. Burdette Poland rightly asserted that one of the 

“consequences of the Revocation” was to elevate the importance of the “peasant element in 

French Protestantism.”33 It should not be surprising then to learn that following the Revocation, 

                                                 
31 For more details see H. Lüthy, La banque protestante en France de la Révocation de l’Édit de Nantes à la 
Révolution, 2 vols (Paris, 1952). 

32 Émile G. Léonard made this case forcefully in 1955. See Émile G. Léonard, Le Protestant français, esp. chapter 4. 
Their preoccupation with this question is the result of the historiographical and sociological intervention of Max 
Weber at the turn of the twentieth century. Briefly, Weber argued that the Calvinist ascetic work ethic, the result of 
the theological concept of a calling, produced modern capitalism.  32 See Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Scribner, 1958). 
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the first clandestine assemblies of the Désert took place on a small farm near Anduze just days 

after news of the Revocation had reached the area. In an adjoining parish the following Sunday, 

more than one hundred Calvinist believers joined together to sing Psalms. 

Following the Revocation, in those French Protestant communities still in France, two 

different strategies were employed for survival. The first preferred stasis over status — that is 

Protestant communities adapted to their new legal surroundings by feigning conversion or 

practicing their faith clandestinely and adopting a secular appearance in public spaces. The 

second strategy resulted in the Camisard Wars of the early eighteenth century. Both groups 

wanted to regain the rights provided by the Edict of Nantes. Few sought anything more in the 

immediate years following the Revocation. 

 The first strategy, mainly employed in areas where Protestants formed a minority of the 

population, was common and often depended on the willingness of the local intendents and 

noblemen to look the other way. Such a tendency to seek compromise was evident in the wake of 

the Religious Wars, really from the Peace of Alès in 1629 onward, as most Calvinists chose to 

maintain the myth of the king’s sacral right. Henri IV’s Edict of Nantes served as a focal point of 

hope for Protestant leaders who professed its perpetual and benevolent character. Louis XIV had 

reaffirmed the Edict in 1652. Whereas many Protestants at the time and later politicians cast the 

Edict of Nantes as the first sign of religious toleration, Louis XIV and his lawyers viewed it as 

bestowing privilege to the Reformed Church. Like all other forms of privilege bought and sold at 

the time, the source of the supply remained the king and thus it was the king’s to revoke. 

For many Calvinist communities in France, even in theological matters, caution trumped 

hyperbole. The Pope became a religious figurehead, not the foretold Antichrist, just as the person 

of Luther and Calvin lost their illustrious, idolized position. Theologian and exiled minister, 
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Pierre Jurieu refused to resort to the type of discourse characteristic of the Wars of Religion. He 

even commended the Gallican Church as the purest form of Catholicism, since “in other parts 

many Romish evils are still around.” Even after the Revocation, Jurieu refused to speak ill of the 

King or the Catholic Church; instead, he openly lamented the “deceptions” of Bossuet and the 

destructive appetite of the dragoons. Despite these rhetorical jabs at the State’s strong arm and 

Bossuet’s person, Jurieu and other reformed pastors rarely outright attacked the King or the 

Catholic Church. If, as Bossuet argued, the Protestants were “heretics” and “schismatics”, then 

any rhetorical flourish reminiscent of the demonization so common to the Wars of Religion 

could be used as evidence for physical retaliation.34 

The Church of the Désert persisted with aid from the outside world. These communities 

followed, when they could, a clandestine corpus of pastoral letters, which directed prédicants 

(lay preachers) in their day-to-day role as interim pastors and kept the Huguenots outside of 

France aware of the perilous Protestant cause in their ancestral lands. It might be said that in the 

years following the Revocation that French Calvinists became a true “priesthood of all believers” 

out of necessity rather than in response to theological code. If democratic religious practices 

could be found in southern French Calvinist communities, this was a response to the lack of a 

central authority figure. Jurieu wrote a number of pastoral letters from Holland where he settled 

following the Revocation. His letters were translated and printed in French, English, Dutch, and 

German and then sold across Europe. These letters, like others, were read aloud at secret 

assemblies along with sermons, prayers, and other pious literature meant to satiate the reformed 

believers’ religious needs in the face of the king’s prohibition of such literature. Jurieu and 

Antoine Court made great use of the pastoral letter as a means of communicating with the 
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population as these materials were easily smuggled across French borders by book peddlers and 

Protestant merchants. They were then circulated amongst the remaining reformés and through 

this informal postal system they managed to provide the community with a sense of leadership.35 

Therefore, the Diaspora and the Désert were not separate entities – both groups shared common 

interests and objectives, especially in the wake of the Revocation, before subsequent generations 

succumbed to the acculturation process in their new homes outside of France. 

Many pastors returned to France despite the constant threat of the galleys or the wheel. 

The former lawyer and member of the consistory at Castres, Claude Brousson travelled from 

village to village preaching the Protestant word and encouraging the creation of clandestine 

assemblies. Published in Amsterdam in 1695 under the title La Manne mystique du désert, 

Brousson’s sermons revealed the lengths to which Calvinists would go to hold onto their faith — 

his sermons were like the nourishment that the Israelites had so longed for and then received 

during their Exodus from Egypt.36 Protestants took to caves in growing numbers and read aloud 

these texts. Brousson’s sermons explained their current predicament in biblical terms, in order to 

encourage their persistence against persecution. Just as the Israelites had escaped their torturous 

journey, so too would French Calvinists see divine vindication. One such community at Vivens, 

where Brousson had spent some time, was discovered by the authorities. As a result, the 

community was forced to disband for a while and the predicant was killed. In October 1698, 

Brousson was captured, sent to Montpellier, judged, and executed on November 3.37  

                                                 
35 Pierre Jurieu, Monsieur Jurieu's Pastoral letters, directed to the Protestants in France (London: 1688), 11. 

36 Claude Brousson, La Manne mystique du désert ou sermons prononcez en France dans les déserts et dans les 
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37 Cosmos, Huguenot Prophecy and Clandestine Worship in the Eighteenth Century, 41-2; Daniel Ligou and 
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Others responded to the King’s violence with violence. The practice of prophesying 

appeared throughout the Désert by 1700 and often sought to legitimate sectarian conflict. 

Protestant assemblies, especially in the Cévennes region following 1701, witnessed these 

spontaneous moments of direct inspiration from God. The tracts of the Théâtre sacré de 

Cévennes, published and circulated in London early in 1707, have been traced back to 

Dauphiné.38 The apocalyptic climate of the Cévennes, stirred up by the Camisard inspirés 

created a culture conducive to resistance. Thus, the Calvinists’ second strategy encouraged 

disruption and destruction, as was the case in the Cévennes where open guerrilla warfare 

matched the dragoons’ level of violence. These persistent actions led to the Camisard’s War of 

1702-1715. Antoine Court describes the goals of the insurrection in his Histoire des troubles des 

Cévennes ou de la guerre des Camisards. “In these circumstances, three heroes aspired to 

gloriously deliver their patrie from their shackles, to reestablish, in its entire splendor, the 

Reformed religion in France, to eliminate oppression, and to return to their ancient privileges.”39 

Empowered by their religious calling and prodded by the prophesying inspirés, open battle 

persisted between the dragoons and the French Protestants of the Cévennes region. The line draw 

                                                 
38 Cosmos, Huguenot Prophecy, chapter 1. While the Théâtre sacré de Cévennes sought to spread knowledge of the 
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individuals, who Court refers to are the marquise of Guiscard, also known as the abbé of Bourlie, the marquise of 
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the Camisards. Lastly, Belcastel, experienced in military maneuvers, expanded the insurrection into the neighboring 
Dauphiné region. 



43 
 

in the Cévennes dirt did not strictly separate Protestants and the Catholic government. In this 

particular case, specific Catholic-governmental ties strained and snapped. Certainly the Catholic 

motivation of the government to destroy all semblances of the Protestant faith remained mostly 

intact, but Catholics disturbed by State intrusion occasionally fought alongside their Protestant 

neighbors.40 At the turn of the century, both Catholics and Protestants compromised when forced 

to choose between their religion and their security. Catholics picked up their weapons and battled 

the intruding royal forces, in order to secure their livelihood in some cases. In the face of the 

Revocation, Protestants fled or formally converted; however, their recorded conversion to 

Catholicism did not stop them from practicing their Protestant faith in private. 

 By 1715, the first strategy of appeasement and conciliation had trumped the tactics 

employed in the Cévennes. As the insurrection calmed in 1710, the next couple of years, 

witnessed a resurgence of organization of the église réformée. By 1715, the year of Louis XIV’s 

death, Antoine Court united ten Protestant leaders in Montèzes, near Saint-Hippolyte-du-Fort, in 

close proximity to the border of the Cévennes. This group constituted the first regional synod of 

the Désert. Breaking with the old prophesies, which had guided their actions during the 

Camisard Insurrection, they decided to reconstitute Protestantism in the southern regions. This 

meant rejecting prophesy and predictions, reestablishing the old consistories, ceasing all 

vengeful violence, and rejecting the King’s Revocation. Some opposition to this reconstruction 

resulted due  to the break with traditional Protestant practices. Two of the original members of 

the Montèzes synod rejected the newly organized Calvinist movement due to their preference for 

prophesy. Following, King Louis XIV’s death in 1715, the duc d’Orléans acted as regent for the 

five year old King Louis XV. Seemingly indifferent towards the Protestant people, he pursued 
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social stability over the “extirpation of heresy.” As certain Protestant synods in the Midi grew 

restless, he authorized the deployment of soldiers to calm the population, rather than to convert 

it. The duc d’Orléans effectively enacted a plan of “cautious containment.”41 

 Generally, this allowed Protestant communities to slowly reemerge largely un-accosted 

by the Catholic Church and the State. In 1716, the people in Dauphiné, reunited its local synod 

under the leadership of Jacques Roger. By 1725, Benjamin Duplan, named the Protestant 

Church’s general deputy, was charged with gathering the necessary funding for the Protestant 

seminary in Lausanne. The year 1726 witnessed the revival of the first national synod since 1660 

held in Vivarais. A clandestine register from the Haut-Vivarais shows that from the years 1730 to 

1739, 718 marriages and 114 baptisms took place under the local pastor. The French Protestant 

community was led by Désert pastors, not a centralized governing entity. Despite the 

reconstitution of a rough national synodal system in France, the Calvinist population was left 

without an orthodoxy. In some ways, it makes more sense to discuss a number of Calvinisms in 

France rather than a single Calvinist community. 

 The 1750s witnessed stirrings of sectarian conflict. In 1752, Aubais, a commune of the 

Gard in southern France, witnessed the forced conversion of twenty-five young Protestants. Just 

as those forced converts from the Revocation had retaken their religion in private, so too did 

many of those Protestants forced to convert during Louis XV’s reign return to the Reformed faith 

immediately following their “conversions.”42 Incidents of this kind of persecution echoed 

throughout France until the commencement of the second Désert period, beginning in the 1760s, 
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following the much publicized death of the Protestant Jean Calas, who had been falsely accused 

of killing his son after hearing of his purported plans to convert to Catholicism.43 The last 

Calvinists to lose their lives because of their faith were the pastor Francois Rochette who died in 

Toulouse in February 1762 and — the lesser known — Francois Charmuzy who died in a prison 

cell in Meaux after several days of detention in April 1771.44 

Calvinists continued to practice their faith in secret or at least on a level acceptable by the 

local authorities. In correspondence with a Protestant congregation in Béarn, Antoine Court de 

Gébelin, the famous Protestant writer and mesmerism enthusiast, recommended Protestant 

moderation in the public sphere.45 The Béarnaise people adopted three resolutions. The first two 

reduced the visibility of the Protestant congregation in the area, placing a limit of two hundred 

members at any meeting and encouraging the cancellation of meetings that would run 

concurrently with important Catholic ceremonies. The last resolution deemed it necessary to 

cease all formal protest in front of local courts on behalf of Protestant civil rights. The goal of 

garnering the good will of the King and of promoting de facto toleration lay behind Court de 

Gébelin’s recommendations.46 By the 1780s, a tacit toleration largely guided the relations 

between Calvinists and the state. 

 After a concerted effort by a number of legists and enlightened philosophers, Louis XVI 

signed the Edict of Toleration in November 1787 and promulgated on January 19, 1788. This 

law instituting tolerance and granted to Protestants “only what natural right does not permit us to 
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refuse them.” The granted to “Non-Catholic subjects,” a phrase used specifically for Calvinists, 

the right to keep “record of their births, marriages, and deaths, in order that they may enjoy, as 

all our other subjects, the civil benefits which result from them.” In addition, the edict ensured 

the freedom to own property and to participate in commerce. The Edict of Toleration maintained 

the Catholic Church’s sole right to public worship and deprived all non-Catholic groups from 

acting as autonomous bodies.47 Although officially retracting the Revocation, the Edict of 

Toleration still insisted on total governmental control over the Protestant people. 

 The response from the Calvinist populace was mixed. Even after the Edict of Toleration 

in 1787, Lyonnaise Protestants of the lower class remained skeptical, interpreting the edict 

through their historical lenses. Accustomed to continuous persecution by the government and the 

Catholic Church, these Protestants refused to publicly proclaim their faith out of fear of reprisal. 

In 1787, only sixty five certificates of birth, marriage, and death were presented to the city, 

where over one thousand known Protestants lived.48 Their common heritage and experiences 

forced this portion of the Protestant population to guard their faith, rather than immediately 

accepting King Louis XVI’s promise of religious tolerance.  

 Despite the reluctance to trust the State, many Protestants openly celebrated the decision. 

The remaining Protestant nobles and bourgeoisie welcomed the formal recognition of their civil 

status. Protestant communities, led by their pastors, openly congratulated the King on his 

“enlightened” decision. In the department of Hérault, a surviving hymn praised Louis XVI for 

raising the entire population to a level of prosperity and equality. Drawn from Psalm 24, the 

hymn reads: 
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Louis nous a rendu nos droits  [Louis returned our rights 
il est le plus juste de roys  he is the most just of kings 
comme le plus cheri des pères like the most cherished of fathers 
après l’orage, qu’il est doux  after the storm, he is gentle 
L’aurore d’un jour plus prosper. The dawn of a more prosperous day.]49 

 

The congregation of Hérault exalted Louis XVI for his just and gentle nature in the wake of the 

turbulent eighteenth century. From the perspective of the pastor and the author of this hymn, 

State-sponsored toleration of the Protestant faith meant economic and moral prosperity for the 

Protestant people. A pastor from Sainte-Foy remarked that “in the future, one can be French 

without being Catholic; the conscience is independent from the magistrate in all matters that do 

not consider public order.”50 Of course, this meant that one could be French without being 

Protestant also. Two years later, Protestants would gain full civil rights and in 1802, Napoleon 

Bonaparte and the Consulate would reaffirm these basic rights.  

 Yet, the Désert period had fundamentally altered the Calvinist community and taught 

them to not take their civil status for granted. From the Edict of Toleration and the Revolution 

forward, Calvinists emphasized their utility to the nation and the State. Philippe Joutard, a 

historian of Protestant memory, argued that the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes was the 

“founding event of French Protestantism [by which he meant Calvinism] as a whole.”51 As 

shown, many of the common Protestant associations employed by French thinkers can be 

explained as a result of the shifting demographics of the populace following the Revocation. 

While Louis XIV’s legislation ultimately failed to strike “the death knell of French 
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Protestantism,” its reverberations could be heard and felt throughout the following centuries and 

its effects contorted the Protestant congregation and placed them in a position to experience a 

Reawakening in the nineteenth century.52 

Lutherans and Other Protestants 

 While Calvinists made up the largest portion of the Reformed community in France, 

other Protestant groups lived within France’s borders. The second largest concentration of 

Protestants were the Lutheran communities often referred to as the Confession of Augsbourg. In 

France, they resided along the eastern German frontier lands in Alsace and Lorraine. These 

territories came under French control following the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. In 1793, the 

French occupied the former principality of Montbéliard. Three years later, the territory was 

formally ceded to France. Only in the Haut-Rhin, did Calvinist numbers supersede those of their 

Lutheran neighbors. Lutherans could be found in other, primarily urban communities. Paris, in 

particular, had a significant Lutheran community. Overall, Lutherans numbered about one third 

of the population in Alsace, with approximately 220,000 followers throughout France. Because 

of the Peace of Westphalia, these Lutheran communities lived largely without incursion by the 

state and maintained a separate legal code. Lutherans could hold public office, could worship 

publicly, and could record their own births, marriages, and deaths. Lutherans operated a vast 

number of religious organizations, connecting local churches across the region. Bible schools, 

primary schools, and even a theological seminary in Strasbourg sustained the Lutheran 

community during the eighteenth century.53   
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 While the French monarchy theoretically tolerated Lutherans in eastern France as 

outlined by the Peace of Westphalia, they still found several ways of repressing Lutheran 

communities. Lutherans avoided the compulsory proselytizing programs, the galley ships, or the 

child abductions more commonly experienced by Calvinists. The dragoons did not enter Alsace, 

but this did not mean that the monarchy did not attempt to spread conversion into their newly 

acquired territories. Their relationship with the throne was never as strained as the Calvinist 

population; instead, Louis XIV followed a program of “soft” conversion. He issued decrees 

which favored Catholics in heavily populated Lutheran areas. The Lutheran minster in 

Strasbourg was re-consecrated as a Catholic Cathedral in 1681. In those areas with a small 

Catholic minority, Louis XIV mandated that all choirs in Lutheran temples be left for the 

celebration of Holy Masses. Catholic and Protestant leaders guided these simultaneums. 

Oftentimes, this meant that the minority Catholic population claimed equal rights over religious 

spaces as the majority Lutheran population. By the eighteenth century, the state halted these 

measures, largely in the hopes of maintaining a positive relationship with the local population in 

the event of a future war. The monarchy necessarily treated the Lutheran community with 

benevolence or at least tolerance in order to maintain control over the eastern contested 

frontier.54 The monarchy granted a Lutheran funeral in 1751 to Marshall Saxe, a famous general 

of the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-8). Louis XV even paid the costs of a memorial to 

be erected in the Lutheran temple at Strasbourg.55 The official recognition of a Lutheran by the 

king signaled the possibility of toleration towards Protestants.  

                                                 
54 Henri Strohl, Le protestantisme en Alsace (Strasbourg: Oberlin, 2000). 

55 There were around 200,000 Lutherans in eastern France during the eighteenth-century. The Peace of Westphalia 
(1648), which ended the Thirty Years War afforded this Protestant community relative toleration in the following 
centuries. John McManners, Death and the Enlightenment: Changing Attitudes towards Death in Eighteenth-
Century France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 320-1. 



50 
 

The Peace of Westphalia incorporated other Protestant minorities into France and other 

Protestant communities emerged in urban centers like Paris, Le Havre, Rouen, Lille, and Rheims. 

The largest of these minority churches was the Mennonite community in Alsace and 

Montbéliard. This community derived from the sixteenth century Anabaptist movement. The 

Unité des frères moraves entered into France in the mid-eighteenth century and slowly grew 

from there — constituting three congregations by the 1860s.56 Other minority Protestant 

communities consisted of naturalized foreign Protestants from England, Switzerland, and the 

German States following the Revocation. The French crown allowed these Protestants to live and 

observe their faith in France because they brought either financial wealth or a wealth of 

experience in new manufacturing or banking practices to France. Foreign Lutherans made up a 

portion of those granted the rights of naturalization. Louis XVI’s Finance Minister, Jacques 

Necker was just one of these individuals to gain access to France as a Lutheran. Remonstrants, 

Anglicans, Presbyterians, and later Methodists soon made their way into France as well. Some of 

these groups took advantage of Louis XIV’s decree, which allowed the naturalization of 

Protestants on the condition that they serve in the navy or in the army for a set period of time.57  

In many cases, French thinkers referred to these faiths as “les églises indépendentes.” As 

such small minorities, these groups are nearly impossible to quantify for several reasons. First, 

most groups were reluctant to expose themselves to the king’s anti-Protestant policies — 

especially following the Revocation. Their few numbers allowed them to hide their presence 

much easier than either Calvinist or Lutheran communities. Second, many in these minority 
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Protestants were highly itinerant. They were missionaries from other countries, illegally crossing 

borders to preach their faith. Third, some of these groups might have been categorized as either 

Calvinists or Lutherans, but one belief or another more closely resembled another Protestant 

faith. A prime example is the Calvinist group in the Cévennes who after the outbreak of the 

Camisard War renounced violence and adopted views more closely related to Quakerism. Their 

choice to conscientiously object to war opened them up to slander by Catholics and Calvinists 

alike.58 Only in the 1780s, did this group, often negatively called “Couflaïres,” “Gonfleurs,” or 

“Illuminés,” come into contact with the Society of Friends in London and formally adopt the 

Quaker faith.59  

***** 

What this brief overview suggests is that Protestants in the French long eighteenth century 

differed greatly in their size, origins, abilities to worship openly, and the mandates placed on 

them by the state. These differences provided a treasure trove of associations by which French 

men and women could use to discuss Protestantism and the state of affairs. To a great extent, 

Protestant responses to the Revocation shaped many of the understandings French men and 

women had of Protestantism. Were Protestants primarily industrious commercial merchants? Did 

Calvinists make for better public intellectuals? Is it possible that these associations were 

exacerbated by shifting demographics? Aristocratic Calvinists converted leaving the merchant 

and intellectual elite to take charge of the community and to shape the public’s image of the 

Calvinist faith.  
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 What all of these Protestant minorities had in common was their precarious position in 

eighteenth century France. Louis XIV outlawed Calvinism and forced its followers to seek solace 

and refuge either in the rugged terrain of the hill sides, the dark of the night, or under the 

protection of foreign powers. Lutherans and other minority groups in the East enjoyed a 

modicum of toleration, which was grandfathered in diplomatically prior to the Revocation. 

Despite this relative toleration, their communities still faced a crown bent on creating a 

homogenous kingdom. Every group faced illegal and legal violence from their Catholic 

neighbors and on occasion from each other. Those who refused to convert for religious, social, or 

political reasons were forced to choose between some form of violent conflict, to practice 

clandestinely, or to abandon traditional forms of religious practices entirely. This does not mean 

that faith was on the wane nor does it signify the death of Protestantism in France. Protestants 

were forced to find new ways of practicing their faith, often in the absence of a pastor or a formal 

space. As the eighteenth century wore on, the various Protestant communities continued to show 

the wear of decades, if not generations, of oppression. At the dawn of the French Revolution, the 

abject status of the Protestant community in the south of France continued to remind the people 

of the horrors perpetuated by state led sectarian conflict.  

 The Revocation also aimed at destroying the proverbial Calvinist “nation within the 

nation” — a common political phrase in the eighteenth century used to denote a separate body 

outside of a normative and idealized polity. Yet, as this chapter has shown, Louis XIV’s efforts 

failed to create such a singular cultural entity. His subjects refused to yield their religious or 

regional identities or to abandon their belief systems in favor of absolute loyalty to their king. 

Louis XIV denounced the value in particularism, but difference still remained. And for many, 

Protestantism signified this difference. Arguably, if one looks at individual Protestant 
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communities, one might begin to define several nations with the nation. Were their individual 

nations for Calvinists, Lutherans, Mennonites, or even would-be Quakers? In his study on French 

Jews, Ronald Schechter found several “nations” within the much smaller Jewish community as 

well. If so many “nations” existed, then how can one speak of a singular nation in which all of 

these communities persisted? It is necessary then to define a nation. For Abbé Sieyes, the nation 

was a “body of associates living under a common law.”60 On the Protestant side, no singular law 

system (for governance or persecution) existed, just as on the Catholic and monarchical side, no 

singular law existed for the entire polity. Old Regime France was not a nation in these terms, but 

rather operated by a series of privileges. Thus the Revolution could overturn such a nebulous 

notion and in the process, incorporate Protestants in the nation.

                                                 
60 Abbé Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes, Qu’est-ce que le tiers-état? cited in Schechter, Obstinate Hebrews, 32. 
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CHAPTER 2  

PROTESTANTS AND PHILOSOPHERS 

The Wars of Religion were one of the most basic political and cultural reference points 

during the eighteenth century. As such, philosophers employed “Protestantism,” both as a 

general term and in its diverse forms, to think about a myriad of issues like personal piety, 

religious rituals, freedom of conscience, sectarian conflict, the role of the state in promoting or 

combatting religiously inspired violence, and the possibility of religious pluralism. As this 

chapter shows, the Enlightenment often pursued “a series of programmes for strengthening civil 

sovereignty and putting an end to the Wars of Religion,” as J.G.A. Pocock has argued.1 

Memories of religious violence, renewed by the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the 

resulting Camisard War lasting from 1702 to 1715 in southern France, led many to supplant the 

primacy of religion, to abandon the goal of a universal Christian church, to favor secular power, 

to elevate reason over religious inspiration, and to promote social stability and progress. 

French philosophes frequently returned to Protestantism to come to terms with a variety 

of issues associated with difference. Protestants, to appropriate Claude Lévi-Strauss’s celebrated 

phrase, were “good to think.”2 Frenchmen evoked Protestants in order to describe, analyze, 

explain, and propose reforms for society. Toleration of difference was an important subject 

concerning Protestants, but so were many other concepts dear to the hearts of eighteenth-century 

social commentators. French philosophes entered into the debate over the ideal subject/citizen, 

the balance between reason and revelation, the social effects of dogma and its rejection, and the 

relationship between Church and State. Protestants and Protestant history served as the necessary 
                                                 
1 J.G.A. Pocock, “Conservative Enlightenment and Democratic Revolutions: The American and French Cases in 
British Perspective,” Government and Opposition 24 (1989), 84. 

2 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Totemism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 89. 
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lens through which they could project their philosophical stances. And in doing so, the French 

philosophes associated Protestantism with a number of “modern” or ideal qualities, as well as 

those associated with l’infâme.  

To a degree, as this chapter will show, enlightened philosophers extracted and reshaped 

Catholic and Protestant arguments to suit their own visions of society and religion. “Those who 

dissented from received culture and creed,” Alan Charles Kors aptly notes, “had been formed by 

received culture and creed.”3 In many ways, Enlightenment representations of Protestants bear 

witness to the Christian intellectual heritage of the Enlightenment.4 Often times, Protestants were 

associated with “freedom of conscience,” “republicanism,” “skepticism,” “atheism,” and 

“disorder.” Yet, enlightened philosophes did not use these associations for the same purposes as 

earlier Catholic or Protestant controversialists had. Representations of Protestants during the 

Enlightenment were not unilaterally positive or negative; no common consensus for or against 

Protestantism arose during the early eighteenth century. In the accounts covered in this chapter, 

Protestants often simultaneously played the role of the helpless victim and the insidious culprit – 

they bore the brunt of religious fanaticism as much as they perpetuated it. This dual 

interpretation of Protestantism during the Enlightenment already signaled a break from the 

overly simplistic and partisan representations used during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

                                                 
3 Alan Charles Kors, Atheism in France, 1650-1729 (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1990), 288. 

4 The relationship between the Enlightenment and its Christian antecedents has remained a contentious issue in the 
dix-huitièmiste historiography. In the 1930s, Carl Becker argued that the philosophes had merely rebuilt the 
“heavenly city of Saint Augustine” with more up-to-date materials ultimately quarried from nature and natural law. 
Voltaire and other enlightened philosophers had played the greatest trick of all on the dead, avowing to owe nothing 
to their Christian ancestors. Becker’s argument fell on ears preferring to hear the sweet resonances of secularism 
emanating from eighteenth-century Deist lips. Peter Gay’s two volume study, entitled The Enlightenment, proved to 
be a more successful sounding board for an Enlightenment characterized by its anti-religious nature. More recently, 
historians, many of whom focus on areas outside of France like J.G.A. Pocock, draw more tenable connections 
between the Reformation and the Enlightenment than Becker’s historical and philosophical interpretation. See Carl 
Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1932); 
Peter Gay, The Enlightenment 2 vols (New York: W.W. Norton, 1966); J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion vol. 
1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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to affirm one’s theological principles. The goal of this chapter is therefore to outline some of the 

topics in which representations of Protestants and Protestant history flourished, recognizing that 

any understanding of a Protestant sect was indelibly influenced by their perceived past and past 

portrayals.   

In order to get a balanced, if inevitably incomplete, image of the Enlightenment’s 

understandings of Protestantism, it is necessary to limit our scope. I have chosen to focus on four 

corpora – the early writings of Voltaire, Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes and De l’esprit des lois, 

the compendium of enlightened knowledge, the Encyclopédie (the work of Diderot, D’Alembert, 

Jaucourt, and company), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s High Enlightenment oeuvre. While these 

authors dealt with many of the same issues, their unique perspectives and philosophies allowed 

them to conceptualize the Protestant faith in different ways. It should also be noted that the 

works of these authors all figure in the pantheon of Enlightenment “best sellers.”5 As their books 

sold more copies, an analysis of their representations of Protestants allows us to say something 

about the larger reading public. Surely, readers’ minds were not “soft wax” on which the ideas of 

the philosophes were impressed, but we can at least say with some certainty that author and 

reader shared a common set of cultural assumptions and that the authors under examination in 

this chapter tactfully chose their representations of Protestants in order to speak to the cultural 

understandings of their reading audience.6  

Violence, Vitriol, and Veneration in the Writings of Voltaire 

                                                 
5 For lists of the books in Parisian as well as select provincial libraries see Michel Marion, Recherches sur les 
bibliothèques privées à Paris au milieu du XVIIIe siècle (1750-1759) (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 1978). For a 
study of the illegal side of the book trade see Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary 
France (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995). 

6 Roger Chartier, The Cultural Origins of the French Revolution (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 19. 
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“In the history of the human spirit, Protestantism was of great importance.” Voltaire 

heralded the waning significance of Christianity in favor of reason, yet despite his audacious 

claim, so too was Protestantism of great importance to his own intellectual career. Voltaire 

penned this seemingly simple sentence in 1763 at the time of the Calas Affair when Voltaire’s 

defense of the Protestant patriarch (Jean Calas) greatly popularized both the French Protestant 

cause in France and Voltaire’s status as an enlightened freedom-fighter — a subject to be 

returned to in the next chapter. Yet, as Graham Gargett has shown in his Voltaire and 

Protestantism, in Voltaire’s earlier career, he was not such a staunch defender of the 

downtrodden Protestant and his sheer antipathy towards the Protestant faith, in most cases, was 

emblematic of his more broadly anti-Christian philosophical stance.7 To conceive of Voltaire as 

an eternal defender of Protestantism is to fall victim to the mythical image proposed and 

propagated following the Calas Affair, especially during the French Revolution and the 

nineteenth century.8 Voltaire lived in a world where a return to the bloody conflict of the Wars of 

Religion was a real fear. Most of his representations of Protestantism accompanied an historical 

discussion, where religious belief is treated as a guise for ulterior goals, as an illusion meant to 

trick, rather than to reveal truth, or as the source of fanaticism and social discord. 

The most militant of enlightenment historians, Voltaire repeatedly returned to discuss 

Protestantism and its variations to a great extent and in doing so he invariably touched on a 

variety of other issues integral to the Age of Enlightenment. In short and in part, Voltaire learned 

                                                 
7 Graham Gargett, Voltaire and Protestantism (SVEC, 1980). Graham Gargett’s work is nearly an exhaustive work 
on Voltaire and his impressions of and interactions with Protestants. I draw upon his work heavily in this section; 
however, it is necessary to underscore that my goal is to understand how Voltaire represented Protestants in order to 
discuss other issues, whereas, Gargett’s goal is to understand how Voltaire’s thoughts on Protestantism changed 
after living in Protestant areas (England, Prussia, and Geneva) and reading or meeting Protestant writers (writers like 
Newton, Locke, and Clarke and Protestant theologians like Jacob Vernet).   

8 Geoffrey Adams, “Myths and Misconceptions: The Philosophe View of the Huguenots in the Age of Louis XV,” 
Historical Reflections/Réflexions Historiques 1, no. 1(June, 1974); 59-80. 
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to express his philosophical disposition by writing about Protestantism and Protestant history. 

The most infamous event in the history of French Protestantism, the Saint Bartholomew’s Day 

Massacre (1572), was the subject of Voltaire’s first Enlightenment best-seller, La Henriade 

(1723). In this epic poem, Voltaire depicted a French King with a healthy skepticism towards 

fanaticism, a modern idea of legitimate violence, an eye towards the benefits of religious 

pluralism, and a Protestant himself. Voltaire’s Henri de Naverre related the insidious deeds of 

Catherine de Medici and the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre to Elizabeth, the Queen of 

England. Catholic mobs hit the cobbled streets, Henri told her majesty, fueled by their rabble-

rousing religious fanaticism, while Huguenots hid in their homes upon the sound of the 

onslaught. All the while, the Catholic King, Charles IX watched on with unnerving pleasure. 

Henri lamented: 

That o’er the Mind usurp despotick Pow’r, 
That would weak Mortals Sword in Hand convert,  
That water with the Blood of Hereticks 
Their Altars hallow’d by the Blood of Christ,  
That, guided by false Zeal or Profit, serve 
By none but Homicides the God of Peace.9 
 

After the witless, patricidal monk, Jacques Clément, assassinated King Henri III, Henri de 

Navarre ascended to the throne (becoming Henri IV) and assured both Catholic and Calvinist 

that he would tolerate their religious differences. Henri IV could not decide between “Geneva 

                                                 
9 Voltaire, Henriade: An Epick Poem. In Ten Canto’s (London, 1732), 26.  The original French captures Voltaire’s 
poetic ability better than this English version.  

Et périsse à jamais l'affreuse politique, 
Qui prétend sur les cœurs un pouvoir despotique, 
Qui veut le fer en main convertir les mortels, 
Qui du sang hérétique arrose les autels, 
Et, suivant un faux zèle, ou l'intérêt pour guides, 
Ne sert un Dieu de paix que par des homicides. 

See Voltaire. La Henriade, ed. Taylor, in The Complete Works of Voltaire II (Geneva, 1970), 392. 
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and Rome.” He had seen both their “soil and their fury.”10 He had studied the immolations, 

which both sides of the Christian schism had ordered. Through his own reason, Henri IV issued 

the Edict of Nantes (1598) in order to avoid the horrors of religious fanaticism, to favor 

pluralism and freedom of conscience, and to make security his primary objective. 

 Simultaneously playing a modern Virgil and Herodotus, Voltaire combined his classic, 

poetic wit and his historical style in order to take the Catholic Church to task for the horrors of 

the Wars of Religion, but his early success also revealed the persistent memory of these events in 

the French social imaginary.11 The rapid success of the epic poem in France demonstrated the 

broad appeal of the subject matter. Printers in London and the Netherlands printed later editions 

of La Henriade to fill the appetite of the “indulgent” French readers to whom “the memory of 

Henri IV was so dear.”12 Popularity did not equate to absolute acceptance. Not everyone agreed 

with the message of Voltaire’s epic. Critics of this work charged him with political hagiography 

and they condemned Voltaire for portraying a Protestant character as virtuous.13 Duplessis-

Mornay, a French Protestant writer and monarchomaque, figured relatively briefly in Voltaire’s 

account. Catholic critics of Voltaire’s La Henriade argued that Duplessis-Mornay was “too 

virtuous often to error, which signals his zeal and his prudence, serving equally his church and 

                                                 
10 Voltaire. La Henriade, ed. Taylor, in The Complete Works of Voltaire II (Geneva, 1970), 391. 

11 For an assessment on Voltaire’s choice of story and poetic-historical execution, see Jacques Berchtold, “Voltaire 
et les choix de La Henriade: Les verities de l’examen historique et de l’évaluation esthétique.” in La mémoire des 
Guerres de Religion: La concurrence des genres historiques, XVIe – XVIIIe siècles ed. by Jacques Berchtold et 
Marie-Madeleine Fragonard (Geneva: Droz, 2007); 341-362.  

12 Voltaire, La Henriade (London, 1730), vii. 

13 In a letter to the editors of the Journal de Trévoux, the anonymous author criticized Voltaire for delving into 
theology, a subject he was insufficiently acquainted with and for the homogenous image of the Catholic population. 
This author argued then that Voltaire should have distinguished between the rebellious, disloyal Catholic League 
and those Catholics who defended Henri IV. See Gargett, Voltaire and Protestantism, 17.  
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France.”14 Through his discussion of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and Henri IV’s 

ascension to the throne, Huguenots were often portrayed as victims, rather than perpetrators. 

Such a characterization undoubtedly reminded French readers of the similar victimization of the 

Calvinist population in France following the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes.  

Voltaire’s choice to portray a Protestant in a positive light in La Henriade can best be 

explained in two ways.15 First, as a polemical tactic, a sympathetic portrayal of a Protestant 

character further vilified the atrocities perpetrated by the Catholic League. If the Huguenot threat 

no longer remained, then the king should have no political reason to persecute the sect — a case 

for religious pluralism based on secular political power. Second, Voltaire’s choice to positively 

portray Protestants spoke to the post-Revocation era, where many Protestants and Catholics 

contested Louis XIV’s repeal of Henri IV’s legislation. Louis XIV’s anti-Protestant measures 

failed on two accounts, both of which undermined the monarch’s power. First, the loss of skilled 

manpower beset the French economy and bolstered the wealth of other nations. Second, as the 

Camisard War in the South of France proved, Louis XIV’s measures failed in their ultimate goal 

of creating a homogenous religious base of power. The choice to support a single religion further 

incited religious fanaticism and violence.16 For Voltaire, Louis XIV should have learned from 

Henri IV’s choices — to be an enlightened legislator meant promoting peace between faiths and 

resisting fanaticism in favor of reason. Voltaire found Henri IV’s religious policy to mirror his 

own sense of political pragmatism — Henri IV’s conversion to Catholicism at the end of his life, 

for Voltaire, was a political maneuver rather than an actual change in faith.  

                                                 
14 Voltaire, La Heriade, ed. Taylor, in The Complete Works of Voltaire II (Geneva, 1970), 373-4.  

15 Here secular refers to Duplessis-Mornay’s ability to separate his religious from his political affiliation.  

16 In his Le Siècle de Louis XIV, Voltaire went to great lengths to explain Louis XIV’s actions. In general, Voltaire 
cited Louis XIV’s ignorance of the true character of the Protestant population at the end of the seventeenth century – 
a population nearly destroyed by wars and mostly loyal to the crown. See Gargett, 240-9. 
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If Voltaire’s La Henriade tended to sympathize with the Protestant plight in order to 

critique the Catholic Counter-Reformation and the throne’s institutionalized intolerance, much of 

his vast corpus is sufficiently opaque or considerably antagonistic against Protestantism.17 For 

example, Voltaire’s wavering thought on Protestantism can be found in his changing depictions 

of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Whereas La Henriade employed a relatively positive 

image of Protestants in order to vilify the Catholic League, the Voltaire of the Essai sur les 

moeurs (1756) chose to use the event to attack both sects of Christianity. No longer was the 

massacre presented as an example of unchecked Catholic violence against the Protestant 

populace; instead, Voltaire finds “the love of liberty, so natural to men,” pandering “to reformed 

republican ideals,” which in turn sparked “civil war.”18 Protestantism then, as one scholar notes, 

was a “source of faction and national disunity.”19 Voltaire’s portrayal of Protestantism here is 

built on a common association erected and propagated Bossuet and other Catholic theologians. 

His choice to draw a line from the Protestant, “republican,” “love of liberty” to “civil war” 

resembled the more traditional, Catholic arguments used to defame Protestantism. Voltaire’s aim 

was to supplant any form of Christianity that threatened the power of the king and the stability of 

society. 

For Voltaire, ambition, greed, and trickery, rather than genuine religious revelation best 

explained the Wars of Religion. Such guiding terrestrial concerns afflicted both Catholics and 

Protestants. In this respect, Voltaire believed that “fanatical papists, fanatical Calvinists, all are 

                                                 
17 His Essay on the civil wars of France (1727) too is generally favorable to the Huguenot population, if only as an 
indictment against the Catholic Church, but later discussions of Protestantism, appearing in his Lettres 
philosophiques (1734), Siècle de Louis XIV (1751), and the Essai sur les moeurs (first published in full in 1756) 
defame Calvinism. 

18 Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, ed. by René Pomeau, 2 (Paris, 1963), 497, 516, 579. 

19 Gargett, 240. 
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kneaded,” as he sardonically noted in a letter to d’Alembert in 1757, “from the same sodden mud 

of corrupted blood.”20 Voltaire’s mission to écrasez l’infâme, to destroy the despotism of the 

Catholic Church, also applied to Calvinism in France, for “the [Catholic] clergy on one side, the 

Calvinist pastors on the author, clamored for religion. God was their pretext; their fury for 

domination was their God: and the people, intoxicated by fanaticism were the instruments and 

the victims of so many opposing parties.”21 Each party with its own brand of morality 

encouraged bigotry and dogmatism, rather than Christian peace. In his historical accounts of the 

earliest Protestant reformers, Voltaire argued that men like Martin Luther and Jean Calvin 

couched their personal interests in a deceitful discourse of religious regeneration and freedom of 

conscience. Luther and Calvin fell in love with their positions as chefs de secte and with the 

power they exercised over other men. “The vanity of being the head of a sect is the second of all 

vanities in the world,” Voltaire woefully declared in his Dictionnaire philosophique, “because 

those who conquer, some say, are the first.”22 It would seem then, in Voltaire’s opinion, that both 

these vain positions fueled Luther and Calvin. Voltaire interpreted Luther’s and Calvin’s 

doctrinal fluctuations as further evidence of the illegitimacy of their religious claims, arguing 

that personal interest guided such decisions. Likewise, the Catholic League’s decision to attack 

these Protestant reformers was done out of personal interest too.  

For Voltaire, the purpose of religion should be to valorize daily life and secular interests, 

not to promote war in the name of the afterlife or to cloister off large segments of the population. 

One of the greatest crimes against humanity and the human condition could be found behind 

                                                 
20 As cited in John Dunning Woodbridge, “An ‘Unnatural Alliance’ for Religious Toleration: The Philosophes and 
the Outlawed Pastors of the ‘Church of the Desert’,” Church History 42, no. 4 (December 1, 1973), 508. 

21 Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, ed. by René Pomeau, 2 (Paris, 1963), 491. 

22 Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique, ed. Julien Benda and Raymond Naves (Paris, 1954), 453. 
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closed Catholic doors or in the streets of any particular Protestant town. The secluded Catholic 

existence of the cloister and the type of extreme austerity practiced by many Protestant sects 

across Europe resulted from the same original self-aggrandizing interests of the few over the 

many. Protestant orators, writers, and performers in their own right proclaimed and nearly 

ordered their congregations to reject any form of luxury — an authoritarian system rivaling that 

of Rome in Voltaire’s opinion. Pastors instructed their followers not to dance, to sing, to enjoy 

fine works of art, nor to fall victim to the whimsy and duplicitous nature of the theater.23 Liberty 

of conscience, without liberty over material things, hardly seemed free at all. Many Protestants 

were free to think about their gardens, but not to cultivate them. In a further attempt to valorize 

everyday life over the life of strict piety, Voltaire often chose to explain this austerity as a form 

of spiteful hypocrisy. Pastors desired wealth, but had been kept away from the Catholic Church’s 

coffers, and their attitude struck Voltaire, as Gargett notes, as  “a kind of sour grapes.”24  

Voltaire attacked Calvinism and various other Protestant sects for their fanaticism, their 

errant morality, their violent propensities, and their asceticism, yet a paradoxical anomaly existed 

his early corpus — the Quakers. Rather than criticize Quakers for their rampant asceticism or 

their famed “quaking,” as one might expect, Voltaire lauded Quakers for their use of reason. The 

“legend of the Quaker,” as Edith Philips’s study classically argued, provided a perfect script for 

philosophes to praise a Protestant sect.25  First expressed in his Letters Concerning the English 

Nation, Voltaire found the redemption of Christianity in Quakerism.26 Quakers were descendants 

                                                 
23 The latter was of particular interest to Voltaire as his private theater productions sparked a nasty imbroglio, which 
later influenced d’Alembert’s article on Geneva in the Encyclopédie.  

24 Gargett, 70. 

25 Edith Philips, The Good Quaker in French Legend (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1932). 

26 Voltaire, Letters concerning the English Nation,  (London, 1733).  
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of the Anabaptist movement in Germany, where their beliefs had caused untold bloodshed. “The 

successors of these bloodthirsty fanatics are the most peaceful of all men, occupied by their 

manufactures and their industrious, charitable tradings.”27 Quakers abandoned the pursuit of 

universal conversion, had turned their own freedom of conscience to the exercise of reason, had 

chosen an ascetic path, but had not abandoned the world entirely. For Voltaire, Quakerism 

encouraged charity and pacifism elevating the good of society over the universal eschatological 

aspirations common to other Christian sects. Their lack of a formal priest or pastor removed the 

danger of dogma and personal interest from hindering their own reason. Furthermore, Quaker 

pacifism stood as an ideal for many Enlightenment thinkers, who kept the Wars of Religion in 

mind whenever discussing Protestantism. This pacifist and egalitarian strain produced from 

reason made the Quaker into a type of Christian Deist. “Without deriving anything from 

philosophie,” Voltaire noted, the Quakers “were really deists.”28  

Overall, Voltaire focused on the social benefits of Quakerism, rather than their specific 

theological beliefs. In a way, Quakerism probably provided Voltaire with a hope for a society 

where toleration, pacifism, charity, and equality could become the orders of the day. Certainly, 

he often thought of Pennsylvania as a type of Quaker utopia. The very constitution on which 

William Penn founded the colony expressed enlightened pacifist, tolerant, and Quaker beliefs.29 

Voltaire’s admiration for Quakerism and Pennsylvania may even have manifested itself into a 

real plan to establish a colony for the philosophes just outside of Philadelphia, if only Geneva 

                                                 
27 Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, ed. by René Pomeau, 2 (Paris, 1963), 240.  

28 Ibid, 262. 

29 Voltaire, Oeuvres complètes, ed. by Louis Moland, 27 (Paris, 1885), 71-2.  
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had not proven to be so ideal.30 Voltaire found Socinianism and Unitarianism in Geneva to be 

equally enlightened as the Quakers of England. 31 

  In the end, Protestantism was of great importance to Voltaire’s philosophy, but the job of 

the enlightened philosophe was to “supersede” the mission of the Reformation —not to 

“complete” it as many nineteenth century thinkers maintained.32 If the Protestant Reformation 

had accomplished anything, it was by accident, for the earliest reformers sought their own self 

aggrandizement. Protestants proved to be a vehicle by which Voltaire could discuss pragmatic 

politics, the ill-effects of fanaticism, and the promotion of reason over dogma. Like Henri IV in 

La Henriade, Voltaire could not choose between Geneva or Rome; unlike Henri IV, Voltaire 

chose neither. Even though Voltaire inconsistently represented Protestantism, his interpretation 

left a gap for Protestants to redeem themselves – indeed, some Protestants, like the Quakers, had 

already gone part of the distance.  

Persians and Protestants in the Works of Montesquieu 

Charles de Secondat, baron de Montesquieu was no stranger to Protestantism. On April 

30, 1715, Montesquieu wed a French Calvinist woman named Jeanne de Lartique. By most 

accounts, their marriage was a strategic one — Montesquieu received a substantial dowry from 

their union and there were no signs that he encouraged Jeanne de Lartique to convert to 

Catholicism. Her Calvinist asceticism stood in stark contrast to Montesquieu’s taste for pomp 

and luxury. It is certain that their marriage caused Montesquieu to come into contact with a 
                                                 
30 Gargett, 413 23f. 

31 In a letter written in 1756, to his friend, Pierre- Robert Le Cornier de Cideville, Voltaire described Geneva as a 
“pays rempli de vrais philosophes. Le christianisme raisonnable de Locke est la religion de Presque tous les 
ministres; et l’adoration d’un Etre Sûpreme, jointe à la morale, est la religion de Presque tous les magistrats.” See 
Letter of Voltaire to Pierre-Robert Le Cornier de Cideville, April 12, 1756 quoted in Adams, “Myths and 
Misconceptions,” 72-3.  

32 See chapter 5. 
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number of Huguenot families who rode out the Revocation’s storm in France either through false 

conversions or through secrecy. Most notable, at least for this chapter, Montesquieu made 

contact with the Calvinist, Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt, who played a fundamental role in the 

shaping the Encyclopédie after 1758. Later in Montesquieu’s life, he travelled from Catholic 

Rome to Protestant Germany and England. His travels further reinforced the differences between 

Catholic splendor and Protestant simplicity. 

Published in 1721, Montesquieu’s great epistolary novel, the Lettres persanes expounded 

on the possibility of difference, the benefits of pluralism, and the ill-effects of the pursuit of 

religious and cultural homogeneity. In this work, Usbek and Rica, the purported Persian authors 

of the titular missives, reflect Montesquieu’s belief in the “possibility of difference,” as Ronald 

Schechter rightfully notes.33 Periodically throughout the text, Usbek finds occasion to comment 

on different social groups throughout France. Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and Muslims 

repeatedly were subjected to comparison. The Persians mulled over European characteristics, 

drawing out those ideas which seemed to benefit the common good and those which defied 

reason. It is this constant juxtaposition of cultural differences that allowed Montesquieu to 

critique European culture and to posit a new one.  

Montesquieu questioned the justification for sectarian conflict and for the Revocation that 

had attacked so many Calvinists. In this respect, Montesquieu downplayed the differences 

between Catholics and Protestants. In France, the King had needlessly “worried the Christians” 

for “little” differences.34 In a letter, Uzbek alludes to Louis XIV’s anti-Protestant policies when 

he writes: 

                                                 
33 Ronald Schechter, Obstinate Hebrews: Representations of Jews in France, 1715-1815 (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 2003), 38. 

34 Montesquieu, Lettres persanes, vol.2 (London, 1735), letter LVII. 
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We trouble the state, we torment even ourselves, to make men receive the non-
essential points of religion; and we are like that conqueror of China, who forced 
his subjects into a general revolt, because he wanted to oblige them to cut their 
hair and their nails.35 
 

“Little” differences, like the length of hair or nails, separated Protestants and Catholics in 

Montesquieu’s mind. The pursuit of “non-essential points” resulted in discord, sectarian conflict, 

and ultimately underscored the futility of Louis XIV attempt to create a homogenous polity. 

While such actions sullied the legacy of the absolutist king, Montesquieu hoped that Frenchmen 

would learn from the errors of the past and would pursue religious toleration.  

Whereas, the differences between Protestant and Catholic were so small as to make a 

mockery of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, paradoxically in another letter, Montesquieu 

accentuated these differences in the hopes of promoting a socially useful religion. Montesquieu 

began at society’s most basic unit of organization — the family. In Catholic countries, fathers 

“condemn their children” to the celibacy of Catholic cloister and convent. “This practice of 

continence has meant the loss of more men than ever have been destroyed by the plague, or the 

bloodiest wars.” These children were sentenced to these places “like so many pits, wherein future 

generations are buried alive.”36 Montesquieu lamented the loss of this branch of the work force 

to a sector of society that failed to produce children or commerce. Such a point was all the more 

important in a period of perceived stagnation in demographic and economic terms. 

Montesquieu’s imaginary Persians contrasted their critiques of Catholicism by commending the 

Protestant religion for guaranteeing and protecting the “rights of propagation.” Their efforts to 

rejuvenate the standards of “primitive times” and to reject the concomitant artifice of monastic 

                                                 
35 Ibid., vol. 2, lettre LIX. 

36 Ibid., vol. 3, lettre CXVIII. 
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existence, resembled the Roman penal laws against anti-marital practices.37 Romans and 

Reformed alike recognized the utility of marriage and the social and economic benefits of 

propagation.   

Montesquieu explained the apparent economic prosperity of neighboring Protestant 

countries and the perceived decline of Catholic wealth as a response to the acceptance or 

rejection of monastic life, celibacy, and its demographic effects. With the decline in Spanish 

wealth and power in the preceding century, it only made sense to imagine a socio-religious origin 

of the economic prosperity of Protestant countries and the decline of their Catholic competitors. 

The Protestants have grown richer and more powerful, and the Catholics weaker. 
The Protestant countries ought to be, and really are, better peopled than those of 
the Catholics: from whence it follows, first, that their public revenues are more 
considerable, because they are augmented in proportion to the number of those 
who pay them: secondly, that their lands are better cultivated: lastly, that trade 
flourishes better there, because there are more people who have their fortunes to 
make.38 
 

For Montesquieu, economic growth naturally followed from the growth of the population, but 

implicit to his argument is a critique of the utility of ritual and dogma. Usbek reported that 

Catholic countries neglected the cultivation of their lands and their industry in favor of “learning 

five or six words of a dead language” — those needed to say mass.39 An attachment to a “dead 

language” consumed an individual’s time, just as sacramental fees and tithes consumed his 

wealth. In Protestant England or the German countries, Montesquieu argued, taxes were lower 

and tithes did not exist. Protestant princes allowed their subjects to “live in affluence,” while the 

Catholic Church pushed their followers to the brink of poverty and starvation. “Trade gives life 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Montesquieu does not discuss the Protestant emphasis on vernacular languages.  
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to everything among the one, but monkery carries death.”40 Protestants stood to reap the rewards 

that Catholics had seemingly opted out of in favor of their own dogmatic rituals and “pointless” 

pursuit of the Latin tongue. Usbek predicted that “if the present state of affairs continues in 

Europe, it is impossible for the Catholic Church to last five hundred more years.”41   

If his Lettres persanes delivered a largely prescriptive message — that religion should 

benefit, not impede, the prosperity of society — his later work, focused more on the natural laws 

that described the forms that society took. In his De l’esprit des lois, first published in November 

1748, his representation of Protestants spoke more to the immutability of the natural man than to 

the possibility of reform. Whereas, in his Lettres persanes, Montesquieu represented Protestants 

in order to analyze the relationships between religion and society or religion and the economy, in 

De l’esprit des lois, Protestantism became an ideal type, whose nature was predetermined by 

climate and geography.  

The [Protestant] people of the north have, and will forever have, a spirit of liberty 
and independence, which the people of the south have not; and therefore a 
religion which has no visible head, is more agreeable to the independency of the 
climate than that which has one.42  
 

Independence developed the freedom of conscience that undergirded the Protestant Reformation. 

Independence encouraged Protestants to develop a “culture of work,” to focus on economic and 

commercial productivity, and to reduce the importance of dogma and ritual. Where the climate 

and geography produced an easier lifestyle, the spirit of independence did not develop, which 

explained the apparent failure of the Reformation to take hold in Catholic areas like France, 

                                                 
40 Ibid., vol. 3, lettre CXVIII. 

41 Ibid. 

42 Montesquieu, De l’esprit des lois ou du rapport que les loix doivent avoir avec la Constitution de chaque 
Gouvernement, les Mœurs, le Climat, la Religion, le Commerce, etc.,  vol. 2 (Geneva, 1748), book. 24,  ch. 5.  
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Spain, or Italy. The culture of “dependence” that dominated southern areas led individuals to 

favor Catholicism and its political relation, monarchy. A similar “culture of work” did not 

emerge in the South, which allowed the people more time to devote to dogma and ritual, thus 

reducing their economic output.43  

 Montesquieu addressed the correlation between religious and political principles in his 

De l’esprit des lois. According to him, a man’s religious ideals were determined by the 

conditions in which they were born and could be found reflected in their political preferences — 

as was the case with Jean Calvin, who “having behind him either people who already lived in 

republics or obscure bourgeoisie leaders living in monarchies, was easily able to do away with 

honors and dignities.”44 The “spirit of independence” inherent to Protestantism was best suited to 

a republican political system that would propagate a similar self government in the political as in 

the religious sphere. The same argument could be made for Catholics and France then too. 

Montesquieu found that the French absolutist model had a natural affinity with the hierarchical 

corporatism of the Catholic Church. These arguments strongly resembled those of the Catholic 

Bossuet, who equally associated Protestantism with republicanism and Catholicism with 

monarchy in the seventeenth century. Where Bossuet explained this association through religious 

preferences, Montesquieu favored a description based on climate and geography. 

Montesquieu’s opinions of Protestantism changed during his lifetime. In his earlier years, 

the Revocation weighed heavy in the air, but as time went on, what began as scorn and criticism 

for the legacy of Louis XIV gave way to contemplative explanation. In both Montesquieu’s 

Lettres persanes and his De l’esprit des lois, the reader watches as the philosophe wrestles with a 

                                                 
43 Ibid., vol. 2, book 24, ch 23. 

44 Ibid., vol. 2, book 24, ch 5. 
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central Enlightenment question: is society perfectible and what role should religion play in a 

stable society. An analysis of his writings on Protestants does not supply an overwhelmingly 

positive or negative answer in part because his representations could be contradictory. His focus 

on climate, geography, and demography characteristic of his De l’esprit des lois suggested a kind 

of determinism, which inevitably led to religious and political freedom or despotism. Such an 

ipso facto correlation seems to run counter to the more humanistic ideals spread by other 

Enlightenment philosophes. In a way, the shift from his Lettres persanes to De l’esprit des lois 

suggests the tension between prescriptive and descriptive tendencies in the Enlightenment. As 

with Voltaire’s account, Montesquieu highlighted the farcical characteristics of society — its 

sectarian violence and irrational customs — in order to suggest reform, but in his later work, his 

emphasis on natural laws avoided prescription in favor of description. Montesquieu ended his 

literary career by recognizing, perhaps, the greatest lesson of the Enlightenment. Man was the 

product of his natural and social environment and this led to innumerable cultural variations and 

the cultural incommensurability of man’s nearly infinite number of customs, ideas, and 

institutions. 

Protestant Multivalence in the Encyclopédie 

Unlike the individual writings of Voltaire or Montesquieu, the Encyclopédie was the 

product of many authors. For this reason, a study of the seventeen volumes published from 1751 

to 1765 provides a chance to study a range of possible representations of Protestants. Overall, the 

Encyclopedists valued difference. Like Montesquieu, they sought to define and understand these 

differences. For them, Protestantism was symbolic of the inevitable variation inherent to the 
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human condition.45 In the article entitled, “Protestant,” the anonymous author echoed tropes 

similar to those employed by Bossuet in his L’histoire des variations.  

One has worked in vain for the reunion of all the Protestants – Lutherans and 
Calvinists. Bucer and Melanchton, from the commencement of these troubles of 
religion, worked mightily to establish a system that all the Protestants might 
equally adopt; but the various pretensions of the different parties that arise from 
day to day among these sectarians, pose an invincible obstacle to this; and 
therefore still today they are divided into so many branches.46 
 

Bossuet used the fragmentation of Protestant communities to undermine the validity of their 

theological claims.  He believed that a unified Christian Church was still a possibility. The 

Encyclopedists did not share this same belief. They took Bossuet’s argument to its logical 

conclusion — a single uniform Protestantism was impossible, which made the reunification of 

Catholicism and Protestantism an absolute farce. Instead, the Encyclopedists embraced pluralism 

and sought to document these divisions in order to understand religious difference and to 

promote toleration. 

 The variations of Protestantism stood as a testament to the inevitability of difference and 

the inability of Christians to create a universal church of believers. The number of articles 

devoted to the different sects of Protestantism signaled this difference. “Adiaphoristes,” 

“Ambrosiens,” “Anabaptistes,” “Arminianisme,” “Arminiens,” “Calvinisme,” “Calvinists,” 

“Conformist (non-),” “Cornaristes,” “Gomaristes,” “Église Anglicaine,” “Huguenot,” 

“Independant,” “Labadistes,” Luthéranisme,” “Luthérien,” “Mennonites,” “Piétistes,” 

“Présbytériens,” “Protestant,” “Puritains,” “Quaker,” “Religionnaire,” “Remontrans,” 

                                                 
45 For a discussion of Diderot’s philosophy of cultural incommensurability and his anti-imperialism, see Sankar 
Muthu, Enlightenment Against Empire, (Princeton; Princeton University Press, 2003).  

46 Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (Paris, 1751-1765), s.v., “Protestant,” 
13:506.  
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“Sacramentaires,” “Schismatique,” “Sociniens,” “Unitaires,” and “Zuingliens” all receive their 

own treatment – some confined to a single paragraph, others spanning pages. In most articles, the 

emphasis on religious division served as further evidence of the impossibility of religious union. 

In the article on Lutherans, the anonymous author divided the sect even further. Some were 

named after levels of Lutheran piety – “Luthérien mitigé,” “Luthériene relâché,” and “Luthérien 

rigide” — and others were categorized as hybrids derived from the dual importance of Luther 

and another religious leader – “Luthero-Calviniste,” “Luthero-Osiandrien,” “Luthero-Papiste,” 

and “Luthero-Zuinglien.”47 A catalog of difference then seemed to preclude the creation of a 

homogenous religious culture — the pursuit of which was unnatural in a world best characterized 

by difference and only “caused torrents of blood to flow,” noted the French Calvinist and co-

editor of the Encyclopédie, Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt.48 

 The Encyclopedists employed representations of Protestants in order to comment on the 

atrocities of the Wars of Religion and ultimately to deride the murderous tendencies of religious 

fanaticism coupled with political power. Diderot’s pithy and powerful article “Journée de la 

Saint-Barthélemy,” spoke to the memory of the Wars of Religion and its profound impact on his 

philosophy.  

Saint Bartholomew’s Day, a day that will be abhorrent forever, the crimes of 
which, unequalled in the history of the world, were conceived, planned, and 
prepared over two long years and culminated in the capital of this kingdom, in 
most of our large cities and even in the palace of our kings on August 24, 1572 

                                                 
47 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Luthérien,” 9:757. Lutheranism is just one of many examples of this sectarian division within 
a single “sect.” One only needs consult the conclusion of Mallet’s article on Anabaptists, where twenty-six different 
sects are said to have emerged from Anabaptism. See Encyclopédie, s.v., “Anabatistes,” 1:393. The authors of the 
Encyclopédie also emphasized the religious divisions within Catholicism and Judaism. This further reflected their 
desire for encyclopedic detail, but also reflected the universality of cultural particularism.   

48 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Huguenot,” 8: 333. For a brief account of Jaucourt’s life and role in the composition and 
publication history of the Encyclopédie see Richard N. Schwab, “Un Encyclopédiste Huguenot: Le Chevalier de 
Jaucourt,” BSHPF 2 (1962): 45-75. 
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with the massacre of several thousand people.... I do not have the strength to say 
any more.49  
 

The levels of violence left Diderot rhetorically exhausted. Elsewhere, Diderot summoned the 

strength to express a sentiment befitting the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre – of “one half of 

the nation bathing itself, out of piety, in the blood of the other half.”50 Jean le Rond d’Alembert, 

a co-editor of the Encyclopédie, too recognized that religious zeal had led to unspeakable 

consequences — the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, d’Alembert told the reader, was a 

subject, “which every good Frenchmen would wish to erase from our history with his own 

blood.”51 In his preliminary discourse, d’Alembert noted “theological despotism or prejudice 

won out. A tribunal whose name still cannot be spoken without fear in France,”52 the Inquisition, 

symbolized  misguided and unnecessary bloodshed. For many of the Encyclopedists, the Saint 

Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and the Inquisition resulted not from political or social anarchy, 

but from the disadvantageous character of a close relationship between Church and State. 

Whereas Diderot found the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre to be an unspeakable 

event, he and others had no problem discussing the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, another 

more recent and equally regrettable example of “royal power as fanaticism’s handmaiden,” to 

borrow David Bell’s phrase.53 In his article entitled, “Réfugiés,” Diderot revealed the 

machinations of the “enemies of all freedom of thought,” who “reign in the shadow of 

                                                 
49 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Journée de la Saint-Barthelemy,” 8:898. 

50 Diderot, Essai sur le mérite et la vertu, quoted in Daniel Gordon, Citizens without Sovereignty, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1994), 82. 

51 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Genève,” 7:578. 

52 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Discours préliminaire,” 1:xxiv. 

53 David Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2001), 31. 
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ignorance.” Their “blind and rash zeal,” left unchecked by the State, resulted in the loss of “close 

to a million industrious men.” The State’s unwillingness to regulate either side of the Christian 

schism — Catholic or Protestant — resulted in the abuse of absolutist power, which left society 

in perpetual conflict whereas toleration of differences could lead to “perfect harmony.” If the 

state punished the “agitator” of society, regardless of religious affiliation, “citizens vying with 

each other to be useful to the country and faithful to the prince” would lead to a better French 

political system and economy.54 

Protestant heterodoxy reinforced the need for some sort of state sponsored religious 

toleration. Protestants benefitted from toleration and society at large prospered when religions 

coexisted peacefully. In the article on the counter-Remonstrant movement in the Netherlands, 

entitled “Gomaristes,” Edme-François Mallet, the primary author of the Encyclopedia’s 

theological articles, commended the Dutch for giving civil toleration to the Arminians. Dutch 

magistrates recognized that:  

for the sake of peace, they should refrain from getting involved in religious 
disputes, permit theologians to speak and write as they please, let them meet in 
congress if they wish and come to a decision for themselves in these matters and 
above all, that no one should be persecuted on religious grounds alone.55 
 

Like Montesquieu, Mallet believed that the State should check religious agitators, not force a 

religion on the population. In cases where intolerance persisted, violence continued and on 

occasion had the unintended effect of promoting the “heretical” faith. “To persecute a sect,” as 

the anonymous author of the article on “Puritans” adeptly noted, was “to make it interesting.”56  

                                                 
54 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Réfugiés,” 13: 907. 

55 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Gomaristes,” 7:735. 

56 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Puritains,” 13:581-2. 
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Protestantism also acted as a foil for the negative effects of freedom of conscience. In the 

article, “Réformation,” Protestant principles accorded to the individual the right to interpret 

Scripture without the guidance of any “legitimate authority.” The anonymous author questioned 

what such unrestrained liberty of conscience meant for society.  

Their principles of according to each individual the right to decide his faith based 
on his knowledge of the scriptures and of not recognizing any legitimate authority 
for the deciding of questions of faith, have led to variations and a multitude of 
groups during the two centuries of Protestantism. 
 

Such an unrestrained, “individual prerogative” led to “fanaticism,” which overturned “all that is 

solidly established concerning faith and morals.”  The author concluded that the term 

“Réformation” was a “derogatory title” — noting the errant and novel reforms made against the 

Catholic faith.57 In a select few articles, the continued use of  other derogatory terms like 

“prétendus réformés” or the “so-called reformers or reformed ones” spoke to the continued and 

lingering presence of more traditional Catholic arguments.58  

Many of the articles on Protestant sects recognized that the transition from the freedom of 

conscience and right to interpret Scripture to a violent enthusiastic fervor was a common, but not 

a universal, chain of events. Mallet argued in his article on Anabaptists that Luther’s original 

protests upset society to such a degree that the earliest Anabaptists took spiritual liberty for 

liberty from feudalism. German peasants “intended to exterminate” the nobility, who in turn, 

took up arms against them. Luther later protested against the peasant violence, only to have his 

                                                 
57 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Réformation,” 13:890-1. Diderot’s devotion to providing an “objective” compendium of 
eighteenth century knowledge meant that the Encyclopedie drew on a variety of different sources replete with their 
own levels of bias. Several historians have shown the pivotal role of Protestant scholarship to this enlightened 
corpora; Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697-1702), the Protestant English compendium 
Cyclopaedia (1728) of Ephraim Chambers, and the Lutheran pastor, Johann Jacob Brucker’s five volume study, 
entitled Historia critica philosophiae (1742-1744) informed the opinions of many of the Encyclopedists, if they 
were not outright copied from these sources. See Geoffrey Adams, The Huguenots and French Opinion, 1685-1787, 
see chapter 8; John Lough, The Encyclopédie (Geneva: Slatkine, 1971), 196-270. 

58 The phrase is used in the articles “Réformation”(13:890-1), “Apostasie”(1:535), and “Religion” (14:88). 
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own doctrines held up as evidence for their cause. “Such were the results of the fanaticism into 

which Luther himself had plunged Germany by the freedom of his opinions.”59 Yet the violence 

characteristic of the sixteenth century was not an inevitable conclusion of the introduction of 

freedom of conscience, as a few groups reasoned their way to peace. Mallet concluded his article 

by highlighting the similarities between Anabaptists and Quakers in England, where their moral 

conduct and ascetic lifestyle mirrored one another. In Jaucourt’s article on Quakers, he 

juxtaposed the Anabaptists to the Society of Friends in different terms. While these two groups 

shared common beliefs concerning baptism and sacraments, Anabaptists, unlike their pacifist 

cousins, were “a repulsive bunch of rustic and ferocious men who carried their fanaticism as far 

as human nature can go when abandoned to its passions.”60 Enthusiasm and imagination were 

generally derided by the philosophes, but if enthusiasm led to the rejection of violence and the 

promotion of reason — in the case of Quakers – then they commended their use of free inquiry.  

Quakers were the ideal example of positive religious enthusiasm. In his article on 

Quakers, Jaucourt replicated many of the themes used by Voltaire. Religious orthodoxy initially 

derided the sect, known for their trembling, but eventually Quaker “morality forced respect.”61 

Like Voltaire, Jaucourt also recognized that Quaker doctrines resembled those ideals often 

associated with Enlightenment thought. Enthusiasm had encouraged George Fox and other early 

Quakers to promote the sage qualities of “frugality, temperance, modesty, and contemplation.” 

Natural rights resulted from God — men and women both share in the Inner Light needed to 

reach salvation. Quaker equality manifested equally in every aspect of Quaker life. They 
                                                 
59 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Anabatistes,” 1:392-3. 

60 Ibid., 13:348. The italics are mine. Voltaire used the exact line “rustic and ferocious men” to refer to Anabaptists 
in his Essai sur les moeurs, published the previous decade. Really, much of his article on Quakers is pulled from 
Voltaire’s previous writings on the peaceful people. See Voltaire, Essai, ii, 262.  

61 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Quaker,” 13:348-9. 
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addressed “kings and charcoal makers alike.” The natural equality of man even expanded to 

issues concerning war and slavery, which Quakers famously abhorred to the point that they 

ostracized themselves from political and civil society. According to Jaucourt, Quakerism “is the 

most reasonable system and the most perfect ever imagined.”62 Many philosophes lauded 

Quakerism for providing a theological code, which promoted a stable society. 

Whereas Quakers represented an ideal Christian moral code, Socinians acted as a mirror 

for the epistemological ideals of the Enlightenment — when reason outweighed, if not replaced, 

revelation.63 Socinians rejected the Holy Trinity, in favor of a vision of Jesus as a non-divine 

messenger or teacher. By the eighteenth century, many associated Socinian doctrines with 

skepticism, despite the fact that the earliest followers believed in miracles. Unsurprisingly, 

Jacques-André Naigeon, a devout atheist and member of d’Holbach’s coterie, chose to lavish 

praise on the one sect that seemed as close to the Deist and atheist values associated with the 

radical Enlightenment.  In his article on Unitarians – the Transylvanian branch of the Socinian 

tradition – Naigeon argued that Socinians emerged out of a hardened theological debate in which 

they utilized all the rational tools available in order to align their doctrines with both Scripture 

and nature.  

The Socinians were thus a sect of hidden deists as are found in all Christian 
countries, who in order to philosophize peacefully and freely without having to 
fear being pursued by the law and magistrates, employed all their sagacity, 
dialectic, and subtlety to reconcile with as much science, skill and verisimilitude 
as possible the theological and metaphysical hypotheses laid out in Scripture with 
those they had chosen.64 

                                                 
62 Ibid. The italics are mine. 

63 J.G.A. Pocock, Barbarism and Religion vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 27, 53. Pocock 
examines, what he calls a Protestant Enlightenment. The Armenian tradition moved in the “Socinian direction,” 
preferring moderation in religious matters. Often, Socinian became a type of “swear word” in the eighteenth century 
for those chose paths towards moderation and toleration. 

64 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Unitaires,” 17:387-401. 
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Unlike Mallet, the author of many articles on Protestant sects in the Encyclopédie, Naigeon 

explicitly used Unitarians to attack the Catholic Church. Arguments based on Revelation made 

no headway against the Socinians who preferred profane over sacred explanations. Socinians 

demolished the “visibility, indestructibility, infallibility, and the other traits or prerogatives of the 

[Catholic] church.” “An imperceptible nuance” then separated the Socinian from the Deist, 

which in turn tumbled into Pyrrhonnian skepticism and finally atheism.65  

By connecting a branch of Protestantism to skepticism and atheism, Naigeon reiterated an 

argument used by Catholics to deter those susceptible to conversion, but for many of the 

Encyclopedists, Socinians were commendable, not for prompting a transition to atheism, but for 

their moral sentiment. In d’Alembert’s article on “Geneva,” the city on “two hills” represented 

the direct implementation of the Socinian, Protestant moral sentiment. They emphasized “utility” 

over the “necessity” of revelation. Like Naigeon, d’Alembert propped up Socinianism as that 

“perfect” faith, whose followers “reject everything called ‘mystery’ and imagine that the first 

principle of a true religion in not to propose any belief that conflicts with reason.”66 In doing so, 

the Encyclopedists created a type of redeemable Christianity, equally opposed to the Catholic 

Church as they were proponents of a new rational epistemology.  

 In a way, the Encyclopedists’ mission to collect, preserve, and catalog knowledge of the 

various Protestant sects represented the variegated opinions of the time, but it also challenged 

those philosophies that idolized homogeneity in political practice and in religious thought. 

Protestants, then, caused Diderot, d’Alembert, Jaucourt, Mallet, and the several anonymous 

authors of the articles discussed above to consider the State’s relationship to religion, but also to 

                                                 
65 Ibid. 

66 Encyclopédie, s.v., “Genève,” 7:578. The ministers of Geneva, overwhelmingly of Calvinist stock, renounced 
d’Alembert’s portrayal of their city and the imputation of their Socinianism. See Adams, Ch. 8. 
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reflect on how religious expression might benefit or detract from society as a whole. The history 

of the Wars of Religion stood for enthusiasm run awry, but many of the Encyclopedists found 

other cases where religious enthusiasm resulted in surprisingly enlightened ideals — in 

particular, those associated with pacifism, reason, pluralism, and equality. 

The Reformed and Rousseau 

 Rousseau is often seen as an outsider of the Enlightenment, as a philosopher whose 

greatest impact came during the Revolution, and whose basic corpora differed greatly from many 

of his contemporaries.67 Yet, in many ways, Rousseau’s representations of Protestants 

complemented those employed by Voltaire, Montesquieu, and the Encyclopedists. He too 

employed discussions of Protestantism in order to examine the possibility of difference, the 

combination of reason and revelation, and the ideal religious form for a stable society. 

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau hailed from Geneva, where he grew up in the Calvinist Church. 

Many historians have found it difficult to determine Rousseau’s own religious beliefs, in part 

because they remained in flux for most of his life. He formally converted from Calvinism to 

Catholicism in 1730, espoused Deism in 1748, and later returned to the Calvinist Church. What 

is certain is that Calvinism and the Calvinist community of Geneva remained important to his 

diverse body of work. His return from Paris to Geneva in the 1750s also inaugurated the period 

in which he wrote the majority of his most famous works — La Nouvelle Héloïse, où Julie 

(1761), Du contrat social, Principes du droit politique (1762), and Emile, où De l’éducation 

(1762). All of these texts offer interesting insight into his view of Protestantism, but his earliest 

foray into literature and the debate over Protestantism came in the late 1750s, when Voltaire — 

once an idol of Rousseau — offended the Calvinist ministers of Geneva by holding theatrical 
                                                 
67 See Robert Wokler, Rousseau, the Age of Enlightenment, and Their Legacies, edited by Bryan Garsten (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012).  
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performances on his estate, and soon D’Alembert joined the fray by defaming the Calvinist 

community for their short-sighted efforts to stop the theatre. Rousseau’s retort took the form of 

his Lettre à d’Alembert sur les spectacles, which combated the growing importance of Voltaire 

in the city more than it aimed at defending the Calvinist leaders of Geneva.68 Despite their 

philosophical differences, both Voltaire and Rousseau shared many common understandings of 

Protestantism.  

 Registered as a Calvinist during his time in Geneva in the 1750s and 1760s, Rousseau 

was still most certainly a Deist. Like Voltaire and d’Alembert, he sought out sects of 

Protestantism that resembled his Deist beliefs. Socinianism seemed to reflect his own interests in 

a rational religion capable of instilling moral values suitable to social stability. In his epistolary 

novel, La Nouvelle Héloïse, Rousseau tried to find a balance between revelation and extreme 

skepticism. Like many Christian theologians and philosophes before him, his aversion to atheism 

was a prominent theme in this novel. The atheist husband Wolmar and his Calvinist wife, Julie, 

the titular character, both end up questioning and abandoning their dogmatic beliefs by the close 

of the novel. Julie’s lover, the teacher from humble origins, Saint-Preux, facilitated this transition 

by forcing the characters to closely examine their beliefs. Julie left the rigid and austere 

Calvinism of her childhood behind, professing on her deathbed Socinian doctrines. Wolmar, too, 

seemed to be on the verge of renouncing his atheism in favor of the same reasonable faith 

adopted by his wife. It was reason, in the face of life’s concerns, that brought the two 

protagonists to the most Deist of Protestant religions — Socinianism.69 La Nouvelle Héloïse met 

                                                 
68 See Rousseau, Rousseau, Citoyen de Genève, à M. d’Alembert, de l’Académie française, de l’Académie royale des 
sciences de paris, etc.; sur son article ‘Genève’ dans le septième volume de l’Encyclopédie, et particulièrement sur 
le projet d’établir un theater de comédie en cette ville (Geneva, 1758). 

69 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Héloïse, où Julie (Neuchatel, 1761). 
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strict censure in France and later Geneva in part because of the enlightened image of the 

Calvinist, turned Socinian, female protagonist. While Rousseau combated the banning of his 

novel, he began work on another text that addressed Protestantism directly.  

 In Rousseau’s Du contrat social, published in April 1762, he arraigned both Jews and 

Christians for their exclusivity, which bred intolerance and civil tension. The most obvious 

example of this “terrible” tendency was the Revocation.70 Rousseau initially included a tribute to 

Protestantism, but seeing as his sentimental novel’s official rejection was predicated on his 

positive presentation of the Reformed faith, Rousseau redacted the following paean to 

Protestantism. “Experience teaches us that, of all the Christian sects, the Protestant is not only 

the wisest and gentlest but also the most peaceful and sociable… It is the only sect which 

recognizes the integrity of the laws and the authority of the prince.”71 His emphasis on the gentle, 

peaceful, and loyal character of Protestantism was an obvious homage to the Revocation and its 

effects, but it also underscored his preference for a religion capable of sponsoring social stability. 

Like Voltaire, Rousseau recognized the shared blame between both Catholics and Protestants for 

the horrors of the Wars of Religion and its aftereffects (i.e. the Revocation of the Edict of 

Nantes). The adoption of a simple, civil-minded Deism, for Rousseau, seemed to be the only 

solution against the problem of fanaticism. Civil religion better suited human difference or 

variations of opinion better than Christianity, which often propagated the understanding that 

disbelief had profound — even damnable — effects for one’s afterlife.72  

                                                 
70 In the third volume, Rousseau explicitly discusses the plight of the Huguenot population in a post-Revocation 
world. He argues that French Calvinists had been placed in a peculiar situation following the Revocation, when 
Louis XIV made it illegal to leave the country. In a way then, these Protestants were not allowed to be subjects or 
foreigners; they were tolerated and proscribed. See Rousseau, Du contrat social; ou, Principes de Droit politique, in 
Oeuvres completes, ed. by Pléiade, 4 vols (Paris, 1959-69) vol. 3, 344. 

71 Rousseau, Du contrat social, cited in Adams, The Huguenots and French Opinion, 151. 

72 Rousseau, Du contrat social, vol. 3, 469. 
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  Rousseau further explained his devotion to civil religion in his Emile, published only a 

month after his Du contrat social. Again, when the occasion to discuss Protestantism presented 

itself, Rousseau emphasized the need of the state and of religion to promote social stability. The 

Savoyard vicar and teacher informed his pupil, the young Emile that a type of sound morality 

exists within all religions. This universal principle then should be expressed both by the Church 

and the state. The Catholic vicar argued that if a Protestant stumbled into his parish, he “would 

make no distinction” between the Protestant and his flock. When addressing the issue of 

conversion, he further undermined Louis XIV’s efforts to forcibly convert the French Calvinist 

population to Catholicism.  

I believe that to urge someone to abandon the faith in which he was born is to 
urge that person to do wrong and thus to do wrong to oneself. While waiting upon 
greater illumination to reach them, let us above all preserve public order. We 
should respect the laws of all countries and not disturb the public worship which 
those laws proscribe. Let us not incite citizens to disobedience because, while we 
cannot know for sure whether or not it is a benefit for them to abandon their 
religious convictions for new ones, we do know that it is wrong to disobey the 
laws.73  
 

Rousseau may have held Deism or at least a civil religion on high, but, more importantly, he 

recognized that mandatory conversion did a disservice for both the individual and society at 

large. 

 Like Voltaire, Montesquieu, and the Encyclopedists, Rousseau emphasized the primary 

importance of social stability. Despite his background with the Calvinist Church in Geneva, he 

wrote comparatively little on their beliefs, practices, or communities. Rousseau focused on a 

civil religion in most of his works. When he did discuss Calvinism specifically, or Protestantism 

in general, he used the opportunity to discuss his opinions on church-state relations, the general 

primacy of collective security and the utility of the individual, and the inherent dangers of 

                                                 
73 Rousseau, Emile, où de l’éducation, ed. by F. and P. Richard (Paris, 1964), 383.  
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Christian dogma. For Rousseau, the purpose of religion was to support the state, to safeguard it 

from religious fanaticism, while protecting each individual’s basic freedom of conscience. 

Christianity had forever tainted itself, necessitating a civil religion that embodied the positive 

impulses like Socinian reason. 

***** 

What does this exposé of difference tell us about the Enlightenment? A basic tension existed in 

Enlightenment discourses between generality and variation, between the pursuit of universal 

principles and philosophical particularism. A study of both the history of or the differences 

between Protestant groups allowed the philosophes to discuss the nearly endless variations of 

individual beliefs, ideas, or preferences. In their study of difference, they often tried to derive 

universal principles. They concluded by arguing that difference did not result from theological 

truth, but rather climate, location, and tradition determined one’s religious association. Amidst so 

much difference, the dream of creating a homogeneous society — like that harbored by Louis 

XIV — remained pointless. Pluralism was the only reasonable conclusion. Only the toleration of 

variation could safe-guard France from further sectarian conflict.  

 Common to Voltaire, Montesquieu, the Encyclopedists, and Rousseau was the belief that 

certain sects of Protestants better exemplified the ideals of the Enlightenment. The image of the 

Quaker or the Socinian in Voltaire, the Encyclopedists, and Rousseau’s writings reflected the 

Enlightenment’s belief in the flexibility and mutability of human society. In Montesquieu’s 

oeuvre, he occasionally commended Protestantism as a more suitable religion for economic 

prosperity. Reason and the rejection of a strict sense of dogma had allowed Protestants to 

become a more enlightened, if not a more “progressive” form of Christianity. Protestants were 

not mere replicas of the earlier reformers harboring secret desires of reigniting the Wars of 
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Religion. They turned away from the celestial to focus on the terrestrial realm. Their 

communities evolved, further fragmented, and some used their own reason to develop new 

Protestant communities. Protestants were more readily capable of enlightened reform and thus 

deserving of legal toleration in France. Enlightened discussions of Protestantism allowed the 

philosophes to formulate arguments in favor of pluralism, so that in the second half of the 

eighteenth century, defenders of toleration found a ready ally in the form of the Protestant 

community. What does this tell us about the relationship between the Enlightenment and 

Christianity? French enlightened thinkers did not just hate all Christians and l’infâme did not fuel 

all Christians. Rather, their willingness to celebrate certain branches of Christianity revealed 

their lingering hope to find a Christian system compatible with their enlightened beliefs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PROTESTANTS AND CITIZENSHIP 

The last chapter examined Protestantism as an abstract problem in the French 

Enlightenment. This chapter focuses on the practical political issues addressed by representations 

of Protestants during the decades leading up to the French Revolution. The fiction of a Catholic 

France could not compete with the non-fictional presence of so many Protestants in the country. 

In the eighteenth century, Protestants and non-Protestants began to address this divide between 

political fantasy and reality. By the 1780s, considerable headway had been made, prompting 

Louis-Sébastien Mercier to observe, with some certainty, that “[the Protestants] do not insult, in 

any manner, the recognized religion, nor do they profess to; they are peaceful, laborious, and 

wait in silence for a change that the moral and political philosophers are destined to bring.”1 And 

with the penning of this endorsement, Mercier captured the predominant tactics chosen by those 

men of letters, who framed Protestantism in terms of social stability and utility, rather than 

anarchy or idleness. The defenders of Protestantism discussed in this chapter chose to downplay 

l’esprit protestant in favor of a secular image of the Frenchmen. The past was the past and the 

Protestant of the eighteenth century was no longer the Protestant of the Wars of Religion. In their 

private lives, they could practice their faith. In their public ones, Protestants became Frenchmen.  

As this chapter will show as well, Mercier correctly emphasized the disproportionate role 

that the “moral and political philosophers” played in reshaping the public image of 

Protestantism, but he failed to recognize the efforts of Protestant leaders themselves in shaping 

the Protestant’s image. In order to emphasize the latter point, this chapter will be bookended by 

the writings of two prominent Protestant intellectuals — Antoine Court and Rabaut Saint-

                                                 
1 Louis-Sébastien Mercier, Le Tableau de Paris, vol. 2 (Amsterdam: Virchaux and Compagnie, 1782), 70. 
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Étienne. In keeping with Mercier’s statement, this chapter will focus on three intellectuals that 

popularized the politics of Protestantism — Voltaire, Turgot, and Malesherbes. While their tracts 

were primarily devoted to tolerance, they necessarily contended with a number of other cultural 

and political factors. Were Frenchmen defined by religion or by law? Was tolerance preferable to 

the eschatological pursuit of universal conversion? If so, what guarded society from fanatical 

violence and civil war? What role should the monarch play in a society guided by religious 

tolerance? Representations of Protestants often served as a vehicle for other important 

discussions, many of which were vital for the political culture of pre-revolutionary France. 

French men and women invoked Protestantism over issues concerning the nation, the citizen, the 

law, and the separation of Church and State.  

Common to all the sections in this chapter is a type of “forgetting” or dissociation.2 Most 

explicitly mentioned the shift between the intolerant, fanatical Protestants of the past and the 

more peaceful, laborious, and loyal Protestants of the present. Protestants lost many of their 

distinct characteristics. Relatively few thinkers represented Protestants as naturally republican, as 

individualistic to a fault, or as inherently fanatical. These were the features of a bygone 

Protestantism. Only an etiolated community, plagued by periodic violence and a lack of central 

authority, remained.  

“Contrapuntal Readings” in the Apologetic Corpus of Antoine Court 

Most often, when historians discuss Antoine Court, they credit him with the survival of 

the French Calvinist community; and indeed, it was Court who organized underground Calvinist 

revivals in the south of France during the Regency following Louis XIV’s death in 1715. In the 

previous fifteen years, violence had broken out in the Cévennes region of southern France. From 

                                                 
2 See Paul Ricœur, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: Chicago University Press: 2004). 
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1702 to 1704, outright guerrilla war wreaked havoc on the countryside between Calvinists, 

Catholics, and the King’s dragoon forces. The revolt finally ended in 1715 after years of sporadic 

conflict. The actions of the Camisard “rebels” appalled Court, which he saw as undermining his 

vision of a theologically and politically uniform, as well as moderate, “French Protestant” creed. 

For Court, the Calvinist faith needed to be viewed as conservative and rational as opposed to 

fanatical and violent. In August 1715, a clandestine national synod convened at which Court 

proposed a complete overhaul of Calvinist church structure. He called for open-air services, the 

re-creation of consistories and synods (by which means the population might be effectively 

policed), and the replacement of inexperienced pastors, especially the lay leaders, known as 

prédicants who had guided communities in the absence of trained pastors, by thoroughly 

educated ministers. Not everyone followed Court’s suit. Pastor Jacques Basnage urged Calvinists 

throughout southern France to avoid these large outdoor worship sessions.3 In 1724, the Bourbon 

throne outlawed such secret meetings and placed a price on Antoine Court’s head. He fled 

France for Lausanne, just over the French-Swiss border where he opened a seminary, aided by 

English and Dutch funds. Students at Court’s school received theological training and came into 

contact with some of the most innovative religious thinkers of the time — Newton’s friend, Jean-

Alphonse Turrettini, and Antoine-Noë Polier de Bottens, later contributor to Diderot’s 

Encyclopédie, to name a few. For the remainder of Court’s life, he concentrated on the education 

                                                 
3 See Jacques Basnage, Instruction et lettre pastorale aux réformés de France (Rotterdam, 1719). This work’s 
second publishing occurred during the War of Austrian succession in the hopes of subduing possible Protestant 
protest. Its reprinting caused Antoine Court and Armand de la Chapelle, a minister of a Walloon Church at the 
Hague, to reply and to reiterate the importance of a public presence for the spiritual well-being of the populace. See 
Antoine Court, Réponse à la lettre sur les assemblées (Geneva, 1745); Armand de la Chapelle, La nécessité du culte 
public (The Hague, 1746). 
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of pastors, many of whom crossed the border to preach illegally to the remaining incognito 

Calvinists in France.4  

While Antoine Court’s educational and organizational efforts to reconstruct the Calvinist 

community in the south of France have been the subject of several studies, fewer historians have 

analyzed his writings in light of the larger Enlightenment. Court emphasized a loyal, industrious, 

and peaceful image of Calvinists while de-emphasizing the republican, individualistic, and 

violent character of the Protestant population. In the process, he promoted a type of moderate 

Calvinism, which balanced the importance of revelation with reason. He played a significant role 

in what might be termed a Protestant Enlightenment taking place during the Désert period.5 

Court paid homage to the rising intellectual trend of the Enlightenment as much as he 

sought to correct its misgivings about the Protestant population. Court’s most important writing 

from this period, the Lettre d’un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France (1756), 

commonly employed terms familiar to the enlightened individual: tolerance, nation, patriotism, 

and rights, to list a few. The choice of “patriote” in the title of Court’s apology sought to 

displace distinctions like Catholic and Protestant. L’esprit protestant lost its place to “cet esprit 

de patriotisme qui convient à tout véritable citoyen” — this spirit of patriotism that comes to 

every true citizen.6 It is important to note that when Court used terms like “patrie” or “nation,” he 

did not use them like later revolutionaries did, but like his sixteenth-century constitutionalist 

predecessors. The “nation” was not synonymous with the population as a whole. Nor did he use 

this term with the idea of a social contract or natural rights in mind. He was not claiming the 

                                                 
4 The best account of Antoine Court’s career remains Edmund Hugues, Antoine Court. Histoire de la restauration 
du protestantisme en France au XVIIIe siècle 2 vols (Paris, 1872). 

5 See Pocock, Barbarism and Religion; Sorkin, The Religious Enlightenment.  

6 Antoine Court, Lettre d’un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France,  (Lausanne, 1756), 47. 
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right to change the ancient constitution of France, nor dramatically alter the hierarchical social 

order of the Ancien Regime. His “nation” referred less to natural rights and more to “positive 

rights.”7 Court called for the “restitution to Protestants of a part of their ancient privileges.”8 The 

protection of the law and the state designated citizenship, and justification for these laws 

required some discussion of the past and past politics. The Protestant needed the law to be turned 

into a Frenchmen and, in order to make the Protestant case, Court needed to contend with the set 

of associations that legitimized the Revocation.  

Arguably, one of the most lasting anti-Protestant tropes was their inherent 

republicanism.9 Court argued against the republican-Calvinist connection espoused by a wide 

variety of thinkers including Jean Novi de Caveirac, ill-reputed Catholic author of a defense of 

both the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and the Revocation and one of Court’s staunchest 

critics,10 along with the first-class philosophe, Montesquieu as was noted in the last chapter.11 

Both authors of different ideological bents ended their debates in the same place. The 

Reformation’s freedom of conscience had done more than just “disenchant” the world of 

                                                 
7 David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2001), 25. 

8 Court, Lettre d’un patriote, 25. 

9 On the anti-Protestant, Catholic discourse of Huguenot republicanism, see Arthur Herman, “The Huguenot 
Republic and Antirepublicanism in Seventeenth-Century France,” Journal of the History of Ideas 53 (1992): 249-
269; Claude Nicolet, L’idée républicaine en France (1789-1924): Essai d’histoire critique (Paris: Gallimard, 1995), 
esp. Ch.1. 

10 Jean Novi de Caveirac, Paradoxes intéressans sur la cause et les effets de la révocation de l'Edit de Nantes, la 
dépopulation & répopulation du royaume, l'intolérance civile & rigoureuse d'un gouvernement. Pour servir de 
réponse à la Lettre d'un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France. Avec une dissertation sur la 
journée de la S. Barthelemi. (Paris, 1758). 

11 Court had already launched an attack against Montesquieu and Voltaire, who had employed a similar republican-
Huguenot connection in his Le Siecle de Louis XIV, in Le patriote français et impartial ou réponse à la lettre de M. 
l'Evêque d'Agen à M. le Contrôleur Général Contre la Tolérance des Huguenots, en datte du 1. mai 1751. But these 
criticisms of the philosophes were not as severe in this volume as in his Lettre d'un patriote sur la tolérance civile 
des Protestants de France (1756). 
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Catholic piety. The Reformation had entered into the realm of politics.12 This transition was 

equally natural as was to be expected. Antoine Court defended the Calvinist population against 

charges of inherent republicanism in two ways. First, in contesting this notion, Court argued 

against Montesquieu’s notion of a natural affinity between Catholicism and monarchy. Was not 

the Pope the head of a spiritual republic? Were not bishops and priests truly republicans in this 

international republic? And did not the Protestant population lack such a clearly defined 

hierarchical structure? The Protestant was a true “patriot” both in politics and in spirit because 

only the sovereign rested atop its hierarchical society. Surely, the mutual assistance between 

England and the Anglican Church was proof of the benefit of a Protestant population.13 Second, 

the evidence that Protestants only prospered in republics throughout Europe was remarkably 

incorrect to Court, who argued that the Danish King, an iron fisted despot, ruled over a large 

population of Protestants. The Prussian monarchy also benefitted from its Protestant population. 

In areas where a republican government existed – in Switzerland, where Court lived — the State 

had no positive or negative effect on the religion of their polity.14 In terms of royal loyalty or 

Christian belief, republicanism had not affected the Calvinist population nor did Protestants seem 

to have an innate desire for republics.   

If Protestants did not inherently prefer republics, if they were not “anti-souverain par 

nature,” then how did one explain the religious violence of preceding generations? Were they 

                                                 
12 See Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion trans. by Oscar Burge 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), xiii. Gauchet uses “disenchantment” to signal the growing distance 
between the celestial and terrestrial sphere. This differs from Max Weber’s use of the word in terms of the growing 
importance of reason. For Max Weber’s essay, where his theory of “disenchantment” appears see Max Weber, 
“Science as Vocation,” in The Vocation Essays: Politics as a Vocation; Science as a Vocation (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing, 2004), 13. 

13 Antoine Court, Lettre d’un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France, 65-73. 

14 Ibid, 59. 
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“rebels par essence,” as the ultra-Conservative Catholic, Joseph de Maistre claimed later in the 

eighteenth century?15 Just as the damaging evidence of the Wars of Religion proved to be the 

necessary fodder for the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, so too did the Camisard revolt in the 

South of France further legitimate the Revocation. This revolt proved for most Catholics that 

Protestant fanaticism fueled their subversive actions. Court did not deny that Protestants had 

committed atrocious crimes against the state. His three-volume Histoire des troubles des 

Cévennes, published in 1760, detailed many of the internecine conflicts, the “barbarous murder” 

of unbelievers, and even the misguided notions of the Calvinist Camisards — his entire portrayal 

of the intra-Christian conflict was remarkably objective. Fanaticism and subversion were not 

innate qualities in Protestants; instead, these Cévenol peasants merely reacted to the repressive 

measures of the Catholic clergy. By 1685, most Calvinists would have passively accepted the 

Revocation, according to Court, but they quickly learned that peaceful resolution was no longer 

on the royal court’s table. The Catholic desire to convert Protestants, to reunite the Christian 

faith, had “burdened consciences more and more,” with the end result of making would-be 

Catholics into “libertines, impious men, atheists, and finally rebels.”16 For Court, it was not 

Protestantism that led man to impiety and disbelief — the actions of religious violence disturbed 

consciences. These reactionary rebels defended themselves against their most immediate 

oppressor, the Catholic Church, not the crown. One generation of Camisard revolt was 

eventually replaced by a timorous population, in large part frightened from public worship, but 

loyal to the king. Protestants were not just religious dissidents, the enemy in a just Christian war, 

but were victims of Catholic aggression.  

                                                 
15 Joseph Marie de Maistre, “Réflexions sur le protestantisme,” in Oeuvres complètes de J. de Maistre: nouvelle 
édition contenant ses œuvres posthumes et toute sa correspondance inédite (Vitte et Perrussel, 1884), 76, 78-9. 

16 Antoine Court, Histoire des troubles des Cévennes ou de la guerre des Camisards (1760), vol. 2, 439. 
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Antoine Court coupled his narrative of victimization with an emphasis on the economic 

benefits of an enlightened absolutist policy of religious toleration. The return of the Protestant 

Diaspora to France promised economic benefits. First, the Protestant acumen for industry and 

commerce was well known and in no way was Court the first one to discuss Protestants in such a 

way. Catholics associated Protestants with finance in France since the seventeenth century. 

Barthélemy d’Herwarth, a famous French Protestant in French economic history and eventually 

the intendant des finances under Louis XIV, ascended in the government despite his faith. Élie 

Bénoist, a Protestant theologian, minister, and historian, noted that “public finance became the 

refuge of the Reformed, to whom other employment was refused.” Herwarth’s professional story, 

according to the twentieth century historian of French Protestantism, E. G. Léonard, was the 

genesis of the myth that Protestant theology fostered a propensity for modern capitalism.17 

Court’s audience would have readily made this association, so it was not surprising to find the 

entire blame for the recent economic downturn placed on the Revocation. Court saw the 

implications of the Revocation in many aspects of French society. Not only did the Revocation 

stunt French “industry,” but so too did the army and the state become less effective.18 Court 

noted that the economy bounced back rather quickly and this was due to the some 2,000,000 

Calvinists who remained and filled the void left by their brethren — a strategic overestimation.19 

If the king promulgated an edict within the span of ten years, perhaps a million more prosperous 

                                                 
17 As quoted in E. G. Léonard, Le Protestant français (Paris: Presses universitaires de France,  1953), 52. Emile-G. 
Léonard’s Le protestant français built off of a growing literature that debated the ethnographic nature of French 
Protestants. Their morality could not possibly cooperate with “l’esprit gaulois”. Léonard challenged the notion that 
Protestants were “others” residing within a Catholic France. Half history and half sociology, Léonard’s monograph 
pointed out that differences in geography, class background, and internal theological squabbling left French 
Calvinists as equally diverse as their Catholic neighbors. This historical ethnic diversity undermined Max Weber’s 
Protestant ethic argument.  

18 Antoine Court, Lettre d’un patriote sur la tolérance civile des protestans de France,  (Lausanne, 1756), 25-36. 

19 Ibid, 12, 98. 
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Protestants would return to the kingdom. Such a hope continued to be a mainstay of the 

Protestant cause for the remainder of the century.  

Court too believed that the Protestant propensity for industry was a survival technique 

more than an innate quality. If intolerance ceased, then the entire population could develop their 

industry. Tolerance beget prosperity, whereas intolerance led to economic hardship. Court took 

England as his example:  

The Catholic, the Protestant, the Jew, and the Quaker live there in a union, in 
perfect tranquility. Persecuted in other nations, they find in London an asylum 
against the inquisitors and against the bloody tribunals. Obliged to live there, their 
industry fills the need; persuaded that no one will trouble them in their tranquil 
possession of their acquisitions… the countryside is cultivated, their arts are 
rewarded, their commerce flourishes; and the nation is one of the most powerful 
in Europe.20 
 

Court’s inclusion of Catholics and Jews is important to note here because it underscored the 

benefits of toleration for all groups, not just the persecuted. To tolerate the Protestant and other 

“others” in France then had reciprocal benefits for the French Catholic population itself.  

Like Catholics, Jews, and Quakers in England, Court did not call for total equality before 

the law — he called for legal tolerance. Court urged the crown to grant to the Calvinists, what 

had already been provided to French Jews and Lutherans — an edict allowing them to worship 

and to perform their own marriage ceremonies. If such a measure were issued, Court would have 

given up equal access to bureaucratic posts and honors for French Protestants. After the 

Revocation’s promulgation, French Calvinists were largely concerned about their ability to 

worship their faith and to document the major life events of their followers.  Marriages, in 

particular, were a key issue.21  

                                                 
20 Ibid, 40. 

21 Ibid, 28. 
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Court’s efforts to educate the population and to make concessions to Louis XV set the 

tone for later advocates of Protestant civil rights. By de-emphasizing the alterity of the Protestant 

population, Court envisioned a French patrie defined by its  social utility rather than by claims to 

cosmological truths. By adjusting the focus from the unique religious character of the Protestant 

population to one based on terrestrial concerns, Court encouraged a bifurcation of the self. 

Religion became restricted to the private life, while the state became the overseer of the public. 

In this sense of the French nation, Court reintroduced the Protestants into the imagined 

community of Frenchmen. 

Cause célèbre: Voltaire and the Calas Affair 

On the evening of October 13, 1761, Marc-Antoine Calas, the eldest son of Jean Calas, a 

Calvinist merchant in Toulouse, was found dead. Quickly, Catholics and the local municipal 

authorities accused the father, Jean Calas, of killing his son for his rumored conversion to 

Catholicism. Through hasty proceedings, the Parlement of Toulouse ordered the execution of 

Jean Calas. The story of the Calas Affair is known by students of the eighteenth century as the 

result of a concoction of social, religious, and hysterical psychological conditions in eighteenth-

century Toulouse. Calas’s case stood as a “model for barristers seeking to build careers,” as the 

“most shocking example of the miscarriage of justice,” and as the “greatest cause célèbre of the 

French Enlightenment.”22 The execution of the Protestant father Jean Calas captured the 

attention of many writers. More than any other, Voltaire’s defense of Calas popularized the 

Protestant cause. He followed Antoine Court’s lead by de-emphasizing the unique character of 

                                                 
22 David D. Bien, The Calas Affair (Princeton University Press, 1960), 58; David A. Bell, Lawyers and Citizens: The 
Making of a Political Elite in Old Regime France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 130-1; Sarah C. Maza, 
Private Lives and Public Affairs: The Causes Célèbres of Prerevolutionary France (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993), 27-33. While David Bien’s study remains the most authoritative study on the Calas Affair, 
its study has long been a past time for historians of many stripes. See  
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Protestantism. The choice to forget the idiosyncratic ethos of the Protestant population allowed 

Voltaire to imagine a timeless human condition, where tolerance was the norm and intolerance 

was novel.  

In order to understand Voltaire’s defense of the Protestant Calas, a cursory understanding 

of the events, which led to his death are needed. The events surrounding Marc-Antoine Calas’s 

death have captured the attention of lawyers, historians, politicians, and others since the fateful 

night; out of such a heated debate, two theories have become popular. The first suggests that an 

unknown person — probably an acquaintance or associate of Marc-Antoine — committed the 

murder and escaped undetected.23 Such was the story of the patriarch, Jean Calas, in the hours 

that followed his son’s death. The initial reports declared that it had been murder as officials 

interpreted the lacerations around Marc-Antoine’s neck as consistent with a strangling. The 

second theory argues that Marc-Antoine committed suicide. This is the more popular theory as 

Marc-Antoine had reportedly battled melancholy and had brooded over dinner that evening.24 

After the initial shock of his son’s suicide and the popular reaction, Calas embraced this second 

story.  

What seems in truth to have happened is that following dinner, the family discovered 

Marc-Antoine’s body swinging by a rope attached to a board supported by a set of French doors 

left ajar. The law against suicide in the Old Regime mandated that the dead should be dragged by 

horse, face down through the streets, in addition to the seizure of all property, and the forfeiture 

of the rights to last sacraments, an important consequence, in light of Marc-Antoine’s rumored 

                                                 
23 See Abbé Salvan, Histoire du procès de Jean Calas (Toulouse, 1863); M. Chassaigne, L’Affaire Calas (Paris, 
1929); R. Pomeau, “Nouveau regard sur le dossier Calas,” Europe 398 (1962), 57-72.  

24 See A. Coquerel, Jean Calas et sa famille  (Paris, 1858); R. Allier, Voltaire et Calas (Paris, 1898); F.H. 
Maugham, The Case of Jean Calas (London, 1928); A. Coutet, Jean Calas, roué vif et innocent (Toulouse, 1933); 
David Bien, The Calas Affair (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960); Edna Nixon, Voltaire and the Calas 
Case (London: Vanguard Press, 1961). 
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pending conversion to Catholicism. Fearing this fate for his son, Jean Calas lowered his body to 

the floor and disposed of the incriminating evidence. Despite Jean Calas’s two different 

explanations, rumors embroiled the city. The anonymity of the murderer and the Protestant Jean 

Calas’s changing story left much to the imagination of a city whose Catholic inhabitants soon 

speculated about the insidious designs of a Protestant father driven to murder in order to halt his 

son’s conversion. Jean Calas, a “barbarous Protestant,” as the prosecution referred to him, 

murdered his son out of hatred for Catholicism despite his testimony to the contrary and the lack 

of concrete evidence. After hasty deliberation, the Parlement of Toulouse succumbed to popular 

outrage and sentenced Jean Calas to death in March 1762. An executioner bound him to a 

cartwheel, stretched his limbs out of socket, and shattered his bones with an iron bar. The 

Parlement later banished Calas’s family from Toulouse.25  

 In the middle of March, when Voltaire first learned of this case from a French visitor at 

his home in Ferney just outside of Geneva, he immediately realized both the horror and the 

utility of the whole affair. If Jean Calas had killed his son in cold blood, then Voltaire had 

evidence of Protestant fanaticism and conversely, if the Parlement had ordered an innocent man 

to his death with no evidence, then Voltaire had a “splendid specimen of Catholic fanaticism.”26 

Either way, Voltaire found a contemporary cause where religious fanaticism led to violence. 

Soon he contacted men of note in Toulouse and Paris, and later he interviewed Donat Calas, the 

youngest son of the family, who had been banished from Toulouse. Before long, he was 

convinced that Calas had been innocent of all charges. In a number of texts, the most important 

of which was his Traité sur la tolérance of 1763, Voltaire championed Calas’s cause, sought to 

                                                 
25 Bien, The Calas Affair, 7-24. 

26 Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: Volume 2: The Science of Freedom (New York: W.W. Norton, 1969), 435. 
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rehabilitate his memory and to mend the damages done to his family, and in the process to use 

“Protestantism” to place the French legal system on trial. In a way, an “unnatural alliance” was 

born as Voltaire fought to turn Protestants into Frenchmen.27   

Voltaire’s defense of the Protestant depended on a dissociation of the past and the 

present. “One must always start from the present, from the point to which nations have thus far 

evolved.”28 Voltaire began his Traité sur la tolérance by describing the “murder of Calas, 

sanctioned by the sword of justice on 9 March 1762, in the city of Toulouse … [as] one of the 

most extraordinary events to claim the attention both of our own age and of posterity,” before 

moving on to recount in detail — over 10 chapters — the history of tolerance from Ancient 

Greece to the eighteenth century.29  

It is beyond doubt that the Huguenots have been as drunk with fanaticism and 
steeped in blood as the rest of us. But is the present generation as barbaric as its 
predecessors? Has not in the age in which we live, the progress of Reason, the 
fine literature we enjoy and the gentle manners we promote, reached the men who 
instruct the minds of these people? And have we not noticed that practically the 
whole face of Europe has changed over the last fifty years or so?30  
 

It is this dissociation from the past, an historical construction of Voltaire’s that allows him to 

portray the Protestant Calas in his “anachronistic” setting — an age best characterized as 

enjoying a peaceful equilibrium, punctuated by brief moments of intense religious violence.31  

                                                 
27 Bien, 25; John Woodbridge, “An ‘Unnatural Alliance’ for Religious Toleration: The Philosophes and the 
Outlawed Pastors of the ‘Church of the Desert,’” Church History 42 (1973): 505-23. 

28 Voltaire, Traité sur la tolérance (1763), ch. 5, 44. 

29 Voltaire, Traité sur la tolérance, ch. 1, 1. 

30 Ibid, ch. 4, 30. 

31 David Bien refers to the Calas case as anachronistic in order to emphasize that France enjoyed a period of tacit 
toleration in the years preceding 1762. See Bien, The Calas Affair: Persecution, Toleration, and Heresy in 
Eighteenth Century Toulouse, 4. In the years surrounding the Calas case, relative peace was expected. The last 
Calvinist to be sentenced to the galleys received his penalty in 1762, the same year as the Protestant pastor Rochette 
was hung in Toulouse for his evangelical ministry in Languedoc. Other Protestants were arrested into the 1770s. At 



99 
 

 And it was the inability of the Toulouse population to justifiably break with the past — in 

fact, they celebrated it — that led to Calas’s death. Voltaire lamented the death of Calas, already 

“sealed by the approach of that odd festival,” an annual commemoration to the Saint 

Bartholomew’s Day massacre — “1762 was the bicentenary.”32 Memory, expressed in this “truly 

wicked festival,” inspired the witnesses of Toulouse to claim that “Providence herself” had 

delivered this victim to the scaffold to be the “festival’s most glorious ornament.”33
 “In an age 

when Enlightenment had made such progress,” when “academies have devoted their energies to 

the promotion of decency and gentleness in public affairs,” “[f]anaticism, infuriated by the 

advance of Reason, is thus seen to thrash about in an agony of frustration and renewed spite.”34 

In his discussion of the causes of the Calas case, Voltaire paired the interests of the rising 

philosophe with the endangered Protestant. Fanaticism may have been on the wane historically, 

but those who continued to fan its flames, did so by employing a discourse infused with religious 

teleology and factionalism.   

 In history, Voltaire found evidence of the novelty of religious intolerance. In his chapter 

on the Hellenistic world, he considered their various religions “as links in a chain which bound 

them together, echoes of their common humanity and descent.”35 A Greek traveler arriving in a 

foreign town never failed to worship the local deity before his own. In Ancient Rome, Caesar 

                                                                                                                                                             
Brie, east of Paris in 1771, a cavalry dispersed an illegal assembly. And the last galley ships for the Reformed were 
only freed in Toulon in 1775. These instances paled in comparison to the frequency of attacks on Protestants in the 
years immediately following the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. See Samuel Mours et Daniel Robert, Le 
Protestantisme en France du XVIIIe siècle à nos jours (1685-1970) (Paris, Librairie protestante, 1972), 160. 

32 Voltaire, Traité sur la tolérance, ch. 1, 8-9. 

33 Ibid, ch.1, 8-9; Ibid, ch. 10, 88.  

34 Ibid, ch. 1, 8-9. 

35 Ibid, ch. 7, 49-50. 
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gave those he conquered laws, but never did he attempt to “force us to abandon our druids.”36 

Nor did religious intolerance begin with the Jewish population — as the title of his thirteenth 

chapter boasted. Even during the Babylonian captivity, when the Sadducees denied the afterlife 

and promoted the idea that our “sentient and sapient faculties died with us,” the other Jewish 

sects did not exclude them from communion.37 Were not the differences between the Sadducees 

and other Jewish sects, Voltaire added, greater than those that existed between Protestants and 

Catholics? Chapter fifteen consisted of quotes from histories, speeches, sermons, moral tracts, 

and catechisms penned by Christian saints, cardinals, bishops, and one from a fellow philosopher 

— Montesquieu — all of which defended civil peace against religious fury and fanaticism.38
 

“The right to persecute is therefore absurd and barbaric; it is the law of the jungle. Nay, it is yet 

worse, for wild animals kill only to eat, whereas we have exterminated one another over a parcel 

of words.”39 The history of religious tolerance accorded with human civilization, human nature, 

and natural law.  

The Catholic Church perpetuated intolerance during the “Dark Ages,” the Crusades, and 

the Counter-Reformation. The uneducated masses were fed on fantastic fables, on tales of 

“witchcraft and possession,” and “children believed in the bogeyman and their fathers in St. 

Francis’s girdle.”40 They went to war over difference in opinion and the population fantasized 

                                                 
36 Ibid, ch. 8, 55. 

37 Ibid, ch. 13, 135-41. 

38 Ibid, ch. 15, 155-9. 

39 Ibid, ch. 6, 49. 

40 Ibid, ch. 20, 180. 
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about such “righteous” violence, so that the massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day, became 

simultaneously a “sacred act” and a “dread epidemic of controversy.”41  

Two murderers equal in piety the one who disemboweled twenty-four pregnant 
Huguenot women must be promoted to double the amount of beatitude over the 
one who ripped open only twelve. By the same reckoning, the fanatics of the 
Cévennes must have calculated that they would be elevated in glory in exact 
proportion to the number of priests, monks, and Catholic women they were able 
to slaughter. These are strange claims indeed to eternal glory.42 
 

Superstition led to the intolerance of the auto-da-fé, to civil war, and to the massacres of unborn 

children. “In the end, tolerance has been responsible for not a single civil war, whereas, 

intolerance has covered the earth with corpses.”43 The justification of unjust violence, in 

Voltaire’s mind, led equally to the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 1572 as it had to 

Calas’s death in 1762.  The French nation needed to overcome such threats to her interests and 

only through toleration of the Calvinist population could her future be safeguarded against 

religious fanaticism.  

 The nation, portrayed with the all too familiar family metaphor, is present throughout 

Voltaire’s Traité sur la tolérance. The nation is likened to the mother of the house, the king to 

the father, and fellow citizens to brothers and sisters. To recognize the effects of intolerance and 

tolerance was to “judge between these two opposing figures, between the mother who would 

have us slay her son, and the mother who will part with him in order that he may live.”44 Such a 

metaphor seemed even more apt in the context of the improper exercise of the puissance 

                                                 
41 Ibid, ch. 5, 47. 

42 Ibid, ch. 11, 101. 

43 Ibid, ch. 4, 40-1. 

44 Ibid, ch. 4, 40-1. 
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paternelle of the French judiciary in a case about a particular family.45 The family metaphor also 

served to unite the people as the king’s children. “It is in the interest of the State,” Voltaire 

began, “that exiled sons should be allowed to return, with humility, to their fathers’ hearths” both 

in real and metaphorical terms. “Humanity demands it, Reason counsels it, and politicians need 

not be afraid of it.”46 The Protestant became a Frenchman, as their estrangement was overcome 

by the Enlightenment’s call to reason. Other nations, other families had already learned this 

lesson in the past. 

 Voltaire commonly employed such comparative arguments to elevate terrestrial interests 

over celestial ones or to underscore the hypocrisy propagated by intolerant states. What could be 

the harm of allowing the Calvinists a similar degree of protection as that enjoyed already by 

other religious sects in France? The Jews of Bordeaux, Metz, and Alsace along with the 

communities of Lutherans, Molinists, and Jansenists in other parts of the country enjoyed a 

modicum of tolerance before the law. The last of which, the fanatic “convulsing’ sect of 

Jansenists,” persisted in greater numbers than the fanatics among the Calvinist population. 

“While the insane human dregs of St. Médard [the Jansenists] are held of little consequence, the 

Calvinist madmen, on the other hand, are ruthlessly annihilated.”47 Voltaire took a step further 

and compared the situation in France to that of the Catholics in England, who enjoyed some 

tolerance and lived comparatively peaceful lives under the law of the king. Tolerance was in the 

                                                 
45 For an essential overview of the family in eighteenth century France, see Marcel Gauraud, La Révolution 
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(Paris, 1990); Suzanne Desan, The Family on Trial in Revolutionary France (Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 2006). 

46 Ibid, ch. 5, 47. 

47 Ibid, ch. 5, 44. Voltaire’s “madmen” reference is to the revolt of the Camisards in the Cévennes.  
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best interest for the secular power of the king and the societal interests of the people who 

enforced the laws. 

 Voltaire’s discourses on the Calas case also lent credence to an argument made for the 

rise of the political implications of “opinion publique” in the 1760s.48 For Voltaire, public 

opinion could be the vehicle for fanaticism or reason, just as it could support or contest decisions 

made under the law. Undoubtedly, it was the public that had infused a “fanatical spirit” in the 

Parlement of Toulouse. It was Monsieur de Lassalle, initial defender of the Calas family, who 

“having set out his position so clearly and in public ... felt obliged to withdraw from the case.”49 

Yet most often, Voltaire envisioned the public, his reading public, to be the ultimate judge and 

jury. “Public opinion” was “notably in advance of the actual signature in Council which would 

restore common sense.” Voltaire attributed this to the “impartial and sensitive persons” who 

“conceived the notion of presenting before the public some reflections on tolerance, on 

clemency, [and] on compassion.”50 Aside from this self-congratulatory commentary, Voltaire’s 

definitive statement on the role of public opinion came in his defense of the Calas and Sirven 

families, entitled Avis au public sur les parricides.51 In 1762, another murder investigation 

concerning the death of Elizabeth Sirven who was found dead in a well just east of Toulouse 

sparked public outrage. Her Calvinist father, Jean-Paul Sirven, was accused of the murder, but 

                                                 
48 See Keith Michael Baker, “Public opinion as political intervention,” in Inventing the French Revolution: Essays 
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before he could be detained and placed on trial, he fled to Switzerland with his family. Later, 

local judges placed them on trial in absentia, pronounced them guilty, and summarily sentenced 

all but one to death. In 1766, Voltaire came to the aid of yet another family unjustly attacked 

because of their Protestantism. He addressed and justified his argument on behalf of public 

opinion. “[The] petition of the Sirvens … has reached the ears of the public, and that judge of all 

judges has pronounced its verdict. Therefore, it is to public opinion that we address this notice, 

and it is in the name of the public that we are now going to speak.”52 In framing his discourse 

alongside the public, Voltaire simultaneously summoned a justification for his own stance and 

depicted another authority, aside from the Parlement system, with which the King needed to 

reconcile in order to rule effectively.  

 Voltaire may have spoken on behalf of and to the public, but the popularity of the Calas 

case also spoke to a growing acceptance of the Protestant population and the arguments made to 

legitimize Protestant tolerance by the reading public. The Calas case continued to be an object of 

public consumption — a cause célèbre, a topic of public conversation — long after the maîtres 

des requêtes voted for acquittal in 1765, exactly three years following Calas’s execution. The 

Calas case became an integral point of reference for any discussion of Protestantism for many 

years to come. Other authors penned their interpretations of the case or waxed poetically about 

Calas’s legacy for the future. Four poems followed the successful outcome of the appeal 

proceedings and a collection of sermons praising Voltaire was published in 1772.53 The Calas 

case inspired several playwrights, all of whom reflected on the themes laid out by Voltaire and 
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some of whom explicitly valorized the philosophe for his efforts and made Calas into a martyr.54 

Numerous editions of Voltaire’s treaty on tolerance were published and spread across Europe.55 

The consumption of these materials spoke to the growing support or at the very least an interest 

in the Calvinist population in France in the 1760s, alongside the growing celebrity of 

Enlightenment thought and personalities.56  

 Ironically, Voltaire’s defense of Calas simultaneously popularized the Protestant cause, 

while minimizing the fundamental, abstract characteristics of the Protestant community. 

Voltaire’s defense of Calas stood as his greatest attack against l’infâme. Since time immemorial, 

tolerance had marked man’s affairs. Toleration of difference, not its persecution needed to guide 

French law. For Voltaire, the rights of men, like the Protestant Calas, needed to be guarded by 

legal toleration. Violent upheavals guided by man’s ability to exploit the gullible, irrational, and 

desperate punctuated a much longer historical equilibrium of tolerance. Voltaire simultaneously 

called for a return to a more tolerant age, while marking his own as distinct from the past. In 

order to move forward, a thorough legal system was needed in order to prevent a later resurgence 

of sectarian violence. 

Turgot’s Separation of Church and State, Thought and Practice 

Voltaire was not alone in using contemporary events to his advantage to pursue toleration 

of the Protestant populace. Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot was an enlightened legislator and a 

friend of Voltaire, who cut his political teeth at a time of intra-Catholic and parliamentarian 
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conflict.57 He grew up in Paris and received theological training at the Sorbonne in 1749, but 

soon abandoned his education in favor of politics. He became a conseiller in the Parlement of 

Paris in 1752, maître des requêtes in 1753, and in 1754, he sat as a member of the chamber 

royale during the exile of Parlement. During this time, Turgot returned to religion in his Lettres 

sur la tolérance civile (1753), and a pamphlet, Le Conciliateur (1754), in order to recalibrate the 

state’s relationship to the Catholic Church. Later, he served as intendant of Limoges for thirteen 

years and then he reached his professional pinnacle, becoming controller-general from 1774 to 

1776 at the time of Louis XVI’s ascension to the Bourbon throne. His placement was lauded by 

his intellectual contemporaries as a triumph for the Enlightenment. His work, published 

independently and in the Encyclopédie, on political economy and land taxes expanded on, 

critiqued, and complemented that of Quesnay.  And his favorable attitude towards religious 

toleration resembled the efforts of Voltaire.58 In short, he “stood with one foot in the 

Enlightenment camp and the other in the State.”59 The same freedom that Turgot aimed to give 

to the man in the marketplace, he sought to accord to the man of religion and his early religious 

training served him well in this regard. 

Turgot discussed Protestants in order to examine the dynamics or theory of statecraft, not 

to defend a patriotic vision of Protestantism (Court’s aim), nor to examine and discredit 

fanaticism (Voltaire’s objective) even if these themes seeped their way into Turgot’s discourse. 

In the 1750s, when he first set pen to paper on the religious issue, several bishops refused to 
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grant Jansenists their last sacraments. The king aligned with the bishops of the church, but the 

civil courts sided with the Jansenists. At a time when religious factionalism within the Catholic 

fold disrupted the governing process, the Protestant served for Turgot as a way to emphasize the 

inconsistencies and impediments that accompanied such a close relationship between the State 

and the Church.  

“Can it be true what I heard, as I was leaving Paris, the king intends to renew the 
old laws against the Protestants, and at the same time to support the Parlement in 
its cause against the [Jansenist] clergy? It seems to me impossible that, by so 
astounding an inconsistency, the Council should propose to adopt, at the same 
time, two such opposite extremes, and to take towards both matters in dispute the 
course which is the least just and the least reasonable ... to exile the [Protestant] 
body, to imprison the [Jansenist] other, or to deprive them of their charges.”60 

 

The “old laws against the Protestants” stood in stark contrast to the new ones against the 

Jansenists. For Turgot, the issue was not the persecution of a religious minority, but the 

consistency with which the State dealt with division, for the real “evil” of the situation lay not in 

religious difference, but with those “divisions dragged into the State.”61 And what guided 

Turgot’s emphasis on the inconsistent response to religious division was his understanding of 

sovereignty, which no longer emanated from the Church — divine right conceptions of 

monarchy were on the wane — but from the people, who the king owed “the same justice.”62
 

“Favor ought to form no part in the act of our deliberations; justice alone ought to decide.”63 The 

French State — both the crown and the Parlement — should be guided by the interests and well-

being of the people, not by the religious pretensions of the Catholic Church. 
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  Like Voltaire, Turgot maintained that civil and religious liberties were the natural 

inclinations of the ancient and modern state, but also that Christian teachings proscribed religious 

intolerance. Jesus did not instruct his disciples to “implore the assistance of kings to constrain 

unbelievers” nor to “employ human authority in order to make converts.” The teachings of Jesus 

taught the proper Christian that the minds of men were not won by force, but by experience. 

Jesus “performs a miracle in order to influence minds, not to subjugate bodies … He performs a 

miracle that He may teach them not to confound the rights of God with those of Caesar, the 

things of heaven with the things of earth.”64 The first Fathers of the Church understood Jesus’s 

admonition to “render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are 

God’s.” The original patriarchs of the Christian Church sought only liberty and not the rule of 

empire, in accordance with Jesus’s teachings. They were pleased with their moral and religious 

freedoms, but subsequent generations, in search for their own self-interests sought to subordinate 

man’s conscience to political power, creating a kind of absolutism akin to that of Louis XIV. The 

outcome was a state bound to defend a single religion at the expense of all others. Turgot posited 

the question: “If the King of France can make of the Council of Trent and the Constitution laws 

of his State, has not the King of England the right to establish his supremacy, the Turk the right 

to establish the Koran, each prince his own religion?” Following the Christian Golden Rule, he 

continued, “[t]his idea revolts us, because in foreign countries we should be the persecuted. 

Ought it not to revolt us all the same when we would be the persecutors?”65 

To discuss Protestantism was to examine the balance of ancient religious doctrine and 

relatively novel religious convention. “We have our tolerant heart, but custom has rendered our 
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mind fanatical.” Such fanaticism grew out of the blurring distinctions between the secular and 

the sacred, as most immediately embodied by Louis XIV’s Revocation. “This fashion of 

thinking, too common in France, is perhaps the effect of the approbation lavished on the 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. We have dishonored religion in order to flatter Louis XIV,” 

whose failure to create a homogenous French Catholic community resulted from a natural 

reaction to an unnatural custom.66 This clash became visible in the Church’s role as 

administrators in France. “While the bishops are permitted to exclude Protestants from the rank 

of citizens, they themselves are ordered to dispense divine grace to those whom they consider 

unworthy of it.”67 Turgot was referencing the nouveaux convertis, many of whom, Catholics 

believed to be closeted Protestants taking communion in public only to practice their own faith at 

home. While the Revocation was seen as the triumph of the Catholic Church, in reality, it 

propagated conflicted consciences, which spawned physical conflict, even civil war.  

Turgot’s Protestant representation occasioned a discussion of both the origins of violence 

and its legitimate use. As exemplified through his expose on the Jesus’s moral doctrines, Turgot 

insisted that the subordination of man’s conscience to politics led to civil war. “The man who 

believes earnestly believes with still more firmness if we would force him to change his belief 

without convincing him.” Such was the case in the Cévennes at the beginning of the century. “He 

then becomes obstinate, his obstinacy kindles his zeal, his zeal inflames him; we wish to convert 

him, we have made of him a fanatic, a madman.”68 The violation of man’s conscience 

precipitated and legitimated violence. The natural goal of the modern state, according to Turgot, 
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was the promotion of liberty and freedom of conscience, not merely the enlightened toleration of 

difference. “Give them [Calvinists] liberty, they will remain quiet, as the Lutherans are in 

Strasbourg … The pagans permit all opinions, the Chinese follow the same principles, the 

Prussians exclude no sect, Holland reunites all, and these people never have had a war of 

religion,” unlike in France, where “the fields of our country reek still with the bloodshed of the 

Wars of Religion.”69 The threat of civil war could then be abated if the law was brought into 

accordance with human morality.   

Turgot’s writings in the 1750s failed to bring about immediate change, but he continued 

to espouse religious liberty and freedom of conscience for the remainder of his life. His next 

chance to affect serious change came in 1775 when Louis XVI took the French throne. On 

Sunday, June 11, 1775, Louis XVI arrived at the église mètropolitaine in the city of Rheims for 

the Sacre or coronation ceremony. The city was jubilant, cries of “vive le Roi” filled the streets, 

church bells rung in the air, and artillery burst from the ramparts. As Louis XVI approached the 

Church for the ceremony, he passed through two, towering statues, one representing the Catholic 

“Religion” and the other “Justice” — two linked, symbolic components of the monarchy. Just 

prior to receiving the crown and sword of Charlemagne, the King had to swear his sacred oath of 

loyalty to the Catholic Church. The Archbishop approached the King and recited, “We ask you 

to conserve our canonical privileges, the rights and the jurisdiction of our fold, the Churches 

under our possession, and to take charge of our defense, like a King in his kingdom owes to each 

bishop.” The King affirmed the Archbishop’s request and promised to protect the Christian 

people, to exhibit justice and mercy in all decisions, and with all of his power “to exterminate, 

from all grounds” within his dominion, “the heretics named and condemned by the [Catholic] 

                                                 
69 Ibid, 697-8. 
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Church.”70 Yet in the months prior to the ceremony, Turgot urged the King to supplement a 

revised version of the oath that excluded this controversial phrase. In place, Turgot authored an 

alternative passage that reflected his moral position on religious liberty and the role of the king 

as protector. Turgot’s revised oath read: “’I promise God and my people to govern my kingdom 

with justice according to the laws; never to wage war except in a just and indisputable cause; to 

employ all my authority to maintain the rights of each of my subjects; and to work all my life to 

render them as happy as is in my power.’” Turgot’s version did not mention the Catholic faith in 

favor of a universal message to the French people — one couched in those favored 

Enlightenment terms like “justice,” “laws,” “rights,” and even “happy.” Fearing to diverge from 

the conventional Catholic oath, Louis XVI “mumbled the offensive formula almost inaudibly.”71 

Like Court and Voltaire, Turgot chose to envision French citizenship as defined, not by 

the pursuit of religious homogeneity, but rather as the creation of a uniform law system. This 

could only occur, if the French monarchy changed its policies towards religious minorities and 

dissociated itself from the cuius regio, eius religio policies that had underpinned the Sun King, 

Louis XIV’s reign. In his interpretation, Turgot abandoned the stereotypical views of 

Protestantism in order to express more universal claims inherent to the law and the citizenship it 

would support. In the process, Turgot focused on the separation of the Church and the State. 

Turgot left the question of what would constitute the domain of religious and state authority to 

later thinkers like Malesherbes.  

                                                 
70 Nicholas Gobet, Sacre et couronnement de Louis XVI. Roi de France et de Navarre, à Rheims, le 11. juin 1775: 
précédé de Recherches sur le sacre des rois de France, depuis Clovis jusqu’à Louis XV; et suivi d'un Journal 
historique de ce qui s'est passé à cette auguste cérémonie. Enrichi d'un très-grand nombre de figures en taille-
douce, gravées par le sieur Patas, avec leurs explications (Imprimé par Maillet, 1775), 7, 9, 16, 33, 51. 

71 As cited in John McManners, Church and Society in Eighteenth-Century France: The Clerical Establishment and 
its Social Ramifications, vol. 1, The Oxford History of the Christian Church (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 15. 
Turgot explicated his point further in his Mémoire au roi sur la tolérance(1775). See Turgot, Oeuvres de Turgot, II, 
492-501. 
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Law and Toleration in Malesherbes’s Mémoires 

Protestantism was “good to think,” but it was also “good to think,” in the sense that by the 

1750s, the political culture of the Old Regime and Enlightenment social circles either tacitly 

tolerated or openly accepted discussions of Protestant religious liberties. Burdette Poland 

commented that beginning in 1750, projects for religious toleration became a “professional 

pastime” of “enlightened legists.”72 Between 1750 and 1789, more than one hundred works on 

Protestant equality appeared in several formats, but by the early 1780s, a veritable program 

developed for pursuing Protestant civil rights, which emphasized moderate reforms.73 Chrétien-

Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes’s two memoirs on Protestant marriages, the first 

published in 1785 and the second in 1786, can best be understood as a unique conglomeration of 

these strategies and thus provides us with an excellent inlet into the types of subjects commonly 

associated with Protestantism in the decade preceding the French Revolution.  

Malesherbes facilitated the “unnatural alliance” between enlightened thought and the 

Protestant cause. For thirteen years, he served as director of the press and acted as chief censor. 

Such a position placed him in communication with Diderot, Rousseau, and Grimm, amongst the 

larger Parisian reading public. In 1775, he joined Turgot’s ministry in charge of affairs 

concerning the nouveau converti, which required him to become familiar with the legislation 

concerning Protestants — those remaining and those recently converted — as well as the 

arguments surrounding their status. His conclusion and that of others, was that the Revocation 

had created a separate nation within the nation, one that operated by its own clandestine rules, 

                                                 
72 Burdette Poland,  French Protestantism and the French Revolution: A Study in Church and State, Thought and 
Religion, 1685-1815 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 75. 

73 For a detailed list of Protestant advocates and their printed defenses see A. Lods, Les partisans et les adversaries 
de l’édit de tolérance,” BSHPF, XXXVI (1887), 551-565, 619-623. 
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and one that would prefer to operate under the same laws as the rest of the country, if only the 

King obliged to institute legal toleration. While in office, he criticized the punitive legislation 

against the Protestant population and tried to lay the foundations of an emancipatory decree, yet 

his tenure was cut short in May 1776. Malesherbes returned to his country estate to expand upon 

his earlier writings in the form of two memoirs for Protestant civil rights, which doubled as 

treatises on French law.74   

Like Turgot before him, Malesherbes’s Mémoire sur le marriage des protestans primarily 

concerned the consistency of the law.75 The titular subject, marriage, acted as a screen for 

Malesherbes’s desire to institute a universal law based on reason. Louis XIV justified the 

Revocation on religious rite and royal privilege. In doing so, he supported the creation of an 

alternate set of laws for the Protestant population, but the eighteenth century had outgrown such 

laws in favor of a secular legal system. Malesherbes wisely chose marriage as the center of his 

memoranda. Without legally documented marriages, children suffered the ignominious fate of 

bastards and wills failed to provide for families. Malesherbes proposed a law recognizing civil 

marriage, the civil registration of births, and the gradual reintegration of Protestant pastors. None 

of these measures sought to displace their Catholic equivalents; rather he envisioned two systems 

— one for the Catholic and one for the civil citizen. The latter was open to all ostracized 

religious groups.  

Malesherbes foreshadowed the Revolution’s universalism as he expanded his argument to 

include all faiths. His memoires mirrored the notions of religious equality that became 

intertwined with the politics of Protestantism after 1789. In his Seconde mémoire sur le mariage 

                                                 
74 For his earlier writings on Protestant rights, see An, MS. H. 1639. Malesherbes, “Mémoire sur les affaires de 
religion” (1776); BN Fonds Français, MS. 10625. “Mémoire sur le marriage des Protestants” (1779).  

75 Chrétien Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, Mémoire sur le mariage des protestans, en 1785 (n.p., 1785). 
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des protestans, Malesherbes argued that the proposed law should include all minority faiths, who 

could not obtain sanctioned marriages, baptize their children, or bury family members in 

accordance with their faiths. He abandoned religious distinction as a basis for civil rights. The 

large Lutheran minority, the smaller pockets of Menonnites, and France’s Jewish population 

deserved equal rights and protection according to Malesherbes to prevent further sectarian 

conflict, like that of the Camisard Wars of the early eighteenth century. His plan called for a firm 

statement that all pastors, the heads of all faiths, and their followers in France were subject to the 

law like Catholic citizens.76 It is not surprising to find this sort of all-encompassing argument 

within Malesherbes’s oeuvre. At the same time as he was writing on behalf of the Protestant 

population, he was also leading a special commission to study the Jewish population in France. 

His committee concluded that tolerance towards Talmudic Jews would inevitably promote the 

reform and refinement of the Jewish population.77 Toleration of religious minorities would lead 

to the assimilation of formally persecuted or excluded groups into the mainstream of France’s 

economic and moral life, but more importantly, this point emphasized that man regardless of 

religion could become a citizen.  

Like his predecessors, Malesherbes’s two mémoires emphasized the economic rewards of 

legal toleration. The deluge of Huguenots that flooded out of the French kingdom following the 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes settled in Britain, the German states, the Netherlands, and the 

United States. These countries benefited from Huguenot industrial and commercial knowledge as 

well as their manpower. Yet, the eighteenth century had witnessed its fair share of forced 

migrations — most notably during the American Revolutionary war, only recently concluded. 

                                                 
76 Ibid, 93-5, 174. 

77 Bernhard Blumenkranz and Albert Soboul, eds., Les juifs et la Révolution française, problèmes et aspirations 
(Paris, 1989), 213-4. 
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Malesherbes argued that France should have instituted legal rights for Protestants earlier in the 

century in order to attract those Huguenots fleeing the American Revolution back to their 

ancestral home. This watershed moment represented the last chance for France to entice those 

émigrés to return, which would have enhanced France’s commercial and manufacturing prowess. 

Since the monarchy failed to pass legislation ten years earlier, these Protestant manufacturers 

emigrated to England and Germany, instead of France, their “natural refuge.”78  

Having established an economic argument for Protestant tolerance, Malesherbes 

expounded upon the moral dilemma facing the crown. The existence of Protestants within the 

country’s borders proved that persecution did not equate to conversion. Therefore, no economic 

or moral reason existed for further condemnation of the “entire race to bastardy in order to 

punish the heresy of their fathers.”79 Malesherbes claimed that the only time Protestants 

addressed the Catholic altar was to receive the nuptial blessing, returning afterwards to the 

profession and exercise of their Protestant faith. This forced duplicity diminished the sanctity of 

the Catholic ceremony and had long been a complaint of priests throughout France.80 In practical 

                                                 
78 Chrétien Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, Mémoire sur le mariage des protestans, en 1785, 2-4. 
Lafayette, a close collaborator of Malesherbes, informed George Washington of the plight of the French Calvinists 
in a letter written in 1785. Lafayette decried the “intolerable despotism,” which rested on the capricious whims of 
the royalty and governing officials that plagued French Protestants. “Their marriages are not legal, their wills are not 
protected by law, and their children are to be bastards, their parsons to be hanged.” See “Les promoteurs de l’édit de 
1787 qui a restitué l’état civil aux protestants de France: Corréspondance de Lafayette, Paul Rabaut, Rabaut-Saint-
Éteinne, de Poitevin (1785-1788),” BSHPF 3 (1855), 330-44. 

79 Malesherbes, Mémoire sur le mariage des protestans, en 1785, 5-6, 13. 

80 The Jansenist attorney general for the Parlement of Aix-en-Provence, François de Ripert de Monclar, made this 
exact claim in 1755 in his Mémoire théologique et politique au sujet des marriages clandestins des Protestans de 
France. His solution, like Malesherbes sought to create a separate civil system by which Protestants could legally 
marry one another. “If our kings once were able to have a Protestant minister take the place of a priest, with more 
reason can they have magistrates de the same today.” See François de Ripert de Monclar, Mémoire théologique et 
politique au sujet des marriages clandestins des Protestans de France, 2nd edition (n.p., 1756), 111. Others think 
that the pamphlet was authored by a Parisian Protestant group. See Daniel Robert, “Actes des journées d’études sur 
l’Édit de 1787,” BSHPF 134 (1988), 215.  
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terms, both the French kingdom and the Catholic Church stood to benefit from Protestant civil 

rights.  

As Turgot argued, the Revocation continued to be enforced out of deference to King 

Louis XIV. Malesherbes sought to destabilize Louis XVI’s conception of his ancestor, Louis 

XIV. If divine right monarchs derived their power from God, then to question a previous king 

was to question Providence. To argue for toleration for some was akin to heresy. Therefore, the 

task of overcoming this monarch’s “memory” fell to Malesherbes, who sought to reveal Louis 

XIV’s true intentions towards Protestantism. He supported his claim by highlighting the arrêt du 

15 septembre (1685), which allowed Protestant communities to petition the local intendant for a 

wedding or baptismal ceremony even where reformed church leaders had already been 

expelled.81 Only the Declaration of March 8, 1715, which claimed that Protestants had vacated 

the kingdom, invalidated Louis le Grand’s arrêt. In addition, Malesherbes asserted that Louis 

XIV’s confessor, Père le Tellier, exercised absolute power over the King’s conscience and 

through his own evil wiles led Louis XIV astray — it was quite possible that Louis XIV had not 

even seen the preamble of the Declaration.82 

 Malesherbes used Protestantism in order to delineate the realms of authority for both 

religion and the state. Protestantism no longer embodied the same insidious principles attributed 

to it by earlier Catholic controversialists. In Malesherbes’s work, Protestants were Frenchmen 

first, in need of a legal system to guarantee their rights. Marriage, a fundamental right controlled 

by the Catholic Church, required revision and in the process of discussing the Protestant marital 

                                                 
81 Malesherbes, Mémoire sur le mariage des protestans, en 1785; Ernest Charles François Bonifas, Le mariage des 
protestants depuis la réforme jusqu'à 1789 : étude historique et juridique (L. Boyer, 1901), 62-3. 

82 Malesherbes, Mémoire sur le mariage des protestans, en 1785; Chrétien Guillaume de Lamoignon de 
Malesherbes, Seconde mémoire sur le mariage des Protestans (n.p., 1786), 42-3. 
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plight, Malesherbes recast marriage as primarily a civil institution. Malesherbes did not deny the 

importance of religion or religious customs; instead, he recognized the primacy of social utility  

and stability. Religion became a matter of private conscience. In the public, the state mandated 

what constituted an acceptable form of religious expression. 

Rabaut Saint-Étienne: A Protestant Pastor and the Politics of Protestantism 

Following his memoranda, Malesherbes periodically met with other proponents of the 

Protestant cause — Marquis de Lafayette, Breteuil, Rulhière, and a young pastor from Nîmes, 

the son of Paul Rabaut, Rabaut Saint-Étienne, at his country estate to discuss further measures.83 

Saint-Étienne too published at length his reflections on the role of Protestants in France. He 

studied theology in Laussanne, became a Calvinist pastor in 1764, and returned to his birthplace 

of Nîmes as a recognized pastor. When rumors of a swelling support group for Protestantism in 

Paris made their way to Languedoc, Paul Rabaut thought it best to send his son, Saint-Étienne, to 

the capital to act on behalf of the Reformed Church. 

Saint-Étienne concerned himself with providing a face to the Protestant cause, while 

underscoring the legal arguments popular among enlightened legists of his day. In 1779, Saint-

Étienne published his Triomphe de l’intolérance in London. Five years later, a second edition 

surfaced with a new title, Le vieux Cévenol, ou Anecdotes de la vie d’Ambroise Borély, mort à 

                                                 
83 In this setting, Lafayette began to win over Suzanne Necker, the wife of the Protestant, former General Director of 
Finances, Jacques Necker, and his daughter Germaine – later Germaine de Staël – to their cause. Furthermore, 
Lafayette sent a copy of Condorcet’s “Réflexions d’un citoyen catholique sur les lois de France relatives aux 
protestants” through the offices of the duc de Nivernais to influence the wavering Chancellor Miromesnil. 
Condorcet’s anonymous essay condemned the legal precedents that promoted continued intolerance, just as 
Malesherbes had, but his status was used to aid their cause. Their efforts slowly began to elevate the issue of 
Protestant rights to the point where the King would have to take a stand. By summer’s end, Malesherbes and his 
fellow advocates had become convinced that the ministry would soon take hold of the issue of tolerance, as rumors 
began to spread of Marie Antoinette’s conversion to their cause and her efforts to influence her husband, Louis XVI. 
See Adams, The Huguenots and French Opinion, 1685-1787; David Williams, Condorcet and Modernity 
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political career from the Louis XVI’s accession to his death in 1794, all the while highlighting his efforts towards 
basic human rights. He recognizes that despite Condorcet’s treatises, the Edict of Toleration was largely due to the 
efforts of Rabaut Saint-Étienne and his colleagues.   
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Londres agé de 103 ans, 7 mois et 4 jours.84 The imaginary protagonist was simultaneously a 

man of the past and of the present. As had been a theme with Court, Voltaire, Turgot, and 

Malesherbes, Saint-Étienne too realized that his contemporary battle for Protestant rights hinged 

on the past. The latter part of the title served to simultaneously emphasize and deemphasize the 

time between the Revocation and the present. Over a century had passed since the Revocation, 

but a single man had only recently died. In metaphorical terms, the protagonist, Ambroise 

Borély, stood for the Protestant population at large — a group persecuted in the past and 

suffering from that same persecution in the present.  

Saint-Étienne’s goal was to give a first-hand account of the man’s life, forging a 

sentimental bond between Borély and the reader, and to mimic the escape memoires produced at 

the turn of the century.85 His Le vieux Cévenol was a fictional, masquerading as non-fictional, 

account of a man whose birth to Protestant parents came at the most inopportune time. Early in 

his childhood, Borély witnessed his father’s death for suspicion of having attended a clandestine 

meeting. Ruthless dragoons ransacked his home. Despite these events, Borély’s mother found a 

way to support her children and to continue raising them as Calvinists. At fifteen, he planned for 

his future employment only to be turned away from the legal profession, expressly forbidden by 

the king’s ordinances as well as the position of judge, solicitor, advocate, notary, physician, 

apothecary, and even horse-riding instructor. The military remained open to Protestants, but 

advancement was impossible and it seemed likely that if he stood at beck and call for Louis XIV, 

he would inevitably have to run down his fellow Protestants. He found that his only professional 
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refuge laid within trade. A once, close family friend, Claude Hypocris informed on the family 

and took advantage of an edict, which placed in his hands the family’s remaining wealth and 

property.  

The mother became further impoverished; Borély’s sisters were carried off to convents; 

Catholics tricked the youngest brother, only seven years old, into converting for treats; and a 

recently deceased Protestant’s corpse was dragged through the streets, subjected to calumnious 

and insolent mockery, before being flung into a sewer. Borély resolved to flee the country for 

Switzerland, but was arrested and turned over to galley ship authorities, who decided to send him 

to America on a ship incapable of making the transatlantic voyage. His French captors escaped at 

sea and Borély, who clung to the floating remains of the ship, chanced upon a passing English 

vessel. He arrived in London, naturalized, and took up his trade. Soon he became wealthy 

enough to entertain the thought of returning to his homeland only to find that one of his sisters 

was in possession of the family’s property. Borély returned, incognito, to a petty sister who 

misunderstood his intentions. Borély left his former home and sister, ready to return to London, 

only to meet and fall in love with a Roman Catholic girl, by the name of Sophie Robinel. They 

consecrated their nuptials in front of a Protestant minister. Soon their romance led to the birth of 

child, after which the wife died. Later, a bill arrived informing Borély that he must turn over all 

of his late wife’s possessions to her mother and father. Borély defended the rights of his son only 

to be informed that the boy, under Louis XIV and Louis XV, was considered to be a bastard and 

thus was not owed any of the family’s property. Borély’s lawyers took a stand, evoked the laws 

of nature, and failed.  The judges refused to justify their actions — choosing to enforce part of 

the law, but not the other. They spoke of a type of de facto toleration of the Protestant, but 

despite their vague assurances, Borély fled the country once again. Once safe in a free country, 
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he renounced any future desires to return to France, his place of birth where man’s most sacred, 

most natural rights were proscribed, yet his mind never left his homeland. In his final moments, 

and included in the last sentence of the story, were the names “Henri IV,” the protector of the 

Huguenots, and “Louis XVI,” the future Henri IV.86  

 Saint-Étienne placed a face on the faceless Protestant described by Malesherbes. In doing 

so, he used the Protestant to emphasize the vagaries of the French legal system — according to 

which, Borély’s marriage was a sham, his child was a bastard, and neither was able to inherit. 

Despite this, Borély longed for his native soil. He was a patriot. Just like Antoine Court, the 

language of “patriotism” and “nationalism” pervades Saint-Étienne’s work. At the beginning of 

chapter fifteen, Borély sought to define this nationalism. “What is this attachment we have for 

the land where we are born, to which we give the imposing name of amour de la Patrie?”87 

Borély longed to return to his “chère patrie,”88 even after the “enemies of the Patrie” used 

religion and the law to tear apart his family.89 Borély idealized the nation as inherently tolerant, 

but under siege by the Catholic Church. Saint-Étienne never argued that Protestants in general 

were good patriots, like Court explicitly noted. The nation was incomplete without the Protestant 

population — Saint-Étienne attested to this through his fictional memoire.  

 Louis XVI’s Edict of Toleration, informed by Malesherbes and Saint-Étienne, was signed 

in November 1787 and promulgated on January 19, 1788. It recognized Protestants as 

Frenchmen and as subjects under the king’s protection. In addition, the edict ensured the freedom 

to own property and to participate in commerce. The Edict of Toleration maintained the Catholic 
                                                 
86 Rabaut Saint-Étienne, Le vieux Cévenol, 115. 

87 Ibid, 91. 

88 Ibid, 94. 

89 Ibid, 106. 
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Church’s sole right to public worship and deprived all non-Catholic groups from acting as 

autonomous bodies. Although officially retracting the Revocation, the Edict of Toleration 

remained ambiguous on a number of issues — most importantly, public worship and government 

employment. The discussion of Protestant civil rights also led to reform in marital proceedings. 

The first option allowed marriage banns to be published by the parish priest and displayed on the 

local Catholic cathedral door without any mention of religion. The second option instructed the 

local justice clerk, in the presence of the judge, to announce one’s nuptials and then proceeded to 

attach the certificate to the Catholic Church door. Since the Catholic Church remained the only 

corporate, religious entity free to worship publicly, all documentation for religious ceremonies 

fell under its control. Manifested in a physical space, like the cathedral, the law maintained 

Catholic cultural hegemony. Sworn in front of a local judge, priest, and at least four witnesses, 

marriages could be registered if the two individuals declared to have “taken each other in 

legitimate and indissoluble marriage, and that they promise each other fidelity.”90 Legally 

Protestants were removed from a period without formal rights and many advanced upon their 

local magistrates to register their births, marriages, and deaths — signifying the initial legal 

dissolution of institutionalized Protestant persecution. Two years later, again with the aid of 

Saint-Étienne, then member of the Third Estate, total religious freedom was included among the 

imprescriptible rights of the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen.  

***** 

As chapter 2 and this chapter have shown, the collective colloquy of French writers on 

Protestantism served as the basis for discussions of fanaticism, religious extremism, and 

alternatively, religious toleration. They portrayed Protestants from history as either perpetrators 
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of fanatical violence or the helpless victims of religious persecution. During the second half of 

the eighteenth century, a gradual dissociation between the present and the past began to occur. 

Were not Calvinists of Voltaire’s age different from their forefathers? Fanaticism would not last 

forever, but could be overcome by the recognition of citizenry constituted on the separation of 

Church and State. Religion could persist, if the social system in which it existed recognized the 

utility of tolerance or chose to reject intolerance. By virtue of these associations, Protestants 

either implicitly or explicitly entered into debates over a myriad of political ideas integral to 

man’s escape from the previous age of sectarian conflict — including the history of intolerance 

and tolerance, secular versus religious rights, the social utility of religion, and other issues like 

patriotism. 

In political terms, these thinkers dispelled rumors of republicanism in favor of a 

Protestant population simultaneously attached to Ancient Christianity and the progress of the 

state. An entity of unrecognized citizens waiting to be recognized caused many to question the 

parameters of what it meant to be French. In this sense, Protestant representations urged 

individuals to concede the right and capacity of Protestants to be French, along with all that 

entailed. Many thinkers increasingly viewed the type of citizenship bounded by Catholicism as 

outdated and inimical to the functioning of the State. The destabilizing idea of the Protestant 

patriot confirms Peter Sahlins’s insistence that "citizenship was hardly a stable and unchanging 

set of presumptions and practices."91 As this chapter has shown, Protestants entered into the 

debate over their place within this “nation” and imagining a new form of “citizenship” for 

themselves.  
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 “The moral and political philosophes” of whom Mercier wrote used the Protestant to 

rediscover the ideal citizen, to reform the laws determining citizenship, and to reorganize the 

state. If the primary goal of the philosophes was to end the Wars of Religion, they found their 

only viable solution in secular, state power. Turgot and others called for toleration of the 

Protestant population, but also for the separation of terrestrial and celestial governing bodies and 

concerns. Voltaire’s Calas and Saint-Étienne’s le vieux Cévenol further accentuated this pressing 

issue — tolerance may have become tacit in the eighteenth century, but without the constancy of 

the law, neither citizen nor sovereign could possibly guarantee or benefit from social stability. 

The rules developed on behalf of the Protestant population naturally extended to all groups 

alienated due to their religious affiliation. Protestants turned into Frenchmen. What it meant to be 

French evolved due to discussions of Protestantism and in the end, such discussion came to 

address other disenfranchised groups. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PROTESTANTS AND THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

The Edict of Toleration of 1787 nor the countless tracts that led to its promulgation 

definitively answered the question of Protestant citizenship. During the French Revolution, 

thinkers still asked whether Protestants were capable of being “patriots?” Others framed the 

question in more insidious terms. Were Protestants “conspirators” undermining the Catholic 

Church in person or by their doctrines? In the twentieth century, many historians continued to 

frame their analysis in these terms only to academically and apolitically determine that 

Protestants existed on a spectrum of the former generally aligning with the French Revolution 

and wholly rejecting the latter.1 In reality, one man’s patriot was another’s conspirator. Yet, in 

focusing on this question that they believed begged a socio-political answer, historians have 

missed the cultural importance of the image of Protestantism in the social imaginary of the 

Revolution — the ability of Protestantism to serve as a cipher for one’s vision of the modern 

citizenry. Representations of Protestants entered into debates over religious liberty, the role of 

the Catholic Church in political affairs, the rights of the citizen, nationalism, and the general 

course of the Revolution. Interestingly enough, the goals of the Revolution and Protestants 

became associated with one another either in positive or negative terms – either as a source of 

pride or disparagement. The goal of this chapter is to understand how Protestants functioned in 

the discourse of the Revolution and how both sides of the proverbial aisle – Left and Right, 

                                                 
1 The classic studies of French Protestants during the Revolution remain Gaston Mercier, L'esprit protestant: 
politique – religion (1512-1900) (Paris: Perrin et Cie., 1901); Emile G. Léonard, Le Protestant français, 2nd ed. 
(Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1955). See also, Burdette Poland, “Protestants as Revolutionaries: 
‘Conspirators’ or ‘Patriots’? 1791-1795” in French Protestantism and the French Revolution: A Study in Church 
and State, Thought and Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 141-192. 
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revolutionary and counter-revolutionary, and those who navigated between — employed 

Protestantism in order to promote their own ideologies.  

As was the case with the Enlightenment, talk of Protestants during the French Revolution 

often reflected a political perception of the past. Rarely did anyone reference a Protestant without 

hinting at the Reformation, the Wars of Religion, or the Revocation. Politicians, clergymen, 

playwrights, and authors worked out their thoughts about the present through their discussions of 

the Protestant past. This widespread and diverse preoccupation with Protestantism revealed that 

individuals used discussions of Protestants as a way to reflect on their present — to analyze, 

explain, and speculate about the ills or progress of society. In doing so, they defined modernity 

as separate from, opposed to, or transformed by Protestantism.  

In order to show the multi-faceted use of Protestantism during the Revolution, this 

chapter is organized into three sections, each around general uses of the Reformed. The first 

examines debates over Protestant citizenship within the National Assembly at the beginning of 

the Revolution, when the deputies sought to define the citizenry in secular terms. This section 

should be viewed as a continuation of earlier efforts to grant Protestants rights. The deputies’ 

concern with the conditions of Protestant “liberation” equally acted as a thought experiment on 

the extents of their universalist doctrines and as a type of political consolation for past 

persecutions. Any stereotypical, idiosyncratic characteristics of Protestants were effaced in favor 

of an image of a secular citizen — one who was a Frenchman first, and a Protestant second. The 

second section focuses on counter-revolutionary understandings of Protestantism, which began 

to bind Protestantism with the programs and fate of the Revolution. Many conservative thinkers 

found remarkable similarities between the Revolution’s doctrines and those espoused by the 

sixteenth century reformers, such as freedom of conscience and republicanism. By finding the 
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origins of the Revolution in the Reformation, they promoted an ideal Catholic vision of French 

culture and cast Protestants as conspirators and foreigners. The last section examines the peculiar 

case of Quakers. Revolutionaries used the Friends to think about pacifism, the rejection of 

privilege, and the character of the ideal citizen. 

Liberating the Patriotic Protestant 

An analysis of the early revolution and representations of Protestantism, in many ways, 

reveals that Revolutionaries built off of if not explicitly replicated earlier arguments covered in 

the preceding chapter. Revolutionaries evoked Protestants in order to call for religious equality 

before the law —like Turgot had insisted upon — and as a case for the inclusion of all 

persecuted minorities – as Malesherbes had argued in his mémoires on marriage. 1789 seemed 

naturally to extend from 1787, when Protestants gained basic civil rights. The law still prohibited 

Protestants from the benefits of full citizenship, including access to public offices, protection of 

property, and the freedom of public worship. Liberation did not occur all at once. The case of 

French Protestants in the early revolution exemplified this historical reality, for even after 1787 

and 1789, Protestants still bore the brunt of lingering legal, institutionalized Catholic intolerance, 

primarily on the local level.  

Despite remaining social and religious tensions, Protestants were well represented in the 

Estates General, which convened in May 1789. Over twenty-four Protestants sat in the Third 

Estate, and one Protestant, the Baron de Rathsamhausen joined the Second Estate. Timothy 

Tackett has noted that if one were to include those members whose recent ancestors claimed 

Calvinist stock, the number would significantly rise. Most were Calvinists and hailed from the 

south of France, while only a few claimed to be Lutherans. Altogether Protestants accounted for 

approximately three and a half percent of the Assembly. Protestants only numbered around two 
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percent of the population and thus were well-represented.2 In general, these Protestants were 

influenced by the Enlightenment. The two most prominent Protestant deputies — Antoine 

Barnave and Rabaut Saint-Étienne — illustrate this proposition well. Barnave proclaimed 

himself a deist, while Saint-Étienne’s discourse was more closely related to Condillac and 

Voltaire than the founder of his faith, Jean Calvin.3 

The question of Protestant rights seemed inevitable in August 1789, only two years after 

the Edict of Toleration. The session held on August 4 ran well past midnight. The deputies issued 

a series of demands that abolished the guild system and transformed the bureaucratic system in 

the provinces. Alexandre de Lameth met marginal resistance from his fellow deputies when he 

called for Protestant religious freedom, but the Assembly’s reluctance to address Protestant 

equality dissipated and the deputies began drafting the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen.4 Abbé Henri Grégoire, later the constitutional bishop of Blois and author of a history of 

religious sectarianism, proposed that the Assembly include religious freedom in the declaration 

on August 18 and the deputies formally debated the issue beginning on August 22. The Bishop 

de Clermont opened the debate by declaring that any constitution needed to address religion. The 

following day the debate continued and the comte de Castellane argued for full freedom in belief 

and worship.  

                                                 
2 Timothy Tackett, Becoming a Revolutionary: The Deputies of the French National Assembly and the Emergence of 
a Revolutionary Culture, 1789-1790 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 65-6. Augier, Barnave, Blancard, 
Boissy d’Anglas, Chambon-Latour, Couderc, Cussy, Dupont de Nemours, Gallot, Garesché, Lamy, Lavie, Liquier, 
Mestre, Meynier de Salinelles, Missy, Nairac, Quatrefages de Laroquete, Rabaut Saint-Étienne, Rathsamhausen, 
Soustelle, Turckheim, Valete, and Visme were all known Protestants. Only Lavie, Rathsamhausen, and Turckheim 
were Lutheran. 

3 Tackett, Becoming a Revolutionary: The Deputies of the French National Assembly and the Emergence of a 
Revolutionary Culture, 1789-1790, 67; Daniel Ligou and Philippe Joutard, “Les déserts (1685-1800),” in Histoire 
des protestants en France (Toulouse: Privat, 1977), 233-5. 

4 Tackett, Becoming a Revolutionary: The Deputies of the French National Assembly and the Emergence of a 
Revolutionary Culture, 1789-1790, 173. 
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Rabaut Saint-Étienne’s defense of Protestant rights during the early Revolution 

exemplified the tendency of the deputies to use Protestants in order to make universal claims. 

Saint-Étienne took the floor and boldly argued for full religious toleration based on the 

individual rights of citizens.5 Frenchmen called for religious equality, according to Saint-Étienne. 

His own community of three hundred and sixty thousand inhabitants, of which more than one 

hundred and twenty thousand were Protestants, explicitly recorded this desire in their cahier. 

This met with resounding applause from numerous deputies who exclaimed that their cahiers 

carried the same view. For him, the Edict of Toleration represented a shameful attempt to hush 

the Protestant population, only according, as the Edict formally stated, what could no longer be 

restricted.  

It is not just tolerance that I am demanding, it is freedom … Tolerance! I demand 
that … this unfair term be proscribed, which presents us as … guilty men who are 
pardoned … I demand, therefore, for all French Protestants, for all non-Catholics 
of the kingdom, what you demand for yourselves: freedom, equality of rights … 
that all French non-Catholics be assimilated in every respect and without any 
reservations to all other citizens, for they are citizens too … All men are free to 
express their opinions; all citizens have the right to profess their faith freely, and 
no one must be troubled for his religion.6  
 

While only years earlier, Protestants could only hope for toleration of their religious beliefs, 

Saint-Étienne called for freedom. What began as a demand benefiting “French Protestantism” 

ended in a call for rights for “all non-Catholics of the kingdom.” Protestantism then allowed 

individual thinkers like Saint-Étienne to develop universal ideals, freedoms, and at least a more 

capacious definition of citizenship.   

                                                 
5 Michael P Fitzsimmons, The Night the Old Regime Ended: August 4, 1789 and the French Revolution (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 61-2. 

6 Rabaut Saint-Étienne, “Discours prononcé à la Tribune Nationale. (séance du 23 août),” in Œuvres de Rabaut-
Saint-Étienne, vol. 2 (Paris: Imprimerie de Gaultier-Laguionie, 1826), 139, 143. 
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The deputies designed a blueprint for citizenship — issued by the Declaration of the 

Rights of Man and Citizen — that deemed that the “purpose of all political association is the 

preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of man. These are liberty, property, 

security, and resistance to oppression.”7 These tenets correlated to the dubious status of 

Protestants and set an ideological precedent that would be used in the coming months to further 

the emancipation of the Protestant population. The deputies acknowledged the need for freedom 

of conscience, declaring “no one should be disturbed for his opinions, even in religion, provided 

that their manifestation does not trouble public order as established by law.” At face value, the 

promise of religious freedom seemed tempting, but no one was certain what the future of the law 

would be or what would constitute troubling public order. In short, the foundational document of 

the Revolution held the promise for improved conditions for Protestants in uneasy language. 

This ambiguity in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen facilitated the 

continued restriction of Protestants from municipal offices, under the legal precedent of Louis 

XV’s 172  legislation, which named Catholicism the State religion. Deputy Brunet de Latuque, 

from the Nérac region, just northwest of Toulouse, received complaints from his constituents and 

formulated a decree to deliver to the Assembly on December 21, 1789. The National Assembly 

declared that all individuals born free and capable of meeting any financial obligations could 

hold public office, but direction concerning religion remained absent from the law. In his 

proposed decree, Latuque insisted that “les non catholiques” – an appellation, commonly used to 

refer to Protestants – who “fulfilled all required conditions prescribed in the promulgated decrees 

concerning electors and eligibility, would be eligible for all in every possible administration 

                                                 
7 La constitution française, présentée au Roi par l'Assemblée nationale le 3 septembre 1791 (Paris: De l'Imprimerie 
de Baudouin, 1791). 
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positions, without exception.” Furthermore, Latuque wanted equal employment opportunities in 

civil and military positions for Protestants regardless of their faith.8 

The discussion of Protestant employment opened up the debate over acceptance and 

exception of particular professions for citizenship, as well as for the Jewish population. “Rights 

questions” as Lynn Hunt notes, “tended to cascade.”9 Immediately after Latuque’s proposition, 

the comte de Virieu pushed the decree’s intended purpose even further, removing the restrictive 

epithet, les non catholiques, and extending the decree to benefit all groups whom the law deemed 

eligible. Pierre-Louis Roederer followed, proposing to include comédiens or actors – who had 

long been considered immoral by the Catholic Church for their duplicitous portrayal of others 

and consequently banned from voting or holding public office prior to the revolution – in such a 

decree. Count Stanislas–Marie–Adélaide de Clermont–Tonnerre reworked Latuque’s original 

proposal to include all active citizens regardless of occupation or religious affiliation. Such 

inclusivity naturally raised the question of Jewish rights – a debate that centered around the 

possibility of Jewish assimilation. Jean-François Rewbell argued that the Jewish population did 

not consider themselves to be active citizens; instead, they formed their own separate nation, and 

therefore, such a bill did not need to include them. Count Adam Philippe de Custine — an 

American Revolutionary War hero and an elected deputy from Metz — asked the Assembly to 

declare total freedom of public worship. Emphatically opposed to such a proposition, Curé 

Thiébault quickly denounced this position and the session closed for the day.10 Thus, Latuque’s 

efforts to eliminate prejudices against the Protestant people opened the door for discussion of all 
                                                 
8 J. Mavidal, E. Laurent, and E. Clavel, eds., Archives parlementaires de 1787 à 1860. Recueil complet des débats 
législatifs et politiques des chambers françaises, vol. 10 (Paris, 1867), 693-43. All further references to the Archives 
parlementaires will be notated as AP. 

9 Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York: W.W. Norton, 2007), 147. 

10 Ibid., 694-5. Thiébault discussed his opinion on the subject of Protestant rights in the following session.  
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excluded groups, both religious and professional. The Protestant caused the deputies to think 

about citizenship in secular terms.  

On December 23, 1789, Clermont–Tonnerre defended those oppressed under the Old 

Regime and persecuted by a strict imposition of Catholic morality. Beginning with men of ill-

reputed professions — executioners and actors — he immediately apologized for espousing their 

causes in the same breath. Executioners held a dubious position within the government, as the 

State employed and delegated duties to them, while, in turn, they were persecuted by the Church. 

What was lawful in one case was seen as murder in the other. Since the law deemed executions 

necessary, Clermont-Tonnerre realized the need to create and develop technology that would 

spare these “men of infamy.” After discussing the fate of the executioner, Clermont-Tonnerre 

addressed the similar issue faced by the actor. Rather than denouncing the theatrical form, he 

addressed the content of their plays, which he believed should be regulated by the state and used 

to educate the masses. The proposition that anyone could be called by the State to provide a 

service and then condemned for the performance of their duties afterwards confounded him. He 

denounced the institutionalization of such prejudices as “inconsistent and barbarous” in nature. 

Were not Protestants to be citizens of France according to the Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and Citizen? Their inability to hold municipal or military positions represented the newest form 

of religious persecution. How could the State call a citizen to arms or to pay taxes, if he could 

not enjoy the same rights as everyone else? Clermont-Tonnerre’s discourse on equality covered 

both Protestants and Jews, but perhaps the most important portion of his entire speech was his 

treatment of Church and State relations. He presented the Assembly with an ultimatum. Either 

the State must “pronounce a national religion, submit to it their laws, arm it with the temporal 

sword … or allow everyone to have their own religious opinion and not close public functions to 
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those who use this permission.”11 The first option transferred all of the National Assembly’s 

power to the hands of the clergy, negating the freedom attained earlier that year. Would the 

Revocation be reborn? Thus Clermont-Tonnerre threw down the gauntlet, and his fellow 

deputies sprang to the podium with vigor for and against his proposition. 

What began as a discussion of Protestant civil rights transitioned into a discussion of 

difference and the definition of civil status. Abbé Maury followed and lambasted Clermont-

Tonnerre for his plan to open municipal positions to executioners, actors, and Jews. He argued 

that executioners and actors offended the nation’s sense of morality. Executioners took another’s 

life in cold blood – only after approaching the State for the position –, and actors betrayed their 

own morality by pretending to be another. As for the Jewish population, he claimed that they had 

never desired citizenship – as evidenced by their exclusionary customs — and therefore to 

include this separate nation was unwise. His treatment of the Protestant cause relied solely on the 

Catholic-Monarchy heritage. He held that “Protestants have the same religion and the same laws 

as us [Catholics], but they are a different cult; however, since they already enjoy the same rights, 

I think that their group does not warrant discussion in this proposition.”12 Many people of this 

period, even within the Catholic Church, already viewed the Assembly’s decrees to be sufficient, 

and ignored Latuque’s initial argument. Thus Protestants became normalized in a debate that 

spanned from the errant Protestant people to other groups of non-Catholic, immoral disrepute.  

Immediately after Maury’s speech, Maximilien Robespierre commended Clermont-

Tonnerre’s address and agreed that the government should utilize actors and their plays to 

educate the people. For him, the “virtue of individuals will contribute to the purification of plays 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 754-5. 

12 Ibid, 756-7. 



133 
 

and theaters will become public schools of principles, good morals, and patriotism.” Robespierre, 

in his egalitarian fashion, insisted that the designation of comédien was unnecessary. Universal 

equality for all men despite religious or occupational differences needed to be implemented to 

make the nation great. He also included the Jewish population in his speech and condemned any 

form of oppression.13 Paul Friedland argues that Robespierre’s opinion betrayed “the desire on 

the part of many deputies to grant a civil status to actors [and executioners] as discreetly as 

possible.” Protestantism opened the discussion of rights, and the advocates of executioners, 

actors, and the Jewish population followed suit. Friedland further states that actors “did not enjoy 

a very positive public image, but Protestants were an entirely different matter; one could safely 

champion their cause without risk of political repercussions.”14 The Protestant faith most closely 

reflected the religious and moral values that Catholics held dear. Harkening back to the argument 

of Malesherbes, Protestants had lived under tolérance tacite prior to the Edict of Toleration in 

1787 and as a result, had already conformed to and attained a comfortable status within French 

society. Therefore, if any group should gain full citizenship, Protestants became the obvious 

choice, and other oppressed minorities, recognizing their social capital, attached themselves to 

the Protestant cause for their own advantage.  

Despite Robespierre’s universal proposal, the issue still remained hotly contested 

amongst the deputies. Those who restricted Protestant participation in municipal or military 

positions relied upon the lack of a formal decree and the public opinion in their regions. Adrien 

Duport, a lawyer by trade, reminded the deputies of this fact. He recommended that the 

Assembly create a law that would permit all “active citizens” to be eligible to hold public offices. 

                                                 
13 Ibid, 757. 

14 Paul Friedland, Political Actors: Representative Bodies and Theatricality in the Age of the French Revolution 
(New York: Cornell University Press, 2003), 202. 
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The Assembly debated Duport’s proposal and Brunet de Latuque’s motion, which included the 

phrase “non catholiques,” resulting in a slight majority of  08 to  03 in favor of Duport.15 The 

slim majority reflected the split within the National Assembly over which groups — Jews, 

actors, and executioners — should be granted rights to governmental positions.  

Antoine Barnave, born in a Protestant household in the old province of Dauphiné, halted 

the raucous debate within the National Assembly and redirected it back to the Protestant cause. 

His discourse returned to the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen and its article that 

guaranteed freedom of opinion, especially in religious matters. He suggested that — despite the 

futile discussions concerning Jews, actors, and executioners — only Protestants should be 

explicitly mentioned in the proposed bill. The Bishop of Clermont, M. de Bonual concurred with 

Barnave. He explained, “the major party of the Assembly has no problem according all rights, 

held by others, to Protestants,” but his concerns arose when deputies placed Jews and actors 

alongside Protestants. Instead, he asked that the phrase “non catholiques” be placed in any 

subsequent legislation. Ultimately, Bonual and other like-minded deputies won their case. 

Executioners, actors, and Jews remained absent from the legislation passed on December 24, 

1789. As long as “non catholiques” fulfilled the Assembly’s prescribed conditions for 

citizenship, Protestants “were capable of all civil and military employment.”16 The revolutionary 

discourse on equality opened on behalf of the Protestants and snapped shut, leaving the Jewish 

question unanswered and executioners and actors in an ambiguous position.17  

                                                 
15 AP, vol. 10, 758. 

16 Ibid, 781-2. 

17 The fate of France’s theaters improved over the next year, despite a formal law that gave them rights, like those 
accorded to the Protestant population. 
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Defenders of the Jewish minority recognized the discursive utility of Protestantism and 

the rather capacious definition of citizenship employed in pursuit of Protestant rights. They 

argued against the propositions from the Right, whose proponents claimed that the Jewish 

population did not want citizenship, assimilation, or Catholic morals. On January 28, 1790, 

several deputies delivered a petition to the National Assembly that utilized Protestantism’s 

nascent status to bolster their case for Jewish inclusion.  

For a long time, they [the King and the Catholic Church] confronted the 
Protestants with this maxim [of Catholic absolute claims to religious Truth], 
worthy of the Inquisition, and the Protestants had no civil standing in France. 
Today, they have just been reestablished in the possession of their status; they are 
assimilated to the Catholics in everything; the intolerant maxim that we have just 
retraced can no longer be used against them. Why would they continue to use it as 
an argument against the Jews?18 
 

Again, it became evident that Protestantism acted as a rhetorical device for persecuted groups to 

utilize for their own cause. What began as a petition for open Protestant inclusion in municipal 

offices, turned into a march for human rights, specifically those individuals oppressed by the 

Catholic Church. The Jewish population received citizenship in September 1791. 

What this discussion of Protestants, Jews, actors, and executioners illustrates is that the 

purported “universalism” of the French Revolution never truly existed. If citizenship was to no 

longer be defined by religion, the by what criteria should it be determined? The process of 

defining the citizen always excluded one group or another. It seemed clear that Protestants were 

welcomed by most of the deputies to active or passive citizenship. Active citizenship was 

defined by the ability to own land and pay taxes. Passive citizens received government 

protection, but held few political rights. 

                                                 
18 Pétition des juifs établis en France, addressee à l’assemble Nationale, le 28 janvier 1790, sur l’ajournement du 
24 décembre 1789, 1790. 
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The natural and inalienable right of property, put forth by the Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and Citizen, according to many deputies, extended to those whose property had been 

violated in the past. The comte de Marsanne, undoubtedly influenced by his constituents from 

the Calvinist region in southeastern France, sought to remedy this situation on February 11, 

1790. He proposed that the National Assembly “decree that every Frenchmen, whose family had 

been stripped of their property by virtue of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes” receive 

ancestral lands without delay. Marsanne only requested the restitution of property, which the 

King maintained up to that date. Upon ancestral proof, whether born inside or outside of France, 

property would be redistributed to the previous Protestant owners, provided the individual took 

up residence on the property. The last thing that Marsanne and the Assembly wished to create 

was another absentee land owning class like those of the Old Regime. François Bouche, from 

Aix, agreed with Marsanne and the motion proceeded to the comité des domains.19 Four months 

later, on July 10, Marsanne reminded the Assembly of his previous motion. The President put the 

decree to a vote, which the deputies adopted.20 On December 9, 1790, Bertrand Barère presented 

to the Assembly an equitable decree that allowed those Protestants who fled the country due to 

religious oppression to regain their land from the King’s domain. In addition, this law granted 

citizenship to those French Protestants who had fled France due to religious persecution. It even 

allowed the status of French citizen to be given to immigrant children even if the parents refused 

to accept such a status for themselves. “I have come to pronounce their true name – French.” 

Barère continued, “No, they have never ceased to be and your committee proposes to you an 

article as equally virtuous as political, which will assure those descendants of religious fugitives, 

                                                 
19 AP, vol. 10, 542. Also see, George Weis, “The Restitution of Huguenots’ Property at the French Revolution,” in 
The Proceedings of the Huguenot Society of London, 17, no. 2 (1943); 110-121. 

20 AP, vol. 17, 35. 
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the right to the honor of being French citizens.”21 Received by resounding applause, this motion 

symbolized the paradoxical role of the Protestant in revolutionary discourse as citizenship, 

membership in the French nation, was no longer determined by place of birth, but rested on a 

perception of the past.  

The Constitution of 1791 granted “those who, born in a foreign country, and descendant, 

in some degree, to a Frenchmen or an expatriated Frenchmen for a religious cause” could return 

to live in France, as long as they swore the oath to the Civil Constitution.22 Returning Protestants 

received lands under the decree concerning religionnaires fugitifs.23 Land remained an issue that 

needed continual oversight.  Numerous members of the newly created Legislative Assembly 

repeatedly demanded reports from the Minister of the Interior and the comité des domaines. By 

September 20, 1792, those who supported the religionnaires fugitifs claimed victory. On his last 

day, Jean-Baptiste Lagrévol, elected deputy from Haute-Loire, expressed his faction’s discontent 

by condemning the Minister of the Interior for his apathetic response to this issue. He described 

the persecution of Protestants during the eighteenth century as a “political affront, with a 

religious disguise.” Furthermore, Lagrévol characterized the Minister of the Interior’s efforts as 

the continuation of “contempt and persecution.” He then proposed a decree of the utmost 

exigency that called for an immediate account of the land known to have belonged to 

religionnaires fugitifs prior to the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. Then he prescribed a three 

                                                 
21 Bertrand Barère, Le Moniteur universel (Paris, 1790), 1424-5. This was printed on December 11, 1790. 

22 La constitution française, présentée au Roi par l'Assemblée nationale le 3 septembre 1791, 9. 

23 See Weis, “Restitution of the Huguenots’ Property at the French Revolution,” 110-121; Eckart Birnstiel, “Le 
retour des Huguenots du Refuge en France de la Révocation à la Révolution” BSHPF 135 (1989); 782-790. 
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year period, beginning on September 20, 1792, for those who claimed such lands to return to 

France. The Assembly decreed Lagrévol’s bill and adopted it with urgency.24  

Despite the persistent attention given to this issue, the success of such a bill remained 

clouded with uncertainty, especially during the height of the Terror. Most Protestants that 

emigrated back to France during the Revolution faced an insurmountable bureaucratic wall and 

failed to lay claim to their ancestral lands. In June 1792, the son of Louis Geneste of Lisburn 

wrote to his father in Ireland on the subject of their claims to French property. He complained, 

“All matters relative to the fugitive Protestant are enveloped in darkness and the clerks and 

persons attending at the different offices seem disinclined to draw aside the veil. It is their wish 

to suppress such information as would tend to throw light on the subject.”25 Those who 

successfully navigated the system used the issue to insist upon the patriotic status of Protestants. 

In 1796, Benjamin Constant's Note sur les droits de cité appartenant à la famille Constant de 

Rebacque chronicled his Protestant family’s plight and flight from France. Under the auspices of 

the law, enacted on December 22, 1790, his family returned to France, provided the necessary 

documentation, and was restored to their alienated land in the Franche-Comté. Constant buried 

his father on French soil, after receiving French citizenship. Having “reclaimed, obtained, 

inherited, and exercised the same rights” as his father, Benjamin Constant wrote “I am therefore 

French, son of a Frenchmen, and a descendant of a Frenchmen.” But, by the time that he wrote 

this undated pamphlet, returning émigrés, for the most part, had failed to receive their French 

                                                 
24 AP, vol. 50, 157-8. Louis-Joseph Charlier originally called for a report on May 11, 1792 (43: 254). Eight days 
later, the Minister of the Interior, Roland, essentially avoided Charlier’s original proposal (43: 573). Charlier 
returned this issue on June 23 (45: 513) and July 7 (46: 232). Another deputy brought the issue up on August 29 and 
the Assembly called for the comité des domaines to draft a quick report (49: 104).  

25 Quoted in Grace Lawless Lee, The Huguenot Settlement in Ireland (Heritage Books, 2009), 26. 
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citizenship.26 On 28 frimaire an V (December 11, 1796), Emmanuel Pastoret supported 

Constant’s petition for the redemptive citizenship of emigrated Protestants. The Directory 

reaffirmed the National Assembly’s efforts towards les religionnaires fugitifs on 4 nîvose an V 

(December 24, 1796).27  

What does the law granting restitution of property to Protestants and the inefficiencies 

that followed tell us about the revolutionary’s definition of citizenship? For Constant and others, 

citizenship was neither a truly democratic nor universalist category, despite claims to the 

contrary. To be a citizen was to own property. And to include Protestants into the citizenry, one 

needed to make property available to them. So while the restitution of property can most 

immediately be interpreted as a response to past persecutions, as a symbolic action of social 

justice on behalf of an oppressed minority, it also indicated the rather narrow vision of 

citizenship held by many politicians at the time. To be a French citizen was to be a property 

owner, which meant being wealthy enough to own property. 

In legal terms, Protestants were employed in a variety of circumstances all under the 

umbrella of citizenship. Who deserved the rights of citizens? Should there be levels of 

citizenship — even a distinction between active and passive citizenship? On what should the 

rights of citizens be based? If property were to remain central to the definition of a citizen, then 

how could one include a Protestant population whose property had been violated by the state for 

so long? At no point did proponents of Protestant rights in the Revolutionary government base 

their claims on Protestant theology, on the claims of Protestant particularity, on assertions that 

                                                 
26 Benjamin Constant, Note sur les droits de cité appartenant à la famille Constant de Rebacque, n.d., 1-4.  

27 Emmanuel Pastoret, Rapport fait par Emmanuel Pastoret : sur l'exercice du droit de cité pour les descendans des 
religionnaires fugitifs rentrant en France (Paris, 1797), 2-3; Étienne Mollevaut de la Meurthe, Opinion du citoyen 
Mollevault de la Meurthe sur la résolution relative aux religionnaires fugitifs : séance du 4 nivôse de l'an 5 (Paris, 
1797), 2. 
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Protestantism would serve the revolutionary government better than Catholicism, nor did they 

place Protestants at odds with Catholics. Rather, they sought to use a particular case – the 

Protestant – to express a particular vision of a secular citizenry, couched in universal and 

democratic discourses. It might be tempting to succumb to the universalist discourses used by the 

revolutionaries, but as this examination of the debates over Protestant rights shows, the definition 

of a “universal” citizenry continued to set as many boundaries as it demolished. The deputies 

largely agreed on the inclusion of Protestants — their familiarity as Christians and their recently 

improved status resulting from the Edict of Toleration made inclusion, possible. Yet, by 

couching their defense of Protestants, not as Christians, but as individuals with natural rights, the 

revolutionaries opened up their debates to a number of other groups.  

Counter-Revolutionary Constructions of Protestants 

Protestants also garnered attention from Catholic counter-revolutionaries, who explained 

the Revolution as the product of Protestant machinations and back room conspiracies. If not the 

product of purposeful scheming, 1789 was the direct outgrowth of the Reformation’s break with 

the Catholic Church. In short, counter-revolutionaries imagined Protestants as inherently foreign, 

most likely German, whose intentions undermined the good of the Catholic Church and France 

in general. So when the national assembly debated the inclusion of Protestants into the French 

citizenry, a small, yet resolute minority of the revolutionary government reacted harshly. The 

curé of Sainte-Croix and deputy from the city of Metz, François-Martin Thiébault responded to 

Custine’s 1789 proposal for Protestant citizenship in a pamphlet, entitled Discussion de la 

proposition de M. de Custine. His argument is a classic example of this counter-revolutionary 

construction of revolutionary and anarchical Protestantism.  
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Born around 1725 and ordained as a priest in 1749, Thiébault joined the Saint-Simone 

seminary in Metz.28 He held the position of professor of theology, superior of the seminary, and 

in 1765, curé of Sainte-Croix. Perhaps what was most notable about his experience as curé of 

Sainte-Croix was his 1786 Richerist pamphlet, which argued for Church positions to be 

established on the basis of merit rather than hierarchy. The popularity of his pamphlet led to his 

election to the Estates-General in 1789. Upon dissolution of the Estates-General, he readily 

joined the National Assembly, where Thiébault strongly defended the Catholic Church’s 

autonomy against the Revolution’s early measures to sap the Church’s wealth and resources. 

From the center Right, he struggled against what he perceived as imprudent reforms and a slow 

slide into anarchy. After he refused to take the oath to the Civil Constitution of the Clergy in 

1790, he returned to his parish for a brief time, only to emigrate to Elsenfeld, Germany, where he 

lived out the remainder of his days.29  

In December 1789, Thiébault made an impassioned conservative argument against 

Protestant citizenship, providing a counterpoint to the inclusive proposition held by the deputies. 

Thiébault condemned Custine’s proposition as anti-constitutional, anti-patriotic, and anti-

Catholic while denouncing all other religious sects.30 The mainstay of Thiébault’s argument 

relied on the ancient constitution between the King and the Catholic Church. Reaffirmed by the 

sacre, or ceremonial oath at the commencement of each King’s reign, the monarch swore to 

extirpate the “heretics” of France. Since this sacred ceremony solidified the Catholic-

                                                 
28 Actes du 80e Congrès national des sociétés savantes: Section d'histoire moderne et contemporaine, vol. 80 (Impr. 
nationale, 1955), 138. 

29 François-Martin Thiébaut, Œuvres complètes de Thiébault, curé de Sainte-Croix à Metz (J.P. Migne, 1836), 9; 
Dictionnaire des parlementaires française, vol. 5 (Bourloton, 1891), 399.  

30 François-Martin Thiébault, Discussion de cette proposition de M. de Custine: la liberté de l'exercice public de 
toutes les religions doit être prononcée dans l'Assemblée nationale, 1789, 1-3 
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monarchical bond, instituting full religious equality between the Roman Church and the “temple 

of heretics” openly disregarded the dictates of the ancient constitution and the oath taken by the 

king.  Furthermore, he declared Custine’s proposition to be anti-patriotic because it threatened 

the overall good of the fatherland, the tranquility of the kingdom, and that which united the 

citizens — namely the Catholic faith.31  

Thiébault could not have predicted the creation of the First French Republic in 1792. His 

entire argument was predicated on the continuation of the monarchy, if only a constitutional 

monarchy. His next blow against the Protestant inclusion made reference to the “known” 

republican inclinations of the reformed faith — invented in the sixteenth century, reaffirmed by 

Bossuet in the seventeenth, and still persisting well into the eighteenth century. He characterized 

the Protestantism from birth as “bold, seditious in growth, republican in prosperity, and 

threatening to the end.”32 The Protestant pursuit of liberty, which Thiébault linked to the early 

Revolution, feared the eventual destruction of the monarchy and the creation of a republic. The 

pursuit of political powers had turned the Reformation to the Wars of Religion.  

His primary reason for excluding the Protestant population was not their theological 

doctrines, but their past. Had not the Wars of Religion taught the French to abandon 

Protestantism and to refuse them entrance into the country and citizenry? “What have we learned 

from history, if the sad events of the past do not caution us against the sad events of the 

future?”33 He claimed that they joined secret assemblies and leagues with foreigners, refused to 

pay their taxes, pillaged public funds, took part in open conspiracies, sacked cities, and were 

                                                 
31 Ibid, 4-5. 

32 Ibid, 20-1.  

33 Ibid, 6. 



143 
 

known to have committed arson.34  For Thiébault, open public worship for all religions 

represented an affront to the preeminence of Catholicism. He referred to the seventeenth-century 

Dutch jurist and Christian apologist, Hugo Grotius, who claimed that “wherever the disciples of 

Calvin are becoming dominant, they upset the government. The goal of Calvinism is to 

outrage.”35 He placed blame for the religious wars on France’s Protestant population to prove the 

seditious nature of Protestantism and to counter arguments against the Catholic Church. He 

claimed that all wars were initiated by sectarians. Religious factionalism between Catholics and 

Protestants in France resulted directly from the particularly sinister Protestant culture within its 

borders. 

In what must have seemed anachronistic for most of the deputies, Thiébault defended the 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes as essential for the safety of the country. The past loss of the 

Huguenots paled in comparison to the costs of a prolonged religious war. Whatever wealth lost 

along with the Huguenot refugees would have been lost by Louis XIV, if prolonged war had 

arisen between Catholic and Protestant. Of the supposed 67,732 émigrés, he claimed, that left 

following the Revocation, only a small percentage were useful able bodied men. He discounted 

the utilitarian viewpoint bolstering Protestant claims to citizenship.36 Why encourage Protestants 

to return to France when their loss left no impact and their return guaranteed further sectarian 

conflict? Interestingly enough, Thiébault reaffirmed the argument for a citizenship based on 

social utility.  

                                                 
34 Thiébault, Discussion de cette proposition de M. de Custine, 20-1.  

35 Ibid, 22-3. This quotation most likely came from Grotius’s Opera Theologica. For more information see Richard 
Tuck’s Philosophy and Government, 1572-1651 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 

36 Ibid, 17-9; Daniel Ligou and Philippe Joutard, “Les déserts (1685-1800),” in Histoire des Protestants en France, 
ed. Robert Mandrou (Toulouse: Privat, 1977), 193. 
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Thiébault’s libel took a rather common, Catholic step further and claimed that where 

Protestants were established, the country devolved to deism and atheism.37 If Protestants were 

granted the freedom to public worship, Thiébault predicted that the Catholic Church would have 

to pay for the resurrection of their temples, a tax would be created for reparations, and worst of 

all, these Protestants would be admitted into the collèges, where they would lay Enlightenment 

seeds for the ultimate destruction of the Christian conscience. Such designs originated from the 

“contagious delirium of modern philosophy,” which represented the latest heretical affliction to 

the Catholic faith. If Protestantism did not lead to philosophie, then it certainly welcomed it. In a 

moment of caution, he declared that if the opinions of those like Custine prevailed, not only 

would Calvinists and Jews gain religious freedom, but Socinians, deists, philosophers promoting 

natural religion, and even non-baptized slaves in the colonies could become recognized under the 

State.  

Thiébault’s anti-Protestant discourse may have seemed rational and evenhanded in 

comparison to the more conspiratorial exhortations of the time, especially those following the 

Civil Constitution of the Clergy.38 The 1791 pamphlet, Causes et agens des révolutions de 

France highlighted the Protestant-philosophe connection.39 For the anonymous author, a secret 

“league” or cabal of Protestant conspirators had been plotting the downfall of the monarchy since 

the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes.  The philosophe later joined their cause. According to the 

                                                 
37 Ibid, 24-5. 

38 For an examination of the variety of conspiracies during the Revolution, see Darrin M. McMahon, Enemies of the 
Enlightenment: the French Counter-Enlightenment and the Making of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 77-83; Conspiracy in the French Revolution ed. by Peter R. Campbell, Thomas E. Kaiser, and Marisa Linton 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2010). 

39 See Gordon S. Wood, “Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: Causality and Deceit in the Eighteenth Century,” 
William and Mary Quarterly 39 (1982); 401-441; Timothy Tackett, “Conspiracy Obsession in a Time of Revolution: 
French Elites and the Origins of the Terror, 1789-1792,” American Historical Review 105 (2000), 711. 
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pamphlet, the combined philosophe-Protestant agenda prescribed — in prophetic terms — the 

most gruesome of means possible for attaining their goal of absolute inclusion — regicide.40  

Thiébault and author of Causes et agens des révolutions de France emphasized the 

foreign nature of the Protestant threat. Thiébault framed the foreign Protestant menace in 

economic and moral terms. He argued that there was nothing to gain from readmitting Protestant 

émigrés back into the country. Their numbers were few and could only result in religious 

discord. As for the anonymous pamphlet, the foreign nature of Protestantism took a more 

conspiratorial turn. A vast network or “league” existed consisting of Protestants linked with other 

non-Protestant masons. Thiébault’s anti-Protestant discourse dabbled in conspiracy, but the 

thrust of his argument concerned the utility of the Protestant population to the French nation, 

while the anonymous author sought to incite fear with threats of destruction, corruption, and 

moral decay.  

Protestants, perceived as proficient in the art of subterfuge, hid in plain sight. Court de 

Gébellin and Necker undermined the King’s finances. While not a Protestant, Lafayette had been 

tricked by the duplicity of those Protestants he encountered during his time in America. The 

majority of Freemasons and members of the central committee of Jacobins were rumored to be 

Protestants too. Jacques-Marie Boyer Brun, a counter-revolutionary journalist, argued that 

Rousseau had been canonized by the Revolution, not because of his philosophy, but because of 

his Protestantism.41 Rabaut Saint-Étienne, a leader of the National Assembly and avowed 

admirer of Voltaire and other philosophes, more than any other Protestant reaffirmed counter-

revolutionary suspicions by his political and public presence. Once President of the National 

                                                 
40 Causes et agens des révolutions de France (n.p., 1791), 3.  

41 Jacques-Marie Boyer Brun, Histoire des caricatures de la révolte des français, 2 vols. (Paris, 1792), 17-33. 
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Assembly, Saint-Étienne symbolized the Protestants’ ability to dissimulate for personal and 

Protestant gain. He also appeared to be a member of the Protestant-philosophe-Jansenist cohort 

of conspirators who took the Catholic Church hostage with their revolution.  

When Protestants were not seen as conspirators or as driven to conspiracy, counter-

revolutionaries discussed the origins of the Revolution in Protestant terms. In print, the 

revolutionaries lambasted the Church’s hierarchical structure, its perceived financial corruption, 

and the foreign power of the Papacy, just like Protestants had done two centuries earlier during 

the Reformation and the Wars of Religion. Before long, anti-Protestant discourses turned to the 

longue durée. Protestant equality manifested itself in the politics of Jean Calvin, and after 

centuries of persecution, Calvin’s heirs took their revenge from within France.42 In the debates 

over the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, one Capuchin participant proclaimed the schismatic, 

heretical character of the proposed legislation. In short, Protestants orchestrated legislation that 

cut at the Catholic Church.43 The Revolution resulted from the ideologies of the early reformers. 

Whether they knew it or not, the advances of the revolutionaries turned un-suspecting 

Frenchmen into Protestants or so the 1792 pamphlet entitled, Les Français devenus protestans 

sans le savoir, told its readers. “This new edifice had been constructed by the heretics of earlier 

centuries,” the pamphlet revealed, and the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, “proclaimed and 

received with equal enthusiasm, is precisely that of Luther and Calvin.”44 Nicolas Sourdat, the 

possible author of this pamphlet, reproduced its text and its argument at length in his 1797, Les 

                                                 
42 Causes et agens des révolutions de France, 4-5. 

43 AP, vol. 16, 44-6.  

44 Les Français devenus protestans sans le savoir, ou parallele de la religion protestante et de la nouvelle religion 
de France… (Paris, 1792), 4.  
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veritables auteurs de la Révolution de 1789, in which he sought to definitively connect Calvin 

with France’s constitution and the attack on the Catholic Church.45  

Thinkers from the center Right to the far Right bound the Protestant with all enemies of 

the Catholic camp through their oppositional discourse. As the Revolution’s measures grew more 

hostile to the tradition of the Catholic Church, the fate of the Protestant became tied more closely 

to the fate of the Revolution. The First French Republic found their perfect citizen in the 

followers of the most republican of faiths, Protestantism. By the end of the Terror, Joseph de 

Maistre, the great ultra-Catholic theorist, likened reformed Christianity to a type of religious 

sans-culottism.46 While the proposal for a law that would formally grant Protestants the right to 

municipal positions inspired advocates of actors and Jews to speak out for their cause, the Right 

utilized the topic of Protestantism to condemn philosophes, deists, atheists, Jacobins, and those 

crypto-Protestants, the Jansenists. Protestantism in this discourse acted as a rhetorical cipher for 

talk of other persecuted minority groups. This fact did not emerge out of the revolutionary break 

in 1789; rather it developed over the eighteenth century. In part, conservative thinkers continued 

to draw a clear distinction between Catholicism and its opponents, categorizing “heretical” 

groups together, and giving those groups cause to align with one another.47 Protestants 

highlighted the issues of inherent in any definition of citizenship based on morality. Catholic 

opponents of the Revolution entrenched their understandings of citizenship in terms used during 

                                                 
45 Nicolas Sourdat,  Les veritable auteurs de la Révolution de 1789 (Paris, 1797). 

46 Joseph Marie de Maistre, “Réflexions sur le protestantisme” in Oeuvres complètes de J. de Maistre: nouvelle 
édition contenant ses œuvres posthumes et toute sa correspondance inédite (Paris: Vitte et Perrussel, 1884); Pierre 
Rosanvallon, The Demands of Liberty: Civil Society in France Since the Revolution, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer 
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47 Dale K Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French Revolution: From Calvin to the Civil Constitution, 1560-
1791 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 343, 372-3. Van Kley shows how Protestant, Jansenist, and 
philosophe were often seen as allies against the other Gallican and ultramontane tendencies within the Catholic 
Church. Jansenists were often seen as exhibiting several characteristics in common with Protestants. 
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the Old Regime, yet in doing so, they reaffirmed many of the basic associations of Protestants. 

The citoyen protestant was a republican who valued his personal liberties over the eschatological 

and theological doctrines of the Christian Church.  

The anti-Protestant image then reflected counter-revolutionary concerns over the sacrality 

of the French monarchy, the institutional role of the Catholic Church, and the moral character of 

the Catholic French citizen. Both groups used Protestant representations to outline their ideal 

future images of France and French citizenship. Whereas proponents called for Protestant rights 

in the name of universal inclusion, anti-Protestant discourses depicted a regenerated, centralized 

state reminiscent of Louis XIV’s reign. The Protestant, as patriot or conspirator, reflected the 

dialectical revolutionary divide and remained “good to think” for both sides. Proponents and 

opponents of the Protestant cause, through their discussions, reified the connection between 

Protestantism and the Revolution, its pursuit of many freedoms associated with either the 

Reformation or the Revolution, and thus created the image of the revolutionary Protestant. 

Reconciling Religion and Revolutionary Ideology: The Case of the Quaker 

 Representations of Protestantism abounded in the early years of the Revolution — either 

as a means to facilitate a secular understanding of French citizenship or to lambast revolutionary 

programs in favor of a more traditional Catholic understanding of citizenship. During these 

years, Protestants themselves navigated between these representations and carved out their own 

place, shaped their own public image, and pursued their own interests. Many social and political 

histories have explored the place of Calvinists and Lutherans during the Revolution and how 

they survived during these years.48 To avoid retracing this well-trodden ground, I have chosen to 

                                                 
48 Among others see “Les Protestants et la Révolution fran aise,” BSHPF 127 (1989); Burdette Poland, French 
Protestants and the French Revolution; Jean François Boudon, Les pasteurs réformés face à la déchristianisation de 
l’An II (Université Pierre Mendès-France, 1987); Paul Viallaneix, Réforme et révolutions: aux origines de la 
démocratie moderne (Presses du Languedoc, 1990).  
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focus on a particular Protestant group that garnered an inordinate amount of attention during the 

Revolution — Quakers.  

In the 1780s, the largest group of “Quakers” resided in southern France, just west of Nîmes, 

in the villages of Congéies and Calvisson. At the end of the seventeenth century, when battles 

began between Catholics and Camisards in the Cévannes, this small group detached themselves 

from their coreligionnaires and renounced violence. In the eighteenth-century, Catholics and 

Calvinists called them “Couflaïres,” or inspired ones. In Provençal, some named them les 

Inspirés or gonflés par l’Esprit.49 Until the mid-1780s, this community of around 100 families 

remained disconnected from the transatlantic Religious Society of Friends and practiced their 

faith clandestinely, like other French Calvinists in Languedoc. For almost one hundred years, this 

group remained cloistered from the outside world. In 1769, a member of this small reformed 

group visited London, but his lack of English halted any chance of a formal relationship between 

the English Quakers and the French community. In February 1785, Edward Long Fox, a British 

Quaker and proprietor of a merchant vessel, publicly sought to return the bounty taken from a 

French ship during the American War of Independence. In the Gazette de France, Fox justified 

his actions by explaining his religious leanings. Jean de Marsillac and other leaders of the 

Protestant community replied to the letter, not because of the promised wealth, but out of a desire 

to learn more about the Quaker faith. Soon Marsillac volunteered to travel to London out of his 

                                                 
49 Jean-Henriette Louis, “La pétition présentée par Jean de Marcillac, et William et Benjamin Rotch à l’Assemblée 
nationale, le 10 février 1791,” in L’Amérique et la France, Deux Révolutions, ed. by Élise Marienstras, (Paris; 
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those French Quakers still in Congéies today. See http://www.maison-quaker-congenies.org/info.html.  
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own expense. His time in the city of “Darkness and Pride,” as he called it, created a long lasting 

friendship between the London Quaker community and the French inspirés.50   

While their philosophical tendencies towards moderation, egalitarian religious 

expression, and simple worship resembled that of the English Quakers, their love of French 

couture and entertainment proved to be a dividing point, at least initially.51 With the assistance of 

the English Quaker community, the Reformed Church in Languedoc conformed to English 

Quaker dress, despite initial reluctance, and declared themselves to be Quakers officially on 26 

May 1788 after a communal meeting the previous day attended by Quakers from the small 

French community, the United States, Ireland, and London.52 At the same time, a second group 

of intransigent Nantucket Quakers relocated from America to Dunkerque in the north after the 

American War of Independence had disrupted their whaling business. Arriving in the late 1780s, 

they quickly made contact with the fledgling group of Languedoc Quakers.53  

                                                 
50 “Letter, 18 December 1785, Jean de Marsillac to Edward Long Fox,” LRSF (London), MS Port 39.59. Later 
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See “Letter, 25 February 1786, Jean de Marsillac to Adey Bellamy,” LRSF, MS 334, vol. 334, 237.  

52 LRSF, MS 314: France Mss 27; Louis, “La pétition présentée par Jean de Marcillac,” 206. 

53 “Letter, 15 November, 1786, Jean de Marsillac to Adey Bellamy, Alen on,” LRSF, MS 156.67. Marsillac had 
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This new group of international friends lamented the conditions of Quakers in France. They were persecuted by both 
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of civil freedoms, yet many of the Quakers’ issues remained. The threat of being enlisted in the militia and later 
having to swear an oath, as mandated by the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, upset the sensibilities of the Quaker 
population.  
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On February 10, 1791, Jean de Marsillac along with the Nantuckois Quaker father-son 

duo, William and Benjamin Rotch, entered the National Assembly, hats firmly planted on their 

heads, sans national cockades pinned to their chests, and without any sign of deference to the 

surrounding politicians. Their appearance symbolized the ascetic “natural life and … rejection of 

artifice.”54 Their lack of show was a show in itself as the Convention members welcomed them 

into their halls with cheers.55 Rabaut Saint-Étienne, Abbé Grégoire and Pierre-Jacques Brissot de 

Warville, head of the Girondin party, founder of the Société des Amis des Noirs, and 

accomplished defender of the Quaker community, both orchestrated the arrival of the Quaker 

commission.56 They waited for Mirabeau’s fifteen-day term as president of the Assembly, as he 

had shown a favorable attitude towards the Quaker community. Marsillac and the Rotches 

presented a petition signed by the French Quakers near Nîmes and the expatriated American 

Quakers in Dunkerque to the Convention. They appealed for freedom of conscience and the 

principle of religious toleration, which they believed recent French legislation had indicated.  

Their petition rested on two fundamental arguments. First, they presented a pre-

Revolutionary history of Quaker pacifism in order to underscore their long-held theological 

disdain for violence. Second, they argued that if "religious and civil liberty were accorded to the 
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Quakers of France, English and American Quakers would come voluntarily … to benefit la 

patrie from their industry."57 Such an argument was common for religious minorities pushing for 

civil rights. The fish oil market success of the Rotch family prior to the American Revolution 

was fairly well known to the Convention, giving credence to this final remark. Yet, their refusal 

to carry arms in a besieged country only curried favor with the most moderate of Girondins.  

Mirabeau commended the Quakers for their principles, but criticized them for their 

legendary pacifism. For Mirabeau, wars of conquest were illegitimate, but war for the sake of 

defense was akin to one’s religious duties. He rejected their historical narrative and ignored their 

economic claim, when he argued: 

Don’t you think the defense of yourselves and your neighbors to be a 
religious duty also? Otherwise you would surely be overwhelmed by tyrants! 
Since we have gained liberty for you as well as for ourselves, why would you 
refuse to preserve it? 

If your brethren in Pennsylvania had been settled nearer its savage 
inhabitants, would they have allowed their wives, children, and elders to be 
slaughtered rather than resist? And are not stupid tyrants and ferocious conquerors 
equally savages?... 

Whenever I meet a Quaker I intend to say to him: My brother, if you 
possess the right to be free, you have also an obligation to prevent anyone from 
making you a slave. Loving your neighbor, you must not allow a tyrant to destroy 
him: to do so would be the same to kill him yourself. Do you desire peace? Well 
then, it is surely weakness that calls forth war. A general readiness to resist would 
procure universal peace.58  

 

Mirabeau likened national defense to a religious principle in order to counteract Quaker claims 

based on the separate category of religion. Such political animosity between  revolutionary goals 

and Quaker ideals butted heads again when Marat later challenged Thomas Paine’s role during 

                                                 
57 Jeanne-Henriette Louis, “La pétition présentée par Jean de Marcillac,” 205-210.  

58 Pétition respectueuse des amis de la Société chrétienne, appelés Quakers, prononcée à l’Assemblée Nationale le 
Jeudi 10 Février 1791 (Paris: Baudouin, Imprimeur de l’Assemblée Nationale, 1791), 5-7. 



153 
 

the trial of Louis XVI: “I maintain that Thomas Paine, may not vote on this matter; being a 

Quaker, his religious principles conflict with the death sentence.”59  

For a brief time following their appeal to the Convention, Marsillac and the Quaker 

cohort continued to seek out supporters for their cause. In order to counteract Mirabeau’s 

historical interpretation of the foundation of Pennsylvania, Marsillac authored the first biography 

in French of William Penn under the moniker, “Député extraordinaire des Amis de France à 

l'Assemblée Nationale.”60 Marsillac argued that the “good willed, pacifist William Penn… 

greatly contrasts with the conquerors who founded empires by fraud and violence.”61 Penn’s 

peace accord with the Native Americans marked the only moment in history where a treaty had 

neither been written down nor broken.62 Lastly, Marsillac critiqued French culture when he 

described young Penn’s journey to Paris. Penn’s father hoped that the “pleasure and frivolity” of 

Paris would dispel his moral austerity, yet the contrast only proved to entrench Penn’s religious 

resolve.63 At a time when war threatened France, Marsillac’s two-volume history of Penn’s 

pacifist life failed to bolster the Quaker claim to conscientious objection.64 At the same time, 

Parisian jingoism escalated, leading to the arrest of Marsillac in 1792 for not wearing the 
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61 Ibid, v. 1, iii. 
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63 Ibid, 22-3. 
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national cockade in revolutionary Paris. His refusal to wear the cockade warranted applause a 

year earlier.65 Freed from jail and disappointed by their failure, Marsillac left for England and 

then Philadelphia in 1792. Sensing an impending war between Britain and France, the Rotch 

family left for England in January 1793.  

Marsillac and the Quaker commission ultimately failed, but their self-representation 

attracted the attention and support of many Frenchmen. Scholars have argued that the Quaker 

cause paved the way for later calls for religious privileges. In 1793, during the Revolutionary 

Wars, the small community of Mennonites in eastern France wanted to abstain from war with 

Prussia. Robespierre and four others issued an order that commended the Mennonites for their 

“simple virtues” and allowed them to pay a tax rather than take up arms.66 Several Parisian 

newspapers continued to disseminate praise of the legendary Quaker – none more so than the La 

Feuille villageoise, which printed more than a dozen articles over the course of three years 

praising the pacifist principles of the Quaker people and their economic wherewithal.67 Abbé 

Fauchet, Nicolas de Bonneville, Brissot, and Abbé Grégoire continued to fight for Quaker rights. 

Grégoire even helped the French Quakers buy Chambord Castle, an ironically lavish and 

imposing setting for the Quaker people, to serve as the center for their “agronomical and 

                                                 
65 “Letter 16 July 1792, Jean de Marsillac to Robert Grubb and Mary Dudley, Boulogne,” LRSF MS 314: France 
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Society vol. 57, n. 2 (1998); 166-182. 

67 For one such instance, see Feuille Villageoise, August 25, 1791, V.2, N. 48, 409-10. Quakers appear in the pages 
of the Mercure nationale, the Patriote français, and the Bouche de fer.  
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industrial” efforts.68 This is to say that Quakers remained a topic of interest to French men and 

women despite the Convention’s refusal to grant them civil and military privileges.  

From 1791 on, the transatlantic, revolutionary Quakers lost some of their “legendary” 

luster. Late eighteenth-century travelers arrived in the city of brotherly love, Philadelphia, found 

Quakers distinguished only in clothing and not in virtue. In the same year that Mirabeau 

criticized the Quaker commission’s request for military exemptions, Ferdinand Bayard and 

François-René Chateaubriand travelled to America and found not the pious city of Penn, but one 

of uneven luxury and immorality.69 The first-hand experience of these travelers revealed a more 

realistic, less idolized vision of the Quaker populace. Upon returning to Paris in 1798 from his 

self-imposed exile in Philadelphia, Marsillac left the sect and his fifteen years of championing 

the Quaker cause behind him. Whether or not life among the Pennsylvanian Quakers caused 

Marsillac to question his faith is unclear, but it is probable that his time in America changed his 

opinion of the “enlightened” faith.  

Despite the growing awareness of “real” Quakers, some still saw Quakerism as the best 

way to resolve religious and revolutionary tensions.70 Louis-Abel Beffroy de Reigny (1757-

1810) wrote prodigiously from the mid-1780s to 1805. Arriving in Paris in 1770 from Picardy, 

he received the patronage of the rédacteur of the Petites-Affiches, dramatist, poet, and journalist, 
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Abbé Aubert.71 Under his guidance, Beffroy de Reigny explored poetry, theatre, and opera.72 His 

Christian background and the turbulent deChristianization of the Revolution presented a 

fundamental problem that Beffroy de Reigny addressed in his short (only 40-page long) Allons 

ça va, ou Le Quaker en France: tableau patriotique, en vers et en un acte, mêlé de vaudevilles. 

Beffroy de Reigny played off the Voltairean understanding of a good, enlightened Quaker. 

In Beffroy de Reigny’s play, a Quaker arrived in a Picardy village just in time for a town 

discussion of patriotism. Act II began with the Quaker entering the village “roulant sa maison 

par-tout avec lui.”73 He appeared in nothing more than a cloak, wearing nothing ornate or 

extravagant, and all of his earthly possessions were in tow. This clause was important and 

figured prominently in the debate taking place on stage. The pro-Revolutionary faction lauded 

the Quaker for his asceticism. Without a desire for novelty, lavish accommodations, or fancy 

clothing, the Quaker was lauded for his ability to donate to the war effort. The material culture of 

Quakerism was coeval to the development and needs of the nation.  

Yet, the Quaker’s patriotism was called into question. He was an American, but his larger 

role in the Revolutionary War remained unclear to many of the Frenchmen. When pressed on his 

role in the war, he insisted on pacifism, which led the villagers to question his loyalty to the 

French nation. As the night wore on, they criticized the Quaker for refusing to drink wine in 

honor of and swear an oath to the nation. At the end of the night, the Quaker put aside many of 
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his beliefs in favor of the nation — drinking and dancing in France’s honor always in 

moderation, of course.  

Beffroy de Reigny’s character reflected the religious climate of year II (1793), when it 

was necessary for religious forces to bend to the needs of the nation. He recognized and reacted 

explicitly to this cultural climate in his introduction. 

A certain journalist has reproached me with appearing to desire peace too ardently 
in my play. I would almost rather he had found my play to be counter-
revolutionary; certainly he has not seen or has not understood it; not only is there 
no question anywhere of asking for peace, but I have even denatured the character 
of my Quaker to such a degree that he preaches war on every occasion, as well as 
the destruction of tyrants, and the enthusiasm necessary to drive out the enemy. 
And thus am I judged!74 
 

On October 28, 1793, when this play first appeared at the Théâtre de la rue Feydeau, it was 

necessary to make such concessions in the face of provincial revolt led by refractory priests and 

the civil war in the Vendée. Yet, Beffroy de Reigny’s Quaker toed the line between the bellicose 

jingoist and the pacifist Pennsylvanian by openly detesting war and proclaiming tender humanity 

to be his faith in one line and in another chanting “God all powerful! Take up your arms! Peace 

to the French! War to the Tyrants!”75 In his portrayal, Beffroy de Reigny united Christian 

religious sentiment with nationalism.  

Beffroy de Reigny indicated his sensitivity to the revolutionary political culture when 

another character entered the discussion and inquired as to the newcomer’s identity. One peasant 

replied that the gentleman was a “Crouacre” to which the first man responded, “A Quaker! That 

is good news! They are our friends preaching Independence, Equality, Laws. They are made for 

France!” Yet, Beffroy de Reigny placed a footnote after the word “Independence,” explaining 
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“[t]he word tolerance was first put in the place of Independence, but once again the dangers of 

our country do not allow us to have tolerant ideas.”76 Such an obvious nod to the Terror hardly 

needs further explanation, other than to say that the revolutionary climate forced Beffroy de 

Reigny to further “denature” his Quaker. 

 Beffroy de Reigny’s choice of the patriotic, citizen Quaker also expressed a type of 

hesitant optimism in the possibility of revolutionary change. For the peasants of Picardy, the 

United States had been placed on a special pedestal. Boston and Philadelphia broke the chains of 

their colonial imprisonment, just as France would surely succeed in escaping the irons of 

despotism.77 Was the entrance of the Quaker a sign of such liberation? The Quaker hailed from 

the United States, where “every citizen plays an active role,” yet luxury had begun to corrupt the 

nation’s sense of equality – it had been the Revolution that opened up this possibility according 

to the Quaker.78 The Quaker had high hopes for France, where many of their revolutionary 

doctrines reflected those of the Quakers, most notable of which was the doctrine of tutoiement or 

the abandonment of the formal vous in conversation. Quaker socialization had refused to adopt 

such shows or forms of communal deference in favor of egalitarianism. It was for this reason that 

the Quaker refused to remove his broad-brimmed, brown hat and referred to everyone as tu and 

brother.79 The nation was often seen as a family – the Quaker brotherhood fit right in along with 
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77 Ibid, 23. 

78 Ibid, 24. 
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other re-appropriated religious references80 This language of familial confraternity naturally 

transferred to the national family. Yet, most often, the Quaker used the term “friend.” Truly, the 

fraternité of the Revolution found the perfect emanation in Beffroy de Reigny’s imaginary 

friend, who ended the play in a friendly way. Despite his opposition to war and to music in 

general, he belted out four stanzas to the tune of the Marseillaise, “Français, Français un peuple 

libre est un peuple d’amis. Frenchmen, Frenchmen, a free people are a people of friends.”81 

 The main point to take away from this play is that the Quaker was never asked to 

completely abandon his faith, only to make concessions to a seemingly profane calling – the 

nation. And in many ways, the Quaker’s own faith makes this transition easier, thus suggesting, 

as David Bell has asserted that “nationalism arose both out of and against a religious system of 

belief.”82 Nationalism is not a singular, monolithic construction, but is constantly under revision 

or contestation. During the Revolution, nationalism was not a distinctly modern emanation 

bursting forth as a single program from the demagogues of the Revolution, nor was it a static 

idea, created at one point never to be changed. Rather, nationalism was an is the amalgam of a 

myriad of national identities, fundamentally intertwined with each other. The French Revolution 

reoriented this “good” Quaker in the French social imaginary — religion became a private 

matter, nationalism was of public concern, yet the two spheres were not strictly separated. 

Beffroy de Reigny presented the Quaker as a “prototype of ideal citizenship,” but also as a 

mediator between the benefits of private religion and public national sentiment.83 The Quaker’s 
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faith, in Reigny’s view, provided a foundation for a new kind of French nationalism. 

Revolutionary nationalism and religious faith could be reconciled, if only the “positive” religious 

practices could be used to benefit the nation.  

***** 

Revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries used the image of Protestants in order to think about 

any number of issues facing France from 1789 through the Terror.  But the Protestant 

represented above all the rights and character of a citizen. This chapter has shown three 

predominant ways that thinkers invoked Protestants in the debate over citizenship in France. For 

some, Protestants representations facilitated the definition of the citizenry in secular terms. No 

longer defined by a strict Catholic view of citizenship, how could one define the French identity? 

Who would be considered French and worthy of citizenship? By discussing a minority who only 

recently obtained rights from Louis XVI, the deputies discussed Protestants as citizens first and 

Protestants second. This de-emphasis of the particular Protestant characteristics opened up a 

discussion of other groups often oppressed for their religious beliefs or chosen professions. 

Conversely, conservative, Catholic, counter-revolutionaries emphasized the role of religion in 

the definition of the ideal citizen. The Protestant, sectarian past proved to conservative thinkers 

that Protestants sought only to protect themselves, to undermine the Catholic Church, and would 

only hinder the prosperity of France. The relationship between the individual and the national 

whole concerned revolutionary and counter-revolutionary alike. Would religion play little to no 

role in the determination of citizenship? Would Catholicism continue to be the standard 

prerequisite for citizenship? Or was it possible that Protestantism — in the case of the Quaker — 

might offer a blueprint for the ideal citizen? To analyze the rhetorical roles of the Protestant in 

this discourse on citizenship then meant discussing the role of religion in politics and public life.  
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Protestant representations also heightened the contradictions in revolutionary discourse 

itself. In terms of the idealistic and democratic universalism of the revolutionaries, Protestants 

stood for a set of particular qualities that Jews and men of certain professions failed to exhibit. 

Their economic proficiency, their industriousness, the measures taken to liberate them by Louis 

XVI prior to the Revolution, and their status as a Christian sect settled well in many a 

revolutionary stomach, where the status of other “others” did not. Joan Wallach Scott’s analysis 

of the feminist writings of Olympe de Gouges exposed the revolutionaries’ preference for 

particular traits, despite their claims of universal liberties. The citizen was not a universal 

category in revolutionary discourses, but rather had a distinct image — the ideal citizen was a 

white man, according to Scott.84 Ronald Schechter too has shown that the discussions of Jews 

during the French Revolution complicated historical understandings of the universalist political 

culture of the period in religious terms. The citizen was not only a white male; he was most 

likely a Christian and a property owner — two categories that excluded Jews in France.85 

Revolutionaries recognized that if Protestant citizenship depended on property, but Louis XIV 

had seized Protestant properties following the Revocation. The Revolution made overtures to 

Protestants, passing laws promising the return of property to returning Protestants.  

Property and wealth continued to be a bastion of the debate over Protestantism during the 

French Revolution, in part because of the continued financial strain that led to the Revolution 

and was incurred by it during the French Revolutionary Wars. The prospect that Protestants 

might return urged revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries alike to consider the impact of the 

homecoming of Protestant émigrés on the French economy. Could protection of Protestant 
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property lead to economic growth? What impact did the Revocation have on the economy? Or 

was it possible that the encouragement of a Protestant ascetic culture, as was the case with 

Quakerism, might aid the national war effort? In a variety of sources, participants across the 

political spectrum evoked Protestants for their industrious qualities. Through discussions of 

Protestantism, individual thinkers debated the benefits of religious identity and social utility. 

 Depending on one’s political outlook, Protestants were either patriots or conspirators. 

Protestants could appear as faithful monarchists or as radical republicans. This range of political 

associations encouraged many to associate Protestantism with the Revolution’s changes in 

political organization. This range too imbued the Protestant image in the French social imaginary 

with a degree of fluidity. They had awaited the Revolution’s change, had been faithful to the 

king and to the Revolution. Protestants were loyal and could remain loyal under any form of 

government.
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CHAPTER 5 

PROTESTANTS AFTER REVOLUTION 

 François Furet once noted that an “obsession with origins” became a perennial feature of 

French political culture after 1789. Histories of the Revolution’s origins served as screens for 

either the affirmation or rejection of revolutionary principles and in the nineteenth century, many 

thinkers wrote “great histories of the Revolution … that began with Protestantism.”1 As shown in 

the preceding chapter, Catholic conservatives obsessed over the perceived Protestant origins of 

the Revolution. They took parallels between more conservative interpretations of Reformation 

doctrines such as universal freedom of conscience and the Revolution’s freedom of religion to be 

evidence of causality. Such claims were meant to simultaneously defame the Revolution, 

Protestantism, and the ideals associated with each. Religion remained a significant and even 

deterministic category of historical and political analysis during the French Revolution despite 

Enlightenment and revolutionary arguments to define citizenship in secular terms.  

 Post-Thermidorean thinkers recast the Protestant origins of the French Revolution’s 

democratic and republican ideals in positive terms. In doing so, they employed many of the same 

arguments used to disparage Protestants prior to the Revolution — i.e. their republicanism, errant 

individualism, and freedom of conscience — in positive terms. In doing so, these thinkers 

constituted an important strain of nascent French liberal thought, which not only found religion 

necessary for political progress, but insisted that the most liberal and progressive religion was 

Protestantism. For those who wished to comment on the fate of religion in a post-Revolutionary 

period, Protestantism remained an important cipher.  
                                                 
1 François Furet, “The Revolution is Over,” in Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. by Elborg Forester 
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 Their origin stories allowed them to ask about the religious seeds of the Revolution and 

about the role of religion in post-Revolutionary France. Was it possible to unify the Christian 

faith behind a single system of beliefs? Could France have a national religion? If so, what role 

would this national religion play in governing society, guiding the lives of French citizens, or 

guarding against possible sectarian violence? These discussions led to others on the quality of the 

Protestant faith in France, the continued importance of pluralism, and the state’s role in 

protecting a heterogenous society. In short, Protestantism remained “good to think” in the years 

following the Revolution, but it also remained a formative cipher for one’s perception of the 

Revolution itself and the visions of modernity associated with it. 

Ending the Revolution (and the Wars of Religion?) 

 In order to speak of representations of Protestantism “after” the Revolution, it is 

necessary to discuss what marked its conclusion. Much less attention has been paid to the 

Revolution’s end than its origins, but such an exercise equally entails an endorsement or a 

repudiation of the Revolution and its doctrines. If we take the revolutionaries at their word, as 

Furet did, then the end of the Revolution coincided with the end of democracy in 1794 and the 

turn to Terror.2 Such a discussion is simultaneously problematic and short sighted. Not only were 

democratic ideologies espoused long after 1794, but the Revolution also pursued other social and 

political goals besides democracy. The destruction of seigneurialism, the redefinition of property, 

the creation of the Constitutional Church, the challenge to traditional gender roles, and the 

advancement of meritocracy also defined the Revolution. As Howard G. Brown has shown, a 

more useful model for determining the conclusion of the Revolution would reflect a Hobbesian 

sense of security. Brown argues that the end of the Revolution should be demarcated first by the 
                                                 
2 Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution; Steven L. Kaplan, Farewell Revoution: The Historians’ Feud, 1789-
1989 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995); Gary Kates, ed. The French Revolution: Recent Debates and New 
Controversies (New York; Routledge, 1997). 
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people’s acceptance of the government in place and second by the ability of the government to 

exercise “legitimate force” for public stability. “By these criteria,” Brown contends, “the 

Revolution ended in 1802.”3  

 Napoleon Bonaparte signed the Concordat with the Pope in 1801, effectively ending the 

cyclical sectarian violence between French Calvinists and Catholics led by counter-revolutionary 

refractory priests. In order to understand the symbolic uses of Protestantism in the post-

Revolutionary period, it is necessary to address the political consequences of Catholic-Protestant 

violence that upset France during the Revolution and how the state quelled such conflict. Often 

in those areas of counter-revolutionary clash, in the departments of the Gard, Lozère, Ardèche, 

Ariège, Tarn, and Lot, strong confessional ties led to strict political divides.4 Old religious 

antagonisms garnered new political meaning as Protestants took up political office. The turning 

point in the south was the bagarre de Nîmes during which a Protestant mob slaughtered around 

300 Catholic royalists in June 1790. From that point forward, life in the Rhône Valley was 

punctuated by sectarian violence and marked by a general lack of social stability. The “vicious 

circle of vengeance and re-vengeance,” in Arno Mayer’s words, continued to spiral out of control 

until Bonaparte and the Consulate.5 Proximity tended to breed hatred, not tolerance, in some 

communities throughout southern France and along France’s German borders. W As the 

Revolution spread east, in most areas, Protestants imagined their conquerors as liberators, 
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whereas many Catholics associated the Revolution with irreligion and tyranny rather than 

liberty.6 It needs to be noted that not all Catholics opposed the Revolution’s early measures; the 

Constitutional Church in France and some of the more reform minded Catholic communities in 

northern Italy openly supported revolutionary reform. In general, the Protestant populations of 

the Rhône and Rhine valleys were perceived to be more amenable to the Revolution and state 

power, whereas, Catholics in the congregational vanguard of the refractory and ultramontane 

priests propagated the counter-revolution.7  

 In 1802, Napoleon issued two sets of Organic Articles, which regulated both the State’s 

relationship with the papacy and the physical spaces and activities of the Catholic and Protestant 

populations.8 In doing so, the Consulate effectively ended most of the sectarian conflict, which 

defined the Revolution for Howard G. Brown. In another sense, the Concordat also represented a 

dramatic break with the revolutionary understanding that religion be a matter of private 

conscience, unregulated by the state. According to the Consulate’s legislation, all priests and 

pastors received a pension from the government and in return, the state maintained the ability to 

police any religious assembly — from Sunday mass to Bible school. Bonaparte’s Concordat 

solved many of the problems created by the Revolution such as how to fund the Catholic Church 

after the confiscation of their lands and the abolishment of sacramental fees, to calm the riotous 
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refractory priests in the countryside alienated by the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, and to 

bring some semblance of security in the wake of the Revolutionary Wars.9  

 In short, the religious violence of the Revolution shaped the Napoleon Bonaparte’s 

Concordat and the image of Protestantism. While the strict division between Protestant 

revolutionary and Catholic counter-revolutionary was sufficiently opaque, this stereotype was 

common in the post-revolutionary political era. Even Napoleon Bonaparte maintained that the 

Protestant population guarded the Revolution’s doctrines because they closely resembled their 

religious beliefs. He argued that Protestants had spread “liberal governmental maxims” like 

freedom of conscience and the progress of morals, philosophy, sciences, and other useful arts 

prior to the Revolution. While not the sole authors of the French Revolution, Protestants waved 

the “flag of liberty” in 1789, defended liberal maxims that they had helped spread, and remained 

ideal citizens.10  

 Bonaparte also believed that Protestants were more loyal than most Frenchmen because 

of their Church structure. For Bonaparte, the real issue was not the religious character of 

Protestantism, but its social and political one. As he observed in his memoirs, “if Francois I had 

embraced Lutheranism, so favorable to royal supremacy, he would have spared France the 

terrible religious convulsions,” which resulted in the “disorder of our beautiful monarchy.”11 The 
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attachment to a foreign power, in the form of the papacy, proved to be an insurmountable 

obstacle during the Old Regime. The papal-Bourbon relationship led to disorder in Bonaparte 

mind and Protestantism was the victim of such religious bipartisanship. The allegiance of the 

Protestant people faced no such obstacle. Bonaparte recognized that a power vacuum existed at 

the head of the Protestant spiritual community — one readily filled by the head of the state. In a 

way, Bonaparte sought to be the head of the Protestant Church. He fulfilled the Reformation’s 

goal of protecting freedom of conscience, while breaking with the spiritual absolutism of Rome.  

Through the Concordat, Napoleon Bonaparte quelled the feud within the Christian family and in 

the process became its proverbial father. 

 For some, the Concordat not only ended the religious strife of the Revolution, but also 

concluded the cyclical violence that had plagued France since the Wars of Religion. Bonaparte’s 

conseiller d’état in charge of religious affairs, Jean-Étienne-Marie Portalis made this explicit in 

his defense of the Concordat. The “exclusive empire of Catholicism” had first been challenged 

by the Reformation, which led princes to claim control in the name of a Reformed faith and 

scholastics to abandon theology for a renaissance of letters. This “revolution” in thought and 

power resulted in problematic, intolerant legislation, which sparked further religious conflict, 

hindered the growth of the state, and the prosperity of the people.12 The State’s intolerant 

policies and alliance with the Gallican Church acted as a “sort of inoculation” against the 

“progress of Protestantism.”13 The French Revolution of 1789 adopted both a “Presbyterian” and 

a “Voltairean spirit,” which manifested as a “purely democratic regime.” In the end, the 
                                                                                                                                                             
as far as the northern reaches of Poland. That is the fruit of persecutions.” As quoted in F. Kuhn, “L’Accueil fait à la 
loi de germinal,” BSHPF 49 (1900), 326.  

12 Jean-Étienne-Marie Portalis, Discours, rapports et travaux inédits sur le Concordat de 1801 (Paris: Joubert, 
1845), viii.  

13 Ibid, xxvii. 
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preeminence of the philosophe won out over the its supposed Protestant tendencies — the 

Revolution worked towards the “ruin of the Church and the abolition of Christianity.”14 For 

Portalis, the Concordat had not only resolved the central tension of the Revolution, but had also 

concluded the conflict that began during the Wars of Religion. 

 Discussions of Protestantism during the post-Thermidorean and the early Napoleonic 

period allowed French men and women to reflect on the violence of the Revolution, the religious 

sectarian conflict the Revolution had failed to extinguish, and the character of Protestantism. 

Protestantism lost its fanaticism, its eternal dissidence, and its “foreign” qualities, while gaining 

“positive” attributes like “progressive” and “liberal values.” Discussions of Protestantism 

consolidated the revolutionary position on a variety of issues associated with liberal 

republicanism and in doing so made them suitable for the Napoleonic era. Napoleon Bonaparte’s 

Concordat symbolized the end of the Wars of Religion, but also, if we accept the definition of 

the Revolution, characterized by its violence and the state’s ability to quell such conflict, the 

Concordat concluded the Revolution as well. In the process, Napoleon Bonaparte became a great 

defender of the downtrodden Protestant. 

Revolution as the Realization of the Reformation 

 In the “politics of historiography” that resulted from the Revolution, many sought to 

legitimate the continued importance of the Christian faith in a supposedly, secular liberal 

tradition and writing its history in Protestant terms had profound political implications.15 This 

section examines how individual thinkers explored and imagined the connections between the 

                                                 
14 Ibid, xxvii. 

15 See Keith Michael Baker, “Memory and Practice: Politics and the Representation of the Past in Eighteenth-
Century France,” in Inventing the French Revolution, 31-58; J.G.A. Pocock, Political Thought and History: Essays 
on Theory and Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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Christian tradition and the Revolution’s legacy in order to make larger points concerning the role 

of religion in the post-revolutionary world, the positives and negatives of unrestrained freedom 

of conscience, and the state’s relationship with religious communities and institutions. The 

Protestant character of these histories also combatted those who sought to reestablish the 

Catholic Church to its pre-Revolutionary status. 

 In early April 1802, on the same day that Portalis spoke to the legislative body about the 

necessity of a Concordat and the Organic Articles, the Institut national de France sponsored an 

essay contest on the question, “What has been the influence of Luther’s Reformation on the 

political situation of the different States of Europe, and on the progress of enlightenment?” The 

question itself reflected the understanding that some connection existed between Protestantism 

and the Enlightenment. The choice of the definite “what has been,” rather than an open and 

indefinite, “did Luther’s Reformation influence,” is indicative of the Institut’s openness to 

religious origins of the “progress of enlightenment,”  but also to a serious consideration of the 

place of Christianity in post-Revolutionary France. The Institut’s contest question covertly 

challenged the prospects of a return to pre-Revolutionary Church-State relations in light of 

Bonaparte’s Concordat with the Catholic Church as well as the renewed attention being given to 

Catholic works like François-René de Chateaubriand’s Génie du christianisme, also published in 

1802.16 The Institut begged its respondents, by association, to praise Protestantism along with the 

Enlightenment and to cast aspersions on Catholicism, which at the time meant criticizing 

Bonaparte. As Andrew Jainchill has rightly noted, the competition was not merely a benign 

intellectual contest — “the question was political provocation.”17 

                                                 
16 François-René de Chateaubriand, Génie du christianisme (Paris, 1802). 

17 Andrew Jainchill, Reimagining Political After the Terror: The Republican Origins of French Liberalism (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University, 2008), 266. Martin Staum did not interpret the intentions of this Institut’s question in such 
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 The Institut’s choice of question also addressed the accusations of counter-revolutionaries 

— like those discussed in the previous chapter. While most thinkers cast aside counter-

revolutionary conspiracies as hyperbole or hysteria, conjecture or wishful thinking, the 

connection between the Reformation and the Revolution had tenable value to the republicans. In 

1800, the German Johann Georg Heinzmann, after a prolonged journey throughout France, 

noted: 

The counter-revolutionaries say that the Protestants are the cause of the 
Revolution and that they degraded the clergy and disseminated free ideas, which 
are those of foreigners, not the French … The republican French value Protestants 
and give them credit for the first victory of light over dark. The true revolutionary 
… is a friend of the Protestants.18  
 

To be a friend of the Protestant was to be a friend of the Revolution, because in the French as 

well as in the wider European imagination, as evidenced by Heinzmann, Protestants had not only 

benefited from the Revolution, but had been of singular importance to its foundations. By the 

end of the “Reformation in the sixteenth century, the door closed for those who wished to think 

and judge,” remarked Heinzmann.19 Catholicism hindered freedom of conscience and served 

despotic monarchies best — a nod to Montesquieu’s correlation between religion and political 

preference. “If the French wanted … a Republic, they needed to cease being Catholics.”20 The 

Protestant served the nation better than the Catholic. “The Protestant lives for his vocation, 

economy, activity” whereas, the ideal “Catholic like that prescribed by Rome demeaned the spirit 

                                                                                                                                                             
political terms. He viewed the contest as simply an exercise in history. See Martin Staum, Minerva’s Message: 
Stabilizing the French Revolution (Buffalo, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996), 75-7. 

18 Johann Georg Heinzmann, Voyage d’un Allemand à Paris et retour par la Suisse, (Lausanne, 1800), 158, 172-3. 

19 Ibid, 169-70. 

20 Ibid.  
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of the people, fomented servitude, intolerance, inquisition, fanaticism.”21 Such an understanding 

of the “Catholic spirit” scared a number of republicans who saw Bonaparte’s Concordat as the 

first step towards a return to the Old Regime. The Institut national de France and its contestants 

then reappropriated the association between the theological doctrines of the Reformation and the 

philosophies of the Enlightenment from the anti-philosophes and counter-revolutionaries.22 In 

doing so, they hoped to neutralize the propaganda power of such inflammatory insinuations in 

the anti-Protestant camps, while reinforcing the utility of the Protestants to the state.  

Charles de Villers’s submission, titled Essai sur l’esprit et l’influence de la Réformation 

de Luther took the Insititut’s prize and like all of the contestants, his essay explored the 

connections between the Christian history and the recent revolutionary tradition. Villers was 

born in Lorraine in 1765 to two Catholic parents. He was later educated by Benedictine monks in 

a school in Metz. He moved on to an artillery academy there, advancing later to second 

lieutenant and then to captain in Strasbourg. There he delved into enlightened literature, 

absorbing Kant’s writings as well as those of the animal magnetist, Franz Mesmer.23 His 

intellectual foundations reflected both French and German influences. Villers enthusiasm for the 

French Revolution waned by 1792 and the French revolutionaries’ reaction to Louis XVI’s flight 

to Varennes. He fled to the army of the Prince of Condé. After its demise, he went to Germany 

where he studied at the University of Göttingen, in Lower Saxony and entered into various 

German and Protestant intellectual circles.  From Germany, Villers launched his latest efforts to 

                                                 
21 Ibid, 168. 

22  Darrin M. McMahon, Enemies of the Enlightenment, 44. 

23 Villers is responsible for bringing Kant to France in his French translations of Kant’s German texts. See Charles 
de Villers, Philosophie de Kant, ou principles fondamentaux de la philosophy transcendentale (Metz: Collingnon, 
1801). For magnetism, see Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France (Cambridge; 
Harvard University Press, 1968).  
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educate the French population about the value of German letters, which most famously included 

his Essai on Luther’s impact on Europe.  

Historians of late have become interested in Villers for a number of reasons. Andrew 

Jainchill focuses on Villers essay to show how liberalism emerged out of secular and religious 

debates in the wake of the Terror and in response to Bonaparte’s Concordat, whereas Michael 

Printy finds Villers essay to be a turning point in the narrative of Protestantism and progress. 

While Printy adeptly and systematically examines Villers essay in light of German scholarship, 

he fails to recognize the import of the counter-revolutionary, anti-Protestant narrative that 

predated Villers in France.24 Arguably, Villers’s won the Institut’s prize because he recast the  

Catholic, conservative philippic in such a positive light. Villers essay equally undermined the 

Catholic position as it reified the role of Christianity in post-Revolutionary France.. 

As opposed to earlier Catholic controversialists who viewed Luther as the seed of 

confessional conflict, Villers saw Luther and the Reformation as bequeathing to Europe a 

“philosophical period during which interest in truths of a higher order, in the discussion of the 

highest rules of logic, metaphysics and morality, gained a level of activity that had not been seen 

for many centuries,” if only punctuated briefly and incompletely by the Renaissance.25 The 

philosophical rationalism that emerged from the theological dealings of the Reformation spread 

the ideas of freedom of conscience and some abstract notion of liberty. The Reformation was not 

merely a religious movement in Villers’s interpretation, but rather was an intellectual and 

                                                 
24 Jainchill, Reimagining Politics After the Terror, 269-74; Michael Printy, “Protestantism and Progress in the Year 
XII: Charles Villers’s Essay on the Spirit and Influence of Luther’s Reformation (180 ),” Modern Intellectual 
History 9, no. 2 (2012); 303-329. For other similar interpretations of Villers work see Martin Staum, Minerva’s 
Message: Stabilizing the French Revolution (Buffalo, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996); Helena Rosenblatt, 
Liberal Values: Benjamin Constant and the Politics of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).  

25 Charles de Villers, Essai sur l’esprit et l’influence de la Réformation de Luther, 2nd edn (Paris, 1804), 272. This 
is the most common edition of Villers essay.  
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cultural revolution, which returned the West to a time before the dogmatism of the Catholic 

Middle Ages and encouraged the progress of human intellect and its application to important 

social problems. 

The Reformation began by combating the political and theological “slavery” of 

despotism, hierarchical tyranny, and the supposed infallibility of the popes. The blossoming of 

intellectual activity that followed was unintended and took hold in areas were Protestantism 

flourished or failed. For once liberty seeped into the ground water, it was impossible to remove it 

from European springs. Liberty promoted the sciences, politics, economics, and philosophy. In 

Kantian terms, Villers contended that “the Reformation was, in its essence, nothing other than 

the act by which reason declared itself emancipated from the yoke of arbitrary authority; 

emancipation that was only naturally necessary and indispensable to the Enlightenment 

[renaissance des lumières].”26 Villers viewed the Reformation and Protestant “spirit” as the 

beginning of the Enlightenment. Kant’s classic definition of the Enlightenment — “man’s 

emancipation from his self-incurred immaturity” — echoed in Villers’s text.  

Emancipation begged political liberty, and Villers’s interpretation of the Reformation 

never shied away from drawing connections between religious and political freedom of 

conscience. In Protestant countries, liberty had developed thoroughly, whereas Catholic 

countries had remained too long in the servitude of the Roman papacy. Villers argued that the 

missed opportunity of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century necessitated the 

Revolution at the end of the eighteenth.  

The Protestant sovereigns adopted a different language toward their peoples than 
their Catholic counterparts, they professed different principles of liberty and 
humanity. For a long time, the Protestant peoples have been familiarized with the 
language and the principles of reason; they know that this is the basis of their 

                                                 
26 Villers, Essai, 326. 
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governments and they are accustomed to discussion of their interests and their 
rights: such discussion does not cause the slightest stir. The liberty to think and to 
write is as natural to them as the air they breathe. All of this might make one 
think, correctly, that a political revolution like the one in France could never have 
occurred in non-Catholic States; the most essential results of such a revolution 
were already established.27 

 

By insisting on this chain of causality between the Reformation and the Revolution, Villers 

provided a reason for the apparent lack of revolution in “non-Catholic States.” The Protestant 

Reformation began a slow process of reform, which invalidated the need for a later Revolution 

— such an idea was further popularized by Alexis de Tocqueville in his opus on the French 

Revolution.28 

 Like Bossuet, Montesquieu, and many others before him, Villers recognized that 

Protestantism encouraged the creation of republican governments. Prior to the Revolution, 

claims of republicanism had defamed the Protestant community. Discussions of the Protestant 

Reformation and republicanism normally accompanied such polemical and slanderous words like 

“fanaticism,” “enthusiasm,” “blood,” and numerous other slanderous, sanguinary, semantic 

flourishes meant to “other” the “so-called” Reformed religion. It was the Revolutionary Republic 

that made such a long association preferable. Furthermore, the French Revolution promoted the 

republican values inherent within Protestantism. In the Protestant land, “princes and subjects are 

equally patriots and republicans.”29 In political terms, Villers again played on the Protestant-

republican trope characteristically spread by the Enlightenment philosophes and so desperately 

renounced by Antoine Court and others.  

                                                 
27 Villers, Essai, 139. 

28 See Alexis Tocqueville, The Ancien Régime and the French Revolution, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), chapter 3. 

29 Ibid. 
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His interpretation of the Protestant Reformation allowed him to think about the  process 

of emancipation. For Villers, the darkness of the Middle Ages had long-impaired man’s ability to 

see his world through reason. The Protestant, like the “prisoner who has been freed of his chains 

… leaves with halting steps … the light of day, destined to enlighten him, strikes him blind. He 

wanders forward, throwing himself against all obstacles, falls, and is wounded.” Such feebleness 

resulted in the Reformation’s failure in many areas dominated by Catholicism in the early 

nineteenth century. “Was it better to have left him in his cell? The opponents of reform would 

say yes.”30 Emancipation was not an instantaneous process — one was not simply freed to his or 

her own faculties.  

Villers used the metaphor of light to draw a connection between the Reformation and the 

Enlightenment. “Inner light,” “flash of light,” “veritable light,” “the light of the grand day,” 

“child of the light,” “living light,” “spread of the light,” “the reign of light,” and the “light of the 

Reformed” appear throughout Villers’s text. His light was simultaneously incontestable, 

instantaneous, and in command. The Reformation cast its intellectual light across Europe and 

this illumination manifested itself in the pursuit of liberty and the freedom of individual 

conscience. Protestantism promoted liberty and more precisely Luther and the other early 

Reformers elevated the issue of liberty in European political and intellectual life, invoking 

religious liberty, civil liberty, political liberty, commercial liberty, and freedom of expression. 

Liberty as opposed to enslavement started with freedom of conscience. “He who is a slave in his 

conscience, a slave at the center of his being, is, without knowing it, a slave in all his conduct, 

degraded by the stultification and apathy that enervates his faculties.”31 The Reformation shown 

                                                 
30 Villers, Essai, 335.  

31 Villers, Essai, 250.  
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a light into the cell of mankind and the Enlightenment and French Revolution brought France out 

into the light of day. 

Villers account of the emancipation of humanity by the light of reason was not 

completely one sided, but rather, proved to be dialectical. Predating the work on the 

Enlightenment, by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Villers recognized that the absolute 

leveling of social distinctions inherent to the faith of the Reformation or the  “instrumental 

reason” of the Enlightenment inevitably led to disorientation, false interpretations, and violence. 

Horkheimer and Adorno argued that the “disenchantment of the world,” largely accomplished by 

the spreading of light in the eighteenth century, ended in “disaster triumphant,” “self-

destruction,” and the totalitarian impulses of modern regimes. The Reformation was the 

realization of the principle of “faith.” “The paradox of faith,” its distance from Truth, 

degenerated into  the “rational organization in the hands of the utterly enlightened as they steer 

society towards barbarism.”32 More importantly, the belief that the light of faith or reason 

blinded and disoriented was a point of the Counter-Enlightenment and Counter-Revolution. It 

was precisely, this “blinding” that had led from the Reformation to the Revolution.33 

On the blinding effects of “light,” Villers differed remarkably very little from his 

conservative predecessors and contemporaries. In metaphorical terms, Villers recognized that 

light revealed truth, but to the individual kept in darkness, the light’s brilliance was equally 

blinding. The unfettered following of one’s “Inner Light,” when interpreted and acted upon 

without restraint, led to a type of religious and social blindness. Liberation led to violence, just as 

the Reformation had led to the Wars of Religion. So too had the Revolution of 1789 led to the 

                                                 
32 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. by John Cumming (New York; 
Verso,  1997); xiii, 3-20.  

33 McMahon, Enemies of the Enlightenment, 200-1. 
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Terror. Villers, recognized that for those with an uncompromising, absolute understanding of 

freedom of conscience or universal egalitarianism, any perceived obstruction necessitated great 

and unremitting force. Violent ideologues followed demagogues — razing homes, assaulting 

their enemies, and attacking established centers of power. Villers drew a direct comparison 

between the rural Reformation and the rural popular Revolution in France.  

Among the Anabaptists one finds … the same pretensions to equality and absolute 
liberty that caused all the excess of Jacobin France: the agrarian law, the pillage 
of the rich were already part of their emblem. On their banners one could already 
have written “war on the castles, peace to the cottages!”34 

 

An interesting twist for an otherwise unabashed defense and outright lionization of the 

Reformation and Enlightenment, Villers’s argued that liberty needed to be balanced by a degree 

of control. This point must have seemed poignant during a period where Bonaparte’s desire for 

control publicly and politically outweighed the liberties of the citizenry, but at the same time, 

Villers's critique simultaneously critiqued Bonaparte and explained the Revolution’s turn to 

Terror — the same Revolution that had forced him to flee to Saxony. Liberties first expressed in 

the Revolution had given France 1789, but without the previous two centuries to balance and 

counterbalance, to evaluate and analyze, and to institute moderate reforms, France swung 

haphazardly and drastically from the Right and the security of the State to the Left and absolute 

liberty. Villers valued the doctrines of the Revolution, but sought a degree of moderate reform.  

 Villers was not the only contender to find the origins of the Enlightenment and the 

French Revolution in the Reformation. Jean Jacques Leuliette, the second place winner of the 

contest, also portrayed the Reformation in terms similar to those of Villers. The religious debates 

of the sixteenth century, “the fermentation that they produced in the spirit,” spread light 

                                                 
34 Villers, Essai, 141-2.  
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throughout France.35 He recognized that liberty, republicanism, and the progress of reason were 

of vital importance to the sixteenth century and to the modern world. “Civil liberty,” “liberty of 

conscience,” and “evangelical liberty” all extended from the Reformation, when the reformed 

won their “civil and political independence.” Protestants, like the Greeks before them, strove for 

“liberty,” whereas the Romans and the Roman Catholics that followed fought for 

“domination.”36 Protestants were the heirs of Hellenism, who righted the course of France and  

regenerated to the early Ancient Christian Church. Protestantism had also encouraged a return to 

the primitive marketplace, the agora of Ancient Greece, in Leuilette’s opinion. A type 

“commercial liberty” arose out of the Reformation, for only under liberty could commerce and 

industry flourish. “Frivolity kills morals, work purifies them; religious fervor gives them a 

character of austerity.”37 Leuilette, like Villers, recognized the balance between the atavistic 

tendencies of the Reformed faith and its progressive nature. 

Nicolas Ponce, the author of a prize winning essay on the historical development of 

liberty in France in 1800, took third place in the contest on Luther’s Reformation. In his previous 

writings, Ponce had already argued that the Reformation marked the first stage in a stadial, 

historical progression towards the age of liberty.38 Exploring the homologous theme of 

progressive, liberty loving Protestants, Ponce used similar examples as Villers to back his cause. 

He called upon the prosperous Protestant nations of Europe to stand as evidence of the 

                                                 
35 Jean Jacques Leuliette, Discours qui a eu la mention honorable, sur cette question proposée par l’Institut 
national: quelle a été l’influence de la réformation de Luther sur les lumières et la situation politique des différens 
états de l’Europe? (Paris, 1804), 102. 

36 Ibid, 102, 127. 

37 Ibid, 40. 

38 Nicolas Ponce, Discours qui a remporté le prix d’histoire par quelles causes l’esprit de liberté s’est-il développé 
en France, depuis François 1er jusqu’en 1789 (Paris, 1800), 4. 
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progressive Protestant mentality. Did not England and Holland prosper at sea because of their 

Protestant population?39 Ponce’s tract commended the Concordat for weakening the power of the 

Pope for “truly demarcating the line between religious and temporal power” in France and 

overall for appearing more neutral towards both Catholicism and Bonaparte than did Villers and 

Leuliette.40 

 Villers’s winning Essai found great success and subsequently went through five French 

editions in the next fifty years in addition to its quick translation into German and English. 

Because of this achievement, a fair amount of criticism and controversy met Villers’s lauded 

anti-Catholic text. Benjamin Constant, a prominent Protestant liberal in France and Germany, 

who shared Villers’s belief in the progress of Protestantism, commended Villers for his “brevity, 

clarity, and force,” but on the issue of its anti-Catholic arguments, Constant remained baffled. 

“What is inexplicable is that the Insitut crowned it, because it is the most hostile work to 

Catholicism that may ever be published.”41 Catholic readers did not kindly receive many of 

Villers's assertions. Pierre Louis Roederer, one of Bonaparte’s most zealous supporters, opposed 

Viller’s criticism of Catholicism in his Journal de Paris, and L.M.P. de Laverne published a 

refutation immediately after the publication of the first edition of Viller’s Essai.42 Laverne 

argued that Villers had misrepresented the “spirit of Christianity.” Catholicism, not 

                                                 
39Nicolas Ponce, Essai historique sur cette question proposée par l’Institut national: Quelle a été l’influence de la 
Réformation de Luther sur la situation politique des différens États de l’Europe, et sur le progrès des lumières 
(Paris, 1804), 78-9, 95. 

40 Nicolas Ponce, Essai historique, 99. For a similar, yet incomplete submission to the contest, by a M. Villenave, 
see BPF MS 801/3. 

41 Benjamin Constant, Journaux intimes (1804-1807) ed. Mistler (Paris: Éditions du Rocer, 1945), 173. In a letter to 
Villers, dated May 26, 1804, Constant commended Villers’s book directly and expressed his own similar 
understanding of the Protestant Reformation. See Jainchill, Reimagining Politics after the Terror, 84f.  

42 See Louis Wittmer, Charles de Villers: Un intermédiaire entre la France et l’Allegmagne et un précurseur de 
Mme de Staël (1765-1815) (Geneva, 1908), 216-271.  
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Protestantism, was the true manifestation of the Christian spirit. “The establishment of unity in 

the human family,” not “freedom of inquiry,” best characterized this spirit. Laverne resorted to a 

similar discourse used by Catholic controversialists in the epoch of Bossuet. The Reformers were 

to blame for conflict, for the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, and for the retrograde of 

France in social, political, and economic terms.43 They fostered the “spirit of independence,” 

“republicanism,” and “democratic” designs that resulted in the despotism and violent horrors of 

the French Revolution.  In a way, Laverne’s letter reaffirmed many of the connections made by 

Villers and others. One man’s virtuous democratic freedom fighter was another’s wayward, 

misguided rabble-rouser.   

 Villers and the other contributors to this essay contest sought to base their liberal claims 

on religious foundations.  As Helena Rosenblatt has correctly argued, liberalism was neither in a 

bitter conflict with Christianity, nor was it a part of a larger disenchantment of the religious 

mind.44 For many liberals, Protestantism serve as the standard of a good liberal Christian. Sola 

scriptura detached man’s mind from dogma, developed critical and rational thinking, and 

encouraged the free use of reason. The history of Protestantism was therefore the history of the 

rise of liberty. For those who sought to comment on the Revolution in the nineteenth century, 

Protestantism continued to be a cipher by which to consolidate revolutionary claims to modern 

liberty, freedom of conscience, and republicanism.  

 

                                                 
43 L.M.P. Tranchant de Laverne, Lettre à M. Charles Villers relativement à son Essai sur l’esprit et l’influence du la 
Réformation de Luther, (Paris, 1804), 24-9, 33. 

44 See Helena Rosenblatt, “On the need for a Protestant Reformation: Constant, Sismondi, Guizot and Laboulaye,” 
in French Liberalism from Montesquieu to the Present Day ed. Raf Geenens and Helena Rosenblatt (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 115-33; Helena Rosenblatt, Liberal Values: Benjamin Constant and the Politics 
of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). Pierre Manent makes the argument that nascent 
liberalism opposed religion from its onset. See Pierre Manent, An Intellectual History of Liberalism trans. R. 
Balinski (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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National Religion, Christian Reunion 

 Just as the Concordat signaled the end of the Revolution for Villers and the other 

contestants of the Institut’s prize contest, so did it encourage both Protestants and Catholics to 

think about their own religious institutions. The question of a national religion took on greater 

importance in the years leading up to and following Napoleon’s coronation in 1804. Napoleon 

most likely never had any designs for a national religion. Both Catholics and Protestants 

supported his regime and both groups were present at his ecumenical coronation ceremony. 

Several Presidents from Protestant consistories attended and a pastor from Geneva addressed the 

audience on their behalf. Napoleon crowned himself in the presence of the Pope. Many Catholics 

in attendance probably viewed the Pope’s presence as a victory for Catholicism and as a sign of 

the impending declaration of Catholicism as the state religion. The thought of declaring 

Catholicism the national religion of France was often perceived as an attack against the 

Revolution’s legacy, as a return to the privilege of the Old Regime, and as an threat to the 

Protestant population. 

 In the month following the coup de 18 fructidor, Germaine De Staël addressed the 

possibility of declaring Protestantism the national religion of France in her Des circonstances 

actuelles qui peuvent terminer la Révolution et des principes qui doivent fonder la République en 

France. Certainly, De Staël wished to avoid the return of a sacral absolutist system binding 

authoritarian rule with spiritual domination — characteristic of Old Regime France, in her 

opinion. Protestantism seemed the logical choice, yet, recent sectarian conflict had reminded 

many of the Wars of Religion. De Staël held reservations about the fate of a national Protestant 

Church in France. The violence of Wars of Religion may have forever ruined Protestantism’s 
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chances for successful State sponsorship. To be sure, the recent sectarian conflict had only 

heightened memories of the Wars of Religion.45  

 Despite her post-Thermidorean qualms concerning sectarian violence, De Staël 

maintained that Protestantism stood as the ideal form of Christianity. For it remained solely 

capable of both safeguarding the Revolution’s gains and providing France with the necessary 

Christian sense of moral community. In De Staël’s section on the revolutionary sect, 

Theophilanthropy, she recognized Protestantism as the perfect union of religion and republican 

principles. She argued that any national religion needed to rest upon “principles of the nature” 

and equality — both civil and spiritual. Protestants and in particular, Socinians, only differed 

from the revolution’s natural religion, Theophilanthropy, by their adoption of exceedingly 

developed morals acquired through evangelization. Theophilanthropy eventually fell on deaf 

ears, dwindled, and was formally abolished by Bonaparte. Yet, if a religion were to be 

recognized by the State, Protestantism embodied the tenets of the revolution best — 

republicanism and Reformed Christianity went hand in hand.46  

 Madame de Staël’s argued that the Revolution failed for moral reasons, in part because it 

lacked a developed sense of morality, which a national Protestant Church could provide. Unlike 

her revolutionary predecessors, De Staël believed that Christianity provided the only lasting base 

of morality in France. In her De la littérature, published in 1799, De Staël  depicted France as 
                                                 
45 Germaine de Staël, Des circonstances actuelles qui peuvent terminer la Révolution et des principes qui doivent 
fonder la République en France (Paris: Fischbacher, 1906), 220-3. 

46 Ibid, 220-3. Chemin-Dupontès, the founder of theophilanthropy, claimed to have discovered the “simple forms of 
Theophilanthropy” in the services of the Parisian Protestant community. Where Protestants found inspiration within 
the Bible, Theophilanthropists read ancient and modern moral treatises. The difference between the two faiths 
resulted from the time period of their conception. Theophilanthropists borrowed the dress of Protestant pastors, 
simple and grave, which represented the abandonment of the religious pomp associated with the Catholic Church. 
Theophilanthropist and Protestant ceremonies too reflected this ascetic religious mentality. Chemin-Dupontès hoped 
that the recognized connections between Protestantism and Theophilanthropy would facilitate the conversion of the 
Protestant population, but many Protestant communities remained skeptical and guarded their Reformed faith. See 
Jean-Baptiste Chemin-Dupontès, Qu’est-ce que la théophilanthropie? (Paris, 1868), 12, 25-7. 
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plagued by “degradation” — an obsession with “bad taste,” foul language, and “revolting 

vulgarity.” Presumably, the Revolution’s turn against Christianity had hastened the moral decline 

of her age, its turn to Terror had aggravated an underlying problem. Arbitrary rule encouraged 

individuals to submit to authority in a passive manner. They grew dejected, cynical, and 

egotistical in a polity where their say had no effect. “What we need today is a lever against 

egoism,” she claimed.47 In a way, De Staël agreed with the counter-revolutionary grievances, but 

she did not give up the moral high ground to the Catholic Church. The Enlightenment advanced 

man’s intellectual abilities in France. The French Revolution of 1789 turned to Terror because it 

had not benefited from a moral revolution to match its political one. Ideally, this moral 

revolution would have been the Protestant Reformation, which “was the period in history that 

most effectively advanced the perfectibility of the human species.”48 Protestantism promoted 

both morality and philosophical inquiry; whereas Catholicism only promoted the former and 

superstition instead of rational examination. The failure of the Protestant Reformation kept 

France from developing the proper morality needed to witness a successful revolution. Without 

the combination of the two, rational, political change could not last because the people would 

continue to interpret change irrationally. If the Revolution ended because of a lack of morality, 

future success depended on developing advanced morals that valued intellectual investigation.  

 As France cast a longer shadow over much of Europe, several Catholic and Protestant 

thinkers assumed that a unitary, European power would also mean a single religion. In 1803, the 

theologian Mathieu Mathurin Tabaraud renounced the revolutionary programs against the 

                                                 
47 Madame de Staël, De la littérature, ed. by G. Gengembre and J. Goldzink (Paris, 1991), 306; Helena Rosenblatt, 
Liberal Values: Benjamin Constant and the Politics of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); 
82. 

48 See Helena Rosenblatt, “Madame de Staël, the Protestant Reformation, and the History of ‘Private Judgment,’” 
Annales Benjamin Constant 31-2 (2007); 143-54. 
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Catholic Church. He specifically targeted Rabaut Saint-Étienne’s arguments for religious 

toleration. For Tabaraud, “philosophy and the Protestant religion” had formed an unlikely 

alliance to destroy Catholicism. Saint-Étienne and his Protestant brethren raised religious 

toleration on the pretense that toleration better suited mankind than Truth. Religious toleration 

led only to “absolute religious indifference” and Deism. Intolerance did not disappear in a 

Protestant “tolerant” society, but rather the target of intolerance shifted to Catholicism. In order 

to halt the advance of the anti-Catholic Protestant crusade, Tabaraud proclaimed that Catholicism 

should be made France’s national religion.49  

 Other Catholics responded to the spread of perceived religious indifference by issuing a 

clarion call for Christian reunification. The Archbishop of Besançon, Claude Le Coz, wrote a 

letter to the pastors of Paris calling for the unification of all Christians. Nothing would honor 

Napoleon more than “one religion, one cult,” working for the “prosperity and glory” of his reign. 

Only together with “hearts burning with fraternal charity” could both Christianity and the 

Napoleonic Regime prosper. Le Coz’s letter exhibited a rather acute fear of the post-

Revolutionary world. Had religion weakened in the previous revolutionary tumult? Certainly 

Catholicism had deteriorated in institutional terms — their churches were torn asunder, their 

sources of wealth had been turned over to the state, and many of their priests had been forced to 

flee France or abandon their faith. Many found Protestantism to have weakened as well. The 

counter-revolutionary, theocratic, Catholic writer Louis de Bonald encouraged Napoleon to “re-

absorb” the French Protestants into the French Catholic Church in his articles published in the 

Mercure de France on July 2 and August 1, 1806. Bonald’s discourse on Protestantism reflected 

a similar belief in unity, which had been at the heart of Bossuet’s Histoire des variations over a 

                                                 
49 Mathieu Mathurin Tabaraud, De la nécessité d’une religion de l’état (Paris, 1803), 2.  
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century earlier. Catholic unity led to the stability of the state, whereas Protestant disunity created 

a “state of death.” Bonald constructed an image of Protestantism weakened, “softened,” and 

readied by a century of persecution, Enlightenment, and Revolution, for the Catholic Church’s 

guidance. For him, Protestantism represented the weakened Christian faith — one succumbing to 

the rigors of secularism. Only the structure and shelter of the Catholic Church could safeguard 

Christianity in the wake of the Revolution’s “atheist” campaigns. Lastly, unity in faith would 

lead to unity in allegiance for Napoleon. As Bossuet and Montesquieu had argued Protestantism 

never properly suited a form of government led by a single individual. The Revolution’s 

Republic was dead and so too was the dream of prosperous Protestant state.50  

 Protestants, too, began to think of a unified Christian Church to match the “political 

unity” of the Napoleonic Empire. The Protestant jurist, Liquois de Beaufort published his Projet 

de réunion de toutes les communions chrétiennes in 1806. Rather than reinforce the republican, 

democratic, and liberal minded Protestant image, he took the offensive against the Pope, who he 

maligned as the “criminal pontiff.” The papacy had stolen authority from the temporal power in 

the name of the spiritual. The Protestant Reformation, for Beaufort, was not solely about 

absolute freedom of conscience, but rather was about the “reunion of the spiritual and temporal 

powers” in the hands of the monarch. Protestantism then was the perfect religion for the 

Napoleonic Era because no foreign power claimed authority. The Protestant Christian “national 

religion” would foster “national virtues and morals,” but also would encourage loyalty to the 

emperor. For Beaufort, unification in the spiritual sphere naturally extended form the temporal 

world, so it only made sense to have the unified religion be one that complemented and 

supported the state rather than one that recognized a foreign power. Protestantism and the 

                                                 
50 L. de Bonald, “De l’unité religieuse en Europe,” in Œuvres complètes, vol. X: Mélanges littéraires, politiques et 
philosophiques (Geneva, 1982), 229-283.   
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Napoleonic Empire complemented one another, whereas Catholicism would always constitute a 

counterpoint to French secular authority. If a national faith was to be declared, then 

Protestantism was ideal, according to Beaufort.  

 In the process of defending Protestantism, thinkers often elevated Napoleon onto a 

secular altar.51 Whereas thinkers like Bonald envisioned a theocratic system akin to the Old 

Regime, Protestants fell into a more subservient role under Napoleon. The leaders of the 

Protestant church celebrated Napoleon Bonaparte as the head of their Church. He was a great 

leader, a liberator, or a “new Cyrus” whose power was founded on tolerant pluralism.52 Napoleon 

even assumed biblical proportions, as the “David” fighting the Catholic papal Goliath or as a 

contemporary Moses, leaving Egypt to save the Protestant population. Whether hyperbole or 

genuine praise, many viewed Napoleon as the great protector. In 1807, Rabaut le Jeune, the 

youngest brother of Rabaut Saint-Étienne and a Protestant pastor, defended the Concordat with 

an eye to the previous century’s tribulations.  

After three centuries of torture and persecution of all kinds, God has sent to our 
dear Churches the great liberator, who dried the tears of Zion, rebuilt our fallen 
temples, abolished the penal laws, and established on a solid basis the laws of 
liberty of conscience and liberty of cults. What the great Henri [IV] himself was 
unable to execute, the great Napoleon has done. Louis XIV only wanted one 
religion in his State, and proscribed all those who did not follow his [religion]; the 
great Napoleon … gives liberty to all. 
 

                                                 
51 Jacques-Olivier Boudon, “Grand homme ou demi-dieu ? La mise en place d'une religion napoléonienne.” 
Romantisme 28, no. 100 (1998): 131-141. 

52 Olivier Desmont, Sermon sur la paix générale et le rétablissement de l’Église, prononcé dans le temple de 
l’Église Réformée de Nismes, le 27 thermidor an X (15 août 1802), à la occasion de la proclamation du Consulate à 
vie du Premier Consul (Nîmes, 1802); Juillerat-Chasseur, Sermon sur la fête de l’Empereur, le rétablissement de la 
Religion, la paix de Tilsit, prononcé dans le grand temple de Nismes, le 15 août 1807 (Nîmes, 1807). Both of these 
sermons are quoted at length in Armand Lods, “Bonaparte et les églises protestants de France,” BSHPF 46 (1897), 
414. Similar speeches of praise from Sommières, Saussines, Durfort, Saint-Nazaire, Logrian, Saint-Jean du Gard, 
and Tonneins were reprinted in the Moniteur for 5 prairial an X, Sainte-Foy, Castillon-sur-Dordogne, and Aigues-
Vives on 19 floréal, and Montpellier, Colmar, and Geneva on 23 floréal.   
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Rabaut le Jeune commended the State’s promotion of freedom and liberty of conscience, while 

recognizing that Bonaparte had succeeded where previous French rulers had failed. Bonaparte 

was their liberator guaranteeing their liberties.53 Through this recognition, Rabaut le Jeune also 

took care to delineate the powers of the state. “The empire of the law, says [Napoleon], ends 

where the indefinite empire of the conscience begins, neither the law nor princes can do anything 

against this freedom.”54 For Rabaut le Jeune, historical metaphors and biblical allusions of 

Napoleon’s greatness supported a vision of a post-Revolutionary French society, where state 

authority guaranteed religious liberties because it had no real authority over them. The law 

maintained order. Man’s conscience was his or her own to govern.  

 In his Détails historiques, Rabaut le Jeune noted that religion only prospered with the 

state’s protection. What the Enlightenment and “liberal ideas” had bequeathed to France was an 

“imprescriptible dogma of freedom of thought.” In his mind, the process was cyclical. The state 

needed to guarantee the people’s right to freedom of thought. By supporting one’s ability to think 

and believe freely, the state gained their support. The dogmatization of pluralism reduced 

religious in-fighting and allowed the state and society to prosper.55 For his supporters, Napoleon 

Bonaparte’s Concordat solved the problems created by the Revolution, while securing the 

liberties sought after during the Reformation. 

 Rabaut le Jeune agreed with Beaufort on the ideal relationship between the spiritual and 

temporal realms, but where they disagreed was on the project of unification. In the preface of his 
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54 Ibid. 

55 Rabaut le Jeune, Détails historiques et recueil de pièces sur les divers projets de réunion de toutes les 
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Détails historiques, Rabaut le Jeune commended all of those who have pursued a uniform 

religious faith, Protestant and Catholic alike. He encouraged his readers not to confuse religion 

with the actions done in the name of religion — to distinguish between God’s “good seed” and 

man’s “darnel weed.” The persecutory past proved little about the “true” nature of religion for 

Rabaut; instead, it showed that a “perfect uniformity of opinion” in religious matters was 

“impossible.” Unification could not be attained by forcing a single system of beliefs. Man’s 

moral incommensurability precluded unification of faith. “Indifferent matters,” simultaneously 

“abstract and incomprehensible,” encouraged variations in belief. Most Reformed theologians 

had already recognized that the errors inherent in Lutheranism were neither “important nor 

dangerous.” These errors had not implemented any “considerable alteration” to the fundamental 

doctrines of Christianity. If a unified church were to exist, it would have to be based on 

alternative foundations. For Rabaut, reconciliation only followed from freedom of religion and 

the recognition of the “public good.”56  

 Coexistence figured more prominently in the discourses of Protestant ministers than did 

outright Christian unification. Most agreed with Rabaut le Jeune that issues of doctrine could not 

be overcome, but the valorization of freedom of conscience and the protection of that liberty 

should make up a foundation for the peaceful coexistence of Protestants and Catholics. The 

leading Protestant pastor of Paris, Paul-Herni Marron spoke of maintaining a “balance” between 

Christians. Marron believed that the Concordat would provide such a balance. The Concordat, 

issued by a third party, could maintain liberty.57 Other designs for a religious rapprochement by 

any other “authority” would hinder this goal. Unification at the behest of the Catholic Church 
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57 Paul-Henri Marron, Discours sur le rétablissement de la religion; prononcé dans le temple des protestants de 
Paris, le Dimanche 5 floréal, an X (April 25, 1802), 15-9. 
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would only be understood as the act of conversion. France’s Christian sectarian history formed 

too strong a hold over the minds of French men and women for such an action to be interpreted 

in any other way. The pastors Rabaut-Pomier and Mestrezat too agreed that, in principle, 

unification would be preferable to pluralism, even beneficial to society, but the sheer difference  

and the recent sectarian past made such a goal impossible at the opening of the nineteenth 

century. Pluralism was possible at the moment as long as the state continued to support it. The 

President of the Protestant consistory in Vaucluse, pastor M. Molines even went as far as to 

argue that the existence of multiple sects added another layer of “mutual surveillance.” Each 

group could police another, thus promoting a type of “virtuous and civic emulation.”58 

 What does this discussion of Protestantism, national religion, and religious unification 

suggest about the post-Revolutionary period? Thinkers discussed Protestantism and the status of 

national religion or the project of religious unification in order to address the still lingering issues 

of homogeneity and heterogeneity, uniformity and difference, and the dream of a singular French 

culture. The Revolution had encouraged the acceptance of pluralism only half way — falling 

short of expressing the universal rights that their doctrines sometimes indicated. In the 

convoluted legacy of the Revolution, Protestantism consolidated the pursuit of freedom of 

conscience and the ideal, loyal Christian Frenchmen. In a way, Protestants simultaneously 

represented the need for Christianity in a post-Revolutionary society and consolidated the 

Revolutionary position on the problems inherent in the pursuit of religious homogeneity. 

Thinkers addressed issues like the effects of religious violence on the religious conscience, the 

source of morality, the prospects of unification on the “quality” of the Christian faith, and the 

importance of the state’s separation from religion and protection of freedom of conscience. 

                                                 
58 Leter by M. Monines, reproduced in Rabaut le Jeune, Détailes historiques, 179-81.  
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While the dream of Christian unification and the proclamation of a Christian national religion 

attracted many, the recent resurgence of intra-Christian religious discord encouraged thinkers to 

reaffirm the Revolutionary position on pluralism.  

***** 

While much of this chapter has explored the ways in which the Protestant Reformation was 

connected to the Revolution, it has equally argued that the Revolutionary pursuit of modern 

liberties like freedom of conscience, freedom of religion, as well as the growing preference for 

democratic and republican forms of political organization and participation were consolidated 

through representations of Protestantism. A genuine religious sentiment persisted despite the 

attacks against Christianity at the height of the Terror, yet, in many ways the Revolution 

transformed the profile of Protestantism in France. In the process, many thinkers consolidated an 

image of the “Progressive Protestant” in the post-Revolutionary period. Protestantism may have 

led to the Revolution in the minds of nineteenth century thinkers, but Protestants were also a 

distinct Christian group, better suited to the liberal maxims of the Revolution, to the centralizing 

measures of the state, and to the continuation of pluralism. Benjamin Constant’s remarks, cited 

in the opening of the introduction provide a fitting conclusion. “The fold of the Protestant, 

Christian Church, restored at once to its ancient purity and to its progressive advancement is now 

presented as a doctrine contemporaneous with every age, because it keeps pace with every age, 

open to every access of light.” Protestantism lay “aside every notion which is behind the 

progress made by the human mind.”59 The resurgent sectarian violence during the Revolution 

and the threat of its return under the Catholic, ultra-conservative King Charles X influenced 

Constant to imagine Protestantism in such terms. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In 1685, Louis XIV’s Revocation of the Edict of Nantes engulfed the French landscape in 

sectarian violence and forced Calvinist families to flee for their lives, livelihoods, and beliefs. 

This traumatic experience caused each subsequent generation, community, and individual to 

think about Protestants, their fate, and most importantly the reasons that led to the persecution of 

“heresy.” Was the old Christian eschatological dream of a universal church, which supported the 

Revocation, impossible to attain? If so, then what benefit was there to religious persecution? If 

no unitary religious community could exist, then why attempt to create a homogenous polity? 

This dissertation has been built around the idea that Protestantism was “good to think” from the 

time of the Revocation that oppressed Protestantism in France to the “liberation” of Protestants 

during the French Revolution and finally the affirmation of that position in the early nineteenth 

century. Protestants served as ciphers for modernity and as symbols for the continuing 

importance of Christianity in France. Protestantism had stood as the primary agent against the 

supposed “uniformity” and absolute truth of a “singular” Catholic Church. To think about 

Protestantism was to think about difference. Observers and commentators, consequently, 

represented Protestants in order to delve into the possibilities of difference and the 

accompanying problems associated with infinite human diversity. 

 The philosophes of the Enlightenment compiled information on, described, and analyzed 

Protestantism and Protestant history in order to think about issues concerning difference. They 

examined fanaticism and reason, intolerance and tolerance, the role of the government in 

sectarian conflicts, the utility of dogma and ritual, and the ability of human beings to reform 

themselves. While no explicit, uniform program emerged out of the Enlightenment, in general 

,the movement’s leading representatives preferred the toleration of difference. Over the course of 
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the eighteenth century, an alliance formed between Protestant and philosophe, and slowly the old 

Catholic epistemological and legal edifice that kept Protestants from becoming full subjects or 

recognized citizens crumbled. 1787 and 1789 were watershed years, in this respect, witnessing 

key legislation in favor of Protestants. In the process, Protestantism became associated with 

“modern” ideals such as progress, democracy, republicanism, citizenship, freedom of conscience, 

individualism, and even commercialism. The Revolution’s ideals were consolidated through 

representations of Protestantism, binding the legacy of the Revolution to the reformed faith, 

casting Protestantism as progressive, and giving the birth of republicanism and liberalism a 

distinct Christian character. 

 In order to emphasize the continuing importance of Protestantism during the nineteenth 

century and to offer some concluding remarks to this dissertation, I have chosen to examine the 

works of the French Romantic historian and philosopher, Edgar Quinet. Born from Calvinist 

stock at the turn of the century in 1803, Quinet attempted to make a name for himself in the 

world of letters during the Restoration period. He found his voice and message through his early 

attempts at philosophical poetry and political essays, but eventually he turned to the history of 

religion. In his early corpus, Quinet began to conceive of a republican religion opposed to the 

domestic conservatism of the Bourbon Restoration and the July Monarchy, similar to that of his 

colleague, friend, and collaborator, Jules Michelet. In 1838, Quinet took up the appointed 

position as professor of the history of literature at Lyons. Four years later, he moved to the 

Collège de France, where he began to write a history of the French Revolution. In the early 

1840s, the Catholic Church sought to gain greater control over the university system. Quinet and 

Michelet entered into a polemical debate with the Jesuits and Ultramontanists on this issue. The 

Collège de France in 1846 dismissed Quinet for his attacks against the Roman Catholic Church 
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and his open espousal of republicanism. Later, Quinet participated in the overthrow of the 

Bourbon monarchy during the Revolution of 1848, only to go into exile in Belgium and 

Switzerland following Louis Napoleon’s coup and the subsequent establishment of the Second 

French Empire. Only late in his life, after the fall of the Empire and the establishment of the 

French Third Republic, did Quinet return to the country and resume his professorship at the 

Collège de France.1  

 During his life, Quinet’s republican politics faced repeated conservative attacks, many of 

which were launched in the name of religion. But rather than respond by defaming the religious 

spirit, Quinet appropriated the history of Christianity to embellish his own brand of liberal 

republicanism. Quinet believed that Protestantism and the Protestant Reformation were 

responsible for creating the modern republican man. Quinet was not a self-proclaimed Protestant, 

but he came from the reformed religious tradition. As Dale Van Kley and others have noted, 

Edgar Quinet’s work on the Revolution was remarkably “Protestant,” if only for its affirmation 

of the primacy of freedom of conscience.2 His “Protestant” interpretation formed during a period 

simultaneously experiencing a post-Revolutionary reawakening of religious sentiment, a 

                                                 
1 On Edgar Quinet’s life and career, see Alvert Valès, Edgar Quinet: Sa vie et son oeuvre (Carrières-sous-Poissy: La 
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resurgence of Catholic interest in higher education, and a failed revolution that installed the 

short-lived, yet hopeful Second French Republic.3 

 Early in his career, Quinet concentrated less on the Revolution itself than on its religious 

and philosophical antecedents. As a response to the perceived Catholic intrusion into the 

university system, Quinet delivered a number of lectures and published a work entitled, Le 

Christianisme et la Révolution française in 1845. His argument focused on the relationship 

between Christianity and the French Revolution. He regarded religion as the primary motor of 

human history and society.4 For Quinet, Christianity encouraged the principles of individual 

conscience and liberty. This was the Ancient Church’s message and Protestantism was its 

regenerated form. The Protestant Reformation’s primary goal was to regenerate the Christian 

fold to the true spirit of the early Christian Church, whereas the Catholic Church symbolized the 

repudiation of its own origins. Catholicism developed the hierarchical, authoritarian, and 

monarchical impulses needed to stultify the Christian spirit. Unlike many of the Enlightened 

philosophes before him, Quinet did not qualify his interpretation by insisting on a public-private 

distinction, where religion was relegated to the home or the individual conscience. Rather, he 

urged that the morality of religion shaped the civic conscience. In short, Christianity provided the 

“matrix of modern Europe.”5 The Protestant spirit was the spirit of the ideal citizen. Religion was 

not a sui generis concept in Quinet’s philosophy, but rather Protestantism embodied and shaped 

modernity, valorized freedom of conscience, and promoted republicanism. 

                                                 
3 Jules Michelet, Edgar Quinet, Jesuits and Jesuitism, trans. by G. H. Smith (London: Whitaker, 1946), 1; Léon 
Maury, Le réveil religieux dans l’église réformée à Genève et en France 2 vols (Paris, 1892). On the polemical 
battles over education between Quinet and the Jesuits see, Jacques Pochon, “Edgar Quinet et les luttes du Collège de 
France, 1843-18 7,” Revue d’histoire littéraire de la France, (July-August, 1970); 619-27. 

4 Quinet’s interpretation is nearly the opposite of his contemporary Karl Marx, who envisioned a system of class 
cogs and economic gears advancing human society towards an inevitable proletarian future. 

5 François Furet, “Edgar Quinet,” in A Critical Dictionary of the French Revolution, 994. 
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 In a way, Quinet’s deterministic interpretation, linking the Reformation to the Revolution 

and modernity, resembled the traditional Catholic argument of Bossuet, but on its head. At the 

time of the Revocation, Bossuet and others imputed to Protestantism a type of religious 

determinism. Protestants’ freedom of conscience spread to all matters of social life. Their belief 

in sola scriptura and the freedom to interpret the Bible for oneself affected the social and 

political realms. The followers of the Reformed faith abandoned all form of absolute authority. 

First, they rejected the claims of the Catholic Church. They established their own religious 

institutions run either in oligarchical or democratic ways, when they did not reject religion 

entirely. This rejection of absolute authority followed Protestants from the temple to everyday 

life. Rather than pay tribute to Catholic “Truth” via tithes, sacramental fees, or indulgences, 

Protestants now turned their wealth to the marketplace. Bossuet and others, imagined the 

emergence of a cult of materialism, evidenced by the image of the wealthy or grasping Protestant 

— a type-casted character in European history. Only during the Enlightenment did this 

characteristic become a valued, esteemed quality in the French imagination. Independence in 

socio-economics and religion spread to politics. Protestants turned away from absolute, divinely 

ordained kings. They chose to give power to themselves, princes, and other local leaders. 

Protestantism beget republicanism in Bossuet’s mind. Only after the declaration of the First 

French Republic in 1792, did this connection become a positive feature of Protestant 

representations. 

 Similar arguments were put forth from the anti-Protestant camp well into the nineteenth 

century. “The divinization of the self” or the “deification of the individual” marked the 

discourses of Catholic conservative monarchists to Saint-Simonians. Pierre Henri Leroux, like 

his Catholic predecessor Bossuet, emphasized the disorder that followed endless variation. 
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“Division, individualism, and, to put it bluntly, selfishness,” underscored Barthélemy Prosper 

Enfantin’s interpretation of Protestantism.6 Louis Blanc, in his Histoire de la Révolution français 

(1847), attributed the advent of liberty to the accidental individualism that emerged from the 

Reformation’s doctrine of sola scriptura and free lay conscience.7 For the anti-Protestant 

commentator, the dangerous Protestant proved the need for centralization, security, and as Pierre 

Rosanvallon calls it, a culture of “association.”8 Individualism wrought disorder, while 

“association” promoted peace. Taken together, Quinet and these anti-Protestant commentators 

reified each other’s representations of Protestantism. Protestants remained individualistic either 

to virtue or to a fault. 

 Quinet valued Protestant individualism. For him, “association” encouraged servitude and 

stagnation. Only “individualism” could guarantee prosperity, progress, and the protection of 

liberty. Quinet celebrated the ideals behind the Protestant Reformation, the individualization, and 

the promotion of freedom of conscience, but he also realized that the conditions required for a 

successful Reformation were not present in France. While the Reformation and the French 

Revolution were connected by the same pursuit of liberties, the failure of the first necessitated 

the failure of the second. He lamented that France had not gone through a successful 

Reformation of its own prior to the Revolution. Like Catholics and others had insisted before 

him, Quinet recognized the “natural” tendency of Protestantism towards republicanism. To 

establish republicanism without its attendant Christian form entailed failure. Quinet argued that a 

successful Reformation would have taught the French to value liberty and to overcome servitude. 

                                                 
6 As quoted in Pierre Rosanvallon,  The Demands of Liberty: Civil Society in France since the Revolution trans. by 
Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 145-6. 

7 Louis Blanc, Histoire de la Révolution français, vol. 1 (Paris, 1847), 52-81.  

8 Rosanvallon, 145-6. 
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A successful Reformation, with its religious republicanism, would have upset the monarchy’s 

hold over the country and built a more suitable state, on which true liberties could be established 

and protected. 

 For Quinet, the bond between Catholicism and its natural partner, a monarchical form of 

government, needed to be broken. Quinet argued that the Revolution necessarily followed from 

Louis XIV’s decision to tie the crown to Catholicism with the Gallican Articles of 1682 — the 

“ruin of royalty without limits,” was “the foundation, the first act of the French Revolution.”9 

The Revocation added tinder to the absolutist fire, burning away any chance of a religious 

revolution in France. Protestants stood as agents of modernity for Quinet, hindered by the 

egregious efforts of royal absolutists like Louis XIV. Quinet’s dialectic then focused on the 

power of the state versus the power of the individual — absolute authority versus absolute 

liberty.  

 Quinet’s 1865 La Révolution is his most developed examination of this basic antagonism 

between authority and liberty. Such a dichotomy immediately struck Quinet as he wrote his 

magnum opus while in exile after Louis Napoleon’s coup d’état that ended the short-lived, yet 

hopeful Second French Republic. Why did the promises of liberty that accompanied the 

republican experiments of 1789 and 1848 seem to turn to empire and tyranny? “The French, 

having been unable to accept the advantages of the religious revolution of the sixteenth century, 

were eventually led to deny them … and from there, how many false views did they not end by 

embracing.”10 The source of these false beliefs lay not within a secular political entity, but within 

the intertwined relationship between political “absolute domination” of this world and the 

                                                 
9 Edgar Quinet, Le Christianisme et la Révolution française (Paris, 1845), 310.  

10 Edgar Quinet, La Révolution, ed. by Claude Lefort (Paris, 1987), 158. 
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Catholic Church’s “spiritual absolutism” over the next. Protestantism liberated the people in the 

Netherlands, England, and the United States from the irons of dogma and ritual. These states 

benefitted from their revolutions (the Golden Age following the creation of the Dutch Republic 

in 1649, the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and the American Revolution), because they had 

learned from Protestantism the value of liberty of conscience.11 In France, the people returned to 

servitude — in the form of a single authoritarian ruler, whether it be a Bonaparte or a Bourbon.   

 For Quinet, the more anti-Catholic manifestations of the Enlightenment had failed to 

fully écrasez l’infâme or to uproot the Catholic tree, whose shade had kept France in darkness. 

With the roots of Catholic tradition fully intact, the deputies of the Revolution backed their 

reforms with a doctrine of philosophical toleration — toleration based on natural rights — 

without first benefiting from the reform of the individual, religious conscience. 1789 and 1848 

failed because they allowed a religion based on dogma, ritual, and “servitude” to remain in 

France. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy of 1790 failed to give the laity absolute liberty over 

ecclesiastical organization and doctrine. A resurgent, “refractory” faction emerged and returned 

France to perpetrate a “religious war.” French Catholic spiritual authority continued to parallel 

that of political authority, which resulted in Louis Napoleon’s ascension to power. Both 

Napoleons owed their success to a culture of spiritual domination as they claimed powers over 

the Catholic Church and congregations. Quinet remained skeptical about the possibilities of 

reform for the future, but he believed that republican and Protestant liberties needed to be the 

political mantra in France, if such reforms were to take hold. 

                                                 
11 Ibid, 176-80. Similar notions of the relationship between the Protestant Reformation and successful revolutions 
were expressed in the British liberal historiography of the French Revolution. See William Hazlitt, The Life of 
Napoleon Buonaparte (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1875), I: 68; Seamus Deane, The French Revolution and 
Enlightenment in England, 1789-1832 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
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 Equally important was Quinet’s insistence on the continued importance of Christianity in 

the nineteenth century. One might expect that Quinet’s polemic against Catholic corporatism 

would have led to secularism or the advocacy of a religion founded on reason. Such had been the 

response of many philosophes and revolutionaries in the eighteenth century. Yet, Quinet 

maintained the importance of the Christian faith as an vehicle expressly built for Western 

culture. Deism had failed to supplant Christianity. Experimental and revolutionary replacements 

for the Christian faith, like Robespierre’s Cult of the Supreme Being or Theophilanthropy, 

remained only partial reforms. These supposed substitutes correctly emphasized individual 

reason or a sense of charity, but they failed to fill the need for Christian transcendence, the 

experience of spiritual communion, and the eschatological promise of a life after death.12  

 Quinet used Protestantism as a cipher for modernity and modern politics. Like the 

German philosopher, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Quinet believed that Protestantism made 

the modern individual, that the Reformation had been an “all enlightening sun,” to use Hegel’s 

words, and that the failure of the Reformation had left France without the necessary intellectual 

and cultural patrimony for a successful French Revolution.13 Protestantism best expressed the 

Revolution’s republican spirit, guarded the ancient constitution of the Christian Church, and 

provided an eschatological aspiration conducive to a healthy polity precisely because the pursuit 

of the celestial realm did not impede the workings of the terrestrial order. 

 Thinkers after Quinet continued to use Protestantism to discuss the benefits of 

individualism, self-reliance, self-discipline, tolerance, and freedom of conscience. During the 

debates that led to the Ferry Laws in the 1880s and the formal Separation of Church and State in 

                                                 
12 Quinet, La Révolution, 718. 

13 Georg W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History (New York: Cosimo, 2007), 412; Rebecca Comay, Mourning 
Sickness: Hegel and the French Revolution (Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2011). 57 
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1905, various thinkers referenced Protestantism in order to encourage secular education, freedom 

of thought, and laïcité.14 In his now dated work, entitled, French Protestantism and the French 

Revolution (1957), Burdette Poland noted a conversation with a French exchange student, who 

identified Protestantism with urban centers, wealth, and liberalism.15 Such an understanding 

persisted. In 1996, the French magazine, Le Point, published an article that commended 

Protestants for being liberal republicans and promoting modern capitalism. When pressed to 

explain the origins of the modernity of French Protestants, the author explained that their “forced 

withdrawal [resulting from the Revocation] gave them a permanent aspiration for liberation and 

a quest for modernity.”16 And if we continue to fast forward to the twenty-first century, in a visit 

to Le musée du Désert à Mialet in 2011, the then French President Nicholas Sarkozy said, “the 

Protestant gift to France is liberty of conscience.”17 

 During the Enlightenment, when men and women first conceived of modernity and its 

process, they did not completely abandon their Christian heritage, construct an impenetrable 

barrier between their Christian faith and the Age of Reason, nor did they relegate Protestantism 

to a wholly bygone and “backwards” time. Protestantism, with its attendant atavistic tendencies 

like the regeneration of the Ancient Church, proved to be both modern and “progressive.” Like 

modernity itself, the French image of Protestantism experienced constant revision. Its character, 

                                                 
14 Most notably, see Steven C. Hause, “French Protestants, Laicization, and the Separation of the Churches and the 
State, 1802-1905,” in Religious Differences in France: Past and Present, ed. Kathleen P. Long (Kirksville: Truman 
State University, 2006); 141-160.  

15 Poland, French Protestantism and the French Revolution, see introduction. For the role of Protestants in twentieth 
century discourse, see Geoffrey Adams,  Political Ecumenism: Catholics, Jews, and Protestants in De Gaulle’s Free 
France 1940-1945 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2006). 

16 Christian Makarian, “La grande revanche des protestants,” Le Point, 1219 (27 January, 1996): 70-9. 

17 “Nicolas Sarkozy au Désert, un gage aux protestants,” www.lemonde.fr, last modified 05 October, 2011, 
http://religion.blog.lemonde.fr/2011/10/05/nicolas-sarkozy-au-desert-un-gage-aux-protestants/. 
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its shape, and its history were made and refashioned in order to play larger cultural roles, to 

recall the French people to their Christian roots, to reify religion in a supposedly secular 

tradition, and to define the constantly moving line between the sacred and the profane. Long 

after the Enlightenment, Protestantism continued to play its part in the modern world, acting as a 

cipher for Christian progress and the social utility of religion. Despite one’s preference for or 

prejudice against Protestantism, it still remains an essential component of the self-image of 

modernity in France today. 
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