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TREATISE ON TOLERATION

VOLTAIRE was the assumed name of François-Marie Arouet (1694–1778). He was educated at the Jesuit college of Louis-le-Grand, Paris, and studied law briefly before pursuing a career as a writer. He spent two periods locked up in the Bastille before emigrating to England, where he lived from 1726 until 1729; during this period he was influenced by John Locke and Sir Isaac Newton, and by the official toleration of different religions in England. His Letters concerning the English Nation (1733) reflect his favourable opinion of English culture and politics, but when a French edition was published clandestinely in France in 1734 it was banned and burned publicly. Often banished from Paris or on the run from threats of arrest, Voltaire spent the years 1734 to 1749 at Cirey in Champagne with his mistress Mme Émilie du Châtelet, with whom he shared many intellectual projects, including the introduction of Newton’s physics to France. Famous for his poem in honour of Henri IV, La Henriade (1723), for numerous plays that were produced at the Comédie Française, and for his satirical novels, especially Candide, Voltaire became the best-known intellectual in Europe and was widely acknowledged to be the voice of the French Enlightenment. The Treatise on Toleration (1763) was written as part of his public campaign on behalf of the executed Huguenot shopkeeper Jean Calas, while his Dictionnaire philosophique portatif (1764) was more popular than the massive volumes of the Encyclopédie (1751–72), to which he also contributed. Following the sudden death of Mme du Châtelet, Voltaire spent time at the court of Frederick the Great in Potsdam, and subsequently lived near Geneva and, from 1759 until his death, near the French–Swiss border at Ferney. He returned briefly to Paris in 1778 for the production of his play Irène, and died there on 30 May 1778.
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Chronology

1694 21 November: Born François-Marie Arouet, in Paris, youngest child of a notary.

1701 Death of his mother.

1704–11 Educated at the Jesuit college of Louis-le-Grand, Paris.

1712 Studies law briefly.

1713 Secretary to the French ambassador in the Netherlands at The Hague; begins an affair with French Protestant refugee Olympe Dunoyer, which leads to his dismissal.

1715 Death of Louis XIV; Philippe, duc d’Orléans becomes Regent of France until 1723, during the minority of Louis XV.

1717–18 Imprisoned in the Bastille for scurrilous writing.

1718 Adopts the name Voltaire; performance of his first tragedy Œdipe.

1721 Death of his father.

1723 Louis XV crowned; publishes La Ligue, which is later published (1724) as La Henriade (in honour of Henri IV); contracts a near fatal dose of smallpox.

1726–9 Imprisoned briefly in the Bastille, and emigrates to London, where he meets Congreve, Samuel Clarke, Bolingbroke, Pope, reads Swift, and is influenced by Locke and Newton.

1729 Returns to France, lives briefly in Dieppe.

1729–30 Joins with others to buy all the monthly tickets in the Paris lottery and becomes very rich.

1733 Letters concerning the English Nation published in London.

1734 French edition of the Letters published clandestinely by two different printers as Lettres philosophiques, which is condemned and burned by the parlement of Paris. Goes to live at Cirey in Champagne with his mistress Mme Émilie du Châtelet.

1738 Publishes a clandestine edition of Éléments de la philosophie de Newton.

1740–48 War of the Austrian Succession; concludes with the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle.

1741 Voltaire’s play Le Fanatisme, ou Mahomet le Prophète is produced in Lille.

1743–5 In favour with the royal court, appointed Royal Historian (1745).

1746 Elected member of the Académie française and appointed Gentleman in Ordinary to the King.

1748 The novel Zadig, ou la Destinée published.

1749 Mme du Châtelet dies of puerperal fever, following the birth of her daughter.

1750–53 At the court of Frederick the Great.

1751 Publishes Le Siècle de Louis XIV, a history of the king’s reign.

1755 Settles at Les Délices, near Geneva.

1756 Publishes Essai sur les mœurs.

1759 Publishes Candide, ou l’Optimisme; moves to Ferney, near the French–Swiss border.

1762 Begins the public campaign to rehabilitate the executed Huguenot shopkeeper Jean Calas.

1763 Publishes Traité sur la tolérance.

1764 Publishes Dictionnaire philosophique portatif.

1765 English translation of the Dictionnaire published as The Philosophical Dictionary for the Pocket

1766 Publishes a commentary on the Italian criminologist Cesare Beccaria’s Dei delitti e delle pene (On Crimes and Punishments).

1767 Publishes his novella L’Ingénu.

1774 Death of Louis XV, succeeded by Louis XVI.

1778 Returns to Paris for the first production of his last tragedy Irène; dies there on 30 May. Buried in Champagne, but in 1791 his remains are later transferred to the Panthéon in Paris.



Introduction


‘The law of intolerance is … absurd and barbaric’

(Chapter 6)



Voltaire composed the Traité sur la tolérance (Treatise on Toleration) in response to a monstrous miscarriage of justice in France. Jean Calas was a Huguenot shopkeeper who lived in a predominantly Catholic area of Toulouse. When one of Jean’s sons committed suicide in the family home in October 1761, all the members of the family who were present that evening (together with an overnight visitor) were accused of having murdered him. Convicted of murder, Calas was tortured and executed on 10 March 1762, while the other accused were given less severe sentences.

Voltaire was then sixty-seven years old and living far from Toulouse on the French–Swiss border. He was out of favour with the royal court and had been threatened frequently with arrest warrants, so he had to be able to escape across the border to the Republic of Geneva (where he had lived previously) if the police came to arrest him.

His initial reaction to news of Jean Calas’s execution was sceptical and dismissive. He was soon convinced, however, that the judgement of the Toulouse parlement was unsafe and that Calas had been wrongly convicted. Once informed about the details of the trial and execution, Voltaire’s concerns focused on the religious hostility of Catholics in Toulouse that provoked the verdict rather than on the gruesome cruelty of its implementation. The hatred of one group of French Christians for another was a pessimistic reminder of the wars of religion that had racked the kingdom of France in the sixteenth century and it reawakened Voltaire’s interest in a theme that he had discussed almost thirty years earlier in his Letters concerning the English Nation (1733).

When the French edition of the Letters (1734) was published, the printer was arrested and the Paris parlement ordered that the scandalous book be burned publicly. The reasons were obvious. The Letters praised various features of public life in England and, by implication, criticized the corresponding political and religious situation in France. They contrasted the simple faith of Quakers with the theological sophistry of the Catholic tradition; the toleration of Calvinists (Presbyterians) in London with the persecution of other Calvinists (Huguenots) in France; and the parliamentary limitations on royal powers in England with the absolute sovereignty claimed by the French crown. In more general terms, the Letters praised the innovative and creative energy of British scientific and political opinions in contrast with the conservative tyranny that resulted from the close co-operation between the Catholic Church and the royal court in France.

Although Voltaire subsequently devoted many years, in the company of Mme du Châtelet, to studying and promoting Newton’s scientific discoveries as an antidote to what he perceived as the metaphysical dreams of Descartes and Malebranche, he refrained from overt public criticisms of the French establishment after 1734. The Calas trial, however, reignited the powerful emotions he had felt in the 1730s. If an innocent Huguenot could be so unjustly tortured and executed at the instigation of a Catholic mob in Toulouse, then no one was safe and it was time to re-examine the laws and customs of France that discriminated systematically against the Huguenot minority.

Once his anger was roused, Voltaire began to write to influential friends in Paris to seek support for his campaign, and, by the end of 1762, he had drafted a short essay on religious toleration that was printed in April 1763. Although he called it a ‘treatise’, Voltaire’s relatively brief essay on toleration lacked most of the features that were traditionally associated with a treatise: it was not a scholarly, comprehensive and objective summary of the state of knowledge on a given subject. The Treatise was much more like the work of a campaigning journalist, and it focused primarily on the way in which French Catholics treated fellow citizens who were Calvinists.

In the course of expressing alarm at the absurdity or irrationality of the openly hostile relations between these two Christian churches in France, Voltaire referred to the prior work of one of his favourite authors, the English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704), who had written a famously brief and radical Letter concerning Toleration (1689) when he was living in exile in the United Provinces of the Netherlands. Locke’s Letter appeared anonymously, as did Voltaire’s Treatise, and was widely condemned at the time by ecclesiastical authorities.

LOCKE ON TOLERATION

Locke addressed explicitly a question that remains central to church–state relations in modern times, namely: what competence or jurisdiction may civil powers exercise in relation to the religious beliefs and rituals of citizens? His answer – with some obvious qualifications – was: none. This was based partly on his theory of the source and scope of the powers of a state, and partly on his understanding of what is meant by a church.

Locke argued, in the Second Treatise of Government (1690), that kings did not receive their jurisdiction directly from God but from the consent of the citizens over whom they exercised political power. He proposed the radically novel theory that human beings are naturally free and equal, and that they possess various fundamental rights that they agree to limit in compensation for the benefits of living in a properly ruled and administered civil society. The assumed benefits of a peaceful commonwealth include the protection of each individual’s property, the punishment of those who breach the civil rights of others and access to impartial judges who resolve disputes in accordance with laws that apply to all citizens equally. Therefore, the legislative and judicial powers that are exercised in the name of citizens by the rulers of a state are determined by the objectives for the achievement of which the citizens agree to restrict the exercise of their natural liberties.

It is obvious, according to this theory of a state, that those who govern it have no authority to decide any of the theological issues about which churches may dispute. One reason is that individual citizens have no right to interfere in the religious beliefs of others and, since they lack such authority, they cannot confer it on their rulers. The number of citizens who belong to a given church, therefore, is irrelevant to deciding the scope of religious toleration; the mere fact that a majority of citizens belong to one church rather than another could not confer on political leaders a competence that they naturally lack or a jurisdiction that the citizens are incapable of conferring on them.

In parallel with this account of the source and limits of a state’s powers, Locke defined a church as any free association of citizens whose religious beliefs are sufficiently similar to support common rituals or other expressions of their beliefs. Any group of citizens is therefore entitled to establish a church, define the rules for membership and expel those who breach the agreed rules. That concept of a church was reflected in the Constitution of Carolina (1669), which Locke drafted and Voltaire acknowledged in the Treatise. The legitimate powers of church members, therefore, complement those of political rulers – they are never entitled to exercise the legislative and judicial powers that are reserved to the state, in the same way that political leaders or institutions of the state may not encroach on the activities of church members as long as they comply with civil law.

Locke thus discussed religious toleration from the point of view of a state’s legitimate authority in relation to churches and their members. The only reason for granting legislative and judicial powers to civil rulers was to protect the property and civil rights of citizens and to resolve disputes impartially. Once a state legislates within those limits – which are not easy to define – it may then require all citizens equally to observe its laws and may compel those who refuse to comply.

RELIGIOUS TOLERATION IN FRANCE

When Voltaire was writing his Treatise he had not developed an explicit political theory of the state, nor had he endorsed that of Locke. He had devoted most of his life to literary and historical writings, although he had also revealed his sympathies for the English system of government in his Letters concerning the English Nation. When he heard about the Calas case, therefore, his primary focus was a theme that he had discussed previously on many occasions: the manifest irrationality of those who held such strong religious convictions that they were willing to kill or torture those who held alternative beliefs. That perspective was very much influenced by the history of France since the sixteenth century.

Jean Calvin (1509–64), rather than Martin Luther, was the leading figure who defined the theology and religious practices of reformed Christians in France during the Reformation. Calvin was forced to emigrate from his native land and to seek refuge in Geneva, where he established the Reformed Church and from the protection of which he spread the message of Christian renewal throughout France. Once the number of Huguenots (as French Calvinists were called) was sufficiently large to constitute a challenge to the political and religious hegemony of the Catholic Church, it was only a matter of time before their religious differences were expressed in political hostility and eventually in civil war.

One of the reasons for this was a fundamental belief that the Catholic and Reformed churches shared, namely that it was impossible for individuals to gain eternal salvation without being a member of the ‘true’ church.1 When combined with independent beliefs about one’s duties to others and an obligation to protect the divinity from misguided worship, this was transformed into what might be called the logic of the Inquisition, which involved the following elements: the paternalistic coercion of non-members to join the one ‘true’ church in which alone they could achieve salvation, and the policing of non-members so that they refrain from insulting God by participating in unorthodox religious services. Those who possessed the ‘truth’ about God and the religious worship that He demands believed that they should force others to accept it or, at least, to refrain from blasphemy or sacrilegious practices.

In addition to this kind of paternalistic coercion, both Catholic and Calvinist theologians claimed a right to kill heretics to protect their own members from losing the faith. Thus St Thomas Aquinas (1225–74), one of the leading theologians in the Roman Catholic tradition, famously argued that the loss of a Christian’s eternal life (due to apostasy) was a much greater harm than the loss of a heretic’s earthly life and that the latter was a price worth paying to avoid the former.2 Both churches also argued that they were entitled to request support from civil authorities to implement this kind of religious apartheid. Thus Calvin infamously endorsed the execution of Michael Servetus, who was burned at the stake in Geneva (1553) because he rejected some Calvinist religious doctrines; Cardinal Robert Bellarmine, a Jesuit who was writing in Rome, subsequently cited this execution to confirm his own opinion that a Catholic state is justified in punishing heretics (i.e., Calvinists), even with the death penalty.3 The two churches were thus symmetrically intolerant of each other and claimed that civil powers should enforce their reciprocal intolerance by penal laws.

The stakes were raised significantly when members of the Reformed Church also claimed a right to defend themselves against the tyranny of ‘heretical’ civil powers and, if necessary, to kill an heretical king.4 Catholic theologians argued in parallel that the Pope was entitled to relieve Catholic citizens of their obligation to obey Protestant political rulers. When various noble houses disputed claims to inherit the French crown and supported one or other of the two main Christian churches, conditions were ripe for the religious wars of the sixteenth century, in the course of which thousands of Christians were killed and both sides were responsible for numerous massacres and atrocities. The St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, which began on 23–24 August 1572 and continued for months, in the course of which thousands of Huguenots were murdered by forces loyal to the crown, served as the most notorious example of a pattern that was frequently repeated.

Although Voltaire was writing two centuries later, the underlying issue of religious intolerance had not been resolved in France. Throughout this period Huguenots constituted a minority of the French population. The religious and political question of toleration, therefore, was framed by the Catholic majority in France as follows: what degree of religious freedom should we concede to heretics who represent a permanent threat (for example, by their preaching and public church services) to the faith of Catholic citizens and to the peace of a commonwealth that is predominantly Catholic?

Henri IV (1553–1610), who had been a Calvinist prior to his coronation (when he converted to Catholicism), granted Huguenots limited religious freedom in the Edict of Nantes in 1598. Louis XIV (1638–1715), however, revoked even these modest concessions in 1685. France then reverted to a situation in which it was illegal to practise a reformed version of Christianity and in which the centralized monarchy, in collaboration with the majority church, no longer thought it was politically necessary to grant freedom of worship and practice to a minority of French citizens. As a result, Huguenots emigrated in their thousands to the United Provinces, to Geneva, and to England and Ireland, where they enjoyed enough freedom to practise their religion and to engage in the trades and commercial activities that Voltaire identified as a major economic loss to France.

This official intolerance of Huguenots in France continued into the eighteenth century. While the civil wars that plagued the kingdom during the sixteenth century had abated, the royal court and the professions were staffed almost exclusively by people who were officially Catholic. Even among Catholics, however, there were unresolved public and bitter religious disputes, most notably between Jansenists and their critics. Jansenists favoured a theory of salvation and predestination that had much in common with Calvinism. Since they also shared the political theory of Calvin – to the effect that kings exercise political power merely as a result of original sin, as God’s punishment of mankind for the offence of Adam, rather than because of some natural superiority by virtue of which they deserve to rule – Louis XIV and his successors, and polite society in France, considered them almost as objectionable and politically subversive as their counterparts in the Reformed Church. The Jesuits were prominent opponents of Jansenism, but their allegiance to the papacy alienated them from the French episcopate, whose members staunchly defended the independence of the Gallican Church from Rome. Among Catholics, therefore, Jansenists, Jesuits and the secular clergy vied for political support from the crown, while they agreed only about the identity of their common religious enemy, the Huguenots.

VOLTAIRE ON RELIGIOUS TOLERATION

Voltaire interpreted the execution of Jean Calas as a symptom of the religious intolerance that had provoked the religious wars of a previous century. Besides, it was not an isolated incident. He became aware of a number of other equally unjust convictions of Huguenots that seemed to have been motivated by religious hatred. Pierre-Paul Sirven had been wrongly accused of killing one of his own children in 1762, but escaped to Geneva before being arrested. Nonetheless, he was tried and convicted in his absence.5

Another case that had a much less benign outcome (although it occurred after Voltaire’s Treatise was published) involved a young Huguenot, Jean-François Lefèvre, Chevalier de la Barre, who was accused with other youths of having disfigured a crucifix displayed on a public bridge. La Barre was arrested on suspicion of having committed blasphemy and sacrilege at Abbeyville on 9 August 1765. When La Barre’s house was searched, police found among his possessions a copy of Voltaire’s Dictionnaire philosophique portatif (Pocket Philosophical Dictionary). He was inevitably found guilty. La Barre was tortured and executed, and his body was burned publicly together with Voltaire’s book in July 1766.6

What strikes us most forcefully today about these cases is the barbarism of the tortures and executions, even if the accused people had been guilty of a genuine crime. What struck Voltaire, initially at least, was that all of these miscarriages of justice were motivated by Catholics’ hatred of their Huguenot fellow citizens, and this provided the theme of a campaign for religious toleration as one of the defining features of the Enlightenment in Europe.

Voltaire’s discussion of religious toleration was neither unique nor completely original. As well as Locke in his famous Letter, others had argued for toleration, including the French expatriate Huguenot Pierre Bayle (1647–1706). Voltaire was familiar with Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique (Historical and Critical Dictionary, 1697) in which the author’s support for religious toleration is evident, so much so that in Chapter 24 of the Treatise Voltaire mocks an author who cites Bayle as a supporter of intolerance. Bayle also published a multi-volume Commentaire philosophique (Philosophical Commentary, 1686–8) on one verse of a parable told by Jesus Christ (Luke 14:23) in which uninvited guests are compelled to come to dinner when those who have been invited send apologies.7

Religious toleration was also defended by a number of Voltaire’s Huguenot contemporaries, from whose works he borrowed without adequate acknowledgement. These included Laurent Angliviel de la Beaumelle’s L’Asiatique tolérant (The Tolerant Asiatic, 1748), Antoine Court’s Le Patriote français et impartial (The Impartial French Patriot, 1751) and his son Antoine Court de Gébelin’s Les Toulousaines (The Toulousians, 1763). These authors all defended the right of Huguenots to practise their religious faith by appealing to the authority of the Bible and the rights of conscience.

However, aside from the fact that their Catholic fellow citizens rejected their biblical interpretations, the arguments of these Huguenot authors were compromised by the revolutionary conclusions to which religious intolerance had pushed their predecessors in the sixteenth century. They had argued, on biblical grounds, that they had a right to defend their faith by force of arms and, if necessary, even to kill a tyrannical or heretical monarch. Since these sentiments were unlikely to persuade Louis XV (1710–74) and his court, Voltaire discreetly avoided linking his arguments with those of his Huguenot contemporaries.

Instead, his Treatise offers an historical review of the extent to which previous generations and other cultures addressed the issue of religious toleration. It claims that the Romans never persecuted anyone simply because of their religious or philosophical beliefs. This seems to contradict the extensive lists of martyrs allegedly executed in the early centuries of Christianity. Voltaire argues, however, that many reports in Christian martyrologies are apocryphal, and if some Christians were persecuted it was invariably because they failed to observe some general law that applied to all citizens of the Empire. Likewise, Voltaire suggests that the Jewish tradition, as reported in the Old Testament, was very tolerant of alternative gods and, although God punished the Israelites for breaches of the Mosaic code, He tolerated variations in cults, sacrifices and other religious rituals through which they appeased God’s anger or invoked His assistance.

It is not clear, however, why such historical precedents should convince disputing Christians in the eighteenth century. After all, as Voltaire admits, the customs and laws of those ancient peoples were so different from those of France, and the very language in which their histories are described is so difficult to interpret, that even if they had been grossly intolerant, their behaviour could not have provided an acceptable model for French Christians. The Treatise concludes, accordingly, in Chapter 12: ‘the whole ancient world was so different to ours that one cannot infer any rule of conduct from it. And even if peoples persecuted or oppressed each other because of their religious beliefs in this remote antiquity, we should not imitate that kind of cruelty in the new dispensation of the law of grace.’

Voltaire offers a more persuasive argument when he discusses the teaching of Jesus Christ in Chapter 14. He examines all the passages from the Gospel in which Jesus apparently approved of coercion, such as the parable in which reluctant guests are compelled to attend a banquet. But he finds no evidence that Jesus ever taught his disciples to force people to adopt certain religious beliefs. Since Jesus was condemned to death for disagreeing with the way in which the Judaic tradition was taught and observed in his own day, Voltaire advises his readers: ‘if you wish to resemble Jesus Christ, you ought to be martyrs rather than executioners’.

The preaching of Jesus Christ as found in the Gospel also provides one of the fundamental arguments used in the Treatise, in which Voltaire distinguishes between the original teaching of the Gospel and the ways in which relatively simple moral ideals have been complicated during the subsequent history of Christianity. One of Voltaire’s favourite examples, to which he often refers in the Treatise and in other writings, was the dispute at the First Council of Nicaea (325) about the relationship between God the Father and God the Son (or Jesus Christ). The bishops who participated in that council were reacting to the preaching of Arius, who claimed that Jesus Christ was similar to but not identical with God. Since both sides expressed their views within the conceptual limits of ancient Greek, they distinguished between the ‘nature’ that the three persons of the Trinity were said to share and the ‘personhood’ that distinguishes them. The difference between those who claimed Christ had the same nature as God (a view that prevailed as the orthodox teaching expressed in the Athanasian Creed) and those who believed Christ was merely similar to God was reduced to a single letter, ‘i’, in two Greek words that summarized the alternative doctrines: homoousian and homoiousian. Even when the Arian controversy was resolved in favour of the divinity of Christ, however, there were further Trinitarian disputes about how to describe the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the Son of God and whether the concept of ‘proceeding’ is appropriate to describe that relationship.

The history of Christianity is replete with similar theological disputes, many of which are cited by Voltaire as examples of changes in Christian doctrine. One of the most intractable and acrimonious disagreements concerned the interpretation of the words ‘This is my body’, which were attributed to Jesus Christ at the Last Supper and were then used in commemorations of that event in the sacrament of the Eucharist. Calvinists were unanimous in their conviction that Christ’s presence in the Eucharist is symbolic or spiritual, while the Council of Trent (1545–63) had taught that Christ is literally and corporeally present in every sacramental celebration of the Eucharist.8

Given the extent of religious disagreement between different Christian sects and the fatal consequences that resulted from attempts to resolve them by force, one might have expected Voltaire to reflect more explicitly on the relative uncertainty of the disputed biblical evidence on which competing doctrines were based. John Locke had addressed that question in a number of works, with which Voltaire was familiar and of which he claimed to be a sympathetic admirer. But Voltaire rarely engaged in systematic philosophical analysis. He does point out in the Treatise, however, that it is very difficult after many centuries to understand texts that were originally written in languages that most Christians could no longer read and that may have been corrupted in their transmission by copyists. For example, the title ‘son of God’ seems to have been used in the Old Testament (although Voltaire did not read Hebrew) to mean someone who was dear to God rather than someone who was literally His son.

The history of Christianity includes so many accretions from scholastic theology (which Voltaire called ‘rust’) that had been added to the simple words of Scripture that any use of coercion to impose detailed religious beliefs on others would imply a very dangerous principle. If those who hold the so-called orthodox or official doctrine are justified in persecuting those who disagree with them, it would mean that the Romans were justified in crucifying Jesus Christ and that whenever the Catholic Church modified its doctrine it could reclassify as heretical those who held an alternative, earlier version of what it subsequently adopted as its official teaching. ‘If Catholics were to say that it is a crime not to believe in the dominant religion,’ Voltaire argues, ‘that would simply amount to accusing the first Christians, who were their own ancestors, and justifying those whom they accuse of having delivered them to be executed.’9

The solution Voltaire proposes to French Catholics in his Treatise, therefore, is to ‘tolerate’ the allegedly mistaken religious beliefs of those whom he describes as ‘our errant neighbours who pray to God in bad French’. He had praised the toleration of Catholics in England in the Letters concerning the English Nation, despite acknowledging that Catholics and Nonconformists were legally disbarred from holding public offices that were reserved for members of the Church of England. He now recommends, in Chapter 4 of the Treatise, that similar qualified liberties should be extended to Huguenots in France. For example, they should be allowed return from exile abroad; their marriages should be recognized; their property rights should be respected and they should not be persecuted simply because of their religious beliefs. The underlying assumption that Huguenots held false religious beliefs (to which their orthodox Catholic neighbours should extend forbearance) is consistent with Voltaire’s comment that Jews are destined for eternal damnation, a fate that they could easily avoid by conversion to Christianity.10

Although these comments and the general perspective adopted in the Treatise might suggest that Voltaire shares the same religious views as the Catholics he addresses, he intentionally camouflaged his personal religious beliefs. He was brought up as a Roman Catholic and attended one of the most renowned Jesuit colleges in Paris, the Collège Louis-le-Grand. During the course of his life, however, he was persuaded that the theological subtleties that distinguished churches or religions from each other were more like superstitions than genuine knowledge, and that they were mere culturally relative expressions of a fundamental philosophical belief in God as creator of the universe. Thus Voltaire adopted a form of Unitarianism that was similar to that of Locke and Newton, which rejected belief in a Trinitarian divinity. Since that was hardly less objectionable in France than Calvinism, and since Voltaire was pleading publicly with those who governed the kingdom, the Treatise was written – for rhetorical reasons – as if its author were an orthodox Catholic discussing with other Catholics how, as Christians, they ought to deal with the existence in France of a significant minority of dissenting ‘heretics’.

‘Toleration’, in this context, therefore, assumes that those who practise toleration have true beliefs and morally superior standards of behaviour, and that the subjects of their forbearance are misguided and potentially endanger the beliefs and practices of their tolerant fellow citizens. In a word, Catholics are right and Huguenots are wrong, and toleration need extend no further than to refrain from forcing Huguenots to share the same religious beliefs and practices as their neighbours. But Voltaire does not argue, at this time, that Huguenots should enjoy exactly the same civil and political rights as Catholics. He is merely inviting the majority church in France not to persecute or kill members of a minority Christian church.

This exclusive focus on relations between two Christian churches in France reflects a political judgement that Voltaire had made in Letter 6 (On the Presbyterians) in his Letters concerning the English Nation, and which he repeated in the Treatise:


If there were only one religion in England there would be danger of despotism, if there were two they would cut each other’s throats, but there are thirty, and they live in peace and happiness.11



There were only two Christian churches in eighteenth-century France, both of them affiliated with prominent noble families that aspired to political office and, according to Voltaire’s estimate, Huguenots constituted less than 10 per cent of the population. His plea for toleration in the Treatise, therefore, is directed at the other 90 per cent. It is an argument that relies on the benefits to the nation that would result from a policy of toleration – not only peaceful co-existence between members of different churches but also an enhanced national defence against external enemies and a significantly improved economy. Besides, a limited degree of toleration is consistent with the doctrine of the Gospel which the majority of French citizens claimed to believe.
 
THE SACRED AND THE SECULAR

One of the fundamental issues that arises in Voltaire’s Treatise, and which remains central to all modern discussions, is the source and status of the values by reference to which a state formulates policies concerning religious toleration and freedom of thought. There are no neutral values to which one might appeal. The primary question, then, is whether the values on which a state relies to support public policy are religious values that vary from one church to another or are independent of (or at least common to) the diverse religious beliefs of its citizens.

Those who base their political decisions on God’s revelation usually assume the certainty of their religious beliefs without questioning the credibility of the evidence that supports them. For example, if a people believe that God chose them as His special nation and granted them a geographical territory as their earthly home, they are likely to wage war to capture and hold what God had allegedly given them. If other people believe that God granted them the same land and told them to hold it for their exclusive use, then both sides will appeal to their incompatible religious beliefs and neither side is likely to accept that mere human laws or conventions may outweigh the moral authority of divine commands. For that reason, Locke and Voltaire not only condemn the barbarism of murdering others for religious reasons, but they invite all religious believers to reflect on the uncertainty of the evidence on which their beliefs rest.

When people hold incompatible religious beliefs and rely on those beliefs to support legal or political claims against others, Locke asks ‘by what right’ does one church
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