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    I would like to give my heartfelt thanks to all the real experts who have allowed me to consult them over the years. They include Christiane Mervaud, Patrick Nieirtz, Graham Gargett, Guillaume Metayer, Christine Guyot-Clément, but first and foremost, Bertram E. Schwarzbach, and Professor Emeritus Sylvain Menant, whose kind patience, comments, and suggestions for exploring various topics have been priceless.
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    Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Laws had been denounced as impious and scandalous in several editions of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques (Ecclesiastical News), a gazette run by the Jansenists. The paper's stated mission was to report on “important truths or questions that interest Christians,” which seems to have frequently involved reporting miracles or warring with the Jesuits. One issue, for example, complains bitterly of a Jesuit bishop who had granted permission to eat eggs during Lent.1 This is Voltaire's sardonic anonymous response to the paper's attack on Montesquieu. The reason for his odd fictitious claim that the text was written in Marseilles is revealed at the end, although the usual need to veil one's identity from the authorities also came into play.


    Montesquieu himself intensely disliked Voltaire, but his publisher included this riposte in some editions of Montesquieu's own Defense of “The Spirit of Laws.” Robert Shackleton called it “one of the most generous documents of the eighteenth century.”2


    From Marseilles, the 10th of May, 1750


    You have rendered a great service to humanity by wisely unleashing your rage at works written to pervert it. You never cease to write against The Spirit of the Laws, and it would seem even by your style that you are the enemy of anything spirited. You notify us that you have preserved the world from the venom spread by Pope's Essay on Man, a book I never cease to reread to fully persuade myself of the force of your arguments and the importance of your services. You do not waste your time, Sir, in examining the core of this work on the laws, in verifying its citations, in discussing whether it is accurate, profound, full of clarity or wisdom; whether its chapters spring from each other naturally and whether they form a coherent whole; in short, whether this book, which should be useful, is not by misfortune a book that is pleasant to read.


    You go straight to the point, and regarding M. de Montesquieu as a disciple of Pope, you regard them both as disciples of Spinoza. You reproach them, with marvelous zeal, of being atheists, because you have uncovered, you say, the principles of natural religion throughout their philosophies. Nothing is assuredly, Sir, more charitable or judicious than to conclude that a philosopher who postulates that God speaks to the hearts of all men, recognizes no God.


    “An honest man is the noblest creation of God,” says the famous philosopher poet.3 You have raised yourself above the honest man. You confound these fatal maxims that say that the Divinity is the author and link between all beings, that all men are brothers, and that God is the father of them all. There must be no innovations in religion, no disturbing of the peace established by a wise monarch, no saying that one must tolerate the feelings of men as well as their faults. Continue, Sir, to crush this horrid libertinage, which is the ruin of society. It is already a lot that through your ecclesiastical gazettes, you have made holy endeavors to ridicule all the powers, and even though the grace of being amusing is lacking you, volenti et conanti,4 you have nevertheless the merit of having made every effort to write invectives agreeably. You have sometimes wished to rejoice the saints, but you have often tried to arm the faithful in very Christian fashion against one another. You preach schism for the greater glory of God. All that is very edifying; but it is still not enough.


    Your zeal will not have achieved half the goal if you do not succeed in getting all the books of Pope, of Locke, of Bayle, The Spirit of the Laws, etc., burnt at a stake lit with a bundle of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.


    For indeed, Sir, what appalling evils have a dozen verses from this Essay on Man by this villainous Pope not done to the world, or five or six articles from this abominable Bayle's Dictionary, or one or two pages by the rogue, Locke, or other arsonists of the sort? It is true that these men led pure and innocent lives, that all honest people cherished and consulted them, but that's precisely why they're dangerous. One sees their supporters, arms in hand, disturbing kingdoms and lighting the torches of civil wars everywhere. Montaigne, Charron, the President of Thou, Descartes, Gassendi, Rohault, Le Vayer, these horrid men who held the same principles, wreaked havoc throughout France. It is their philosophies that set off so many battles and caused the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre.5 It is their spirit of tolerantism6 that is ruining the world, and your holy zeal that spreads peace and concord everywhere.


    You teach us that all the partisans of natural religion are the enemies of the Christian faith. Truly, Sir, you have made there a handsome discovery! Therefore, as soon as I see a wise man whose philosophy recognizes a Supreme Being everywhere, who admires Providence in the infinitely large and the infinitely small, from the creation of worlds to that of insects, I shall conclude at once that this man is no Christian. You warn us that we must think the same of all philosophers today. Surely nothing more sensible and useful to Christianity could be said than to assure us that our religion is scorned throughout Europe by all those whose profession is to seek the truth. You may boast there of having had a thought whose consequences will be of great advantage to the public.


    How I love too your anger against the author of The Spirit of the Laws when you reproach him for having praised the Solons, the Platos, the Socrates, the Aristides, the Ciceros, the Catos, the Epictetuses, the Anthonies, and the Trajans! One would think, from your devout furor against those people that they had all signed the Formulaire.7 What monsters, Sir, all these great men of antiquity! Let us burn all that remains of their texts, along with those of Pope, Locke, and Montesquieu. Indeed, all of these ancient sages are your enemies, for they were all enlightened by natural religion. And yours, Sir, I say yours in particular, seems to be so utterly unnatural that it does not surprise me that you so sincerely detest all these illustrious reprobates who, I know not how, did so much good on earth. Do thank God you have nothing in common with their conduct or their writings.


    Your holy ideas regarding political government are a consequence of your wisdom. One can see that you know all the kingdoms of earth just as well as all the kingdoms of heaven. You condemn, upon your private authority, the gains one may make on taking maritime risks. You probably don't know what money “à la grosse” is,8 but you call it usury. It is a new obligation the king will have to you, for preventing his subjects from doing commerce with Cadiz. These works of Satan should be left to the English and the Dutch, already hopelessly damned. I wish you would tell us, Sir, how much the holy commerce of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques brings you. I imagine that the blessing lavished by this work of art must amount at least to three hundred percent. There has never been a profane commerce that has reaped such yields.


    The maritime commerce you condemn might be excused, perhaps, in favor of its public utility, in the boldness of sending one's goods into another hemisphere and at the risk of shipwrecks. Your little business has a more perceptible utility: it requires more courage and exposes one to greater risks.


    What could be more useful indeed than to inform the universe, four times per month, of the adventures of a few tonsured clerics? What could be more courageous than to outrage your king and archbishop? And what greater risk, Sir, than the small humiliations you may endure on the public square? But, I am mistaken. There is a charm in suffering for the right cause. It is better to obey God than men, and you appear to me wholly made for martyrdom, which I wish for you most cordially, being your very humble and obedient servant.


    Speaking of which, Sir, my compliments to Abbé Pluche, who so bravely continues to copy from other books in order to display The Spectacle of Nature and who has become the charlatan of the ignorant. One cannot be happier than I am to see an evangelical preparation and even an evangelical demonstration printed beside the correct manner of raising silkworms.9


    It is very charming of him to make an excellent physicist of Moses and to bravely maintain, despite all the academies, that our light does not come from the sun or from other luminous bodies, and to advance that Negroes became black gradually in relation to their descent from Chus.10 This Pluche has apparently never seen a dissected Negro. I also learn that he has found the place in the earthly paradise where Adam's rib has been conserved, and the skin of the serpent who spoke to his wife. I have heard tell that Balaam's ass is still alive and that he grazes in those regions. I have no doubt that Pluche will soon converse with him and give an account of it to Monsieur the Prior and to the Chevalier.11


    I have one more little thing to tell you. I read in the eighth volume of this Pluche that Mahomet had traveled to the seven planets in one night. He cites this voyage as being in the Koran and as being an article of faith among the Turks. He takes this occasion to say that Mahomet is fatuous.


    If ever Pluche goes to Constantinople, I advise him to be more polite. I encountered a Turk the other day at the port of Marseilles and asked him whether this supposed trip to the seven planets is indeed in the Koran. He told me it was not. I told him that Monsieur Pluche had rather flippantly called his prophet fatuous. My Turk, who is a very wise man, told me that when one lives in a house of glass, one should not throw stones at his neighbor's house.
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    A ten-percent tax (le Dixième) had been levied on everyone except the clergy to help finance the War of the Austrian Succession. But with France hugely in debt at the end of the war, the government proposed to replace it with a new five-percent tax (le Vingtième) to be paid by everyone. The clergy owned a third of France but refused to pay it, so a lawyer for the government wrote a brochure to prove that they should. The common people were already overburdened with taxes, which they also paid to the clergy, and the “free donation” (don gratuit) that the clergy contributed every five years was usually used to reward the king for some concession: the suppression of Diderot's Encyclopedia, for example. This brochure is the work of the “Antichrist” Voltaire refers to, facetiously pretending to speak for the Holy Inquisitor of Rome. Amusingly, he beat the Vatican's own condemnation of the brochure by just a few months.1


    How clear it is that the world is about to end and that the Antichrist has already come, said Antichrist having already sent several circular letters to the bishops of France in which he had the audacity to call them Frenchmen and subjects of the king. Satan has joined this man of iniquity to finish off the desolation of holy places with an abomination, since said Satan has composed and sold a rash, offensive, heretical book that smells of heresy, worthy of him. He endeavors to prove that the ecclesiastics are a part of the state instead of admitting they are its masters, as they had formerly taught. He advances that those who own a third of the revenues of the State should at least contribute a third of that, completely forgetting that our brothers were made to have everything and to contribute nothing. In addition, the above-mentioned book is full of impious maxims drawn from natural law, the rights of men, the fundamental laws of the kingdom, and other pernicious prejudices, cruelly tending to strengthen royal authority, to put more money into circulation in the kingdom of France, and to relieve the impoverished parish priests, who have been righteously oppressed by the rich ones until now.


    For these reasons, it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us, to burn said book while awaiting the opportunity to do so to its publisher who has been, in this debate, the secretary of Satan. Let us also declare and instruct that our annuities be paid to us with particular care, that Satan be condemned to drink holy water for supper every Friday, and let us enjoin him to enter the bodies of all those who read his book.


    Decreed in Rome at St. Mary's without Minerva2 in the twenty-fifth hour on the 20th of May in the year 1750. Signed: Coglione-Coglionaccio, Chief Cardinal, and below this:


    Cazzo-Culo, Secretary of the Holy Office.3
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    When Henry St. John Bolingbroke died in November 1751, his Letters on History containing attacks on the authenticity of the Bible was released to the public. Samuel Formey, a French Protestant pastor King Frederick the Great had made the Perpetual Secretary of his academy in Berlin, seized the occasion to publish a violent attack on incredulity, adding that kings who neglected to punish authors of such works “ceased to represent God on earth.”1 Voltaire was then living at Frederick's court and one his earliest attacks on Christianity, Sermon of the Fifty,2 was circulating. He had also begun collaborating with the king on his Philosophical Dictionary—in secret, he believed. Voltaire had known Lord Bolingbroke in the 1720s. He published this measured reply under a very obviously fake English name. Lord Chesterfield, whose chaplain he humorously pretends to be, was also an acquaintance and admirer. This piece provides glimpses of his familiarity with many eminent biblical scholars of the time (Richard Simon, Abbadie, Houtteville) well before his full-fledged écrasez-l'infâme campaign began in the 1760s.


    It is a duty to defend the memory of our illustrious dead. We shall therefore take up the cause of the late Lord Bolingbroke, insulted in a few gazettes on the occasion of the publishing of his excellent letters.


    It is said in these journals that his name should have no authority in matters of religion and morals. As to morals, the man who furnished the admirable Alexander Pope with all the principles of his Essay on Man is doubtless the greatest master of wisdom and propriety that ever was. As to religion, he never spoke of it except as a man accomplished in history and philosophy. He had the modesty to limit himself to the historical aspects, submitted to the examination of all scholars; and one must suppose that if those who had written against him so bitterly had carefully examined what this illustrious Englishman said, and what he chose not to say, they would have treated his memory with more consideration.


    Milord Bolingbroke did not enter into theological discussions regarding Moses. We shall follow his example here, in taking up his defense.


    We shall content ourselves with remarking that faith is the surest argument of the Christians, and that it is through faith alone that one must believe the stories reported in the Pentateuch. If it were necessary to cite these books in the tribune of reason alone, how could one ever put an end to the disputes they have occasioned? Is reason not powerless to explain how it is that the snake used to speak, how he seduced the mother of mankind, how the she-ass of Balaam spoke to her master, and so many other things our feeble knowledge cannot fathom? Do not the prodigious numbers of miracles that rapidly succeed each other appall human reason? Can reason, abandoned to its own lights, understand that the priests of the Egyptian gods performed the same prodigies as Moses, sent by the true God; that they, for example, turned all the waters in Egypt into blood after Moses had effected this prodigious transformation? What law of physics, what philosophy, can explain how these Egyptian priests still managed to find water to turn into blood, once Moses had already done so?


    Indeed, if the weak and trembling light of human reason were our only guide, there are few pages in the Pentateuch we would be able to admit, according to the rules established by men to judge of human things. Everyone admits that it is impossible to conciliate the confused chronology that reigns in this book. Everyone admits that its geography is inaccurate in many places on the names of the towns it gives, which were not called by those names till long after the time of Moses. This still causes great grief, despite all the torturous efforts made to explain such difficult passages.


    When Milord Bolingbroke applied the rules of analysis to the Pentateuch, his aim was not to shake the foundations of religion, and it was in this view that he separated dogmas from history, with a circumspection that should earn great praise from those who have sought to decry him. This powerful genius anticipated his adversaries by separating faith from reason, the sole means of terminating all these disputes. Many scholars before him, and especially Father Simon,3 have been of his opinion, saying it mattered little whether Moses himself had written Genesis and Exodus or whether priests had later gathered the traditional stories Moses had left behind. It is enough to believe in these books with a humble, submissive faith, without knowing precisely to which author God alone visibly inspired them to confound reason.


    The adversaries of the great man whose defense we undertake here say, “it is as well proven that Moses is the author of the Pentateuch as it is that Homer wrote the Iliad.” They will permit us to respond that the comparison is unjust. Homer does not cite a single fact in the Iliad that happened long after he was dead. Homer does not give names to towns and provinces that they did not have in his time. It is therefore clear that by applying the rules of unsacred analysis, we may safely presume that Homer is the author of the Iliad, but not that Moses is the author of the Pentateuch. Submission to religion alone can cut through all these difficulties and I do not see why Milord Bolingbroke, as submitted to this religion as any other, has been so violently attacked.


    They affect to pity him for not having read Abbadie. To whom do they make this reproach? To a man who has read nearly all of it; to a man who cites him.4 He scorned Abbadie quite a bit, I agree; but I also acknowledge that Abbadie was not a genius to be compared with the Viscount of Bolingbroke. He sometimes defended truth with lies. He held opinions on the Trinity that have been judged erroneous and, in the end, he died in dementia in Dublin.


    Lord Bolingbroke is reproached for not having read the book by Abbé Houtteville, entitled The Verity of the Christian Religion Proven by the Facts. We were personally acquainted with Abbé Houtteville. He lived for a long time with a tax farmer who had a very lovely harem. He then became secretary to the famous Cardinal Dubois, who refused the sacraments throughout his life and whose libertinage was all too public. He dedicated his book to the Cardinal of Auvergne, the Abbé of Cluny, propter Clunes. This occasioned much laughter in Paris where I was at the time (in 1722), both of the book and of the dedication, for we know that the objections against the Christian religion in this book, being unfortunately much stronger than his responses, made a disastrous impression whose effects we see every day with pain.


    Milord Bolingbroke claims that Christianity fell into decadence long ago. Do not his adversaries admit as much? Do they not complain of it every day? We take the liberty here of telling them, for the good of the common cause and for their own good, that invectives and speaking so despisingly, joined to such poor reasoning, will never bring the spirit back to those who have the misfortune of being unbelievers. Insults revolt everyone, and convince no one. Reproaches of debauchery and bad conduct are too swiftly and flippantly dealt to philosophers who should only be pitied for having been led astray in their opinions.


    For example, the adversaries of Milord Bolingbroke call him a debauchee for having communicated his thoughts on history to Milord Cornsbury.


    We do not see what relation this accusation could have with his book. A man who wrote in favor of concubines while living in a harem, a loan shark who wrote in favor of usury, an Apicius who wrote of gluttony, a tyrant or a rebel who wrote against the laws; men such as these would no doubt deserve to be accused of letting their morals dictate their writings. But a statesman such as Milord Bolingbroke, living in philosophical retirement and using his immense culture to cultivate the mind of a lord worthy of being instructed by him, certainly did not deserve to have men, who should pride themselves on decency, impute to past debaucheries works that are only the fruit of reason enlightened by profound study.


    In what case is it permitted to reproach the disorders of his life to a man? It is in this case alone, perhaps: when his morals give lie to what he preaches. One might have compared the sermons of a famous preacher of our time with the larcenies he committed on Milord Galloway, and with his amorous intrigues. One might have compared the sermons of the famous parish priest of Les Invalides, and of Fantin, the parish priest of Versailles, with the lawsuits brought against them for having seduced and robbed their penitents. One might have compared the morals of so many popes and bishops with the religion they upheld by fire and sword. One might have considered their plundering, their bastards, their assassinations on the one hand, with their papal bulls and mandates on the other. On such occasions it is excusable to be lacking in the charity that demands we hide the faults of our brothers. But who told the detractor of Milord Bolingbroke that he liked wine and girls? And even if he had, even if he had as many concubines as David or Salomon or the Grand Turk, would we know any more about who the true author of the Pentateuch is?


    We agree that there are only too many deists. We groan to see that Europe is full of them. They are in the magistracy, in the armies, in the Church, near the throne, and on the throne itself. Literature is especially inundated with it; the academies, overflowing. Can we say that it is the spirit of debauchery, of license, of abandoning themselves to their passions that unites them? Dare we speak of them with such affected contempt? If we despised them that much, we would write against them with less venom. But we greatly fear that this venom, which is too real, and this air of contempt, which is so false, might have quite the contrary effect to what a gentle and charitable zeal, supported by a healthy doctrine and true philosophy, could produce.


    Why should we treat deists, who are not idolaters, more harshly than the papists we have so often reproached with idolatry? We would jeer at a Jesuit who said today that it was licentiousness that produced Protestants. We would laugh at a Protestant who said that it was depravity of morals that made people go to mass. What right then do we have to say to philosophic worshippers of God, who attend neither mass nor sermons, that they are men plunged in vice?


    It sometimes happens that indecent invectives are used to attack people who, in truth, are unfortunate enough to be mistaken, but whose lives could serve as models to those who attack them. We have seen journalists carry imprudence so far as to injuriously designate the most respectable people of Europe, and the most powerful. Not long ago, in a public paper, a man carried away by an indiscreet zeal, or some other motive,5 made a strange attack on those who think that “wise laws, military discipline, a just government, and virtuous examples can suffice to govern men, while leaving to God the care of governing consciences.”


    A very great man6 was referred to in this journalistic piece in terms not very measured at all. He could have avenged himself as a man, or meted out punishment as a prince, but he responded like a philosopher, “These wretches must be fully persuaded of our virtue, and especially of our indulgence, since they slander us so fearlessly and with such brutality.”


    Such a reply should indeed confound this author, whoever he is,7 for having used such odious weapons while combatting for the cause of Christianity. We entreat our brothers to make themselves loved if they wish to make our religion loved.


    What indeed can a diligent prince think, or a magistrate bent under years of labor, or a philosopher who has spent his life in study—in a word, all those who have had the misfortune of embracing deism through the illusions of a deceived wisdom when they see so many writings calling them birdbrains, dandies, fops, or wits without any morals? Let us be wary that the scorn and indignation inspired by such writings do not fortify their feelings.


    Let us add yet another motive to these considerations: it is that this mass of deists that covers all Europe is more likely to receive our truths than to adopt the dogmas of the Roman communion.8 They all admit that our religion is more sensible than that of the papists. Let us not estrange them from us then; we who are alone capable of bringing them back. They adore a god, as we do. They teach virtue, as we do. They want men to obey the authorities, to all be treated like brothers, and we think the same and share these principles. Let us treat them then as relatives who hold the titles of our families in their hands and who show them to those who, descended from the same lines, know only that they a share a common father, but who do not hold the titles.


    A deist is a man who is of the religion of Adam, of Shem,9 and of Noah. Up to that point, he agrees with us. Say to him: You have only one step to take from the religion of Noah to the precepts given to Abraham. After Abraham, pass on to those of Moses, to those of the Messiah and, once you've seen that the religion of the Messiah has been corrupted, you can choose between Wycliffe, Luther, John Huss, Calvin, Melanchthon, Oecolampade, Zwingli, Storck, Parker, Servet, Socinus, George Fox, and other reformers. That way, you will find a thread to guide you through this great labyrinth, from the creation of the earth right up through the year 1752. If he replies that he has read all these great men, and that he prefers the religion of Socrates, Plato, Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, Cicero, Pliny, etc., we will pity him, we will pray that God illuminate him, and we will not cast slurs on him. We don't slur Muslims or the disciples of Confucius. We don't even cast slurs on the Jews, who made our god die by capital punishment. On the contrary, we began with them, so we will accord them the greatest privileges. We therefore have no reason to cry out in such furor against those who worship a god along with the Muslims, the Chinese, the Jews, and us, and who do not accept our theology any more than other nations do.


    We understand perfectly that horrible screaming went on in a time when indulgences and benefices were being sold on one side, while on the other, bishops were being dispossessed and convent doors smashed in.10 Bile flowed with the blood. It was all about conserving or destroying usurpations. But we do not see that Lord Bolingbroke, Lord Shaftsbury, nor the illustrious Alexander Pope, who immortalized the principles of both, wished to nab the pension of any minister of the Holy Scripture. Jurieu had Bayle's pension taken away, but never did the illustrious Bayle think of diminishing the appointments of Jurieu.11 Let us then rest in peace. Let us preach morals as pure as those of the philosophers, worshippers of a God who, in agreement with us on this great principle, teach the same virtues that we do, which no one disputes, but who do not preach the same dogmas we have been disputing these past seventeen hundred years, and which we will continue to dispute.
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    Voltaire and Frederick the Great—whose court Voltaire had left for good three years earlier—first debated their differences over the problem of predestination versus free will in 1738. Here, Voltaire's Brahmin humorously echoes the German philosopher Leibniz and his unbreakable chain of causal links, much in vogue in Berlin, to jolt a Jesuit priest and shake up how some of us view prayers.1


    THE JESUIT


    It's apparently through the prayers of St. Francis Xavier that you have reached such a happy old age? A hundred and eighty years! That's worthy of the biblical age of the patriarchs.


    THE BRAHMIN


    My master, Fonfouca, lived three hundred years. It's the average life span for us. I have great esteem for Francis Xavier, but his prayers could never have disturbed the order of the universe, and had he even had the gift of prolonging the life of a fly an instant more than the chain of fate had determined, this globe we are on would be completely different from what you see today.


    THE JESUIT


    You have a strange opinion of future contingencies. So you do not know that man has free will, and that our will accounts for everything that happens on this earth? I can assure you that the Jesuits, for their part alone, have made considerable changes.


    THE BRAHMIN


    I do not doubt the knowledge and power of the reverend Jesuit fathers. They make up a highly estimable part of this world, but I do not believe them the sovereigns of it. Every man, every being, whether Jesuit or Brahmin, is a part of the universe. He obeys his destiny and does not command it. What accounts for Genghis Khan's conquest of Asia? To the hour his father awoke one day in sleeping with his wife, to something a Tartar said a few years earlier. I myself, for example, just as you see me, am one of the principle causes of the deplorable death of your good King Henri IV, and you see me still afflicted by it.


    THE JESUIT


    Your Reverence must be joking. You, the cause of the assassination of Henri IV!


    THE BRAHMIN


    Alas! Yes. It was in the year 983,000 of the revolution of Saturn, which comes to the year 1550 of your era. I was young and foolish. I took it into my head to start a little walk with my left foot rather than the right, along the Malabar Coast, and from that, evidently, followed the death of Henri IV.


    THE JESUIT


    How so, I beg you? Because we, who were accused of playing all sides in this affair, had no part in it.


    THE BRAHMIN


    Here is how destiny arranged the thing. In advancing with my left foot, as I had the honor of telling you, I unfortunately made my friend, Eriban, a Persian merchant, fall into the water, where he drowned. He had a very pretty wife who married an Armenian merchant. She had a daughter who married a Greek. The daughter of this Greek settled in France and married the father of Ravaillac. If all that hadn't happened, you can sense that the affairs of the houses of France and Austria would have turned out differently. The whole system of Europe would have changed.2 The wars between Germany and Turkey would have had other results, and these results would have had a bearing on Persia, and Persia on India. So you see that all that depended on my left foot, which was linked to all the other events in the universe, past, present and future.


    THE JESUIT


    I will propose this argument to one of our father theologians, and I will bring you his solution.


    THE BRAHMIN


    While waiting, I will also tell you that the servant of the grandfather of the founder of the Order of the Feuillants (since I have read your histories) was also one of the necessary causes of the death of Henri IV, and of all the accidents this death triggered.


    THE JESUIT


    That servant was quite a woman.


    THE BRAHMIN


    Not at all. She was an idiot her master got with child. It made Mme. de La Barrière die of chagrin. The lady who succeeded her, as your chronicles tell it, was the grandmother of the blessed Jean de La Barrière, who founded the Order of the Feuillants. Ravaillac was a monk in their order. He absorbed certain doctrines there, very much in vogue, as you know. This doctrine persuaded him that it would be a holy deed to assassinate the best king in the world. The rest is history.


    THE JESUIT


    Despite your left foot and the servant of the grandfather of the founder of the Feuillants, I will still believe that the horrid act of Ravaillac was a future contingent that could easily not have happened because, after all, men have free will.


    THE BRAHMIN


    I don't know what you understand by free will. I attach no meaning to these words. To be free is to do as one wishes, and not to wish what one wishes. All I know is that Ravaillac voluntarily committed the crime he was destined to commit by unchangeable laws. This crime was a link in the great chain of destinies.


    THE JESUIT


    You can talk as you like, the things of this world are not as linked together as you think. What importance, for example, do you attribute this useless conversation we are having together on the banks of the Indian Ocean?


    THE BRAHMIN


    What you and I are saying does not account for much, no doubt, but if you were not here, the entire machinery of the world would be something other from what it is.


    THE JESUIT


    Your Brahmin Reverence is now advancing one mighty paradox.


    THE BRAHMIN


    Your Ignacian Paternity will believe as he wishes. But certainly we would not be having this conversation if you had not come to India. You would not have made this voyage had your St. Ignatius de Loyola not been wounded in the Battle of Pamplona, and if a king of Portugal had not stubbornly persisted in getting the Cape of Good Hope circumnavigated. This King of Portugal, did he not, with the help of a compass, change the face of the world? But first, a Neapolitan had to invent the compass. And now tell me that everything is not eternally dependent on a steadfast order that unites everything that arises by invisible and indissoluble links; everything that acts, that suffers and dies on this globe.


    THE JESUIT


    Hey! Then what becomes of future contingents?


    THE BRAHMIN


    They will become whatever they can. But the order established by an eternal, all-powerful hand must subsist forever.


    THE JESUIT


    To hear you, one should then never pray to God?


    THE BRAHMIN


    One should worship him. But what do you mean by praying to him?


    THE JESUIT


    What everyone means by it. That he favor our desires and satisfy our needs.


    THE BRAHMIN


    I see. You would like to see a gardener obtain sunshine at the hour God had destined for rain from all eternity and that a navigator obtain an easterly wind when a westerly wind is necessary to refresh the earth and seas. Father, to pray is to submit oneself. Good evening. Destiny calls me to my lady Brahmin.


    THE JESUIT


    And my free will urges me to go give a lesson to a young pupil.
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    In Berlin, in daily contact with La Mettrie, notorious atheist and author of Man a Machine, and with the growing atheism of the king himself, his former “pupil,” Voltaire reviews his thoughts in a dialogue. He pits the materialist doctrines of Lucretius, a first century BCE Roman poet and philosopher, against his contemporary Posidonius, not well known in the eighteenth century, but who, as a Stoic, might feasibly adopt a deistic view. The growing adamancy of atheists was becoming a new concern,1 and a topic Voltaire would return to repeatedly, for he felt, sometimes using the Roman Empire as an example, that atheism could be fatal to virtue, except among real philosophers—and especially among kings, or persons wielding great power.2


    FIRST DISCUSSION


    POSIDONIUS


    Your poetry is sometimes admirable, but Epicurean physics seem very wrong to me.


    LUCRETIUS


    What! You don't want to admit that atoms arranged themselves in a way that produced the universe?


    POSIDONIUS


    We mathematicians can only admit things that are evidently proven by incontestable principles.


    LUCRETIUS


    My principles are


    Ex nihilo nihil, in nihilum nil posse reverti;

    Tangere enim et tangi nisi corpus nulla potest res.

    From nothing comes nothing, nothing returns to nothing;

    And one body is only touched by another body.


    POSIDONIUS


    Even if I accord you these principles, and even atoms and empty space, you will no more persuade me that the universe formed itself in the admirable order that we see than if you told the Romans that Posidonius’ armillary sphere made itself.


    LUCRETIUS


    But who then made the world?


    POSIDONIUS


    An intelligent being, more superior to the world and to me than I am to the copper I composed my sphere with.


    LUCRETIUS


    You who only admit evident things, how can you recognize a principle of which you have no notion?


    POSIDONIUS


    Just as, before meeting you, I judged that your book was written by an intelligent man.


    LUCRETIUS


    You admit that matter is eternal, that it exists because it exists. Therefore, if it exists by its nature, why can it not form suns, planets, plants, animals and men by its nature?


    POSIDONIUS


    All the philosophers who came before us thought matter eternal, but they did not prove it. And if it were eternal, this does not prove that it could form objects in which such sublime design is so apparent. This rock can be as eternal as you like, you will not convince me that it can produce Homer's Iliad.


    LUCRETIUS


    No, a rock will not produce the Iliad, any more than it will a horse. But matter, organized over time and become a mix of bone and flesh and blood will produce a horse, and, organized more finely, will compose the Iliad.


    POSIDONIUS


    You suppose it with no proof, and I must admit nothing without proof. I will give you bones and blood and flesh already made. I'll let you and all the Epicureans in the world work on it. Would you agree to make a deal in which you will possess the Roman Empire if you manage to make a horse with these prepared ingredients, or be hanged if you can't?


    LUCRETIUS


    No. That surpasses my powers, but not those of nature. It takes millions of centuries for nature, after having passed through all possible forms, to arrive at the only one which can make living beings.


    POSIDONIUS


    You can shake all the materials of the earth in a barrel your entire life, you will not so much as pull one well-shaped object from it; you will make nothing. If the time of your entire life cannot produce so much as a mushroom, will the lifetime of another man suffice? Why could several centuries do what one century cannot? You would have to have seen humans and animals born from earth, or wheat without seeds, etc., etc., to dare confirm that matter alone can take on such forms. No one that I know has ever seen such a thing. Therefore, no one should believe it.


    LUCRETIUS


    All right then! Humans, animals, trees have always existed. All the philosophers agree that matter is eternal. They will agree that generations are as well. It is in the nature of matter that celestial bodies turn, that birds fly, that horses run and that men make Iliads.


    POSIDONIUS


    In this new assumption, you change your opinion, but you still suppose what is in question. You admit a thing of which you have not the slightest proof.


    LUCRETIUS


    I am allowed to think that what exists today existed yesterday, existed a century ago, a hundred centuries ago, and going back interminably. I am using your argument. No one saw the sun and other heavenly bodies begin their course, the first animals get formed and come to life. We may therefore think that everything has been as it is eternally.


    POSIDONIUS


    There is a big difference. I see an admirable design, and I am forced to think that an intelligent being formed this design.


    LUCRETIUS


    You should not admit a being you have no knowledge of.


    POSIDONIUS


    That is like telling me that I should not admit an architect built the Capitoline because I was unable to see this architect.


    LUCRETIUS


    Your comparison is not valid. You have seen houses built and you have seen architects. Therefore you should think that a man much like the architects today built the Capitoline. But things are different in this instance. The Capitoline does not exist by its nature, and matter does. It is impossible for matter not to have a given form. So why do you not want it to possess by its nature the form it has today? Is it not far easier to imagine nature modifying herself than to imagine an invisible being modifying it? In the first case, you have only one difficulty, which is to understand how nature acts. In the second, you have two, which are to understand this same nature and an unknown being that acts upon her.


    POSIDONIUS


    It's just the contrary. I not only see the difficulty, but the impossibility of understanding that matter can have infinite designs, and I see no difficulty in accepting an intelligent being who governs this matter through infinite designs and through an all-powerful will.


    LUCRETIUS


    What! It is because your mind cannot understand one thing that it presumes something else? So it is because you cannot seize the art and mainsprings necessary for nature to arrange itself in planets, the sun, and animals that you resort to another being?


    POSIDONIUS


    No. I do not resort to a God because I cannot understand nature, but I understand that nature manifestly needs a supreme intelligence, and that is the sole reason that would prove God to me, if I did not have other proofs on top of it.


    LUCRETIUS


    And if this matter had intelligence on its own?


    POSIDONIUS


    To me it is obvious that it does not.


    LUCRETIUS


    And to me it is obvious that it does, since I see bodies like you and me who reason.


    POSIDONIUS


    If matter possessed reason in and of itself, you would have to say that it possesses it necessarily. However if this attribute were necessary to it, it would have it at all times and in all places, because a necessary attribute can never be separate from it. A piece of mud, the most vile excrement would think. Yet you will surely not say that dung thinks. Thought is therefore not a necessary attribute of matter.


    LUCRETIUS


    Your reasoning is a sophism. I hold movement to be necessary to matter. Nevertheless, this pile of dung, this heap of mud, are not presently in movement. They will be, when pushed by some body. By the same token, thought will only be an attribute of this body when this body will be organized to think.


    POSIDONIUS


    Your error comes from the fact that you always suppose what is in question. You do not see that to organize a body, to make it a man, a thinking being, thought needs to exist already; it needs a design that has been decided. Yet you cannot admit designs before the sole beings who have designs here below have been formed. You cannot admit of thoughts before the beings which have thoughts exist. You suppose what is in question again when you say that movement is necessary to matter, since what is absolutely necessary exists always; like extent exists in every form of matter. Movement however does not always exist. The pyramids of Egypt are certainly not in movement. Even if some subtle matter passed between the stones of the pyramids of Egypt, the mass of the pyramid is immobile. Movement is therefore not absolutely necessary to matter. It comes from somewhere else, just as thought comes to human beings from elsewhere. There is therefore an intelligent, powerful being that gives movement, life, and thought.


    LUCRETIUS


    I can answer that by saying that there has always been movement and intelligence in the world. This movement and intelligence have been distributed throughout all time, following the laws of nature. Matter being eternal, it is impossible that it didn't exist in some kind of order. It could not be in any order without movement and thought. Intelligence and movement were therefore necessarily in it.


    POSIDONIUS


    Whichever way you look at it, you can only make suppositions. You suppose an order. Therefore some intelligence was needed to arrange this order. You suppose movement and thought before matter was in movement and before there were human beings and thoughts. You cannot deny that thought is not essential to matter, since you dare not say that a stone thinks. You can only oppose perhapses to the truth pressing in on you. You sense the powerlessness of matter, and you are forced to admit a supreme being, intelligent, all-powerful, who organized matter and thinking beings. The design of this superior intelligence bursts forth on all sides, and you must perceive it in a blade of grass as in the course of the stars. We see that everything is directed toward a certain end.


    LUCRETIUS


    Are you not taking for a design what is only a necessary existence? Are you not taking for a certain end what is only the use we make of things that exist? The Argonauts built a ship to go to Colchis. Will you say that trees were created for the Argonauts to build a ship and that the sea was made so that the Argonauts could undertake their journey? Men wear shoes. Will you say that legs were made by a Supreme Being to be shoed? No, undoubtedly. But the Argonauts, having seen wood, built a ship, and having known that water could carry this ship, they undertook their voyage. Likewise, after an infinity of forms and combinations that matter adopted, it happened that the humors and the transparent cornea that compose an eye, formerly separated in different parts of the human body, became united in the head, and animals began to see. The organs of generation, which were scattered, assembled and took the form they have. Then generations were produced with regularity. The matter of the sun, long spread out throughout space, conglobed and made the star that lights us. Is anything impossible in all that?


    POSIDONIUS


    In truth you cannot seriously resort to such a system. First of all, in adopting this hypothesis, you abandon the eternal generations you spoke of earlier. Secondly, you are mistaken regarding final causes. There are voluntary uses we make of the gifts of nature; and there are indispensable effects. The Argonauts might not have used trees of the forests to make a ship, but these trees were visibly destined to grow on earth and to produce fruit and leaves. We can perfectly well not shoe our legs, but the leg was visibly made to carry the body and to walk, eyes to see, ears to hear, reproductive organs to perpetuate the species. If you consider that from a star, placed four or five hundred million leagues away from us, come rays of light that make the same determined angle in the eyes of every animal, and all those animals instantaneously have the same sensation of light, you will admit to me that there is a mechanism, an admirable design there. Therefore is it not unreasonable to admit a mechanism without an artisan, a design without intelligence, and such designs without a Supreme Being?


    LUCRETIUS


    If I admit this Supreme Being, what form will he have? Is he in a place? Is he beyond all space? Is he in time, or outside of time? Does he fill all space, or not? Why would he have made this world? What is his goal? Why create sensitive and unhappy beings? Why does moral and physical pain exist? Whichever way I look, I see only the incomprehensible.


    POSIDONIUS


    It is precisely because this Supreme Being exists that his nature must be incomprehensible, because if he exists, there must be infinity between him and us. We must admit that he exists, without knowing what he is, and how he operates. Are you not forced to admit asymptotes in geometry, without understanding how these lines can approach each other eternally yet never meet? Are there not things just as incomprehensible yet demonstrated in the properties of a circle? Conceive the fact then that we must admit the incomprehensible when the existence of this incomprehensible thing is proven.


    LUCRETIUS


    What! I would have to renounce the dogmas of Epicurus?


    POSIDONIUS


    Better to renounce Epicurus than reason.


    SECOND DISCUSSION


    LUCRETIUS


    I'm beginning to recognize a Supreme Being inaccessible to our senses and proven by our reason, who made the world and preserves it, but as to everything I said about the soul in my third book, admired by all the learned of Rome, I don't think you can oblige me to renounce it.


    POSIDONIUS


    You say first:


    Idque situm media regione in pectoris hoeret.

    The spirit is in the middle of the chest.


    But when you composed your lovely verses, did you not make any effort with your head? When you spoke of the intelligence of Cicero or of the orator Mark Antony, did you not say he had a good head? And if you had said he had a good chest, would people not think you were speaking of his voice or his lungs?


    LUCRETIUS


    But do you not feel that it is around the heart that feelings of joy, of pain, and of fear are formed?


    Hic exultat enim pavor ac metus; haec loca circum Laetitiae mulcent.3


    Do you not feel your heart expand or tighten at good or bad news? Are there not secret springs there that relax or take on elasticity? It is hence there the seat of the soul.


    POSIDONIUS


    There is a set of nerves that starts at the brain, passes by the stomach and the heart and descends into the reproductive parts, and which registers movements upon them. Will you say that human understanding resides in the reproductive parts?


    LUCRETIUS


    No, I wouldn't dare say that. But even if I place the soul in the head, instead of in the chest, my principles will remain: the soul will still be an infinitely loosened matter, similar to the elementary fire that animates the whole machine.


    POSIDONIUS


    And how do you conceive that a loosened matter can have thoughts and feelings by itself?


    LUCRETIUS


    Because I experience it, because every part of my body being touched feels it. Because this feeling is spread throughout my whole machine, because it cannot be spread there except by an extremely subtle, rapid matter. Because I am a body, because a body can only be agitated by another body, because the interior of my body can only be penetrated by very loose corpuscles, and because my soul can consequently only be an assemblage of these corpuscles.


    POSIDONIUS


    We already agreed in our first discussion that it doesn't appear that a rock could compose the Iliad. Would a sunray be more capable of it? Imagine this sunray a hundred thousand times more subtle and rapid. This clarity, this subtleness, would it form sentiments and thoughts?


    LUCRETIUS


    Perhaps it would if it were in organs prepared for it.


    POSIDONIUS


    There you go with your perhapses again. Fire can no more think for itself than ice can. If I were to suppose that it is fire that thinks in you, that feels, that has a will, you would then be forced to admit that it isn't by itself that fire has a will, feelings, and thoughts.


    LUCRETIUS


    No, it wouldn't be by itself, it would be by the joining of this fire and my organs.


    POSIDONIUS


    How can you imagine that two things that do not think when on their own produce thought when they are united?


    LUCRETIUS


    Much like a tree and soil, taken separately, do not bear fruit, and bear it when the tree has been put in the soil.


    POSIDONIUS


    The comparison only dazzles. This tree carries the seed of its fruit; you can see it in its buds. And the sap of the soil develops the substance of these fruits. Fire would therefore need to carry the germ of thought, and the body's organs would have to develop this seed.


    LUCRETIUS


    What do you see impossible about it?


    POSIDONIUS


    I find that fire, this quintessential matter, does not possess the right to thought any more than a rock does. Something produced should contain something similar to what produces it. Yet a thought, a desire, a feeling, have nothing in common to igneous matter.


    LUCRETIUS


    Two objects that collide produce movement, and yet movement has nothing in common with these two objects. It does not have three dimensions as they do. It has no shape. So a thing can have nothing similar to the thing which produces it. Therefore a thought can be born of the joining of two things that have no thought.


    POSIDONIUS


    This comparison is again more dazzling than accurate. I see only matter in two objects in movement. I only see objects moving from one place to another. But when we reason together, I can see no matter in your ideas nor in mine. I will tell you only that I no more conceive of how one object has the power to move another than I can conceive of how I have ideas. They are both things equally inexplicable to me, and both prove to me equally the existence and power of a Supreme Being, author of both movement and thought.


    LUCRETIUS


    If our soul is not a subtle fire, an ethereal quintessence, what then is it?


    POSIDONIUS


    You and I have no idea. I will gladly tell you what it is not, but I cannot tell you what it is. I see that it is a power that is within me, that I did not give myself this power, and that consequently it comes from a being superior to me.


    LUCRETIUS


    You did not give yourself life. You received it from your father. You received thought with life from him, just as he received it from his father, and so on, going back to infinity. You no more know at heart what the principle of life is than you know what the principle of thought is. This succession of living, thinking beings has existed from all time.


    POSIDONIUS


    I still see that you are forced to abandon the system of Epicurus, and that you no longer dare say that the declension of atoms produces thought. But I have already refuted the eternal succession of feeling, thinking beings at our last discussion. I told you that if material thinking beings existed on their own, thought would have to be a necessary attribute to all matter; that if matter thought necessarily by itself, all matter would have thought. But that is not the case. Therefore a succession of material beings thinking on their own is untenable.


    LUCRETIUS


    This reasoning you repeat does not prevent a father from passing a soul on to his son while forming his body. This soul and body grow together. They fortify each other, are subject to illness and to the infirmities of old age. Our judgment deteriorates with the decline of our physical strength. The effect finally ceases with the cause, and the soul dissolves like smoke in air.


    Praeterea, gigni partier cum corpore, et una

    Crescere entimus, pariterque senescere mentem.

    Nam velut infirmo pueri teneroque vagantur

    Corpore; sic animi sequitur sententia tenuis

    Inde, ubi robustis adolevit viribus aetas,

    Consilium quoque majus, et auctior est animis vis:

    Post, ubi jam validis quassatum est viribus aevi

    Corpus, et obtusis ceciderunt viribus artus,

    Claudicat ingenium, delirat linguaque mensque;

    Omnia deficiunt, atque uno tempore desunt.

    Ergo dissolvi quoque convenit omnem animai

    Naturam, ceu tumus in altas aeris auras:

    Quandoquidem gigni pariter, pariterque videtur

    Crescere; et, ut docui, simul aevo fessa fatiscit.


    (Bk. III, v. 446)4


    POSIDONIUS


    Those are some fine verses, but do you teach me the nature of the soul with them?


    LUCRETIUS


    No, I relate its story to you, and I reason with a bit of verisimilitude.


    POSIDONIUS


    Where is the likelihood that a father transmits the faculty of thinking to his son?


    LUCRETIUS


    Do you not see every day that children have the inclinations of their fathers, just as they have their features?


    POSIDONIUS


    But does a father creating his son not act as a blind instrument? Did he intend to make a soul, to make thoughts, in climaxing with his wife? Do either one know how a child is formed in the womb? Must we not resort to some superior cause in all the other operations of nature we have examined? Do you not sense, if you are of good faith, that men give nothing to themselves and that they are all in the hands of an absolute master?


    LUCRETIUS


    If you know more than I do, tell me what a soul is then.


    POSIDONIUS


    I don't pretend to know more than you. Let us enlighten each other. Tell me first what vegetation is.


    LUCRETIUS


    It is an internal movement that carries the sustenance of the earth into a plant, makes it grow, develops its fruit, extends its leaves, etc.


    POSIDONIUS


    You don't think, undoubtedly, that there is a being called vegetation that works these marvels?


    LUCRETIUS


    Whoever did?


    POSIDONIUS


    You must conclude from our preceding discussion that the tree did not give itself vegetation.


    LUCRETIUS


    I am forced to agree.


    POSIDONIUS


    And life? You can tell me what it is?


    LUCRETIUS


    It's vegetation with feeling in an organized body.


    POSIDONIUS


    And there is not a being called life that gave this feeling to an organized body.


    LUCRETIUS


    Without a doubt. Vegetation and life are words that refer to things that vegetate and live.


    POSIDONIUS


    If the tree and animals cannot give themselves vegetation and life, can you give yourself thoughts?


    LUCRETIUS


    I think that I can, for I think what I want. My will was to speak to you of metaphysics, and I'm speaking of them to you.


    POSIDONIUS


    Do you think you are the master of your thoughts? You know then what thoughts you will have in an hour, or in a quarter of an hour?


    LUCRETIUS


    I confess that I have no idea.


    POSIDONIUS


    You often have ideas while sleeping. You compose verses in your dreams. Caesar takes towns. I resolve problems. Hunting dogs chase deer in their dreams. Ideas then come to us independently of our will. So they are given to us by a superior force.


    LUCRETIUS


    How do you imagine it? Do you claim that a Supreme Being is continually occupied with giving ideas, or that he creates incorporeal substances that then have ideas on their own, sometimes with the help of the senses, sometimes without? Do these substances form at the moment of the animal's conception? Are they formed beforehand, and do they wait for bodies to slip into? Or do they lodge in them only when the animal is ready to receive them? Or is it in the Supreme Being that every animated being sees the idea of things? What do you think?


    POSIDONIUS


    When you tell me how our will effects a movement in our bodies instantly, how your arm obeys your will, how we receive life, how our foods are digested, how wheat turns into blood, I will tell you how we get ideas. I confess my ignorance on all that. The world may shed new lights one day, but from Thales up to our day, we haven't any. All we can do is feel our powerlessness, recognize an all-powerful being, and beware of systems.
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    Flaubert said that Voltaire's “Ecrasez- l'infâme” writings had the effect of a cri de guerre on him.1 After having laid low certain enemies of the philosophes with other pamphlets in 1759–60,2 this text reads like the opening shots in a broader war about to begin. It is also a forceful summary of points already made in his Letters on England in 1734 and in his reply to Jean Racine in 1722. Heightened confidence in the intelligence of the masses is also in evidence.


    If the governed masses were composed of cattle, and the small number governing of cowherds, then the small number would do very well to maintain the masses in ignorance.


    But such is not the case. Several nations that wore horns and ruminated for a very long time have begun to think.


    And once the time for thinking has begun, it is impossible to rob minds of the force they have acquired. Thinking beings must be treated like thinking beings, just as brutes must be treated like brutes.


    It would be impossible for the Knights of the Garter, assembled at London's City Hall, to make people believe today that their patron Saint George is watching them from heaven, lance in hand, mounted on his charger.


    King William, Queen Anne, George I, and George II have never cured anyone of scrofula. Formerly, a king who refused to perform this holy service would have caused his nation to revolt. Today, a king who would wish to perform it would cause his entire
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