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“Go to India, Persia, and Tartary and you will see the same tolerance and
the same tranquility.”! This provocative sentence of Voltaire’s Essai sur Ia
tolérance had a twofold value: it was a denunciation of the scandal of
European and Christian intolerance and, at the same time, the opening of
a universal perspective on the issue of toleration, proposing that there are
positive examples of toleration rules and practices diffused all over the
world, and particularly in Asia.2 The whole Asiatic world offered clear
evidence, in Voltaire’s view, of attitudes and manners which reveal that
the religious and civil persecution so widely spread in European history
is a monstrous exception. One could easily object that Japan and China,
in his times, showed examples of exclusion and persecution of European
missionary penetration, particularly cruel in the Japanese case; but Vol-
taire was ready to reply that a correct judgment on those events should
have interpreted them not as a direct expression of intolerance but as an
understandable and unavoidable reaction, reasonable from a political
point of view, to the religious conflicts and the spirit of intolerance intro-
duced by the Europeans (51-52).3 That “fury of proselytism,” which
marked the missionary activities in Asia— Voltaire wrote in his Siécle de
Louis XIV, where a brilliant picture of the Chinese rites controversy was
presented—was really “a disease peculiar to our climate”; a disease
which “was unknown in the Far East.”4

These judgments are directly connected to central topics of Voltaire’s
philosophical-political reflections, which a long and rich tradition of
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studies has deeply investigated.® Moreover, they clearly show the extent
and impact of Asian examples and references in the making and develop-
ment between the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries of some fun-
~ damental notions of European culture that were essential for Enlighten-
ment identity: progress, civilization, and toleration.® Reflections on Asiat-
ic diversity and approaches stressing similarities and comparisons with
the European context are an important element in a particularly rich and
varied conceptual field where materials were increasingly piling up in
European philosophical, religious, historical, and political works.

The provocative formulation by Voltaire could be considered the re-
sult of representations of Asiatic toleration which can be found in various
publications, mainly travel literature of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. It would be misleading, however, to consider Voltaire’s idea of
Asiatic toleration a mere registration and reproduction of judgments and
attitudes expressed in travel literature, and particularly in the missionary
reports, stressing too much for instance his debt to Jesuit sources. Instead,
beyond the fundamental importance of these sources for knowledge of
the Asian world in all eighteenth century culture, it is necessary to appre-
ciate some substantial differences in notions of toleration, and the varie-
ties of judgments and tensions which characterized the dynamics of Eu-
ropean reflection on toleration in this age.” In order to bring out some
aspects of this topic I will draw attention to some examples of travel and
missionary literature of the late seventeenth century concerning China
and Siam, not forgetting that the whole subject is much wider, including
for instance the multiple faces of Islamic contact.®

One of the most interesting documents for showing the varieties of
ideas about Chinese toleration in late seventeenth century culture is the
Nouveaux Mémoires sur 1'état present de la Chine by Louis Lecomte, pub-
lished in 1696 as a series of fourteen letters addressed to eminent person-
alities of French court and politics, which in the following years had a
large European diffusion.? In this text, highly important for eighteenth-
century Sinological culture, specific attention was paid to the evaluation
of Chinese toleration of the Christian missionary presence which culmi-
nated in the famous Kang-hsi edict of 1692, giving freedom of worship
and missionary work to the Jesuit missionaries. This delicate topic is not
examined in great depth in Lecomte’s text, but it is clearly and unambig-
uously treated.

The edifying scenery which frames his considerations, showing the
authentic reasons, in Lecomte’s reconstruction, for the favorable attitude
of the emperor toward the Jesuits, points out the strong impact—beyond
the interest in Western science and technology —of the Jesuits’ moral and
religious behavior on the emperor’s mind, and the result was his slow but
progressive approach to religious truth (I.61-62). Lecomte’s text insists on
the signs of a conversion process (1.76) and on the emergence of a new
and different attitude, in comparison with the indifferent tolerance to-
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ward all kinds of religion diffused in the Chinese Empire based on politi-
cal and practical reasons such as the conservation of public order. It was
an attitude which showed, instead, repentance and an understanding of
the substantial difference between various idolatries and the truth which
should have prevailed “sur leurs ruines” (1.64), referring to the edifying
making of a Christian sovereign. '

It was impossible to deny that superstitions and idolatries had been
tolerated in China and supported by many Chinese emperors, and that it
was difficult to overcome this traditional attitude, well rooted in the insti-
tutional and social structure of the empire. It was fostered by a diffused
notion of superiority over all nations, which infused in the Chinese mind
the idea of being “a chosen people, that heaven had given birth to in the
middle of the universe in order to give it the law; the only people capable
of instructing, polishing, and governing the nations” (I.173). China had
however an extraordinary advantage in comparison with other idol-
atrous nations, because in China the ancient seeds of the religious truth
were present since the Noachid diffusion and the origins of the Chinese
empire; these seeds had taken root during a long period before the
growth of new superstitions like Buddhism, which infected and cor-
rupted the Chinese spirit (I1.88-89 and 93-94).

Thus, religious truth had ancient roots and idolatry was only a poi-
soned fruit ripened in more recent times. As father Charles Le Gobien—
who was directly involved, like Lecomte, in the Chinese rites controversy
and censured by the Sorbonne faculty of theology1?® —wrote, the opening
to Christianity by the present Emperor was not to be considered an affir-
mation of a foreign doctrine, but the recovery of an ancient truth buried
for a long time under superstition. !

Lecomte supported his positions—which surely were not an absolute
novelty and were set in an interpretative framework in which we can
place, for instance, Athanasius Kircher, John Webb, or the whole figurist
tradition—with an interpretation of the figure of Confucius. He empha-
sized Confucius’s prophetic profile against philosophical and rationalist
approaches (II. 278),1? and stressed ancient evidence of a Christian pres-
ence in China, the St. Thomas Christians and the Nestorians (I1.128ff.).
Nevertheless, and notwithstanding these good premises, Christianity
found in China a spiritual ground withered by centuries of diffusion of
Buddhist and Taoist idolatries, and by Neo-Confucian doctrinal streams
which had proposed rationalist and potentially deist or atheist opinions,
choking the seeds of knowledge of the true God which were alive in
China since the most ancient times.

The main task of missionary activity, and an essential element of the
Jesuit adaptation strategy, was to revitalize these old seeds of truth in-
stead of planting them ex-novo, thus preparing a fertile ground for the
triumph of the true religion. For achieving this goal, in a political and
social structure as deeply marked by the hierarchical dimension of au-
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thority as the Chinese, it was necessary to establish a relationship with
the emperor based on trust and find an adequate place for the Christian
religion in imperial religious policy.

The image of Chinese political institutions and government was ac-
cordingly positive to the point of being an exemplary model: “among all
of the ideas of government formed in antiquity,” Lecomte wrote, “there
has perhaps been none that has established a monarchy more perfect
than the Chinese” (IL.2). The excellence of Chinese government had its
fundamental merits in continuity and invariability, really extraordinary if
compared to the normal life length of states (I1.2-3), and in an imperme-
ability to alteration of a political structure established in its essential char-
acter since the first ages of the world.!® As a proof of this excellence one
could observe that “during that long series of centuries the Chinese never
knew the word ‘republic’” (I1.3).14

Together with the rejection of the spirit of republicanism, the Chinese
notion of a good government rejected tyranny, conceived as the result of
“a prince’s own wildness that neither reason nor divine laws could ap-

prove” (IL3). The same extent and power of the Chinese imperial author-

ity were a warrant for its wise and moderate exercise, and had guaran-
teed stability and order throughout the course of Chinese history (I1.4).

Lecomte offered a careful description of the structure and principles
of this government, whose main goal was “public tranquility,” and in this
picture an important role was played by religious politics. He explicitly
remarked upon the necessity and positive value, consistent with the goals
of government, of separation from other countries and closing of the
borders, setting sure barriers against the risk of cultural contamination
and the introduction of elements extraneous to tradition. That contamina-
tion, in fact, “necessarily entails a diversity of customs, languages, atti-
tudes, and religions” (IL.51) which unavoidably generates tension, con-
flict, and, eventually, turmoil and revolts.

“Never allow foreigners to establish themselves in their empire”
(I.51) was a fundamental rule, ancient and wise, of Chinese politics; and
intolerance was necessary to protect a social and political structure where
all members were as “children of the same family, raised with the same
feelings, accustomed to the same ideas” (I1.51). These principles were the
consistent and positive result of the principles of continuity and invari-
ability identified as the great virtues of the Chinese system.

Unfortunately this political rule, “undoubtedly very wise when ap-
plied to false religions” (IL51), was not regularly applied by Chinese
emperors, who usually left large opportunities for the diffusion of vari-
ous idolatries and superstitions. On the other hand, if it had been fully
applied, it would have produced an insurmountable barrier to Christian
preaching, preventing the spread of religious truth. This is a particularly
tricky moment in Lecomte’s reasoning, because the positive judgment
about the principle of Chinese politics which prevented foreign influence
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is not contested, despite the negative consequences that it would have
had on the spread of the Christian message. If it was not possible to avoid
the penetration of foreign idolatry, and if political reasons induced the
Chinese emperors to tolerate, and sometimes support, Taoist and Bud-
dhist superstitions or rationalist philosophies such as the “sect of the
savants,” all this maintained the strong mark of a fault. Also the shiny
image of the last emperor, Kang-hsi, was touched by this stain. The em-
peror, “naturally wise and politically cautious” (11.123), was understand-
ably compelled to strengthen the claim to the imperial throne of a still
recent dynasty and to guarantee political and social stability for the wel-
fare and peace of his people; and this was the main reason why “he thus
permits, or better, tolerates the superstition” (IL123). It was an imperfec-
tion and not a virtue. Toleration of erroneous religious beliefs always
deserved criticism, and the main problem was the establishment of a
virtuous intolerance on the new basis given by the triumph of religious
truth. How was it possible, in other words, to avoid the risks and faults of
toleration, to limit it and eventually to stop it, and, at the same time, to
allow the penetration and diffusion of the Christian message, which evi-
dently were made possible only by toleration?

Lecomte’s answer insists on the idea that the conversion process of the
emperor toward religious truth, and not the value and extent of tolera-
tion, was the core of the problem, and, from this point of view, the inter-
vention of Providence was essential. Commenting on the events which
brought about the promulgation of the famous Edict of Toleration by
Kang-hsi, an imposing and edifying image is presented in which, stress-
ing the extraordinary advantages that Christianity would provide for the
strengthening of the principles of social order and the good government
of the Empire, the actual hope of the triumph of religious truth over
idolatry in that great country was explicitly expressed (II. 293). The mis-
take that many Chinese emperors had made of accepting the presence of
many false religions—a fault inconsistent with the wise principles of Chi-
nese monarchy —should have been definitively corrected by the accom-
plishment of the conversion of the emperor to Christianity. This would
have made possible the grounding of social order and good government
not in the erroneous toleration of religious diversity, but in the establish-
ment of Christian truth and virtue. Thus, a virtuous intolerance would be
the solid foundation of a perfect Christian monarchy. The recent trend of
Chinese politics, and mainly the emperor’s attitude, offered a lot of hope
from this point of view, and the interpretation of the Edict of Toleration
was centered on this point, very far from a general appreciation of prac-
tices of toleration which would also include Christianity alongside other
religions practiced and preached in China. In summary, in Lecomte’s text
toleration does not come out as an absolute and positive value—and is
thus quite different from Voltaire’s thought. Toleration is a providential
tool which gave Christianity the possibility of strengthening her roots in
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the Chinese empire, and on this foundation it would have been possible
to establish intolerance based on knowledge of religious truth; this was
an absolutely positive value, perfectly consistent with the orthodox char-
acter of catholic faith.1®

What particularly complicated the confrontation with Siamese prac-
tices of religious toleration, in comparison with the Chinese ones, was the
stronger and anciently rooted pure indifference toward every kind of
religion which the Siamese sovereign did not seem disposed to change—
as Kang-hsi had done, in the Jesuits’ eyes—by recognizing the superiority
of Christian truth. Interesting evidence of this confrontation can be found
in the Relation du voyage, which Father Jacques de Bourges published in
1666, the result of an experience in Siam some years before.16 He related
his astonished observation of the multiplicity of worship and idolatries
present in that country, and of systematic toleration toward them
adopted by political authorities.

In de Bourges’s opinion, the Siam of Phra Narai’s age, when the open-
ing to the West was particularly large, connected with skillful diplomatic
and commercial politics by Western countries and parallel to the Euro-
pean development of missionary activity,1” clearly exposed the character
of a firmly established and effectively managed monarchy. “The whole
country is a monarchy, and it is governed perfectly well” (157), de
Bourges wrote, and in the exercise of monarchical authority one can find
the expression of a principle of subordination which was the fundamen-
tal core of Siamese government (157). It was a version of Oriental despot-
ism, we could say, as one can see in the absolute dependence of the
various functions of government and administration on the monarch,
from which stability and order were conceived to result (158-159). The
utmost veneration for the figure of the sovereign, similar to religious
worship (159), was a distinctive character of the Siamese political system,
together with a custom of toleration which was particularly extended and
had given to Christians the possibility of finding their place among the
various religious communities and nourish great expectations for the suc-
cess of their missionary activity (164).

De Bourges’s judgment on this widespread custom was nevertheless
severe, and he remarked on its discrepancy from the principles of good
government and the main goals of order and stability of the Siamese
despotism. It was highly surprising, he wrote:

that the King of Siam permits so easily in his state and in his capital city
so many religions, since it is a maxim of the best political thinkers that
one ought not to permit more than one out of fear that if they multiply
the diversity of beliefs will divide people’s ideas, which could only
lead to trouble (165).

It was possible, in de Bourges’s opinion, to explain this attitude by the
political exigency of not hampering the foreign presence in Siam, which
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was so important for the progress of commercial activities and the whole
economic structure of the kingdom. On the other hand, the idea that
“every religion is good” was deeply rooted in the Siamese mind, and it
was easily verifiable that the Siamese “are not against any religion that
can coexist with the laws of the government of the country” (166). In fact,
what could be considered a source of conflicts and disorders produced a
peaceful acceptance of the diversity of religious opinions and worships,
which proved to be useful for the kingdom’s economy.

This particular inclination to toleration was so rooted in the Siamese
mind as to be considered something like a “national character,” and was
clearly expressed in an incisive picture:

Thus they say —de Bourges wrote—that heaven is like a grand palace
at the end of many roads. Some are very short, others are more used,
others more difficult, but all of them end at the palace of happiness that
all men seek. It would be a too difficult discussion to try to decide
which road was the best since there are a great number of religions, the
examination of all would be too boring, and studying them all would
consume one’s whole life before it was settled. And since they believe
in numerous Gods, they add that they are all great lords, they demand
different forms of worship, and they want to be honored in many dif-
ferent ways. (166)

The essential point was the substantial “indifference” of Siamese culture
toward the variety of rites and religious worship, and this was an ex-
tremely hard obstacle for Christian preaching and the work of conversion
to religious truth (167).

Siamese toleration, therefore, was not an episodic or accidental atti-
tude which providentially opened the way to Christian missionary activ-
ity, as in China—as we have seen in Lecomte’s representation—but a
principle of government and an opinion well established in society and
custom, consistent with the economic exigencies of the state. It was much
more difficult, then, to conceive the possibility of restoring a wise intoler-
ance of the religious truth where traditional attitudes of acceptation and
integration of religious diversity, including Christianity, were so wide-
spread and consolidated, in a framework of harmonious equilibrium
which established the equivalence of all possible ways leading to the
“palace of happiness.”

Probably the most celebrated witness of this contrast between relig-
ious indifference in Siam and the reasons for evangelization is to be
found in the Voyage of the Jesuit Guy Tachard, eminent member of the
embassy to Siam in 1685.1® Reporting a colloquy with the king, Phra
Narai, Tachard quoted the king’s answer to his request about supporting
the diffusion of knowledge of the true God in the following way:

the true God who created the heavens and the earth and all of the
creatures that exist—Phra Narai said—, and has given them natures
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and inclinations so different, couldn’t he have given men, if he had
wanted to, similar bodies and souls, inspired them to have the same
ideas about the religion that they should follow, and about which cult
was the most agreeable, and have every nation born under the same
law? That order among men and that unity of religion would depend
entirely on divine providence, which could just as easily introduce into
the world that diversity of sects that have been established in all times;
so shouldn’t one believe that the true God enjoys being worshipped by
different cults and ceremonies and to be glorified by a prodigious
quantity of creatures each of which praises him in their own manner?
The beauty and variety that we admire in the order of nature, could
they be less admirable in the supernatural order, or less worthy of the
wisdom of God? (309-310)

Tachard was nevertheless convinced that conversion to the Christian
faith remained an attainable goal in Siam, and he remarked —too optimis-
tically, as the future of missionary activities in Siam revealed —that sig-
nificant progress could be perceived in the emperor’s attitude toward
Christianity. At the same time, in his thoughts on the Siamese religious
mind —especially in book VI of his Voyage—he drew attention to the exi-
gencies of adaptation, following the method introduced by Roberto De
Nobili, on the basis that “the Siamese believe in God” even if “they do not
have the same idea as we do” (378).

A remarkably different picture of society and the religious culture of
Siam, in comparison with the reasoning and goals of missionary travel
literature, was proposed at the beginning of the 1690’s by the French
diplomat Simon de La Loubere. His Du royaume de Siam, published in
1691, soon became the most important reference work for Siam in seven-
teenth and eighteenth century culture, because it was not merely a ‘recit
de voyage’ but based on thorough research by a writer who took his
place outside the aims and problems of missionary culture.l9 Every as-
pect of the Siamese world —from natural environment to economy, soci-
ety, and politics—was treated in his work, and a major place was given to
the problems of religious culture, adding some remarks concerning the
best method to be adopted by those who are engaged in the difficult task
of evangelization.

The despotic nature of Siamese government, consistent with the char-
acter of other Asiatic political systems, is particularly pointed out. It was
a system grounded on fear (353) and on a chronic and diffused state of
precariousness with regard to the safety of each member of society, and
mainly of political authorities and the sovereign as well. The widespread
sentiment of suspicion and the cruelty systematically practiced by Asiatic
princes toward potential enemies were the most evident manifestations
of this reality (355).

Together with the social and political system, Siamese religion partic-
ularly attracted La Loubere’s attention, and especially the notions of mo-
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rals and virtue which one can observe in the doctrine of the Talapoins,
the Siamese Buddhist monks. In fact it was certain, in La Loubére’s opin-
ion—which nevertheless was not a scholarly analysis of Siamese religion-
, that in the doctrine of the Talapoins, as in other religious worship in
Siam, it was not possible to find any idea of God. Notwithstanding the
idea of the immortality of soul—in the various meanings that this notion
has in Siamese culture—and notwithstanding the funeral rituals and the
worship of the souls of those who behaved well in their lives and became
beneficent “geniuses” (391-392), in all East Indies religious worship, and
in the Siamese particularly, there was no idea of “any intelligent being
who judges the goodness or evil of human actions and who orders pun-
ishment or reward” (392). Instead, the idea of “a blind fate which makes
goodness accompany virtue and evil accompany vice like it makes heavy
objects fall and light objects rise” (392) prevailed.

It was this kind of mechanical materiality of fate which established the
relationship between human actions and the transmigration of the soul,
and so there was, La Loubeére wrote, “no concept of divinity” (400). Un-
like the ideas about divinity of ancient paganism, “one can be assured
that the Siamese have no idea about God, and their religion consists of no
more than a cult of the dead” (401). It was possible to see a strong similar-
ity between this essential idea, which for La Loubere was one the “égare-
ments” of human reason, and Chinese religious culture, in spite of the
fact that, as the Jesuits asserted, it was possible to find in the most ancient
Chinese records some signs of the knowledge of the true God (402). This
is an important side of La Loubere’s reasoning, from our point of view,
because it has direct implications for Siamese toleration, which was clear-
ly connected to the absence of an idea of deity and to what amounted to
atheism.20

Siamese religious indifference, and their acceptance of the equivalence
of all forms of religion and worship, basically was grounded in an atheist
mind, which excluded —and which Catholic missionaries were much less
disposed to accept—the possibility of recognizing the superiority of the
religious truth preached by a particular religion, and thus blocked evan-
gelization:

All the Indians, in general —he wrote—, are thus persuaded that differ-
ent peoples should have different ceremonies. But in approving that
other people have their own ceremonies they do not understand why
someone would give up their own. They do not think like we do that
faith is a virtue. They believe because they do not know how to doubt,
but they cannot be persuaded that there is one faith and one ceremony
that ought to be the faith and ceremony of the whole world. (416)

Remaining on the threshold of religious relativism, and serenely accept-
ing all kinds of principles and religious practices as proper to each com-
munity and tradition, was a typical mark of the Siamese mind, and of the
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Asian mind in general, in La Loubére’s opinion, which reacted to every
attempt at conversion with a disarming refusal to acknowledge the rea-
sons for a hierarchy of religious doctrines and, mainly, the absolute value
of Christian truth (416~17).

Missionary goals, as we have said, are not the basic aim of La
Loubere’s representation, and this was the main reason why he could be
more explicit in appreciation of many aspects of the religious manners
and customs of the people he encountered. It was mainly the natural and
social context that deserved attention, in his opinion, for correctly evalu-
ating, beyond the apologetics of missionaries, the social and political
functions—similar to Montesquieu’s approach—of the various religious
attitudes, principles, and rules. This could lead to a more correct under-
standing of religious diversity, whose links with geographical, historical,
and social frameworks should always be considered. Missionary activity
had not seemed to be always aware of this necessity, creating an image of
Christianity which fostered a negative and misleading impression. Using
an expression which recalls Voltairean judgments, La Loubére added to
his report the reasons for a deep but justifiable distrust:

On the whole the Asians do not have much interest in any religion, and
it should be admitted that if the beauty of Christianity has not per-
suaded them, that is principally because of the low opinion of Chris-
tians that the avarice, perfidy, invasions, and tyranny of the Portuguese
and Dutch in the Indies gave them, and of the irreligion of the latter
especially. (422)

The examples to which we have drawn attention —selected from a much
larger number of documents—show sufficiently, we hope, the variety of
attitudes toward toleration in China and Siam as seen by Europeans be-
tween the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Travel literature offers,
from this point of view, evidence of complex reflections and goals which
go far beyond the level of preliminary materials for mature Enlighten-
ment debates. The observation of toleration practices in Asiatic societies
was not merely limited to the level of recording facts, but stimulated
judgments and reflection involving more extended considerations con-
cerning the problems of toleration on a universal scale, not only on the
missionary side. We have considered La Loubére’s case from this point of
view, but the important example of Engelbert Kaempfer’s analysis of
Japanese toleration, which we have not dealt with in this essay, should
also be added, along with other examples.?! These materials provide evi-
dence of remarkable aspects of the complexities and tensions of the age of
the “crisis of European conscience,” in Hazard’s definition, whose con-
tents and periodization surely deserve further investigation. Travel litera-
ture had a major role in these developments, and its autonomous value
and importance for the diffusion of ideas and perceptions of cultural
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diversity —avoiding flattening it to a comparison with the philosophes —
offers a field rich in suggestions and stimulation for further research.
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