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Review by Elisa J. Jones, College of Charleston
Paul-Alexis Mellet’s magisterial book is a welcome addition to the historiography of later sixteenth-century France and its prolonged period of intermittent civil wars. Joining other historiographical treatments of these conflicts that focus on the attempts to govern through negotiation during this period, Mellet establishes a timeline for the French civil wars based on the increased production of the printed remonstrance in times of negotiation, not war. It is also a new addition to the growing list of revisionist histories of the later sixteenth century that challenges the traditional narratives surrounding the rise of the state and the development of absolutism into the seventeenth century. Mellet’s self-declared methodological approach is to define his historical subject on its own terms in the tradition of the phenomenological epoché (p. 29). In other words, he seeks to refrain from judgement and to analyze his historical subjects apart from the assumptions or knowledge of what comes after in order to avoid modernist bias and an implied causality. By attempting to avoid a teleological approach to the history of the French civil wars, Mellet’s broader historiographical intervention, and one he devotes a significant amount of space to developing in the monograph, is that the printed remonstrance serves as evidence for a public in a particularly sixteenth-century sense. 
Mellet’s encompassing investigation into the printed remonstrance is a useful contribution to existing studies on print and its use in this context. His monograph deepens our understanding of the world of print and communication in the sixteenth century. It also fills a noticeable gap in the explanation of just what made a remonstrance a remonstrance, a question that I previously struggled to properly answer. My own research is methodologically based on refusing the teleological nature of liberty of conscience as it is used in the period of the French civil wars. I conclude that there was no pre-existing or shared definition of liberty of conscience, but that it was used as a form of pacification that created the framework for non-Catholic French subjects to legally retain their rights and privileges.[1] This inventive policy was met with resistance, but also negotiation and public responses, particularly through pamphlet literature. I have a continuing interest in how the methods of negotiation—especially through the distribution of petitions, letters, and royal responses through cheap print—led to a public form of discourse between the king and his subjects. Mellet’s work on remonstrances deepens the potential for this research and, similarly to Tatiana Debbagi Baranova’s treatment of libelles, serves as a model for analyzing the variety of publications prolifically produced in the period of the wars.[2]
The results of Mellet’s methodological approach are reminiscent of Benjamin Kaplan’s re-definition of toleration in Divided by Faith: Religious Conflict and the Practice of Toleration in Early Modern Europe.[3] Kaplan demonstrates how toleration was both understood and worked in practice in the pre-Enlightenment period, as opposed to looking for what would be recognized as modern tolerance with a positive connotation. Mellet’s deep dive into extant printed remonstrances serves to make a larger revisionist argument about the role of sixteenth-century reformation and toleration in the longer narrative of the development of the elements of so-called modern society. He does not search for recognizable elements of modernity, such as the salons and newspapers of the era of Enlightenment reified in the Habermasian definition of the public sphere and its development. Mellet turns instead to a different, competing twentieth-century model as an alternative to the public sphere, arguing that the printed remonstrance permitted the facilitation of low-intensity institutional conflict between the people and government authorities in order to create the conditions necessary for a “société ouverte” (pp. 22, 464). 
In his thorough examination of the extant corpus of sixteenth-century French remonstrances from 1557 to 1603, Mellet concludes that they do not fit the criteria of stylistic constancy required for the remonstrance to qualify as a literary genre, but his painstaking analysis of their content allows him to conclude that the remonstrance is nonetheless a category distinguishable from other civil war-era pamphlets. Focusing on printed, as opposed to handwritten, examples that contain the words remonstrance or remonstrer in the title, he finds that the 377 examples, or 700 when multiple editions are taken into account, are heterogeneous in length, content, authorship, and title (p. 133). The list of remonstrances is helpfully supplied in an appendix. While they share some characteristics with other political literature at the time, these remonstrances are subject to their own chronology of production. Despite the variety in their overall content, they share the trait of presenting themselves as a hybrid oral-written form that claims to represent, or be directed to, “the people” and their defense (p. 79). Remonstrances, Mellet argues, are acts of “written discourse” that are intended, directly or not, for “the public” (p. 87). This is portrayed in both physical format as well as rhetorical strategy in the body of pamphlets he describes. The orality of the remonstrance is, in fact, a literary device purposefully created and curated by the author or editor of a text that purports to be recorded speech. 
The representation of “the people” in the text is also fictive. For instance, comments or reactions of “the people” are often inserted in the margins or interspersed in the text as though it were being read and responded to in real time. The characteristics of form Mellet describes are consistent in remonstrances written by Protestants or Catholics, though their content is not exclusively or universally based on religion. While royal remonstrances are directed to a specific corps or “the people,” in all other cases the king or one of his representatives is the stated recipient. The question of authority is central in a remonstrance, while presented as unchallenged. Mellet further observes that remonstrances tend to be authored by either officials or those who have been identified as formal representatives of some corporate body that has a right to remonstrate to the king: parlementaires, deputies to the Estates General, royal officers, magistrates, entire corps (towns, etc.), representatives of the Catholic clergy or of the Reformed Church. The society of sixteenth-century France was not short on officials or those wishing to speak in the name of a corporative body.  
It is key to Mellet’s argument that the remonstrance has two categories: ascendante and descendante. It can speak for the king (even through his representatives) or it can speak to the king from his subjects. The purpose of the remonstrance is to defend the people through the reformation of the kingdom or of royal policy. Mellet argues that the duality of the remonstrance—communicating from above or from below—makes it both a means of governance and a means of potential contestation to the monarchy at the same time, all within the frame of creating or protecting a Christian kingdom (p. 260). This leads to what Mellet calls a state of permanent negotiation with the goal of leading to some form of action (whether from the people in the case of a royal remonstrance or from the king if not) that is necessary for a well-ordered society (pp. 168, 355). Whether the remonstrance in question was written to enforce pacification, defend the privileges of a town, object to royal fiscal policy, or claim protection for the rights of the church, this aspect of negotiation built into its expected format is fundamental to one of Mellet’s overarching arguments regarding the development of an open society. Further, key to this aspect of the remonstrance is that the author employs parrhesia, or candid speech to share potentially unwelcome truths, to offer advice to the king (p. 414). The function of this rhetorical device in Mellet’s open society is that such free speaking upends the relations of power between the people and the monarchy.
Mellet states in his introduction that he is describing conditions that contribute to what Jean-Phillippe Genet terms a “société politique,” which he is referring to as the development of conditions for a “société ouverte” (p. 22). This choice is one way to escape the debate over the possibility of a modern public sphere or public opinion in the sixteenth century, but the pre-existing theorizing of what is required for an open society and its relationship to modernity and liberal democracy means that Mellet still has to make clarifications that could, arguably, lead to similar problems as those he is attempting to avoid by not referring to a public sphere. While he does not mention Henri Bergson or overtly rely on current uses of “société ouverte” in political theory in his own analysis, Mellet does acknowledge the influence of Karl Popper and Edward Thompson. To the extent that he engages with their use of this concept, it is Popper who appears to be primary here.  Mellet’s conclusion distinguishes between the open society he has identified in the remonstrances from the individualized, depersonalized modern liberal pluralism of Popper’s theorization (p. 464). The unspoken utility of the open society for Mellet seems to be more in how Popper distinguishes it from forms of totalitarianism. Uses of the open society after World War II tend to see its development as key to the rise of liberalism in the face of totalitarian resistance. While Popper is anti-historicist, the implication of his argument is that once a society has recognized the potential for the individual in a liberal democratic sense, then deviation from a society of negotiation with the state is a reversion that requires correction.[4] 
Mellet does not explain how this element of the open society relates to his use of it in the sixteenth-century context. Instead, Mellet’s use of the phrase as an analytical frame ends with his renewed disavowal of teleology and the assertion that the civil war remonstrances can be understood as one of the factors leading to Héloïse Hermant’s “institutionalization of modern societies” (pp. 464–465). Mellet does not, however, define what this “modern society” entails. This means that he does not analytically separate his open society from its bent towards the creation of liberal democratic societies, formulated in opposition to modern totalitarian governments in the twentieth century. Given the theoretical complexities involved in his larger argument that both relies upon and re-defines a concept that is so key to theories of modernity and modern states, it seems possible to read Mellet’s use of this concept as part of an implied intervention in the role of the reformation and the French civil wars within the broad scope of the history of state development and individual rights.  
Mellet allows for an understanding of the development of a new space for interaction between the crown and the people that came out of the need for negotiation created by a potentially bi-confessional France. In my continuing research into the ways that this conflict unsettled both the boundaries of Frenchness and the basis for royal power, I have been looking for this public space in the pages of ephemeral printed pamphlets in a larger continuum of oral, manuscript, and printed communication. Mellet’s analytical focus on the printed remonstrance successfully demonstrates the very real qualities of this space of negotiation and two-way communication that relied on representatives of the people, “the people” as a literary trope, and also the subjects and citizens of France as their intended audience. He explores in form and content what a “public sphere” looked like in France after the upheavals of the 1560s instead of looking for evidence for how this would later be defined. This argument is convincing and potentially enriches scholarship on the French civil wars, ideas of state development, and even the history of rights. Mellet’s insistence that he is not using the idea of the development of an open society teleologically—that he is not advocating for the inevitable historical development of modernity—holds a larger warning here in the twenty-first century, especially in light of the post-war development of Popper’s open society in opposition to totalitarianism. We must avoid “modernism” in our explanation of the past, but we must also escape its myth of inevitability. This is necessary so that we do not indirectly assume that restrictions on the mechanisms of public speech, or, for that matter, conscience, are mere anomalies in our modern era, as opposed to the development of a contemporary reality that will supplant the supposedly inexorable rise of freedoms so intertwined with various liberal definitions of our nation-states and ourselves. We must, in other words, see the present through the same critical lens with which work like Mellet’s helps us to see the past.
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