Introduction

On August 13, 1698, at the dawn of what would later be christened the age
of lights, the Parlement of Dijon condemned one Philibert Robert, a local
pricst turned fugitive from justice. Tried in absentia, he was to be burnt
at the stake for professing “Quictism,” a heretical form of mysticism, and
for engaging in “spiritual incest,” a legal term referring to sexual relations
between a pricst and a layperson under his direction.! The offenses were
considered symptomatic of the Quictists’ broader disregard for all spiritual
goods, cven salvation, with the ultimate aim of purging themsclves of every
tracc of desire, will, and personal identity. In scparate proccedings, the
court turned its attention to Robert’s disciples, whao likewise stood accused
of practicing a “prayer of annihilation™ that left the soul “immobile, think-
ing nothing, saying nothing, doing nothing,” and cntircly “abandoncd to
God.” Thosc who cntered this statc belicved themsclves to have become
“impeccable,” and thus capable of engaging in “illicit exchanges” without
incurring the stain of sin.? At the trial’s conclusion in 1700, the magistrates
sentenced scveral local cleries and their alleged female accomplices to pen-
altics ranging from banishment to death by hanging.*

Over three-quarters of a century later, in 1776, the Parlement of Paris
found itsclf cmbroiled in a controversy that, at first glancc, would scem
quitc different in naturc. That year, as part of sweeping reforms aimed
at liberalizing agriculturc, manufacturing, and commerce, the recently
crowned Louis XVI approved the plan of his controller-general, Annc-
Robert-Jacques Turgot, to abolish the corporate bodics that enjoyed ex-
clusive rights to practicc specific trades.* The decision triggered a wave of
outcrics from French subjects who believed that their livelihoods, and even
their identitics, had come under assault. The glove makers of Paris con-
tended that since “cach person has an existence only through the corporate
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body [corps] to which he is attached,” the edict did violence to their mem-
bers’ very sensc of sclf.’

Not all petitioners, however, made their claims exclusively in terms de-
fending the integrity of the socicty of orders. For instance, representatives
of the powertful Six Corps of Paris {consisting of drapers, furricrs, hosicrs,
goldsmiths, grocers, and mercers) asserted that their privileges constituted
a property as rcal as that held in land, and thus could not be I:waully
stripped from them. Drawing on a rationale influenced by John Locke,
they argued that investments of mental and physical labor legitimized
owncrship of their posscssions. A manufacturer’s cfforts carned him not
only “honorable distinctions,” such as affiliation with the crown, but also
“the cxclusive right™ to associate his product with his own name as an
extension of his personal and professional identity.® Echoing these protests,
hat makers pleaded that a “mastership can be regarded as a property,” and
thus descrved protection as a “sacred thing.””

The Parlement of Paris vigorously remonstrated against the cdicts. Ac-
cording to the judges, Turgot’s reforms would render “cach manufacturer,
cach artist, cach worker [ .. . ] an isolated being, dependent on himsclf
alone,” thus compromising the moral and social cohesion of the kingdom.
The measures unjustly deprived the master not only of his “estate, which
was guaranteed to him by the laws,” but also, as the Six Corps had alleged,
of “a part of his property.” The magistrates had a duty, then, to call atten-
tion to the defects in the legislation, which threatened to “alter the consti-
tution of the statc and undermine the authority of the throne.”*

The cascs before the Parlements of Dijon and Paris were considered at
different times, in different places, and for different reasons. Yet the issucs
at stake in both centered on the same ovcrarching problcm: the self’s rela-
tionship to spiritual, existential, and material posscssions. Thinking about
sclthood also entailed thinking about property—what one owned, or could
claim to own, defined who and what onc was. For increasing numbers of
French subjects, the divinely ordained and royally sanctioned order ap-
peared inadequate to the task of orienting oneself in a world of goods.
Once identity was unmoored from previously sacrosanct political, social,
and cconomic realitics, it became neeessary to articulate new ways of relat-
ing the human person to God, to nature, and to the body politic. The vari-
ous mcans by which men and women in cighteenth-century France strove
to do so arc the subject of this book.

The sclf’s highly contested status during the cighteenth century stemmed
from profound uncertaintics about the extent to which onc could claim
onc’s identity, salvation, carthly belongings, or cven onc’s ideas and ac-
tions as onc’s own. This was no merc theoretical issuc. It was debated in
the highest echelons of Church and state in matters of crucial importance
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to the kingdom. It was fought over in books, pamphlets, plays, memoirs,
ncwspapers, the corridors of Versailles, and the strects of Paris. It had a
profound impact on the daily lives of men and women: what they bought
and sold, their belicfs about God, their political convictions, their social
identitics, and, indeed, their most fundamental sense of where they stood
in the world. Those who openly challenged the prevailing wisdom con-
cerning the self’s possessive character found themsclves targets of religious
and political perscecution and were subjcct to imprisonment, torture, and
cven death.

Thesc pressing questions related to being and having a sclf, I arguc, can
be scen as giving risc to opposing cultures of personhood that cut across
doctrinal, philosophical, and pelitical lines. On one side, orthodox Cath-
olic theologians, mainstrcam philosophes, and apologists for venal of-
ficcholding and luxury consumption defended a multifaccted culture of
self-ownership, according to which men and women were thought to pos-
scss and stand accountable for themsclves and their actions. Proponents
of sclf-ownership, despite their many differences on other fronts, shared
a common commitment to notions of identity and autonomy that would,
after years of controversy, underwrite the concept of the modern, individu-
alist subject. Yet this struggle was not for individualism per sc (the term
did not gain wide usage in France until the nincteenth century).” Rather,
the primary point of contention was the sclf’s attachment to its existence as
a form of property, which in turn made possible the accumulation of other
goods—including spiritual gifts, moral autonomy, privileges in hereditary
office, and the cver-cxpanding array of consumer products available in the
cightcenth century.

This understanding of personhood has been commented on from vari-
ous perspectives by a host of scholars, perhaps most notably by C. B.
Macpherson." None of these studics, however, has placed primary em-
phasis on the French casc or examined the links between theological, exis-
tential, and material possession that gave it its distinctive dimensions. As
indicated by the Quictist trials in Dijon, morcover, what | have termed the
culturc of sclf-ownership did not cnjoy universal assent. On the contrary,
it faced sustained criticism throughout the cighteenth century. Detrac-
tors ranged across the cultural terrain of the Old Regime and the French
Revolution, to include the grandest of prelates, the most notorious of phi-
losophes, and the most powerful of political figures. The history of the
challenge they posed to the possessive, acquisitive, individualist self—from
its complex origins to its enduring legacics—has never been told.

Central to my argument, then, is the recovery of a distinctively anti-
individualist strain of thinking that infiltrated theology, philosophy, and
politics during the long cightcenth century, from the final years of the
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reign of Louis XIV through the Revolution of 1789. Its partisans sought,
in word and deed, to strip the subject of its property, its personality, even
its very existence as an individual. Their views formed a wide-ranging but
coherent culture of dispossession that valorized the human person’s loss
of ownership over itsclf and external objects. An unholy trinity subscribed
to this position. Radical Christian mystics were aligned with radical ma-
terialist philosophes and political thinkers in denouncing as illogical and
immoral all claims that the sclf had to property in its person or in matcrial
things. Although they diverged at many points, most obviously in matters
of faith, the works of thesc thinkers similarly sought to reduce men and
women to mere objects of totalizing forces outside the sclf—at first identi-
ficd with the God of mystical devotion, and ultimately situated in Enlight-
cnment conceptions of naturc and the revolutionary body politic. Efforts
to apply these dispossessive ideals led to extraordinary practices, scandals,
and uphcavals. Men and women joined illicit mystic cults that cngaged
in rituals of physical mortification and scxual abandon, committed sui-
cide out of materialist fatalism, sought to induce mind-altcring dreams to
satisfy their lust for scientific and carnal knowledge, railed against the de-
grading cffects of luxury, and even renounced the feudal privileges that had
defined their social existence for centurics.

The Polemics of Personbood

The cultures of sclf-ownership and dispossession clashed throughout
the cighteenth century in seminal controversics over venal officcholding,
Christian mysticism, athcistic matcrialism, the drcam state, luxury con-
sumption, and civil and political rights. The sheer varicty of concerns
shows that the understandings of personhood implicated in these debates
did not remain static. For defenders of sclf-ownership, there were signifi-
cant shifts in the nature of the goods by which the human person defined
itsclf, from the divine to the mundane. In the casc of dispossession, as
noted above, the totalizing force to which the sclf submitted changed over
the coursc of the century from the God of Christianity, who transcended
naturc and ruled beyond it, to the novel political regime of the French
Revolution, which its framers belicved to be grounded in natural law. The
chapters of this book, similarly, arc organized into scctions, cach of which
cmphasizes one of the dominant frameworks—from the theological to the
philosophical to the political—within which the polemics over personhood
successively formed.

Part I of The Virtues of Abandon charts the emergence of Enlightenment-
cra cultures of personhood out of conflicts in the religious sphere. These con-
flicts were not exclusively theological in origin, but rather figured in a wider
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assault on corporate social structures under the Old Regime. In particular,
the French crown’s reliance on the sale of offices and letters of cnnoblement
to fund its policics of domestic and international expansion severed tradi-
tional tics linking personal virtue and social status. In responsc, theologians
and philosophers formulated two conflicting positions. By emphasizing the
sclf’s posscssive attachment to its ideas, actions, and material belongings,
post-Tridentinc Catholic reformers, Cartesians, and Janscnist moral philos-
ophers affirmed that the individual person—rather than the cstatc—was the
foundation of identity. In opposition, growing numbers of Christian mystics
rejected spiritual self-ownership and enlightened sclf-interest, urging virtu-
ous souls to abandon themselves r.:ntircly to God.

These developments anticipated the so-called Quictist affair, a contro-
versy that pitted the leading theological lights of the seventeenth century,
Francois dec Fénclon and Jacques Bénigne Bossuct, against cach other over
the orthodoxy of the notorious mystic Jeanne-Maric Guyon. At issuc in the
quarrel, which preoccupicd Louis XIV, Pope Innocent XII, and much of
the Gallican ccclesiastical establishment, were the dispensability of spiritual
goods and the limits of sclf-intcrest in Christian devotion. Bossuct held that
the soul’s longing to possess spiritual goods was a natural and nccessary
desire, fully in keeping with God’s will. In contrast, Fénclon and Guyon
denounced this position as mercenary, and advocated instead that the soul
scver its posscssive attachment to all things, even to itself and its own hopes
for salvation. While Bossuct’s doctrinal stance cast a relatively positive light
on the Sun King’s pursuit of glory and the carthly prosperity of his subjects,
Fénclon surrounded himsclf with like-minded mystics, who sought drastic
changes, not only in French cconomic and military policy, but also in the
system of government.

Although Popc Innocent XII would ultimately condemn Fénclon in
1699, the latter’s teachings continued to reverberate in subscquent trials,
scandals, and causcs célébres during the first third of the cightcenth cen-
tury. There were lengthy prosccutions of supposed Quictists in Dijon,
Paris, Rodcz, and Toulon. These cpisodes provide insight into how men
and women attempted to put the mystical ideal of sclf-abandon into prac-
ticc through prayer manuals, liturgical rites, and public demonstrations.
Religious and scientific authoritics toolk issuc with thesc acts on medical
as well as theological grounds. In so doing, they bore witness to a shift
whercby the disposscssion of sclf would increasingly be scen not merely
as a spiritual state, but also as a somatic condition that could be treated
accordingly.

By the 1730s, Christian apologists had become acutely awarc of the
challenges posed by radical philosophy to their doctrine of spiritual self-
ownership. Part II of the book begins by exploring the ways in which
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Baruch Spinoza’s materialist heirs in France sought to topple God from the
throne of creation and undermine human pretensions to possess distinet
agency and identity. Their virulent writings so devalued the sclf that they
cven drove the occasional reader to suicide. A more measurcd and far-
reaching responsc was to discern from nature’s laws a new cthics and even
a new social order, based on collective rather than individualist principles.
Baron Paul Henri Dictrich d'Holbach’s Systéme de la nature (1770), onc of
the most popular philosophical treatises of the Enlightenment, exemplificd
this approach. The writings of d'Holbach and other philosophical materi-
alists served as primary vchicles for claborating the culture of disposscssion
in the middle decades of the cighteenth century. Orthodox theologians, not
unlilke mainstream philosophes, deployed charges previously aimed at he-
retical mystics to denounce this new threat. Whereas controversics over
mysticism were sparked by disputes over the virtues of spiritual abandon
to God, dcbates surrounding radical philosophy focused on the sclf’s in-
debtedness to nature, which Spinozists and materialists extended to the
point of almost total dependency. This shift was recognized by Voltaire,
who likened the followers of Spinoza to those of Fénclon, since both think-
crs advocated sclflessness as an cthical ideal.

Other radical materialists sought to construct a more positive form of
disposscssive personhood. Most notably, Denis Diderot appropriated the
language of Quictism in his philosophical and aesthetic writings to de-
scribe a spectrum of disposscssive states—from simple distraction to
absorption to madness—with the aim of framing an alternative to the sclf-
posscssed subject of Enlightenment orthodoxy and its detached, objectify-
ing stancc toward the world. In this enterprise he was joined by expert
physicians and charlatans alike, who prepared manuals on how to diag-
nosc, induce, and direct the sclf in dreaming. Such approaches treated the
disposscssion of the sclf as a physiological and psychological phenomenon,
not a miraculous occurrence. For Diderot in particular, altered states of
consciousncss offered insight into the truc nature of things. He told, for
instance, of how a well-crafted work of art could take him out of himsclf
and into a scene being depicted. In responsc to the potentially reifying cf-
fects of objccts produced for the market, Diderot developed a materialist
acsthetics predicated on communion rather than exploitation.

Diderot’s musings took on hcightened relevance during a period when
French men and women had greater access to a disoricnting array of goods
with which to fashion their existence. Another aim of Part I, then, is to
address the implications of disputes over cconomic and political reform
for understanding the sclf. The consumer revolution of the cighteenth cen-
tury provoked dread as well as satisfaction. Proponents of the liberaliza-
tion of tradc in grain and other commoditics frequently stressed the human
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being’s status as a pleasurc-secking subject. The logic of their claims had
a moral valence as well, since the enjoyment derived from consumption
was rcgarded as a means of sccuring personal contentment through pro-
ductive cngagements with other social actors. Critics of cconomic sclf-
ownership, led by Jean-Jacques Rousscau, made usc of the arguments
honed by Fénclon during the Quictist affair. In a scrics of influential pub-
lications, Rousscau criticized the posscssive subject as a mere plaything of
objects that were of its own making and yet beyond its control. Although
he attempted to salvage sclf-ownership as an ideal, his ultimate political
responsc to this problem placed stark limits on any excrcise of personal
autonomy that lacked the consent of the body politic as a whole.

Rousscau’s halting cfforts to apply the ideal of disposscssive personhood
to the political sphere were taken up by his sclf-professed followers during
the French Revolution, as men and women attempted to reconcile a com-
mitment to individual rights with calls for self-sacrifice to the new regime.
Leading politicians persistently subjected the prerogatives of individuals
to the needs of the body politic, from the frenzied alicnation of scigniorial
privileges during the night of August 4, 1789, to the cult of martyrs that
arosc during the Terror. The culture of dispossession waned with the fall of
Maximilicn Robespicrre, but its aims lived on among carly socialists such
as Gracchus Babeuf, who sought to reform, if not climinate, private prop-
crty and the despotic brand of cgoism that it sustained.

As an interpretive prism, the culturc of dispossession casts new light, not
only on conceptions of the sclf, but also on the broader social, political,
and intellectual landscapes of cighteenth-century France. Indeed, recogniz-
ing the problematic origins of individualism reveals a far more nuanced
and accuratc understanding of the Enlightenment, its intersections with
religion, and its role in the emergence of modern cconomic relations. For
instance, we often credit the French Enlightenment with the triumph of
autonomous individualism, and the Revolution with inscribing the indi-
vidual’s rights into law. However, these rights arosc as much out of vio-
lent sclf-sacrifice as out of the pursuit of happiness. Similarly, it remains
a common mispecrception that the French Enlightenment was avowedly
sccular from its inception. Yet the movement’s religious influences arc ap-
parcnt cven where scholars have tended to find them most lacking: among
its radical, materialist, athcistic clements. After all, the Old Regime was
not only a world of frecthinking philosophers, rationally calculating royal
administrators, and apologists for property and commerce. It was also the
domain of Christian mystics, csotcric scckers, philosophical fatalists, and
sclf-denying republicans. The two spheres frequently clashed, with fateful
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conscquences for both France and the wider world. Until we grasp the
highly charged, contested status of the sclf during the period, we cannot
jettison the idealized portrait of the Enlightenment for a truer history.

The Vicissitudes of Individualism

Much of the scholarship on cighteenth-century sclfhood has oscillated be-
tween two interpretive extremes. In the classic accounts of C. B. Macpher-
son, Louis Dumont, and Charles Taylor, the cightcenth century is noted for
its pivotal role in producing the modern, sccular, autonomous individual—
a moral agent in posscssion of itsclf and in control of its world." Danicl
Roche has aptly characterized the position in his summa on Enlightenment-
cra France. Armed with advanced scientific knowledge and a sclf-sccking,
acquisitive drive, the individual became what Descartes had promised in his
Discours de la méthode, the *master and possessor™ of nature.” In sharp
contrast, the Enlightenment’s ficrcest challengers, from Max Horkheimer
and Theodor Adorno to Michel Foucault, have tended to emphasize the
oppressive features of modern subjectivity, and even its impending demise.'?
This critical stance, frequently associated with “postmodern™ currents in
philosophy and literary criticism, has approached individualism as a recent
invention with a dubious past and an uncertain future.

Writing in the walke of such pronouncements, historians have seized the
opportunity to recover the highly contingent course of the modern sub-
ject’s emergence. Like recent work by Jan Goldstein, Jerrold Scigel, and
Dror Wahrman, this study avoids reducing the history of personhood to
that of individualism, thercby allowing overlooked and neglected for-
mulations of the sclf to come into focus.' Yet it also frames a distinct
perspective. Rather than characterizing the Enlightenment-cra sclf as in-
determinate and unstable, 1 find French subjects attempting to base their
identitics on new foundations, which they regarded as more certain than
those furnished by the declining corporatist order of the Old Regime.!'s
This point becomes all the more apparent if one considers the sharply dif-
ferent alternatives offered by the cultures of sclf-ownership and disposscs-
sion in France. The former, cspoused by Montesquicu, Voltaire, and the
principal French sensationalists, promised a secure basis for staking indi-
vidual claims of possession on onc’s ideas, actions, and identity. The latter,
professed by radical spiritualists and materialists, endorsed the dissolution,
and even annihilation, of onc’s sensc of sclf.

My inquiry places even greater stress on the multiple, conflicting under-
standings of sclfhood that existed outside conventional frameworks during
the cightcenth century. Tentative forms of individualism arosc in the seven-
teenth and cighteenth centurices, but so too did avowedly non-individualist
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currents that disputed the human person’s powers of appropriation.
The two positions both clashed with and influenced cach other. Neither
the claims in defense of sclf-ownership nor those in favor of disposses-
sion would have been as extreme, or as clc;lrly articulated, had thcy not
developed in response to the opposing view. While the partisans of sclf-
ownership ultimately saw their doctrines inscribed in the political order,
their victory was by no means assurcd. Quite simply, we cannot under-
stand the multiple twists and turns in the history of individualism without
also confronting the struggles out of which it emerged.

Once cighteenth-century debates over the self are restored to their orig-
inal, ovcr;u‘ching context—the problcm of rclﬂting pcrsonhood to prop-
crty—the Enlightenment scems less a crucible of individualism and morc a
battleground for deciding its fate. From this perspective, the movement as
a whole takes on a different aspect. The Encyclopédie famously declared
the philosophe to be a rationally calculating, sclf-governing subject.'® Few
scholars have found rcason to question this portrayal, which squares read-
ily with the idcal of Enlightenment sociability as a frec exchange between
interlocutors.!” In so doing, it lends support to Jiirgen Habermas’s influ-
cntial descriptions of a bourgeois public sphere, the workings of which
depend on participants in posscssion of themsclves and with an acute sensc
of responsibility for their thoughts and actions.’ Yet it also obscures the
actual diversity of thinking about what it meant to live and work as a
philosophe, cven for the Enlightenment’s leading figures. As we shall see,
Diderot himsclf, the co-cditor of the Encyclopédie, not only called into
question the philosophical ideal of self-ownership; he did so by refurbish-
ing disposscssive language derived from heretical branches of mysticism.
Furthermore, his cventual understanding of matter as a blind, determin-
ing force that negated the real existence of individual beings—an under-
standing shared by his collcaguc d’"Holbach—cast more than a shadow of
a doubt on the axiom that human beings acted as a distinct, autonomous
cntitics in and on the world.

The Enlightenment and the Sacred

The history of sclthood advanced here directly complicates the long-
standing characterization of the Enlightenment as a sccularizing force.
The once-canonical interpretations of Paul Hazard, Peter Gay, and Michel
Vovelle depicted the cighteenth century in terms of encroaching skepticism
and declining belicf.!” Rescarch over the past threc decades, however, has
signaled a return to religion as a subject of fundamental importance in the
scholarship on the period. To be sure, religion has long been regarded as
a mcans of differentiating specific national Enlightenments according to
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the degree of ceclesiastical participation in the movement.?” David Sorkin
has made a still more ambitious case for a pan-Europecan, philosophically
pluralist, and state-sanctioned “religious Enlightenment™ that buttressed
the demands of faith with support from the ideals of rcason and tolera-
tion. On this view, the Enlightcnment not only stood as a complement to
doctrinal veritics, but in many cascs proved functionally indistinguishable
from them.*' Other scholars have offered various additions and correc-
tives to this line of argumentation, by detailing the cbbs and flows of its
Catholic, Protestant, or Jewish itcrations.”® Even Jonathan Isracl—now
perhaps the most outspoken advocate of the Enlightenment as a drive to-
ward “rationalization and sccularization”™—holds that supporters of its
“modcrate mainstream,” in contrast to their more radical contemporaries,
proved all too willing to accommodate long-standing theological and po-
litical axioms.>

A similar recovery of religion can be detected in specialist scholarship
on France, perhaps a surprising development given the notorious anticleri-
calism that took root there.** Dale Van Kley has pioncered an approach
that stresses the relevance of theological controversics in the age of lights.
The tendentious debates between Jesuits and Jansenists, he argucs, had far
more bearing than Enlightenment philosophy on the political struggles that
precipitated the collapse of the Old Regime and foreshadowed the vio-
lent conflicts of the Revolution.?* In a similar vein, Jeffrey Burson makes
the casc for a “Theological Enlightenment,” a Jesuit-engineered amalgam
of Lockean sensationalism and Malcbranchian occasionalism that facili-
tated dialoguc on topics such as the mind-body problem and the validity
of revealed religion. Challenged by Janscnists on onc side and skeptical
matcrialists on the other, this precarious synthesis broke apart, however,
after the abbé Jean-Martin de Prades was accusced of blasphemy for sub-
mitting a naturalistic thesis to the Sorbonne, obliging him to flec to the
Dutch Republic in 1752 and thence to Prussia. The Prades affair, as it be-
came known, foreclosed possibilitics for détente between the philosophes
and the ecclesiastical establishment, with the latter accusing the former of
plotting to subvert spiritual and political authority.?

On the cultural-historical front, David Bell has argued convincingly that
nationalism in France emerged in the cightcenth century as a responsc to
a theological problem—namely, the need to span the perceived distance
between a transcendent God and the terrestrial sphcrc through the inven-
tion of new concepts and institutions regarded as independent of divine
oversight or legitimation. Morcover, patriotic devotion to the nation was
informed by Catholic cfforts to forge affective bonds among members of a
community.”” Theology, the queen of the sciences, enjoyed a far longer and
morc cventful reign than scholars were once willing to recognize.
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The present study also offers a new asscssment of the relationship be-
tween the Enlightenment and French Catholicism, by giving sustained con-
sidcration, not only to the work of theologians, but also to the philosophes
themsclves. Previous scholarship has addressed similaritics in the argu-
ments made ]::y members of the two camps on a rangc of issucs, but not as
regards the sclf’s relationship to spiritual goods and material possessions.*
The conflicting responscs to this question reveal connections between he-
retical mysticism and the materialism of the radical Enlightenment. In
the minds of their cightcenth-century opponents, adherents of both vicws
sought to disscminatc a form of disposscssive sclfhood that threatened to
undermine the basis, not only of individual property rights, but also of
moral action in this life and the promisc of salvation in the next. The af-
finitics between theological and philosophical radicalism, although noted
by the likes of Leibniz and Voltaire, have almost entirely escaped scholarly
attention.?”

Redressing these oversights opens new vistas for considering the theo-
logical dimensions of the French Enlightenment, and morc broadly, the
lines of demarcation between the sccular and the sacred. The aim is not to
cxtend the framework now closcly associated with the worl of ]onathan
Isracl, which sharply dclincates the moderate and the religious from the
radical and irrcligious, but to reconfigure it in significant ways.™ French
mystics and materialists drew on analogous arguments, and at times iden-
tical terminologics, in their cfforts to undermine the individual’s claims to
active sclf-determination. Their writings form part of a broader disposscs-
sive culture that resonated throughout the long cightcenth century. Spinoza
himsclf, whom Isracl regards as the harbinger of modernity, cquated the
highest form of consciousness with the disinterested love of God. When
avowed atheists had recourse to thcologic;ll lﬂnguagc, and cven to mystical
doctrines branded as heretical, their pronouncements would have appeared
radical in a double sense. Orthodox theologians and mainstream philos-
c:-phcs found themsclves rcpulscd by the spiritu;ll cxcesses that marred cven
what Isracl has held out as the purest, most cohesive strand of the Enlight-
cnment. His characterization of the movement as fundamentally sccular,
then, fails to account for the ways in which religious antecedents contin-
ucd to inform the thought of the period.

In rcconstructing the intersections between radical theology and radi-
cal Enlightenment during the cighteenth century, I also offer an alternative
account of the sccularization process. Recent interpretations of the period
have emphasized the extent to which theologians® growing perception of a
remotc God’s distance from crecation allowed secular concepts and institu-
tions to cmerge.”! Divine transcendenee, in other words, facilitated the risc
of an autonomous and desacralized world with only tenuous links to a
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supreme being.™ From this perspective, sccularization no longer refers to a
onc-sided departure from religion, but rather to a contingent, multidimen-
sional process that originated within religion itself.

The following study presents a more complex view of this dynamic.
Proponents of disposscssion rcspondcd to the problcms poscd by a rcmotc
and transcendent divinity by stressing that not only God, but also naturc
and the body politic, wiclded an immediate, irresistible power over human
minds and bodics. Radical mystics did so by pledging to annihilate their
souls before the divine, while radical materialists claimed that it was not
God, but nature, that imposed itsclf on one’s cvery thought and deed. I call
this countercurrent of the sccularizing process resacralization, becausc it
sought to reverse transcendence by valorizing the immanent relations be-
tween human beings and the world.” While both mystics and materialists
cngaged in resacralization, they did so with different aims in mind. The
former hoped to draw the individual sclf into close, disposscssive proxim-
ity to God; the latter did the same with respect to the impersonal forces of
naturc. Toward the century’s end, radical French political thinkers conse-
crated the patrie as an ob]'cct of sclfless vencration, a site where the powcrs
of God and naturc merged in communion with the collective will of the
body politic. The Enlightenment did not so much jettison the divine, then,
as marshal it to scrve new functions. Tracing the ways in which cightcenth-
century thcology and philosophy cndeavored to remap the sacred onto
God, nature, and the body politic will serve as a red thread of analysis in
the chaptcrs to come.

Homo Economicus, Homo Consumptus

If religion in its various guiscs remained central to thinking about the sclf,
it was duc in large part to the positive stance toward spiritual goods af-
firmed by the Church at the Council of Trent. It could cven be argued, as
has Cissic Fairchilds, that the ensuing revitalization of spiritual life pro-
vided a crucial impetus for expanding consumption in cighteenth-century
France by stimulating demand for crucifixes, pric-dicux, images, books,
and other objccts of devotion, which in turn introduced the faithful to a
new material world. Indeed, despite the proliferation of curtains, clocks,
and tca and coffec scts found in after-death inventorics in Paris and Tou-
louse during the first third of the cighteenth century, the only items en-
countcred with greater frequency than religious objects were mirrors.™
It is difficult to imagine a morec powerful indication of the extent to
which sclf-regard and acquisitiveness could go hand in hand. Morcover,
the arguments employed by orthodox theologians in defense of spiri-
tual goods—that God desired souls to posscss them so that thcy would
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be happy—anticipated arguments that cnlightened political cconomists
would make in favor of luxury.

Until recently, historians have tended to insist on the relative bacloward-
ncss of the French cconomy, especially when compared to that of Britain.*
A wealth of new rescarch, however, has discredited this interpretation.
The cighteenth century witnessed the emergence of mass markets for reli-
gious objccts, along with all manner of commoditics. For example, Daniel
Roche’s cxamination of Paris inventorics reveals a steady growth in the
total number and diversity of articles of clothing owned during the cen-
tury. This increase, he argucs, was part of a gradual shift from dearth to
abundance, and from a “sartorial ancien régime,” in which onc’s clothing
manifested onc’s social station, to a “culture of appearances” driven by the
whims of fashion. Fairchilds has shown in her study of “populuxc goods™
(relatively inexpensive replicas of luxury items) how the desire for objects
during the period affected men and women across the social spectrum. In
addition to clothing, jewelry, and other adornments, the cighteenth-century
consumcr increasingly gained access to new foodstuffs, as well as to addic-
tive substances such as coffec and tobacco. One also sces a proliferation
of morc abstract posscssions, from venal offices to stocks in colonial trad-
ing companics.’” Reforms were made to existing property rights as well;
in the 1770s, for instance, authors acquired exclusive priviléges over their
work.? All these examples reinforce the impression that long before the
political revolution of 1789, France underwent a consumer revolution that
transformed the ways 1n which men and women oriented themsclves to-
ward objccts of posscssion.

Montesquicu and Rousscau acknowledged in the cighteenth century, as
Marx would later, that novel goods tend to produce novel needs.* They
also, onc might add, produce new formulations of sclthood and new ways
of being in the world. Historians have become increasingly interested in
uncovering how the changes in what can be owned, and how, correspond
to conceptual shifts in the sociopolitical domain.* To cite a significant ex-
ample, the widespread practice of venality in France hinged on a particular
posscssion, the office, that cxhibited its own transformative characteris-
tics—such as the capacity to alter status—yet could also be bought and
sold by individuals. Long before the mystifying cffects of the commodity
became apparent to Marx and other critics of capitalism, French jurists,
theologians, and philosophers obscrved similar cffects on the human sub-
ject at work in religious, intellectual, and political domains. More gener-
ally, the ways in which men and women related to spiritual and material
goods show that the attractiveness of the curios of consumer culture de-
pended not only on availability, but also on a highly charged sense among
prospective buyers of living by and through possessions. The acquisitive
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impulsc was in turn intenscly scrutinized by critics, who asserted that it
rested on a flawed notion of what it meant to be and to have a sclf.

The Self in Language and in Practice

The arguments outlined above, as well as the claims 1 make for their signifi-
cance, rest on a scrics of interpretive and methodological decisions. When
framing terms of art, I have placed a high premium on maintaining fidel-
ity to the language of Enlightenment-cra France. To be sure, all histori-
cal writing involves some measure of translation: no onc in the cighteenth
century would have spoken of “culturcs of personhood.” Nonctheless, my
references to the “sclf” and the “human person™ arc rooted whenever pos-
sible in the usage of the period. There was no single term for “sclf” in
cightccnth-ccn‘mry French: dme, moi, soi, and Personne could all refer to
an individual being’s attributes and identity. The first of thesc terms, di-
rectly translated as “soul,” had the most marked spiritual connotations. As
such, it tended to indicate higher-order states of sclf-awarcness, interiority,
and identity. In cighteenth-century writings, moi (and less often, soi), grad-
ually took on a similar range of meanings. Nevertheless, dictionary entries
continued to refer mainly to their grammatical function as pronouns.*!
The term personne simultancously held broader and more precise con-
notations. It could be used to describe a being’s metaphysical status, as in
the cases of the threc persons of the Christian God (Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit) or the sacred person of the king. Like moi, it could also describe a
particular being’s sense of sclf. For instance personne could imputc social
and moral qualitics, as in “a person of merit,” “a person of condition,” or
“a very well-intentioned person.” In this case, the term was often paired
with posscssive pronouns—as in the example “he loves his person, which
is to say, he loves his comforts, that he looks after his health, that he has
great concern for his bady and his appcarance.”? Personne, then, could
be used to describe a specific—and specifically possessive—relationship to
oncsclf. Even before Locke’s formula of the property in onc’s person gained
wide currency, a similar notion had acknowledged precedents in French.
Adapting cightcenth-century usage, 1 employ the term “sclf” in a generic
scnsc, to refer to onc’s existence as a particular being distinet from others,
while, for the sake of clarity, I tend to reserve “soul™ for allusions to the
spiritual and religious dimensions of this existence. The terms “person™
and “personhood” refer more broadly to the sclf's status and cssential
qualitics—whether divine or human, spiritual or matcrial, active or pas-
sive, noble or common, good or cvil. Different authors defined these at-
tributes in various ways, which often entailed a specific understanding of a
person’s capacity for posscssion. A man or woman could be characterized
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as a particular, individual sclf who held property in and through his or
her person, and thus posscssed the attributes associated with it. If a self
were to losc this existential property, then the kind of person it was would
change as well. Throughout the period, what it mecant to be a distinctly
human person provoled controversics that implicated the sclf’s posscssive
rclationship, not only to personal attributes and belongings, but also to
more fundamental propertics that defined one metaphysically as a being.

Likewise, the rubrics of sclf-ownership and disposscssion follow from
the vocabulary of the cightcenth century. Philosophers, theologians, and
political thinkers made frequent reference to propriété, possession, biens
(goods), jouissance (cnjoyment of posscssion), and their derivatives when
describing the human person’s relationship to itself and to exterior objects.
Unlike the first three of these terms, the usc of jouissance might scem less
cvident, given its less pronounced cconomic valence. Yet successive editions
of the Dictionnaire de I'Académie frangaise make clear that jouissance was
invariably defined not only as cnjoyment in general, but first and foremost
as the “usc and posscssion of something” and *to have full and complete
cnjoyment of the posscssion [la jouissance] of onc’s goods.™* Standard
definitions impliecd not only the posscssion of a given thing, but also a
gratifying rclationship between the posscssor and the possessed. Even so,
jouissance and rclated terms remained a source of contention. The pro-
ponents of sclf-ownership employed them in a positive sensc, to describe
the sclf’s legitimate property in its person. In contrast, partisans of dis-
posscssion studded their writings with allusions to abandeon, aliénation,
anéantissement (annihilation), désappropriation (disposscssion), distrac-
tion, renoncement, and similar words, all of which deseribed varying de-
grees of self-loss.

Onc rcason thesc lexicons proved so uscful in debate is that they could
simultancously convey theological, psychological, and cconomic meanings.
A bien rcferred not only to a picce of immoveable or moveable property, but
also to spiritual goods granted by God or to a desired moral aim.** Simi-
larly, aliénation denoted mental instability as well as the loss of property,
while distraction applicd both to a statc of mind (as when one’s attention
turncd uﬂcxpcctcdly from the matter at hand) and, more gcncrally, to the
scparation of a part from the whole. The latter definition applied directly
to cconomic transactions, as in the case of dividing a picce of land.** As we
shall sce, Enlightenment-cra polemicists frequently exploited the polysemous
character of such terminology in their debates. It is precisely during these
wars of words, plagucd by mutual lapscs n comprchcnsioﬂ, that the cul-
tures of sclf-ownership and disposscssion come most clearly into view.

Onc of the aims of this book is to recover the linguistic constructions
of personhood during the Enlightenment in their original contexts, which
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include attempts to put them into cffect. Eighteenth-century cultures of per-
sonhood were comprised of both discoursc and practice.*® Readers sought
out devotional manuals, philosophical treatiscs, and literary works, not to
find free-floating, disembodicd ideas, but to locate operational parameters
for rcligious, acsthetic, political, and cconomic conduct. Likewisc, authors
hoped their writings would intervenc in the world by directing a specific
coursc of action: how to pray, how to love God, how to belicve, how to
read a novel or view a painting, how to produce or consume, and how
to be a mother, father, or citizen. The cultures of sclf-ownership and dispos-
scssion offcred ways to confer significance on these practices both through
linguistic and nonlinguistic acts. To return once more to the example that
opened this introduction, when Quictist spiritual directors in Dijon seduced
their female penitents, they engaged in more than discursive intercourse.
Their liaisons willfully exceeded the bounds of the teachings on which they
drew and served to embolden critics of the mystical tradition. Their desire
to cmbody spiritual annihilation in sexual rituals also exhibited continu-
itics with later trends in medicine and materialist philosophy that privileged
physical explanations of dispossessive states.

Enlightenment-cra cultures of personhood, then, did not function as iso-
lated, reified crucibles of meaning. Their logics and lexicons mutated over
time—=ither by their being put into practice or through the ways theologians,
philosophers, and political thinkers uscd them in polemics. Partisans of sclf-
owncrship responded to attacks by proponents of disposscssion by escalat-
ing their rhetoric, and vice versa. It was also possible for a single author to
cmbrace both views at different times, or even in the same work. Rather than
representing absolute positions, sclf-ownership and dispossession operated
along a broad spectrum. More gencrally, these conceptions stood in a dia-
lectical relationship that frequently brought them in close proximity to cach
other. For example, mystical spiritualists who embraced the loss of rcason or
will tended to stress the subject’s submission to, but also posscssion by, the
totalizing force of divinity at once within and outside the sclf. Likewisc, calls
for sclf-owncrship were frequently predicated upon the recognition of prior
loss—such as the need for spiritual goods in the wake of humanity’s ban-
ishment from the Garden of Eden, or the recovery of primordial wholeness
after the collapse of the state of nature. Ultimately, the two cultures, which
remained relatively distinct in theological disputes, converged in the writings
of the philosophes and in the political theology of the Revolution, both of
which championed the dispossession of particular individuals as a means
of achicving sclf-owncrship on a collective basis. These shifts were not pre-
ordained by logical necessity or the cunning of reason, but rather followed
the exigencics of men and women secking to define themselves in relation to
spiritual, existential, and material goods.
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Onc final caveat is in order. In deference to the aim of cohcrence and
the limits of my own expertisc, the subject matter of this book maintains
an almost exclusive focus on metropolitan France. I do not mean to sug-
gest that analogucs to the French constellation of mysticism, materialism,
and disposscssivc thoughr cannot be located elsewhere in the firmament
of cighteenth-century Europe. Historians of the cighteenth century have
long traced the itincrarics of authors, texts, and idcas across the continent.
]oﬂa‘fhzm Isracl has broughr renewed attention to the long shadow cast by
Spinozism, and it remains difficult to overestimate the attraction of English
thinkers like Locke and Isaac Newton.*” Guyon, for her part, found fol-
lowers among members of Pictist sects in the German-speaking lands.*
She also makes a prominent, albeit unflattering, appearance in Karl Philipp
Moritz’s carly psychological novel Anton Reiser (1785), where her disci-
ples arc noted for sccking the “total mortification of all so-called ‘individu-
ality” and *sclf-love’” in the pursuit of “a completely disinterested love for
God.”* In addition, both Hegel and Schopenhauer productively drew on
mystical influences to develop philosophies with anti-individualist conse-
quences; the latter even expressed a certain admiration for Guyon.™

While the French case might onc day form a chapter of a far broader
and more intricate narrative, there are compelling reasons—both method-
ological and historical—for the extended treatment it reccives here. Recon-
structing cultural schemas over the course of a century, and across multiplc
domains of activity, not only requires close attention to detail, down to
the usage of specific words and cxpressions, but also involves amassing
a considerable storc of cvidence. Given thesc exigencics, linguistic and
geographical boundarics make it possible to consider the theological and
philosophical implications of debates over the self, while also attending to
specific political, cconomic, and social developments. In addition, while
French served as the literary language par excellence among intellectual
clites in the cightcenth century, the polemics featured in this book were
often parachial affairs. Even when participants were not French by birth—
Rousscau and d"Holbach immediately spring to mind—they spent much
if not most of their lives in and around Paris. Finally, and perhaps most
significantly, only in France did revolutionaries launch an unprecedented
drive to imposc a dispossessive cthos on public life, both in restricting in-
dividual property rights and in establishing a cult of patriotic martyrdom
that cxalted personal sacrifice as an ultimate aim. To the extent that these
factors distinguish France in a broader European context, they also raisc
gucstions that a focuscd study can morc rcadily answcr.



