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Introduction to the Paper 

 

In her two major works, Rousseau and Geneva and Liberal Values, Helena 

Rosenblatt has presented original studies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) and 

Benjamin Constant (1767-1830). Both were Swiss authors, obviously enough, from 

Geneva and Lausanne respectively, and their writing careers were more or less 

oriented towards intellectual life in France, though both also lived outside that country 

for significant periods in their adult lives: Rousseau in Switzerland and England in 

1762-7, for example, and Constant in Germany, 1811-14.  

 

Something else that these two often quite dissimilar figures had in common, 

related to their Swiss background, and that marked them out as unusual in the French 

context, was their Protestantism, for both were Calvinists. Although Rousseau 

abandoned the faith for Catholicism when he met Mme de Warens in 1728, he 

returned to the Calvinist fold in a ceremony in Geneva in 1754, and while his religion 

became increasingly idiosyncratic thereafter, he never formally abandoned the church. 

Constant‟s adherence to Protestantism was more, well, constant, and what Rosenblatt 

shows in Liberal Values is the extent to which his entire career can be plausibly read 

as a single extended meditation on religion and its role in modern politics and society, 

culminating in the publication of his multi-volume study, De la religion, both towards 

the end of his life and posthumously (1824-31). 

 

In this paper, Rosenblatt extends her examination of Constant‟s Protestantism 

through much of the later nineteenth century, arguing against scholars like Pierre 

Manent and Marcel Gauchet that the character of French liberalism has been 

systematically misunderstood by writers who have treated it as an essentially secular 

or “postreligious” doctrine. French liberals may have been anti-Catholic, often 

enough, but they were not anti-religious or anti-Christian at all. Indeed, Rosenblatt 

shows clearly the extent to which French liberalism in the nineteenth century was 

often deeply intertwined with certain kinds of Protestantism, and with hopes for some 

kind of “Protestant Reformation” in post-Revolutionary France. 
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