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On the Relationship Between Reason and Belief in Montesquieu’s Enlightenment Thought
Mo Weimin
( School of Philosophy Fudan University Shanghai 200433  China)

Abstract: Reason and belief are sources of knowledge of different kinds and degrees. Modern Enlightenment
philosophers” discussion on the relationship between the two constitutes their unique characteristics of Enlightenment
thought. Montesquieu believed that “it is not insignificant to enlighten the people ” and that reason and belief can
collaborative work together to promote the Enlightenment of the people. Different from the generally accepted view that
Enlightenment thinkers usually hold high the spirit of reason to criticize feudal theology and religious thought
Montesquieu not only held high the banner of reason to design capitalist constitutional system but also devoutly
believed in Catholicism highly praised Christianity advocated theism religious tolerance and freedom of belief
emphasized that reason and belief performed their respective duties and asserted that there should be a contradiction
between them. Therefore the essence of Enlightenment is deeply expounded by Montesquieu not only in the field of
political system but also in the field of religious belief. It was only by adhering to the unique enlightenment idea of the
coordination between reason and belief that Montesquieu believed that he had devoted everything to reason and religion
before he died. We may as well use Foucault’s genealogy of knowledge to examine Montesquieu’s view of
Enlightenment: compared with the rational knowledge of Enlightenment the knowledge of religious belief does not
represent darkness ignorance fantasy prejudice and absurdity. What exists between reason and belief is the
interaction or even fighting relationship between two different kinds of knowledge rather than the exclusion relationship
between light and darkness. Therefore in terms of the real relationship between reason and belief revealed by
Montesquieu The Enlightenment and its spiritual value need to be repositioned and evaluated. In a word only by
focusing on the synergistic and complementary relationship between reason and belief can we fully and deeply explore
the modern Western constitutional thought reveal the real ideological connotation of the enlightenment spirit and get
rid of the binary opposition mode of thinking.
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