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The Fifth International Colloquium on Joseph de Maistre, generously funded by the Society for the Study of French History, has been the largest academic event to date in the history of Maistrian studies. Comprising 29 addresses by speakers from five continents specializing in fields as diverse as history, literature, philosophy, politics, theology and journalism, the colloquium included papers in English and in French, and welcomed a total of 50 attendees.

Three main new perspectives on the work and legacy of Joseph de Maistre opened up at the colloquium. Among these is a new view of Maistre as a writing performer. The publication of Maistre's correspondence in the 1850s revealed a personal and affectionate side of the Savoyard that seemed quite removed from the doctrinaire persona he cultivated in his published works. At the same time, Maistre's dislike of the written word as an instrument of Revolution rendered his own status as a writer inherently paradoxical. Several of the papers attempted for the first time to assess how Maistre's writing practices, writing personas and attitudes to the word affected the character and posterity of his political thought.

Another of the colloquium's major themes was Maistre's relationship to the Enlightenment legacy constituted. Especially in the English-speaking world, Maistre has been traditionally known as a thinker who rejected the Enlightenment wholesale. Many of the colloquium papers, however, demonstrated not only that Maistrian thought had its deepest roots in the Enlightenment, but that Maistre's own intellectual heritage intersects with that of representatives and critics of the Enlightenment ranging from Rousseau to Schopenhauer. This research naturally problematises our current view of Maistre as a paradigm of Counter-Enlightenment.

The Enlightenment foundations of Maistrian thought were likewise discussed in the colloquium's third major debate on Maistre's influence in Europe. The Anglo-American academy has been deeply influenced by Isaiah Berlin's portrait of Maistre as a forerunner of fascism. Yet the new research presented in Cambridge has demonstrated the inaccuracy of this portrayal, while revealing Berlin's own reasons for drawing it up. Papers likewise showed that Maistre's influence crossed political boundaries throughout Europe as the encounter with his thought marked turning points in the intellectual lives of writers as diverse as Herbert Marcuse and the Spanish traditionalists.

Following the colloquium, an international editorial committee has formed and selected a large majority of the papers for publication. As the first Maistrian event to be held outside French-speaking territory, this colloquium did much to break down the language barrier between Anglophone and Francophone scholars, and participants expressed appreciation of this fact. For me personally, it was particularly rewarding to further French intellectual history both in the UK, and in a richly interdisciplinary environment. I would like to take this opportunity to thank the SSFH for its generosity in helping to make this possible.



