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      Introduction

      

      This book is about debates on tolerance and freedom in France in the second half of the sixteenth century. In that period, the nation moved from nominal unity of religion to a version of modern pluralism. My main focus is on the extraordinary months between the spring of 1560 and January 1562. For well-nigh four decades, those who adopted the Reformed faith had been denounced by the authorities, and in many cases executed in public, often with appalling tortures ; now, the persecutions abruptly ended. Suddenly, Reformers were seen to influence government decisions, they were admitted to semi-public debate with the bishops and they were accorded legal status and permission to practise their cult throughout the nation. That unity of religion which had hitherto been thought essential to state unity (‘une foy, une loy, un roy’, the slogan went) was now seen to be expendable. A theological, political, social, legal and moral revolution was concentrated into less than two years.

      But the new tolerance was tenaciously resisted by some of the most intelligent, open-minded and judicious men of the age — among them, two members of the Parlement
 of Bordeaux, Estienne de La Boëtie and his friend Michel de Montaigne. There lies the enigma which this book addresses : why did enlightened scholars, in particular people with such a deep love of freedom as La 
Boëtie and Montaigne, resist the new freedoms accorded Reformers in 1562 ? And an equally interesting question follows from this : did Montaigne’s views evolve after 1562 ? We shall find, indeed, that they did — and that to trace the evolution of his thought is to retread the path by which our society moved to pluralism, and to rediscover intellectual grounds on which religious freedom (and indeed intellectual freedom) rests.

      Montaigne (1533 – 1592), moral philosopher, founder of modern scepticism, theologian, politician and adviser of kings, is an outstanding authority on tolerance and freedom. What makes him such an authority ? His scholarship gave him familiarity with societies of great diversity and with their treatment of dissident religions. His careful self-study gave him remarkable insights into human nature. His political involvement confronted him with the social unrest arising out of religious division. And he had an excellent grasp of the relevant theological issues (though he claimed no competence in theology). Finally, for him, the issue of tolerance and freedom was no mere academic one : a religion other than his own prevailed in his part of France and, in consequence, his own freedom was always precarious ; he nearly fell victim to sectarian assassins (he recounts the episode at the end of On physiognomy : Essays
, III, xii) ; and his opposition to sectarianism earned him a brief stay in the Bastille.

      There are apparent inconsistencies in Montaigne’s statements on religious freedom, as on other subjects. His book, he says at the beginning of On repentance
 (Essays
, III, ii), is a portrait of himself : as with any painting, if you look too closely at details all you will see is brush-strokes going off in contrary directions. We have to stand back and view the portrait as a whole, and the apparent contradictions will evaporate, leaving us with a recognizable, and faithful, picture. Thus, each apparent inconsistency has us explore the way his mind works : his contradictions (paradoxically) make him better known. A good 
lesson for academics who peer at details and are confused by them, missing the overall picture.

      Another challenge to the reader of Montaigne is that his Essays
 sometimes convey allusive messages for contemporaries (as he tells us, for example, towards the end of his chapter On vanity : Essays
, III, ix). Such discourse is commonly found when Montaigne broaches political or theological issues which were contentious at the time — and it is therefore of particular interest to decipher the passages concerned. To have some chance of doing this at a distance of four centuries, we need a knowledge of history — and of Montaigne’s entire œuvre
 so as to test our interpretations of individual passages against the work as a whole. Scholars have insufficiently addressed the challenge of unveiling the allusive material in Montaigne (or, for that matter, in his French contemporaries, notably authors of fiction). This book offers many interpretations of such passages — always giving reasons, so you can judge the interpretations for yourself.

      But this book, its title notwithstanding, is not simply about Montaigne. Our subject will bring us into contact with many friends and colleagues of his. In the first place, Estienne de La Boëtie, who remains to this day a prophet without honour in his own country (the plaque above his house in Sarlat describes him simply as an ‘ami de Montaigne’, neglecting his own claims to fame as scholar, politician and writer). We shall also meet, in the company of Montaigne, other highly engaging scholar-politicians, notably Michel de L’Hospital and Paul de Foix (again, neither has received due acclaim, for there is no good edition of L’Hospital’s works, and no edition at all of Foix’s). The encounter with these and like-minded scholars and politicians, all of them men of vision, rationality and integrity, made the writing of this book as enjoyable as it was engrossing.

      Many of the issues touched on in this book are timeless ones and liable to arise in any society. Should the nation 
change its laws to accommodate the social aspirations of a religious minority ? How do you defuse sectarian passions without being charged by the zealous with undermining religion ? Can political leaders and religious leaders further each other’s interests — and if they do, does the community pay a price ? Can censorship and suppression of books ever serve any useful purpose ? And a more portentous question : can it ever be legitimate, and is it effective, to suppress real or supposed enemies of the state without legal process ? Every one of these questions became topical in Britain in one way or another while I was writing this book — and Montaigne and his contemporaries shed much light on all of them.

      The dates included in the translations from Montaigne are those at which each individual part of a passage was first published. I have checked the sources of all quotations used by Montaigne in passages cited here. He often alters such quotations to fit his context, and in translating them I have rendered the text found in Montaigne. If you are able to, check my translations of Montaigne against the original. Material in support of statements is incorporated in the text, or in the notes at the back of the book ; in some cases (such as dated letters), it can be located using the Bibliography.

      My colleague Jean Barron suggested I take the sabbatical leave which made this book possible and Harry Cockerham ran the French Department at Royal Holloway and Bedford New College in my absence (this book remains the least of the debts that the world of learning owes to these two scholars). Philip Taylor typeset this book in ‘TEX’ using the facilities of the Computer Centre at the College. My brother Gavin read the proofs.

      
        M.C.S.

        

        February 1991

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 

The options

      In the two years leading up to the famous Edict of January 1562, the legislation on religious dissidence in France underwent massive change. No subsequent period is as interesting ; in these months, it seems, every option was explored, every argument advanced, refuted, refined. After January 1562, there were oscillations in the legislation and new contributions to the debate, but the Edict of that month was epoch-making — and elicited much comment from Montaigne. This chapter looks at the policy options open to the legislators and pursued by them in the period leading up to the Edict of January, and the next chapter looks at the way in which the Edict came to be enacted. Throughout these two introductory chapters I have put the focus on issues which were important to Montaigne : this will make it possible to elucidate very many passages in his Essays
, including several which scholars have not hitherto linked with these issues.

      
        (i) Enforced unity of religion

        A first option available to the legislators was to seek to preserve unity of religion by coercion of dissidents. The state had a variety of reasons for seeking to impose unity of religion : for example, a dissident religion created social and other institutions which rivalled the ‘official’ ones ; a nation divided in religion would be easy prey to its external foes ; the king, as protector of his people, had a God-given duty to preserve them from error. Many of the political reasons for religious unity were rehearsed by Estienne de La Boëtie in his Memorandum on pacifying the troubles
, of December 1561, which we shall examine later. And so a variety of penalties were used to enforce orthodoxy — or rather, since the state cannot tell what an individual is actually thinking, to suppress visible signs of dissent. The penalties included the death sentence, which was carried out in hundreds of cases.

        The policy of seeking religious unity by coercion was initiated under Francis I in the 1520s and was energetically continued by his son Henry II (1547 – 1559). In 1547, Henry set up the notorious Chambre ardente
, a tribunal whose title proclaims its function of burning dissidents, and which carried out the policy with rigour until early 1550, when it was abolished, perhaps because the clergy were claiming jurisdiction over heresy ; the Edict of Châteaubriant (27 June 1551) gave them this and consolidated previous measures against Reformers. In 1557, the King sought to establish a papal Inquisition in France ; he was thwarted by resistance to the idea, but tightened pressure on Reformers under the Edict of Compiègne (24 July 1557) by providing for a mandatory death sentence for convicted heretics. The conversion of noblemen to the Reformed Church (including Antoine de Bourbon, the King of Navarre), the Reformers’ demonstrations in the Pré-aux-Clercs (May 1558) and intervention by Lutheran princes in favour of French Reformers exasperated the King, who swore that if he could but settle his foreign affairs, he would ‘set the streets awash with the blood and the heads of the infamous Lutheran mob’. His treaty with Spain (Cateau-Cambrésis, 3 April 1559) freed his hands and led to plans for commissioners to seek out Reformers throughout the kingdom (Edict of Ecouen, 2 June 1559).

        Some opposition to Henry II’s severity towards Reformers came from the Paris Parlement.
 That body (and similar provincial sovereign courts) had the function of registering royal edicts in order to give them force of law (it sometimes resisted them — not infrequently in the case of edicts on religion). On 16 October 1555, the Parlement
, perhaps piqued at the loss of jurisdiction over heresy to clerical tribunals under the Edict of Châteaubriant, protested that executions of Reformers were proving useless, and that true religion could only be protected by the methods with which it had been established, that is by bishops leading exemplary lives and preaching sound doctrine. The Parlement
 of Paris also resisted the Edict of Compiègne of 1557. That Edict was badly enforced, apparently because some members of the Parlement
 saw it as a measure inspired by Rome : they considered the papal court to be the source of that corruption which had precipitated the Reformation. It seems that by 1559, a majority within the Paris Parlement
 opposed the executions.

        Some of these opponents of persecution voiced their opposition too soon for their own good : they spoke their minds at a series of meetings held in the early summer of 1559 by the Parlement
 on the initiative of the King to resolve inconsistencies in sentencing of heretics, and were arrested. One was Paul de Foix, who opposed punishing every heresy with equal severity — a distinction, it seems, designed to soften the effect of the law. After his arrest, he was ordered to retract and was banned from the Parlement
 for one year. But on 8 February 1561, he had his conviction revoked (an indication that the climate had been transformed in the intervening months) and later, in 1574, he convinced Pope Gregory XIII of his orthodoxy and was made Archbishop of Toulouse. Another parlementaire
 arrested at this time was less fortunate : Anne Du Bourg openly expressed Lutheran sympathies, and was executed for his views at the beginning of the reign of Henry’s successor. Montaigne is certain to have known of the arrest of the parlementaires.
 He was to become a friend of Foix’s and had great admiration for him ; and he also knew another of the arrested parlementaires
, Arnaud Du Ferrier. And his close friend Estienne de La Boëtie had studied law under Du Bourg at Orléans.

        The death of Henry II on 10 July 1559 after a jousting accident prevented him from carrying out his plan to persecute the Reformers into submission. The Reformers (and some Catholics) regarded his death as providential, but the executions continued in considerable numbers in the opening months of the reign of his son, the young Francis II. It was not until early in 1560 that the policy was revised. How many people had been executed by then ? The figures are known for some tribunals. The relatively rigorous Chambre ardente
 named 557 heresy suspects and burned 39 in the two-and-a-half years of its existence. The Parlement
 of Toulouse and affiliated tribunals in Languedoc, which prosecuted other heretics besides Reformers, sought a total of 1074 persons on suspicion of heresy between 1500 and 1560 and executed 62 ; the Parlement
 of Bordeaux (whose records are incomplete) is known to have sought 477 suspects between 1541 and 1559 and to have executed eighteen. In addition to these judicial executions, between 800 and 3000 Vaudois
, whom the Reformers regarded as predecessors, were massacred at Cabrières, Mérindol and other villages in 1545.

        These executions were highly counter-productive. Persecution encouraged the zeal of Reformers and attracted new converts. Many contemporaries testify to this. Montaigne’s friend (and his successor in the Parlement
 of Bordeaux), Florimond de Raemond, in his History of the birth, progress and decline of heresy
 of 1605, commented on the executions as follows :

        
          These sad scenes were constantly repeated. They disturbed simple folk — and more prominent citizens also. […] As people gazed upon the remains of the executions — the charred carcasses swinging in the wind with the wretched chains which had bound them — people wept openly, and from the depths of their being. As long as this went on, people were curious as to the beliefs of those who were being done to death, and got hold of their books so as to learn about their cause. And so some people let themselves be led astray, having nothing more to guide them than their own understanding and judgement ; and they embraced so stubbornly the first impressions that came into their heads that no fear of death and no kind of torture could tear them free. Thus, the more people were consigned to the flames, the more we saw reborn out of their ashes.

        

        The Reformers’ most influential French foe, the poet Pierre de Ronsard, testifies to their tenacious commitment to their beliefs. Montaigne comments (in his chapter On prayers : Essays
, I, lvi) that if anything had been able to attract him to the Reformation in his youth, it would have been the hazards which confronted its disciples.

        Reformers themselves came to an identical conclusion about the effect of the burnings. Calvin, aware that the blood of martyrs is the seed of the Church, had in the last months of the reign of Henry II and the first months of Francis II advocated submission : ‘Every single drop of blood will bear fruit and increase the numbers of the faithful’ ; ‘If we wish to follow the gospel we must reckon to suffer persecution with patience’ ; ‘Our duty is to suffer, so we must submit’. This theme was echoed by other Reformers, for example the author of a Complaint and defence of the Churches of France
 of 1561 : ‘the blood shed by one of our brothers is the seed which engenders a hundred others, indeed a thousand others, as St. Luke declares ; persecutions are the ladder which takes us up to heaven, and there is no better proof than this persecution that our Church is the true one’.

        The persecutions thus led to a massive growth in the numbers of Reformers — which, in turn, gave them the means to resist. In 1560, a new militancy became apparent among Reformers. One symptom of this was the Conspiracy of Amboise, of March 1560, an attempt to sequestrate the new King, Francis II and extricate him from the influence of the Guise family : its instigator, Godefroy de Barry, Seigneur
 de La Renaudie, was a Reformer, and the leaders of the Reformation may have connived at it. After Amboise, a new conspiracy against the Guise family was formed under the leadership of the King of Navarre, Antoine de Bourbon, this time certainly with the support of Calvin. On the Catholic side, the Duke François de Guise and the Connétable
 Anne de Montmorency sank their differences and, with Jacques d’Albon, Maréchal
 de Saint-André, formed the ‘Triumvirate’ in defence of Catholicism (6 April 1561), whilst many local leagues or syndicates sprang up for the same purpose.

        Widespread iconoclasm and forcible occupation of church buildings were the prelude to sectarian assassinations, such as the massacre of about fifty Reformers at Cahors on 16 November 1561 and the slaying of twenty-three more by the Duke of Guise at Wassy on 1 March 1562. Reformers presented these events as a continuation of the judicial persecutions of the reign of Henry II : the Church, Bèze said, was a ‘last which has worn out many hammers’. But by now Reformers were perpetrators of violence as well as its victims, and their militancy put them on the defensive, for the first time, in the propaganda confrontation. Catholic controversialists, whose ironies about the victims of persecution (‘martyrs of the devil’) had proved ineffectual, were now able to sway opinion with denunciations of the ‘gospel of arms’ of the Reformers and their Christ blackened with gun-smoke — images invented by Ronsard and adopted by many subsequent propagandists. Montaigne, we shall see, has very vigorous comments on the militancy of Reformers in his chapters On custom
 and On physiognomy.



      

      
        (ii) Tolerance

        At the same time as the nation slid towards the civil war of 1562, the legislators were moving reluctantly towards permission of the Reformed cult. The French politician who introduced that permission into France was Michel de L’Hospital. L’Hospital was appointed Chancellor of France by Catherine de Médicis, the widow of Henry II. He took up office on 20 May 1560 and was to advocate and implement increasingly liberal policies — and, for his pains, to be denounced as a ‘neutral’ or ‘atheist’ by his opponents, though he was a committed Catholic. He drew on an established tradition of rational argument in favour of such policies. Three earlier advocates of leniency are particularly important to us.

        The most famous is the liberal Reformer Sebastian Castellio. Castellio articulated the repugnance felt by many Reformers at Calvin’s execution of Servetus in Geneva in 1553. He distinguished between heresy and blasphemy : the latter could rightly be punished — but how do we identify heresies ? All religions regard themselves as based upon the word of God : who gave Calvin the right to sit in judgement over all others ? And when you kill a man, you do not destroy a doctrine, you kill a man ; your slaying of him attracts others to his ideas — and it prevents him repenting. Above all, an individual holds a given religious opinion because his conscience guides him to, and if you constrain him to change his opinions you are making him act against his conscience. Thus, persecution is immoral. Forced conversions never made true Christians of Jews and Moors in Spain. Castellio interests us because it is likely that Montaigne knew of his work on this issue : as we shall see, he praises him for his scholarship, and it is for his work on religious freedom that Castellio was best known.

        Two other advocates of leniency, Erasmus and Pierre Du Chastel, appear to be direct intellectual ancestors of L’Hospital. Erasmus denounced burnings of heretics as counter-productive as early as 1524. His definition of heresy determines the right policy to contain it : ‘By heresy I mean, not error of any sort, but the wilful malice of those who for their own profit by perverse dogmas disturb the tranquillity of the Church’. The Donatists, the worst type of heretics, were murderous and seditious ; but the Pelagians did not disturb the peace of the Church in the same way. Erasmus expressed astonishment at the notion that orthodox bishops could incite kings to the slaughter of those heretics who were not seditious. Heretics ought only to be punished for offences against the peace, and should be dealt with by secular rulers according to law. The duty of the Church was to win people over by persuasion, not to coerce. Bishops should follow the example of ‘the great Pastor, who came not to destroy souls but to save them’. Erasmus’s distinction between heresy and civil crimes was to be condemned by the University of Paris.

        The liberal French bishop Pierre Du Chastel was a friend of Erasmus and echoes the spirit and the letter of his views on this subject. Born around the beginning of the century, he became royal reader (1537), Bishop of Tulle (1539) and of Macon (1544), Grand Almoner (1548) and Bishop of Orléans (1551) ; he died in 1552. An intimate of Francis I, he succeeded Guillaume Budé as royal librarian and tried without...
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