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Abstract 

 

Jean Meslier (1664-1729) is a largely forgotten figure of intellectual history. There are good 

reasons to rehabilitate his thought in English-speaking scholarship, as he was a radical 

thinker, claiming the label of atheism for the first time in modern thought, and putting 

forward an egalitarian political thought. Based on a proto-utilitarian doctrine and an 

Enlightenment belief in the power of reason over faith, Meslier put together a devastating 

critique of religious thought in his Memoirs. But Meslier the atheist was turned into a deist 

by Voltaire, who edited his works in the 1760s, drastically cutting any references to his 

political thought in the process. Meslier the radical, in other words, was too extreme for 

Voltaire the moderate. Jonathan Israel’s thesis about two poles of the Enlightenment is 

here particularly helpful in reframing Meslier’s political thought, and rescuing him from the 

communist readings of the 1960s. Meslier is best thought of as a radical republican, 

advocating universal, equal, and democratic rights for all.  
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