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Perspectives on Enlightenment, Religion, 
and the Abbé de Prades 
Toward a New Histor iog raphy of  Theologica l  Enl ightenment

The Enlightenment, as it unfolded in France during the last half of the eigh-
teenth century was, in part, the accidental creation of frightened theolo-
gians, and the fate of Theological Enlightenment unfolded like a murder-
suicide in which the Gallican church, in an attempt to obliterate the most
dangerous tendencies of a radicalizing Enlightenment, mortally wounded
its own more moderate but no less valuable variants of Theological En-
lightenment. A climax of this process was the scandal occasioned by the
doctoral thesis of one French theologian from the town of Castelsarrasin
in the diocese of Montauban, the abbé Jean-Martin de Prades.

Prades was the scion of a distinguished noble family that resided in
the vicinity of Castelsarrasin. Prades’s uncle was a decorated lieutenant-
colonel in the War of the Austrian Succession who was known to Mare -
chal de Richelieu, the marquis d’Argenson, and the duc de Noailles (a close
confidant of the Dauphin). In 1741, at the age of seventeen, the young Jean-
Martin arrived in Paris and attended various collèges as a resident of several
seminaries. He attended the seminary of Saint Nicolas-du-Chardonnet
(1741–43) and, for unknown stints between 1743 and 1747, the seminaries
of Saint-Sulpice, Bons-Enfants, and Saint-Firmin.1 After finishing his arts
curriculum with a maîtrise ès arts (master of arts degree) and defending his
first thesis in theology (the tentative) on 28 February 1748, Prades returned
to Montauban for his ordination. A year later, and until 1751, Prades again
resided in Paris while pursuing his bachelier en licence in theology and then
his doctorate in theology at the prestigious University of Paris Faculty of
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Theology.2 What made Prades controversial after his infamous doctoral
thesis was his involvement with Denis Diderot, who had hired him and
two other contemporary Sorbonne theologians, the abbé Claude Yvon
and the abbé Pêstres, to write the articles on theology in the Encyclopédie,
ou Dictionnaire critique des sciences, des métiers, et des beaux-arts. Prades’s
closeness to the arguments and assumptions of Enlightenment science,
on the one hand, and his active involvement with a generation of Enlight-
enment theologians at the Sorbonne, on the other, inspired him to write
his doctoral thesis, or majeure ordinaire, which was initially passed with-
out incident. But the thesis was quickly attacked by the increasingly pop-
ular Jansenists for being a covert attempt to insinuate deism and skepti-
cism into the doctrine of Europe’s most venerable faculties of theology. In
response, the marquis d’Argenson, Diderot, Jean-le-Rond d’Alembert, and
Voltaire mobilized in Prades’s defense. Always anxious for a legal or politi -
cal scuffle that would demonstrate the obscurantism of the old regime
church, and largely for reasons having to do with court politics in Prussia,
his country of exile at the time, Voltaire came to the assistance of Prades by
helping secure him a post at the court of Frederick the Great. Diderot and
d’Alembert, for their part, defended Prades as a kind of publicity stunt de-
signed to market the Encyclopédie as the quintessential meeting of Enlight-
enment writers persecuted by a superstitious, politically corrupt church
and state. The Jesuits, in contrast, who were motivated by those close to
the court such as the bishop of Mirepoix and those close to Guillaume-
François Berthier, editor of the leading Jesuit periodical in France, the Jour-
nal de Trévoux, were anxious to see Diderot’s Encyclopédie condemned;
they therefore pushed the Sorbonne to condemn ten propositions extracted
from Prades’s thesis. The Sorbonne condemnation was carried only after
an unprecedented, bitterly divided eleven extraordinary faculty assemblies.
With little or no comment after any of the propositions, the faculty censure
condemned them as

respectively false, audacious, injurious to Catholic theologians, offensive

to pious ears, erroneous, blasphemous, heretical, favorable to material-

ism, pernicious to society, and to public tranquility in so far as it falsely,

and in an improper sense, presents the notion of good and evil and the

origin of natural law in a way tending to the overthrow of supernatu-

ral religion, while tainting the glory of the ancient law and bounteous
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kindness of God, in ways contrary to the integrity and final authority of

the books of Moses, and his alliance with the Jewish people. The thesis

overthrows the foundations of the Christian Religion, impiously insults

the truth and divinity of the miracles of Jesus Christ as mere equivo-

cal events when separated from the witness of the prophets, because in

themselves, they are equivocal and appear to resemble and to conform

to the miraculous healings the Greek God Aesclapius was thought to

have worked.3

Having suddenly found himself at the center of a scandal that momentarily
brought the Sorbonne, the Jesuits, the Jansenists, the archbishop of Paris,
the old bishop of Mirepoix (confessor to the Dauphin), and the Parlement
of Paris strangely into accord respecting his fate, Prades managed to evade
arrest and escape to Prussia at the behest of the marquis d’Argenson and
Voltaire. In Prussia, Prades remained as a reader (lecteur) to Frederick the
Great until 1757/8, when he was accused of espionage during the Seven
Years’ War. With the Treaty of Paris (1763), Prades was finally released but
remained unable to return either to France or to the court of Frederick the
Great; he lived out the last twenty years of his life as a canon in Glogäu,
only to die a forgotten, obscure cleric in 1782.

That the Sorbonne denied him the opportunity to defend himself dur-
ing the eleven extraordinary convocations of the faculty induced Prades
to write the Apologie for his condemned thesis, built on letters written to
various faculty members during December 1751 and January 1752. Both
the thesis and the Apologie have been attributed completely or in part by
contemporaries and historians alike to Diderot, d’Alembert, Voltaire, or
the abbé Yvon.4 As discussed in chapter 6 and in the appendix of this book,
the whole of the thesis as well as the Apologie itself (with the exception of
fewer than a dozen pages and a supposititious third part known for more
than a century to have been the work of Diderot) are authentically attrib-
utable to Prades.5 In fact, contrary to the expectations of most historians,
Prades’s Apologie was not welcomed by d’Alembert; it was called “theo-
logical claptrap” by Voltaire,6 and it was so unsatisfactory to Diderot that
he decided to preempt its first publication in France with a third part sup-
posedly by Prades but in fact written by Diderot himself for his own pur-
poses. Erroneously, the Apologie was (and is occasionally by historians still
today) thought to have been written in large part by the abbé Yvon or by
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Diderot. Diderot, for his part, rebuked Prades on several key points (the
possibility of historical validation of past miracles and the resolution of
the conflicting Hebrew and Greek versions of the genealogies contained in
Genesis). Moreover, Diderot would not have appended his own addendum
to the Apologie if he had thought it satisfactory. The Apologie does pre sent
as a sincere elaboration of Prades’s own positions in his thesis, and when
taken together with his one verifiable article, “Certitude,” in the 1751 En-
cyclopédie, it is a fascinating, albeit still evolving synthesis of a form of
Theological Enlightenment discourse first developed by Jesuits close to
the Journal de Trévoux in the first three decades of the 1700s and gradu-
ally integrated into the writings of vernacular apologists and university
theologians at the Sorbonne from 1729 to 1752.7

Previous works have referred to the thesis of the abbé de Prades as a
“signal of open war,” and its author has been studied largely as a closet phi -
losophe who “marched under the banner of Diderot.”8 Robert Shackleton
called Prades’s theology a series of doctrines “to which the Sorbonne was
not accustomed” and a rallying point for the fledgling writers of the Encyclo -
pédiewhose condemnation was really set in motion by the condemnation
of Prades.9 Such assertions continue to be made in recent work on the ori-
gin of Counter-Enlightenment movements in France that date the first sub-
stantive “antiphilosophe” literature to the aftermath of the Prades Affair.
Some historians have so far treated Prades essentially as a local curiosity;
others have far too willingly treated his theology as the bastardized creed
of Diderot and d’Alembert.10 But thanks to renewed interest in the adapt-
ability of old regime French education by scholars such as Laurence Brock -
liss, André Tuilier, and Dominique Julia,11 as well as a growing number of
historians of modern medicine, the mind-body problem in eighteenth-
century philosophy, and the radicalization of the Enlightenment in the
period 1730s–1750s such as Roy Porter, Sergio Moravia, G.S. Rousseau,
John W. Yolton, Margaret Jacob, and Jonathan Israel, it is now possible to
write the history of the Affaire de Prades with a more nuanced understand-
ing of the variants of Enlightenment that theologians had alternatively ap-
propriated and increasingly disavowed after Prades’s thesis was defended.12

More recently, historians such as Marie-Hélène Cotoni and Thomas
O’Connor have referred to the abbé de Prades as a sort of liberal theolo-
gian who was closer in many ways to a constellation of so-called modern-
izers at the Sorbonne led by Luke Joseph Hooke, whose theology was not
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as far from the philosophes as contemporary polemics would suggest.13

Most recently, Jonathan Israel has seen the Prades Affair as a turning point
in the inevitable breakdown of the Lockean-Newtonian Moderate Enlight-
enment in France and the mainstreaming of the Radical Enlightenment
thanks to the Encyclopédie. The deep and eclectic roots of Theological En-
lightenment informing Prades at the Sorbonne and the complexity of the
relationship of these roots to the Moderate and Radical Enlightenments
need further examination, however.14 For as Israel concludes concerning
the relevance of the Prades Affair, “The circumstances of the struggle locked
together two opposed philosophical traditions [the “Moderate mainstream”
of Lockean-Newtonian Enlightenment versus Radical, fundamentally Spi -
nozan Enlightenment] which had long acknowledged, and continued to
acknowledge, their own mutual antagonism and incompatibility but saw
themselves as obliged to work together against a vastly more popular and
more powerful force, namely that of antiphilosophie and Jansenism.”15 Cer-
tainly Prades’s connections to the Encyclopédie forced the Jesuits to more
closely ally themselves philosophically with the Jansenists, which in turn
forced Voltaire and other more moderate writers to support more radi-
cal contributors to the Encyclopédie under threat of persecution. But Is-
rael’s treatment of Prades’s thesis and theology (scarcely three paragraphs
in 871 pages) lends the victory of Radical Enlightenment an aura of philo -
sophical inevitability. He does not focus on the long-term continuities and
philosophical endurance of earlier forms of Theological Enlightenment
from whence Prades’s apologetical theology grew. Earlier, often quite so-
phisticated engagement by theologians and Jesuits with Radical Enlight-
enment discourses and the syntheses of Locke and Malebranche so cen-
tral to the earlier Theological Enlightenment are not studied. Israel also
sees the “broad moderate mainstream” that had united philosophes like
Voltaire and Montesquieu with the Jesuits, and that was “based on Locke
and Newton,” as having “come into being in France” only “in the 1730s.” Yet
these aspects of Theological Enlightenment were much more deeply rooted
in philosophical and religious controversies of the late seventeenth cen-
tury.16 Most significantly, though Israel’s account of the Affaire de Prades
focuses on the convergence of moderate and radical writers, the diversity
of institutions and loyalties among his more reified antiphilosophe oppo-
sition is scarcely addressed. The vitality, curricular changes, and historical
initiative of the Sorbonne and French seminaries, the restive machinations
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of the Parlement of Paris and the bishops, and the growing divisions among
the Jesuits themselves in these years—all recede in a narrative that focuses
on the Jansenists and antiphilosophie as a menacing deus ex machina that
stood in the way of “modernity” and the “emancipation of man.”17

Retelling the story of the abbé de Prades necessarily involves reassess-
ing one kind of Enlightenment movement that was as common to France
as it was to other areas of Europe. This form of Enlightenment has been
dubbed “Enlightenment Theology” by Thomas O’Connor, in his intellec-
tual biography of Prades’s thesis president, the Irish theologian Luke Jo -
seph Hooke. O’Connor writes that Enlightenment Theology has until re-
cently been treated as mere apologetics, that is, “primarily [as] a defense of
the Christian religion against Deism and atheism.”18 Historians of France
have too often assumed that throughout the eighteenth century the clergy
focused only on “exterior moral behaviour” in their belated and inadequate
defenses of Christianity and, in addition, that their apologetic enterprise
poorly or idiosyncratically engaged new developments in biblical criticism,
natural history, and the mind-body question stimulated by the writings
of Descartes, Locke, and Spinoza. Nothing could be further from the truth,
however, as recent works on Enlightenment apologetics and the prehistory
of Counter-Enlightenment thought have argued.19 But most of this schol-
arship focuses more precisely on later Enlightenment apologetics, espe-
cially on developments after 1760, and it often fails to see the connection
between the formal censures of Prades, the Encyclopédie, and Helvétius and
the inability of the Gallican church to maintain philosophically satisfactory
and adaptable apologetics against a more mainstream Radical Enlighten-
ment in the 1760s and beyond. Darrin McMahon’s pathbreaking study of
the development of a Counter-Enlightenment ideology is devoted mostly to
the period between the 1780s and the Restoration era, while William Ever -
dell’s otherwise excellent taxonomy of eighteenth-century Catholic apolo-
getics from the 1730s to the 1790s tends to isolate apologetics from wider
sociocultural changes in the Enlightenment such as the spread of Gal li can -
ism within Catholic Enlightenment or the mainstreaming of Radi cal En-
lightenment discourses in France. Everdell’s treatment paints the picture
of an essentially reactive movement that, chiefly after 1755, valiantly but
quixotically attempted to equate “the most gothic of all Catholic dogmas”
(such as even church mysteries and sacraments) with natural religion in a
way that remained largely unconvincing to public opinion.20 The focus of
Everdell’s book is later, and as its title suggests, it is ultimately concerned
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with finding the roots of “romantic religion” in early-nineteenth-century
France. Only Marie-Hélène Cotoni addresses the early and dynamic inter-
action of theologians and philosophes in creating forms of theological argu -
ment that creatively addressed the challenge of Spinozan biblical criticism.
Cotoni astutely argues that “the criteria of judgment among apolo gists, on
the one hand, and the philosophes, on the other, were comparable” but that
effective dialogue between Theological Enlightenment and the phi loso phes
began to break down by the 1750s. Nevertheless, Cotoni remains content
to describe the cooling of relations among different purveyors of different
variants of Enlightenment without historicizing its beginning.21

If the wider history of the French Enlightenment is to be understood in
a comparative context, the nature and historical development of O’Con-
nor’s Enlightenment Theology must be broadened, periodized, and rescued
from marginality. The notion of an Enlightenment Theology suggests that
the time has come to reconceptualize the religious history of Enlightenment
Europe as diverse trajectories of Theological Enlightenment. To speak of
a “Theological Enlightenment” (as I refer to it in what follows) provides a
more suitable conceptual framework for encompassing the dynamic inter-
action of multiple modalities of regional, confessional, and philosophi cal
Enlightenment movements. Studying the European Theological Enlighten-
ment opens the way, in short, toward the globalization of historical schol-
arship on religion and Enlightenment overall while maintaining the neces-
sary pluralization of the Enlightenment called for by Pocock but in a way
that does not fracture the necessarily cosmopolitan narrative of the En-
lightenment.22 Consequently, discourses of Theological Enlightenment can
be treated as a dynamic, creative, and constantly evolving series of move-
ments the intersection of which permits us to view connections among Eu-
ropean Catholic and Protestant Enlightenments, alongside connections to
the broader evolution of Radical, Moderate, and Counter-Enlightenment
movements in Europe studied by Israel, Jacob, Van Kley, McMahon, and
others.

Continuing self-consciously in the tradition of Peter Gay, Israel’s
most recent tome, Enlightenment Contested, analyzes the Enlightenment
from a broader European and Atlantic world perspective, seeing within it
a fundamental duality between “moderate mainstream” and “Radical En-
lightenment.” Israel’s work (which is actually more nuanced than his self-
proclaimed dichotomies suggest) depicts the former as fundamentally con-
servative and willing to countenance an epistemological role for both reason
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and tradition, empiricism and rationalism, natural religion and revealed
religion. Under the rubric “moderate mainstream,” Israel casts a sweeping
net across the Continent and the Atlantic world, insisting that “Cartesian
dualism, Lockean empiricism, Leibnizian monads, Malebranche’s occa-
sionalism, Bishop Huet’s fideism, the London Boyle Lectures, Newtonian
physico-theology, Thomasian eclecticism, German and Swedish Wolffi an -
ism” were “all methodologies of compromise” fundamentally at odds with
the Radical Enlightenment, which he sees as the inevitable harbinger of
modernity.23 The Radical Enlightenment, Israel contends, had no truck
with revelation or philosophical dualism because of its essentially revolu-
tionary, inherently anticlerical faith that philosophy was socially transfor-
mative because of Spinoza’s idea that natural law, God’s law, and natural
reason were substantially one. This Radical Enlightenment, Israel then as-
serts, became dominant in France during the 1740s because the moderate
mainstream “simply proved unable clearly and cogently to win the intel-
lectual battle” in successive controversies spanning the decades from the
1730s to the 1760s in France.24

Though Israel’s work is an invaluable contribution destined to be a
standard work of eighteenth-century intellectual history, his methodology
does not account for the breadth of nuance now evident in the historiog-
raphy of the Enlightenment. His narrative is imbued with an excessively
teleological approach that underscores the inevitable modernity and in-
evitable victory of Radical Enlightenment. But Radical Enlightenment in
Europe was not inevitable; it had much to do with the philosophical and
institutional peculiarities of the manner in which Enlightenment thought
was adopted by Catholic and Protestant apologists, lay writers, and theo -
logians in particular early modern regimes. Though often hostile to Spi -
noza, philosophically inclined apologists, university theologians, and Jesuits
whom Israel has branded as moderate or even Counter-Enlightenment fig -
ures were not exclusively Lockean and Newtonian in their natural philoso -
phy. Instead, they were often Lockean and Malebranchian in their psycho -
logical and theological approaches as well. Many writers who would later
be retrospectively branded as “Moderate” or “Counter-Enlightenment” by
their critics were in their own day passionately convinced that the body of
revelation was, in toto, empirically verifiable. Whether their arguments
seem convincing to present-day historians or later critics is not precisely the
point, if we are to avoid a Whiggish interpretation of the Enlightenment. In
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short, the philosophical, theological, and sociocultural permeability of the
first half of the eighteenth century makes it difficult to distinguish the Radi -
cal Enlightenment, Moderate Enlightenment, and Counter-Enlightenment
until the 1750s. Israel does recognize that Counter-Enlightenment often
unintentionally played directly into the hands of the most radical writers,
but he insists that this has much to do with their “faith-based hostility to
philosophy.”25

This tendency to elide Counter-Enlightenment with Catholic Enlight-
enment, on the other hand, is a tempting and forgivable oversight, for as
both McMahon and Didier Masseau have argued, Catholic apologists were
often leading figures in the rise of antiphilosophie in Europe. But as Ul -
rich Lehner has astutely noted, “It is also inconceivable to label Catholics
who paid respect to tradition but were simply interested in new ways of
doing theology as members of the Counter-Enlightenment simply because
they did not follow certain strains of Enlightenment thought.”26 Indeed,
though well forged, and rapidly becoming a standard work on Counter-
Enlightenment and counterrevolutionary ideology in France, McMahon’s
Enemies of Enlightenment leaves some room for revision on precisely these
grounds noted by Lehner. For though McMahon’s work (which is con-
cerned chiefly with the period 1776–89) is masterful, an earlier focus on
the decade of the 1750s, which began with the censure of the abbé de Prades
and climaxed with the condemnation of Helvétius’s De l’Esprit and Di -
derot’s Encyclopédie, problematizes the elision of Catholic and Counter-
Enlightenment. Such a focus demonstrates that the Counter-Enlightenment
was not, sui generis, somehow on the conservative, Catholic, or cultural
“right” while the rest of the Enlightenment was somehow “left.” Rather,
the Counter-Enlightenment derives from manifold origins that defy such
later sociopolitical categories that, in fact, have more to do with French
revo lutionary paradigms.27

The seemingly paradoxical notion, therefore, of Counter-Enlighten-
ment arising from Enlightenment discourses themselves is the subject of
what follows. It is here argued that the Counter-Enlightenment was often
a child of the early Enlightenment as much as was the Radical Enlighten-
ment, but Counter-Enlightenment movements were offspring beset by
identity crises inherent in their very conception. Passionately fearful of un -
belief after the the 1750s especially and endlessly divided against them-
selves, Counter-Enlightenment partisans and apologists often argued for
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the social utility and rationality of church history and mystery while ret-
rospectively condemning the epistemological bases for such arguments
vested in the theological enlightenment of the early eighteenth century that
had actually rhetorically synthesized certain Lockean and Cartesian prin-
ciples. This identity crisis is in fact rooted in the censure of the abbé de
Prades and its meaning for the unfolding of religious and secular enlight-
enment debates in prerevolutionary France. 

In a long overdue corrective to the dual tendency of equating the
Counter- and Catholic Enlightenments, on the one hand, or marginaliz-
ing religious enlightenments as fundamentally at odds with the march of
modernity, on the other, Lehner, Douglas Palmer, Samuel Miller, and Van
Kley have engaged in a thought-provoking multinational renaissance of
Catholic Enlightenment historiography.28 Seeking to modify earlier en-
deavors, for example, Lehner has recently attempted to describe funda-
mental characteristics of the Catholic Enlightenment without losing sight
of the diversity inherent in the movement across European societies and
across the metropole and peripheries of Catholic empires like Spain or Por -
tugal.29 Lehner identifies nine characteristics that refocus attention on the
internationalization of the Catholic Enlightenment: (1) poignant con fi -
dence in social progress and the malleability (if not in fact perfectability)
of human nature; (2) reverence for human reason and free will; (3) con-
cern for utility and historical-critical scholarship; (4) a desire to move be-
yond Aristotelianism and Cartesianism; (5) struggle against superstition;
(6) ecu menism; (7) criticisms of despotism whether papal or episcopal;
(8) an intense, almost preromantic engagement with affective piety by the
late eighteenth century alongside a more sedate and introspective spiritu-
ality associated with Jansenists; and (9) ongoing debates over conciliarism,
consent, authority, and original sin inherited from the Council of Trent.
Indeed, and somewhat in contrast to the recent work by David Sorkin, the
Catholic Enlightenment is a “religious Enlightenment” with “its own dy-
namics.”30 But, though this effort is long overdue and provides invaluable
nuances to the already quintessential contributions of McMahon and Israel,
there are risks. Emphasizing the character of the Catholic Enlightenment
as distinct from the “monopoly that the Protestants had on Enlightenment
literature”31 may bring about further balkanization of Enlightenments at
the expense of comparative, multiconfessional, and multinational narra-
tives. Moreover, while both Sorkin and Lehner emphasize the vital impor-
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tance of studying “religious Enlightenment” (singular) as a movement with
“its own dynamics,” surely no less essential is the imperative of studying
just how these dynamics evolved in dialogue with other Enlightenments,
Radical, Protestant, or otherwise. In short, while the pluralization of En-
lightenments called for by Pocock, Roy Porter, Alan Kors, Israel, Hunter,
Lehner, and Sorkin continues to revolutionize our understanding of the
eighteenth century, pluralization can verge on scholarly balkanization that
does not reflect the cosmopolitan networks of exchange that starkly re-
made the Western world from the 1600s onward.32

In lieu of further balkanization of Enlightenments by taxonomic cate -
gories, all the vital traditions of analysis discussed above can be approached
holistically. A more interactive, dialectical approach that studies Catholic
Enlightenments, Protestant Enlightenments, and the process of Enlight-
enment radicalization or secularization in different national contexts as
contingent processes of historical change is now both timely and possible.
The Radical Enlightenment itself was highly pluralistic, comprising very
diverse lay and ecclesiastical “personnel” and with different outcomes in
France than in the British, Atlantic, Iberian, German, or even Orthodox
and Jewish worlds.33 The same can be said of various religious Enlighten-
ments where indeed Radical, Moderate, and Counter-Enlightenment cur-
rents can all be shown to have arisen at particular moments from the ac-
cumulation of particular causes célèbres. “Theological Enlightenment”
cannot be identified with any one confession, one decade, or one national
context.34 If construed globally, the term can capture the dynamic inter-
section of Enlightenment movements without succumbing to taxonomic
reductionism, on the one hand, or the equally alluring tendency to slur
national, confessional, radical, or moderate discourses uncritically, on the
other.35 Indeed, Theological Enlightenment as a historiographical category
allows one to view Enlightenment pluralization in motion. In France, this
motion was driven by the fact that Catholic Enlightenment was held hos -
tage to controversy between pro-Jansenist and pro-Jesuit wings of the Gal-
lican church. This Catholic Enlightenment became increasingly and bit-
terly divided against itself after the 1730s. Such a state of affairs ultimately
afforded the precocious normalization of Radical Enlightenment in France
after the 1750s. In response, Jesuit contributions to Enlightenment rhe tori -
cally ceded the field both to more radically secular writers and to a more
self-conscious Counter-Enlightenment. All this at a time when, as Van Kley
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has argued, the quasi-republican strands of Jansenist Gallican ecclesiology
remained vital and went on to inspire “patriotic revolutions” in church
and state throughout the Netherlands and in areas of Italy, Spain, and, of
course, France itself after 1789.36

Finally, and although outside the scope of the present book, the his-
torical paradigm of Theological Enlightenment allows historians to inte-
grate fascinating research on enlightenments of religious ritual, practice,
and devotional styles into scholarly treatments of political thought, apolo -
getics, natural philosophy, or the academic theology of universities and
seminaries. The historian of the Anglo-American Puritan movement,
Dewey D. Wallace, instructively cautions, “Theological formulations func-
tion in relation to religious experience, but that latter phenomenon is the
soil out of which they grow and in which they thrive.”37 But often this nec-
essary intersection of spirituality and high theology remains a problem
with respect to studies of Catholic Enlightenment, because much of the
fascinating scholarship on the transformation of eighteenth-century de-
votion cuts across formal distinctions, Jansenist or Jesuit, Gallican or ul-
tramontane, Radical or Counter-Enlightenment Catholicism.38 As Derek
Beales has noted, the more sober and individualistic forms of piety char-
acteristic of neo-Augustinian Jansenists often coexisted with the aestheti-
cally bombastic, richly variegated style of Baroque Catholicism still beloved
by Jesuits, and much more à la mode in Spain than in France overall, for
example.39 If Theological Enlightenment is construed along the lines sug-
gested by Wallace, additional dimensions of Catholic Enlightenment and
their intersection with Protestant and secular Enlightenment ethics and
aesthetics are opened for investigation.

Specifically with respect to France, however, the way to comprehend
Theological Enlightenment discourses is not, as O’Connor has argued,
to “focus . . . on systematic theology as though apologetics were still a
uniformly separate and vulgarized discipline.”40 Rather, Theological En-
lightenment, as I argue here, was viewed by many theologians of the early
eighteenth century as synonymous with apology. For this reason, after the
1730s and 1740s especially, I begin referring on occasion to the discourses
Prades and other French theologians employ as “Enlightenment Theology/
apologetics.” For as O’Connor points out, eighteenth-century attacks on
orthodoxy came not just from within clerical and university circles (as was
often the case during the sixteenth century) but also from laymen in a much

12        
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broader reading public.41 In this environment, theologians such as the abbé
de Prades thought of themselves as rationalizing theology by reviving the
original, primitive context in which doctrine was created by the apostles
and the apostolic fathers themselves. Prades and many others like him were
seeking, by the most effective, consensual arguments of Christian authori -
ties through the centuries, to defend the faith through sociabilité and dia-
logue with the wider society. Prades was neither deliberately heterodox nor
a philosophe; he was an ambitious young theologian who, like his teachers
at the Sorbonne, like other lay and clerical apologists, and like many high
clergy in mid-eighteenth-century France, had been deeply inspired by the
spirit of the Enlightenment. He was trying to provide a blueprint for a mod -
ernized theological argument that presented orthodoxy in a way more con-
vincing to even the most skeptical Enlightenment writers. He was attempt-
ing, as were the early church fathers, to put old wine into new wineskins, to
communicate the immutable through the all-too-mutable voice of human
language through time. In so doing, Prades did little more than continue
the tradition of Theological Enlightenment that had been synthesizing
the old with the new since the late seventeenth century, when Bayle, Spi -
noza, and Descartes first revolutionized the intellectual milieu of Europe.
The theology and the scandal of abbé de Prades have yet to be analyzed in
the context of the wider movement of Theological Enlightenment that in-
spired him.

In what follows, I use my own terminology (i.e., Theological Enlight-
enment) to functionally denote a distinctively French and partially still-
born movement of theological enlightenment just emerging into self-
consciousness by 1751 when Prades defended his thesis, and having its
origins in Jesuit engagement with the early Enlightenment.42 This book does
not attempt a conclusive or monolithic definition of Theological Enlight-
enment for the whole of Europe. Theological Enlightenment in Europe
is a book that remains a work in progress, and in any event, a monolithic,
reified definition of it would be alien to the nuanced evidence available
from the eighteenth century.43 Indeed, this book argues that an early Theo -
logical Enlightenment grew up alongside and in dialogue with related early
Enlightenment discourses in France (including both Radical Enlightenment
and the Gallican and Jansenist discourses of the early Enlightenment). The
particular discourses of Theological Enlightenment that informed Prades,
the Sorbonne, the seminaries, and many vernacular apologists between the
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1730s and the 1750s were associated very much with pro-Jesuit, more ul-
tramontane and absolutist forms of Gallican Catholicism. Prades’s thesis,
in particular, encapsulates and develops many prominent arguments and
tropes with a long history, dating back at least a half century to Jesuit at-
tempts to adapt to the challenges posed by Spinoza, Bayle, Descartes, and
others during what Paul Hazard termed the “crisis of European under-
standing” or what Theodore K. Rabb called the “struggle for stability” in
post-Reformation Europe.44 But I would not wish to lend the impression
(nor do I personally believe) that there were not other variations of Theo -
logical Enlightenment extant in the period both before and after 1750.
For example, Van Kley views the internationalization of Jansenist Theo-
logical Enlightenment discourses as among several religious origins for the
rise of early patriotic movements throughout the confessional states of
Europe.45 Networks of exchange, the clandestine book trade, and cross-
confessional citation made the internationalization of Jansenist-Gallican
Theological Enlightenments functionally similar to Protestant Theological
Enlightenments in the British Isles, the British Atlantic, the Netherlands,
and the Holy Roman Empire (e.g., pietism)—and all, Van Kley has argued,
were an important component of what Palmer once referred to as “De-
mocratic revolutions.”46 As Van Kley’s work on Gallicanism in Europe has
already begun to demonstrate, the Enlightenment—hitherto studied at the
intersection of a triad of reified “Catholic,” “Protestant,” and secular (Mod-
erate mainstream or Radical) discourses, or as a pluralized intersection of
national Enlightenments—needs to be revisited. Accordingly, the concept
of Theological Enlightenment proposed here allows historians to do just
that—to provide a sharper lens through which to study the interconnect-
edness of both Protestant and Catholic Enlightenment trends throughout
Europe and its colonies, with pluralized national “Enlightenments” arising
at the intersection of these Theological Enlightenments with the contin-
gencies of institutions, law, and sociability within diverse states. 

Moreover, the new international history of Catholic Enlightenment
needs to encompass the internationalization of Gallican and Jansenist
Theo logical Enlightenment by linking it to the rise and fall of different,
equally significant Theological Enlightenments among the Jesuits and the
many philosophes, academic theologians, apologists, and seminaries in-
fluenced by them prior to their expulsion from France. It remains true that
the relationship of Jansenism or Gallicanism to Enlightenment and Revo -
lution is all but impossible to deny. Yet this connection is only one side of
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the story. Historians have unintentionally delimited the scope of the En-
lightenment and religion in France to the contributions of Jansenism and
Gallicanism to political thought and their relatively democratic view of the
clergy that idealized the social and religious importance of the bon curé.47

But the Jansenists and those with Jansenist proclivities did not speak for
everybody in the French church. Indeed, theirs was in many ways a mi-
nority view for much of the eighteenth century. As Palmer noted, the Jan -
senists were in every other respect hostile to much of the scientific, epis-
temological, and ethical thought of the Enlightenment.48 This hostility
is not characteristic of the French clergy as a whole, and the scandal of
Jean-Martin de Prades is in fact one major cause célèbre that stands at the
conjoncture of these diverse trajectories of Theological Enlightenment.
Increasingly by the 1750s, the more politically innovative, pro-Jansenist
Catho lic Enlightenment was squaring off against the ultramontane and
absolutist Jesuits who somewhat ironically had within their ranks the van-
guard of Catholic Enlightenment science and epistemology. This polari -
zation that tended toward Counter-Enlightenment trends among French
Catholics and a more radical mainstream in France on the eve of the Revo -
lution accelerated as a result of the censure of the abbé de Prades. France
was becoming, and with distinctive precocity vis-à-vis the rest of Europe,
a house divided against itself. Radical Enlightenment writers such as La
Mettrie and Diderot, therefore, were more convincingly able to chart a
middle way based solely on reason and social utility for the improvement
of society. 

This book, then, focuses largely on Theological Enlightenment dis-
courses used by non-Jansenist apologists, Jesuits, some Gallican bishops,
and academic theologians in France. Accordingly, “Theological Enlight-
enment” is hereinafter taken to denote previously acceptable Enlighten-
ment discourses most prominent and self-consciously adopted in the 1740s
by apologists, many seminaries, and the University of Paris Faculty. This
Theological Enlightenment, later used by Prades, had many of its origins
in Jesuit responses to Cartesianism and Spinozism and in the joint partici -
pation of many French clergy and Jesuits in the salons, clubs, and acade-
mies of the first third of the eighteenth century. These strands of Theologi -
cal Enlightenment were then further disseminated and self-consciously
adapted by the vernacular apologists of the 1720s–1740s, just as the move-
ment made inroads into the Sorbonne. Very often, the purveyors of these
discourses of Theological Enlightenment were pro-Unigenitus,49 and after
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the 1720s they were not only ensconced in the Enlightenment sociabilité
of the capital but also had carved out a self-conscious role for themselves
as revivers of the original methods by which Christianity was ideally de-
fended and doctrine ideally pronounced. Apologetics and academic the-
ology were, as such, inextricably linked: weaknesses in the philosophical
integrity and truth claims of the one all but inevitably and recursively
affected the other. 

Theological Enlightenment was challenged after the 1730s, however,
by the publication and popularization of earlier clandestine manuscripts
of the “Radical Enlightenment,”50 on the one hand, and by a more mil-
lenarian and increasingly politically active Jansenism, on the other. Since
the early 1970s Van Kley, Robert Kreiser, William Doyle, Peter Campbell,
and Monique Cottret (to name only a few of the most prominent) have
revolutionized our understanding of the political and intellectual role of
Jansenism in the religious and intellectual history of eighteenth-century
France.51 And the meticulous and insightful studies of Jacob and Israel have
made it possible to historicize both the sources and the time frame for the
radicalization of the French Enlightenment with much greater precision.52

In effect, only in this historiographical context can the rise and fall of Theo -
logical Enlightenment in France and the work of Jean-Martin de Prades
be more clearly elucidated.

— So what can be said about Prades and his relationship to Theological
Enlightenment? Little direct evidence supports the theory that Prades’s the-
sis was a conspiracy of philosophes, and as John McManners has noted,
“the outcry against the notorious thesis of Prades was not justified by its
actual content.” Still, existing work focusing on Prades remains minimal,
and all but exclusively in French; historians are consistently too willing to
ascribe the historical agency for Prades’s theology to either the editors of
the Encyclopédie or the so-called modernizers at the Sorbonne.53 Though
certainly inspired by multiple progenitors, and far from original in its par-
ticulars, the thesis of the abbé de Prades reveals its author to be the origi-
nator of his own theological synthesis. Prades articulated his design for
the synthesis in his article “Certitude” in the Encyclopédie and in his Sor-
bonne majeure ordinaire, and his thesis was a mere prelude to what he
considered a new summa theologica in the making. Although clumsy and
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inchoate in places, it was developed further in his own Apologie for his
theological perspective. Prades’s authentic self-defense—Parts I and II of
his Apologie, published in both Paris and Amsterdam in 1752 and again in
1753—was intended to prove the orthodoxy of Catholicism by starting
from the assumptions of the Encyclopédie and the sensationist epistemology
he shared with Diderot, d’Alembert, and Voltaire. 

Ultimately, however, Prades derived his arguments from those dis-
courses of Theological Enlightenment that heralded from a Jesuit-contrived
synthesis of Locke and Malebranche so far left unnoticed in existing histo-
riography. The Jesuit synthesis of Malebranche and Locke found its way
both into vernacular apologetics in the 1730s–1740s and into the Sorbonne
faculty itself once Cardinal de Fleury had expelled the Jan sen ists and al-
lowed Jesuit patronage, science, and theology to flow freely into the Sor-
bonnne. I argue that Prades’s stillborn life’s work was ultimately designed
to combat “unbelievers” and “skeptics” by turning the apologeti cal orienta-
tion of Theological Enlightenment to good effect, communicating Catho lic
orthodoxy in a way freethinkers and Enlightenment writers could under-
stand rather than ridicule. Such intention is evinced by Prades’s ultimate re-
pentance and reinstatement on the faculty rosters of the Sorbonne and by
the way in which he finished his life: as a beneficed priest. 

This focus on a relatively minor figure in the history of eighteenth-
century France may seem like a strange choice. Yet to vaunt the originality
of one minor figure of the French Catholic Enlightenment and imply that
every component of Prades’s argument was novel in its day is not my in-
tention. As evinced throughout this book, the strands of Prades’s theologi -
cal and philosophical influence are as pluralistic as they are often densely
and haltingly articulated. Prades was, after all, a young, spirited, but often
clumsy and arrogant writer. If his work had one fault it was perhaps its im-
maturity and rough-hewn quality as of 1751–53 when he presented it be-
fore the European republic of letters. I am not, therefore, attempting to
rehabilitate Prades, or engage in theological polemics concerning his doc-
trine in light of eighteenth-century or current understandings of Catho lic
orthodoxy. I am a historian by profession and a very moderate American
Protestant by personal conviction; as such, I have absolutely no personal
stake in the imbroglio surrounding his life, supposed heterodoxy, ortho-
doxy, modernity, or otherwise. As a work of cultural history, this book nec-
essarily treats the question of whether Prades was a second-rate philosopher
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or apologist as essentially ahistorical; it does not argue that the young abbé
led to conclusion the halting Theological Enlightenment synthesis his work
was attempting. 

Rather, Prades’s work is the artifact of a particular moment in the his-
tory of the Sorbonne. His career was forged in a blast furnace of undeclared
religious war within the French Catholic Church, at the climax of Theo -
logi cal Enlightenment in France among the Jesuits and the Sorbonne—
at a turning point in its engagement with those who would eventually be
re vered as philosophes. The intersection of sociopolitical and religious
struggles in France made his theology possible, and these struggles, in turn,
transformed an otherwise unremarkable artifact of apologetical engage-
ment with the Enlightenment into a cause célèbre for a distinctive trajec-
tory of Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment ideologies in prerevo -
lutionary France. Engaging with the nature of this historical process and the
nature of Prades as cause célèbre is thus impossible without a deeper en-
gagement with the content and unfolding of Prades’s thesis and Apologie—
with the nature of Prades as historical agent. No studies of the life of the
abbé de Prades and his place in the Enlightenment have thoroughly con-
tended with the long-term sources of his thought, nor have they contex-
tualized his writings in light of what, I argue, are the highly pluralistic dis-
courses of the early Theological Enlightenment in which he participates.54

Historians have tended, instead, to read the inconsistencies of the Prades
thesis as evidence of his covert deism, his theological liberalism, or his sta-
tus as a second-rate intellectual hack who lacked depth and originality as a
philosopher, apologist, or theologian. Accordingly, they continue to ne glect
a close reading of his writings. Prades only seems derivative if one assumes
that his thesis and Apologie (published together in 1752) were just devi-
ously inconsistent replications of deism, or, at best, some kind of second -
hand “modernizer” theology deriving from his teachers at the Sorbonne.
Roughly hewn or not, derivative in its components or not, Prades’s work,
and the history of the Enlightenment overall, demands a nuanced histori cal
perspective that takes note of the endlessly adaptable strands of argument
creatively reassembled and disseminated by historical agents engaged in
complex networks of authorship, publication, institutions, and public dis-
cussion. We cannot fully comprehend the unfolding of French Theological
Enlightenment, we cannot understand the ways in which Prades’s scandal
was a crucible of more radical Enlightenment, more assertive Counter-
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Enlightenment, and the victory of a more pervasive Gallican Catholic En-
lightenment in France on the bones of the Jesuit Theological Enlighten-
ment, unless we deeply engage the language of his theology itself and its
role in the crucial decade of the 1750s. Therefore, this book adopts a new
approach: it takes Jean-Martin de Prades at his word; his own contem-
porary statements concerning his endeavor demonstrate that his thesis
was the précis to an overly ambitious attempt to write a new summa the-
ologia that would update defenses of Christianity by integrating assump-
tions of the Enlightenment, thus carving out a newly self-conscious role for
the Enlightenment theologian. The historical genesis, contours, and ulti-
mate failure of the Prades summa of Theological Enlightenment—a nearly
half-century-old constellation of movements that inform his attempt—
is the subject of this book. 

Prades’s attempted summation as of 1752 backfired drastically because
of the severe political and doctrinal divisions of eighteenth-century France.
The result of this so-called Affaire de Prades sorely compromised the effi-

cacy of later apologists against writers who were, in their turn, embold-
ened by the affair to rally around the Encyclopédie as the persecuted sym-
bol of the church’s supposed intransigence, superstition, and opposition
to free thought. In this sense, the parti philosophe was both directly and in-
directly created from the persecution by the old regime church in France.55

The philosophes rallied together because of intensified persecution after
the Affaire de Prades. But the philosophes were also directly created by the
church’s reactive narrowing of the boundaries that delimited acceptable
orthodoxy after 1752 when anything openly heralded as associated with
the sensationism of John Locke (including the half century of Theological
Enlightenment built on by Prades) was viewed with suspicion as tending
inevitably toward materialism or atheism. This narrowing of acceptable
Catholic orthodoxy cramped the freedom of writers committed to defend-
ing the faith while embittering the pens of more radical philosophes even
long after Prades’s flight into Prussia. Prades’s life and work therefore dem -
onstrate that the anticlericalism of late-eighteenth-century philosophes
was not inevitable, nor was the Catholic Church in France inherently the
enemy of Enlightenment, any more than religion was the enemy of the
En glish, Scottish, or American Enlightenments. In France, movements of
Theological Enlightenment existed with sources and characteristics com-
mon to the wider Enlightenment; it took an active role in addressing many
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of the same questions addressed in the Encyclopédie about the nature
of human perception, the relationship of mind and body, the origin and
moral progress of human individuals in society, natural versus revealed
religion, and biblical criticism. Jean-Martin de Prades was a significant par-
ticipant in this Theological Enlightenment, despite being a contributor to
Diderot’s Encyclopédie. This book, in effect, argues that by the 1740s phi -
losophes and Enlightenment theologians continued to mingle freely, and
still had in common education and participation in clubs, salons, and acade -
mies and remained in constant dialogue with more radical writers. Prades
and a sizable handful of his teachers at the Sorbonne were not exceptional
in that sense. What brought about the censure of his thesis was a change in
the sociopolitical balance of power within the old regime church between
1749 and 1752 and the last fruits of a change within the Sorbonne itself
dating to 1729–30.

Prades is, therefore, at the heart of an important question that contin-
ues to plague historians of the French Enlightenment: where did the anti -
clerical tendencies of Enlightenment and Revolution come from? Despite
much evidence to the contrary, too many historians of all stripes remain
content to speak of the French Enlightenment as though it were inherently
Spinozan, inherently materialistic, and inherently bent on a mission to
obliterate the superstition supposedly inherent in all revealed religions, in-
cluding Catholicism, throughout the eighteenth century. Yet few histori-
ans have systematically addressed the two questions this view of the French
Enlightenment immediately begs. First, how and when did so many bish-
ops, Jansenists, university theologians, and Jesuits become enemies of En-
lightenment? Did they? Or did other, more conservative trends arise from
within more moderate Catholic Enlightenment movements and emerge
victorious in response to institutional contingencies and perceived threats
from Radical Enlightenment? In what precise ways were French clergy
against the Enlightenment, and why? Second, if the philosophes in France
came to see themselves as prophets and martyrs of civilization against bar-
barism, superstition, and tyranny, how did so many Enlightenment writ-
ers come to associate those concepts with the leadership of the Catholic
Church in France?56 More than fifty years ago, Ronald Messières noted that
the project of the Encyclopédie created a sort of self-conscious “sect,” an “es-
prit de corps,” a set of self-proclaimed shock troops for the siècle des lumi -
ères.No such unifier was available to the opposition. The scholarly consen-
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sus among historians of the Counter-Enlightenment remains that the par-
tisans of “anti-philosophie” were far from uniformly “anti-Enlightenment,”
for they were divided among Jesuits, Jansenists, the Parlement of Paris, the
court, and disgruntled, unemployed writers.57 Consequently, more fun-
damental questions are at the heart of this study of the abbé de Prades:
what drove French Christians to become Enlightenment theologians and/or
Counter-Enlightenment figures? When and how was that choice made by
different people? Why, indeed, was an esprit de corps among Enlighten-
ment figures necessary in the first place? The decade between 1752 and
1764 in general—the Affaire de Prades in particular—is a crucial key to
these questions that cut straight to the heart of what, in effect, created the
French Enlightenment and its Counter-Enlightenment after midcentury.
The doctoral thesis, the Apologie, and the scandal of the abbé de Prades
must be reexamined in light of nearly thirty years of historical literature
that has revolutionized our understanding of the role of the Jansenists
and religious conflict in the 1750s, the role of Radical Enlightenment in
France, and the intricate role of old regime higher education. Such histori -
cal understanding will make the contours of Theological Enlightenment
visible to the eye of modern history. For revealing the original context of
Prades’s work will provide long overdue insight into the unfolding of an
affair that, for France, was the crucible of the Theological Enlightenment
and an event around which the parti philosophe rallied, in essence, creating
its own identity.58

Part 1 of this book retraces the history of the controversies that drove
French Theological Enlightenment movements throughout the first half of
the eighteenth century. Prades was inspired by discourses originally wrought
by the Jesuits close to the Journal de Trévoux and the most forward-thinking
of the Regency-era republic of letters. In response to the rationalism of
Des cartes, the skepticism of Bayle, and the materialist monism of Spi -
noza, Jesuits such as René-Joseph Tournemine and Claude G. Buffier had
worked out a synthesis of Locke and Malebranche throughout the first
third of the eighteenth century, which I have referred to as the Jesuit syn-
thesis for the sake of clarity and brevity (I do not wish to imply that the
Jesuits were the only ones to creatively adopt it). This Jesuit synthesis vested
metaphysical causality and absolute free agency in God alone, and acknowl-
edged that speculative reason about him was limited. Like Locke, many
theologians of the first half of the eighteenth century, including Prades and
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his Jesuit predecessors, Buffier and Tournemine, believed that essential
knowledge of substance was impossible. Yet experience provided humans
with a kind of “common sense” built on an individual’s interior sense (or
in some writers, internal sentiment) of his or her own existence. This self-
perception of one’s existence as a being that thinks led to a kind of “com-
mon sense” that God exists, that there is a substantial difference between
body and soul, and, finally, that an apparent liaison exists between the
mind and the body despite the substantial difference between them. Es-
tablishing methods of ascertaining the historical certitude of the church’s
miracle claims, its body of revelation, and its apostolic authority were also
the preoccupation of many Enlightenment theologians. 

Theologians of the early eighteenth century who developed and elabo -
rated the Jesuit synthesis were reinforced by the debates in the wider repub-
lic of letters over the corruption of natural religion after the fall of human -
kind into original sin (in theological terminology, the postlapsarian human
condition). Moreover, many Jesuits found in Locke’s Essay Concerning
Human Understanding a plausible means for updating Thomism in light
of Spinoza, Descartes, and Bayle. In addition, Locke’s Essay helped Theo-
logical Enlightenment writers inspired by the Jesuit synthesis to explain
humankind’s natural corruption after the fall, and its consequent need for
revealed truths as a necessary republication (in the form of Catholic Chris-
tianity) of what eighteenth-century theologians supposed had been God’s
primordial, original, and natural religion. This original religion, newly re-
vealed through the church to a humanity whose religious understanding
was inexorably thought to have been corrupted by its dependence on sense
perception, Prades would later call “supernatural religion” as opposed to
simply “revealed religion.” After 1729, with the acceptance of the papal
bull Unigenitus by the Paris Faculty of Theology and the chasing of Jansen -
ists from among its ranks, the Jesuit synthesis would come to exercise a
prominent influence at the University of Paris through a variety of direct
and indirect influences—developments addressed in depth in Part II. 

As the whole of Part I argues, the early Theological Enlightenment
was challenged throughout the 1730s–1750s period by a surge in medical
knowledge about the human central nervous system and by an equally sig -
nificant surge in the publication of hitherto clandestine manuscripts that
often blended English deists, Locke, and Spinoza together, putting them
in the service of a pantheistic and materialist cosmology. In response to
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these two developments after 1743, the early building blocks of theologi-
cal argument proffered by the Jesuits were widely publicized and inter-
woven by vernacular apologists of the 1740s. Such apologists as the abbé
d’Houtteville, who was used by both Prades and Hooke, fashioned earlier
discourses into a self-conscious identity and mission for Enlightenment
theologians that valued the constant, open, and collaborative explication
of Catholic doctrine by educated priests in commerce with society and its
contemporary challenges. For these apologists who were well known in
the seminaries and theological faculties of Paris, including the Sorbonne,
the science of theology became the science of apology, and this is the tra-
dition in which the abbé de Prades wrote his thesis. 

Part II, comprising chapters 3, 4, and 5, examines the early university
and seminary milieu of the 1730s–1750s—the staging ground for Prades’s
theological endeavors and a high-water mark of Jesuit Theological Enlight-
enment within the republic of letters, the court, French seminaries, and
the University of Paris.59 The harshness of the reaction to Prades’s thesis
and Apologie is impossible to understand without a better grasp of the in-
tellectual and curricular intersection of the Sorbonne and the Theologi-
cal Enlightenment trends discussed in Part I—a process that has never
been fully addressed. Chapter 3 addresses the ways in which the collèges,
universities, and seminaries in Paris responded to the wider intellectual
and religious aspects of the Theological Enlightenment, and chapter 4 con-
siders the channels by which Paris philosophy and theology instruction
was influenced by the Enlightenment theology evolved by Jesuits and ver-
nacular apologists. I argue, in particular, that Jesuit influence (its theology
and pedagogical methods) cast a long and fruitful shadow over the life of
Parisian students, court politics, and even the Sorbonne itself during the
nadir of Jansenist influence at the Sorbonne after 1729.

This analysis of the curricular developments at the University of Paris
is relevant to Prades’s thought because it demonstrates the characteristics of
eighteenth-century university discourse. To interpret the discourses of old
regime schoolmen as stagnant, quasi-medieval, or stifling is to mis under -
stand the parameters of this form of discourse as it existed in its eighteenth-
century context. To encourage the creative adaptation of authoritative texts
of both ancients and moderns, thereby gradually modernizing and use-
fully articulating the authoritative corpus as a whole, may well have been
the purpose of higher learning in the period. Variations among individual

Perspectives on Enlightenment, Religion, and the Abbé de Prades 23

© 2010 University of Notre Dame Press



schools and faculties notwithstanding, university discourses shared a set
of fundamental assumptions about reason, perception, and revelation that
evolved in response to scholarly disputes over Descartes, Bayle, and Spi -
noza. Nevertheless, such discourses increasingly began to differ from more
radical strains of Enlightenment materialism and vitalism after 1750. Syn-
thesis among competing methods and opinions wherever possible was the
ideal for the Enlightenment theologian. When synthesis was impossible,
the gradual rejection of conventional viewpoints by broad consensus of the
careful and qualified, undertaken on the basis of empirical reasons and jus -
tified by conformity to past precedent, was the ideal of university scholar-
ship.60 Despite the lingering addiction to the esprit de système that many
philosophes eschewed, these foundational assumptions of university dis-
course both informed Theological Enlightenment and intersected with the
concerns of the wider Enlightenment public. This university discourse
should be treated as a kind of Enlightenment discourse that was seldom
touted by its practitioners as self-consciously new, for the essential purpose
of Catholic theology faculties was inherently conservative: the preserva-
tion and dissemination of the revelation of Jesus Christ. Yet university dis-
courses of Theological Enlightenment were considerably adaptable, and
conservation was only part of the picture. Useful articulation and dissemi -
nation of revealed truth was equally significant, and the process by which
this should occur was and remains a source of dynamism, adaptability, and
tension within the Christian tradition. 

Chapters 4 and 5 examine the intersection of court politics with the
culture of the Sorbonne and the wider University of Paris in the period
from 1729 to 1752 after Cardinal Fleury orchestrated the expulsion of the
professed Jansenists and those who had appealed Unigenitus to a general
council during the 1720s. In particular, chapter 5 analyzes the immediate
causes of the censure by looking at the contentious relationship among
the Sorbonne, the Jansenists, and the Parlement of Paris after 1746 and the
radicalization of the Encyclopédie project under Diderot that occasioned
the Jesuit campaign against it. I argue that three factors were directly re-
sponsible for the censure of the abbé de Prades: first, the growing popu-
larity of political Jansenism and the growing assertiveness of the Parle ment
of Paris after 1748–49; second, the Sorbonne’s tenuous hold on its own
corporate privileges; and third, the unprecedented influence of the Jesuits
and the pro-Jesuit archbishop of Paris over the Sorbonne. As Jan sen ists
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found themselves marginalized in faculties of theology, lucrative bene -
fices, and the Bourbon court, their piety became more affective, its theo-
logical Augustinianism more intense, and its popularity among jurists
and in the streets of Paris increasingly troubling to the court, the Jesuits,
and the Paris Faculty by the dawn of the 1750s. Controversies over Jan -
senist miracle claims and high-handed attempts by a new court confessor
and archbishop of Paris to refuse the sacraments to suspected Jansenists
proved the twin catalysts of a radicalization of writers residing in Paris
such as Diderot. Escalating publication of hitherto controversial and clan-
destine writings deeply alarmed more Augustinian Jansenists and conser-
vative clerics whether Jansenist or Jesuit. Yet the Jesuits who succeeded
Buffier and Tournemine as editors of the Journal de Trévoux continued to
be favorable to Enlightenment natural philosophy, and the Jesuit synthe-
sis continued to find a home among many mainstream philosophes and
faculty at the Sorbonne with close ties of patronage to pro-Jesuit Catholic
bishops in France. The theological articles—indeed, the whole of the in-
augural volume of Diderot’s Encyclopédie—received approval by Sorbonne
censures as early as 1751, at least in part because of the participation of
many junior members of the faculty, including Jean-Martin de Prades. But
Diderot’s provocation of the Jesuits close to the Journal de Trévouxwas be-
ginning to create problems for Jesuits close to the archbishop of Paris and
the Sorbonne when Jansenist attacks on the latter suddenly appeared vin-
dicated after Prades’s thesis raised such a stir in Paris—a stir largely cre-
ated by Jansenists with covert connections to a handful of marginalized
doctors at the Sorbonne. The sociocultural controversies of the late 1740s
to early 1750s—the milieu in which Prades studied and wrote his thesis—
are vital to Theological Enlightenment in France especially, as is the con-
tribution of Prades’s theology.61

By the time of the Prades thesis, then, certain forms of Theological
Enlightenment were under threat because of a growing quickness by some
writers, first, to reject all things arational as inherently irrational, and sec-
ond, to welcome a Spinozan interpretation of advances in medical science
and human understanding. In essence, the radicalization of the French En-
lightenment after 1743, when many clandestine texts began to find a wider
public, effectively set the stage for retrenchment among high churchmen,
Jesuits, and Sorbonne doctors alike. The crucible of that process was the
censorship of the abbé de Prades. Part III thus examines the life (chap. 6),
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theology (chaps. 7, 8), and scandal (chap. 9) of the young abbé, as well as
the far-ranging aftermath of the censure of his thesis (chap. 10). As the scan-
dal over the thesis heated up between December 1751 and February 1752,
the Jesuits felt impelled to use Prades’s affiliation with Diderot to darken
the Encyclopédie and protect the Sorbonne theologians closest to Prades
whose writings, in fact, shared so much in common with many Jesuits and
whose efforts during the theological assault on Jansenism throughout the
1730s and 1740s had proven instrumental to the court.

Chapter 9 examines the surviving accounts of the Prades Affair within
the Sorbonne in light of the surviving minutes of the faculty meetings
found in the Archives Nationales, the manuscript collections of Joly de
Fleury, the collection of defamatory libels found in the Nouvelles acquisi-
tions françaises, and other pieces in the French manuscript collections at
the Bibliothèque Nationale, as well as the printed collections of the docu-
ments and pamphlets generated by the affair. The actual debates within
the faculty assembly meetings, however, do not emerge from the official
sources; therefore, I depart from previous accounts of the censure of the
Prades thesis by devoting considerable comparative attention to the behind-
the-scenes narrative of the faculty assemblies found in part 1 of Prades’s
Apologie, in Tombeau de la Sorbonne (written by Voltaire but with consid-
erable assistance from Prades), and in the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. Because
Prades names his sources within the faculty in both the Apologie and the
Tombeau, because the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques similarly names its inform-
ant from the Sorbonne, and because so many details of all three accounts
corroborate one another, these renderings are likely to be indispensable
and reasonably precise accounts of what happened behind the scenes.62

The condemnation of Prades did much to hasten the deterioration of
Theological Enlightenment among the Jesuits, the bishops, and the Sor-
bonne, because it occurred at the nexus of significant changes in the poli -
tics of religion in France. Frequently neglected is an analysis of exactly how
a conjuncture of three other major contemporary factors drove Prades’s
condemnation and resulted in a far more sweeping assault on widely dis-
seminated constellations of Theological Enlightenment discourses. The
first factor concerns the policy changes associated with the appointment
of Christophe de Beaumont as archbishop of Paris in 1746 and the earli-
est rounds of the refusal of the sacraments controversy (1751–52) fought
against the backdrop of the ignominious aftermath to the War of the Aus-
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trian Succession that brought spiking bread prices and a consequent height-
ening of tensions in Paris.63 The second factor, directly related to the first,
was the growing popularity of parlementaire Jansenism, which benefited
from significant shake-ups in the royal court beginning in 1749 and the
rising tensions of the capital.64 A third factor, however, concerns the high
point of Jesuit pedagogical influence over the Sorbonne in the late 1740s,
coinciding with the earliest Jesuit assault on the Encyclopédie, because
of the personal animus between its editor, Diderot, and Berthier, editor
of the Journal de Trévoux. In the midst of all this turmoil it is highly sig-
nificant that all parties concerned (Jansenists, parlementaires, Jesuits, the
Sorbonne, and the court of the king) united amid some of the most reli-
giously contentious years of the 1750s to condemn the same man, leaving
him no other recourse but to cooperate with Diderot and Marc-Michel Rey
in publishing his Apologie. This book thus concludes with an examination
of the long-term implications of the affair for the signal decade 1752–64,
for the future of a more secular Enlightenment, the future of the Sorbonne,
the Jansenist Catholic Enlightenment, Christian apologetics, and the rise
of Counter-Enlightenment in the years immediately preceding the French
Revolution. 

Finally, although this book is not intended principally as a biography
of the abbé de Prades, enigmas surrounding the remainder of his life in
Prussia from 1752 to 1782 lend valuable insight, not only into Prades’s ac-
tions during the scandal itself, but also into the twin processes of Enlight-
enment radicalization and Catholic Enlightenment change at the very heart
of this study of the eighteenth century. A brief epilogue addresses lingering
mysteries concerning the nature of Prades’s later relationship to Voltaire,
d’Alembert, d’Argens, Diderot, the abbé Claude Yvon, and Frederick the
Great of Prussia, as well as Prades’s disavowal of his own condemned propo -
sitions in 1754 and his reinstatement into the rosters of the Paris Faculty at
the behest of Benedict XIV. The epilogue reconsiders the likely motivations
for Prades’s retraction and the reasons behind his falling out with both
Voltaire and Frederick II. Prades ended up isolated from both the Prus -
sian king and Voltaire, not because he was a Janus-faced opportunist, but
because he was not a philosophe in the first place.65 After 1752 Prades was
more concerned with ingratiating himself with the papacy and the Sor-
bonne than with serving either Frederick or Voltaire. By revising earlier
studies of Prades’s last years in Prussia with the help of recent scholarship
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on Frederick the Great, I conclude that Prades’s later activities in central
Europe—insofar as these are knowable at all—appear consistent with
his earlier identity as a self-proclaimed Christian apologist and Enlight-
enment theologian.

Overall, I argue five related points. First, the abbé de Prades said little
that prominent Sorbonne theologians, Jesuits, and apologists had not said
before. Second, the Jansenists were wrong to tout Prades as evidence of a
Jesuit-Sorbonne axis that wished to undermine the purity of French Ca -
tholicism. Third, the abbé de Prades was not the intellectual stooge of Di -
derot or the parti philosophe, nor was there an organized conspiracy of
unbelievers at the heart of Prades’s enterprise (as many contemporaries
surmised). Instead, Prades was a participant in one prevalent discursive
trajectory of Theological Enlightenment, but his overweaning ambition
and poor sense of timing had lodged him at exactly the wrong place, at pre-
cisely the wrong time, and nearly everyone had something to gain from
his misfortune. What resulted was one of the first significant moments in
the repudiation of the early Theological Enlightenment in France and the
rallying of a still-inchoate group of philosophes around a strawman, Prades,
refashioned by radical and Catholic writers (Jesuit, Jansenist, and other-
wise) as the living embodiment of the Encyclopédie project. Everyone, in
short, created Jean-Martin de Prades in his own image, and the subsequent
religious polarization thereby created set the tone for the final three de -
cades preceding the French Revolution. 

Finally, the work of the abbé de Prades was a prescient and ultimately
failed attempt to address certain problems in which Enlightenment The -
ology/apologetics would eventually become ensnared by the radi cali za -
tion of Enlightenment. In striking a blow against skeptics, by co-opting
and mollifying many of their most devastating criticisms, Prades hoped
to revitalize Theological Enlightenment and redeem the so-called Radical
Enlightenment from what many feared was a growing pantheism or athe-
ism. Yet the condemnation of Prades only magnified the problem, ruling
out as heterodox a still problematic yet potentially fruitful core of Theo-
logical Enlightenment discourses. In 1752, fearing for the loss of its institu-
tional prerogatives, the Sorbonne acted in step with both Jansenist propa -
ganda and the Jesuit campaign to rid themselves of Diderot’s Encyclopédie;
in so doing, it ironically attacked some of the most timely (albeit still evolv-
ing) apologetical arguments for the Christian faith available at that time.
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In part because of this condemnation, the Sorbonne hastened its own de-
cline and with it, the premature fragmentation of Theological Enlighten-
ment in France. Motivated by an intense fear of encroaching incrédulité,
on the one hand, and competition among rival groups within the French
Catholic Church to maintain the popular initiative in the new war against
materialism, on the other, the once-fruitful Theological Enlightenment—
commonly created over the course of half a century by Jesuits, Sorbonne
faculty, bishops, laymen, and vernacular apologists alike—gradually canni-
balized itself in a headlong rush to condemn that against which the church
erroneously felt too threatened to argue. In the process, the scope of al-
lowable apologetic orthodoxy narrowed, with devastating consequences
that would not be fully apparent perhaps until the French Revolution.

None of what happened, however, was the inevitable end of an out-
moded scholastic methodology, any more than it was the inevitable victory
of Radical Enlightenment modernity. The outcomes of the Prades Affair
were, instead, artifacts of poor choices made in the face of an incipient re-
ligious paranoia that afflicted many institutions of the old regime in the
1750s. The result is a story of ideological polarization that resulted in a
fundamentally different Enlightenment century in France by compari son
to the rest of Europe. For before the desacralization of the monarchy tend-
ing toward Revolution,66 there was the desacralization of the church in the
eyes of the French Enlightenment public—an event directly resulting from
the self-immolation of early Theological Enlightenment in France after a
long storm of political, philosophical, and doctrinal turmoil in the 1750s.
Jean-Martin de Prades was at the eye of that storm.
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