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who taught me commitment and compassion, two values so necessary to the scholar.
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PREFACE

The amused librarian in Paris who fielded my first, fumbling inquiries in 1994 about the material that would become this book greeted me, in turn, with a question of her own. Vous êtes royaliste, monsieur? Delivered in a tone that only one who has spent time in French libraries will fully appreciate (a distinct blend of candor, civility, and condescension), the question took me somewhat by surprise. Admittedly, I was seeking information on royalists, and what is more, on royalists of a particular kind. Catholics, conservatives, counterrevolutionaries, the first ideologues of the Right, all promised to figure prominently in my proposed study of cultural opposition to the Enlightenment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But that this might imply some immediate identification with the subject matter at hand struck me as odd. An undistinguished heir to the Irish peasantry and a native son of California, I had never even known a royalist. Did such a thing actually still exist?

No doubt I took the question a little too seriously. I was, after all, guilty by association, or at least so it seemed. As the historically minded French never failed to observe, my last name bears a damning resemblance to that of the infamous Maréchal MacMahon, a French general implicated in efforts to restore the monarchy during the Third Republic. There is, to my knowledge, no connection, but inquiries of a skeptical, even suspicious nature continued to follow me through France nonetheless—both in and out of the archives. Time and again I was asked to account for my subject, to explain why I had chosen to study what I had. Was I Catholic, a Counter-Revolutionary, an enemy of the Enlightenment, a man of the Right? Just what was I up to? For all the good-natured teasing in this interrogation, there was genuine suspicion as well. This fact is a subtle reminder of what the heated debates surrounding the revolutionary bicentennial of 1989 and the electoral successes of the extreme Right in the 1990s also emphasized: that neither the Enlightenment nor the Revolution is completely over in France. Both of these eighteenth-century upheavals continue to serve as benchmarks by which men and women gauge their allegiances and identity in the present. They still generate passion.

On European soil, then, my choice of topic retained the power to raise quizzical eyebrows. But across the Atlantic, a study of cultural opposition to the Enlightenment seemed, at least to me, perfectly innocuous. Moreover, it seemed timely, for Americans had just witnessed firsthand during the 1980s and early 1990s the disheartening spectacle of cultural divide. In what was perhaps the final flare-up of the implosion following the supernova of the 1960s, the American University became, once again, an important site in public consciousness, a key battlefield of what were termed the “culture wars.” Endlessly explicated in both the academic and the popular press, these wars, at their best, raised fundamental questions about the nature of American identity at the end of the twentieth century. At their worst, however, and all too often, they degenerated into mutual shouting matches in which pundits and polemicists threw mud at caricatures of their opponents, providing a perfect example of the way in which intellectual adversaries are wont to create their own enemies from straw. While cultural conservatives attacked the allegedly monolithic power of 1960s radicals, well ensconced and burrowing away in the nation’s media and universities, the Left countered with the fanatical specter of the Christian fundamentalist, puritanical, out of touch with modern America, but dangerously close to ruling it nonetheless. If there was truth in either claim, there was far more falsehood. But this didn’t prevent the two sides from hurling insults past one another with ever-increasing ferocity. For all its remove from reality, this invective had very real consequences in the political landscape.

The Enlightenment was not always a divisive issue in these debates. In a strange twist, as I have occasion to discuss later, it even united the more extreme voices on the Right and Left in shared contempt. Yet the debates themselves, with their sharp, often artificial dichotomies between “politically correct progressives” and “reactionary fundamentalists,” did appear to offer insight into the dynamics of cultural cleavage and intellectual divide. Mindful of the dangers inherent in allowing the present to shape one’s understanding of the past, I came to see genuine merit in conceiving of the eighteenth century—with the French Enlightenment as its centerpiece—as a culture war of its own. As I hope this book demonstrates, the parallels are revealing.

While American critics bashed each other in a native war over culture, developments on the world stage also suggested that a study of religious opposition to the Enlightenment might illuminate broader issues and concerns. As an employee at the Office of Programs in Comparative Religion at the Graduate Theological Union while I was an undergraduate at Berkeley and then as an analyst of religious nationalist movements at the United States Institute of Peace in 1990–1991, I watched as not only the United States but also Israel, India and Sri Lanka, much of the Middle East, the former Soviet Union, eastern Europe, Africa, and Latin America experienced what appeared to be a worldwide revival of religion or, at the very least, its strong resurgence in public life. Ironically, at the very time that Western philosophers were proclaiming the demise of grand narratives, religious or otherwise, as the “end of ideology” or the onset of the “postmodern condition,” religious activists around the world were making headlines and, at the same time, a mockery of the Enlightenment assumption that the “darkness of fanaticism” would naturally give way to the “light of reason.” Defying what sociologists and political theorists had long held to be the relentless logic of modernity—increasing secularization and an ever-widening gap between the sacred and the profane—the world at the end of the twentieth century suggested that the connection might be more complicated. There would be no better time than now, it seemed, to explore the origins of that very divide—the moment at which Western culture squared off into the hostile, suspicious camps of the secular and the sacred. This book seeks to tell an important chapter in that story.

Enemies of Enlightenment, then, like all books, is in part the product of its time. It is also the product of the generous assistance, understanding, and advice of a great many friends and colleagues. At Yale, David Bell, whose stimulating seminars led me across the Pyrenees from an original (and ongoing) interest in Spain, has served all along as the model advisor, at once searching critic, patient reader, psychologist, strategist, and friend. I am deeply grateful to have been his first student. John Merriman, too, has given generously of his time, friendship, and vast knowledge of French history. I thank him and his family for sharing some of this with me. Frank Turner urged me on several important occasions in directions I didn’t think I could go, directions that subsequently proved fruitful. He has been a perceptive critic and advisor. Since my time at Berkeley, Mark Juergensmeyer has served as Doktorvater and much more. I am still not convinced that he read every page of the manuscript, but those he did, he read with care. His influence is evident throughout. My first boss, Dr. David Little, then of the United States Institute of Peace and now of Harvard University, provided inspiration at a pivotal moment in my life, demonstrating to me and to many others that the notion of the gentleman-scholar is not an antiquated ideal.

At Columbia University, where from 1997–1999 I was Mellon Fellow in History at the Society of Fellows in the Humanities, colleagues Graham Burnett and April Shelford contributed greatly to a stimulating and congenial atmosphere. In the Department of History, Isser Woloch and Simon Schama were at once gracious and inspiring. David Armitage gave me the privilege of his sterling intellect and wit and also his friendship, and Eileen Gilooly, David Johnston, and my wonderful, wonderful students helped to make teaching in Columbia’s contemporary civilization program the richest of pleasures.

A great joy of this profession has been the openness, receptivity, and goodwill of colleagues. As every young scholar knows, encouragement is gold, and though some of the men and women listed below may well have forgotten ever speaking to me, I have not. Their answers to my queries, suggestions, and assistance of various kinds have been more sustaining than they can know. In particular, I wish to thank Greg Brown, Jack Censer, Robert Darnton, Pascal Dupuy, William Everdell, Joël Félix, Dena Goodman, Jean Marie Goulemot, Lisa Graham, David Higgs, Margaret Jacob, Colin Jones, Tony Judt, Tom Kaiser, Emmet Kennedy, Thomas Keselman, Dale Van Kley, Sheryl Kroen, Richard Lebrun, Mark Lilla, Martyn Lyons, Maria Riasanovsky, Noë Richter, Jochen Schlobach, Alyssa Sepinwall, and Timothy Tackett.

A number of individuals—Greg Brown, Graeme Garrard, Tom Kaiser, Sheryl Kroen, John Merriman, Isser Woloch, and unflaggingly, David Bell (who from the beginning to the end has gone beyond the call of duty, and back again)—kindly read individual chapters and provided immeasurable insight. Roger Friedland, Mark Juergensmeyer, and the students in their graduate seminar on religious nationalism at the University of California, Santa Barbara, plowed through the entire manuscript, much to its improvement. The talented students in my own graduate seminar on the Old Regime, taught at Yale in the spring of 2000, provided careful feedback, great pleasure, and the reminder that teaching and learning are common endeavors. Finally, the task of revising and refining this manuscript has been immensely facilitated by two fine editors—Thomas LeBien, who took on the project and provided encouragement and insight from the start, and Susan Ferber, who saw it through to completion, providing careful readings and suggestions at every stage. I am deeply grateful to both of them and to the anonymous readers they solicited, who will see that I have incorporated many of their suggested changes.

Portions of this project were presented at the Washington, D.C., Old Regime Group, which kindly allowed me to run its gauntlet; the Society for French Historical Studies; the Western Society for French History; the Columbia University Seminar on Eighteenth-Century European Culture; the Society of Fellows in the Humanities; the Séminaire international des jeunes dix-huitièmistes in Saarbrücken, Germany; and the Université de Rouen, where Pascal Dupuy was, as ever, a gracious colleague and friend. The hosts of and participants in The Counter-Enlightenment and Its Legacy: A Symposium in Memory of Sir Isaiah Berlin, held at the University of Tel Aviv in January 2000, were nothing if not enlightened. My thanks, especially, to Shulamit Volkov and Joseph Mali; to Charles Rosen for a memorable evening in the spirit of Sir Isaiah; and to John Robertson and Robert Wokler for the sublime, if surreal, experience of touring Jerusalem with two committed sons of the century of lights.

Generous financial support was forthcoming from the Mellon Foundation, which quite simply made graduate school possible. The Smith Richardson Foundation financed a year’s research in France, and Professor Paul Kennedy and the office of International Security Studies at Yale intervened to organize funding at a critical juncture, saving both me and my project. Florence Thomas and Valerie Van Etten at the Yale History Department and Judy Huyck, Jane White, and Marsha Manns at the Society of Fellows performed innumerable favors. My oldest friend, Fritz Kaplan, intervened on several occasions at short notice to prop up my sagging German, and Matthew Connelly never once objected when I told him tales of the naughty philosophe.

On a personal note, Douglas and Roseline Crowley took me into the heart of their extraordinary family during the course of this project, showering me with kindness, humanity, and grace, for which I am eternally grateful. In Paris, Ariane, Agnès, and the extended Pappas family did much the same, making me feel more at home there than in most places in the world. Andréw Davies and Ourdia Boucenna, Richard and Laura Watts, Emmanuelle Mosser and Sophie Verdejo, all favored me with their couches, their generosity, and their friendship, and Professors Tim Johnson and George Manners shared their passions for life and France, particularly the regions of Rhône, Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Loire. In New York, Michelle Ferrari, William Moses, Lyle Starr, and Elaine Sterling each helped, in their own ways, to push the boundaries of artistic and intellectual exploration far beyond the confines of the university. In Wales, Gordon Main, of England, did much the same. In Los Angeles and London, Eugene Shirley, Kate Clanchy, and James Younger provided desperately needed creative outlets and ever-heartening conversations, and in all these places, Michael Friedman demonstrated to me the meaning of true friendship, complaining only when I trod on his clean floors. My sister and my parents, to whom this book is dedicated, offered continual comfort and support, and finally, most recently, Courtney Burke has given patience, understanding, and affection. She is glad, I know, that this book is finished, as am I.

New York City
January 2001

D. M. M.
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INTRODUCTION

It would be difficult to write a more dramatic denouement to the life of France’s greatest man of letters.1 The aging philosophe, famed throughout Europe, returns to Paris after years of exile to claim the rewards of eighty-four years of labor. His final play, Irène, will be performed at the Comédie française, but the “modern Sophocles” becomes ill while finishing the piece and is rumored to be on his deathbed. He manages, nonetheless, to complete the work, enabling thousands to attend the opening performance on March 16, 1778, in his absence, including the Queen, the King’s brother, the Count of Artois, the Duke of Bourbon, and the cream of fashionable society. “Never was a gathering more brilliant,” exults the Correspondance littéraire, a leading newsheet of the day.2

In the weeks following, the philosophe receives a constant stream of supplicants, well-wishers, and pilgrims. He has already administered a “blessing” to the grandson of Benjamin Franklin; given audience to the former first minister of state, M. Turgot; and encouraged his many subjects at the Académie française—d’Alembert, La Harpe, Condorcet, and Saint-Lambert. Now another wave of pilgrims descends, but he is forced to curtail these visits as his health is failing. The count of Argen-tal and Jacques Necker, among others, are kindly told that the great philosopher is unwell, and are turned away at the door.

Such persistent demands, however, do not cease—the public’s clamor is too great—and so, reinvigorated by his glory, the philosopher musters the strength to personally attend a performance of his play. On March 30, he departs from his accommodations in Paris, the lavish Hôtel de Villete, stopping first at the Académie française, where he oversees a special assembly convened in his honor. Ceremoniously ensconced in the president’s chair, a king at court, he hears himself compared to the greatest figures of French literature. Outside, a massive throng of adoring subjects  awaits expectantly. The philosopher emerges. The crowd chants his name in unison, accompanying his carriage to the Comédie. And there, the final triumph. Entering the theater, the philosophe is met by cries of joy, wild applause, and shouting. Tears flow from the old man’s eyes. He is crowned with a garland of laurels. The curtain opens and his bust, the work of Lemoyne, is exposed on stage—a tribute to the glory of genius: “Long live our Homer!” (see Figure 1).

At the conclusion of the spectacle, thousands more await the grand homme outside the theater. A genuine social mix with a strong popular character, the crowd, as witnesses will later recall, is moved by “explosions of joy, frenzy, enthusiasm, collective delirium.” Individuals mount the philosopher’s carriage to get a better look at the man, and supplicants strive to touch him, “as if he were a saint.”3 “Long live the defender of Calas!” The coach fades into the night, gilded by the reflections of torchlight, leaving behind a penumbra of immortality. In a stroke worthy of no other, François Marie Arouet, Voltaire, has attended his own apotheosis.


[image: Image]
Figure 1. The coronation of Voltaire at the Comédie française, March 3, 1778. Engraving by Charles-Étienne Gaucher, after the original by Jean-Michel Moreau. Photo courtesy of the Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.



The pomp and circumstance of the celebratory events of the spring of 1778, given perfect closure by Voltaire’s timely death in May of that same year, have long attracted the attention of scholars. Rich in inherent drama, the apotheosis, too, is wonderfully symbolic, capturing perfectly the apparent triumph of the Enlightenment in France. The archenemy of the Catholic Church, a man who had been twice imprisoned in the Bastille, unceremoniously beaten by the lackeys of the Chevalier of Rohan, chased from the borders of his homeland, and forced to abide the public burning of scores of his publications, Voltaire, king of the philosophes, was now crowned in the country that had disowned him. By 1778, it seemed clear, the philosophes had arrived.

Yet not all viewed this arrival with the same enthusiasm as the revelers of March 30. However irresistable, however justified, historians’ fascination with the glittering lights of 1778 has tended to blind them from the considerable number of men and women who read Voltaire’s triumph in an altogether different way. Standing in the shadows and watching from the wings, a small group of clerics and writers, for example, gathered to protest the opening performance of Irène as if it were some hideous, eighteenth-century Rite of Spring. In their opinion, the return and reception of a man who had devoted his life to attacking religion was hardly indicative of the triumph of light. It reflected instead the onset of darkness. “All is lost!” cried out one of their number at a later performance, in the presence of Voltaire himself.4 For Abbé Jean-Nicolas Beauregard, canon of Notre Dame Cathedral and a highly respected orator, Voltaire’s apotheosis was also deeply disturbing—symbolic of the utter depravity of the century. As he sought unsuccessfully to impress on the king in a personal interview, the philosophes presence in France was an outrage, one that no Christian monarch could condone.5 And for the prolific journalist François-Xavier Feller, Voltaire’s “fame” was in fact infamy, a shameless notoriety based upon his many “crimes” against throne and altar, goodness, and truth. The warm welcome afforded this enemy of God could only herald the demise of France.6 More a nadir than a highpoint, Voltaire’s triumph ominously portended to these and other witnesses the crepuscular end of an era, not a bright beginning, a descent into darkness and folly, rather than the ascension of reason and light. Ironically, though, in articulating this sense of impending doom and cultural anomie, these same men and women were giving birth to something novel of their own, shaping the outlines of a powerful new way of looking at the world.

Who were these men and women, the anonymous figures clad in priestly robes who sought to disrupt Irène, the pamphleteers and pulpit orators who attacked the philosophes and bemoaned their triumphs? These and many others I call “anti-philosophes”—not an arbitrary term, for they used it themselves, as did their enemies, who added it to a host of far less flattering epithets.7 Militant clergy, members of the parti dévot, unenlightened aristocrats, traditionalist bourgeois, Sorbonne censors, conservative parlementaires, recalcitrant journalists, and many others, these were the so-called fanatics of the Enlightenment catechism. Since mid-century they had fought to check the onslaught of philosophie, and since mid-century they had watched in horror as their enemies achieved ever greater conquests. Before the rays of the philosophes’ waxing sun, these figures burned with envy, anger, and incomprehension.

Observers in our own century may perhaps find such resentment unsympathetic. Yet it becomes more comprehensible when we consider the spectacular rise of the Enlightenment man of letters. Aided by a general increase in literacy, the expansion of print culture, and the philosophes’ own determined efforts to gain access to polite society, secular men of letters carried out a dramatic transformation in both their status and their calling over the course of the eighteenth century. Penetrating circles from which they had been hitherto barred, they cast off negative stereotypes, earning the acceptance and respect of influential social actors.8 “Banished from [good] society until the time of Balzac and Voiture,” Voltaire himself observed, men of letters had since become one of its “necessary parts,” as comfortable “in le monde as in the study.”9 His comrade Diderot largely agreed. “There is not a country in Europe,” he noted in the late 1760s, “where the letters are more honored, more remunerated than in France.”10 As if to confirm the fact, the queen herself upbraided a courtier in 1786 for failing to address a poet with proper respect. “When the king and I speak to a man of letters,” she reprimanded, “we always call him, Monsieur.”11

It is important, of course, to draw distinctions. Although the general spread of the Enlightenment created unprecedented opportunities for writers and scholars of many kinds, not all were accorded equal status and compensation. Writing in 1788 in his Tableau de Paris, the journalist Louis Sébastien Mercier drew attention to this fact, entitling a chapter the “Misery of Authors.” “The most deplorable of conditions,” he reflected soberly, “is to cultivate the letters without fortune—the fate of the vast number of littérateurs.”12 This important qualification—explored, to great effect, in the work of Robert Darnton—nonetheless throws into spectacular relief the contrasting fortunes of those at the highest echelons of the literary world, the grands philosophes of the “High Enlightenment.”13 For these select few, the doors of the ancien régime were opened widely. Breaching exalted circles, they entered the salons, lodges, and literary societies of the fashionably rich and powerful, winning important contacts and protectors, whom they in turn used to further their own interests. One by one they gained access to the most eminent scientific and literary academies of the Old Regime, achieving the summit, the Académie française, in successive waves: Voltaire in 1746, Duclos in 1747, d’Alembert in 1754, Marmontel in 1763, Thomas in 1767, Condillac in 1768, Suard in 1774, Malesherbes in 1775, Chastel-lux in 1775, La Harpe in 1776, Chamfort in 1781, and Condorcet in 1782.14 Monopolizing patronage networks; seizing the editorships of important journals; and taking the lion’s share of sinecures, honoraria, and government posts, the philosophes of the High Enlightenment—to the great frustration of their enemies—could boast by the last decades of the ancien régime of having penetrated its loftiest reaches.15

Nor were they content merely to pontificate in elegant drawing rooms. Emboldened by their success, the philosophes claimed for themselves a new calling—the power to form and reflect public opinion. As Antoine-Léonard Thomas declared in an acceptance speech delivered at the Académie française in 1767, “[T]he man of genius has become the arbiter of the thoughts, of the opinions, and of the prejudices of the public.”16 Sébastien-Roch-Nicholas Chamfort concurred, arguing in a prize-winning essay of the same year that the genius of a few great “masters of humanity” shaped the character of any given historical epoch, “imposing its sovereignty on the mass of men” who flocked under the banners, and rushed to adopt the ideas of “great writers and bold philosophes.”17

Undoubtedly this was hubris, a swelling confidence that piqued their opponents as the ultimate sin of pride. Yet the philosophes, in part, may be excused, for there were certainly ample signs that their own self-valorization was requited publicly in a cult of genius of which Voltaire’s apotheosis was the supreme example. Sought out in their homes as modern oracles, called on by kings as correspondents and councilors, their images reproduced in popular engravings and paraphernalia, and the details of their private lives devoured in biographies and personality sketches, the grands philosophes enjoyed by century’s end nothing less than the status of celebrities.18 And with the masters, so with their art. In the final years of the Old Regime, philosophie flooded French society as a sort of fashionable kitsch, making it possible to smoke a pipe carved in Voltaire’s likeness or to play with cards that were stamped with the images of the nouveaux philosophes.19 There were those who retained the high seriousness of the calling, but for many philosophie became radical chic, a melange of set phrases, pseudolearning, and even quackery.20  International heroes of the mind, the philosophes had not only penetrated the highest reaches of eighteenth-century society but, arguably, conquered them as well.

The impact of this process has long been a subject of debate. But although many have asked, from shortly after Voltaire’s apotheosis to the present day, what the philosophes’ triumph entailed (the first tick of the revolutionary countdown? the establishment of the Enlightenment? the enlightenment of the Establishment), few have examined the effect that this process had on the philosophes’ opponents. Though endlessly invoked by the philosophes themselves as a dark specter impeding the course of light, the philosophes’ enemies have received relatively little attention. As Robert Palmer pointed out in his classic 1939 study, Catholics and Unbelievers in Eighteenth-Century France, “It must be confessed that the thought of the Age of Enlightenment, more than that of any equally important period in modern history, has been studied from writings which express only one side of the question.”21 Over fifty years later, his assertion still holds true.

Palmer’s work was, and remains, a notable exception to a general rule. But as an account of opposition to the Enlightenment, it is selective and incomplete. Setting aside what he called “the more absurd productions of the orthodox,” Palmer concentrated solely on “men of ability,” excluding “writings that were only cries of horror, wild assertions, and promiscuous calling of names.” His aim was to show that able and reasonable believers opposed the philosophes, and in this he succeeded admirably. But he did so at the expense of occluding the radical rage and vehemence that moved a great many of the Enlightenment’s opponents, whether in possession of “ability” or not. As Palmer himself acknowledged, his process of selection was prone to “give a false view of the real ideas of the time.”22

Such exclusivity also characterizes the other great exception to the general neglect of the Enlightenment’s contemporary opposition: the work of Sir Isaiah Berlin. It was Berlin, in fact, who first gave the term “Counter-Enlightenment” common currency, treating the subject in a famous essay of that name and elsewhere.23 Sweeping back to the relativist and skeptical traditions of the ancient world, and forward to the vitalism and irrationalism of the twentieth century, Berlin’s Counter-Enlightenment was not precisely demarcated in time. It was, however, for the most part, carefully bounded in space. Whereas the Enlightenment for Berlin was an overwhelmingly French affair, the Counter-Enlightenment was overwhelmingly German, assuming perfect expression in the writings of J. G. A. Hamann, Friedrich Jacobi, J. G. Herder, and Justus Möser. Relativist, historicist, vitalist, organic, and irrational, it was the antithesis to the alleged rationalism, universalism, and ahis-torical mechanism of eighteenth-century French thought. Indeed, the only French-speaking writers to figure at all in Berlin’s discussion of the Counter-Enlightenment were two postrevolutionary figures, Louis de Bonald and Joseph de Maistre. The former he dismissed as “deservedly forgotten,” and the latter he made into a man whose true soul hovered somewhere east of the Rhine. In Berlin’s reading, Maistre was “at one with German irrationalism and fideism” and even held the dubious honor of being an intellectual forefather of fascism.24

Like all his work, Berlin’s writing on the Counter-Enlightenment has been extremely suggestive. But his exclusive focus, like Palmer’s, on “men of ability” considerably limited the range of his inquiry.25 To elucidate broader trends, we need to move beyond the confines of great thinkers and timeless thought, applying to the study of the Counter-Enlightenment the same tools that have been developed by students of the Enlightenment itself in the last thirty years. This is an approach that must also be brought to the thought of the Counter-Revolution, which, likewise, has remained narrowly restricted to a handful of figures, the familiar platoon of Bonald, Burke, Maistre, and their immediate cohorts.26 Drawing on the insights and methods of recent cultural and intellectual history, this book seeks to do precisely this, branching out into the sometimes unpleasant worlds of the Counter-Enlightenment and the Counter-Revolution.27 By and large its focus is on names that have been forgotten. And though the so-called men of ability who dominate the pages of earlier studies are not entirely absent here, this work attempts to situate their thought and their language in relation to a much broader current—one, significantly, that includes women as well.

What does one find in venturing out and down into this Counter-Enlightenment world? At the most basic level, it is clear, opposition to the Enlightenment was neither exclusively German nor predominantly philosophical. First and foremost French and first and foremost religious, it extended outward from there into other countries and realms of inquiry. Though new, this claim should not really surprise us. Scholars have long agreed that the Enlightenment coalesced earliest in France and developed there its sharpest vituperative edge.28 It stands to reason that the reaction to the Enlightenment should also have occurred first in the place of its birth and been spearheaded by the very institution—the Catholic Church—charged with maintaining the faith and morals of the realm.

Admittedly, this was not a reaction marked by the sophistication of thought evident in Berlin’s Gegen-Aufklärung. But sophistication, as the example of the lonely Vico movingly attests, is not a proper index of influence  and is often a distorting lens.29 In the case of opposition to the Enlightenment, it has blinded us from the literally thousands of religious apologies, books, pamphlets, sermons, plays, poems, and other works produced throughout Europe in the eighteenth century that decried the siècle des lumières with very little nuance but with a great deal of genuine revulsion. It has also limited and misshapen our conceptual understanding of the Counter-Enlightenment. For upon closer examination, it becomes perfectly clear that Berlin’s own use of the concept was based on his idealist (and highly debatable) point of departure. Beginning with what he took to be the principal doctrines of Enlightenment thought, he then went in search of countervailing propositions, finding them in the authors mentioned above. The problem is that if one alters the departing definition of Enlightenment (as it is easy and, in fact, necessary to do), Counter-Enlightenment becomes another phenomenon entirely.30

The approach adopted here is very different. Rather than begin on high, with an abstract definition of what the Enlightenment entailed, I begin on the ground, examining what hostile contemporaries themselves said about the siècle des lumières and its actuating principle, philosophie. As we shall see, it was over and against their own construction of their enemies’ doctrines—a construction, that is, of the Enlightenment—that the men and women in this study positioned themselves in direct Counter-Enlightenment opposition.

Being French, these figures were almost all Catholic and, indeed, tended to see the Enlightenment, as Hegel would later do, as a fundamentally Protestant emanation. But this is not to suggest that opposition to the Enlightenment was exclusively or uniformly a Catholic development. Just as there were many within the wide umbrella of the church who enthusiastically embraced the century of lights, there were many outside the Catholic fold who despised the Enlightenment for their own particular reasons. In the end, it is almost certainly the case that the Catholic Counter-Enlightenment discussed in these pages is only one of a range of oppositional responses to Enlightenment movements, spanning a broad, geographical spectrum of regional and confessional difference.31 These other Counter-Enlightenments await their historian.

This said, there are important reasons for paying particular attention to France. Not only was France the birthplace of the Enlightenment on the European continent, and so the first country to generate a self-conscious Counter-Enlightenment response, but it also enjoyed unsurpassed intellectual prestige within the wider Catholic world. Religious apologists, theologians, and devout readers throughout Europe and the New World looked to French religious writers for guidance and leadership  in the same way that intellectuals abroad looked to the philosophes in Paris, the capital of the siècle des lumìeres. In hindsight, we are not apt to think of the eighteenth century—and particularly the French eighteenth-century—as a time or place noteworthy for its religious prowess. But although the century produced no Bossuet or Bonaven-ture—a fact of which contemporaries themselves were acutely conscious—it did produce a startling volume of work across a wide range of genres and styles, whose poverty has been overstated.32 Given the international currency of the French language, the venerable authority of French religious writing, and the international channels of exchange provided by the Holy Roman Church, France’s reaction to the Enlightenment spread well beyond its borders.

Again, it should seem only natural that this was the case—that defenders of the faith abroad should have turned to those soldiers on the front lines in the fight against incredulity for aid in their own indigenous struggles. In addition to the reasons just given, it is also true that in many instances Catholic partisans abroad were waging war against the same authors—the same French authors—who drew the wrath of their comrades in France. In this respect, at least, Isaiah Berlin may have been right. To judge from the reactions of many Catholic opponents throughout the world, the Enlightenment did seem a thoroughly French affair. And so, using French fire to fight French fire, Catholic enemies of the Enlightenment in Europe and the New World borrowed from French authors, translated French books, and repeated French arguments that circulated freely through the worldwide network of the church. In short, it is possible to speak of a Catholic Counter-Enlightenment international, in which the French, as with the Enlightenment itself, enjoyed pride of place.33

To understand the French Counter-Enlightenment, then, is to begin to understand a movement with tremendous international impact, as well as to help understand the Enlightenment itself.34 For surely any evaluation of the Enlightenment’s character—indeed, its very definition—cannot be complete without an appraisal of those who opposed it in a contemporary context. As we shall see, opponents of the Enlightenment provided its first coherent portrait—a deeply unsympathetic one, certainly, but a portrait all the same—a fact that belies the claim made recently that the Enlightenment was only constructed retrospectively by the Revolution’s proponents.35 On the contrary, well before 1789 opponents of the philosophes had collapsed these various figures together into a consistent whole, warning repeatedly that the triumph of philosophie augured regicide, anarchy, and the annihilation of religion. Reiterating these admonitions through the 1780s, they greeted 1789 as the fulfillment of their worst fears.

That such predictions were in place long before the Revolution is important for it allowed enemies of the Enlightenment to argue later that they had foreseen the Revolution as the inevitable consequence of the triumph of philosophie. In the wake of the Terror, as Europe smoldered in the ash and blood of the revolutionary wars, arguments of this type seemed compelling. No longer could they simply be dismissed as the paranoid ranting of fanatics. Seizing this initiative, anti-philosophe polemicists grafted the concrete events of the Revolution to their earlier preconceptions to elaborate a historical reading destined to exert a powerful influence on subsequent interpretations of the Enlightenment. As we will see, enemies of the Enlightenment diffused this construction in tremendous volume in the aftermath of the Terror and well into the nineteenth century.

To repeat, this reading of the Enlightenment was a construction, and though extremely influential, was neither balanced nor kind. For this reason, scholars have largely ignored it. But to turn, in this way, a deaf ear to the “cries of horror” uttered throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is to fail to understand the central context in which Enlightenment movements throughout Europe developed: that of militant struggle. The light of the siècle des lumières did not somehow miraculously shine forth from a historical black hole. It was refracted, turned, deflected at every juncture. The great pioneer of the cultural history of the eighteenth century, Daniel Mornet, understood this fact, acknowledging with a different metaphor that philosophie never flowed like an “unhindered river” but was forced to carve its way through “immobile masses” and “hostile terrain” that forever impeded its course.36 Similar to the manner in which historians have taken to depicting the revolutionary process in terms of a continuum of force and counter-force, of Revolution and Counter-Revolution, the Enlightenment—Enlightenments—must be viewed in this way.37 In none of its national manifestations was it uncontested, and rarely was it benign.

This is a lesson that many in our own day could stand to consider, for it must be admitted that critics in the postwar West have been particularly unkind to the Age of Enlightenment. The movement retains its spirited defenders,38 but on the whole, Enlightenment bashing has developed into something of an intellectual blood-sport, uniting elements of both the Left and the Right in a common cause. From the one side, no shortage of conservative critics—many of them writing in the long shadow of the cold war—have insisted on presenting the Enlightenment as the «r-source of modern totalitarianism, the godless font of the Terror, the Gulag, and other atrocities committed in the name of reason.39 From the Left, and particularly the postmodern Left, we hear the charge that the so-called Enlightenment project is alone responsible for much that is amiss in modernity, the germinating source of totalizing discourse, hegemonic reason, racism, misogyny, and holocaust.40 United in their antipathy, these camps, too, have been united by their willingness to overlook the Enlightenment’s contemporary opponents, a predisposition characteristic of a general indifference to historical context that has resulted in tremendous oversimplification and serious distortion. As we shall see, a good number of the more violent claims against the Enlightenment have been with us since the movement itself.

An examination of the philosophes’ opponents, then, promises to help flesh out the contours of the Enlightenment. It also promises to lend insight into another subject that has received relatively little attention—the ideological origins of the Counter-Revolution in France and, more generally, those of the Right. Although to suggest a connection between opposition to the Enlightenment and later right-wing thought is not entirely without precedent, few studies have examined this relationship in detail.41 The vast majority of scholars who deal with the Right, in fact, trace its origins to the Revolution itself. After all, they point out, this was the period in which the terms “Right” and “Left” first came into use, employed to signify seating arrangements in the Constituent Assembly.42

But the concept of Right entailed far more than geographical location—nor is it sufficient to explain its genesis simply in terms of reaction to the revolutionary process. The men who grouped together at one extreme of the hall of menus plaisirs, and those who from outside encouraged their action in deed and word, did so for a reason. They shared a language, a set of common beliefs, and a vision. And when one comes to consider this vision—the ideological convictions of the more dogged opponents of the Revolution—it is apparent that its main outlines had been elaborated well before the National Assembly held its first session.

This was not a wholly unified political plank, a specific platform or slate, but a nascent view of the world that involved a loose, though identifiable, set of mutual assumptions, a group of postulates, and a rhetorical style—what I term an “anti-philosophe discourse.” Cultivated during nearly forty years of combat with the philosophes, this discourse was firmly in place before the Estates General had even met—an important contention, for it calls into question the view of those who allege that the Revolution’s opponents in the early years were essentially a figment of a frenzied Jacobin imagination, a discursive invention of the Left.43 As we shall see, the Revolution did not need to invent its enemies. They were there from the outset, and their presence exerted a powerful influence on the dynamics of the revolutionary process. Those who try to explain the terrible violence of the Revolution in the absence of this militant opposition do so in a vaccum and, as a result, unconvincingly. The Terror was the product of the clash of revolutionary and counterrevolutionary extremes, not of either force in isolation.

What were the elements of this emergent right-wing vision? The fundamental importance of religion in maintaining political order, a preoccupation with the perils of intellectual and social license, the valorization of the family and history, the critique of abstract rights, the dangers of dividing sovereignty, and the need for a strategic alliance between throne and altar—these all featured centrally in this new ideology. Even more fundamental was a Manichean readiness to divide the world in two: between good and evil, right and wrong, Right and Left. Marked by an unwillingness to compromise and the belief that to do so would imperil the social order in its entirety, this vision was a direct outgrowth of the apocalyptic rhetoric aimed at the philosophes during the final years of the ancien régime.

Two important points follow directly from this close link between opposition to the Enlightenment and the genesis of the Right, in France as elsewhere. The first is that given that right-wing ideology developed in response to a quintessentially modern phenomenon—the Enlightenment—it follows that it, too, was modern. This is something that Isaiah Berlin clearly recognized.44 And although the perception caused him to subsume his Counter-Enlightenment thinkers into larger teleologies that sped headlong toward the twentieth century, the underlying observation was acute. Not “conservative” in any strict sense, not archaically traditional, not romantically medieval, the early Right was in fact radical, striving far more to create a world that had never been than to recapture a world that was lost. Granted, its vision was deeply and profoundly religious. No other force, this book will argue, played as central and important a role in the genesis of the early European Right as the Roman Catholic faith. But if in this respect, as in others, the Right necessarily drew on the legacy of the past, it used this legacy to continually look forward, summoning the horrible specter of a time, one day soon, when religion might not exist at all. In its very fundamentalism—itself a modern phenomenon—the religious Right raised concerns that continue to be our own, dramatizing from the start the cultural costs of disenchantment and laying bare the state of a world in which no appeal could be made to higher sources (religious, political, or moral).

Dwelling on the dark underside of modern rationalism, individualism, and materialism, the early Right created a distinctly new ideological culture. Its defense of tradition was not traditional, its reverence for history was a historical departure, and its arguments for the family and patriarchal power were a response to novel threats both real and perceived. Developing these and other innovative arguments in the face of innovative attacks, polemicists of the Right did so by direct participation in the new public sphere, also a uniquely modern product.45 The incipient Right detested that sphere and was convinced that the free exchange of ideas produced devastating social consequences. But in the absence of other, viable means to curtail the Enlightenment’s expansion, it was forced to adopt modern methods and modern technology, employing pamphlets, print culture, and the periodical press to compete openly in the new republic of letters.

I will have occasion to discuss the theme of the Right’s modernity in greater detail later. Here let me make a second point: that just as France served as the spiritual homeland for an international, Catholic Counter-Enlightenment, so did it serve as an ideological source of subsequent right-wing doctrine abroad. I should perhaps qualify this statement, because the use of the term “Right” is a convention. There was never a single Right, any more than there was a single Left. Developing in individual and national contexts and across a spectrum of varying opinions, European right-wing movements nonetheless drew on a common stock of ideas and developed in the common contexts of resistance to the Enlightenment and, later, resistance to the French Revolution. The role of France in this process was crucial. For too long, if inevitably, given the experience of the twentieth century, scholars have allowed the case of Germany to eclipse other inquiries into the origins of the European Right. Yet arguably, France was as fertile a source, if not more so, feeding currents of Catholic authoritarianism that would flow with force into our own century in eastern Europe, Italy, Latin America, and Spain. It was, in fact, a Spanish observer, Javier Herrero, writing at the end of the Franco regime, who first appreciated this phenomenon. In a study of the eighteenth-century origins of Spanish reactionary thought, he observed in passing that there was “nothing traditional, or Spanish, about the great masters of the Spanish [reactionary] tradition.”46 His point was hyperbolic but nonetheless profound. The origins of Spain’s right-wing tradition, he argued, could be traced to a more general “Counter-Enlightenment movement” [movimiento antiilustrado), which though intensely Catholic (which is to say, intensely international), stemmed ultimately from France. It was an insight that Herrero was quick to extend to other countries as well:

The conflict between the Enlightenment and reaction in Spain is but an episode of a movement that embraces the near totality of the [European] continent and that extends to include the Americas. The fundamental sources of this movement are, of course, European as well, and as we are dealing with the eighteenth century, the most important reactionaries, those which exercised the major influence on conservative Europe, were French. Its historical influence was immense.47

This book chronicles this immensely influential French Counter-Enlightenment movement, writing a chapter in what is, at once, the history of France, the history of Europe, the history of the New World, and in certain respects the history of modernity itself.





CHAPTER 1

Listen to the modern philosophes,

lend an ear to their lessons,

receive and practice their doctrines and

all will be overturned….

—Charles Louis Richard,

Exposition de la doctrine des

philosophes modernes (1785)

A CENTURY BLINDED BY LIGHT

On the night of the opening of Voltaire’s Irène, a small “cabal … excited principally by men dressed in the costumes of abbés” mingled with the enthusiastic onlookers who had come to pay tribute to the great philosophe. Little is known of these men, except that they were at odds with the majority of spectators. As a firsthand witness, Voltaire’s personal secretary, Wagnière, reports, they attempted to disrupt the performance in “violent” protest before its onset. Their voices, however, “were snuffed out by the general applause,” serving only to “enliven the room” before the raising of the curtain. Two weeks later, at the performance attended by Voltaire himself, the anti-philosophe contingent was even smaller. A single voice, that of the poet Nicolas-Joseph-Laurent Gilbert, cried out, “There is no more religion in France. All is lost!” He was forcibly subdued by the crowd1 (see Figure 2).

The number of those opposed to Voltaire’s Parisian presence—and to what it seemed to stand for, the triumph of philosophie—was greater than this meager collection of abbés and the lone Gilbert would suggest. Nor was religion lost in France. The pro-philosophe newsheet, the Mémoires secrets, was even ready to tip the balance in favor of Voltaire’s adversaries. “Despite the great number of partisans and admirers of M. de Voltaire,” it observed amid the pandemonium of the apotheosis, “he has even more enemies. He has against him all the party of the dévots and the clergy.”2 Yet to view the eighteenth century from the perspective of devoutly religious men and women is to understand their exaggeration. In their view, the so-called century of lights represented the single most concerted attack on the Christian religion in the history of humanity, and figures like Voltaire—self-styled philosophes—were directly responsible for waging this war. That France could now lionize a man long deemed by religious observers to be in close consort with the devil seemed to confirm that the most advanced country on the European continent had undergone a startling transformation (see Figure 3). As the esteemed orator the abbé de Cambacérès had already warned in a celebrated sermon preached at the court of Louis XV, modern disbelief was producing a “revolution” in “the morals and characters of the nation.” In the face of this revolution, religion was “threatened, tottering on a precipice.”3

What might a world in which religion had plunged to its demise, a world ruled by modern philosophy, entail? As we shall see in this chapter enemies of the Enlightenment left little to the imagination, painting a portrait of the triumph of philosophie in vividly apocalyptic terms. In doing so, they necessarily constructed an image of philosophie itself and of the age in which it was formed—an image, that is, of the Enlightenment. However disfigured, this construction proved powerful and lasting. However far from the original, it served admirably as both a specter and a foil: a specter of a modern world to come and a foil against which to rally opposition. Conceiving of their century as a fallen age, enemies of the Enlightenment refused to fall before it. Rather, they rose to the challenge, bidding hitherto disparate groups and individuals to come together in a militant, Counter-Enlightenment response. In the process, they forged not only new alliances but also a view of the world that was every bit as modern as that of their adversaries.


[image: Image]
Figure 2. Nicolas-Joseph-Laurent Gilbert (1750–1780). Photo courtesy of the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.



Anti-Philosophes at the End of the Old Regime

Opposition to the philosophes did not begin in 1778.4 In fact, Voltaire’s enemies were quick to view his apotheosis as symbolic of French decline, in large part because it reminded them—painfully—of their own, prior failings. From bases in important cultural institutions and circles of power, anti-philosophes had waged war from the middle of the century on what they saw as the corrosive effects of modern philosophy, seeking especially to eradicate the flow of illicit books. Thus, since 1755, each of the church’s national general assemblies, held at least once every five years to coordinate policy and review fiscal matters, had taken up the problem of the “contagion” being spread “throughout the realm” by the poisonous writings of “so-called philosophes.’”5 The learned doctors at the Sorbonne, too, had issued a steady stream of refutations of these works, denouncing the concerted effort to destroy the “religion of our fathers” and to undermine the “authority and power of kings.”6 Always these warnings were insistent and often graphic, confronting the crown directly with the prospect of “bloodied thrones” and the “horrors of anarchy” if it failed to act with haste.7 Unable and at times unwilling to significantly curb the well-documented flow of subversive books in this period, the respective reigns of Louis XV and Louis XVI witnessed, instead, a dramatic increase in their circulation. In the years following Voltaire’s apotheosis, this showed no signs of slowing. As Jean-Marie Dulau, bishop of Aries, complained in 1782, “enemies of revelation” now freely scattered “heaps” of “licentious productions” throughout his diocese, even daring to throw these works into the gardens and enclosures of convents.8 No place, it seemed, was sacred. By the last years of the Old Regime, the General Assembly of the Clergy was forced to admit its defensive stance, alleging in 1785 that the “lessons of the nouvelle philosophie” now resounded “even in the workshops of the artisan and under the humble roofs of peasants.”9
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Figure 3. Frontispiece to the physician Claude-Marie Giraud’s Epistle from the Devil to M. Voltaire. This brief work, chronicling Voltaire’s traffic with Satan, was republished over thirty times between 1760 and the outbreak of the Revolution. Photo courtesy of the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.



Likewise, in the provincial and Paris parlements, where influential men such as Jean-Omer Joly de Fleury and Antoine-Louis Seguier had fought consistently to defend the Catholic faith against the ravages of philosophie, anti-philosophes looked on in baffled horror at what they saw as the steady advances of their enemies.10 As early as 1759, Fleury had complained that the philosophes “conspired” to “sap the foundations” of the state, urging authorities to take “sword in hand to smash … these sacrilegious and seditious authors.”11 Despite Fleury’s efforts, however, these authors continued to produce their “poisonous” works. By 1781, speaking before the Grand’Chambre, Seguier presented their threat as more imminent still. “In vain,” he intoned, has the “administration established the wisest precautions, in vain has it multiplied obstacles to the publication of writings that spread audacity and irreligion throughout society. The wisdom of government is annihilated, the vigilance of the magistracy destroyed. More and more the esprit philosophique becomes the spirit of the day.”12

From the perspective of opponents of the philosophes in the church and parlements, then, the outlook was dire. So, too, did other intransigent defenders of the faith regard the philosophes’ advances with consternation. At court, the militantly Catholic dévot faction had seen its partisans consistently pushed aside during the dissolute reign of Louis XV. Helpless to unseat an open protector of the philosophes, Malesherbes, as director of the book trade from 1750–1763, it suffered further ignominy when a coalition of Jansenist parlementaires and philosophic allies managed to orchestrate the expulsion of the Jesuits from France in the mid-176os. As if to add insult to injury, 1765 witnessed the premature death of the dévots’ leader and erstwhile heir to the throne, Louis Ferdinand, the pious son of Louis XV (see Figure 4). And although the heir apparent, Louis XVI, was noted for the conviction of his faith, his youth, vacillation, and susceptibility to persuasion did not favor the prospect of a sustained anti-philosophe crusade.13 Such doubts proved well founded. Despite the presence in Louis XVI’s early reign of leading dévot ministers, including Maurepas; du Muy; and most notably, the Count of Vergennes—all men convinced that the philosophes constituted a pressing threat to the realm—their influence was offset by less religiously inspired courtiers.14 When Voltaire marched triumphantly into Paris in 1778, his presence unimpeded and his play conspicuously attended by an adoring Marie Antoinette, hopes that the young king would make fighting the philosophes a priority of his reign were even more difficult to sustain.

Beyond the reception halls and drawing rooms of court officials, royal magistrates, Sorbonne doctors, and practicing clergy, one other active group looked on with alarm at the advance of the century’s new learning: anti-philosophe men of letters.15 Though the philosophes might claim a preeminent place in the cultural landscape of France, they had not won this position without an, at times, dirty fight. Climbing to the top, they trod on rivals in the process, often intentionally and frequently with skill. Their vaunted social graces did nothing to impede their ability to slander. In a single work, Voltaire could dub one anti-philosophe adversary, the journalist Élie Cathérine Fréron, “a scribbler,” “scoundrel,” “toad,” “lizard,” “snake,” “viper’s tongue,” “crooked mind,” “heart of filth,” “doer of evil,” “rascal,” “impudent person,” “cowardly knave,” “spy,” and “hound.”16 As much as genuine difference of opinion, deliberate offensiveness of this kind—a desire not only to smash the infamous thing but also to rub one’s face in the shattered remains—earned the philosophes vehement enemies. Thus, during the 1750s and 1760s, the abbé Gabriel Gauchat devoted his monthly journal, the Lettres critiques, ou Analyse et réfutation de divers écrits modernes contre la religion, to refuting the works of men who “combined against truth … the salt of irony … and the blackness of calumny.”17 Still others adopted the tactics of the philosophes themselves. Fréron consistently employed ridicule, defamation, and sarcasm to pillory his enemies in his influential Année littéraire, and many others mocked the philosophes in a host of satirical plays, libels, and novels published in the late 1750s, 1760s, and early 1770s. Despite this prodigious output, these writers could not deny the philosophes’ gains. The poet Jean-Jacques Le Franc de Pompignan, who in 1760 had used the occasion of his election to the Académie française to condemn a century “drunk with the philosophic spirit … the scorn of religion, and the hatred of all authority,” was regarding such drunkenness by the 1780s as total intoxication.18
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Figure 4. The 1757 frontispiece to the first volume of Jean Soret and Jean-Nicolas-Hubert Hayer’s anti-philosophe journal, La Religion vengée, ou Réfutation des auteurs impies. True philosophy, in possession of the keys to the church, presents a copy of the work to the dauphin, Louis Ferdinand, who looks on approvingly as religion and wisdom trample false philosophy under foot. The latter bears a sign which reads in Latin, “He said that there is no God.” Hopes that the heir to the throne would completely extinguish the torch of false philosophy, however, were themselves snuffed out with the dauphin’s premature death in 1765. Photo courtesy of the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.



These were the philosophes’ principal enemies. At odds with their century, they conceived of themselves as a marginal, and marginalized, group, living in a world apart. As the anti-philosophe journalist J. M. B. Clément complained, those who resisted the “rally cry of philosophie” were “scattered, without leaders, without credit, and without honors.”19 Largely as a consequence, we know far too little about them. We have, for example, no study of the parti dévot, no treatment of the booksellers and distributors who traded in anti-philosophe writings, no consideration of their readership, no analysis of the anti-philosophe press. Only recently have scholars begun to acknowledge that conservative salons existed in the eighteenth century in which the philosophes’ ideas were regarded with horror; and only recently have they have begun to consider the patronage networks and social geography that shaped anti-philosophe production.20 Still, it is clear from even this attenuated cross section that the anti-philosophes drew from a varied lot, comprising lofty courtiers, influential ecclesiastics, and powerful parlementaires, as well as lowly administrative officials, minor abbés, and Grub Street hacks. Such diversity should warn us not to take the anti-philosophes’ protestations of marginality too closely to heart. Clearly, some in their ranks enjoyed positions of power, although it was ultimately religious and cultural conviction, not social standing, that shaped their beliefs. And it was almost certainly the case that more men and women shared their disdain for the Enlightenment than the anti-philosophes themselves were ready to acknowledge. Jean-Jacques Rousseau was not the only cultural critic in the eighteenth century to adopt the stance of embattled minority.

Whatever their final numbers, the anti-philosophes’ inability to halt the advance of philosophie was real and their frustration well founded. The very diversity of their ranks was undoubtedly a contributing factor. Although select royal officials and Catholic parlementaires might well share bitter resentment of philosophic triumph, they were just as apt to quarrel over the nature of the parlements’ role in the legislative process or the limitations and checks on the power of the king. Ecclesiastics also engaged in endless disputes with both the crown and the courts on a number of issues, ranging from the boundaries of legal jurisdiction to the failings of the police in controlling the book trade to the amount of the church’s contributions to royal coffers. Even the anti-philosophes’ greatest institutional stronghold, the church, was by no means a house united. Rent by protracted battles between Jansenists and dévots, Gallicans and Ultramontanes, and the impoverished lower clergy and the wealthy hierarchy, it also harbored numerous members who were little inclined to view the philosophes’ ascendance with displeasure. Part of what has been described as a European-wide “Catholic Aufklärung,” these figures drank deeply of the new learning.21 And although they at times paid lip-service to the fight against “infidelity,” they took, on the whole, a benign view of the siècle des lumières and were even inclined to see the philosophes as a source of potential renewal and rejuvenation. The archbishop of Toulouse, Loménie de Brienne, is a perfect illustration of this type. When this close friend of d’Alembert was recommended as a candidate to assume the archbishopric of Paris, Louis XVI quipped that “at the very least” such a high-ranking official of the church “must believe in God.” This didn’t, however, stop the king from appointing Brienne controller-general of France in 1788.22 With colleagues like these, opponents of the philosophes scarcely needed enemies.

Divided allegiances and crisscrossing interests of this kind effectively stymied any concerted campaign against the social influence and publishing prowess of the philosophes.23 Scattered and set against themselves, men and women who shared a deep antipathy to the century’s leading lights thus felt impotent before them. When an exultant supporter of the philosophes mocked his adversaries in 1776 as “powerless enemies of philosophie,” his jibe carried more than an element of truth.24

But to cite these admissions, as many commentators have done, simply as testimony to the anti-philosophes’ defeat would be to miss the genuine strain of revulsion in their rhetoric, the seething bitterness, and the apocalyptic note of terror.25 Seemingly at odds with their century, these men and women looked at the society around them as one gone mad. “I no longer recognize my nation,” grumbled an anonymous commentator in the Journal ecclésiastique, the leading professional publication of the clergy. “The philosophes are the men of the day.”26 “Philosophie, philosophie—voilà the tone of the times,” complained another enraged opponent, the Françoiscan Élie Harel. “One speaks now only of philosophic spirit, philosophic varnish, philosophic gloss.”27 Anti-philosophes lamented, even overstated, this plight, but they did not simply wither and blow away in the last decade of the Old Regime. On the contrary, the very triumph of the philosophes further embittered their adversaries, enjoining them to come together in the face of a common enemy. Hardened by their setbacks and frustrated by their failures, they fought on with continued vehemence, viewing their battle in cosmic terms as an eschato-logical struggle between good and evil. Far from succumbing to the triumph of philosophie, anti-philosophes waged an even more desperate struggle. Indeed, it is possible to speak of a reaction.

From Dark Despair to Dark Reaction

Certain contemporary critics were quick to note this shift.28 Writing in April, 1776, the astute social observers of Grimm’s Correspondance littéraire commented with perplexed fascination on the tremendous outpouring of religiosity associated with the jubilee celebrations in Paris of that year. Speculating that these “outbursts of zeal” were based as much on the “mood … against the party of the philosophes” as on genuine piety, the journal ventured that “it would be somewhat amusing if philosophie [through its very successes] unwittingly contributed to rekindling the faith of the century.”29 Two years later, at the time of Voltaire’s apotheosis, an anonymous pio-philosophe pamphleteer was complaining that it had become “fashionable … to persecute the philosophes,”30 a development that the Correspondance littéraire
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