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Short Abstract 
 

 

This thesis offers an original interpretation of Pierre Bayle (1647-1706) and new insights into 

his reception in England after the Glorious Revolution (1688). Bayle was one of the most 

influential figures of the Enlightenment who formulated some of the first arguments for a 

universal toleration that extended even to atheists. Scholars usually speak of Bayle’s 

conception of toleration as if it were a singular theory. This thesis, however, contends that 

Bayle’s two most famous treatises on toleration, his Pensées diverses (1682) and his 

Commentaire philosophique (1686), introduced two notably different justifications for 

religious toleration. The Pensées used Calvinist resources to inspire a radically universal theory 

of toleration by arguing that due to original sin, individuals were self-interested and irrational, 

and since the church was a small remnant of predestined believers, an absolutist state (rather 

than religious uniformity) was needed to secure social harmony. In contrast, Bayle’s 

Commentaire argued that toleration was a universal matter of natural law, proven by innate 

axioms of reason. When Bayle wrote the Commentaire, he sought to appeal to a cross-

confessional audience, avoiding doctrines such as predestination and original sin. He now 

depicted individuals as rational, the church as visible, and the state as limited by the rights of 

conscience. Bayle knew the Commentaire would not be read positively in his French Reformed 

community which stressed the weakness of human reason and volition, so he hid its authorship, 

unlike the Pensées which he had circulated amongst Calvinist ministers.  

This thesis also contends that Bayle’s variegated and diverse arguments for toleration 

allowed him to influence several different reading communities in early eighteenth-century 

England, which led to very different interpretations of Bayle himself. It explores the influence 

of Bayle’s two treatises after they were translated into English in 1708 and argues that the 
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translators adapted Bayle in substantial ways. It reveals that Bayle’s Commentaire was used 

constructively by Protestant Whigs and supporters of Bishop Hoadly during the Bangorian 

controversy (1716-1721). These readers depicted a sincerely ‘Protestant Bayle’ and used his 

arguments from natural law to justify toleration while cutting across doctrinal divides. Readers 

who supported religious uniformity used Bayle’s predestinarian arguments in the Pensées as a 

foil, showing how toleration undermined the rational truth of religion and the role of the church 

in society. Ironically, the Pensées, which Bayle had considered his most orthodox treatise, was 

now used as evidence that he was an outright atheist. In documenting the positive reception of 

the Commentaire and severe criticism of the Pensées, I demonstrate how deeply a focus on 

reason and freewill had penetrated the English Church by the early eighteenth century. Finally, 

Bayle’s diverse arguments also influenced both Neo-Epicureans and Neo-Stoics in the early 

modern debates on sociability. Neo-Epicureans used Bayle to craft a case for the origin of 

society arising from self-centered individuals, while neo-Stoics used Bayle to argue that social 

bonds came from individuals naturally practicing virtue. Previous scholarship has stressed 

Bayle’s role in influencing Epicureanism in the Enlightenment, but I demonstrate that his 

diverse arguments also influenced Stoic thinkers. Moreover, in the sociability debate, the 

ambiguous image of Bayle as either an atheist or a sincere Protestant once again emerged. The 

reception of Bayle in early eighteenth-century England thus illustrates that the enigma of 

Bayle’s religious views dates to his first English readers. It also shows that Bayle made a 

significant impact on the English debates on toleration, and that he deserves a place alongside 

John Locke and Thomas Hobbes as an important figure in the history of toleration in England. 

  



iii 
 

Long Abstract 
 

The Huguenot philosopher Pierre Bayle was a prominent figure in the Enlightenment in early 

modern Europe. He was the author of the best-selling Dictionnaire (1697), a massive four-

volume encyclopaedia, containing articles spanning from the ancient Scythian high priest 

‘Abaris’ to the seventeenth-century poet and Lord of ‘Zuilichem,’ filled with critical 

commentary promoting toleration at every opportunity. Bayle also famously edited the journal 

Nouvelles de la république des lettres (1684-1687) and published several well-known treatises 

which advanced Bayle’s lifelong aim of promoting a more tolerant society. Scholars have 

typically treated Bayle’s ideas on toleration as a single theory. However, his two most famous 

treatises—the Pensées and the Commentaire—offered two fundamentally different 

justifications for toleration based on conflicting notions of the individual, the church, and the 

state.  

On the surface, Bayle wrote his Pensées diverses écrites à un docteur de Sorbonne à 

l'occasion de la Comète qui parut au mois de décembre 1680 (1682) to combat superstition 

surrounding astrology. To this end, he borrowed the theology of ‘divine will’ from the Catholic 

Cartesian Nicolas Malebranche who claimed God operated on natural events by a general will 

guided by uniform laws. However, Bayle wrote the Pensées in the midst of a contemporary 

controversy raised by the apparent Pelagianism of Claude Pajon. Bayle thus inserted several 

‘orthodoxy markers’ into the text, claiming allegiance to strict Reformed notions of original 

sin and predestination. He also carefully removed Malebranche’s notion of divine general will 

from his discussion of grace, clarifying that God only used a ‘particular will’ in salvation. Bayle 

then depicted the church as a small spiritual remnant of predestined believers, concluding that 

religion was not needed to provide social bonds or inculcate civic virtue. Instead, Bayle argued 

in favour of an absolute state which secured peace by the enforcement of law. 
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In making these claims, Bayle made a creative argument for toleration. If individuals 

after the Fall were self-interested and driven by passion, then rational beliefs about religion had 

a negligible effect upon social behaviour. If religious opinion did not harm society, then any 

view could be tolerated. Bayle was so confident of the orthodoxy of his work that he sent it to 

his old Calvinist professors from Geneva, Francis Turretin and Louis Tronchin, who praised it 

effusively. Although several scholars have assumed that Bayle’s theory of toleration was a 

subversive attack against religion, a close reading indicates it was profoundly conditioned by 

his Calvinism. Bayle therefore shows that Calvinism had the capacity to inspire one of the most 

radically universal theories of toleration in the early modern period.  

In the Commentaire philosophique sur ces paroles de Jésus-christ, contrain-les d'entrer 

(1686), Bayle developed a different theory of toleration. The treatise was a refutation of 

Augustine’s interpretation that the command ‘compel them to come’ in the parable of Luke 

14:23 justified using force to persuade heretics. According to Bayle, if toleration was a matter 

of natural law, then such an interpretation had to be wrong since God could never command 

sin. In order to prove toleration was a principle of natural law, Bayle provided a reciprocity 

argument, stating that if intolerance were universalised, the pursuit of truth would be 

impossible. In contrast, if the principle of toleration were universalised, there would be social 

harmony. Bayle argued, from this simple argument, toleration was provable from basic axioms 

of practical reason. Bayle’s Commentaire thus exhibited how natural law theory could inspire 

justifications for toleration, apart from Lockean or Hobbist notions of social contract. 

Significantly, Bayle also shifted in his use of the term ‘toleration’ away from a prudential 

indulgence granted by the state to a rational moral principle, rooted in the rights of conscience. 

Bayle wrote his Commentaire during his early years as a journalist in the cross-

confessional republic of letters. Rather than basing his argument for toleration in Calvinistic 

predestination, he now used natural law to cut across confessional boundaries. Thus, instead of 
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positing a view of human nature that was characterised by original sin, self-interest, and 

passion, the Commentaire argued for toleration by urging readers to follow natural law. Bayle 

now even claimed the Calvinist doctrine of divine illumination was useless in public discourse, 

emphasised that original sin is not the cause of all our disagreement, and challenged the 

remnant doctrine of the church, all ideas which had been central in the Pensées. As a result, 

Bayle carefully hid his authorship to avoid the scrutiny of his own confessional community.  

In 1708, Bayle’s two treatises were translated into English. Due to the variety of 

arguments used, each treatise influenced a separate set of readers and inspired a different image 

of Bayle. In the wake of the Glorious Revolution, Whigs interpreted Bayle within a political 

context that sought to limit toleration for dissenters and Catholics. Accordingly, several readers 

interpreted Bayle as an orthodox Protestant who was an opponent of anti-trinitarians, deists, 

atheists, and Catholics. The original Commentaire was suited for this purpose since Bayle had 

explicitly limited toleration to Catholics and atheists for political reasons in the text. This was 

amplified by the translator of the Commentaire who reworded Bayle in a way that more 

emphatically excluded Catholicism and religious dissenters from the limits of toleration. Bayle 

also had an impact on the sacramental and ecclesiological debates of the Bangorian 

Controversy which waged over the question of comprehension in the Church of England. 

Heterodox theologians who allied with the tolerationist bishop of Bangor, Benjamin Hoadly, 

used the Commentaire’s natural law theory to provide arguments that could cut across 

confessional divisions. For readers such as Thomas Herne, François de la Pillonnière, Michel 

de la Roche, and Claudius Rey, the Bayle of the Commentaire was a sincere Protestant 

defending the necessity of a conscientious faith. 

Unlike the Commentaire, Bayle’s Pensées diverses was negatively received by those 

who opposed Bayle’s call for religious toleration, including Sir Richard Blackmore, Mary 

Astell, Richard Fiddes, Samuel Parker, William Law, and Henry Stebbing. Bayle’s original 
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orthodoxy markers which appealed to Augustinian predestination did not convince Bayle’s 

new audience. Like the followers of Hoadly, these readers believed that freewill and reason 

were fundamental to true religion. However, instead of defining reason as a process of 

uncoerced intellectual reflection, they defined it as rightly deducing conclusions from prior 

evidence. If humans made ill use of their reason regarding the proof of Christianity, then they 

were responsible for rejecting the truth. These readers were thus concerned that toleration 

undermined the ability to provide public reasons for the truth of religion, and the Bayle of the 

Pensées was a foil showing that toleration opposed reason while also suggesting Bayle’s hidden 

atheism. This fear was enhanced by exaggerations inserted by the translator of the 1708 English 

edition who amplified Bayle’s statements on the weakness of reason. 

In addition to the anti-rational implications of toleration, English political debates 

influenced how these readers objected to Bayle. Those sympathetic with the nonjuring schism 

argued that Bayle undermined apostolic succession. Moderate Tory readers claimed that Bayle 

rejected the importance of religious education. Whigs who supported the Church of England 

contended that Bayle’s anti-rationalism undercut the ability to consent rationally to a social 

contract. This atheistic image of the Bayle of the Pensées demonstrates that the difficulty of 

interpreting Bayle’s religion goes back to his first English readers.  

Bayle also influenced the debates over sociability in the early eighteenth century in 

England among thinkers such as Bernard Mandeville, Anthony Ashley Cooper, and Thomas 

Gordon. Scholars have long placed early modern ideas about ‘sociability’ on a spectrum 

between a Neo-Epicurean and a Neo-Stoic perspective. Bayle’s influence in this debate was so 

significant because his two treatises—his Pensées and his Commentaire—developed two 

corresponding theories of sociability, the former aligning with the Epicurean and the latter with 

the Stoic perspective. For the Neo-Epicurean Mandeville, Bayle’s theory of self-interest in the 

Pensées inspired his suggestion that self-interested economic pursuits were the bonds that held 
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together society. In contrast, Bayle’s Commentaire provided the Neo-Stoic, Anthony Ashley 

Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, with a sentimentalist theory of conscience that corresponded 

to his theory of moral sense. Finally, Gordon was an ad hoc thinker, whose opinion swayed 

between Stoicism and Epicureanism. His Cato Letters sided with the Epicurean position, citing 

the Pensées in support. However, in response to the South Sea Bubble and the Bangorian 

Controversy, Gordon sided with the Stoics and drew upon ideas found in the Commentaire to 

prove his case. Whereas scholars such as John Robertson have particularly emphasised Bayle’s 

influence over Enlightenment Epicureanism, evidence shows that Bayle also influenced a Stoic 

stream of thought. Moreover, in these debates, a similar pattern emerged regarding the image 

of Bayle: The Pensées inspired a less religious image of Bayle, compared to his ideas in the 

Commentaire. In the end, the Commentaire, which Bayle had once feared was his most 

unorthodox treatise, was now used to defend the authenticity of his Protestantism, while the 

Augustinian orthodoxy of the Pensées was connected to irreligion and atheism.  
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Introduction 
 

 

Few towns in France were further from Paris than La Carla, the location of Pierre Bayle’s birth 

on November 18, 1647. During the reign of Louis XIV, the Parisian metropolis was 

characterised by the unity of Church and Crown, the imposition of Catholicism upon the entire 

population. Bayle’s birth in a Protestant town in the shadow of the Pyrenees mountains at such 

distance from the capital was vital to his religious formation, where his father used his moderate 

income as a minister to ensure Bayle and his two brothers received a Protestant education. 

Bayle would have felt the weight of religious intolerance, especially from his teenage years 

throughout the 1660s. Royal intendants demolished Huguenot churches. Laws were passed to 

regulate Protestant sermons, funerals, and marriages. Huguenots were restricted from 

employment and forced to forgive Catholic debt. Protestant children were handed over to 

authorities and sent to Catholic boarding schools at the cost of the family.1 

In his early twenties, Bayle was sent to a Protestant school in the Puylarens and in 1669 

he moved to Toulouse to attend the city’s well-funded Catholic university. During this period, 

Bayle converted to Catholicism one month into his studies. After 17 months, however, Bayle 

converted back to Protestantism, convinced he had made a mistake in abjuring his faith. Bayle 

now carried with him the legal burdens of a relapsed heretic. He fled to Paris for a brief time 

under an alias to work as a tutor, and subsequently, he left France for the famous Calvinist 

academy in Geneva for further education, under the tutelage of the foremost Calvinist 

intellectuals of the seventeenth century. During his studies, Bayle witnessed the conditions for 

Huguenots in his homeland continue to deteriorate. Despite Louis XIV’s promise of restored 

 
1 Henry Martyn Baird, The Huguenots and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 

Press, 2010), 433-447; Didier Boisson, ‘The Revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the Désert,’ in A Companion 

to the Huguenots, ed. Raymond A. Mentzer and Bertrand Van Ruymbeke (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 223; Karin 

Maag, ‘Pulpit and Pen: Pastors and Professors as Shapers of the Huguenot Tradition,’ ibid., 166. 



2 
 

rights, conditions for Protestants did not significantly improve during this time, and more 

longstanding churches were forcibly destroyed.2 

By the 1680s, intolerant measures against Protestants in France reached a climax. 

Ministers were now prevented from visiting their congregations, and clandestine pastors were 

executed or sent to the galleys. Most famously, Louis XIV began to sanction ‘dragonnades,’ 

sending armies of soldiers into Protestant towns to sleep in their beds, stable horses inside their 

homes, and eat their food, often accompanied by accounts of extreme abuse and violence.3 In 

this climate, Bayle decided to flee France, abandoning his post as a professor in Sedan in 1681, 

the year that Louis XIV closed the Protestant academy. Bayle left for Holland, which upheld a 

cautious tolerationist policy that secured a hegemony for the Reformed established church, but 

also contained a vibrant and diverse support for toleration, not only from the politique 

tolerationist stance of many politicians, but also from Humanists, Arminians, Socinian 

Collegiants, and Spinozists.4 Bayle took up a post there as professor of philosophy and history 

at the École illustre de Rotterdam, where he watched from afar as French intolerance 

culminated in 1685, when Protestants lost their legal rights as Louis XIV revoked the Edict of 

Nantes. Later that same year, his brother Jacob perished in a Catholic prison for his Protestant 

faith. It was in this context that Bayle developed his fierce commitment to religious toleration, 

which he so passionately advocated throughout his life. 

Bayle’s reputation was first established when he became editor of the international 

journal Nouvelles de la Republique des Lettres (1684-1687), which grew famous for its 

 
2 Baird, The Huguenots and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, 468; Boisson, ‘The Revocation of the Edict 

of Nantes and the Désert,’ 224. 
3 Baird, The Huguenots and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, 433-438, 441-442, 444-447, 484, 505-511; 

Boisson, ‘The Revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the Désert,’ 223-226, 229. See also John Marshall, John 

Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 27-28; 

Maag, ‘Pulpit and Pen: Pastors and Professors as Shapers of the Huguenot Tradition,’ 166; David van der 

Linden, ‘Histories of Martyrdom and Suffering in the Huguenot Diaspora,’ ibid., 348. 
4 See Jonathan Israel, ‘The Intellectual Debate about Toleration in the Dutch Republic,’ in The Emergence of 

Toleration in the Dutch Republic, ed. C. Berkvens-Stevelinck, J. Israel, and G.H.M. Posthumus Meyjes (Leiden: 

Brill, 1997). 
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penetrating literary reviews. During this time, periodicals written by Bayle were widely 

circulated and he was launched into personal correspondence with some of Europe’s most 

brilliant intellectuals, including Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), Gottfried Leibniz (1646-

1716), and Jean Le Clerc (1657-1736). His reputation then skyrocketed to unprecedent heights 

with the publication of his Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697), which was the bestselling 

encyclopaedia in Europe for more than a generation. Today, however, Bayle’s literary 

reputation has been overshadowed by his unique ideas concerning toleration, which he 

famously extended even to atheists. Indeed, in a modern world dominated by the rise of liberal 

democracy and secularism, this scholarly interest is certainly understandable. Aside from a few 

tolerationists, such as the Puritan minister Roger Williams (1603-1683), Bayle was unique in 

advocating a broad scope for toleration that even included atheists, and his arguments were 

more sophisticated than those of his predecessors. 

It should be no surprise, therefore, that Bayle is heralded as a historically rare example 

of a universalist who expanded toleration without limits, even anticipating a form of modern 

pluralism.5 In this light, Bayle is often contrasted with other tolerationists, especially the 

English Protestant philosopher John Locke (1632-1704).6 Unlike Bayle, Locke limited 

toleration to particular minorities in his day, contending that atheistic denial of the afterlife and 

Catholic loyalty to the papacy were too socially subversive to be tolerated.7 In contrast, Bayle 

championed a more inclusive theory of toleration based on the universal rights of an erring 

 
5 See for example Chandran Kukathas, ‘Toleration without Limits: A Reconstruction and Defence of Pierre 

Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary,’ in Religion in Liberal Political Philosophy, ed. Aurelia Bardon and Cecile 

Laborde (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
6 Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle (New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press, 2003), 297; Edward Andrew, Patrons of Enlightenment (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 85, 

89.  
7 Some scholars argue that Locke allowed for the possibility of tolerating loyal Catholics. See Marshall, John 

Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 686-694. However, others claim Locke made no exception. 

See Jeffrey Collins, In the Shadow of Leviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 142, 146, 150, 

275-280, 304-106; Teresa M. Bejan, Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2017), 113, 137. 
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conscience.8 Although Locke is often deemed the forefather of toleration in England, one might 

ask, did Bayle’s uniquely universalised approach also shape the development of toleration at a 

key juncture in Enlightenment England? By examining the migration of Bayle’s ideas across 

the Channel, his reception history demonstrably answers this in the affirmative. 

Bayle’s so-called ‘theory’ of toleration is, however, more complex than it appears at 

first glance. Scholars who have emphasised the universal scope of Bayle’s conception of 

toleration have often neglected to mention that in a small number of passages Bayle—like 

Locke—excluded both Catholics and atheists from toleration.9 Overlooking this, scholars have 

noted that ‘Bayle advocated comprehensive toleration for Catholics, as well as for Protestants, 

Jews, Muslims, pagans, and atheists,’10 and that ‘Bayle included every view as a tolerable one, 

including those of Jews, Muslims, Socinians, Hindus, Spinozists, and any other view.’11 A 

close reading of Bayle does indeed reveal that his theory of toleration was universal and 

incorporated these groups in what appear to be the most authentic articulations of his position. 

Nevertheless, it is often unrecognised that, in significant passages, Bayle placed limits on 

toleration for political reasons, especially to make his arguments more appealing. In the first 

portion of his Commentaire, for example, Bayle explicitly limited toleration to Catholics and 

atheists in a way quite comparable to Locke to make his ideas more palatable and to provide a 

scathing rebuke of Catholic intolerance.12 How do we square these restrictions with his other 

statements, which seem to defend a more universal toleration? 

In answering this question, this dissertation makes two primary claims. Firstly, it argues 

that although Bayle did defend a concept of universal toleration, his Pensées diverses (1682) 

and his Commentaire philosophique (1686) had different justifications for toleration based on 

 
8 Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle, 297; Andrew, Patrons of Enlightenment, 89.  
9 See Pierre Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2 (La Haye, 1737), 360-361, 431. 
10 Andrew, Patrons of Enlightenment, 85. 
11 Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle, 297. 
12 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 37.  
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divergent depictions of the individual, the state, and the church. Bayle was not a systematic 

philosopher or theologian, and he wrote different works with distinct pseudonyms, crafting a 

public text that did not always reflect his own beliefs. This helps to explain the deep tensions 

in Bayle’s Pensées which extended toleration to atheists, and his Commentaire which excluded 

Catholics and atheists for political reasons to appeal to a broader audience. Secondly, it was 

the very fact that Bayle produced such variegated writings and an eclectic array of 

argumentation that allowed him to influence several different reading communities in early 

eighteenth-century England during the widespread debates concerning religious toleration, the 

nature of church and state, and human sociability. 

This thesis first assesses Bayle’s writings on toleration in their original context, 

thoroughly investigating his Pensées and his Commentaire, both of which were translated into 

English in 1708. Bayle produced each treatise with inherent differences, purposefully left 

unreconciled to his readers. Bayle’s Pensées uses a distinctly Calvinist framework to depict the 

individual as irrationally driven by passion, the church as a small remnant of predestined 

believers, and the state as an absolute sovereign that restrained self-interest by its laws. This 

framework justified toleration with an appeal to original sin and paradoxically extended even 

to atheists. In the Commentaire, Bayle sought to sell his ideas to a broader Protestant audience, 

and therefore, he denied toleration should apply to Catholics and atheists—although he insisted 

that toleration should only be removed for political reasons, not due to metaphysical or 

religious speculations. In this latter treatise, Bayle also sought to appeal to a cross-confessional 

Protestant readership, and thus, he downplayed the Calvinist doctrines of divine illumination, 

original sin, and the remnant doctrine of the church. Instead, Bayle now contended that 

individuals were defined by their faculties of reason and conscience, that the church ought to 

be an established visible institution, and that the state ought to be limited by the rights of 
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conscience. In this framework, toleration was justified by the axioms of practical reason, rooted 

in natural law. 

Several scholars have examined these two texts together, seeking to find consistency in 

the mind of Bayle. It has been argued, for example, that knowing the content of natural law by 

reason did not mean humans had the power to obey it.13 Indeed, several Reformed scholastics 

in the early modern period promoted natural law theory in a way that was compatible with a 

strong view of original sin.14 Although Bayle may have personally reconciled these truths in 

this fashion, such an emphasis on harmony neglects to underscore that Bayle crafted his 

treatises with separate pseudonymous identities, creating different public texts, aimed at 

convincing different audiences. Bayle wrote the Pensées as a young man, newly out of 

seminary, to speak into his own French Reformed confessional milieu. However, after the death 

of his immediate family between 1684-1685 (who were his closest connection to the Reformed 

faith) and with the rise of his fame as an international journalist, Bayle apparently decided to 

construct an argument for natural law that could appeal to a cross-confessional Protestant 

audience. Bayle’s Commentaire thus employed conventional arguments based on natural law 

designed to promote toleration to a wider readership, and this rhetorical purpose explains why 

he avoided tolerating atheists and Catholics. While Bayle remained within the French 

Reformed tradition, this treatise was also more willing to push the boundaries of Calvinist 

theology, reevaluating the doctrine of the remnant church and divine illumination. Bayle thus 

hid his authorship of the Commentaire more carefully than his Pensées, especially amongst 

Calvinist ministers. 

 
13 Dmitri Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness: Bayle, Newton, and the Emancipation of the European Mind from 

Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 490; Elisabeth Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: 

Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2 (La Haye: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964), 261. 
14 Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 469-470, 476. 
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Bayle’s treatises were disseminated in early eighteenth-century England within a 

significantly different theological context. Since the two treatises were translated during a 

period of decline of Calvinism in England, in a stroke of historical irony, Bayle’s Commentaire 

was seen as promoting orthodox Protestantism, whilst the predestinarian Pensées was read as 

subversive to Christianity. Yet, as Bayle predicted, minimizing the confessional arguments for 

toleration based on a Reformed understanding of predestination, in favour of a natural law 

approach, had a powerful effect on spreading the cause of toleration to a larger audience.  

Bayle’s diverse arguments influenced a variety of readers. His treatises were translated 

amid the Tory upsurge in the early eighteenth century, and to many, his writings represented a 

standard appeal to the Whig notion of toleration limited to Protestants, designed to grant a 

larger united front against the threat of Catholicism. Bayle also influenced several writers 

during the Bangorian Controversy, who also sought to emphasise unity between Protestants by 

establishing a comprehensive body in the Church of England. Amongst these readers, the 

Commentaire was the most referenced source, leading to a Protestant reading of Bayle who 

championed freedom of conscience as an essential component of Christianity. In contrast, those 

who supported religious uniformity also read Bayle; however, they primarily addressed the 

Pensées. These readers interpreted Bayle as an interlocutor who showed the danger that 

toleration posed in minimizing the role of the church in society, leading to the belief that Bayle 

was secretly an atheist. Finally, Bayle’s diverse arguments meant that he influenced both the 

Neo-Epicurean and Neo-Stoic positions on sociability. Bayle’s Pensées (which claimed 

humans were self-interested) led ‘Epicurean’ thinkers to borrow his ideas to formulate a theory 

that society was created from mutual selfishness. Bayle’s Commentaire (with its focus on 

natural law) led ‘Stoic’ thinkers to affirm natural human sociability through the conscience, 

which could inspire acts of virtue needed to maintain the social order. Amongst these readers, 

a paradoxical image of Bayle as both irreligious and a sincere Christian also arose.  
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Historiography  

In 1899, the Polish-American psychologist Joseph Jastrow published an article in 

Popular Science Monthly of a figure which appears as either a duck with a large beak, or a 

rabbit with long ears, depending upon how one’s eye focuses upon the picture.15 This multi-

stable image is an apt metaphor for Bayle whose history of interpretation is divided into two 

conflicting perspectives, diametrically opposed, yet offering persuasive evidence to support 

contrary positions. On the one hand, Bayle has been interpreted as a subversive writer out to 

undermine religion by extending toleration to include pagans, heretics, and atheists. On the 

other hand, he has been viewed as a complex Christian whose genuine commitment to the rights 

of conscience inspired a uniquely universalised theory of religious toleration.  

The first stream of interpretation, which contends that Bayle sought to subvert orthodox 

Christianity, dates to Bayle’s own lifetime. In the 1690s, Bayle’s close friend Pierre Jurieu 

(1637-1713) dramatically turned against him due to Bayle’s political advocacy for religious 

toleration and monarchism amid republican uprisings. This interpretation of Bayle was later 

promoted by Enlightenment philosophes whose intention was not to malign Bayle as Jurieu 

had done but to read their own anticlerical project into Bayle’s call for toleration. Given such 

a long tradition of interpreting Bayle as anticlerical and antichristian, scholarly overviews of 

the Enlightenment have long characterised Bayle as an atheist or a naturalist. Most notably, for 

example, Jonathan Israel has included Bayle alongside Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) as a 

member of the ‘radical’ wing of the Enlightenment.16 Louis Châtellier has claimed that Bayle 

 
15 Joseph Jastrow, ‘The Mind's Eye,’ Popular Science Monthly 54 (1899): 299–312. This image originated a few 

years earlier in a German humour magazine and was later popularised by its inclusion in Wittgenstein’s 

Philosophische Untersuchungen (1953). See also Lori J. Bernstein, ‘Ambiguous Figures Moving Forward,’ in 

The Oxford Compendium of Visual Illusions, ed. Arthur G. Shapiro and Dejan Todorovic (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, 2017). 
16 Jonathan Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750 (New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), 331-341. 
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was one of the seventeenth century’s ‘critics of the Bible and religion.’17 Peter Gay has 

described him as a Pyrrhonian sceptic and an ‘instigator of rebellion against Christian belief.’18 

Such a view has grown more sophisticated in modern scholarship on Bayle himself, amongst 

thinkers such as Giafranco Cantelli, Gianluca Mori, Antony McKenna, and Robert Bartlett, 

who all argue that Bayle employed writing tactics designed to subvert orthodox Christianity. 

The most comprehensive proponent of this view is Mori, who has argued that Bayle was 

suspected of atheism and condemned by many in the Dutch refuge because he promoted a case 

for atheism written in a discernible code. According to Mori, on the surface Bayle claimed to 

support Christianity as a fideist, but the reader must go beyond Bayle’s public statements and 

see how he was subtly arguing against the internal coherence of religion.19 Thus, despite his 

rhetoric, Bayle offered a philosophical attack on all religion, showing its inconsistency and the 

superiority of atheism. 

In the mid-twentieth century, a second stream of scholarship emerged from the seminal 

work of Elisabeth Labrousse, followed by Walter Rex, who interpreted Bayle as an 

unconventional but sincere Calvinist. To prove their case, they have pointed to Bayle’s repeated 

affirmation of Calvinism, key biographical details, and Bayle’s broader historical context. In 

this vein, Labrousse has argued that ‘it is important to think of [Bayle] not just as a sceptic, in 

the tradition which links Montaigne to Voltaire, but also as a religious thinker, one of a line 

running from Calvin.’20 Likewise, Richard Popkin has recognised that ‘there are enough 

biographical and theoretical details to make it very difficult to assume that Bayle was insincere 

in his almost lifelong adherence to Calvinism.’21 Such an approach has been fruitful. Dmitri 

 
17 Louis Châtellier, ‘Christianity and the Rise of Science, 1660-1815,’ in The Cambridge History of Christianity, 

ed. Stewart J. Brown and Timothy Tackett (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 257.  
18 Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: the Rise of Modern Paganism (New York: Norton & Company, 2006), 290-

291. 
19 Gianluca Mori, Bayle: philosophe (Paris: Champion, 1999), 15-16, 21, 24-25. 
20 Elisabeth Labrousse, Bayle, trans. Denys Potts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 11. 
21 Popkin, The History of Scepticism: From Savonarola to Bayle, 296. 
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Levitin has adopted a Labroussean reading of Bayle, citing a wealth of contextual evidence to 

argue that Bayle drew upon French Reformed thought to construct a Christian philosophy based 

upon the doctrine of creation ex nihilo.22 Hubert Bost has likewise claimed that Bayle was a 

Calvinist, yet the deep tension he felt between human philosophy and the gospel caused him to 

resemble either a Calvinist or a libertine depending on the subject he was addressing.23 

Given the complexity of interpreting Bayle’s religion, it is understandable that several 

scholars have sought to avoid it altogether.24 Nevertheless, although this work will not fully 

resolve this issue, Bayle’s conflicting views on religion become less apparent when considering 

that he wrote public texts, with different rhetorical aims, for different audiences. Bayle wrote 

in different voices, concealed his identity, engaged in satire, criticised his own confessional 

community, and defended the virtue of unorthodox figures who were commonly maligned. As 

an author, he construed public meanings in subversive, creative, and diverse ways. Nowhere is 

this more apparent than in the issue of toleration which Bayle desired to promote by employing 

a variety of arguments, not based upon systematic reasoning, but designed to convince the 

largest audience possible.  

As we shall see, Bayle’s unique approach as a writer meant that his Pensées and 

Commentaire could publicly posit two different, if not competing, justifications for toleration, 

based on their different audiences. However, despite my claim that Bayle carefully constructed 

his works to be publicly read, I have not adopted a Straussian line of interpretation which 

assumes the author had a scepticism of religion, hidden behind layers of concealment in the 

text employed to avoid persecution.25 Indeed, in the pages that follow, one will find a Calvinist 

Bayle (although a complicated one, willing to push the boundaries of his religious tradition). 

 
22 See Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 227-495. 
23 See Hubert Bost, Bayle calviniste libertin (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2021). 
24 This observation has been made by Mara van der Lugt. See Mara van der Lugt, Bayle, Jurieu, and the 

Dictionnaire Historique et Critique (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016), 6. 
25 See Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1952). 
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Where relevant, I have sided with Labrousse in this way because Bayle’s biographical and 

social context make it extraordinarily unlikely that he was an outright atheistic philosopher. 

Bayle, despite his rhetorical and complex writing style, always held a unique perspective from 

within the French Reformed tradition.  

The Labroussean method that interprets Bayle as a religious thinker has implications 

for the place of Reformed theology in the history of toleration. Broad surveys of religious 

toleration in England, dating back to W. K. Jordan’s The Development of Religious Toleration 

in England (1932-40), have rightly treated the fragmentation of Calvinist religious dissent and 

puritanism as a historic cause of toleration.26 Nevertheless, Calvinism as a theology has largely 

been cast as intolerant due to John Calvin’s support for the burning of Michael Servetus in 

1553 and his justifications of punishing heretics in his debate with Sebastian Castellio (1515-

1563). Indeed, it is common for scholars to see Calvinism as inherently in support of religious 

persecution—for instance, Zagorin’s well-known How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came 

to the West (2005) openly described Calvin as a villain to the ‘hero’ Castellio.27  

Bayle, especially in his Pensées, showed how Reformed theology could be 

reappropriated to defend universal toleration, pluralism, and freedom of conscience. In Bayle, 

there is a unique affirmation of permanent disagreement, as he denied that reasoned civil 

discourse could ever lead to religious concord in a fallen world. This was quite distinct from 

Remonstrant and humanist theories of toleration based on freewill which believed that with 

tolerant debate, society would be able to reach a consensus on religion. In contrast, Bayle 

argued that without the Spirit infallibly working in the will itself, nobody would choose to 

 
26 See for example John Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689 (New York: 

Longman, 2000); Nicolas Tyacke, ‘The "Rise of Puritanism" and the Legalizing of Dissent, 1571–1719,’ in 

From Persecution to Toleration: The Glorious Revolution and Religion in England, ed. Ole Peter Grell, 

Jonathan I. Israel, and Nicholas Tyacke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
27 Peter Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 2003), 97. 
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believe genuinely in Christ due to the debilitating effects of sin on human reason. As a result, 

Bayle resembled another Calvinist, Roger Williams, who promoted a universal scope for 

toleration which likewise expected permanent pluralistic disagreement, as Teresa Bejan has 

documented in her scholarship.28  

Reading Bayle within his French Reformed context reveals the historic diversity of 

Calvinism as a religious tradition. Bayle was not a typical Calvinist. He was not a systematic 

theologian nor an exegete. He was a tolerationist and often a sceptic who sought to defend the 

idea that atheists and heretics were capable of civic virtue. He willingly criticised his own 

tradition and pushed conventional doctrinal boundaries. Nevertheless, although some of 

Bayle’s ideas may have contradicted John Calvin, it is wrong to depict Calvinism as a mere 

summary of Calvin’s theology. Calvin himself was part of a larger ‘Reformed’ tradition, 

describing the theological movement that originated in the Swiss Reformation which started a 

generation before Calvin. Many of Calvin’s predecessors and contemporaries disagreed with 

him, while his followers creatively reinterpreted his work. As Richard Muller has noted, ‘no 

single theologian, not even one as important as Calvin, can account for the development of the 

Reformed tradition, not even in his own time, much less over the course of nearly two 

centuries.’29 Thus, although the Reformed tradition is often characterised by the intolerance of 

its most famous patriarch, it also had the intellectual resources to inspire some of the most 

radically universalised and pluralistic theories of toleration in the early modern period. 

While my work discusses Bayle as a Calvinist in the midst of confessional disputes, I 

also show how Bayle cut through theological partisanship to appeal to a broad public audience. 

This pattern is seen most clearly when Bayle transitioned away from his confessional 

 
28 Bejan, Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration, 50-55. 
29 Richard Muller, Calvin and the Reformed Tradition: On the Work of Christ and the Order of Salvation (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 11-13. 
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arguments in the Pensées, as he wrote the Commentaire with an appeal to natural law and 

universal axioms of reason, rather than doctrines related to predestination. In this way, Bayle 

also speaks into the emergence of an early modern public sphere of reasoning. Bayle’s desire 

to create a common republic of letters, unencumbered by doctrinal divisions, largely inspired 

him to make a case for toleration using the shared principles of natural law.  

 When it comes to the history of religious toleration in England itself, scholars have 

primarily turned to English tolerationists to mark significant developments.30 Broadly 

speaking, the traditional protagonist of the story is John Locke (1632-1704), whose Letter 

Concerning Toleration (1689) is often heralded as the most important landmark.31 Even those 

who have attempted to situate Locke in a broader context—such as John Marshall’s John 

Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture (2006)—have tended to view Bayle in the 

context of France and the Netherlands, depicting Locke as the most sophisticated promoter of 

toleration in England.32 A few scholars have attempted to revise this narrative, but have moved 

beyond Locke only to highlight other English tolerationists. Jeffrey Collins’ In the Shadow of 

Leviathan (2020) has recovered the significance of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) as a 

tolerationist and his influence over Locke himself. Teresa Bejan’s Mere Civility (2017) has 

pointed out the importance of Roger Williams, and once again, placed him in dialogue with 

Locke and Hobbes. Bayle’s absence in the historiography of English toleration is curious given 

the lively exchange of ideas between England and continental Europe during the early modern 

 
30 There are, of course, exceptions to this rule. John Coffey, for example, has mentioned the influence of 

continental tolerationists in the England, such as Acontius, Castellio, Episcopius, Philip van Limborch, Jean 

LeClerc, Spinoza, and ‘the Huguenot Pierre Bayle.’ See Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant 

England, 1588–1689, 52-53. Nevertheless, such descriptions of Bayle are typically brief, still raising the 

question of how Bayle’s reception influenced the development of toleration in early modern England.  
31 This point is likewise observed in Bejan, Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration, 112. 
32 See Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 18, 22-23, 158, 164-168, 173, 175, 

185-186, 190-191. 
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period. Such an exchange was easily facilitated due to Bayle’s large personal network in 

England and the widespread proliferation of his works across the Channel. 

 There has been a surprising silence on Bayle’s reception in England, despite the 

recognition of his central place in the Enlightenment more broadly. The first work to address 

Bayle’s reception in England was Léo Pierre Courtines’ Bayle’s Relations with England and 

the English (1938) which has traced Bayle’s personal relationships and correspondences in 

England, especially amongst Huguenot refugees, Whigs, freethinkers, and deists. In particular, 

Courtines was one of the first to emphasise the importance of the close relationship between 

Bayle and Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713), while also 

demonstrating that Bayle had met Locke in Rotterdam during his exile (though there was little 

communication between the two). Courtines also documented that Bayle kept up to date with 

the latest political and intellectual developments in England throughout his life. However, 

although Courtines had left a firm foundation to build upon, only two other works have 

followed, both by a single author. 

Justin Champion has authored a pair of fascinating articles delving into the reception 

of Bayle in early modern England. The first was his ‘"Most truly a protestant": reading Bayle 

in England, 1698-1722’ (2004), titled after a statement by Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) who 

recounted Bayle’s apocryphal claim: ‘I am most truly ... a protestant; for I protest indifferently 

against all systems, and all Sects.’33 A few years later, Champion would publish more findings 

on the similar themes in his ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment’ (2008). In both articles, 

Champion has documented the spread of Bayle’s work in Europe, focusing primarily on the 

Dictionnaire.34 He found that ‘57% of the collections sold in the course of the eighteenth 

 
33 Justin Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ in Pierre Bayle dans la 

République des Lettres: philosophie, religion, critique / études recueillies et présentées, ed. A. Mckenna and G. 

Paganini (Paris: Honore Champion, 2004), 504. 
34 Justin Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ in Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), le philosophe de 

Rotterdam: philosophy, religion, and reception: selected papers of the tercentenary conference held at 
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century recorded as owning works by Bayle—of those 88% had copies of the Dictionary.’35 

Champion’s depiction of Bayle was also highly influenced by Mori and McKenna, 

documenting the reputation of Bayle as a philosopher uninhibited by religious dogma and the 

erudite scholar behind his famous Dictionnaire.36 Finally, in both articles, Champion has 

focused on Bayle’s extensive influence on the heterodox philosopher and Whig politician John 

Toland (1670-1722), showing Toland’s most controversial beliefs were furnished by Bayle’s 

scepticism and the subversive interpretation of historical facts in the Dictionnaire.37 In his 

work, Champion has pointed out, regarding Bayle’s English reception, that ‘there is evidence 

in the archives of hundreds of individuals—learned laymen and clergymen, who owned and 

read [Bayle’s] works. The impact of this reading experience remains under researched.’38 This 

thesis contributes to scholarship by examining this underexplored area in the study of Bayle. 

A chief aim is to document the reception history of Bayle’s two most famous treatises, 

the Pensées and the Commentaire, both translated into English in 1708. Thus far, Chamption 

and Courtines have dedicated most of their attention on the Dictionnaire in England, but these 

two treatises also had a dynamic reception history, provided considerable influence over how 

readers interpreted Bayle, and shaped the English debates on toleration. This approach has led 

to an interesting finding when addressing the question of sociability amongst Enlightenment 

figures. Thus far, scholars have stressed Bayle’s influence over Epicurean thought in the 

Enlightenment, largely following John Robertson.39 Indeed, Robertson focuses on the 

influence of the Pensées and the Dictionnaire, so it should be no surprise that he depicted Bayle 

 
Rotterdam, 7-8 December 2006, ed. Hans Bots and Wiep van Bunge (Boston: Brill, 2008), 177-183, 192-195; 

Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 504-510, 516-517, 524. 
35 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 178-179. 
36 Ibid., 176-178, 182-183; Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 503-

514. 
37 Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 183-192. 
38 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 180. 
39 John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples 1680- 1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005), 9, 130, 142, 221-224. 
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as an Epicurean.40 However, separating the influence of the Pensées from the Commentaire 

problematises his narrative. While the Pensées indeed influenced Epicurean thinkers like 

Mandeville, the Commentaire influenced a Stoic strain of thought, as seen especially in Bayle’s 

influence over Shaftesbury. 

Another contribution of this thesis is that it explores Bayle’s influence amongst readers 

who were more religiously inclined. Thus far, Courtines and Champion have focused primarily 

on Bayle’s influence on freethinkers, encouraging the impression that Bayle was solely 

subversive to religion in England. ‘Bayle,’ Courtines has argued, ‘helped the new century make 

its way untrammeled by theological and metaphysical impedimenta.’41 Champion has likewise 

claimed ‘it is, I think, an unchallengeable statement that Bayle’s writings were closely 

associated with heterodoxy and impiety… the influence of English free-thought… [and] the 

contamination of religious orthodoxy.’42 He has contended elsewhere: ‘Bayle's legacy was not 

only a profound erudition displayed in his voluminous writings but also a critical scepticism 

about all forms of religious authority.’43 These observations are valid only for a certain segment 

of Bayle’s readers. It was particularly the Commentaire that was used by religiously inclined 

readers who interpreted Bayle as a sincere Protestant, rather than a freethinker out to undermine 

Christian orthodoxy. 

This thesis, therefore, also demonstrates that English readers of Bayle in the early 

eighteenth century were also puzzled over the enigma of discerning his religion. Jonathan Israel 

has already analysed how a ‘double image’ of Bayle as an atheist and a Christian existed 

throughout ‘the middle decades of the Enlightenment’ from continental readers, especially in 

 
40 See ibid., 217-225, 235, 237, 256, 258, 262, 265, 281, 307. 
41 Léo Pierre Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the English (New York, NY: Columbia University 

Press, 1938), 7. 
42 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 176-177. 
43 Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 503. 
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France and Switzerland.44 This thesis will push this observation back even further, and into 

England, contending that these two conflicting images of Bayle existed as early as his first 

English readers. Furthermore, it will closely examine the source material, assessing which 

works inspired these competing images, while answering why this was the case. 

 

Methodology 

In order to trace Bayle’s reception in England, I have examined his appearance in over 

two hundred treatises, books, catalogues, and pamphlets, as well as newspaper periodicals and 

journals from the Burney and Nicolas collections. I selected my materials in the period 

following the Glorious Revolution (1688) until the end of the Bangorian Controversy in 1721, 

although when relevant, I have cited sources as late as the 1730s. In terms of references to 

Bayle, it appears that they did not begin to significantly appear until after the turn of the 

century, especially after the translation of his Miscellaneous Reflections and Philosophical 

Commentary in 1708 and his Historical and Critical Dictionary in 1710. While Champion has 

already mapped out the widespread success of the Dictionary, evidence indicates that his 

Miscellaneous Reflections and Philosophical Commentary also yielded tremendous influence 

in the debates over toleration and ecclesial comprehension in early eighteenth-century England. 

In these debates, Bayle was quoted by both sides, either as a supporter of religious toleration, 

or a powerful interlocutor who showed its danger to society and religion. The reception history 

of Bayle demonstrates that differences between Bayle’s two treatises, especially their 

conceptions of ecclesiology and human nature, encouraged two different Bayles: the Bayle of 

 
44 Jonathan Israel, ‘Bayle's Double Image During the Enlightenment,’ in Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), le 

philosophe de Rotterdam: philosophy, religion, and reception: selected papers of the tercentenary conference 

held at Rotterdam, 7-8 December 2006, ed. Wiep van Bunge and Hans Bots (Leiden: Brill, 2008). 
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the Pensées, who was subversive to Christianity, and the Bayle of the Commentaire, who was 

a sincere Protestant. 

Reception history is a fruitful approach as it not only addresses the ideas of an author, 

but their historical embodiment. Documenting this change reveals something not only about 

the original author but the readers as well. This thesis will thus not only shed light on Bayle’s 

original ideas concerning toleration, but their afterlife in England, revealing how they 

influenced and were adapted in a different context. It will begin with a close reading of the 

Pensées diverses (1682) and the Commentaire philosophique (1686) with attention to Bayle’s 

original religious, social, and linguistic context. When appropriate to shed light upon Bayle’s 

arguments or evolution of thought, it will also reference his correspondences and his published 

works, including his famous Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697). Once the biographical 

and contextual evidence is considered, it will prove that the Pensées was profoundly influenced 

by the French Reformed tradition, especially Bayle’s sincere opposition to the heresy of 

‘Pajonism.’ In contrast, it will contend that the Commentaire sought to appeal to a cross-

confessional Protestant audience, and thus, rather than justifying toleration with Calvinistic 

notions of predestination, utilised a natural law tradition of a line running from the scholastic 

thought of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274).  

This thesis will then prove that the political and religious assumptions of Bayle’s 

readers informed how they interpreted each distinct treatise in early eighteenth-century 

England. The Commentaire was utilised by Whigs who supported a limited toleration and drew 

on selections from Bayle’s work to oppose atheism, deism, and Catholicism. The treatise also 

offered a theory of natural law that could transcend doctrinal divisions between Christians 

during the Bangorian controversy, and thus, provided an effective justification for toleration 

amidst theological disputes. Moreover, the Commentaire’s focus on reason and conscience, 

appealed to theorists of sociability who depicted humans as naturally benevolent. In contrast, 
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the Pensées was most referenced by opponents of toleration who thought Bayle’s denial of 

reason was intentionally designed to promote atheism and undermine the established church. 

Likewise, the treatise was used by theorists of sociability who argued that society was founded 

upon mutually conflicting self-interested individuals, following their passions. Thus, due to 

Bayle’s eclectic and varied writings, each treatise could provide different resources and 

justifications for toleration that were selected and interpreted by readers with opposing ideas. 

In assessing the reception history of Bayle in England, I have committed 

methodologically to a close reading of Bayle in the original French, observing changes in the 

translated texts that might have impacted his reception across the Channel. This approach has 

revealed that the early English translators of both his Commentaire and his Pensées provided 

inaccurate renderings of Bayle, rewording him to reflect the polemical context of early 

eighteenth-century England. In the case of the Miscellaneous Reflections, Bayle’s translator 

exaggerated his claim that human behaviour is governed by passion, rephrasing key passages 

so that they made no exception to the rule. Such passages were picked up by Bayle’s opponents 

as evidence that Bayle was absurd in completely denying the faculty of human reason 

altogether, and such exaggerations served as evidence of his anti-Christian anthropology. In 

the Philosophical Commentary, Bayle’s argument for universal toleration was mitigated in 

several places by the translator, so that he now seemed to entirely exclude both Catholics and 

dissenters from toleration solely based upon their religious beliefs rather than prudential 

political considerations. In this case, the translator was attempting to recast Bayle’s theory of 

toleration to a Whig audience who sought to exclude these groups. Since my work relies upon 

the linguistic differences between French and English contexts, I have often left the original 

French in the footnotes (in its early modern orthography), which I have personally translated 

in the main text. 
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A contextual, socio-linguistic reading of Bayle has also highlighted the influential ways 

that he subtly redefined toleration, granting it a universal scope and framework of natural 

rights. Political and moral philosophers, such as (most famously) Elisabetta Galeotti, have 

argued that early modern toleration is a deficient principle for our contemporary egalitarian 

culture which demands stronger notions of mutual recognition.45 A close reading, however, 

demonstrates that the Commentaire based toleration upon respect for an equal and universal 

right to freedom of conscience. Bayle thus might be a resource for contemporary discussions 

of toleration amongst those who seek to promote toleration alongside other moral values such 

as human dignity, equality, and respect. Historically, Bayle acts as a bridge between early 

modern ‘toleration’ as a form of indulgence from a magistrate to the later language of liberty, 

equality, and universal human rights that increasingly emerged in the late eighteenth century.  

 

Chapter summary  

Chapter 1 addresses Bayle’s theory of toleration in the Pensées diverses écrites à un 

docteur de Sorbonne à l'occasion de la Comète qui parut au mois de décembre 1680 (1682). I 

argue that Bayle developed his treatise in polemical response to the Pajonist controversy, a 

variation of the ‘Pelagian’ heresy according to many French Reformed theologians. Bayle 

constructed a public meaning to his text designed to undermine Pajon, inserting a series of 

orthodoxy markers, showing his agreement with established Calvinism on grace. Calvinism 

also shaped the contours of Bayle’s argument. Despite the fact that Bayle crafted his treatise 

upon the ideas of the Catholic philosopher Nicolas Malebranche, Bayle’s Calvinism motivated 

 
45 Anna Elisabetta Galeotti, Toleration as Recognition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 2; 

Benjamin J. Kaplan, Divided by Faith: Religious Conflict and the Practice of Toleration in Early Modern 

Europe (London: Harvard University Press, 2007), 8-9. For a detailed summary of these objections and possible 

responses see Anna Elisabetta Galeotti, ‘Rescuing Toleration,’ Critical Review of International Social and 

Political Philosophy 24, no. 1 (2019). 
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him to surgically remove Malebranche’s universal theory of grace from his theory of general 

laws of nature. In alignment with Reformed theology, Bayle radically separated nature from 

grace. Within the realm of fallen nature, Bayle depicted individuals as self-interested and 

driven by passion, which meant that rational beliefs about religion had a negligible effect upon 

social behaviour, and thus, all religion could be tolerated. He depicted the church as a spiritual 

remnant of predestined believers, concluding that religion was not designed to provide social 

bonds or inculcate civic virtue. Finally, Bayle developed a theory of an absolute state, which 

secured peace with the enforcement of law.  

Chapter 2 analyses Bayle’s theory of toleration in the Commentaire philosophique sur 

ces paroles de Jésus-christ, contrain-les d'entrer (1686). In this treatise, Bayle argued that God 

could never command religious persecution because doing so would violate natural law. The 

Commentaire was quite different from the Pensées. Bayle had evolved from holding the more 

traditional notion of toleration as an indulgence from a magistrate to a universal principle based 

on the natural rights of conscience. Moreover, he no longer justified toleration with an 

anthropology defined by original sin, self-interest, passion, and fear of the law. The 

Commentaire now argued for toleration from rational axioms of natural law and suggested that 

individuals could overcome self-interest. Bayle also denied that the Calvinist doctrine of divine 

illumination was useful for public discourse, emphasised that original sin is not the cause of all 

our disagreements, and even challenged the remnant doctrine of the church, all ideas which 

had been central in the Pensées. Bayle took this different train of reasoning because it offered 

an appeal to a broader audience. During this time, Bayle had emerged as an international 

journalist, and he sought to promote toleration to a broader cross-confessional Protestant 

audience that could relate to arguments from reason over the more controversial doctrine of 

predestination. As a result, however, Bayle was more hesitant to reveal his authorship of this 

newer treatise, fearing repercussions in his Reformed community.  
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Chapter 3 begins an exploration of the reception of Bayle in the early eighteenth 

century, starting with those who interpreted him as a sincere Protestant. Bayle’s work was first 

translated into English in the wake of the Glorious Revolution to support the Whig cause for a 

limited toleration that excluded radical religious dissenters and Catholics. Accordingly, several 

readers interpreted Bayle as an orthodox Protestant who was an opponent of anti-trinitarians, 

deists, atheists, and Catholics. In particular, the Commentaire was especially suited for such a 

depiction of Bayle since the pseudonymous voice of Bayle as an English tolerationist in the 

original text upheld England’s conventional limitations on Catholicism and atheism. This was 

amplified by the translator of the Commentaire who reworded Bayle in a way that more 

emphatically excluded Catholicism and religious dissenters from the limits of toleration, not 

merely for political reasons but out of principle. Finally, Bayle had an impact on the Bangorian 

Controversy amongst more heterodox theologians such as Thomas Herne (d. 1722), François 

de la Pilonnière (b. 1680), Michel de la Roche (1710-1742), and Claudius Rey (d. 1743). 

Bayle’s argument for toleration from natural law did not rely upon confessional distinctions, 

which enabled it to cut across doctrinal divisions. For these readers, the Bayle of the 

Commentaire was a sincere Protestant who emphasised the necessity of a conscientious faith. 

Chapter 4 investigates the reception of Bayle amongst those who opposed Bayle’s call 

for religious toleration, including Sir Richard Blackmore (1654-1729), Mary Astell (1666–

1731), Richard Fiddes (1671-1725), Samuel Parker (1681-1730), William Law (1686-1761), 

and Henry Stebbing (1687-1763). The Pensées was the primary focus of this attack, especially 

Bayle’s claim that a society of atheists was hypothetically possible. Due to the decline of 

Calvinism in the post-Restoration church, Bayle’s original orthodoxy markers which appealed 

to Augustinian notions of original sin and predestination were no longer convincing in this new 

context. Supporters of religious uniformity in England argued that Bayle’s Pensées undermined 

the connection between faith and reason. This was enhanced by the English translation of the 
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Pensées which, in several passages, exaggerated Bayle’s claims on the limitations of reason, 

and as a result, Bayle was read as an atheist. Moreover, differing political and religious 

affiliations determined different concerns about the ideas of Bayle. Nonjuring readers argued 

that Bayle undermined apostolic succession, moderate Tory readers claimed that he diminished 

the importance of religious education, whilst Whigs who supported the established church 

contended that his anti-rationalism vitiated the social contract. This atheistic image of the Bayle 

of the Pensées demonstrates that the difficulty of interpreting Bayle’s religion goes back to the 

very first readers of his work.  

Chapter 5 assesses the debates over sociability in the early eighteenth century in 

England by thinkers such as Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733), Anthony Ashley Cooper (1671-

1713), and Thomas Gordon (1691-1750). Scholars have long placed early modern ideas about 

‘sociability’ on a spectrum between a Neo-Epicurean and a Neo-Stoic perspective. Bayle’s 

influence in this debate was so significant because his two treatises—his Pensées and his 

Commentaire—developed two corresponding theories of sociability, the former aligning with 

the Epicurean and the latter with the Stoic perspective. I contend that this tension made Bayle 

strikingly adaptable, as various readers could find resources in his different works. For 

Mandeville, Bayle’s theory of self-interest in the Pensées was adapted to inspire his suggestion 

that self-interest economic pursuits, even those tainted by vice, were the bonds that held 

together society. In contrast, Bayle’s Commentaire provided Anthony Ashley Cooper with a 

sentimentalist theory of conscience that corresponded to his theory of moral sense. Finally, 

Gordon was influenced by both the Pensées and the Commentaire depending upon his 

reflections on sociability, influenced by the events to which he was reacting. The divergent 

theories of the Pensées and Commentaire meant that entirely opposing theories of sociability 

could be formulated using Bayle’s work. In these debates, the Bayle of the Commentaire 

appeared as a sincere Protestant, while the Bayle of the Pensées was an atheist. 
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Chapter 1 

Nature, Grace, and Toleration in Bayle’s Pensées diverses  

 

Do not live like the people from other nations. 

Don’t be afraid of special signs in the sky, 

Even though other nations are afraid of them. 

— Jeremiah 10:2 

 

On 14 November 1680, the German astronomer Gottfried Kirch (1639-1710) caught sight of a 

comet in his telescope at approximately quarter to six in the morning. A month later, it would 

become visible to the naked eye, appearing over Western Europe in a display so stark that it 

would be remembered as the Great Comet of 1680.1 What made this comet so significant was 

not its extraordinary long tail or its grand appearance, but that it took place at a particular 

juncture of time when two distinct interpretations of celestial events existed side by side. 

Throughout Europe, a traditional view existed, depicting comets as foreboding omens. Scholars 

argued that comets were portents by citing Greco-Roman historians as traditional sources.2 

Theologians drew upon Biblical texts, especially Christ’s eschatological warning in Luke 21:11 

and Matthew 24:29 which indicated that comets were signs of divine tribulation. However, a 

second view that was critical of astrology was emerging from the new philosophies of Isaac 

Newton (1643-1727) and René Descartes (1596-1650), cultivated in the Parisan academies of 

Thévenot and Montmor as well as the College des Savants in Utrecht. This view questioned 

the validity of Greco-Roman sources, reinterpreted the biblical material, and asserted that 

comets were purely natural. Adopting this view, the Dutch Reformed minister Balthasar 

 
1 James Howard Robinson, The Great Comet of 1680: A Study in the History of Rationalism (Northfield: Press 

of the Northfield News, 1916), 23. 
2 Erik Jorink, ‘Comets in Context: Some Thoughts on Bayle's Pensées Diverses,’ in Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), 

Le Philosophe de Rotterdam - Philosophy, Religion and Reception: Selected Papers of the Tercentenary 

Conference Held at Rotterdam, 7-8 December 2006, ed. Wiep van Bunge and H. Bots (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 26, 

54, 60; Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 424-425. 
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Bekker (1634-1698) famously published his Ondersoek van de Betekeninge van de Cometen 

(1682) to combat superstition, arguing that the Great Comet was entirely a product of nature.3 

A year before Bekker’s publication, Bayle wrote his Lettre à M. L. A. D. C., docteur de 

Sorbonne: où il est prouvé par plusieurs raisons tirées de la philosophie, et de la théologie, 

que les comètes ne sont point le présage d'aucun malheur, carrying it with him to Rotterdam 

after fleeing the academy of Sedan, the year that Louis XIV shut down the Protestant academy. 

The original unpublished Lettre was claimed to be printed in 1681 by ‘Pierre Marteau,’ a 

fictional publishing house in Cologne. The following year, however, Bayle successfully 

released the work under the auspices of Reiner Leers (1654-1714) in Rotterdam, under its now 

familiar title Pensées diverses écrites à un docteur de Sorbonne à l’occasion de la comète qui 

parut au mois de décembre 1680. Bayle recounted that when he was Professor of Philosophy 

in Sedan, after the appearance of the comet, he was ‘constantly exposed to the questions of 

several individuals who were curious or alarmed.’4 Like Bekker, Bayle’s response was to argue 

that comets were not miraculous signs. All natural phenomena, including those typically 

charged with spiritual significance—such as the birth of ‘monstrous’ deformities in nature, or 

celestial phenomena—were simply natural events, occurring under the general laws that guided 

the cosmos. Unlike Bekker, however, Bayle creatively took the occasion of this comet to 

discuss a variety of political, philosophical, and theological topics, including the prospect of 

universal toleration, even for atheists—a remarkably controversial idea at the time. 

In order to illuminate Bayle’s reception, it is necessary to explore the original 

theological and intellectual context behind Bayle’s Pensées (and in the next chapter, his 

Commentaire). Doing so will especially shed light on why there has always been so much 

 
3 Jorink, ‘Comets in Context: Some Thoughts on Bayle's Pensées Diverses,’ 60-67. 
4 ‘… incessamment exposé aux questions de plusieurs personnes curieuses, ou allarmées.’ See Pierre Bayle, 

‘Avertissement au lecteur,’ in Pensées diverses, écrites à un docteur de Sorbonne, à l'occasion de la Comète qui 

parut au mois de décembre 1680 (Rotterdam, 1704). 
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ambiguity interpreting Bayle’s religious sincerity—even today, some scholars consider the 

Pensées diverses to be hostile to Christianity. However, a close reading of Bayle in his original 

context paradoxically demonstrates that his curious treatise on comets (including its discussion 

of atheism) was not inspired by a movement away from religion, but by Bayle’s genuine 

adherence to Calvinism. This chapter will demonstrate that Bayle inserted several orthodoxy 

markers to publicly signal his alliance to Augustine on predestination and opposition to Claude 

Pajon (1626-1685), the heretic du jour of French Calvinism in the 1680s. In so doing, Bayle 

separated the orderly sphere of nature from the unpredictable sphere of grace along Calvinist 

lines. This distinctly Reformed presentation enabled Bayle to formulate an argument for 

universal toleration, based upon the notion of a self-interested individual, an invisible church 

of predestined believers, and an absolutist state whose laws secured social harmony. 

Establishing that the Pensées was originally a treatise aligned with Reformed doctrine will help 

to clarify the theological reasons why many of Bayle’s English readers in the early eighteenth 

century—who focused heavily on the importance of freewill and reason in salvation—opposed 

him and were so suspicious that toleration was compatible with orthodox Christianity. 

 

Shortcomings with Strauss 

Bayle first attempted to quell contemporary fears surrounding the Great Comet of 1680 

with an appeal to natural philosophy, yet he soon realised that the most effective arguments 

were theological. Nevertheless, scholars have especially been in dispute over whether these 

‘theological’ arguments were truly favourable to religion, considering that Bayle included a 

large section discussing the possibility of atheists having civic virtue. Thus, when Bayle 

claimed to use ‘arms of piety and religion’ against astrology, it is not clear if he was using these 

theological weapons against soothsayers, or if he was attempting to hoist all of Christianity 
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upon its own petard.5 To some scholars, Bayle ultimately promoted a naturalistic understanding 

of the physical world, emptied of spiritual meaning, where atheistic citizens were elevated 

above those with religious convictions. Such a position has been articulated by Gianluca Mori 

who has contended that Bayle purposefully hid his naturalism by raising the logical 

inconsistencies of religion, despite still speaking in the voice of a Christian.6 

This approach has also been taken up by Robert C. Bartlett in the interpretive essay in 

his introduction to his English translation of Bayle’s Pensées, titled Various Thoughts on the 

Occasion of a Comet (2000). If such a theory is correct, Bayle took an entirely naturalistic view 

of religion in which God was absent from all intervention in the cosmos—a view which Bartlett 

and Mori both label as atheistic.7 Both scholars have also pointed out that the Pensées was 

published pseudonymously in the voice of a Catholic, and that a careful reader will notice that 

Bayle was disguising his true beliefs.8 For example, Bayle remarked that one cannot think 

freely around bigoted theologians without becoming ‘the object of their ardent persecution.’9 

He reiterated, ‘it is necessary to conduct oneself with great discretion, and great carefulness, 

when attacking old errors of religion.’10 For Bartlett, therefore, ‘the book is marked’ by 

statements Bayle ‘used to conceal himself’11 and that ‘Bayle will gradually lead the reader to 

conclude that atheism is superior to both pagan idolatry and biblical worship.’12 

 
5 ‘… [des] armes de la pieté et de la Religion.’ See ibid. 
6 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 9; Michael Heyd, ‘A Disguised Atheist or a Sincere Christian? The Enigma of Pierre 

Bayle,’ Bibliothèque d'Humanisme et Renaissance 39, no. 1 (1977): 159.  
7 Pierre Bayle, Pensées diverses, écrites à un docteur de Sorbonne, à l'occasion de la Comète qui parut au mois 

de décembre 1680, 4th ed. (Rotterdam, 1704). See also Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 53. 
8 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 16; Robert C. Bartlett, ‘Introduction,’ in Various Thoughts on the Occasion of a 

Comet, ed. Robert C. Barlett (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000), xxvii. 
9 ‘… l’objet de leurs ardentes persecutions.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 411-412. For Barlett’s reference see 

Bartlett, ‘Introduction,’ xxvii. 
10 ‘… il faut se conduire avec une grande discretion, & de grands menagemens, lors qu’on attaque de vieilles 

erreurs de Religion.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 175. 
11 Bartlett, ‘Introduction,’ xxvi. 
12 Ibid., xxvi, xxx. 
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The conclusion of Mori and Bartlett is not, however, the only way to interpret the 

treatise. Rather than attacking religion, Bayle himself provided a more practical rationale as to 

why he wrote pseudonymously, claiming he adopted the voice of a Catholic to improve his 

chances of publication in the French literary journal Mercure Galant. Failing this, Bayle 

retreated to Holland during the autumn of 1681, where the treatise was eventually published. 

Bayle kept this pseudonymous authorship because he did not want his words to be rejected as 

‘the writing of a man who left France because of religion.’13 Moreover, even if Bayle was using 

pseudonymity for subversive purposes, this does not mean that he was attacking religion 

altogether.14 His statements about the need to hide one’s beliefs from persecutors might also 

apply to any Protestant living in France or Spain in the 1680s. Rex, for example, has agreed 

that the pseudonymous voice was a literary tactic, but claimed Bayle should not be interpreted 

as subversive to Christianity as a whole, but more narrowly, as a pseudonymous Catholic 

arguing against Catholicism from the perspective of a French Protestant.15 

Straussian interpretations can be valuable, especially to assess those individuals who 

may have genuinely concealed their true scepticism about religion. Nevertheless, as far as 

possible, such an interpretive approach ought to be critically examined by the biographical and 

historical context which can help to accurately judge how far we ought to read hidden ideas 

behind the text. When the biographical and contextual evidence is considered, especially from 

Bayle’s private correspondences and his sincere opposition to the heresy of ‘Pajonism,’ it 

becomes clear that the Pensées ought to be viewed as a treatise profoundly influenced by the 

French Reformed theological tradition. 

 

 
13 ‘… l’Ecrit d’un homme sorti de France pour la Religion.’ See Bayle, ‘Avertissement au lecteur.’ 
14 Walter Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1965), 33-34. 
15 Ibid., 35. 
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Calvinism, Claude Pajon and the Pensées diverses 

In contextualizing the Pensées, scholars have suggested that Bayle’s criticism of 

‘superstition’ and ‘tradition’ was a veiled Calvinist attack against Catholicism within the 

polemical milieu of seventeenth-century confessional dispute. Rex has argued ‘Bayles first 

major work in French, Pensées diverses’ was ‘a pièce de circonstance’ that provided an 

‘answer to his conversion to Catholicism.’16 He has observed how Bayle’s discussion of false 

Christianity and superstition was framed within the conceptual, polemical and linguistic setting 

of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Protestantism, as Bayle used the same arguments in the 

same language as other Protestants in their anti-Catholic polemical literature.17  

Most persuasively, Rex has brought in evidence from Bayle’s biography to prove his 

case. He has discussed Bayle’s journey from the devout Protestantism of his family, his 17-

month conversion to Catholicism, and his rededication to Calvinism in a secret ceremony on 

21 August 1670 near Mazère. Bayle’s conversion back to Protestantism displayed a sincerity, 

not only because he now bore the cost of the civil punishments that accompanied being a 

relapsed heretic, but also from personal statements in letters to his family. Rex has observed 

that these letters were filled with Bayle’s own private references to salvation, redemption, 

divine illumination, intercessory prayer, and devotional praises to Christ for his fulfilment of 

the Law. Bayle’s private correspondence with his family also revealed that Bayle’s rejection 

of Catholicism was based upon a conscientious conviction that the liturgy of the Catholic mass 

was idolatrous. His letters also showed the transformative influence of Bayle’s Calvinist 

education, evidenced by the praise he gave for his teachers Philippe Mestrezat (1618-1690), 

 
16 Ibid., 32. 
17 Ibid., 35. 
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Francis Turretin (1623-1687), and Louis Tronchin (1629-1705).18 Given such biographical 

evidence, it seems implausible to assert, with Mori and Bartlett, that Bayle was a secret atheist.  

However, the Calvinist tenor of the Pensées not only evidences an anti-Catholic 

polemic, but also indicates that the treatise was written to address an internecine dispute waging 

within Bayle’s own French Reformed community: the Pajonist Controversy. This controversy 

has been discussed in passing by scholars of Bayle, but without much detailed analysis and 

without demonstration of how deeply it affected the conceptual framework of Bayle’s 

treatise.19 The Pensées itself was written in the midst of the controversy, which had begun in 

1676 when a conference was called by Pierre Jurieu and Jean Claude at Charenton, condemning 

Claude Pajon (1626-1685). This was followed by a series of rejections of Pajonism across 

France in 1677, held in Île-de-France, Anjou, Touraine and Maine.20 The controversy ended in 

1683, a year after the publication of Bayle’s Pensées, when the conseil subsequently banned 

Pajonism from the academies.21 In his scholarship on Pajon, Albert Gootjes has observed that 

these ‘debates surrounding Pajon’s doctrine no doubt constitute the greatest disturbance 

internal to the French Protestant world of the mid to late seventeenth century.’22  

Pajon’s theology developed in the milieu of the Academy of Saumur, which had long 

embodied a moderate Calvinism, initially evolving out of the ideas of John Cameron (1579-

1625), Louis Cappel (1585-1658), Moïse Amyraut (1596-1664), and Josué de la Place (1596-

1665).23 This more moderate form of Saumur Calvinism had come under attack by conservative 

Calvinists for its heterodoxy, especially in Geneva, as seen in the Helvetic Consensus Formula 

 
18 Ibid., 30-31, 126-129. 
19 For such references to Pajonism see Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2, 376, 393, 433-

434; Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 135, 142-145; Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 

231-233, 349–358, 363, 369, 409, 454.  
20 Albert Gootjes, Claude Pajon (1626-1685) and the Academy of Saumur (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 1-2. 
21 Jean-Paul Pittion, ‘Intellectual Life in the Académie of Saumur (1633-1685)’ (University of Dublin, 1969), 

315. 
22 Gootjes, Claude Pajon (1626-1685) and the Academy of Saumur, 219. 
23 Ibid., 6, 15, 18. 
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(1675), spearheaded by Turretin to oppose the textual criticism of Cappel and the hypothetical 

universalism of Amyraut. Although Cappel and Amyraut straddled the limits of Calvinist 

orthodoxy, Pajon was considered farther from its boundaries, especially during the second 

phase of the controversy when Bayle wrote the Pensées.24  

Pajon’s theology drastically emphasised the importance of reason in salvation. From 

the conventional premise that the will always passively followed the intellect, he asserted that 

conversion only required convincing the intellect, not divinely regenerating the will. He also 

contended that if the intellect was to be properly called a faculty, it must retain its teleological 

function: reason must be able to perceive objects of truth, just as much as the eye can perceive 

material objects. If God existed or the gospel was true, the intellect ought to be able to ‘see’ 

this truth as easily as the eye could see a material object; thus, there was no need for immediate 

illuminating grace in conversion. In other words, the Fall did not corrupt any human faculty. 

According to Pajon, original sin was merely the introduction of false speculative ideas about 

truth, and false practical ideas about what is good, passed down from generation to generation. 

Likewise, conversion occurred when the true idea of the gospel convinced someone (without 

any special need of illuminating grace). Pajon argued the elect were predestined to be placed 

in circumstances to receive a proper education and environment so that one might hear the 

gospel proclaimed in a rationally coherent way.25  

Pajon’s theology was pejoratively labelled as ‘Pelagian’ by Calvinists in his day.26 

During this time, the Reformed tradition commonly appealed to Augustine as their main 

patristic authority, especially his writings from the fifth century debate against the British monk 

Pelagius. At the heart of Pelagius’s objection to Augustine was the assumption that God could 

 
24 See Pittion, ‘Intellectual Life in the Académie of Saumur (1633-1685),’ 314; Gootjes, Claude Pajon (1626-

1685) and the Academy of Saumur, 15-16, 36. 
25 Gootjes, Claude Pajon (1626-1685) and the Academy of Saumur, 40, 99-113, 162-163, 179. 
26 Ibid., 106, 127-128. 
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not justly command something unless humanity had the ability to obey the imperative. In 

contrast, Augustine famously prayed to God: ‘give what you command, and command what you 

will.’27 Augustine’s doctrine of original sin asserted that all humanity was rendered guilty from 

Adam’s sin and left in a permanent sinful disposition after the Fall, making it impossible to do 

any good work, including believing in God, without grace first intervening. Since humans were 

born guilty, there was no need for divine justice to require any natural ability to obey God’s 

command, and due to concupiscence, they were unable to obey, regardless of circumstance. 

Augustine’s ideas on original sin were developed and made a staple of seventeenth-

century Calvinist orthodoxy. Articles 9 and 10 of the Huguenot Confession de la Rochelle 

(1616), for example, summarised that ‘we believe the whole lineage of Adam is infected with… 

original sin and a hereditary vice.’ It insisted that postlapsarian human nature was: 

blinded in its spirit and depraved in its heart, having lost all integrity without any 

residue of it… what clarity it has turns to darkness when it comes to seeking God, such 

that it can do anything to approach Him by its intelligence and reason… [I]t has no 

freedom to do any good, except that which God has given.’28 

The international Synod of Dort (1618-1619) likewise opposed what ‘the Pelagians formerly 

would have’ in the third and fourth main points of doctrine: 

[A]ll men are conceived in sin, and born the children of wrath, indisposed to all saving 

good, propense to evil, dead in sins, and the slaves of sin; and without the grace of the 

regenerating Holy Spirit, they neither are willing nor able to return to God, to correct 

their depraved nature, or to dispose themselves to the correction of it.29 

 
27 ‘[D]a quod iubes et iube quod vis.’ See Augustine, Confessions, trans. Carolyn J.-B. Hammond, vol. 2 (London: 

Harvard University Press, 2014), 136-137. 
28 ‘… Nous croyons que toute la lignee d’Adam est infectee de telle contagion, qui est le peché originel, & un 

vice héréditaire.’ ‘… aveuglé en son esprit, & depravé en son cœur, a perdu toute integrité sans en avoir rien de 

residu… ce qu’il a de clarté se convertit en tenebres, quand il est question de chercher Dieu, tellement qu’il n’en 

peut nullement approcher par son intelligence & raison…. [I]l n’a nulle liberté à bien, que celle que Dieu lui 

donne.’ See the ‘Confession de Foy’ in La Bible: qui est toute la Saincte Escriture du Vieil et Nouveau 

Testament: autrement l'Ancienne et la Nouvelle Alliance: le tout reveu & confere sur les textes hebrieux & grecs 

par les pasteurs & docteurs de l'Eglise de Geneve: avec un nouvel indice par lieux communs: item les Pseaumes 

& cantiques avec les prieres ecclesiastiques (La Rochelle, 1616).  
29 Translated in Thomas Scott, The Articles of the Synod of Dort: Translated from the Latin, with Notes 

(Philadelphia, 1856), 206. 
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In the conversion of the elect, it is not only that ‘their mind should be powerfully illuminated 

by the Holy Spirit,’ but also God ‘infuses new qualities into his will, [and] makes that which 

had been dead alive, that which was evil good, that which had been unwilling willing.’30 Thus, 

according to conventional Reformed doctrine, sin infected every human faculty so that God 

needed to exert special grace to restore the totality of human nature, including the intellect and 

the will. Without special illuminating divine grace, no one could genuinely will to believe, 

regardless of their circumstances, despite receiving the sacraments and hearing the Scriptures. 

While there is some indication that Bayle was sympathetic to the Saumur theology of 

Amyraut, he was never a supporter of Pajon’s more controversial position.31 In a letter to his 

brother Jacob on 19 September 1677, Bayle was concerned with Pajon’s elevation of our 

natural faculties of reason to the point of denying the need for supernatural grace. He described 

how: 

L'Île-de-France most severely condemned the doctrine that we attribute to Mr. Pajon, 

and we must write to the provinces and the academies of France, to ask them to do the 

same thing, since the slope is extremely slippery from there to Pelagianism or at least 

Arminianism.’32 

Bayle’s brother wrote back to him at this time, wondering if perhaps he was being too harsh 

on Pajon. On 12 January 1678, Bayle responded:  

You have no reason to have such pity on Mr. Pajon… his sin is not small, and it is 

prudent for our synods to proceed by… censures against people who go about denying 

the reality of divine concurrency and establish humanity with a kind of independence.33 

 
30 Ibid., 210. 
31 Bayle displayed sympathy for Amyraldianism in a letter that he wrote to his father Jean, dated 11 September 

1671. See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 11,’ in Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse, et al. (Oxford: 

Voltaire Foundation, 2001). 
32 ‘L’Isle de France a condamné fort severement la doctrine qu’on attribue à Mr Pajon et on doit ecrire aux 

provinces et aux academies de France, pour les prier de faire la meme chose, car le pas est extremement glissant 

de là au pelagianisme ou du moins à l’arminianisme.’ See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 143,’ in Correspondance de 

Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse, et al. (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2001), 439. 
33 ‘Vous n’avez que faire de tant plaindre Mr Pajon… le mal n’est pas petit, et qu’il est de la prudence de nos 

synodes de proceder par de… censures contre des gens qui vont à nier le concours actuel de la divinité, et à 

etablir l’homme dans une espece d’independance.’ Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 147,’ in Correspondance de Pierre 

Bayle, ed. Antony McKenna and Marina Todeschini (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2004), 1. 
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Walter Rex has suggested that such a desire to censure Pajon in these letters came from Bayle’s 

close friendship with the zealous Jurieu at the time.34 Even in this letter, however, Bayle did 

not move far away from a tolerant disposition. He asserted that Pajon’s theology in itself should 

be tolerated ‘because after all we don’t always believe what we want to believe’ but only that 

his public teaching should be regulated in an ecclesial sphere.35 Nevertheless, it is safe to say, 

that Bayle was an opponent of Pajon’s doctrine, which combined nature and grace together by 

claiming that our natural faculties were sufficient to lead us to the grace of salvation. In 

opposition, Bayle stressed a sharp distinction between the spheres of nature and grace. 

How did the Pajonist controversy influence the Pensées? A careful reading reveals that 

Bayle inserted a series of orthodoxy markers in his text designed to emphasise his affinity with 

Augustine and his opposition to the Pelagianism of Pajon. Bayle insisted that his writing 

‘perfectly agrees with the theology of Saint Augustine’ and that ‘theology formally teaches us 

that man cannot be converted to God without being assisted by the grace of the Holy Spirit.’36 

Bayle affirmed ‘the truth which is narrated to us in the Book of Genesis concerning the fall of 

the first man.’37 In contradiction to Pajon’s belief that grace only consisted in changing the 

intellect, Bayle argued that ‘grace does not consist in simply believing that there is a God and 

that the mysteries he has revealed to us are true; but it is that which makes us love God and 

attaches us to him.’38 It is not merely the intellect that is corrupt but the total human person: 

The more one proves the corruption of man, the more one compels reason to believe 

what God has revealed to us about the fall of Adam. So much so that it is more useful 

than we think for religion to prove the malice of men is so extraordinary that only a 

 
34 Rex has cited this particular letter. See Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 142.  
35 ‘…car enfin nous ne croyons pas toujours ce que nous voudrions croire.’ See Bayle, ‘Lettre 147,’ 1. Bayle’s 

argument that people cannot control what they find convincing was a common theme in early modern 

tolerationist literature. See Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 67. 
36 ‘… s’accorde parfaitement avec la Theologie de St. Augustin… la Theologie nous enseigne formellement, 

que l’homme ne se peut convertir à Dieu… sans être assisté de la grace du Saint Esprit.’ See Bayle, Pensées 

Diverses, 290-291. 
37 ‘… la verité qui nous est recitée dans le Livre de la Genese, touchant la chûte du premier homme.’ See ibid., 

362. 
38 ‘… grace ne consiste pas simplement à croire qu’il y a un Dieu, & que les mysteres qu’il nous a revelez sont 

veritables; mais… qui nous fait aimer Dieu, & qui nous attache à lui.’ See ibid., 291. 
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particular grace of the Holy Spirit can correct it, and without this grace, it is all the same 

in regard to morals, whether one is an atheist or believes all the canons of the Councils.39  

Thus, throughout the Pensées, Bayle was signaling his orthodoxy to a Reformed community in 

the midst of the Pajonist controversy by emphasizing that correct intellectual belief in doctrine 

was not sufficient to save someone, but salvation required an immediate act of grace which 

also provided the human will with the ability to love God. 

Bayle’s effort to prove his orthodoxy to his original readers was largely successful. Far 

from being afraid that his work might be read as a piece of atheist propaganda, soon after its 

publication, Bayle sent copies of the Pensées directly to three of his old Professors in Geneva, 

all of whom responded positively to its theology. Francis Turretin commented, ‘I am obliged 

to you, sir, for your book on Cometes… I read this piece with great pleasure because of the 

thousand beautiful and curious remarks with which you have filled it.’40 Louis Tronchin 

thanked Bayle ‘for the beautiful work on comets… because of the merit of this work, filled 

with such useful and such agreeable doctrine’ and added that he was so impressed that he 

expected Bayle’s ‘reputation will be established as one of the best writers of our time.’41 Jean-

Robert Chouet (1642-1731) had read Bayle’s ‘Pensées diverses sur les comètes with an 

 
39 ‘Plus on prouve la corruption de l’homme, plus on oblige la raison à croire ce que Dieu nous a revelé de la 

chûte d’Adam. Si bien qu’il est plus utile qu’on ne pense à la Religion, de prouver que la malice des hommes est 

si prodigieuse, qu’il n’y a qu’une grace particuliere du St. Esprit qui la puisse corriger, & que sans cette grace, 

c’est toute la même chose à l’égard des mœurs, ou d’être Athée, ou de croire à tous les Canons des Conciles.’ 

See ibid., 327. 
40 ‘Je vous suis au reste bien obligé, monsieur, de v[ot]re livre Des cometes… je lis cette piece avec bien du 

plaisir à cause de mille belles et curieuses remarques dont vous l’avez remplie.’ Francis Turretin to Pierre Bayle, 

30 June 1684. See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 295,’ in Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse and 

Antony McKenna (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2005), 197. 
41 ‘J’attendois avec impatience quelque commodité, pour vous rendre les tres humbles actions de graces que je 

vous dois du bel ouvrage touchant les cometes... tant à cause du merite du livre, rempli d’une doctrine si utile et 

si agreable... On voit dans tout ce qui sort de vos mains tant de sçavoir, et de jugement, et une elocution si 

propre à toucher les lecteurs, que votre reputation se va établir, comme celle de l’un des meilleurs écrivains de 

nostre temps.’ Louis Tronchin to Pierre Bayle, 25 August 1684. See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 323,’ in 

Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Roger Armogathe and Marie-Hélène Cotoni (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 

2007), 55. 
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incomparable satisfaction’ and had enjoyed it so much that he declared, ‘I am preparing to read 

it a third time, being convinced that I will always discover new beauties within it.’42  

Finally, by inserting these orthodoxy markers into his text, Bayle was able to justify 

himself in the 1690s, after Jurieu publicly accused him of heresy and atheism. In the Addition 

aux Pensées diverses (1694), which was subsequently appended to the third and fourth editions 

of the Pensées (1699/1704), he defended the Reformed credentials of his Pensées: 

In view of the doctrine of original sin, and the necessity and perseverance of grace 

decided at the Synod of Dort, every Reformed Christian must believe that except the 

predestined who God regenerates and sanctifies, all others are incapable of acting out 

of love for God and only resist their corruption due to self-love and human motives: so 

that if some are more honourable than others, it is due to their temperament, or their 

education, or their taste for praise, or their fear of being blamed, and so on. And if the 

servile fear of hell is capable of making people observe the externals of religion, it 

cannot convert them to the true God by a sincere renunciation of internal corruption.43 

Most significantly, Bayle concluded that he wrote his work ‘against the system of Pajon’ and 

that ‘a strict Calvinist cannot believe that it is sufficient to be persuaded of the truth of the 

gospel, in order to have, by this fact in itself, everything necessary to practise the morality of 

the gospel,’ objecting to Pajon’s claim that conversion takes place in the intellect alone.44  

Interpreting Bayle’s Pensées as an anti-Pajonist polemic casts doubt upon the 

interpretive hypothesis that Bayle was a covert atheist. If Bayle was truly attempting to subvert 

Christianity, it seems unlikely that he would write so many private letters to his family uttering 

 
42 ‘Monsieur, j’ai leu vos Pensées diverses sur les cométes avec une incomparable satisfaction; et comme le 

plaisir, que m’a donné cette seconde lecture a esté plus grand, que celuy que j’avois receu de la premiére, je me 

prépare à les lire une troisiéme fois, estant persuadé que j’y decouvrirai tousjours de nouvelles beautés.’ Jean-

Robert Chouet to Pierre Bayle, 25 August 1684. See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 322,’ in Correspondance de Pierre 

Bayle, ed. Roger Armogathe and Marie-Hélène Cotoni (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2007), 322. 
43 ‘Que veu la doctrine du peché originel, & celle de la necessité & de l’inamissibilité de la grace décidées au 

Synode de Dordrecht, tout Chrétien Reformé doit croire qu’hormis les predestinez que Dieu regenere, & 

sanctifie, tous les autres hommes sont incapables d’agir pour l’amour de Dieu, & ne resistent à leur corruption 

que par amour propre, & par des motifs humains: de sorte que si les uns sont plus honnêtes gens que les autres, 

cela vient ou de leur temperament, ou de leur éducation, ou de leur goût pour certaines loüanges, ou de la crainte 

d’être blame &c. Et que si la crainte servile des Enfers est capable de faire observer l’exterieur de la Religion… 

elle ne l’est pas de convertir au vrai Dieu, par un renoncement sincere à la corruption interieure.’ See Pierre 

Bayle, Addition aux pensées diverses (Rotterdam, 1694), 117-118. 
44 ‘…contre le systême de Mr. Pajon’ ‘… un Calviniste rigide ne sauroit croire qu’il suffit d’être persuade des 

veritez Evangeliques, pour avoir ipso facto tout ce qu’il faut afin de pratiquer la Morale de l’Evangile.’ See 

ibid., 119. 
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devotion to Christ, that he would care so deeply about the outcome of Pajonism within his faith 

community, or that he would so enthusiastically share his work with his old theology professors 

from Geneva. Moreover, as we shall see, Calvinism played a constructive role in the argument 

that ran through the entire Pensées in which Bayle carefully separated the spheres of nature 

and grace to conform to predestinarian views on salvation. 

 

A Malebranchian Theory of Nature  

In order to develop his theological argument in the Pensées, Bayle craftily used his 

pseudonymous identity as the provocative Catholic ‘Docteur de Sorbonne’ to introduce another 

unconventional Catholic, the priest Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), Descartes’ most famous 

disciple. Malebranche did much to develop Cartesian thought in the seventeenth century, 

adding his own conceptual innovations, such as the claim that God is the only causal force in 

nature, or that the external world is perceived by a ‘vision in God.’ Less well-known today is 

Malebranche’s theory of divine will, which Bayle used throughout his treatise metaphysically 

to justify the universal laws of nature. In his treatise, Bayle esteemed Malebranche as ‘one of 

the greatest philosophers’ of the age, and explicitly admitted that he borrowed his key concepts 

from the Traité de la nature et de la grâce.45 Most significantly, Bayle used Malebranche’s 

theory of divine will to argue that comets were not miraculous signs. Natural events were 

subject to God’s general will (volonté générale) which worked by ‘general laws’ and not his 

particular will (volonté particulière) which acted arbitrarily.46 Bayle thus contended that after 

creation God had chosen to bind his will to govern physical bodies ‘by very simple, very 

general, and very uniform laws.’47 He concluded, referencing Malebranche, that God as ‘the 

 
45 ‘… l’un des plus grands Philosophes.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 423. 
46 ‘… des loix generales.’ See ibid., 462. 
47 ‘… par des loix très-simples, très-generales, & très-uniformes.’ See ibid., 423. 
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author of nature always follows his grand course and adheres to the general laws he has 

established.’48 

Indeed, when it came to nature, Malebranche provided Bayle with a version of the 

cosmos that was both orderly and predictable; however, Malebranche’s original intent was not 

to discuss comets. In the Traité de la nature et de la grâce, Malebranche had formulated his 

concept of volonté générale to construct a theodicy, defending the goodness of God despite 

natural suffering. He contended that suffering was not directly willed by God, but was a 

byproduct of God’s general will to govern the cosmos in an orderly fashion. Thus, Malebranche 

claimed, for example, if a stone fell on the head of a man and he died, it was not because of 

God’s particular plan to kill the man, but his desire to establish general laws that govern 

physical objects throughout his creation.49 In the Pensées, Bayle echoed this same point, 

claiming that if a stone fell onto a glass and it broke, it was not because God willed to break 

the glass, ‘but only because they are linked to the general laws that he has chosen to rule his 

operations.’50 In comparison, Bayle spent only a small amount of time summarizing 

Malebranche’s theodicy. Instead, he borrowed from Malebranche’s theory of God’s general 

will primarily to refute superstition about astrological events in the wake of the Great Comet. 

He contended that God’s general will governed natural events through laws of nature; 

therefore, comets were not divine omens, since they were simply the product of regular and 

predictable laws. 

 

  

 
48 ‘… l'Auteur de la nature va toûjours son grand chemin, & suit la loi generale qu'il a établie.’ See ibid., 115. 
49 Nicolas Malebranche, Traité de la nature et de la grâce: dernière édition, augmentée de plusieurs 

Eclaircissemens qui n'ont point encore paru, 4th ed. (Rotterdam, 1683), 239. 
50 ‘…mais seulement à cause qu’ils sont liez aux loix generales qu’il a choisies pour être la regle de ses 

operations.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 458, 463. 
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La volonté particulière de Dieu 

Bayle did not simply copy Malebranche, but he sought to confessionalise his ideas to 

harmonise them with Calvinism. Bayle thus surgically removed what the Cartesian philosopher 

said on the subject of grace, reworking his ideas to fit within a Calvinist mould. Indeed, Bayle’s 

disagreement to Malebranche on the subject of divine grace dates back to a debate between the 

Jansenist predestinarian Antoine Arnauld (1612-1694) and Malebranche that took place 

between 1684-1686, reviewed by Bayle in his Nouvelles de la Republique des Lettres. 

Although Bayle sided with Malebranche in this debate overall, he entirely agreed with 

Arnauld’s criticism of Malebranche’s account of grace.51 In other words, despite his 

appreciation of Malebranche, Bayle stubbornly retained a staunchly Augustinian account of 

divine predestining grace. In fact, Bayle’s disagreement with Malebranche over grace can be 

found years before he reviewed this debate, originating in the production of his Pensées. 

In order to understand how Bayle adapted Malebranche, it is important to note that the 

latter asserted that God’s grace worked universally as a sphere that overlapped extensively with 

nature. In his Traité de la nature et de la grâce, Malebranche not only spoke of the orderly 

operations of creation but provided a discussion of divine grace as also operating under simple 

and general laws. To Malebranche, this was once again tied to his larger project of constructing 

a theodicy. God had a universal salvific will; yet, grace was not applied equally to all people, 

and it was not always effective in bringing about salvation due to freewill.52  

Malebranche summarised this by equating grace to the natural laws that govern the rain 

to the seemingly arbitrary operations of the effect of grace. He observed: 

God often scatters his graces without them having the effect for which his goodness 

obliges us to believe he should give them. He makes individuals grow in piety until the 

end of their life, and sin dominates them at death and casts them to hell. He makes the 

 
51 Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 343. 
52 Nicolas Malebranche, Traité de la nature et de la grâce, 1st ed. (Rotterdam, 1680), 60, 64-66, 69, 228.  
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rain of grace fall on hardened hearts and on prepared lands, but people resist it and 

render it useless… How does this agree with his wisdom?53 

To address this dilemma, Malebranche took the same approach that he did when establishing a 

theodicy of physical suffering in nature. If grace is given to humanity ‘by very simple and very 

general laws… all these great difficulties disappear.’54 As in the realm of nature where rain 

was guided by general laws, causing it to fall on different kinds of ground, so too, la pluie de 

la grâce operated under general laws, causing uneven distribution, rendering it sometimes 

effectual and sometimes not, depending on the human agent onto which it fell.55 

Aligning the spheres of nature and grace, Malebranche contended that God’s general 

will governed ‘the order of grace, just as in the order of nature.’56 Indeed, since God was the 

same author of ‘the order of grace and of nature, it is necessary that these two orders agree.’57 

Malebranche even referred to God’s establishment of general laws as necessary, claiming God 

must work in the manner, otherwise, he would be violating his own perfect nature.58 God’s 

general laws thus moved beyond the realm of creation and into all of God’s actions, including 

his grace, so that parsimony was characteristic of divine volition itself. Accordingly, God only 

exercised his particular will when order necessarily demanded God perform a miracle, such as 

when he needed to prove the divinity of Christ in the New Testament, but he never did so unless 

it was both orderly and necessary.59  

 
53 ‘Dieu répand souvent des graces sans qu’elles ayent l’effet pour lequel sa bonté nous oblige de croire qu’il les 

donne. Il fait croître dans la piété des personnes jusques vers la fin de leur vie, & le péché les domine à la mort, 

& les précipite dans l’Enfer. Il fait tomber la pluie de la grace sur les cœurs endurcis, aussi-bien que sur les 

terres préparées, les hommes y résistent, & la rendent inutile... Comment accorder cela avec sa sagesse?’ See 

ibid., 50-51. 
54 ‘… par des loix trés-simples & trés-générales… toutes ces grandes difficultez se dissipent.’ ibid., 59. 
55 Malebranche, Traité de la nature et de la grâce: dernière édition, augmentée de plusieurs Eclaircissemens qui 

n'ont point encore paru, 35-36, 62, 74, 88, 241-242, 274. 
56 ‘… l’ordre de la Grace, aussi-bien que dans celui de la Nature.’ See Malebranche, Traité de la nature et de la 

grâce, 46. 
57 ‘… l’ordre de la grace & de celui de la Nature, il faut que ces deux ordres conviennent.’ See ibid., 45. 
58 ‘Dieu étant obligé d’agir toujours d’une manière digne de lui, par des voies simples, générales, constantes, & 

uniformes… il a dû établir certaines loix dans l’ordre de la grace, comme j’ai prouvé qu’il l’a fait dans celui de 

la Nature.’ See ibid., 53. 
59 Ibid., 23, 150, 180. 
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Although the discussion of the general laws of grace occupied an even greater 

proportion of Malebranche’s work than the general laws of nature, Bayle chose to omit it 

entirely from his Pensées, despite extensively borrowing Malebranche’s concept of the volonté 

générale. Bayle intentionally excluded Malebranche’s comments on grace because they 

undermined the Reformed notion that God saves individuals with a particular, electing, and 

effectual will. In Malebranche, there was a profound unity between divine grace and nature, as 

both were governed by general, simple, and orderly laws. In contrast, the Pensées separated 

the spheres of grace and nature, so that God’s particular will entirely governed grace, and his 

general will entirely governed nature.  

Bayle’s Calvinistic views on particular grace emerged in his Pensées most clearly in 

sections 156 and 157. Despite his pseudonymity as a Catholic, in section 156, Bayle took a 

highly amicable tone toward Calvinism and criticised ‘our noble lords’ who sought to persecute 

Huguenots in their land.60 Immediately after these sympathetic references, Bayle made his 

strongest claim that God’s particular will governed divine grace. He insisted that humanity 

cannot cooperate with God’s grace because ‘we have need for the inner working of the Holy 

Spirit in order to love God.’ Salvation was effectuated by the Spirit of God alone: ‘it is not men 

who make us love the truths of the Gospel... it is God who makes us love them, by adding a 

disposition of the heart to the illumination of our spirit.’61 Thus, while Malebranche claimed 

that God, who desired all to be saved, was often thwarted by the disposition of free agents, in 

contrast, Bayle referred to God’s spirit as illuminating the heart and making one love him. 

Afterwards, Bayle’s Pensées dedicated a lengthy section where he discussed the liberty 

of God to freely perform miracles from within the realm of grace. He insisted that God was 

 
60 ‘… nos Grands Seigneurs… ils s'emploient assez bien à la ruïne du Calvinisme... sans qu'il paroisse qu'ils 

aient la moindre envie de vivre plus chretiennement.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 319. 
61 ‘[N]ous avons besoin de l’operation interieure du St. Esprit, afin d’aimer Dieu… ce ne sont pas les hommes 

qui nous font aimer les veritez de l’Evangile… c’est Dieu qui nous les fait aimer, en ajoûtant à l’illumination de 

nôtre esprit une disposition de cœur.’ See ibid., 320. 
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free to choose to miraculously intervene in his creation. However, when God acted with a 

particular will, it was always purely within the realm of divine grace, which was always 

unmerited and could never be entitled by any sense of fairness or justice—otherwise, it was 

simply not grace. Thus, Bayle insisted, when God intervened miraculously in the cosmos by 

his particular will, ‘it is pure grace, it is pure mercy.’62 Bayle expanded upon this point by 

arguing that miracles exist in Scripture to display the grace of God, and therefore, ‘miracles 

must be accompanied by the word [of God].’63  

In making these arguments, Bayle had moved away from his pseudonymous Catholic 

voice, revealing the truly Protestant mind behind the treatise. During the Reformation, it was 

standard to argue that all genuine miracles must be accompanied by a revelation of the gospel. 

Luther’s the Address to the Christian Nobility (1520), Lectures on Isaiah (1531), and Sermons 

on John (1532) all rejected Catholic miracles by asserting that the devil could also work 

wonders, and true miracles always accompany the true proclamation of God’s Word.64 In the 

Institutes, Calvin echoed this same point, insisting that ‘Satan has his miracles…Magicians and 

sorcerers have always been renowned for their miracles: the idolatry of the Gentiles has been 

nourished by marvelous miracles.’65 Calvin contended that the miracles of Catholics were 

illusions of Satan and that true miracles were always accompanied by ‘the Word of God’s 

grace.’66 Bayle’s unique contribution was to take the standard Protestant belief that miracles 

must be accompanied by the Word of God and adapt it to fight astrological superstition: comets 

 
62 ‘… c’est pure grace, c’est pure misericorde.’ See ibid., 459. Bayle is speaking in identical language to other 

contemporary Huguenots to emphasise human inability and total reliance on the divine will for salvation. See 

Pierre Du Moulin, Examen de la doctrine des messieurs, Amyrault et Testard, l'un pasteur et professeur en 

théologie à Saumur, l'autre pasteur à Blois: touchant la prédestination, et les poincts qui en dépendent. Avec un 

advis d'un personnage désintéressé sur le dit examen (Amsterdam, 1638), 1-2. 
63 ‘… les miracles doivent être accompagnez de la parole.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 439-441. 
64 See Philip M. Soergel, Miracles and the Protestant Imagination: The Evangelical Wonder Book in 

Reformation Germany (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 39-40. 
65 ‘Satan a ses miracles… Le Magiciens et enchanteurs ont esté tousjours renommez pour leurs miracles: 

l’idolâtrie des Gentils a esté nourrie par miracles merveilleux.’ See John Calvin, Institution de la Religion 

Chrestienne, vol. 1 (Paris, 1859), xlix. 
66 ‘… la Parole de sa grâce.’ See ibid., xlviii, l. 
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could not be true miracles because they were unaccompanied by any revelation of grace. 

Indeed, in the realm of grace, there is miraculous intervention, but it is always accompanied by 

a revelation of the gospel, given freely by God’s particular will—an act which could never be 

demanded, precisely because it was pure grace. Unable to meet the criteria of a true miracle, 

comets were thus purely guided by God’s general will, under his fixed and simple laws. 

The underlying logic of Bayle’s Pensées was profoundly influenced by a Calvinist 

separation of nature from grace. Comets functioned within the sphere of nature under general 

laws because they were unaccompanied by a revelation of grace and thus could not be 

miraculous portents. In the realm of grace, however, God’s particular will acted in spiritual 

regeneration and miracles proving the authority of the gospel. Thus, Bayle borrowed his core 

idea of volonté générale from Malebranche in regard to nature, but entirely removed it from 

his discussion of universal grace, instead providing a Reformed conception of God’s 

supernatural grace solely governed by God’s volonté particulière.  

 

The irrational individual 

Bayle used this separation of nature and grace, combined with his anti-Pajonist 

anthropology, to argue for toleration. In the sphere of nature, he argued that humans were 

fundamentally irrational, and thus, rational beliefs about religion were not influential over our 

behaviour and could be tolerated. Particularly important for Bayle was the Augustinian doctrine 

of ‘concupiscence,’ which claimed that after the Fall passion overcame reason, permanently 

disordering human action and desire. It is in this light, for example, that Calvin claimed: 

It is easy to refute the frivolous objections of the Pelagians… Original sin is a hereditary 

corruption and perversion of our nature... Through Adam, we have become accountable 

to the judgment of God... Those who have called it Concupiscence have not used a word 

that is too far-fetched... all parts of man, from the soul to the flesh, are defiled and 
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utterly filled with this concupiscence... In short, man is not anything in himself but 

concupiscence.67  

Indeed, Paul Helm has shown how this focus on the noetic impact of sin and the corruption of 

the will by passion, dominated Reformed anthropologies from Calvin well into the eighteenth 

century.68 However, it was not only the Reformed, but Jansenists such as Pierre Nicole (1625-

1695) who reiterated this same point: 

There is not a person who remains in disagreement that reason is given to us as a guide 

in life, to help us discern good and evil, and to regulate our desires and actions. But 

there are not many who use it for this purpose... it is not reason that uses the passions, 

but it is the passions that use reason to arrive at their end. This is entirely the ordinary 

usage that we make of it.69 

Thus, Bayle’s anthropology drew upon a key similarity between Calvinists and Jansenists such 

as Arnauld and Nicole who he praised as ‘a great model of eloquence and reasoning.’70  

Based upon this view of human nature, Bayle argued that passion, not reason, was the 

dominant force behind human action.71 He insisted ‘that it is not the general opinions of the 

mind that determine us to act, but the current passions of the heart.’72 Despite our capacity for 

rational thought, ‘man is a certain creature, who with all his reason, does not always act 

according to his beliefs.’73 Even in moments where individuals seem to use their reason and 

conscience, they were still not overcoming passion:  

 
67 ‘[Il] est facile de réfuter ce que cavillent les Pélagiens… le péché originel est une corruption et perversité 

héréditaire de nostre nature… que par Adam nous sommes faits redevables au jugement de Dieu… Ceux qui 

l'ont appelée Concupiscence, n'ont point usé d'un mot par trop impertinent… toutes les parties de l’homme, 

depuis l’âme jusques à la chair, sont souillées et du tout remplies de ceste concupiscence… pour le faire plus 

court, que l’homme n’est autre chose de soy-mesme que concupiscence.’ See ibid., 128-129. 
68 Paul Helm, Human Nature from Calvin to Edwards (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2018).  
69 ‘Il n’y a personne qui ne demeure d’accord que la raison nous est donnée pour nous servir de guide dans la 

vie, pour nous faire discerner les biens & les maux, & pour nous regler dans nos desirs & dans nos actions. Mais 

combien y en a-t-il peu qui l’emploient à cet usage… ce n’est pas la raison qui se sert des passions, mais ce sont 

les passions qui se servent de la raison pour arriver à leur fin. C’est tout l’usage que l’on en fait ordinairement.’ 

See Pierre Nicole, Essais de morale, vol. 1 (Paris, 1733), 47-48. 
70 ‘… un grand modele d’éloquence & de raisonnement.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 73. For more on the 

Jansenists in this regard, see Michael Moriarty, ‘Liberté, nécessité, contrainte chez Jansénius, Arnauld et 

Nicole,’ Archives de Philosophie 78, no. 1 (2015). 
71 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 289, 361-363. 
72 ‘… que ce ne sont pas les opinions generales de l’esprit, qui nous déterminent à agir, mais les passions 

presentes du cœur.’ See ibid., 272. 
73 ‘… l’homme est une certaine creature, qui avec toute sa raison, n’agit pas toûjours consequemment à sa 

creance’ See ibid., 361. 
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[W]hen the heart is at once possessed by an illegitimate love; when one sees that by 

satisfying this love they will taste pleasure, and that by not satisfying it, they will be 

plunged in unbearable sorrows and unease; there is no light of conscience that prevails: 

one only consults passion and judges that it is necessary here and now to act against the 

general idea they have of moral duty.74 

In making such statements, Bayle was separating the spheres of nature and grace, arguing that 

fallen human nature is governed by the passions and self-interest which corrupted and guided 

reason. In so doing, he was also challenging Pajon’s claim that the will always passively 

followed the intellect.75 

In this light, Bayle attempted to muster empirical evidence that metaphysical ideas had 

little social consequence at all, whether good or bad. Bayle observed, even though Christian 

doctrine strongly condemned fornication, it was nevertheless common because ‘there are 

incomparably more people dominated by the pleasure of lust than by the pleasure of killing.’76 

In other words, the most popular sins were those that most easily please human temperament, 

regardless of what magnitude they were condemned in Scripture. This was also why 

unforgiveness, greed, and gossip were so common, despite their condemnation in Scripture.77  

Likewise, belief in doctrine had little distinguishing effect upon virtue. Although 

Christians disagreed about predestination and purgatory, ‘despite this difference in dogma, they 

govern themselves the same way in regard to morals.’78 Indeed, all of Christendom had the 

‘truth’ of basic Christian doctrine, but sin had universally spread throughout.79 He claimed:  

 
74 ‘La conscience conoît en generale la beauté de la vertu, & nous force de tomber d’accord qu’il n’y a rien de 

plus loüable que les bonnes mœurs. Mais quand le coeur est une fois possédé d’un amour illégitime; quand on 

voit qu’en satisfaisant cet amour, on goûtera du plaisir, & qu’en ne le satisfaisant pas, on se plongera dans des 

chagrins & dans des inquietudes insuportables; il n’y a lumiere de conscience qui tienne: on ne consulte plus 

que la passion, & l’on juge qu’il faut agir hîc & nunc contre l’idée generale que l’on a de son devoir.’ See ibid., 

265. 
75 See ibid., 289, 361-363.  
76 ‘… il y a imcomparablement plus de gens dominez par les plaisirs de l’impudicité, que par le plaisir de tuer.’ 

See ibid., 339. 
77 Ibid., 337-339, 343-349. 
78 ‘… malgré cette difference dans les dogmes, ils se gouvernent les uns & les autres de la même façon, pour ce 

qui regarde les mœurs.’ See ibid., 362. 
79 Ibid., 331. 
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One will say to me that it would be a strange thing for an atheist to live virtuously and 

a monstrosity that surpasses the force of nature. I answer that it is no stranger that an 

atheist lives virtuously than it is strange for a Christian to commit all sorts of crime.80  

This was all related to the woes of Pajonism. Bayle’s theological move here was to demonstrate 

that connecting metaphysics to action was tantamount to Pelagianism. The assertion that a 

human agent can simply believe in correct theology with the intellect, and then freely choose 

to follow it, amounted to a denial of the need of God’s grace. He observed, many nominal 

Christians who have an intellectual belief in orthodox theology ‘do not yet have sanctifying 

grace and are still in the shackles and under the yoke of sin.’81  

Bayle thus proved the ‘irrational’ nature of the individual by showing that religion did 

not influence behaviour. In the context of late seventeenth-century France, England, and the 

Netherlands, persecution was largely justified by the premise that paganism, heresy, and 

especially atheism, led to sedition, licentiousness, and other harmful social consequences.82 By 

claiming that human action was inspired by passions rather than rational belief in religious 

doctrine, Bayle was undermining a chief justification for intolerance: namely, that bad 

metaphysical ideas have harmful social consequences. In order to strengthen his case for 

toleration, Bayle moved from examining human nature to a discussion of the church and state. 

 

The invisible church  

According to Bayle, the church was not sufficient to provide virtue or social cohesion 

but was a small number of individuals in the sphere of grace, redeemed by Christ. By separating 

the spheres of nature and grace, Bayle was able to interpret natural humanity as utterly selfish, 

 
80 ‘Me dira-t-on, ce seroit une etrange chose, qu’un Athée qui vivroit vertueusement. C’est un monstre qui 

surpasse les forces de la nature. Je repons, qu’il n’est pas plus étrange qu’un Athée vive vertueusement, qu’il est 

étrange qu’un Chretien se porte à toute sorte de crime’ See ibid., 353. 
81 ‘… n’ont point encore la grace sanctifiante, & qu’ils sont encore dans les liens & sous le joug du peché.’ See 

ibid., 291. 
82 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 124-133, 224-311, 358-370, 396-466. 
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and the church as a small minority who have been transformed by supernatural grace.83 Bayle 

did so by arguing that Christian Europe, despite having visible churches, was simply not a 

moral beacon to the world: there were ‘never more communions and never less a change of 

life.’84 By minimizing the breadth of the true church in this manner, Bayle expanded the scope 

of toleration. If nature and grace were separated, and the church was a small minority of 

believers in the realm of grace, then natural society could not depend on religious institutions. 

A contextual reading of the Pensées shows that Bayle tied together his argument for 

toleration by drawing upon standard points of French Reformed theology. Rex has rightly 

pointed out that Bayle’s ‘demand that doctrinal belief be joined inseparably to virtue’ was a 

belief that ‘Calvinists maintained in their doctrines of Justification and Sanctification… Bayle, 

like all the later seventeenth-century Calvinists, was extremely conscious of the link between 

the two: the faith which justifies must fructify itself in righteousness.’85 This meant, of course, 

that for Bayle the true church was a small number; however, this also was a common theme 

within Reformed ecclesiology. Calvin himself described how ‘a great number and marvelous 

multitude’ falsely assumed they were the people of God, but only ‘a few people are saved in 

regard to this great number.’86 Francis Turretin likewise argued that the true Church is marked 

by ‘paucity,’ and that ‘the Church’ should not be defined ‘by multitudes’ but by a ‘small flock’ 

who are ‘sojourners’ in this world.87  

Indeed, such a depiction of the church was especially prominent amongst the French 

Reformed who themselves constituted a persecuted minority. The Indice of the French Geneva 

Bible contained a lengthy doctrinal guide as an appendix, which stated that the true Church is 

 
83 See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 331, 409-410. 
84 ‘… jamais plus de Communions, & moins de changement de vie.’ See ibid., 320. 
85 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 60. 
86 John Calvin, ‘Sur les Epitres de S. Paul aux Romains, Corinthiens, Galatiens et Ephésiens,’ in Commentaires 

de Jean Calvin sur le Nouveau Testament (Paris, 1855), 196. Bayle likewise references Romans 11 to describe 

the elect. See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 331. 
87 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1992), 18.13.24-25. 
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‘against the multitude’ and characterised as the remnant of true believers, as seen in the 

redemption history of ancient Israel.88 When proving his point, Bayle quoted 1 Kings 19:18 to 

show that there was a time when Israel had only seven thousand faithful members, referencing 

a passage commonly used by Calvinists to disprove the Catholic claim that its multitudinous 

size and international scope was evidence that it was the true Church.89  

Although Bayle’s focus on the invisible church conformed to Calvinism, he departed 

from his own Reformed tradition by neglecting to address the visible church. He spent no time 

defining the structure of the visible church as episcopal, congregational, or presbyterian. He 

was surprisingly void of any reference to the sacraments. Mainstream Reformed theology, 

however, emphasised that God not only predestined the ‘end’ of salvation for the elect, but also 

the ‘means’ to bring about their faith in space and time. Calvin, for example, taught that the 

sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist were a means by which God chose to sovereignly 

bestow his grace on the elect. Likewise, the longest chapter in the Calvin’s Institutes was 

dedicated to prayer, explicating it as another means of drawing the elect. In a Reformed 

theological framework, God used ordained channels of grace in preaching, the sacraments, and 

prayer, found within the church, to ensure that his elect were divinely illuminated within the 

communal worship of God—the very purpose of their predestination in the first place.  

Some of the most astute Bayle scholars have failed to assess the significance of his 

silence on the visible church in the Pensées.90 However, as we shall see in Chapter 4, Bayle’s 

failure to foreground the visible church would concern many of his readers in early eighteenth-

 
88 See ‘La table des matières’ in La Bible: qui est toute la Saincte Escriture du Vieil et Nouveau Testament: 

autrement l'Ancienne et la Nouvelle Alliance: le tout reveu & confere sur les textes hebrieux & grecs par les 

pasteurs & docteurs de l'Eglise de Geneve: avec un nouvel indice par lieux communs: item les Pseaumes & 

cantiques avec les prieres ecclesiastiques. 
89 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 331. See also Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 71-72. 
90 Labrousse for example has claimed that ‘Bayle fait grand état de la distinction, particulièrement chère au 

calvinisme, entre Eglise invisible et Eglise visible.’ She did not observe that Bayle’s emphasis was on the 

former, but not the latter. See Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2, 286. 
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century England, who were embroiled in internecine Protestant ecclesiological debates. Indeed, 

Bayle’s emphasis on divine illumination without any mention of the means of grace or the 

visible church, not only undermined the role of the Word, prayer, and the sacraments, but also 

disciplinary policies, such as the right to ex-communicate, discipline, admonish, and prohibit 

false doctrine. To many, Bayle seemed to give little place to public, institutional religion, which 

was seen most clearly in his assertion that a functioning state could be atheistic, with no 

established religion at all. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mean that Bayle would have 

outright denied the visible church. Ecclesiology was simply not a topic that he systematically 

addressed in the pages of the Pensées. Rather, Bayle’s goal was to use Calvinist soteriology to 

argue for a secular realm that expected pluralism in religion.91 Given original sin, the vast 

majority of individuals were outside of the effectual grace of the Spirit of God. If predestination 

was true, then no amount of state law could ever add one name to the book of life, nor transform 

a ‘goat’ into one of God’s predestined ‘sheep.’ According to Bayle’s predestinarian theology, 

the laws of the state could have no effect upon salvation. 

 

The sovereign state  

According to Bayle, while the invisible church had a trivial effect upon society, the 

state played a vital role. Since human nature was selfish and passion-bound, he argued that the 

laws of the state were crucial in securing peaceful and stable societies. Although he nowhere 

mentioned a hypothetical ‘state of nature’ like Hobbes before him, he nevertheless constructed 

a vision of an absolute state based upon managing the conflicting selfish interests and passions 

of human nature. Tim Hochstrasser has helpfully assessed Bayle’s theory of the state in light 

 
91 For a lengthy discussion of this see James Michael Hooks, ‘La christianisme laïc de Pierre Bayle,’ in Les 

dossiers des Annales de droit: L'État et la religion dans l'espace public, ed. Jérône Grosclaude (Rouen: Presses 

universitaires de Rouen et du Havre, 2021). 
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of the political context of the Huguenots while outlining ‘Bayle’s support for absolutism.’ He 

has summarised that Bayle posited that humans must resort to an absolute sovereign because 

mankind was ‘fallen and corrupt and therefore only susceptible of rule by an absolute 

monarch.’92 The end result, for Bayle, was a theory of the state that was essentially absolutist 

in character with a strict law code to mitigate conflicts between naturally self-interested 

individuals in society.93 Given his claim that reason had little to no role over human behaviour, 

Bayle was likewise able to claim that the state in itself, without the need of any church, was 

fully capable of securing social cohesion.  

Bayle’s affirmation of absolute monarchy does not mean he denied religious toleration. 

As Jeffrey Collins and Richard Tuck have pointed out, Hobbes’s support of absolute monarchy 

was not antithetical to toleration.94 After all, if the glue that held together self-interested 

individuals was the state, not a single institutional church, then a lack of religious uniformity 

would not threaten social cohesion, allowing for diverse religious perspectives under a single 

state sovereign. Thus, it is indeed possible to consider both Hobbes and Bayle as supporting 

absolute monarchy as a source of toleration. However, unlike Hobbes, Bayle avoided any 

appeal to a ‘state of nature’ and rational consent to a social contract. Yet, in avoiding Hobbes’s 

solution, Bayle had to explain how societies were formed, especially given the assumption 

(common in the seventeenth century) that passion and self-interest were inherently harmful 

both individually and socially.95 If sinful passions dominated human action, how was society 

even possible? Would not self-interested passions simply cause discord and conflict?  

 
92 T.J. Hochstrasser, ‘The Claims of Consience: Natural Law Theory, Obligation, and Resistance in the 

Huguenot Diaspora,’ in New Essays on the Political Thought of the Huguenots of the Refuge, ed. John Christian 

Laursen (1995), 23. 
93 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 328-329. 
94 Collins, In the Shadow of Leviathan, 57-61; Richard Tuck, Philosophy and Government 1572–1651 (New 

York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 279-345. 
95 See Susan James, Passion and Action (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 1-2.  
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In addressing these questions, Bayle sought to rehabilitate the social utility of the 

passions. It is likely that Bayle had been influenced by Malebranche who had argued that 

passions, while sometimes harmful, could also play a natural role in benefiting human society. 

There was, for example, a natural emotive love between members of a community, and 

passionate expressions often spread from person to person, encouraging aversions to harm and 

pursuits of bodily goods.96 Accordingly, passions helped providentially govern the mechanical 

well-being of the physical body and of society, and while they could be misused, they played 

a vital role in the wellbeing of the material world. In this light, Bayle argued that even 

traditionally negative passions such as pride and envy could be socially constructive. This was 

a significant departure from most thinkers, even including Hobbes who had presented a 

negative view of vainglory and honour, contending that these passions perpetuated social 

conflict.97 For Hobbes, it was reason, not such destructive passions, which encouraged 

individuals to see the brutality of the state of nature and consent to a social contract. In stark 

contrast, Bayle argued that the self-interested passion for honour itself could inspire a desire 

for social reputation, friendship, commerce, generosity, truth-telling, and other civic virtues.98 

Bayle therefore held together a tension between a more Malebranchian sense of passion as 

yielding social benefit and a way of speaking about passion as self-interested and sinful, 

metaphysically framed with a Calvinist doctrine of original sin. 

Thus, Bayle stressed that selfish passions could in fact inspire acts of imperfect charity, 

honesty, and industry; nevertheless, he was still sceptical that selfish human passion was 

sufficient to produce stable societies outside of the institution of the state. Therefore, he argued 

that the laws of the state were crucial to securing social peace by manipulating selfish passions, 

 
96 Ibid., 117-119. 
97 See Alan Ryan, ‘Hobbes's Political Philosophy,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes, ed. Tom Sorell 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 221-222; Laurie M. Johnson, Locke and Rousseau: Two 

Enlightenment Responses to Honor (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012), 16-33; Julie E. Cooper, ‘Vainglory, 

Modesty, and Political Agency in the Political Theory of Thomas Hobbes,’ The Review of Politics 72 (2010). 
98 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 268-271, 287-289, 349-351, 365-373. 



52 
 

offering punishments and rewards to incentivise social behaviour. In his day, he therefore 

supported an absolute state, which had the resources of laws needed to constrain passions when 

they conflicted. Since it was the state rather than organised religion that provided social bonds, 

then even if an individual belonged to the strangest and most irrational religion, he or she was 

still just a human being, driven by the same basic passions for reputation, family, friends, and 

wealth. They should be tolerated, not feared. 

By claiming the state, not the church, was entirely sufficient to provide the bonds 

needed for a commonwealth, Bayle was led to his most infamous conclusion: that even a 

society of atheists could theoretically exist. In fact, Bayle believed he had empirical proof for 

this claim since certain atheists, such as ‘Epicurus,’ ‘Spinoza,’ ‘Gassendi,’ and ‘Vanini,’ lived 

morally upright lives.99 If a few atheists were capable of civic virtue, then in principle, so too 

was a whole society. Bayle’s reflections on human nature provided a sufficient explanation for 

this observation: since human action did not flow from intellectual beliefs, then atheists would 

not follow the nihilistic and immoral implications of their metaphysical ideas. Thus, self-

interested, passion-bound humans of any belief (whether pagan, heretical, or even atheistic) 

could still desire honor, and thus, produce wealth, social relations, industry, honesty, and other 

civic virtues.100 This chain of reasoning led to Bayle’s conception of a ‘virtuous’ atheist.  

 

The virtuous atheist?  

Many scholars have pointed out that it is truly puzzling that a Calvinist would go to 

such lengths to prove the ‘virtue’ of atheists.101 Is not the most plausible explanation that Bayle 

himself was a hidden atheist? Bartlett has argued that Bayle was ‘less concerned with the 

 
99 Ibid., 353-358, 375-379. 
100 Ibid., 268-271, 287-289, 349-351, 365-373. 
101 See Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750, 331-341. 
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demotion of idolatry than with the elevation of atheism.’102 Mori has concurred that Bayle’s 

hypothesis was designed to envisage an idealised, completely secular state.103 However, if 

Bayle was truly a sincere Huguenot as suggested in this chapter, then how did he come to such 

a striking conclusion?  

The first thing to note is that the Pensées was quite careful to deny explicitly that 

atheism could be truly virtuous. Bayle contended that ‘if you penetrate into the purpose of the 

author, you will see that it makes sense to consider atheism in itself to be a state of 

malediction.’104 He reiterated: 

A superficial mind who hears me reason like I do, will infallibly believe that I am 

making an apology for sinners: but a penetrating mind without a doubt will judge that 

I am doing the contrary.105  

Bayle’s observation that atheists could act in ways morally equal or even superior to pagans 

was not meant to be an exposition of the virtue of atheism, but rather, the true implications of 

the anti-Pajonist, pro-Augustinian position on grace. Both an atheist and a pagan were governed 

by self-interest and passion.106 This logic even extended to nominal Christians who rationally 

believed in orthodox doctrine by reason alone, without the grace of the Holy Spirit.107 Bayle 

insisted that this argument ‘is quite favorable to the story of the fall of Adam and strongly 

contradicts the Pelagians.’108 Atheists, pagans, and merely nominal Christians were all under 

the corruption of sin, governed by self-love, unable to cherish God and glorify him.  

Bayle’s claim that atheists were capable of an imperfect natural virtue mapped onto a 

Calvinist distinction between natural civic virtue and true virtue wrought by the Holy Spirit. 

 
102 Bartlett, ‘Introduction,’ xxxi, xxxiv. 
103 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 204. 
104 ‘… mais pour peu que vous penetriez le but de l’Auteur, vous verrez qu’il convient, que l’Atheïsme est en soi 

l’état d’une malédiction.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 396. 
105 ‘Un esprit superficiel qui m’entendroit raisonner comme je raisonne, croiroit infailliblement que je fais 

l’apologie des pecheurs: mais un esprit penetrant jugeroit sans doute que je fais tout le contraire.’ See ibid., 324. 
106 Ibid., 327. 
107 Ibid. 
108 ‘… est très-favorable à l’histoire de la chûte d’Adam, & fort contraire aux Pelagiens’ See ibid., 396. 
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This distinction went back to Augustine’s description of pagan virtue as a splendid sin 

(splendida peccata) as well as Aquinas’s description of cardinal virtues which still required the 

infusion of the Holy Spirit. Reformed theologians including Calvin and Turretin all similarly 

suggested that pagan virtue occurred due to a non-salvific ‘common grace’ which provided a 

civic virtue that extended to all of humanity, teaching the main precepts of the decalogue, 

communicated to pagans by natural law.109 Likewise, Jansensist predestinarians, such Arnauld, 

Nicole, Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), and Cornelius Jansenius (1585-1638) all claimed that 

pagans have a form of natural virtue, yet ‘all the works of the infidels, how precious and perfect 

they may look from the angle of philosophical virtue, are in the real and proper sense sins.’110 

Bayle’s only innovation was to apply to this notion of civic virtue to atheists (rather than just 

pagans). He was not positing the existence of a ‘virtuous atheist’ in any strict sense—or, as 

Bartlett has suggested, elevating atheism above true Christianity. Bayle carefully maintained 

throughout his treatise that atheists and pagans do not have grâce particulière, and therefore, 

their morals fall short of true virtue infused by the Holy Spirit.  

Instead of a careful guise to undermine Calvinism, Bayle’s discussion of atheism should 

instead be viewed within the natural flow of his argument in the Pensées. Bayle’s chief 

theological contention was that God did not miraculously send comets by his particular will 

since they were unaccompanied by any clear revelation and would thus encourage superstition 

and paganism. Bayle then anticipated an objection from a hypothetical interlocutor: comets 

were elevating humans from the worse condition of atheism to the better condition of 

superstitious paganism. Accordingly, this latter condition would still be sinful, but 

nevertheless, morally superior to atheism, and thus, the divine portent of a comet was an act of 

 
109 Stephen J. Grabill, Rediscovering the Natural Law in Reformed Theological Ethics (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 

2006), 109-110, 117-118, 120-121, 132, 135-136, 139, 155-156, 162, 165. See also Levitin, The Kingdom of 

Darkness, 443-449. 
110 Wim François and Antonio Gerace, ‘The Doctrine of Justification and the Rise of Pluralism in the Post-

Tridentine Catholic Church,’ in More than Luther: The Reformation and the Rise of Pluralism in Europe, ed. 

Karla Apperloo-Boersma & Herman J. Selderhuis (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2019), 32-33.  
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grace. In order to combat this expected objection, Bayle drew upon the paradox from ancient 

Greek historian Plutarch that atheism was not worse than pagan superstition.111 Levitin has thus 

rightly observed, rather than positing hidden ‘esoteric motivations’ of atheism, ‘it seems fairly 

clear that Bayle’s aim was genuinely to respond to a possible objection to his argument.’112  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter began by refuting an interpretation of Bayle by scholars such as Mori and 

Bartlett who have viewed the Pensées as an apology for naturalism. It is important to address 

this Straussian hermeneutic because it has obscured the fact that Calvinism deeply inspired one 

of the most universalised theories of toleration in the early modern period. Throughout the 

treatise, Bayle marked out his allegiance to Reformed orthodoxy by opposing Pajon’s claim 

that the natural processes of the intellect were sufficient to produce faith. Furthermore, whereas 

Malebranche argued that God’s ‘general will’ governed the spheres of nature and grace, Bayle 

separated these spheres. In nature, God governed by a general will; however, in the sphere of 

grace, he exercised a particular will which granted redemption only to a predestined remnant 

of believers. Bayle used this bedrock of Calvinism to construct his argument for universal 

toleration. In the sphere of nature after the Fall, individuals were guided by self-interest and 

passion. Paradoxically, this meant that rational beliefs did not impact behaviour; thus, any 

intellectual opinion concerning religion could be tolerated without threatening society. 

 Even Bayle’s most controversial hypothesis of a ‘virtuous atheist’ displayed his 

Calvinism rather than a hidden naturalism. Bayle did not attempt to claim that atheism was 

superior to true Christianity, but merely that it was no worse than nominal Christianity or even 

 
111 Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 504. 
112 Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 430. 
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paganism. Bayle adopted the Reformed distinction between true virtue and mere civic virtue. 

He argued that everyone outside of the sphere of true Christians, regenerated by the Holy Spirit, 

could not exercise true virtue, but even atheists had a capacity for civic virtue. Thus, even 

opinions as wrong as atheism could still be tolerated without causing harm to the fabric of 

society.  

Bayle weaved this discussion of atheism within his broader question about comets. It 

made no sense for God to send a comet as an omen merely to stir humanity out of atheism into 

superstition. Unless comets were accompanied by the revelation of the gospel, pagans would 

simply use it as an excuse for idolatry. In other words, God would be tempting people to sin, 

which Bayle argued, would be impossible due to the goodness of his nature. The following 

chapter will further explore Bayle’s argument that God could never promote sin in another 

major work concerning toleration: the Commentaire philosophique. This work sought to defend 

toleration by contending that God could never command persecution because doing so would 

be directly violating natural law. However, despite similarities in argument, we shall see in this 

later treatise that Bayle’s arguments were founded upon very different foundations, this time 

with an appeal to reason rather than the doctrines of original sin and predestination.
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Chapter 2 

Natural Law and Toleration in the Commentaire philosophique 
 

Faith is a free act, to which no one can be forced. Indeed, it is a 

work of God in the spirit, not something which outward 

authority should compel or create. Hence arises the common 

saying, found also in Augustine, ‘No one can or ought to be 

forced to believe.’ 

— Martin Luther, Temporal Authority 

 

In August 1686, Bayle authored an article in his Nouvelles de la république des lettres 

reviewing an upcoming treatise on toleration by Jean Fox de Bruggs, published in Canterbury 

by Thomas Litwell, and translated from English into French by a cryptic M.I.F. This new work, 

Bayle exclaimed, would be ‘without a doubt a commentary of a new kind.’1 Unbeknownst to 

his audience, however, Bayle was actually reviewing his own Commentaire Philosophique sur 

les paroles de Jésus-Christ, Contrains-les d'entrer, to be published in Amsterdam by Abraham 

Wolfgang the following October. To the attentive reader, the pseudonymous nature of the 

treatise might have been subtly apparent. The name Jean Fox de Bruggs was a conglomeration 

of two prominent tolerationists: the surname of the Quaker George Fox (1624-1691) and Jean 

de Bruggs, the alias of the anabaptist David Joris (1501-1556) while he was covertly living in 

Basel to avoid persecution.2 Bayle described his pseudonymous author as a ‘learned 

Presbyterian’ from England, who would refute Augustine’s justification of persecution against 

the Donatists based on the parable in Luke 14, in which the master of a banquet commanded 

his servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and compel them to come in.’3 Augustine 

 
1 ‘… sans doute un Commentaire d’un tour nouveau.’ See Pierre Bayle, Nouvelles de la république des lettres: 

comprenant les années 1686-1687, vol. 2 (Geneva: Slatkine Reprints, 1966), 961. 
2 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 326. 
3 ‘Il promet la publication d’un Commentaire Philosophique composé en Anglois par un Sçavant Presbiterien.’ 

See Bayle, Nouvelles de la république des lettres: comprenant les années 1686-1687, vol. 2, 347. 
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contended that the master’s imperative to ‘compel them to come in’ (contrains-les d’entrer) 

taught the use of force in conversion. Bayle promised that the author ‘will show in an invincible 

manner the necessity of tolerance and dash into pieces all of Saint Augustine’s arguments.’4 

 In the seventeenth century, Augustine’s arguments were being used to justify the 

persecution of Huguenots in France.5 While Bayle was highly critical of these contemporary 

proponents of Augustine, it is important to note that Augustinian ideas gave theories of 

religious uniformity in France a distinctly pedagogical character. Unlike those justifications for 

persecution which sought to cut off the limb of heresy to preserve the health of the body of 

society, or those which sought to punish the heretic for spiritual crimes against the Decalogue, 

Augustine primarily sought to educate those who believed false doctrine. This difference meant 

that, at the heart of his theory, Augustine admitted that force could never directly persuade 

one’s reason. Indeed, Luther could mine Augustine’s ideas to help justify religious toleration 

in Temporal Authority (1523), and even today, theologians use Augustine to defend liberalism.6 

However, in the wake of the Donatist controversy, Augustine also argued force could cause the 

heretic to examine himself, prompting him rationally to reconsider the true religion. Like a 

parent using force to discipline their child in matters of virtue, so too, the state could use the 

law to promote religion.7 This led to a particular model of enforced religious uniformity.8 

 
4 ‘… montrera d’une manière invincible la nécessité de la tolerance, & qui mettra en piéce toutes les raisons de 

S. Augustin.’ See ibid. 
5 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 78; Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early 

Enlightenment Culture, 205. 
6 See Eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2008); Robert Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. 

Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970); Paul D. Miller, ‘Augustinian Liberalism,’ in 

Augustine in a time of crisis: politics and religion contested, ed. Boleslaw Kabala, Ashleen Menchaca-Bagnulo, 

and Nathan Pinkoski (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021); Paul J. Weithman, ‘Toward an Augustinian 

Liberalism,’ in The Augustinian Tradition, ed. Gareth B. Matthews (London: University of California Press, 

Ltd, 1999). 
7 John R. Bowlin, ‘Augustine on Justifying Coercion,’ The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 17 (1997): 

65-69. 
8 See Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 22-23, 33-34. 
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Unlike in Spain, where the inquisition used the secular arm to execute heretics as a danger to 

the community, Augustine was cited in France to defend a supposedly more merciful approach.  

In the Commentaire, Bayle himself noticed this distinction between the inquisition in 

Spain and the dragonnades in France, but adamantly denied that one was better than the other. 

He sarcastically criticised French Catholics who boasted about their mercy because ‘Calvinists 

were not punished with death, but they were being tormented by other means’— Bayle noted 

that these more merciful means included torture on the wheel, and if heretics refused to recant, 

they still burned them at the stake in the end.9 This chapter argues that Bayle’s Commentaire 

rebutted Augustine by developing a theory of toleration using natural law.10 Bayle contended 

that there were universal axioms of reason that were available to all which proved toleration. 

In contrast, religion was a matter of probability and could never be uniform. After exploring 

his argument in its context, this chapter contends that the Commentaire demonstrated a 

profound departure from the Pensées. Bayle now presented individuals as governed by rational 

and moral axioms, a state limited by natural rights, and a visible church established by the 

magistrate, explicitly downplaying the Pensées’ emphasis on original sin, divine illumination, 

the absolute state, and the invisible remnant church. Therefore, it is a mistake to try to 

harmonise the Pensées with the Commentaire, but rather the two treatises ought to be 

interpreted separately, with their essential differences held in tension with one another. As we 

shall see, in early eighteenth-century England, it is precisely these differences which led to 

such divergent interpretations of Bayle. 

 

 
9 ‘… on ne punissoit pas de mort les Calvinistes, mais qu’on les tourmentoit par d’autres voies.’ See Pierre 

Bayle, Commentaire philosophique sur ces paroles de Jesus-Christ contrain-les d'entrer (Amsterdam, 1686), 

278, 282. 
10 I have made this argument in James Michael Hooks, ‘Pierre Bayle and Richard Simon: Toleration, Natural 

Law, and the Old Testament,’ History of European Ideas 48, no. 4 (2022). 
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Un Commentaire d’un nouveau genre 

Although Bayle published the Commentaire only four years after the Pensées, his life 

had dramatically changed. Between 1684 and 1685, Bayle had lost all his remaining relatives 

and Louis XIV’s persecutorial policies were picking up pace, culminating in the revocation of 

the edict of Nantes in 1685. Most tragic was the death of Bayle’s brother Jacob the same year, 

targeted for arrest because Bayle had not concealed his authorship of the Critique générale de 

l'Histoire du Calvinisme (1682), which had aroused the ire of authorities. Jacob, refusing to 

recant his faith, died in a Catholic prison.11 It was Bayle’s family who had brought him up in 

the faith and continued to write to him after his momentary conversion to Catholicism, 

persuading him to return to Calvinism. Throughout the 1670s and early 1680s, Bayle’s letters 

to his family revealed a level of emotion and religious devotion nowhere else seen in his corpus. 

As Rex has rightly observed ‘when the Revocation brought about the death of the last of his 

immediate family, this side of Bayle’s character virtually disappears from sight.’12 Bayle’s 

personal closeness to his family was also likely the reason that he was so insistent in the 

Commentaire that one’s upbringing and family played a crucial role in shaping one’s religious 

beliefs. Although Bayle continued to be an active participant in his Reformed church 

throughout his life, with his family gone, so was his most personal link to his Calvinist faith. 

Around this time, Bayle had also begun to enter a new chapter in his life: his role as the 

editor of the Nouvelles Republique des Lettres (1684-1687), thrusting him into the early 

modern republic of letters. Now Bayle was reviewing some of the most prominent works of his 

day, as renowned authors corresponded with him, exposing him to the most brilliant minds 

across Europe from a variety of confessions, including prominent freethinkers and deists. This 

 
11 Elisabeth Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Du pays de Foix à la cité d’Erasme, vol. 1 (La Haye: Martinus Nijhoff, 

1963), 198-200; Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2, 339. 
12 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 126-127. 
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new vocation was supplemented by a newly developing circle in Rotterdam. Adrian Paets 

(1630-1685), a patron and close friend of Bayle, was a staunch Arminian and not shy in trying 

to convince Bayle about the Remonstrant doctrine of universal grace. More significantly, Bayle 

lived close to the house of the unconventional, heterodox Quaker, Benjamin Furly (1636– 

1714), who loaned his voluminous library to Bayle and introduced him to several prominent 

non-Calvinist intellectuals including anti-clerical figures such as Shaftesbury, Toland, and 

Anthony Collins (1676–1729), among others. He encouraged his regular attendance at the 

Lantern Club, a secret discussion group where anyone was free to challenge any religious or 

political idea no matter how orthodox.13 Even if Bayle retained his Calvinist beliefs, given his 

newfound place in a pan-confessional, pan-European discourse, it makes sense that he would 

have written his Commentaire to address a broader audience than the Pensées. In order to do 

so, Bayle adopted a rhetorical strategy throughout the treatise which used natural law theory to 

appeal to as wide an audience as possible to promote the case for toleration. 

Bayle’s Commentaire philosophique thus began with an intriguing opening where 

Bayle boldly claimed to be writing a commentary on a passage of scripture, but without any 

recourse to grammar, context, or even harmonization. How might one develop a commentary 

of Luke 14:23 without recourse to these tools of exegesis? Bayle responded that he would 

create ‘a new kind of commentary’ which solely addressed the passage using the lights of 

natural law and natural reason.14 Bayle’s argument was surprisingly simple. A literal reading 

of the command contrains-les d’entrer cannot sanction the use of force in conversion because 

it would violate ‘the purest and most distinct ideas of reason.’15 No command of God could 

 
13 For a discussion of this see W.H. Barber, ‘Pierre Bayle, Benjamin Furly and Quakerism,’ in De L'humanisme 

aux lumières, Bayle et le Protestantisme, ed. M. Magdelaine (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1996). See also: 

Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 513-514; Gerald Cerny, 

Theology, Politics and Letters at the Crossroads of European Civilization: Jacques Basnage and the Baylean 

Huguenot Refugees in the Dutch Republic (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1987), 89-92; Champion, 

‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 176.  
14 ‘… un commentaire d’un nouveau genre.’See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 2. 
15 ‘… aux idées les plus pures & les plus distinctes de la Raison.’ See ibid., 28. 
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possibly violate reason; therefore, it must be false. There was no further need for any exegetical 

discussion. By appealing to universal axioms of reason and natural law, Bayle was thus able to 

establish a theory of toleration that could apply across confessions and even religions. 

However, Bayle’s theory was also fraught with potentially disastrous theological implications. 

Theologians had long emphasised that divine revelation, while accommodated to human 

language, also transcended human reason. After all, it was on this basis that one adhered to 

mysteries such as the divine-human nature of Jesus, or the unity of three persons in the Trinity. 

How could Bayle uphold such traditional Christian mysteries, whilst subordinating the 

teachings of Scripture to human reason? 

Given Bayle’s reputation, it should not be surprising that scholars have pointed out that 

his main argument seemed to utilise key elements of Socinian rationalism, designed to question 

doctrinal mysteries such as the Trinity and the Hypostatic Union.16 Although Bayle repeatedly 

denied this, scholars have doubted his sincerity.17 The most notable argument for this reading 

has been given by Maria-Cristina Pitassi who has argued that Bayle’s identification with 

Socinianism would have appeared especially acute since Bayle did not employ the widespread 

distinction between what is ‘against’ reason and what is ‘above’ reason, often used by 

theologians as way of upholding dogmas such as the Trinity, while still positing coherence 

between faith and reason.18 This is perhaps why, Pitassi notes, Bayle felt the need to explicitly 

distance himself from the Socinians in numerous places in the text.19 The strongest evidence 

for this ‘Socinian reading’ can be found in Bayle’s strikingly unusual rejection of the famous 

 
16 Maria-Cristina Pitassi, ‘Bayle, the Bible, and the Remonstrant Tradition at the Time of the Commentaire 

Philosophique,’ in Scriptural Authority and Biblical Criticism in the Dutch Golden Age: God's Word 

Questioned, ed. Dirk van Miert, et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 264. 
17 Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750, 336. For Bayle’s 

statements see Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 367-368. 
18 Pitassi, ‘Bayle, the Bible, and the Remonstrant Tradition at the Time of the Commentaire Philosophique,’ 

266-267. 
19 Ibid., 264. Cf. Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 4-6. 
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saying that ‘theology is a queen of which philosophy is only a servant.’20 Thomas Aquinas had 

asserted this maxim in the Summa Theologica.21 It was also used in Bayle’s time by Reformed 

theologians, including Francis Turretin.22 Bayle openly rejected the proverb, claiming that 

despite pretending to embrace divine mystery, orthodox theologians necessarily use rational 

categories to define doctrinal concepts such as the Trinity.  

A close reading of the text, nevertheless, reveals that Bayle equated the term 

‘philosophy,’ not with speculative reason, but with self-evident logical axioms. Thus, when 

Bayle defended ‘supreme tribunal’ of philosophy, he immediately defined it as ‘reason 

speaking by the axioms of natural light or metaphysics,’ thereby constraining the term of 

‘philosophy’ to refer to such axioms.23 This is also why Bayle’s description of ‘the superiority 

of philosophy’ was followed, in the same sentence, by the claim that there is an ‘essential need’ 

to pay homage to it.24 Rather than a more expansive Socinian notion of speculative reason, 

Bayle merely denoted axiomatic laws that were unavoidable in all forms of reasoning. This 

further explains why Bayle then criticised the Catholic argument ‘that our reason is only 

darkness… therefore it is necessary to submit to the judgement of the Church.’25 Even if 

someone chooses to surrender their philosophical judgements by faith to the higher authority 

of the Catholic Church, one has still necessarily used the laws of logic to conclude ‘the church 

has more light than me, therefore she is more trustworthy than myself.’26 Bayle’s point was 

that the axioms of reason are not opposed to faith, but rather, they are inseparable from the 

 
20 ‘… Téologie est une Reine dont la Philosophie n’est que la servante.’ See Bayle, Commentaire 

Philosophique, 7.  
21 See Part 1, Question 1, Article V of Aquinas’s Summa Theologica.  
22 Stephen J. Grabill, ‘Natural Law and the Noetic Effects of Sin: The Faculty of Reason in Francis Turretin's 

Theological Anthropology,’ Westminster Theological Journal 67 (2005): 265. 
23 ‘… le tribunal suprême… la raison parlant par les axiomes de la lumiere naturelle ou de la Métaphisique.’ See 

Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 7. 
24 ‘… la supériorité de la Philosophie.’ ‘… [un] besoin essentiel.’ See ibid., 7-8. 
25 ‘… que nôtre raison n’est que ténébres… qu’il faut donc s’en tenir au jugement de l’Eglise.’ See ibid., 25-26. 
26 ‘L’Eglise a plus de lumiéres que moi, elle est donc plus croïable que moi.’ See ibid., 26.  
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process of thinking itself. Thus, whether one is a Protestant or a Catholic, ‘neither the Scripture 

nor the Church…. Can do anything against the clear lights of reason.’27  

If we thus distinguish between axioms and speculative philosophy—a distinction 

carefully made by Bayle repeatedly throughout the treatise—it becomes clear that Bayle was 

operating within the pale of Christian orthodoxy. Bayle noted that this distinction was made by 

the Catholic theologian Valerianus Magnus, and also Augustine in De doctrina Christiana.28 

Many of Bayle’s Reformed contemporaries made identical hermeneutical arguments, including 

Pierre Du Moulin (1568-1658), Théodore Tronchin (1582–1657), David Blondel (1590-1655), 

Josué de la Place, Moïse Amyraut, Jean Claude (1619-1687), and Pierre Jurieu.29 In fact, even 

the avid opponent of Socinianism, Francis Turretin, did not purely appeal to mystery in 

doctrine, but still described ‘rays of natural light’ which illuminated ‘certain first principles, 

the truth of which is unquestionable’ even in Scripture, such as the law of non-contradiction 

and the axiom that ‘the whole is greater than its parts’ because without such axioms ‘there 

could be no science.’30 Thus, it was possible for Bayle to hold such a high view of human 

reason without adopting the hermeneutic of the Socinians.31  

Rather than Socinian rationalism, Bayle’s argument appealed to a longstanding natural 

law tradition. Indeed, the idea that reason was founded upon self-evident (per se notum) axioms 

of reason was a basic point made in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, adopted into seventeenth-century 

Catholic and Protestant scholasticism largely from Aquinas.32 Significantly, such a theory not 

only affirmed axioms that governed speculative reason—such as the laws of logic, as found for 

example in the law of non-contradiction—but also axioms that governed practical reasoning. 

 
27 ‘… ni l’Ecriture, ni l’Eglise… ne peuvent rien contre les lumieres évidentes de la raison’ See ibid., 1, 5. 
28 Ibid., 2-6, 24-25. 
29 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 114-120, 132, 151-152. 
30 Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, I:28. 
31 See also Henk van den Belt, The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 154-160. 
32 See for example Book Γ of the Metaphysics and Article 2 in Quaestio 94 of the Prima Secundæ Partis of the 

Summa Theologica.  
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Bayle thus argued, before God’s first revelation to Adam, he needed axioms of reason, such as 

the law of logic, in order to understand any propositional communication from God. Likewise, 

Adam needed certain moral axioms that govern natural law in order discern the difference 

between the goodness of God’s true voice and the evil of Satan’s deceptive voice.33 Thus, 

rational and moral axioms precede and filter special revelation: in order for God to speak to us, 

we must first have the faculties of reason and conscience required to interpret his word. What 

followed, according to Bayle, was a simple hermeneutical rule: Scripture could never violate 

the clearest and most distinct principles of reason and natural law. The rest of Bayle’s 

Commentaire was dedicated to proving that persecution violates fundamental axioms of natural 

law, and therefore, Augustine’s use of scripture to justify coerced belief must be wrong.34 

 

Toleration as natural law 

In the wake of the Reformation, certain Protestants developed a theory of toleration 

which could make conceptual sense out of the broadening institutional diversity.35 Protestant 

theologians now began to shift from asking, ‘What is the true visible church?’ to ‘What is a 

true visible church?’ This change in emphasis led to sophisticated writings over the ‘marks’ of 

a true church, such as practising baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and preaching certain key 

orthodox doctrines. In this light, Protestant theologians increasingly used Erasmus’s distinction 

between fundamental beliefs (grounded in the Scriptures and necessary for salvation) and 

adiaphora (points of disagreement over minor doctrine and liturgy amongst Christians, 

indifferent to God concerning one’s salvation). Accordingly, even though the seventeenth 

century can be characterised by the rise of confessionalism, it was also accompanied by this 

 
33 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 14-18. 
34 Ibid., 4-5. 
35 For a discussion of this see Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 79. I have also outlined 

this discussion in Hooks, ‘Pierre Bayle and Richard Simon: Toleration, Natural Law, and the Old Testament.’ 
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somewhat ecumenical approach amongst Protestants, ranging from the Reformed Orthodoxy 

of Francis Turretin to the Remonstrant and biblical critic Jean Le Clerc.36 Even the staunch 

Calvinist, Pierre Jurieu, wrote that the invisible church extended beyond Reformed churches 

to include members from other confessions, even including Roman Catholics, who Jurieu 

argued were nevertheless governed by the anti-Christ.37 Yet, debate still waged between 

theologians of all stripe over how minimal or expansive adiaphora should be. This led to a 

large body of theological literature in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which often 

placed toleration as a central theme.38  

Despite such lengthy discussions of toleration, none of them construed it as a universal 

moral principle per se. When it came to natural law and religion, Protestants and Catholics 

argued monotheism was self-evident from the natural order, and thus, natural law provided a 

mandate for establishing uniform religious duties of worship, as seen in the first table of the 

Decalogue.39 Accordingly, toleration was not rooted in God’s essence, but made necessary only 

due to the noetic impact of sin and historic contingency of the Fall. Toleration was thus 

typically classified as a matter of positive law, subject to change and circumstance.40 It required 

someone to exercise restraint in permitting a disagreeable idea which arose within one’s 

contingent historical, social and political context.41 Moreover, disputes among Christians often 

arose over the episcopacy, sacraments, or points of doctrine which were matters of special 

 
36 Martin I. Klauber, ‘Between Protestant Orthodoxy and Rationalism: Fundamental Articles in the Early Career 

of Jean LeCLerc,’ Journal of the History of Ideas 54, no. 4 (1993): 636. 
37 Pierre Jurieu, Le vrai système de l’Église et la véritable analyse de la Foi: Où sont dissipées toutes les 

illusions que les controversistes modernes, prétendus Catholiques, ont voulu faire au public sur la nature de 

l’Église, son infaillibilité et le juge des controverses (Dordrecht, 1686), 10, 52, 156–158. Cited by van der Lugt, 

Bayle, Jurieu, and the Dictionnaire Historique et Critique, 162. 
38 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, xliii. 
39 For a discussion of the variety of views on the state, natural law, and the Decalogue see David VanDrunen, 

Natural Law and the Two Kingdoms (Cambridge: Eerdmans Publishing, 2010), 157-158. For a source 

contemporary to Bayle see Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, 2:9-10. 
40 Richard Billinge, ‘Nature, Grace and Religious Liberty in Restoration England’ (University of Oxford, 2015), 

91, 94-95, 102, 106, 111-113, 114-115-116. 
41 Kaplan, Divided by Faith: Religious Conflict and the Practice of Toleration in Early Modern Europe, 8-9. 



67 
 

revelation in Scripture, only accessible to Christians, and thereby defined as positive law.42 

Within this framework, most tolerationists did not support tolerating severe heresies, and even 

the more ‘radical’ Protestants agreed that egregious metaphysical ideas should be suppressed. 

What made Bayle’s approach unique is that he sought to defend toleration as a universal 

principle of natural law rather than a contingent matter of positive law. Even more strikingly, 

when Bayle spoke in the language of natural law, he did not use the categories of emerging 

social contract theories, as found in Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Hobbes, or Locke, but instead 

opted to describe his natural law theory in the language of Aquinas, distinguishing between the 

‘eternal law,’ ‘natural law,’ and ‘positive law.’43 Rooted in the eternal law itself, Bayle spoke 

of self-evident rational axioms as a primitive light emanating from God to every rational 

being.44 Once again, here Bayle was using language from Augustine, Aquinas, as well as 

several of his contemporaries.45 He compared these moral axioms to rational axioms, such as 

‘the whole is greater than its parts,’ and ‘that it is impossible for two contradictions to be true.’ 

Accordingly, he listed two primary moral axioms: firstly, the duty ‘to act according to 

conscience,’ and secondly, the negative formulation of the golden rule, ‘do not do unto others 

what you would not want done to you.’46 According to Bayle, each principle justified toleration.  

The first principle, the duty to follow conscience, justified toleration as an axiom of 

practical reasoning. Solère has noted that this principle was based primarily on the categories 

of early modern scholasticism, pointing out that Bayle’s distinction between eternal principles 

and conscience mirrored the widespread scholastic concept of synderesis (the innate habitual 

 
42 Billinge, ‘Nature, Grace and Religious Liberty in Restoration England,’ 39-45; Zagorin, How the Idea of 

Religious Toleration Came to the West, 248-249. 
43 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 16, 19, 91, 305, 385, 401, 438-441, 467, 496. 
44 Ibid., 10-11, 13, 22, 35, 41-42. 
45 For Augustine, see his discussion of the Imago Dei in his De Genesi ad litteram. For Aquinas, see Part 1, 

Question 12 of Aquinas’s Summa Theologica. For Bayle’s contemporaries, see for example Jacques Basnage, 

Tolérance des religions (Rotterdam, 1684), 7. 
46 The axioms include ‘que le tout est plus-grand que sa partie… qu’il est impossible que deux contradictoires 

soient véritables… d’agir selon sa conscience… de ne point faire à autrui ce que nous ne voudrions pas qui nous 

fût fait.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 4-6, 22. 
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knowledge of eternal moral principles) and conscientia (the application of those principles 

using practical reason).47 Solère also has observed that Bayle himself appealed to the scholastic 

conceptions of conscience and synderesis in his Système de philosophie (1675-1677), and to 

further Solère’s case, one could especially reference his Cours de morale (1675).48 In affirming 

these categories, Bayle was asserting that it is a self-evident maxim that the good ought to be 

pursued and evil ought to be avoided, and the good, as it appeared to each individual, is 

identified by our conscience. Accordingly, the validity of conscience was necessarily justified 

because individuals could only act morally by following the good as it appears to them. Given 

the link between conscience, natural law, and the eternal law, those who practise persecution 

were not merely violating a social contract but opposing God’s essence itself. 

Bayle’s second axiom was an articulation of the golden rule, which he justified with a 

rational ‘reciprocity’ argument that sought to universalise the maxim implied by one’s action.49 

If persecution was a universal prescription, it would imply anyone who disagreed about 

anything ought to be persecuted, meaning all rational persuasion would cease (replaced by 

coercion), ending public discourse itself.50 In contrast, toleration as a universal maxim relied 

entirely on convincing others through rational persuasion, never violence, safeguarding the 

faculty of human reason and the sincere pursuit of truth. Given this reciprocity argument, Bayle 

insisted that everyone, including members of the true religion, must tolerate, since the dictates 

of natural law applied to all of humanity universally.51 Thus, the perception that one belonged 

to the ‘true church’ could not justify the right to persecute. Just as murder or fornication were 

 
47 Jean-Luc Solère, ‘The Coherence of Bayle’s Theory of Toleration,’ Journal of the History of Philosophy 54, 

no. 1 (2016): 36, 41-42. 
48 For a discussion on the concept of synderesis and conscientia in Bayle’s Cours de Morale, see Michael 

Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the Secularization of Conscience,’ Journal of the History of Ideas 79, no. 2 (2018): 

203-206. 
49 Here I am using the useful term coined by Kilcullen in his detailed analysis of Bayle’s theory on conscience. 

See John Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 4.  
50 The similarity of Bayle’s reciprocity argument to Kant’s categorical imperative has already been observed. 

See Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the Secularization of Conscience,’ 214. 
51 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 181-191. 
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wrong regardless of one’s adherence to the true church, so too, persecution was universally 

wrong, even for true Christians. Reciprocity demanded that if the persecution of Protestants 

was legitimate in France, then Anglicans in England were justified in persecuting Catholics, 

and even Muslims could persecute Christians of all kinds, since the precepts of natural law 

were universal. Showing the outcome of this reciprocity argument, Bayle contended that 

persecution was contrary to the golden rule and the spirit of the gospel, led to sectarian violence, 

destroyed the justification for missionaries to change the dominant religion in pagan countries, 

violated the peaceable ethic of the early church, and justified its persecution.52  

 Bayle’s claim here also represented a significant departure from his earlier argument in 

the Pensées. In the earlier treatise, Bayle had argued religion posed no threat to social peace, 

and thus, the state ought to consider tolerating all religions (and even atheists). Although his 

conclusions were unusual, he nevertheless used the traditional conception of toleration as a 

matter of positive law, whereby the magistrate had the freedom to grant it as an indulgence out 

of charity or prudential reasoning. In the Commentaire, however, Bayle now defended a 

conception of toleration that was rooted in reason itself. He now justified it based on the moral 

right of all rational individuals: anyone, regardless of their social station, had the duty to 

tolerate others. By arguing that toleration was rational and innate, he redefined toleration, from 

an issue that concerned the state granting permission of worship to nonconforming religions, 

into a rational duty for individuals, states, and churches to respect the right to follow one’s 

conscience even when in error. 

 

  

 
52 ibid., 28-191. 
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The rights of conscience 

Although many of Bayle’s ideas were unique, the duty to follow one’s conscience was 

a characteristic belief of almost all early modern Christian theories of natural law.53 Within 

French Calvinism, this emphasis existed in all camps, from more conservative thinkers in 

Geneva to their more liberal counterparts at Saumur.54 The central Reformed argument in the 

seventeenth century pertained to the Eucharist: schism was necessary since no Protestant could 

conscientiously attend the Tridentine mass due to the practice of venerating the host. While the 

conscience of a devout Catholic might believe that the words of consecration transformed the 

substance of the Eucharistic bread and wine into Christ’s full real presence, anyone who took 

the words ‘this is my body’ (hoc est corpus meum) in any other sense could not worship the 

host without committing idolatry, even if transubstantiation was objectively true. What was 

key to these writings was that these Protestants were not debating whether transubstantiation 

was true, but bracketing this question altogether, they discussed one’s duty to follow their 

conscience, even if their own party was in error.55  

Moreover, it was not only the Protestants who championed the concept of the errant 

conscience. The theory that it was one’s duty to follow an errant conscience was advocated by 

Catholics in Jesuit moral theology through concepts such as philosophical sin and invincible 

ignorance.56 In agreement, the implacable defender of Catholic orthodoxy, Robert Bellarmine, 

argued ‘even an erroneous conscience always obligates.’57 Thus, Christian theologians of all 

stripes argued that one had some kind of moral duty to follow an errant conscience.  

 
53 I have published a detailed discussion of the following section in Hooks, ‘Pierre Bayle and Richard Simon: 

Toleration, Natural Law, and the Old Testament.’ 
54 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 145. 
55 Ibid., 117-120, 149-151, 168. For Bayle’s remarks on this subject, see for example Bayle, Commentaire 

Philosophique, 548-550.  
56 Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth, 7-53. 
57 ‘… conscientia etiam erronea semper obligat.’ See Robert Bellarmine, Disputationes Roberti Bellarmini: De 

Controversiis Christianae Fidei, vol. 4 (Cologne, 1619), 696-697. 
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Nevertheless, Bayle’s dedication to the rights of conscience led him to take a more 

emphatic position than was typical for his day. As Walter Rex has rightly pointed out, unlike 

his contemporaries, Bayle took the moral logic of the erring conscience to its farthest, most 

extreme conclusions.58 Bayle unabashedly brought up the strongest possible argument against 

himself: that tolerating an erring conscience justifies the moral rights of a conscientious 

persecutor. Many argued that this implied a self-contradiction, and indeed Jurieu, in his attempt 

to defend a more limited theory of toleration, charged Bayle with this same criticism, adding 

that universal toleration also validated murder, adultery, stealing, and all kinds of depravity, as 

long as it was done with a sincere conscience.59  

Scholars have argued that Bayle’s extreme position on this subject is evidence of moral 

scepticism and hostility towards orthodox Christianity. Gianluca Mori has suggested that Bayle 

held two contradictory theories of conscience in the Commentaire, each designed to question 

the validity of orthodox religion in separate ways. Taking the approach of Pitassi, Mori has 

claimed that Bayle began his first version of conscience by adopting the approach of Socinian 

rationalism.60 This was a ‘conscience as an absolute value, founded on the eternal axioms of 

morality’ in the beginning of the treatise.61 Nevertheless, a second theory of conscience 

emerged as ‘the rationalist foundation of the Commentaire’ was ‘overthrown’ by a new 

sentimentalist theory of ‘the erring conscience, based on invincible error … in the second part 

of the Commentaire.’62 Mori has argued that this second version was designed to show the 

absurd consequences of religious appeals to conscience.63 Bayle demonstrated that this 

 
58 Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious Controversy, 179. 
59 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 430. 
60 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 19. 
61 Gianluca Mori, ‘Pierre Bayle, the Rights of the Conscience, the "Remedy" of Toleration,’ Ratio Juris 10, no. 

1 (1997): 48. 
62 Ibid., 52-53. See also, ‘Gianluca Mori, ‘Bayle's Two Consciences and the Paradox of the "Conscientious 

Persecutor",’ Journal of the History of Philosophy 59, no. 4 (2021): 560. 
63 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 20; Mori, ‘Pierre Bayle, the Rights of the Conscience, the "Remedy" of Toleration,’ 

51. 
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‘inevitably paves the way for the justification of the most abominable deeds (or of the most 

irrational beliefs, such as the Trinity).’64 If Mori is correct, then the later arguments in Bayle’s 

Commentaire were the product of scepticism against the absurdity of religion, not a conception 

of natural rights. 

Other scholars have raised doubts that Bayle could be so inconsistent within the same 

treatise and that he was so antagonistic to religion. Given the strong continuity between Bayle’s 

Commentaire and the categories of natural law, Jean-Luc Solère has argued that Bayle’s 

discussion of conscience in the Commentaire was consistent and based on the traditional 

categories of early modern scholasticism. Regarding the errant conscience, Solère has observed 

that Bayle frequently used the scholastic distinction between the formal and material cause of 

good and evil.65 It was common in the scholastic milieu of the seventeenth century to claim 

that the ‘formal cause’ of good intent does not entirely exonerate an act if the ‘material cause’ 

is intrinsically evil (such as, for example, stealing to give to the poor).66 Solère has pointed out 

that such a moral framework was echoed by a number of scholastic theologians in Bayle’s 

time.67 Accordingly, this resolves the dilemma of a conscientious persecutor because Bayle 

was not denying that conscientious persecution was a sin. For Bayle, such persecution would 

involve a choice between two sins: either violating one’s conscience, or else violating natural 

law’s dictate not to persecute. In both cases, one would be in the wrong.68 

At first glance, Solère’s reading seems to rescue Bayle’s consistency. Firstly, his 

strongest examples of an erring conscience did not claim that someone might act innocently in 

a formally evil fashion, but rather, emphasised errors of fact. Thus, for example, he suggested 

 
64 Mori, ‘Bayle's Two Consciences and the Paradox of the "Conscientious Persecutor",’ 572. 
65 In addition to Bayle’s use of these terms in the Commentaire, this distinction came up earlier in his Nouvelles 

lettres de l'auteur de la critique générale de l'histoire du Calvinisme de Mr. Maimbourg (1685). See Bayle, 

Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 251. 
66 Solère, ‘The Coherence of Bayle’s Theory of Toleration,’ 25-28. 
67 Ibid., 33. See also Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth, 17, 22, 28, 70-71.  
68 Solère, ‘The Coherence of Bayle’s Theory of Toleration,’ 31-39. 
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that a heretic might be in factual error like a woman who was sincerely tricked into believing 

that an imposter was her husband.69 In such cases, Bayle claimed that the wife had a duty to be 

faithful to the imposter, even though she was sincerely mistaken about his identity.70 These 

were examples about ignorance of fact, and none of them were mistakes about the goodness of 

a duty to commit adultery. Moreover, Solère’s interpretation was explicitly repeated by Bayle 

who claimed that sincere persecutors faced a choice between two evils, since to act ‘against the 

inspiration of conscience is a greater sin than to commit an immoral deed based on the 

inspiration of conscience.’71 He thus insisted ‘it does not follow that they are not committing a 

crime when they act according to conscience’ if they do evil, such as persecuting others.72 This 

solves the problem by contending that, for Bayle, factual errors might be tolerated, but 

divergent beliefs about formal evil such as persecution should not be tolerated. 

Despite its merit, Solère’s reading is problematised by several key texts at the end of 

Part 2 of the treatise. In Chapter 10, Bayle now moved beyond the scholastic notion that 

following an errant conscience was the lesser of two evils, declaring that he would investigate 

the claim that ‘A heretic, by doing what his conscience dictates to him, not only can avoid a 

greater evil, but also all evil, and perform a good action.’73 Bayle fictionally recounted that 

when he first came across this idea (from his own Critique générale, also written in a 

pseudonymous voice) he found it ‘indigestible’ but after further reflection, he came to believe 

that when ‘error is decorated with the appearance of truth, we owe it the same respect as the 

 
69 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 457-458, 461-462, 472, 543.  
70 For a discussion on how Bayle’s example was drawing on a recent historical event see Thomas M. Lennon, 

Reading Bayle (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 83-84; Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth, 62, 67, 71. 
71 ‘… contre l’inspiration de la consience est un plus-grand péché, que la mauvaise faite selon l’inspiration de la 

consience.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 422. 
72 ‘… il ne s’ensuit pas qu’ils fassent sans crime ce qu’ils font avec consience’ since the persecutor is still 

morally wrong.’ See ibid., 481. 
73 ‘… un Héretique en faisant ce que sa consience lui dicte peut éviter non seulement un plus-grand mal, mais 

aussi tout mal & faire une bonne action.’ ibid., 503. 
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truth.’74 If belief in a moral duty was sincere, then even the act of persecution could be 

classified as a moral act (une bonne action). Bayle repeated this same argument in his Nouvelles 

lettres de l'auteur de la critique générale de l'histoire du Calvinisme de Mr. Maimbourg (1685), 

and also in the Addition aux Pensées diverses (1694) where he referred to it as ‘my doctrine of 

the erroneous conscience.’75 Here Bayle clarified his position that errors about ‘truths of fact’ 

(vérités de fait) were just as innocent as errors about ‘truths of moral right’ (vérités de droit).76 

Thus, if someone was sincerely convinced that fraud, adultery, or persecution were good deeds, 

they would have a moral duty to follow the ‘good’ as it appeared to them and act accordingly.  

Mori has since published another article in response to Solère, where he pointed to these 

same texts to defend his case.77 Although Mori was correct in pointing out that these later 

passages challenge Solère, he did not anywhere discuss Bayle’s possible rhetorical purposes. 

The reason Bayle began his treatise using the more limited traditional approach was to avoid 

having his entire argument for toleration set aside because of this controversial latter opinion. 

Bayle wanted to construct a public defense of toleration to a broad audience. He was afraid to 

have universal toleration dismissed because of his more controversial position that even errors 

of ‘moral right’ were innocent, so he included them at the end of the treatise with a caveat 

explaining that they did not contradict his earlier more traditional arguments.  

Indeed, Bayle’s instinct was proven correct when Jurieu published Des droits des deux 

souverains en matière de religion (1687) using Bayle’s controversial remarks to dismiss his 

entire argument. Jurieu’s most poignant attacks against Bayle showed how the theory of 

freedom of conscience in the Commentaire validated numerous crimes if they were conducted 

 
74 ‘Moi-même, j'ai trouvé dans cet Auteur des expressions qui d'abord me paroissoient un peu trop cruës et 

indigestes; mais tout bien considéré, j'entre dans son sentiment.’ ‘…[quand] l’erreur est ornée des livrées de la 

vérité, nous lui devons le même respect qu’à la verité.’ See ibid., 503-504. 
75 ‘… ma doctrine de la conscience erronée.’ See Pierre Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 3 (La 

Haye, 1737), 179. 
76 Ibid., 2, 218-219. 
77 Mori, ‘Bayle's Two Consciences and the Paradox of the "Conscientious Persecutor",’ 569. 
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sincerely. In response, in a prefatory remark to the third edition of the Commentaire, published 

in the summer of 1687, Bayle remarked that Jurieu ‘strives to prove that we often sin and offend 

God by acting according to the lights of conscience.’ He added, ‘Who disagrees with him on 

this? Have I not said this clearly in more than one place?’78 Bayle did not want his more 

controversial arguments to undermine the more standard arguments for toleration that he had 

previously stated. His later more controversial statements did not reject the previous conclusion 

that heretics were not culpable for sincere errors about ‘truths of fact.’ He wanted to add that 

errors about ‘truths of moral right’ were also innocent. Therefore, Bayle’s rhetorical aims here 

demonstrate that his arguments for the erring conscience were not based on pure scepticism 

toward religion, but a theory of natural rights based on the innate and axiomatic duty to follow 

the ‘good’ as it appeared subjectively to a moral agent.  

In this vein, John Kilcullen has offered the most persuasive reading of Bayle’s 

argument, harmonizing both the rational and the sceptical elements in his treatise. Kilcullen 

has recognised the sceptical tendencies in Bayle’s Commentaire, locating Bayle within the 

Jesuitical concepts of philosophical sin and invincible ignorance.79 Kilcullen also has rightly 

observed that Bayle rendered all actions, even if they were formally evil, as innocent if the 

conscience was entirely sincere. Nevertheless, Kilcullen has argued that, according to Bayle, 

the ‘conscientious persecutor’ was still irrational. In other words, in his writings on the 

erroneous conscience, Bayle was ultimately a rationalist when it came to moral principles. 

Someone may be sincere about their moral values (and thereby, innocent); however, that person 

was still rationally incorrect about what is good and evil. Bayle argued that one could correct 

these mistakes about moral duty using reason. Kilcullen thus summarised that for Bayle the 

 
78 ‘… [Jurieu] se tuë de prouver que l’on peche et que l’on offense Dieu très-souvent en agissant selon les 

lumieres de la conscience… Qui lui nie cela? Ne l’ai-je pas dit clairement en plus d’un lieu.’ See Bayle, Oeuvres 

diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 444. 
79 Kilcullen, Sincerity and Truth, 1-53. 
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obligation of an errant conscience is ‘really a duty, and you really have the right to do it: but 

the mistake is still a mistake.’80 This is why Bayle believed that it was important to show that 

judgements validating persecution are ‘false, absurd, and impious.’81 Even if conscientious 

persecutors are morally obliged to follow their conscience, Bayle contended that it was 

necessary ‘to cry out loudly against their false maxims.’82 

In order to advance religious toleration further, Bayle thus distinguished between 

morality, which could be subject to the process of ratiocination from universal axioms, and 

religion, which was probabilistic. Although it was indeed possible, through rational dialogue, 

to ‘cry out’ against ‘false’ or ‘absurd’ moral ideas in order to eventually obtain uniform rational 

agreement, this was not the case for religion. To prove his point, Bayle was drawing on ideas 

articulated by his old Genevan professor, Francis Turretin, who had divided human certainty 

into three categories: metaphysical, moral, and theological. Metaphysical certainty was the 

only category to meet the Cartesian ‘criterium veritatis’: an idea that could not be doubted, 

such as logical axioms or first principles of reasoning. Theological certainty was based on the 

inner illumination of the Spirit and the revealed Word of God, apprehended by faith. Moral 

certainty included probable truths, so that it would be morally imprudent to doubt them, such 

as the testimony of Scripture.83  

In his Commentaire, Bayle clarified that he was not denying these other forms of 

certainty that allowed for doubt and probability. In regard to religion, he claimed, ‘We can have 

a moral certainty of this, founded upon very high probability.’ However, he insisted that 

religious belief did not meet the criterium veritatis and thus disagreements about theology 

 
80 Ibid., 78. 
81 ‘… faux, absurde & impie.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 480. 
82 ‘… crier fortement contre leurs fausses maximes.’ See ibid., 481. Solère uses this same quote to make a 

similar observation, yet while still contending that Bayle believed conscientious persecution was immoral due to 

its material causation. See Solère, ‘The Coherence of Bayle’s Theory of Toleration,’ 44. 
83 Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, II.iv.xxii. 
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would always exist ‘in the soul of an infinite number of people who are mistaken.’84 Since 

disputes between Christian confessions were not, by their very nature, undoubtable or self-

evident, they did not have the irresistible evidence that accompanied mathematics or logical 

axioms such as ‘the whole is greater than its parts.’85 In other words, religious truths had to 

remain a matter of probability where universal consensus was simply not possible, whereas 

moral truths were demonstrable. 

If, however, morality was rooted in innate axioms, such as the laws of logic, how then 

could anyone disagree over moral principles as egregious as persecution? It is here that Bayle 

applied a principle raised by Aquinas himself:  

[C]ertain axioms or propositions are universally self-evident to all; and such are those 

propositions whose terms are known to all, as, ‘Every whole is greater than its part,’ 

and, ‘Things equal to one and the same are equal to one another.’ But some propositions 

are self-evident only to the wise… it is self-evident that an angel is not 

circumscriptively in a place: but this is not evident to the unlearned, for they cannot 

grasp it.86 

Thus, some demonstrable truths were simple and obvious to all, whereas others required a chain 

of reasoning that was certain but also complex and hard to follow.  

In applying this Thomistic distinction, the ever-eclectic Bayle also used Cartesian 

philosophy to help further explicate how this might be the case. As summarised in Descartes’ 

Discours de la méthode, self-evident axioms appeared to all rational agents as ‘clear and 

distinct’ ideas, yet more complex truths could be deduced from these basic axioms by a chain 

of right reasoning, as demonstrations in Euclidean geometry. Bayle wanted to argue, therefore, 

that just as complex mathematical truths (which can be hard to follow) might be indubitably 

derived from fundamental axioms, more complex moral truths (like toleration) could be 

 
84 ‘On peut avoir une certitude morale de cela; & fondée sur de très-grandes probabilitez.’ ‘… dans l’ame d’une 

infinité de gens qui se trompent.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 539. 
85 ‘… que le tout est plus-grand que sa partie.’ See ibid. 
86 Here Bayle was referring to Quaestiones 94 of the Prima Secundæ Partis of the Summa Theologica. See 

Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologiæ, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: 

Benziger Bros, 1920). 
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demonstrated from innate moral principles such as the innate duty to follow one’s conscience 

and the golden rule.87 

Bayle thus had two different approaches to toleration, depending upon whether the 

subject was a disagreement over religion or morality. In regard to religion, his theory of 

toleration expected permanent pluralism. This can be seen from Bayle’s striking comments in 

the Commentaire that diversity of religions would be as intrinsically beneficial as varied shops 

in a fair, or a harmony created by an arrayment of voices and tones.88 This clearly set him apart 

from other irenic tolerationists who sought uniform belief in rational religion. Due to the 

probabilistic nature of such truth, society would always have permanent disagreement over 

doctrine. In regard to the principle of toleration itself, however, Bayle adopted an irenic theory 

that expected right reason could form a consensus. Toleration could be shown by reasoning 

from basic self-evident axioms: by their own standards, advocates of persecution ought 

themselves to be persecuted, and if prejudice and intolerance were universalised, the pursuit of 

truth could never exist. As with complex mathematical equations, Bayle knew that people 

might reason too hastily from basic principles: in such cases, even a conscientious persecutor 

might still have a duty to follow their conscience. Nevertheless, here Bayle was irenic, 

believing that right reason could disprove their erroneous moral beliefs.  

Given Bayle’s discussion thus far, it is clear that his theory of toleration significantly 

differed from the Pensées. His earlier treatise had argued that humans were guided by passion, 

and thus, rational beliefs about any religion could be tolerated because they did not determine 

social behaviour. In the Commentaire, toleration was now grounded in universal axioms of 

natural law, which included the reciprocity argument and one’s duty to respect even the most 

 
87 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 4-6, 19, 22. 
88 See Jeremy Waldron, The Harm in Hate Speech (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 216; 

Bejan, Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration, 20.  
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erring conscience. Moreover, religion was only rationally probabilistic, and thus, permanent 

disagreement was to be expected. Thus, despite having a common goal of justifying a universal 

and pluralistic theory of toleration, there were significant differences between Bayle’s two 

treatises. These different arguments were ultimately based on Bayle’s distinctly different 

conceptions of the individual, church, and state. 

 

The rational individual 

Bayle’s discussion of anthropology in the Commentaire was centered on the creation 

narrative in Genesis, especially Genesis 1:26, where ‘God said: 'Let us make man in our image, 

after our likeness,’ describing humanity as made in the imago Dei.89 Throughout the history of 

Christianity, this narrative has been discussed primarily as to whether the terms image and 

likeness are synonymous, the extent to which the human body is included in the divine image, 

and the text’s use of plural pronouns. However, one major point of agreement throughout the 

patristic, medieval, and early modern period was that the faculty of human reason separated 

humanity from animals. In his Commentaire, Bayle likewise used the language of the image of 

God to describe the capacity for both reason and moral agency given to Adam.90 These faculties 

were given by a ‘particular union with the divine essence’ which was ‘a primitive and universal 

light that God shines in the soul of every human’ that revealed ‘the ideas of eternal truth’ which 

made up ‘the common notions of metaphysics.’91  

Bayle followed these claims with comments that seemed to present a vastly different 

anthropology from the Pensées. In his previous treatise, Bayle had argued that fallen humans 

 
89 I have made similar observations in my article Hooks, ‘La christianisme laïc de Pierre Bayle.’ 
90 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 13-18. 
91 ‘… l’union particuliere de l’ame avec l’essence divine… [une] lumiére primitive, & universelle que Dieu 

répand dans l’ame de tous les hommes.’ This light revealed ‘les idées des véritez éternelles’ and ‘les notions 

communes de Métaphisique’ See ibid., 9-10. 
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were unable to follow the lights of conscience if they conflicted with self-interest.92 Yet, in the 

Commentaire, in order to contemplate the truth of toleration, Bayle encouraged the reader ‘to 

elevate himself above his personal interest, and the custom of his country, and demand in 

general: is such a thing in itself just?’93 Moreover, the Pensées had used original sin to justify 

toleration in light of human error; however, Bayle now argued that divergent beliefs were 

caused by our finite ‘essential limitation’ as ‘created spirits,’ rather than original sin which 

implied culpability for error.94 In the Supplément du Commentaire philosophique, Bayle 

clarified that he denied ‘original sin is the primary cause of all the false judgements that humans 

make.’95 In other words, humans were now capable of rising above their self-interested 

passions to follow axioms of reason, and religious differences were no longer described as the 

product of sin, but as sincere disagreements caused by fallibility and finitude. 

Bayle’s movement away from an appeal to original sin was so strong that at times it 

even seemed to venture into semi-Pelagianism. Bayle contended, due to our fallibility in 

matters of religion, God only demanded that one honestly searched for the truth and ‘after 

sincerely searching for it, to love this truth as it appears,’ since this was all that was humanly 

possible.96 This claim resembled the motto of Gabriel Biel (c. 1420-1495) that believers 

disposed themselves for grace by acting the best they could with whatever was within them 

(facere quod in se est). Bayle stated this so strongly that he seemed to deny Augustine’s claim 

that God needed to grant grace to obey his commands. The semi-Pelagian implications of this 

 
92 See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 265. 
93 ‘… je voudrois qu’un homme, qui veut conoitre distinctement la lumiére naturelle par raport à la morale, 

s’élevât au dessus de son interêt personel, & de la coûtume de son pais, & demandât en général, Une telle chose 

est-elle juste’? See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 12-13. See also Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the 

Secularization of Conscience,’ 213. 
94 ‘… la limitation essentielle des esprits créez.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 15. 
95 ‘… le peché originel est la cause primitive de tous les faux jugemens que sont les hommes.’ See Bayle, 

Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 514. 
96 ‘… après l’avoir sincerement cherchée, d’aimer cette vérité aparente.’ See Bayle, Commentaire 

Philosophique, 534. 
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were stark: if someone followed their conscience, even within a false religion, they were not 

sinning. 

Bayle noticed that he might seem to be suggesting that it was possible for a person to 

sincerely believe in a false religion and find salvation. He therefore clarified, ‘My opinion does 

not save one more soul, because as innocent as a person may be with respect to their opinions, 

they often sin against their conscience.’97 Accordingly, due to corrupt human nature, everyone 

has sinned against their conscience at some point; thus, there was still a universal need for 

divine redemption. Bayle also contended, since the atonement of Christ takes away sin, one 

could say God ‘does not pardon those who err’ if they reject the fundamentals of Christianity, 

because they remain outside the grace of God. He explained, ‘this is how we can calm the 

concerns of those who complain that our principles lead to saving too many people.’98 

Nevertheless, the departure from the more conservative Calvinism in the Pensées was 

extensive. Bayle no longer asserted an anthropology of fallen humanity that was self-interested 

and driven by passion. He was now stating that individuals could rise above self-interest by 

following their conscience and were not sinning whenever they did so, even when in heresy. 

Such anthropological differences between the Commentaire and the Pensées led to a 

different treatment of atheism in each treatise. In particular, Bayle raised the concern that if the 

state were to apply universal toleration: ‘behold, atheists [would] have the right to preach their 

ideas against God and religion everywhere they see fit.’99 Bayle did not respond by claiming 

atheism was harmless, but instead, claimed the magistrate had the right, according to natural 

 
97 ‘[M]on opinion ne sauve pas une ame de plus parce que tout innocent que puisse être un homme par raport à 

ses opinions, il péche souvent contre sa consience, il ne fait pas ce qu’il croit qu’il seroit honnête de faire & 

agréable au Dieu qu’il adore.’ See ibid., 547. 
98 ‘Il est vrai qu’on pourroit dire qu’en faveur de l’Ortodoxie absoluë… qu’il [Dieu] ne les pardonne pas à ceux 

qui errent. C’est par là qu’on peut calmer l’inquiétude de ceux qui se plaignent que nos principes vont à sauver 

trop de gens.’ See ibid., 545-546. 
99 ‘… voilà les Athées en droit de déclamer par tout où bon leur semblera contre Dieu & la Réligion.’ See ibid., 

482. 
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law, to limit the rights of atheists if doing so was politically required to preserve the peace and 

order of society.  

If this change in position was genuine, it is certainly tied to Bayle’s differing 

anthropological reflections in the treatise. In the Pensées, social bonds were based upon self-

interest and passion, built upon the selfish desire of individuals for honour and wealth, or the 

selfish fear of dishonour and civic punishment. This allowed the state to maintain peace and 

still allow for atheism because it was law and self-interest (not religion) that provided the bonds 

that held together society. In the Commentaire, however, social bonds were rooted in reason 

and conscience. It is possible that Bayle now believed that atheism disrupted the social order 

by rationally denying God, which would undermine morality. The magistrate thus had the right 

to promulgate laws against such metaphysical beliefs. 

A closer reading however reveals that Bayle was not as staunchly opposed to atheism 

as appears at first glance. It seems, rather, that Bayle excluded atheists due to his careful 

rhetorical strategy in crafting a public meaning that would promote toleration to as broad an 

audience as possible. Marshall and Mori have observed that Bayle responded to the common 

fear of tolerating atheism by claiming ‘we have a custom of putting away all those who deny 

providence’ highlighting the phrase ‘we have a custom’ (on a coûtume) which suggests that 

Bayle was merely appealing to convention.100 Bayle did not necessarily agree with this 

‘customary’ belief.101 Moreover, Hickson has rightly contended that since the reciprocity test 

would be entirely feasible for atheists to perform, their conscientious beliefs too must be worthy 

of respect. In this way, Hickson has observed, Bayle contended that atheists could perceive the 

nature of moral things with rational abstraction, the same way that they could perceive 

 
100 ‘… on a coûtume de mettre tous ceux qui ôtent providence, & toute la crainte de la Justice de Dieu.’ See 

ibid., 482-483. 
101 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 697. 
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mathematical or geometrical properties, as Bayle argued in his article ‘Knuzen’ in the second 

edition of the Dictionnaire (1702) and the Continuation des Pensées diverses (1704).102  

Even if Bayle sought to tolerate atheists in both treatises, his rationale was entirely 

different. In the Pensées, atheists, just like nominal Christians or pagans, were tainted by 

original sin. Bayle’s justification for universal toleration was that people of any religious belief, 

including atheism, were just as capable of forming societies, since the vast majority of humans 

were self-centered and irrational. In contrast, in the Commentaire, all humans (including 

atheists) were made in the image of God, and thus, capable of rational and conscientious beliefs 

that must be respected. In sum, it is safe to say, the Pensées and the Commentaire developed 

two very different arguments for toleration, founded upon two divergent theories of human 

nature. In the earlier treatise, Bayle presented an irrational and self-interested model of 

humanity, while in the later treatise, there was an emphasis on our capacity to overcome self-

interest with reason. In the earlier treatise, toleration was justified based upon original sin, 

whilst in the later treatise, this doctrine was downplayed in exchange for an emphasis on our 

finite and fallible ability to make sincere errors of judgement. As we shall see, Bayle’s attempt 

to place toleration as a matter of natural law not only influenced his view of the individual but 

shaped his conception of the state further away from the Pensées. 

 

The limited state 

One of the unique features of Bayle’s Commentaire was its desire to acknowledge that 

individuals might disagree upon formal definitions of what constitutes goodness and would 

inevitably disagree about religion. To solve this dilemma, Bayle sought to establish a theory of 

 
102 Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the Secularization of Conscience,’ 215-218. See also Michael Bertram Crowe, 

The Changing Profile of the Natural Law (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1977), 218. 
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a state limited by the natural rights of its subjects. According to Bayle, it was far more stable 

to have a state limited in its powers, which might allow for a peaceful reign despite the 

magistrate having incorrect views about morality or religion, than one which allowed for 

magistrates to paternalistically force their comprehensive beliefs upon others. Bayle thus 

sought to establish an institutional form of government that did not systematically rely on 

someone having the true religion or correct beliefs about complex moral truths.  

According to Bayle, natural law ought to create a constitutional limit upon all 

governments, whether republican or monarchical, which delimited the authority of the state. 

To prove this, Bayle creatively adapted a principle taught by Aquinas, in a way the Dominican 

friar would not have recognised, but nonetheless, which was highly convincing: 

All law that is made by a man who has no right to make it and who exceeds his power 

is unjust; because, as Thomas Aquinas says, for a law to be just, it is necessary, among 

other things, that the person making the law has the authority to do so, and does not 

surpass their power. Therefore, it is such that all law which obliges to act against 

conscience is made by a man who has no authority to do it, and which surpasses his 

power: therefore, every such law is unjust.103 

Bayle thus appealed to the natural end (τέλος) of reason and conscience. External coercion of 

the internal faculties of reason and conscience cannot, by nature, ever directly produce belief.104 

Moreover, a state that indirectly influenced belief with rewards or punishments, as Augustine 

advised, only resulted in hypocrisy, as people were taught to exchange their love of truth for 

material possessions.105 Therefore, Bayle argued, by nature, the state was limited merely to 

protecting the temporal peace of society, unable to penetrate into the recesses of an individual’s 

conscience. Thus, if any subject began to interfere with the temporal wellbeing of others, they 

ought to be restrained: but this restraint would only be over their actions, not their ideas. In 

contrast, a state which disregarded the natural right to freedom of conscience would only 

 
103 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 132. 
104 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 338-339.  
105 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 33-35.See also Labrousse, Bayle, 83. 
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promote sectarian violence or create a nation of vicious hypocrites. If the state were to 

recognise its natural limits, loyal subjects of diverse religions would live in harmony. 

In order to promote his vision of a state founded upon and limited by the precepts of 

natural law, Bayle was appealing to a longstanding Christian natural law tradition.106 However, 

this same tradition also argued the two tables of the mosaic law were themselves manifestations 

of natural law, as famously discussed by Aquinas in Quaestio 100 of the Prima Secundæ Partis 

of the Summa Theologica.107 Thus, if toleration itself was a universal principle of natural law, 

then Bayle had to refute the traditional belief that the state ought to prohibit false religion. 

Indeed, the moral precepts of the Old Testament had long been used to argue that the magistrate 

must eradicate false religion: just as the Mosaic Law forbade idolatry, so too a Christian state 

had the duty to purge the state of false religion.108  

Bayle admitted that these arguments were extremely powerful.109 Many tolerationists, 

including Castellio, Grotius, and Faustus Socinus (1539-1604) overcame this argument by 

contending that the gospel demanded more tolerant rules than the less charitable ethic of the 

Old Testament.110 Surprisingly, Bayle refused to take this approach. Instead, he insisted that 

the state ought to be governed (and limited) by natural law, which was in harmony with the 

Decalogue. Bayle thus felt the weight of this objection due to his desire to construct a vision 

 
106 I have outlined this problem in detail in Hooks, ‘Pierre Bayle and Richard Simon: Toleration, Natural Law, 

and the Old Testament,’ 388-389. 
107 For Aquinas on this point see Quaestiones 90-104 of the Prima Secundæ Partis of the Summa Theologica. 

The fact that Calvinists continued in this tradition has been emphasized by several scholars See John Patrick 

Donnelly, ‘Calvinist Thomism,’ in Viator: Medieval and Renaissance Studies, ed. et al. Henrik M. Bimbaum 

(London: University of California Press, 1976); Willem J. van Asselt, Introduction to Reformed Scholasticism 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2011); Grabill, Rediscovering the Natural Law in Reformed 

Theological Ethics. 
108 François Laplanche, L’Ecriture, le sacré et l’histoire: Erudits et politiques protestants devant la Bible en 

France au XVIIe siècle (Amsterdam: APA Holldan University Press, 1986), 138, 145-146, 381, 474-476, 497, 

501-503, 698, 703-705; Sarah Mortimer, ‘Human Liberty and Human Nature in the Works of Faustus Socinus 

and His Readers,’ Journal of the History of Ideas 70, no. 2 (2009): 197. 
109 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 300-301. 
110 Mortimer, ‘Human Liberty and Human Nature in the Works of Faustus Socinus and His Readers.’; Zagorin, 

How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 81-86, 111; Laplanche, L’Ecriture, le sacré et 

l’histoire: Erudits et politiques protestants devant la Bible en France au XVIIe siècle, 45, 138, 142-143; 

Sébastien Castellion, Concerning Heretics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1935), 191, 227, 230. 
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of the state limited by the laws of nature.111 Since toleration was a matter of natural law, Bayle 

insisted that ‘the precepts of the Decalogue and the morality of the Gospel’ were both ‘the light 

of nature.’112 The gospel was not ‘a second rule’ because the morals of Jesus were the ‘notions 

of reason’ and the ‘principles of natural equity.’113  

Another common way that tolerationists met this challenge was by drawing upon a 

typological interpretation of the new covenant as a spiritual fulfilment of the Old Testament. 

Thus, corporal punishments for false religion should be interpreted by Christians as symbolic 

warnings of God’s judgement or recommendations for ex-communication.114 Bayle, however, 

recognised this standard typological interpretation only worked for moderate tolerationists who 

treated toleration as positive law.115 If toleration was a universal principle of natural law, 

intolerance was intrinsically sinful and could not be commanded by God. It made sense for 

God to create a typology out of something morally neutral, such as by mandating certain 

clothes, a particular diet, or a feast; however, it was problematic to say that God established 

typology through commanding sin. Interestingly, those few other theologians who promoted a 

more universalised scope of toleration, such as Dirck Coornhert (1522–1590) or Roger 

Williams, entirely relied upon the typological approach to the Mosaic Law without noticing 

this inconsistency.116 Bayle, however, observed that if it were a truly principle of natural law 

that one should follow their conscience, this implied ‘that the conscience of a Pagan obligates 

 
111 See Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 367, 392, 408, 429, 433, 434, 442, 455-457, 469. 
112 According to Bayle, the ‘préceptes du Décalogue & la Morale de l’Evangile’ were both ‘la lumiere 

naturelle.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 3. 
113 Bayle argued that the gospel was not ‘une seconde regle’ but the ‘notions de la Raison’ and the ‘principes de 

l’équité naturelle.’ See ibid., 43-44. 
114 Castellion, Concerning Heretics, 159-160; Laplanche, L’Ecriture, le sacré et l’histoire: Erudits et politiques 

protestants devant la Bible en France au XVIIe siècle, 142-143, 344. 
115 Bayle did utilise the typological approach in the Commentaire. However, he believed it was insufficient on 

its own to resolve the problem. See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 21. 
116 Zagorin, How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West, 202, 207; Pieter Gerrit Voogt, ‘Constraint 

on Trial: Dirk Volckertsz Coornhert and Religious Freedom’ (Kirksville: Truman State University Press, 2000), 

110-111. 
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him to honour his false gods.’117 Therefore, at first glance, the Mosaic commandment to punish 

idolatry implied a contradiction between Scripture and natural law.118 

In addition to addressing the typological interpretation of Scripture, the Remonstrant 

theologian Simon Episcopius (1583–1643) argued that Israel had a surprisingly tolerant 

society, allowing for a variety of sects, such as the Pharisees, Essenes, and the Sadducees 

without using coercion to promote a strict, uncompromising policy of religious uniformity.119 

Bayle himself alluded to these arguments; however, they were still insufficient to address the 

problem raised by considering toleration as a maxim of natural law because they still only 

reflected the notion of tolerating adiaphora.120 They suggested that Israel had a limited sphere 

of toleration, only for those who upheld certain fundamental beliefs within Judaism. Bayle 

sought to establish a toleration of universal scope; thus, he still had to deal with prohibitions 

against idolatry in a more complete manner. 

It is only after raising these familiar tolerationist arguments that Bayle finally 

endeavored fully to resolve the conflict between universal toleration and the Decalogue. He 

did so by contending that the kingdom of Israel was a direct theocracy in which God himself 

was the head of state. Thus, unlike in any other nation, an Israelite pledging one’s allegiance 

to another god was treason and not simply idolatry. In Israel, laws against false religion did not 

punish individuals for conscientious belief; rather, such laws were civic statues against treason, 

and natural law permitted the magistrate to punish treason with strict measures.121 Bayle 

thereby concluded that the Mosaic prohibitions against idolatry were a unique institution 

 
117 ‘… que la consience d’un Païen l’oblige à honorer ses faux Dieux.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 

471. 
118 Ibid., 301. 
119 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 353-354. 
120 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 319-320. 
121 Ibid., 309-311. 
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attributable to Israel’s status as a theocracy and should not be used by other nations to justify 

intolerance toward ‘false’ religion.122 

Scholars who have read Bayle as subversive to religion have neglected to highlight the 

significance of Bayle’s argument for natural law in light of the scholastic Christianised tradition 

upon which he drew so heavily. This has led to a misreading of Bayle’s view, as Gianluca 

Mori, Jean-Michel Gros, and François Laplanche have incorrectly claimed that Bayle posited 

a contradiction between the Mosaic Law and his depiction of natural law in the 

Commentaire.123 In reality, Bayle spent tremendous effort harmonizing natural law with the 

Decalogue in line with standard Christian natural law theory, addressing a subject that would 

be unnecessary if he was building a theory of religious toleration upon hostility toward religion.  

In his discussion of natural law, Bayle’s Commentaire shifted significantly in language 

and conceptual framework from the Pensées diverses. Rather than depicting the state as an 

absolute sovereign acting as the arbiter between conflicting mutually self-interested actors, it 

was now a state guided by natural law and limited by the right of subjects to follow their 

conscience. In his earlier treatise, Bayle had appealed to the force of law as a key bond to 

restrain the potential harm caused by competing self-interested individuals. Bayle was now, 

however, championing new ideas about natural law in a way that placed limits on the state, 

prohibiting laws which infringed upon the conscience, which any magistrate was morally and 

prudentially bound to obey.  

 

 
122 For further discussion on this see Laplanche, L’Ecriture, le sacré et l’histoire: Erudits et politiques 

protestants devant la Bible en France au XVIIe siècle, 673-674. 
123 Mori, Bayle: philosophe, 242; Jean-Michel Gros, ‘"Contrains-les de sortir": la question de 

l’excommunication chez Pierre Bayle,’ in Le Rayonnement de Bayle, ed. Claudine Pailhès and Hubert Bost 

(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, University of Oxford, 2010), 210-211; Laplanche, L’Ecriture, le sacré et 

l’histoire: Erudits et politiques protestants devant la Bible en France au XVIIe siècle, 724. 



89 
 

The visible church 

In establishing a theory of the state that was limited by the rights of conscience, it might 

be tempting to argue that Bayle envisioned a state that had no established church. This, 

however, would be a mistake. Marta García-Alonso has recently contextualised Bayle’s theory 

of toleration within the ecclesiastical and political context of seventeenth-century Netherlands. 

She has rightly argued that Bayle’s conception of toleration allowed for a state church along 

similar lines as the Dutch Reformed establishment, which left a surprising amount of room for 

voluntary participation in religion and enough toleration to enable social mobility for non-

members.124 García-Alonso did not mention the role of natural law in Bayle’s theory of the 

state; however, it is vital to understanding his justification for established religion.  

Bayle argued that the same natural law which protected the freedom of conscience of 

subjects, also protected the religious conscience of the magistrate. He thus argued that a 

magistrate had the natural duty to be tolerant in a Christ-like way toward all other religions, 

but also, a duty to support an established religion informed by his or her conscience:  

A prince does well in his duty when he… sends out theologians and preachers who 

refute heretics… If the preachers sent by the prince cannot prevent many subjects from 

being persuaded by the reasons of others, the prince will have no reason to reproach 

himself; he will have done all his duty.125  

Bayle continued to claim, ‘nothing is more advantageous for the Church than Princes who 

protect and maintain it; who give order that she would be served by wise and enlightened 

pastors, who establish Colleges and Academies for this end.’ If the magistrate obeyed natural 

law by defending the state religion ‘by gentle and kind reasons,’ then ‘the sovereign would 

 
124 Marta García-Alonso, ‘Tolerance and Religious Pluralism in Bayle,’ History of European Ideas 45, no. 6 

(2019). 
125 ‘[U]n Prince fait assez bien son devoir, lors qu’il … [envoie] par tout des Docteurs & des Prédicateurs qui 

confondent les Héretiques … Si les Prédicateurs envoiez du Prince ne peuvent pas empêcher que plusieurs sujets 

ne se laissent persuader aux raisons des autres, le Prince n’aura rien à se reprocher; il aura fait tout ce qu’il a 

dû.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 378. 
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always maintain his authority safe and sound.’126 In sum, the magistrate had a duty to establish 

a state church and even to evangelise the population in a tolerant manner. 

 In his discussion on this subject, Bayle was reimagining how toleration interacted with 

inferiors and superiors, between subjects and magistrates. Bayle maintained the right of the 

magistrate to establish laws, educational institutions, or even a church, in line with his or her 

inner convictions; however, this right was no different from any other individual’s. Each 

magistrate was limited in their authority and had no right to force their ideas upon their subjects. 

Although the persuasive influence of a magistrate was more extensive, the right to establish a 

religion was merely based upon his or her own subjective understanding of truth and could not 

conflict with the equal rights of subjects to follow their own conscience within their own 

various social stations. Bayle had thus reimagined toleration in a way that was reciprocal and 

equal: subjects had the duty to tolerate the religion of their magistrate without scorning it or 

rebelling against it, and likewise, a magistrate had the duty to respect the natural right of 

subjects to follow their conscience.  

In making this case for toleration based on natural law, Bayle therefore left room for 

the magistrate to justify an established state church. He argued his position was in harmony 

with the broad Christian tradition that claimed the state was bound by the harmonious 

testimony of the Decalogue and natural law. Bayle’s Commentaire thus upheld a traditional 

understanding of the unity between Christian government, natural law, and the Old Testament, 

while also contending for the magistrate’s natural duty to uphold religious toleration to all those 

outside the established church.  

 
126 ‘… rien n’est pas plus-avantageux à l’Église que les Princes qui la protegent & qui l’entretiennent; qui 

donnent ordre qu’elle soit servie par des Pasteurs sages & éclairez, qui établissent pour cela des Colleges & des 

Académies.’ ‘… par des raisons douces & charitables… le Souverain maintiendroit toûjours son autorité saine 

& sauve.’ See ibid., 366, 370. 
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In its ecclesiology, the Pensées deviated sharply from the Commentaire. In his earlier 

treatise, Bayle’s focus had been on the invisible church, which he traditionally depicted as a 

remnant of divinely illuminated, predestined believers amongst the masses of sinful ‘nominal’ 

Christians. In the Commentaire, Bayle now focused upon the parameters of the visible church, 

and he even openly challenged the public usefulness of the doctrine of divine illumination: 

The grace which produces this sentiment, does not result in us having any certain 

proof… of the sense that we believe to be true. We firmly believe it and without being 

able to sustain our beliefs against a learned and subtle adversary, we remain convinced 

that it is revealed truth. This would be an effect of grace, as much as one wishes; God 

forbid that I should contest it. I only say that faith produces no other marks of 

Orthodoxy than inner feeling and conviction of conscience.127 

Several prominent Reformed theologians of the seventeenth century, including Gisbertus 

Voetius (1589-1676) and Turretin, had made similar clarifications about the need of combining 

the principium internum of divine illumination with the principium externum of Scripture.128 

Accordingly, Bayle attempted to place himself in agreement with such ideas: 

I do not exclude the grace of the act that makes us adhere to revealed truths. I want to 

acknowledge that it is grace that makes us feel such and such meaning of Scripture is 

true, and transforms us in such a way that whatever sense is precisely true also appears 

to us as true.129 

However, unlike Voetius or Turretin, Bayle insisted that claims of divine illumination, even 

when combined with Scripture, were insufficient to prove anything in public. In public 

discourse, even the worst heretics could claim the authority of divine illumination, which meant 

in a debate the doctrine only proved that ‘we feel, and it seems to us, that this or that is true.’130 

Accordingly, this ends rational discussion.131 Bayle’s statements here anticipated a 

 
127 ‘[L]a grace qui produit ce sentiment ne fait pas pour cela que nous connoissions aucune preuve certaine… du 

sens que nous croions vrai. Nous le croions fermement, & sans le pouvoir trop soûtenir à un Adversaire docte & 

subtil nous demeurons convaincus que c’est pourtant une verité révelée. Ce sera un éfet de la grace tant que l’on 

voudra, à Dieu ne plaise que je le conteste, je dis seulement que… la foi ne nous donne point d’autres marques 

d’Ortodoxie que le sentiment interieur & la conviction de la consience.’ See ibid., 544. 
128 See van den Belt, The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology, 166-175. 
129 ‘… je n’exclus point la grace de l’acte qui nous fait adherer aux véritez révélées. Je veux bien que ce soit elle 

qui nous fasse sentir que tel ou tel sens de l’Ecriture est véritable, & qui nous modifie de telle maniere que 

précisement le sens qui est vrai nous paroisse vrai.’ See Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 543-544. 
130 ‘… nous sentons & qu’il nous semble que cela ou cela est vrai.’ See ibid., 545. 
131 Bayle would reiterate this argument in his Supplément du Commentaire philosophique. See Bayle, Oeuvres 

diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 523-526. 
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contemporary question famously raised by the modern political philosopher John Rawls over 

using religion in public reasoning.132 It is important to note, however, that Bayle was not 

rejecting all public appeals to religion, but only subjective claims to personal inner 

illumination.  

When discussing the invisible church, Bayle not only challenged the public usefulness 

of divine illumination of the elect, but he even openly questioned the doctrine of the remnant 

church. He proclaimed: 

I do not see fundamentally what great harm there would be in making the path of 

Paradise easier, through acts of the understanding, by removing from the profane this 

great scandal that makes them hate Christianity and prevents them from imagining God 

under the idea of a being who is benevolent and loving to all his creatures. I speak of 

the opinion that damns all the universe, from Adam until the day of judgement, except 

a small handful of men who have lived in a rather small part of the Christian religion.133 

Thus, unlike the Pensées, where Bayle repeatedly appealed to the doctrine of the remnant 

church, he now openly challenged the Calvinist doctrine that God predestined only a select few 

for salvation before creation.  

In Bayle’s time, this debate was fierce between Calvinists and Arminians, the latter 

believing that God’s grace extended to all of mankind, and that divine election was based on 

God’s foreknowledge of who would freely respond to universal grace and choose to believe.134 

Within the French Reformed community, theologians from the academy of Saumur (most 

famously Amyraut) sought to take a middle ground. They contended that God out of universal 

benevolence had initially elected every individual to salvation on the condition of faith. 

 
132 See John Rawls, Political Liberalism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 213-254. 
133 ‘Je ne vois pas dans le fond quel si grand mal il y auroit de rendre plus-facile la voie du Paradis, du côté des 

actes de l’entendement, & d’ôter aux profanes ce grand scandale qui leur fait hair le Christianisme, & qui les 

empêche de se représenter Dieu sous l’idée d’un Etre bienfaisant & aimable à ses Créatures, je parle de 

l’opinion qui dame tout l’univers, depuis Adam jusques au jour du jugement à la reserve d’une petite poignée 

d’hommes qui ont vécu… dans une assez petite partie de la Religion Chrétienne du depuis.’ See Bayle, 

Commentaire Philosophique, 546-547. 
134 In his Supplément du Commentaire philosophique, Bayle would claim that all sides of this debate on 

predestination and grace had excellent reasons for supporting their doctrines. See Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. 

Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 526-527. 
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However, since (due to original sin) no one would come to faith without the Holy Spirit, he 

elected to grant the Spirit by predestination to a few, giving them a special efficacious grace.135  

By 1685, Bayle had felt the full weight of these objections. Not only was Adrian Paets 

writing earnestly to convince him of Arminianism, but as early as September 1671, Bayle had 

written a curious letter to his father, surreptitiously siding with Amyraut against the more 

conservatively Dortian position of Friedrich Spanheim (1632-1701).136 Whilst this passage in 

the Commentaire did not openly deny the doctrine of the remnant church, in the strongest 

language possible, it sympathised with the Arminian and Amyraldian positions on grace, 

claiming such views should not be excluded by overly narrow definitions of the fundamenta of 

the faith. This represented a drastic change in tone from the Pensées in which the remnant 

church was upheld as a key ecclesiological principle. In the Commentaire, Bayle now denied 

the public usefulness of claiming the elect have an inner divine illumination and questioned the 

doctrine that God predestined a remnant of believers. Instead, Bayle focused upon the visible 

church from the purview of natural law, contending that the magistrate had the duty to employ 

resources to promote religious truth in a visible established church. 

 

Pushing confessional boundaries 

Bayle wrote the Commentaire during a climax of persecution against the Huguenots in 

France and a period of tremendous change in his own life. For this reason, he sought to 

construct an argument for natural law that could appeal to a broader audience, beyond the 

 
135 See Du Moulin, Examen de la doctrine des messieurs, Amyrault et Testard, l'un pasteur et professeur en 

théologie à Saumur, l'autre pasteur à Blois: touchant la prédestination, et les poincts qui en dépendent. Avec un 

advis d'un personnage désintéressé sur le dit examen, 4-9. 
136 See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 466,’ in Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse, et al. (Oxford: 

Voltaire Foundation, 2008). Additionally, Bayle’s article ‘Amyraut’ which especially Remark (F), demonstrates 

that he continued to harbour a similar sympathy for his hypothetical universalism later in life. See Pierre Bayle, 

Dictionnaire historique et critique, vol. 1 (Rotterdam, 1697), 235-242. 



94 
 

boundaries of his French Reformed confession. In fact, several theological claims seemed 

downright opposed to Calvinist ideas that he had suggested earlier in the Pensées. It should not 

be surprising, then, that soon after the publication of the Commentaire, Jurieu argued against 

it for supporting universal salvation within any religion, so long as the congregant was 

sincere.137 Likewise, the more moderate Élie Saurin (1639-1703), known as an opponent of 

Jurieu, also brought the same attack against the Commentaire, supposing the author must have 

been one of those ‘Latitudinarians’ who rejected ‘all the mysteries of the Christian religion’ 

and widened ‘the way of salvation so that all heretics, Jews and pagans can enter it.’138  

Given this situation, Bayle was unusually careful about hiding the identity of his 

authorship. Bayle had freely sent out copies of his Pensées to his Genevan professors soon after 

it was published. He had also freely admitted to Louis Tronchin, ‘Since you want to know 

whether I am the author of the Critique génerale, I inform you sir, that I am.’139 It was likewise 

clear to the French refugee, Abel Boyer (c. 1667-1729), that it was ‘M. Bayle’ who had ‘lately 

published a book entitled, Réponse aux questions d’un provincial’ only a few months after its 

pseudonymous publication.140 However, Bayle masked his authorship of the Commentaire, 

especially from Calvinist ministers. He avoided suspicion by suggesting to François Gaultier 

de Saint-Blancard (1685-1703) that the Commentaire was the work of ‘the disciples of Mr. 

Pajon.’141 When writing to Jacques Lenfant (1661-1728), Bayle even went to the extreme of 

criticizing the ‘Commentaire philosophique which, by pretending to combat papist 

 
137 For Jurieu’s argument see Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 430. 
138 Bayle was one of those ‘Latitudinaires’ who ‘élargissent la voye de salut, afin que tous les Héretiques, Juifs 

& Payens y puissent entrer.’ See the preface to Élie Saurin, Reflexions sur les droits de la conscience (Utrecht, 

1697). 
139 ‘Puis que vous souhaittez de savoir au vrai si je suis l’auteur de la Critique génerale, je vous aprens 

Monsieur, que je le suis.’ See Bayle, ‘Lettre 407,’ 326. 
140 This reference is noted in Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the English, 43-44. 
141 ‘… les disciples de Mr Pajon.’ See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 687,’ in Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. 

Elisabeth Labrousse and Antony McKenna (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2009), 325. 
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persecutions, goes on to establish the toleration of the Socinians.’142 Bayle was quite successful 

at concealing his identity. As late as 1691, Jurieu’s ally Jean de Robethon (d. 1722) could only 

insinuate to Bayle that ‘we may attribute to you the Commentaire philosophique, as in fact 

many people believe you to be the author of it.’143 One still could not be sure that Bayle was 

the author. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has contended that it is a mistake to try to reconcile the ideas in the Pensées 

and the Commentaire; however, scholars have commonly taken such an approach. Labrousse’s 

magisterial second volume of Bayle has attempted to provide a contextual understanding of 

key themes in Bayle’s theology, often mixing sources to make her case.144 Other scholars have 

followed this precedent. Ruth Whelan, for example, has described the tension between Bayle’s 

‘pessimistic anthropology’ of ‘original sin as total depravity’ (citing the Pensées diverses and 

the Continuation des Pensées diverses), but yet claimed ‘Bayle also affirms that humans have 

the capacity to discern the good and are naturally inclined to embrace the truth’ (citing the 

Commentaire and the Supplément du Commentaire).145 Since the doctrine of total depravity is 

precisely the denial that humans are naturally inclined to discern goodness or divine truth, this 

leaves unresolved a clear conceptual problem. A similar issue emerged in Hochstrasser’s 

analysis of Bayle’s political ideas. On the one hand, he has claimed that Bayle justified a 

 
142 ‘… un Commentaire philosophique sur « Contrain-les d’entrer », qui en faisant semblant de combatre les 

persecutions papistiques, va à etablir la tolerance des sociniens.’ See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 688,’ in 

Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse and Antony McKenna (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 

2009), 328. 
143 ‘… on peut vous attribuer le Commentaire philosophique, comme en effet bien des gens vous en croyent 

l’autheur.’ See Pierre Bayle, ‘Lettre 808,’ in Correspondance de Pierre Bayle, ed. Elisabeth Labrousse and 

Antony McKenna (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2010), 333. Robethon was a Whig Huguenot immigrant, with 

connections to William III, who attacked Bayle on behalf of Jurieu during his accusations in the 1690s. 
144 This is the general approach found in Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2. 
145 Ruth Whelan, ‘Pierre Bayle,’ in The Cambridge History of French Thought, ed. Michael Moriarty and 

Jeremy Jennings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 164-165. 
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political theory of absolutism based upon self-interest, derived from ‘Calvinist notions of 

election and original sin.’146 However, he later pivoted to claiming Bayle held to a view of 

‘natural rights’ based upon the ‘rights of the individual conscience’ in his Commentaire.147 

These two theories are conceptually quite different, yet left unresolved in his analysis. 

In order to solve this dilemma, other scholars have argued that, for Bayle, knowing the 

content of natural law by reason did not mean individuals had the power to obey it.148 After all, 

several early modern Calvinists and Jansenists used this same claim to render natural law 

theory compatible with a strong Augustinian doctrine of original sin.149 Indeed, it seems that 

Bayle explicitly sought this solution in numerous places, such as section 135 of the Pensées, 

and reiterated it in later works, such as Remark (H) of his article on Ampharius, which claimed 

‘if the pagans did not practice virtue, they at least knew it well.’150  

Such harmonization, however, has not sufficiently recognised that the Pensées and the 

Commentaire were two separate works with distinct (and at times incompatible) ideas. In the 

Pensées, Bayle depicted individuals as irrationally self-interested, the state as using the force 

of law to constrain selfishness, and the church as a small number of predestined Christians. In 

the Commentaire, Bayle presented individuals as rationally capable of moral action, the state 

as limited by the natural right to freedom of conscience, and the visible church as founded upon 

the right of magistrates to establish a religion. The Commentaire did not focus upon the claim 

that humans were unable to obey the precepts of natural law—in fact, it claimed we might ‘rise 

above our personal interest’ and practise toleration.151 Moreover, rather than taking the more 

 
146 Hochstrasser, ‘The Claims of Consience: Natural Law Theory, Obligation, and Resistance in the Huguenot 

Diaspora,’ 23. 
147 Ibid., 31. 
148 Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hetérodoxie et rigorisme, vol. 2, 261; Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 490. 
149 Levitin, The Kingdom of Darkness, 469-470, 476. 
150 See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 264-266. See also Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, vol. 1 

(Rotterdam, 1702), 205. This article was newly included in the second edition. 
151 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 12-13. See also: Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the Secularization of 

Conscience,’ 213. 
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typical Calvinist line in claiming that following an erring conscience was merely a ‘splendid 

sin,’ the tenth chapter of Part 2 described it as a good action (une bonne action) and not a sin 

at all.152 Thus, although Bayle may have reconciled these conflicting ideas, this was not the 

solution that he publicly presented in his Commentaire. 

Bayle crafted these two texts with separate pseudonymous identities, created different 

public meanings, and aimed to convince distinct audiences. He wrote the Pensées to appeal to 

his French Reformed colleagues within a smaller confessional milieu. On the other hand, he 

wrote the Commentaire to promote toleration to a pan-European cross-confessional audience 

in the republic of letters. For this reason, Bayle carefully hid his authorship of the 

Commentaire, unlike his Pensées which he felt was more clearly orthodox within his own 

religious community. As we explore Bayle’s reception of England, we shall see a stroke of 

historical irony: since the two treatises were translated and read in the different theological 

context of England, largely by readers who opposed Calvinism, the predestinarian credentials 

of the Pensées were seen by many as subversive to Christianity, while Bayle’s Commentaire 

was seen as promoting orthodox Protestantism.

 

 

 
152 Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, 503. 
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Chapter 3 

Bayle’s Image as a Protestant in Early-Eighteenth Century England 
 

I might often have refer’d my Reader to very excellent Pieces 

written in the English Tongue upon the Point of Toleration. No 

Nation can be suppos’d to afford more Arguments on this 

Subject than ours 

— Pierre Bayle, A Philosophical Commentary 

 

Bayle shifted to a natural law approach in the Commentaire because he was acutely aware that 

a predestinarian argument for toleration only appealed to a limited audience. He observed, in 

his own time, the Lutherans charged Calvinists with making God the author of sin in their 

doctrine of predestination, and ‘the Jesuits claim the same with regard to Jansenius.’ Neither 

‘the approach of the Scotists, nor the Molinists, nor the Remonstrants, nor the Universalists, 

nor the Pajonists, nor Father Malebranche, nor the Lutherans, nor the Socinians’ could form a 

consensus.1 Bayle thus focused his arguments on the universal axioms of natural law that could 

transcend such confessional disputes. He sought to show that toleration was demonstrable to 

any rational person, regardless of their religious differences. When Bayle’s writings were 

disseminated in England, this approach was successful. Unlike the Pensées, the Commentaire 

captivated a large audience from a variety of theological perspectives. This segment of readers 

was religious, often heterodox, and universally Whig in their political orientation.  

Throughout the seventeenth century in England, there were several diverse arguments 

for toleration from a wide variety of theological perspectives rooted in a variety of doctrines 

 
1 ‘Depuis que Luther & Calvin ont paru, je ne pense pas qu’il se soit passé d’année où l’on ne les a accusez de 

faire Dieu auteur du peché… Les Jésuïtes [le] prétendent à l’égard de Jansenius.’ ‘… ni la methode des 

Scotistes, ni celles des Molinistes, ni celle des Remontrans, ni celle des Universalistes, ni celle des Pajonistes, ni 

celle du Père Mallebranche, ni celle des Lutheriens, ni celle des Sociniens ne sont capables de soudre les 

objections qui imputent à Dieu l’introduction du peché.’ See Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, 

vol. 4 (Rotterdam, 1697), 757-758. 



99 
 

such as freewill, the sacraments, and ecclesiology.2 However, despite a diverse and pluralistic 

support for toleration, there was also a common desire to draw clear boundaries of exclusion. 

The common consensus was to develop a theory that expanded toleration to include most 

Protestants, but still exclude Catholics, extreme religious dissenters, and atheists.3 This 

tendency was so strong in England, that William III had wanted (and pledged) to grant 

toleration to Catholics in the United Provinces but was unable to execute this policy of 

toleration once he took the throne in England. His legislative landmark, the Act of Toleration 

(1689), carefully excluded Catholicism and anti-trinitarian Protestant dissent.4  

This chapter begins by arguing that Bayle, despite personal conflicts with William III, 

began his literary afterlife in England largely in the image of a standard Whig Protestant. In 

this context, I demonstrate that several readers depicted Bayle as opposing Catholicism and 

extreme forms of religious dissent. One major reason for this was the Commentaire itself which 

originally excluded Catholics and atheists for political reasons, and these statements were 

exaggerated by the translator of the 1708 English edition. Moreover, this Whig portrayal of 

Bayle was transposed in the context of theological debates surrounding the Bangorian 

Controversy. In this heated theological dispute, the Commentaire provided a theory of 

toleration rooted in natural law that could cut across doctrinal divides. In this dispute, the Bayle 

of the Commentaire was a sincere Christian who sought to unite Protestants, rather than 

emphasise confessional differences. Bayle was used to defend a view of human nature as 

rational and guided by conscience, a church that downplayed confessional differences, and a 

state whose jurisdiction was limited to protecting property rather than enforcing private 

religious belief. Bayle thus placed reasonable limits on toleration and justified the principle 

 
2 See Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 47-72. 
3 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 55-137, 440-466, 568-592, 680-719; 

Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 54-56. 
4 Jonathan Israel, ‘William III and Toleration,’ in From Persecution to Toleration: The Glorious Revolution and 

Religion in England, ed. Ole Peter Grell, Jonathan I. Israel, and Nicholas Tyacke (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1991), 129-170; Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 197.  
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itself by arguing that the laws of nature, guiding rational individuals, demanded a tolerant 

church and state. 

 

Bayle’s Whiggish ghost 

As Courtines has documented, throughout his life, Bayle retained strong personal 

connections across the Channel with French refugees as well as English intellectuals and 

politicians. These personal connections to England resulted in what Justin Champion has called 

an ‘intellectual afterlife’ of Bayle, as his English acquaintances and friends disseminated and 

published his works. This project was extraordinarily successful: from 1686, Bayle’s writings 

increasingly began to appear in English periodicals, booksellers were fighting bitterly over the 

rights to publish his works, and his writings could be found in libraries and book collections 

across England.5  

The spread of Bayle greatly increased with the translation of his work into English, 

which he had only begun to organise before his death in 1706.6 In 1708, the Pensées was 

translated into English as the Miscellaneous Reflections, Occasion'd by the Comet Which 

Appear'd in December 1680.7 That same year, the Commentaire was published as A 

Philosophical Commentary on These Words of the Gospel, Luke XIV, 23: Compel Them to 

Come In, that My House May be Full.8 Soon afterwards, in 1710, the monumental Dictionnaire 

would also be published as the Historical and Critical Dictionary. Scholars have documented 

how the Dictionary was Bayle’s major source of notoriety in early eighteenth-century 

 
5 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 178-181; Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the 

English, 39-151, 235-238. 
6 Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the English, 49, 59. 
7 ‘Issue 1928,’ Daily Courant Thursday, April 22, 1708. 
8 ‘Issue 1995,’ Daily Courant Saturday, July 10, 1708. 
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England.9 It was repeatedly heralded as a masterpiece of erudition, and unlike other similar 

encyclopedic works, it retained its monetary value due to a persistent high demand.10 It is less 

known, however, that Bayle’s Pensées and Commentaire also made an extraordinary impact. 

Each treatise provided a different theory of toleration—one based on egoism, the other on 

natural law theory—which made Bayle strikingly adaptable, as various readers could find 

resources in his different works.  

Bayle’s works were disseminated into England by those sympathetic to Whig political 

interests amidst a rising surge of Toryism during the reign of Queen Anne. Champion has noted 

that the Philosophical Commentary was published by the ‘Whig’ John Darby (d. 1704) who 

worked with Toland in the late seventeenth century to establish a ‘Whig canon’ of writings. 

The Commentaire, written in the voice of an English tolerationist, fit the mould of such a canon. 

Bayle’s Miscellaneous Reflections was published by John Morphew, whom Champion has also 

claimed was a ‘prominent Whig.’ Indeed, Morphew was sympathetic to Whig political 

interests, as he had printed several staunchly Whig publications, including the well-read 

journal, the Tatler. Nevertheless, a better overall characterization of Morphew is as a 

businessman who put printing ahead of partisanship. Despite Whig sympathies, he released 

several pro-Tory publications, along with the journals the Examiner and Post Boy, and was 

even placed on trial by Whigs in the House of Lords for printing Jonathan Swift’s scurrilous 

Public Spirit of the Whigs (1714).11 Nevertheless, the English production of Bayle’s Dictionary 

was indisputably Whiggish, headed by the Whig Jacob Tonson (1714-1769), printed with the 

royal imprimatur dedicated to William III, and dedicated to Prime Minister Robert Walpole 

 
9 See Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 177-188, 193, 195; Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with 

England and the English, 42, 48, 61, 72-81. 
10 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 178-179. 
11 C. John Sommerville, The News Revolution in England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 127, 187. 
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(1676-1745) in the 1734 edition.12 Significantly, after the lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695, 

the royal imprimatur was not needed for publishing rights, but was a badge of legitimacy that 

publicly allied Bayle closer to the aims of the Williamite regime.13 

This image of Bayle in close relationship to William III and the Whig party is a striking 

example of how an individual can be transformed in their reception. Although Bayle had allies 

within Whig circles due to his views on toleration, he was also a monarchist who opposed 

republican revolution, which brought him into opposition with the Williamite regime during 

his lifetime. In the 1690s, Jurieu successfully convinced William III that Bayle had been 

involved in a conspiracy to diplomatically end the war between England and France. Bayle’s 

involvement was minimal, but nonetheless his friend Minutoli had sent him a document entitled 

the Project of Peace, laying out these plans in private correspondence.14 When the King found 

out, he sentenced the architect, the Burgomaster of Dort, to life in prison, and ordered the 

magistrates of Rotterdam to withdraw Bayle’s pension and license to teach.15 Jurieu later 

convinced the Whig statesman, Lord Sunderland, that Bayle had colluded with the prisoner of 

war, the marquis of Allègre, in order to support absolute monarchy and French political 

interests.16 It was only by the mediation of Bayle’s close contacts in Whig circles that he 

averted a second controversy.17 

 
12 Champion, ‘Bayle in the English Enlightenment,’ 181; Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle 

in England, 1698-1722,’ 506-507. In particular, for Darby’s role in disseminating a canon of Whig republican 

writings see Joseph Hone, ‘John Darby and the Whig Canon,’ Historical Journal (2020). 
13 Champion, ‘"Most truly a protestant": Reading Bayle in England, 1698-1722,’ 506-507; Champion, ‘Bayle in 

the English Enlightenment,’ 194. 
14 Bayle’s brief involvement could be traced in a letter from Bayle to Minutoli. See Bayle, ‘Lettre 752.’ 
15 Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the English, 103-104. 
16 Arsène Deschamps, La genèse du scepticisme érudit chez Bayle (Liege: Vaillant-Carmanne, 1878), 193; Luisa 

Simonutti, ‘Bayle et ses amis: Paets, Furly, Shaftesbury, et le Club de "La Lanterne",’ in Pierre Bayle dans la 

République des Lettres: philosophie, religion, critique études recueillies et présentées Antony McKenna et 

Gianni Paganini, ed. Antony McKenna and Gianni Paganini (Paris: Champion, 2004), 77; Labrousse, Pierre 

Bayle: Du pays de Foix à la cité d’Erasme, vol. 1, 249n258; Courtines, Bayle’s Relations with England and the 

English, 57, 128. 
17 See Ross Carroll, ‘Ridicule, Censorship, and the Regulation of Public Speech: the Case of Shaftesbury,’ 

Modern Intellectual History 15, no. 2 (2018): 359. 
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Thus, Bayle’s personal relations with the Whig party cut both ways during his 

lifetime. To many of his English allies, he was an advocate of Whig principles; however, to 

many others, he was a suspected ally of French tyranny and absolute monarchy. The 

publication of Bayle’s writings by Whigs, and the Dictionary’s royal imprimatur, showed 

how in just under two years after his death, the reception of Bayle had already taken on a life 

of its own, quite apart from the historic Bayle. For many, he now stood as a true 

representative of the Whig political agenda.  

When it came to Whig politics, there were so many divisions that it is impossible to 

outline a clean singular ‘Whig’ view of the individual, the church, or the state. Whigs disputed 

whether the individual was self-interested or altruistic, driven by passion or reason. They 

disagreed over the nature of the state, the role of the monarch, and the legitimacy of social 

contract theory. Most of all, they were divided over the church, as a faction of Whigs continued 

to support a uniform established church, whilst others argued for comprehension, and still 

others supported disestablishment. Yet, despite all the various disputes within the party, one of 

the things that united them was a desire for an increased policy of toleration. It is here that 

Bayle’s writings played a significant role. These readers received Bayle, not as a promoter of 

a universal theory of toleration that included even atheists, but as a tolerationist with reasonable 

limitations that excluded atheism, extreme dissent, and Catholicism, strictly along Whig 

political lines. 

 

Bayle and the boundaries of toleration 

During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, the Whigs promoted a 

principle of toleration limited to Protestantism, uniting all the various denominations to provide 

a more robust opposition to Catholicism. In the wake of the Glorious Revolution, the immediate 
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triggers for this anti-Catholic sentiment were the spurious Popish Plot, James II’s perceived 

Catholicism policies, as well as the anti-Williamite threat from Catholics both domestically 

and abroad. In this context, the exclusion of Catholics had become a foundation of the political 

order after the Glorious Revolution and Hanoverian Succession, which justified passing over 

the House of Stuart due to their conversion to Catholicism. 

Moreover, it was not just Catholics who were left outside the boundaries of Whiggish 

toleration. In the wake of the sectarian disruption of the Civil Wars (1642–1651) and 

Interregnum (1649-1660), the lines of exclusion were commonly drawn against extreme 

dissent. In the Restoration period, most tolerationists wanted to exclude anti-trinitarians, 

Quakers, deists, and atheists, fearing a repeat of the infamous social chaos of this period. Given 

that such strong boundaries were drawn by so many, the question emerges: how could Bayle’s 

radical ideas about universal toleration influence readers whose political context encouraged 

such limitations? Surprisingly, despite Bayle’s reputation as an apostle of universal toleration, 

several Whig readers depicted him as precisely opposing these same groups that the majority 

sought to exclude.  

In the process of using Bayle to legitimate Whig political interests, a solidly ‘Protestant 

Bayle’ emerged, who could be used to combat religious dissent of both Catholic and radical 

varieties in early eighteenth-century England. One such theologian was Daniel Waterland 

(1683-1740), a chief voice of orthodoxy in the early eighteenth-century ‘anti-Arian’ 

campaign.18 Responding to the anti-trinitarian claim that the doctrine of the Trinity was 

invented after the conversion of Constantine and the council of Nicaea, Waterland underscored 

 
18 Jake Griesel, Retaining the Old Episcopal Divinity: John Edwards of Cambridge and Reformed Orthodoxy in 

the Later Stuart Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 163-165; Samuel Fornecker, Bisschop's 

Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of England, c.1674—1742 (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2022), 148-167. 
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the Trinitarian theology of the ante-Nicene fathers.19 He argued that their orthodoxy on this 

point had been documented by ‘Bishop Bull,’ ‘Bishop Stillingfleet,’ ‘Dr Cave,’ and ‘Dr 

Grabe,’20 as well as ‘the foreign Reform’d’ including ‘M. Bayle’ who was ‘in Favour of the 

same Sentiments.’21 

According to Waterland, the anti-trinitarians and deists had an approach which rejected 

mystery and thus led directly to the naturalism of Spinoza. In opposition, Waterland used a 

similar tu quoque argument that would be later used by William Law to refute Matthew 

Tindal’s Christianity as Old as Creation (1730): even naturalism, which relied on unaided 

reason, often appealed to mystery and paradox.22 Waterland articulated this argument by 

directly quoting Bayle’s ‘just Reflections’ in his Dictionary’s article on Spinoza who: 

[D]erided the Mystery of the Trinity… yet, properly speaking, he ascribed as many 

Persons to the divine Nature, as there are men upon the Earth… and yet he heartily 

embraced an Hypothesis which reconciles two things so contrary to one another, as the 

Square and Circular Figures, and whereby an infinite number of Inconsistent 

Attributes… are true at the same time of one and the same most simple and indivisible 

Substance.’23 

This was precisely the attitude of anti-trinitarians and deists who derided all the mysteries of 

the faith, whilst still affirming their own variety of mystery. Concluding with another quote, 

again taken verbatim from the English edition of his Dictionary, Waterland cited Bayle’s 

sentiment that ‘I am struck with Horror, when I think there are such Monsters among those that 

bear the name Christian,’ especially the new ‘band’ that ‘call themselves Deists’ who ‘ridicule 

all Religion.’24  

 
19 See Griesel, Retaining the Old Episcopal Divinity: John Edwards of Cambridge and Reformed Orthodoxy in 

the Later Stuart Church, 159; Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of 

England, c.1674—1742, 148-167.   
20 Daniel Waterland, A Second Vindication of Christ's Divinity: Or, a Second Defense of Some Queries Relating 

to Dr. Clarke's Scheme of the Holy Trinity (London, 1723), xix. 
21 Ibid. 
22 See William Law, The Case of Rason, or Natural Religion, Fairly and Fully Stated (London, 1731). 
23 Daniel Waterland, Christianity Vindicated against Infidelity: A Second Charge Deliver'd to the Clergy of the 

Archdeaconry of Middlesex (London, 1732), 26. 
24 Ibid., 5.  
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Several others depicted Bayle as an orthodox voice in contemporary theological 

debates. Some narrowed in on Bayle’s claim that a true Christian must elevate scripture above 

philosophy. Thus, for example, John Beaumont’s Gleanings of Antiquities (1724) used Bayle 

to defend the supernatural existence of angels and demons, citing his remark that ‘it’s a very 

rash Undertaking’ for a Christian ‘to go about to reconcile a Rejection of all the Power of the 

Devil with Scripture.’25 Likewise, the anti-trinitarian Daniel Whitby (1638– 1726), treated ‘Mr. 

Bayle’ as an orthodox opponent who taught ‘to captivate your Reason to the Obedience of 

Faith’ regarding the problem of evil, just ‘as we believe the Doctrine of Three Divine Persons, 

each of which by himself distinctly considered, is perfect God, without being able to reconcile 

it to our Notion of the Unity of God.’26 Whitby denied Bayle’s appeal to mystery, but 

nonetheless, by using Bayle as a foil he was interpreting him as a supporter of the core doctrinal 

mysteries that defined the Nicene Christian faith. 

Bayle was likewise depicted as a conservative opponent of atheism. Thomas Wise’s A 

Confutation of the Reason and Philosophy of Atheism (1706) sought to refute ‘Mr. Bayle’ for 

claiming that the Cambridge Platonist, Ralph Cudworth (1617-1688), unintentionally 

undermined belief in God. Wise quoted Bayle’s critical observation that philosophers such as 

‘Mr. Cudworth’ may ‘oppose atheism’ but ‘most vigorously give it weapons without thinking 

about it.’27 Following Malebranche’s occasionalism, Bayle argued God was the primary cause 

of all events, and thus, there was no need to suggest Cudworth’s theory of ‘plastic natures’ to 

 
25 John Beaumont, Gleanings of Antiquities. Containing, I. An Essay for Explaining the Creation and the 

Deluge, According to the Sense of the Gentiles. In a Letter to a Learned Person. II. A Discourse of Oracles, 

Giving an Account of the Sibylline Oracles; with an Uncommon Explication of Virgil's Fourth Eclogue, and 

Some Other Parts of his Works Relating to Them. (London, 1724), 165-166. Cf. Bayle, Dictionnaire historique 

et critique, vol. 4, 985. 
26 Daniel Whitby, A Dissuasive from Enquiring into the Doctrine of the Trinity (London, 1714), 25. 
27 ‘… Nous voions tous les Jours, que ceux qui combatent le plus vivement l'Atheisme, lui donnent des Armes 

sans y penser. Mr. Cudworth & Mr. Grace, tres-grand Philosophes en sont un Exemple.’ Wise quoted Bayle’s 

Continuation Pensées Diverses in Thomas Wise, ‘The Introduction,’ in A Confutation of the Reason and 

Philosophy of Atheism; Being in a Great Measure Either an Abridgment or an Improvement of What Dr. 

Cudworth Offer'd to that Purpose in his True Intellectual System of the Universe (London, 1706), 142. For the 

original quote see Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 3, 216-217. 
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explain natural causation. Such a theory encouraged a key assumption of naturalism: that nature 

could act as a causal force in itself. Wise, however, insisted that plastic natures, according to 

Cudworth, were secondary divine causes, and thus, they simply could not promote atheism.28 

Wise ‘found the Charge made upon Dr. Cudworth… to be so very unjust and groundless’ that 

he felt it was below ‘a Person of Monsieur Bayle’s Ingenuity and Learning.’29 In making these 

comments, Wise not only interpreted Bayle as an adversary of atheism, but as overly 

conservative in his attacks. In so doing, Bayle here too aligned with Whig political principles, 

opposing not only religious dissent, but also atheism (even despite his controversial Pensées). 

Bayle was not only used to combat atheism and religious dissent, which represented the 

chaos of the civil war, but also Catholicism, which represented to Whigs the opposing danger 

of tyranny and inquisition. One example was Matthew Postlethwayt’s sermon, preached in 

1718 at the Cathedral Church in Norwich, which restated Bayle’s argument that true religion 

necessarily implied a respect for the inner conscience. When it came to drawing the limitations 

of toleration against Catholics, Postlethwayt turned to Bayle, quoting the Philosophical 

Commentary that ‘History affordeth not so much as One Example of a Catholic Sovereign, who 

kept his Word in Matters of Religion.’ Postlethwayt continued, referencing Bayle’s claim that 

a Catholic subject cannot be trusted to keep oaths of fidelity, and thus, Protestants of England 

must also guard against ‘the Pretender’s promises’ lest they face another persecution as they 

had under Mary Tudor.30 In 1723, William Sheppard (n.d.), a Church of England clergyman 

 
28 Wise, ‘The Introduction,’ 142. Wise’s analysis was impactful on Bayle’s followers in England. Due to the 

popularity of his Dictionary, there were two new English editions published in 1734: a second edition of the 

English translation, and another expanded version renamed A General Dictionary Historical and Critical which 

contained additions written by multiple editors, including a substantial article on ‘Cudworth.’ This article 

curiously omitted Bayle’s critique of the Cambridge Platonist and added a reference to Wise’s introduction, 

claiming Cudworth offered some of the best arguments that ‘ever singly appeared against atheism.’ See 

especially Remarks (F) and (G) in the article on ‘Cudworth’ in Pierre Bayle, A General Dictionary, Historical 

and Critical: In Which a New and Accurate Translation of that of the Celebrated Mr. Bayle, with the 

Corrections and Observations Printed in the Late Edition at Paris, Is Included; and Interspersed with Several 

Thousand Lives Never Before Published, vol. 4 (London, 1734), 486.  
29 Wise, ‘The Introduction,’ 142. 
30 Matthew Postlethwayt, The Moral Impossibility of Protestant Subjects Preserving [T]heir Religious or Civil 

Liberties under Popish Princes (Norwich, 1719), 39-40. 



108 
 

from Ipswich, used Bayle in a sermon pamphlet to oppose ‘Papists’ because they ‘persecute 

from principle’ in their ‘unchristian and absurd scheme of church-government.’ Sheppard used 

a long passage of Bayle’s Commentaire to establish the ‘definition of religion’ as ‘a perswasion 

in the soul with regard to God,’ since without inner faith religion is ‘hypocrisy and falsehood; 

or impiety, and revolt against conscience.’31 The medium and content of this message must be 

noted: Bayle’s works could be found in the pulpits of England, defending Protestant orthodoxy 

against the threat of Catholicism. 

When making such claims, English tolerationists were not ostentatiously twisting 

Bayle’s words. They were drawing upon sections in his multi-faceted writings where he 

opposed Catholicism, atheism, and those who sought to rationalise revelation. Most 

importantly, despite Bayle’s sincere affirmation of the principle of universal toleration, he was 

rhetorically careful in the Commentaire to present traditional limitations for toleration which 

excluded atheists and Catholics. Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary thus provided an image 

of a Protestant Bayle who set prudential limitations to his theory of toleration (but still insisted 

that it was only for political reasons, not because of their religion per se). 

 

The Preliminary Discourse in an English context 

From its inception, the Commentaire was inherently suited for an English audience. 

Bayle wrote the treatise itself from the point of view of an English dissenter.32 Even more 

significantly, this pseudonymous author had adapted the limitations for toleration along 

conventional English lines, knowing that tolerationists in England had almost universally 

 
31 William Sheppard, An Essay on Love and Charity: Wherein our Saviour's New Commandment is Seasonably 

Urged upon All the Professors of Christianity (London, 1723), 84-85, 90-91. Here Sheppard is quoting from 

Pierre Bayle, A Philosophical Commentary on These Words of the Gospel, Luke XIV. 23. Compel Them to Come 

In, That My House May Be Full (London, 1708), 61. 
32 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 6. See also Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 358. 
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excluded Catholics because they felt the political risk of including them was too significant.33 

Today, it might be tempting to think that Bayle was either inconsistent or even insincere in 

limiting the scope of toleration in this way. However, in the early eighteenth century, these 

limitations were effective. Because of them, Bayle was able to convince a large English 

audience that he was attuned to their political situation, persuading many of his readers that a 

policy of toleration was a realistic option, attuned to the felt political dangers England faced 

during this period.  

The most influential section of the treatise was his ‘Discours préliminaire’ (or ‘A 

Preliminary Discourse,’ as it was titled in the 1708 English edition). It was here that Bayle 

launched a scathing attack against Catholicism. In a heated discourse, Bayle referred to the 

Roman Church as the harlot of Babylon, the enemy of toleration, and a threat to civilised 

society. Bayle thus spoke of a ‘prudent Distrust of Popery.’ He warned that ‘Papists in this 

Country are the first to cry out’ for toleration; however, if England is not careful, they will face 

another ‘Reign of Queen Mary’ with ‘as many Gibbets in these days as in those of old’ because 

Catholics would persecute when they had ‘once more the Power in their own hands.’34 In order 

to prevent this, Bayle supported those ‘Laws of this Kingdom’s excluding Papists from all 

Places, and exacting from ‘em the Oath of Supremacy’—such statements were, of course, 

perfectly in line with Whig policy at the time.35 Bayle also carefully cited the ‘Dragooning, 

Dungeoning, Cloistering’ of Protestants in France as evidence that the current Catholic Church 

was still authoritarian and tyrannical.36 Bayle’s reference to the plight of French Calvinists was 

 
33 Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 28-54, 328-331, 462-465, 686-694; 

Tyacke, ‘The "Rise of Puritanism" and the Legalizing of Dissent, 1571–1719.’ Despite these limitations against 

Catholicism, scholars have argued that some Whigs, including William III, desired to increase toleration to 

Catholics to a similar position as the United Provinces. See Jonathan Israel, ‘William III and Toleration,’ ibid.; 

John Bossy, ‘English Catholics after 1688,’ ibid. 
34 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 7-9. For the original French see Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre 

Bayle, vol. 2, 358. 
35 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 18. 
36 Ibid., 7. 
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inspired by his true identity as a Huguenot himself, but it also fit his pseudonymity as an 

English dissenter, as French persecution was a common theme raised by English tolerationists 

and Whig politicians of the period.37 

Despite this, Bayle only supported limiting toleration on political grounds in the name 

of public safety, never as a restriction to religious doctrine. He clarified: 

I do not think the false Religion of Papists, consider’d simply as such, a just ground for 

making Laws against those who profess it. No, it certainly is not. I take the Justice of 

these Laws to be founded wholly on their having Principles, such as that Hereticks must 

be compell’d to come in, that Heretick Kings should not be obey’d, &c., inconsistent 

with the publick Safety of the State.38 

This limitation was important, as it allowed Bayle to set up these strong claims for limiting 

toleration, but still conceptually defend a theory of universal toleration of religion in principle.  

In his later article on ‘Milton,’ Bayle reiterated this point.39 Milton believed that ‘the 

Papacy is of necessity completely deprived of the benefit of tolerance,’ not because ‘it is a 

religion’ but since ‘it is a tyrannical faction.’ Thus, Milton’s political limitation of toleration to 

Catholics was in fact a sign of the universality of his tolerating principles: ‘there is no one who 

had more zeal for tolerance’ than Milton who only withdrew it from Catholics ‘due to an excess 

of love for toleration’ precisely because ‘Papism is of time immemorial the party who 

persecutes the most, and it never ceases to torment the body and soul of other Christians.’40 

The Milton article then cited the passage in the Commentaire where Bayle argued that Catholic 

missionaries should not be allowed in China if they permitted force in conversion due to the 

 
37 See Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 55-93. 
38 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 18. 
39 Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, vol. 2 (Rotterdam, 1702), 2119. This section did not exist in 

the first edition but was added to the second edition of his Dictionnaire (1702) and reprinted in the English 

translation (1710). See Pierre Bayle, An Historical and Critical Dictionary. By Monsieur Bayle. Translated into 

English, with Many Additions and Corrections, Made by the Author Himself, That Are Not in the French 

Editions, vol. 3 (London, 1710), 2056. 
40 ‘Milton montre que le Papisme doit être entierement privé du benefice de la tolerance, non pas entant que 

c’est une religion, mais entant que c’est une faction tyrannique.’ ‘… il n’y avoit personne qui êut plus de zêle 

que lui pour la tolerance’ who had ‘un excés d’amitié pour la tolerance.’ ‘… le Papisme est de tems immemorial 

le parti qui persecute le plus, & qu’il ne cesse de tourmenter le corps & l’ame des autres Chrétiens.’ See Bayle, 

Dictionnaire historique et critique, vol. 2, 2119. This section was reprinted in the English edition of 1710. 
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social chaos that such a maxim would create. In sum, Bayle’s careful distinction between 

Catholic religion and Catholic politics would have persuaded an English audience who wanted 

a policy of toleration, but also to justify the laws such as the Test Act (1673) and Act of 

Settlement (1701) which excluded Catholicism from its scope.41  

The efforts that Bayle made to adapt his arguments to suit an English context were 

enhanced by the translation of his work in 1708. The anonymous (but almost certainly Whig) 

translator went to lengths to make Bayle’s ideas more palatable in England. Bayle, for example, 

had originally argued that Catholics have historically exhibited a deceitful spirit which he 

described as ‘their inseparable companion’ (‘leur compagne inseparable’). The translator 

transformed this phrase to say that falsehood and insincerity were permanent ‘Qualitys 

inseparable from their Nature.’ Deceitfulness was not just an inseparable companion—an issue 

of historical contingency—but inseparable from the ‘nature’ of Catholicism itself. To further 

discourage tolerating Catholics, Bayle’s description that ‘this false religion does not amend 

itself by length of time’ (‘cette fausse Religion ne s’amende pas par le long age’), was restated 

prescriptively: ‘this false Religion is not to be mended by length of time.’42 Such exaggerations 

were subtle but blurred Bayle’s exclusion of Catholicism from toleration for solely contingent 

political reasons. However, they also added a rhetorical tone that made the Philosophical 

Commentary more persuasive to a reading audience in England. 

The translator also sought to limit Bayle’s scope for toleration a second time, now 

against religious dissenters. Here the translator inserted his own brief remarks about 

anabaptism at the beginning of the treatise in the short preface to the 1708 edition:  

The Reader need not be surpriz’d, if he find that the author [Bayle] does not always 

keep so strictly to the Part he personates of an English Writer, particularly where he 

gives such an account of the Anabaptists, as agrees rather to Holland than England.43 

 
41 See Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment Culture, 37-47, 55-93, 133-137. 
42 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 7. For the original French see Bayle, Commentaire Philosophique, xiv-xv. 
43 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, iv. 
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In other words, the translator clarified that Bayle’s depiction of anabaptists as peaceful subjects 

was inaccurate in England, sensing his statements would unnerve an audience convinced that 

such forms of religious dissent were associated with the violence and regicide of the civil war.44 

The translator reassured readers that Bayle’s positive portrayal of anabaptists was only 

originally meant to apply ‘to Holland’ regarding the anabaptist tradition exemplified by Menno 

Simons (1496-1561). The effect of the translator’s efforts, once again, would have been to 

adapt Bayle to the sentiments of an English audience, whilst mitigating his more universal 

claims. The translator thus transformed Bayle into a tolerationist who was less controversial 

and more orthodox, whose theory of toleration accorded with limitations that excluded radical 

forms of religious dissent as well as Catholics along Whig political lines. 

 

The Bangorian Controversy  

As Bayle’s reputation as a Protestant emerged within the context of Whig political 

thought, it was also transposed into the Bangorian Controversy. In this theological dispute, 

Bayle was now cited by a series of relatively heterodox Christians who aimed to use Bayle’s 

theory of toleration to bypass confessional disputes by appealing to natural law. Of course, 

these readers denied that their own theology was heretical. According to them, Bayle was a 

true Protestant who rightly showed the tolerant spirit of the gospel and the vital role that sincere 

rational reflection played in the acquisition of saving faith.  

The Bangorian Controversy can be traced back to the disagreement over the legitimacy 

of the Glorious Revolution, summarised in George Hickes’ posthumous The Constitution of 

the Catholic Church (1716). Hickes argued for the irrevocable nature of oaths, since after the 

 
44 A. Crome, ‘The Münster Rising, Memories of Violence, and Perceptions of Dissent in Restoration England,’ 

The Historical Journal (2021): 22-23. See also Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early Enlightenment 

Culture, 94-95. 
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revolution, clergy were forced to take new oaths of allegiance to William III, despite having 

previously sworn fidelity to James II, now living in exile.45 In response to the nonjuring 

movement, William deposed and replaced several ‘nonjuring’ bishops who refused to take new 

oaths. Nonjurors, such as Hickes, argued that the magistrate did not have such ecclesiastical 

authority over the offices of a bishop. According to the logic of Hickes’ argument, however, 

the nonjuring schism resulted in the awkward conclusion that the true church of England 

consisted in those small congregations who did not retake their oaths of allegiance and that 

only these churches retained their sacramental authority.46 

In response, the bishop of Bangor, Benjamin Hoadly, entered the fray. He initially wrote 

the Preservative against the Principles and Practices of the Nonjurors (1716), and soon 

following this, the bishop also preached a sermon before George I entitled The Nature of the 

Kingdom, or Church, of Christ (1717). Hoadly argued that the kingdom of God on earth was 

synonymous with the invisible church, constituted by the inner faith and obedience of 

individual believers.47 This claim was designed to refute Hickes, who sought to invalidate the 

sacraments of the ‘juring’ Anglican bishops. According to Hoadly, Christ was the sole King of 

his Kingdom, and as such, the only lawgiver, not delegating authority over salvation to any 

visible authority.48 This solved the problem against Hickes but brought up new concerns for a 

large segment of Anglicans (including many ‘juring’ clergy) who emphasised the apostolic 

authority of the episcopacy and a sacramental view of salvation. The Convocation of the 

Church of England appointed a committee to investigate Hoadly’s theological claims. 

 
45 See George Hickes, The Constitution of the Catholick Church, and the Nature and Consequences of Schism, 

Set Forth in a Collection of Papers (London, 1716), 44. 
46 See Andrew Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721 (Woodbridge: The 

Boydell Press, 2007), 74. 
47 Benjamin Hoadly, The Nature of the Kingdom, or Church, of Christ (London, 1717), 17-18, 20, 26, 31. 
48 Ibid., 4, 11-17, 25, 27, 31. 
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However, anticipating a negative response, George I (Hoadly’s ally) prorogued the 

Convocation, which would not reassemble for another 130 years.  

This theological dispute erupted into a pamphlet war which was at the heart of the 

Bangorian controversy. Starkie has noted that this theological debate was primarily over 

ecclesiology; however, it brought to the surface several assumptions about the nature of the 

individual and the state. When it came to the individual, Hoadly’s opponents tended to place 

greater legitimacy on orientating the passions, while Hoadly and his followers emphasised the 

priority of cool reason in one’s devotional life.49 For Hoadly, an individual’s reason justified 

toleration: salvation was attained by faith from a sincere conscience convinced by reason not 

by any external sacramental authority.50 The opponents of Hoadly supported a confessional 

state that used the force of fines and civil restrictions to prompt conversion.51 In contrast, 

Hoadly had deep ties to the Whig party, supporting a more tolerant state in religious matters, 

insisting that the truth would be victorious in a fair arena of rational argument.52  

Overall, however, the Bangorian Controversy was primarily focused on ecclesiology. 

For Hoadly’s opponents, the true church was defined by its claim to a visible, institutional 

apostolic succession. This had nothing to do with inner conscience but was a verifiable fact of 

history. Hoadly countered that this definition had the awkward effect of including Catholics 

but excluding Protestant Independents, Presbyterians, and Lutherans from the true visible 

Church. This furthered his suspicions that so-called ‘High Churchmen’ were swimming in the 

Tiber River on their way to converting to the tyrannical logic of Roman Catholicism. Hoadly 

countered that apostolic succession was only useful as a tool of preserving apostolic doctrine 

 
49 See Chapter 7 of Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721. 
50 Benjamin Hoadly, A Preservative against the Principles and Practices of the Nonjurors both in Church and 

State: Or, an Appeal to the Consciences and Common Sense of the Christian Laity (Dublin, 1716), 56-60. See 

also Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 59-60, 67. 
51 Hoadly, A Preservative against the Principles and Practices of the Nonjurors both in Church and State: Or, 

an Appeal to the Consciences and Common Sense of the Christian Laity, 48, 51. 
52 Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant England, 1588–1689, 64. 
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(which had been demonstrably abandoned by its bishops). He countered, if salvation is based 

upon an inner disposition of faith toward God, then the true church was the sum of all true 

believers, regardless of the visible churches they attended. Protestant soteriology necessarily 

meant that separate institutions—from Lutherans, to Anglicans, to Presbyterians—had to 

recognise the validity of one another, and thus, the one true church was the invisible church, 

made up of all sincere believers from any denomination.53 

In England, there was a mixed response to Hoadly. The bishop of Bangor was 

controversial amongst Torys and moderate Whigs who supported the established church and 

worried that Hoadly’s ideas put the Church of England on an equal footing with any other 

Protestant sect.54 However, other Whigs, exemplified by the Stanhope-Sunderland ministry, 

fervently supported Hoadly as vindicating religious liberty and the Protestant cause. Regardless 

of opinion, Hoadly’s argument hit a nerve. By refuting Jacobitism and the nonjuring schism, 

his arguments prima facie supported interests that deeply aligned with a majority of the 

population, and he slyly took advantage of this to forward his broader so-called ‘latitudinarian’ 

ecclesiology.55 Given the increased divisions between Protestants, there was a strong desire 

among many to increase comprehension in the church based on a small number of fundamental 

doctrines. Many doubted that the Church of England should exclude anyone from their 

congregation or the eucharist if they belonged to the true invisible church simply because of a 

doctrinal opinion unnecessary for salvation. This led to a lively reaction to Hoadly’s writings, 

unleashing a serious theological controversy, primarily in the material form of pamphlets, 

written by clerics and laymen alike, all contributing to the debate.  

 
53 For a discussion of this argument more broadly see ibid., 61-62. 
54 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 19-48. 
55 Although the label ‘latitudinarian’ has long been employed, scholars such as Starkie and John Spur have 

pointed out the diverse and conflicting opinions held by many given the label. See ibid., 12.  
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Given its focus upon ecclesiology, it might be tempting to avoid addressing state laws 

concerning toleration within the Bangorian Controversy. Starkie for example has emphasised 

that the Bangorian Controversy was about the definition of the established church, ‘not 

primarily about religious toleration.’56 However, it would be wrong to avoid discussions of 

toleration altogether. Jesse Owens has shown that several participants in the Bangorian 

Controversy personally understood it to chiefly relate to toleration.57 Moreover, the 

ecclesiological issues raised by Hoadly about the Church of England necessarily intertwined 

with state laws restricting religious dissent. Furthermore, Bayle’s reciprocity argument also 

encouraged the application of toleration within churches. Rather than being an issue that 

concerned the indulgence of a magistrate to his or her subjects, Bayle’s influential concept of 

toleration as a principle of natural law meant that it now had to be considered a virtue exercised 

by individuals within ecclesial communities. 

However, at first glance, Bayle’s influence in the Bangorian controversy is elusive in 

many ways. Bayle was not cited by every major figure, including Hoadly himself, nor rebutted 

by his chief opponents such as Andrew Snape (1675-1742) or Thomas Sherlock. Nevertheless, 

it is quite possible that Bayle was behind Hoadly’s claim in the Preservative that ‘Whatever 

contradicts Natural Notions of God, and the Design and Tenor of the Gospel, cannot be the true 

Meaning of any Passage of the Gospel,’ echoing the main argument of the Commentaire.58 

Like Bayle, Hoadly emphasised that true salvation could only take place with sincere 

conscientious belief.59 Similarly to Bayle, Hoadly insisted that freedom of conscience was 

 
56 Ibid., 190. 
57 Jesse F. Owens, ‘The Salter's Hall Controversy of 1719’ (Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2021), 36-

37. 
58 Hoadly, A Preservative against the Principles and Practices of the Nonjurors both in Church and State: Or, 

an Appeal to the Consciences and Common Sense of the Christian Laity, 57. This was, after all, precisely 

Bayle’s argument in his Philosophical Commentary against the use of Luke 14:23 to justify persecution. 
59 Hoadly, The Nature of the Kingdom, or Church, of Christ, 11, 14, 16. See also Starkie, The Church of 

England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 77.  
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central to the Protestant Reformation.60 Moreover, in line with Bayle, Hoadly defended the 

rights of the errant ‘conscience’ by arguing coercion in religion opposed the gospel.61 However, 

since such claims could be found in other tolerationist literature, it is impossible to know 

exactly where Bayle himself exerted influence in these more unclear cases. 

Nevertheless, throughout the controversy, Bayle was explicitly cited by several readers 

who drew heavily from Bayle’s Commentaire which they saw as proof of his Protestant 

credentials. These readers all referenced Bayle extensively, ranging from pamphleteers, literary 

journalists, Huguenot nonconformists, Hoadly’s translator and household tutor, to the chief 

biographer of the controversy itself. Each of these readers used Bayle’s justification of 

toleration to transcend confessional doctrine by an appeal to natural law and define faith as the 

outcome of rational reflection in the absence of force. The Commentaire thus influenced how 

the Hoadleians envisioned the individual, the state, and the church. One can demonstrate the 

influence of Bayle’s notion of the rationally conscientious individual in Thomas Herne, Bayle’s 

limited state in the anonymous author of Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and 

Test Acts Considered (1718), and Bayle’s aspiration for a tolerant church in François 

Pillonnière, Claudius Rey, and Michel de la Roche. 

 

Thomas Herne: The rational individual and the rights of conscience 

Thomas Herne was drawn into the Bangorian Controversy because he was a unitarian, 

and thus, a sincere member of a minority theological position who sought to be tolerated. He 

was educated at Corpus Christi (known at the time for its Whig affiliations) and appointed for 

a fellowship in Merton College at the University of Oxford in 1716.62 During the Bangorian 

 
60 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 103-104, 113-114, 117, 124. 
61 Hoadly, A Preservative against the Principles and Practices of the Nonjurors both in Church and State: Or, 

an Appeal to the Consciences and Common Sense of the Christian Laity, 55. 
62 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 69. 
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Controversy, Herne hoped that Hoadly’s call for comprehension and toleration might grant him 

a better position in the church and society. He agreed with Hoadly’s emphasis that the true 

church was invisible and included sincere believers of all denominations, such as himself, even 

if he held to heterodox ideas. It was in this context that Bayle’s cross-confessional theory of 

toleration, based on natural law, was appealing to Herne. Since the popular paradigms for 

toleration excluded non-Trinitarian affirming Protestants, Bayle’s appeal to natural law and 

right reason enabled Herne to persuasively include himself in such discussions without 

depending upon his controversial doctrinal opinions. 

In order to understand why Bayle might have been such a powerful influence on Herne, 

it is necessary to first outline the theological controversy raised by Samuel Clarke (1675-1729) 

in his The Scripture Doctrine of the Trinity (1712). Clarke argued that since only the Father 

was self-existent, then the divine Son had to be a separate substance from the Father, and 

therefore, created by God (although made in eternity before the creation of the world). Before 

publishing on the Trinity, Clarke was a well-reputed clergyman, but after these writings, he 

was condemned by both Houses of Convocation and ceased publishing on the subject.63 

However, the influence of Clarke was so extensive that it resulted in a major controversy at 

Salter’s Hall in London where more than one hundred Presbyterians and Independents gathered 

to debate how to respond to his doctrine.64 During this time, several ‘orthodox’ writers, 

 
63 Stephen Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008), 162-164; Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the 

Church of England, c.1674—1742, 148-151, 158-159. 
64 Jesse F. Owens, ‘The Salter's Hall Controversy: Heresy, Subscription, or Both?,’ Perichoresis 20, no. 1 

(2022): 35-44. 
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including Waterland, opposed Clarke.65 Nevertheless, he also found support in figures such as 

Daniel Whitby,66 and Herne who fondly referenced him.67  

Herne used Bayle’s theory of toleration in response to the Trinitarian cleric, Thomas 

Mangey (1688-1755), as a way of justifying toleration in the midst of complex theological 

disagreement, even amongst Trinitarians themselves. During this time, George Bull (1634-

1710) and William Sherlock (1641-1707) argued that the three persons of God were essentially 

three distinct minds, sharing one substance.68 This view of God as ‘three minds’ was staunchly 

opposed by theologians who affirmed the more standard Reformed and Catholic position that 

the single mind of God was associated with his single substance, and the ‘begetting’ and 

‘proceeding’ referred to relations between the divine persons.69 In this light, theologians such 

as Robert South (1634-1716) and John Edwards (1637–1716) revitalised the scholastic term of 

‘three modes of subsistence’ to describe the single mind of God as having the three persons.70 

Herne noted that Mangey preferred the apophatic language of ‘three Somethings’ rather than 

‘modes of subsistence.’71  

However, Herne argued, if theologians such as Mangey wanted to be tolerated by other 

orthodox Trinitarians, they ought to tolerate any theologian pondering these same topics. Was 

 
65 Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I, 164, 182; 

Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of England, c.1674—1742, 161-

167. 
66 Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I, 182. 
67 Thomas Herne, A Second Letter to the Reverend Dr. Mangey, Occasion'd by his Visitation-Sermon, Entitled, 

The Eternal Existence of our Lord Jesus Christ Set Forth: With a Vindication of Phileleutherus 

Cantabrigiensis's Letter to Him. By a Seeker After Truth. (London, 1719), 19. 
68 Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I, 160, 179; 

Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of England, c.1674—1742, 59, 
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69 Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I, 157-159; 

Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of England, c.1674—1742, 65-

69. 
70 Fornecker, Bisschop's Bench: Contours of Arminian Conformity in the Church of England, c.1674—1742, 69, 
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71 See Herne, A Second Letter to the Reverend Dr. Mangey, Occasion'd by his Visitation-Sermon, Entitled, The 

Eternal Existence of our Lord Jesus Christ Set Forth: With a Vindication of Phileleutherus Cantabrigiensis's 

Letter to Him. By a Seeker After Truth., 27. 
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this not necessary in a climate so fraught with technical dispute? Herne observed, there were 

many tolerated Trinitarians ‘who pretend a Sole Right to the Title Orthodox... some of them 

hold Three Minds, others Three Modes, others Three Somethings, which are neither Minds nor 

Modes, i.e. in Truth Three Nothings.’ Is it not true that ‘each of these three sects’ would think 

it ‘unfair’ if they were deemed outside the realm of permissible opinion? His use of Bayle’s 

appeal for toleration was clear: ‘I desire We may be allow’d some Latitude’ too.72  

To make a case against Mangey, Herne cited ‘Mr. Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary’ 

to appeal to natural law, in a passage spanning more than an entire page of the pamphlet. This 

quote summarised Bayle’s two axioms of practical reason: firstly, one ought to follow their 

understanding of what is good as it appeared to them in their conscience; secondly, one must 

act in ways that could be universalised and made reciprocal. Drawing on the first point, Bayle 

argued that every sincere believer of any religious view always defined themselves as orthodox. 

Thus, while Mangey might accuse Clarke, Herne, and Whitby of heresy, ‘according to the 

definition of the sect, the Impieties are all on your side.’ Drawing on Bayle’s second axiom, 

Herne (again in the voice of Bayle) claimed that if Christians only tolerate based on ‘principles 

peculiar to themselves, and not common [to all]’ then ‘Christianity is the weakest of all 

societies’ and is inherently ‘unjust.’73 Thus, amidst the nuance of Trinitarian debates during 

this period, Bayle provided Herne with a persuasive theory of toleration rooted in the common 

principles of natural law that transcended deep-seated theological disagreement, where even 

orthodox Trinitarians could not agree with each other. 

Bayle’s influence on Herne was significant. Herne was not a peripheral pamphleteer, 

but a central figure in the Bangorian Controversy, known for meticulously documenting the 

pamphlet war in two treatises: An Account of all the Considerable Pamphlets that Have Been 

 
72 Ibid., 12. 
73 Ibid., 8-9. 
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Published on Either Side in the Present Controversy between the Bishop of Bangor and Others 

(1719), and A Continuation of the Account of All the Considerable Pamphlets that Have Been 

Published on Either Side in the Present Controversy, between the Bishop of Bangor and Others 

(1720). Even today, Herne has retained his reputation as a chronicler of the dispute: Andrew 

Starkie has accurately described Thomas Herne as ‘The Biographer of the Controversy,’ who 

‘ably mapped out’ the dispute and to this day ‘remains a very useful guide.’74  

In Herne’s Continuation, Bayle even appeared as a participant in the controversy itself. 

Herne began a bibliographical summary of pamphlets by citing Dr Dawson’s praise of the 

ancient Roman statemen Maecenas who advised the emperor Augustus ‘that He should follow 

constantly the Established Religion of his Country; for all Innovations would foment Sedition 

in the State.’75 Herne then listed the names of pamphlets which responded to one another in 

order: Hoadly’s ‘Letter to Dr. Snape, prefixed to Mr. Pillioniere’s Reply’ followed by 

Dawson’s response to Hoadly in the ‘whole Twelve Penny Pamphlet in Defence of Augustus’s 

Politician and his Advice, entituled, "A Passage in Dedication of a Treatise."’76  

In response to Dawson’s second treatise, Herne then cited ‘Mr. Bayle in the Preliminary 

Discourse to his Excellent Philosophical Comment on the Words of the Gospel, compel them 

to come in’ as if it were itself a work of the Bangorian Controversy which could rebut Dr. 

Dawson. Appealing to Bayle’s reciprocity argument from the Commentaire, Herne argued that 

‘nothing in Nature can be more ridiculous’ than Dawson’s argument because then the Romans 

ought to have rejected Christianity in the first century, and magistrates in China even today 

ought to persecute missionaries who try to spread the gospel in Asia: 

by virtue of this Advice Augustus and his Successors were oblig’d to persecute the Jews 

and Christians; and the Emperors of Japan and China, &c. to oppose those with all their 

 
74 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 69, 73. 
75 Thomas Herne, A Continuation of the Account of All the Considerable Pamphlets That Have Been Published 

on Either Side in the Present Controversy, Between the Bishop of Bangor and Others, To the End of the Year, 
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Might who mention Christianity in their Dominions, which the Pope will never allow—

but our Doctor, who is more reasonable, does allow it. 

Herne concluded, ‘The Reader will do well to see the rest of Mr. Bayle’s Answer in his book.’77 

In Herne, Bayle’s Commentaire thus provided a definition of toleration justified by natural law 

that could cut across doctrinal disputes, which was so influential that it seemed to be a part of 

the Bangorian Controversy itself. Simultaneously, it not only applied to the state, as seen in his 

assessment of Dawson, but applied to ecclesial contexts, as seen in his debate with Mangey. 

Bayle thus provided Herne with a conception of toleration based, not in the laws of state, but a 

rational individual, reflecting on theological issues in faith, guided by reason and conscience. 

 

An anonymous pamphleteer: The limited state and its natural end 

Since supporters of Hoadly, such as Herne, wanted to define faith as a process of 

uncoerced rational reflection, the state was defined solely as the protector of material property, 

uninvolved in the inner workings of religious belief. To supporters of religious uniformity, 

however, such a position was untenable. The constitution of England had placed the monarch 

as head of the Church of England in the Act of Supremacy (1534).78 The Cavalier Parliament 

had long passed the Clarendon Code (1661-1665) which required public officials to take 

communion in the Anglican Church, mandated the use of the Book of Common Prayer in 

liturgy, and restricted religious gatherings outside the Church of England. The Test Acts of 

1673 and 1678 further required public officials to swear an oath to abjure the doctrine of 

transubstantiation, followed by similar measures in the Blasphemy Act (1698), the Popery Act 

 
77 Ibid., 9. For Bayle’s argument see Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 386-390. 
78 See Jacqueline Rose, ‘The Godly Magistrate,’ in The Oxford History of Anglicanism, ed. Anthony Milton 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 104.  
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(1699), and the Papists Act (1715). In other words, the state had a permanent and abiding role 

in matters of faith.79 

To defend this position, Thomas Sherlock (1678-1761) famously wrote A Vindication 

of the Corporation and Test Acts (1718) against ‘the Bishop of Bangor’ for seeking ‘the Repeal 

of the Test Act.’ Sherlock appealed to the constitution of England and the precedent of law: 

the ‘Corporation and Test Act, and others like the kind, were founded upon the Experience of 

the Nation’ after the civil war ‘which gave occasion to these Acts.’ 80 Sherlock thus justified 

the Occasional Conformity Act (1711) which prohibited nonconformists from taking 

communion only once a year in the Church of England to gain social privileges. Sherlock 

argued that the practice of ‘Occasional Conformity’ only demonstrated the dishonesty of 

dissenters who were willing to hide their true beliefs in exchange for material gain.81  

Sherlock’s pamphlet elicited a barrage of replies from supporters of Hoadly, including 

the anonymous Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and Test Acts Considered 

(1718) in which Bayle was present from start to finish.82 The end of the pamphlet not only 

contained a lengthy appendix, taking up 27% of the work with a section copied from the 1708 

edition of the Philosophical Commentary, but the first lines of the pamphlet observed: 

Mr. Bayle, in the beginning of the Treatise mentioned in the Title Page, very agreeably 

introduces the following Story, ‘There are’ says he ‘Taverns in some parts of Germany, 

with the Sign of the Convertist (alluding to the Persecuting Convertists) dress’d up by 

 
79 See Grant Tapsell, ‘The Church of England,’ ibid., 28-29; Marshall, John Locke, Toleration and Early 

Enlightenment Culture, 94-96, 135; J. C. D. Clark, ‘Church, Parties, and Politics,’ in The Oxford History of 
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80 See the preface in Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and Test acts considered: With a Short 
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the Gospel, Compel Them to Come In, (London, 1718). 
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the Model of some Cuts of Bernard De Galen, bishop of Munster, in which he’s 

represented with half Mitre half Helmet round his Temples, with a Sabre in one Hand 

and a Cross in t’other, half Rochet and half Cuirass about his Loins, commanding to 

sound to Horse in the midst of Mass, and giving a Charge instead of a Benediction. 

Taken from the ‘Preliminary Discourse,’ Bayle’s illustration of bishop Galen—an ally to both 

Charles II and Louis XIV against the Dutch Republic—was entirely teleological. The 

juxtaposition of the mitre with the helmet, the sword with the cross, and the vestment with the 

armour, were all used to illuminate how Sherlock’s support for the Test and Corporation Acts 

was an inappropriate mixture of ends: an improper blend of ‘cruel’ government force with 

‘Religion’s peaceful hand.’83 The state ought to govern the temporal realm by material force 

and religion ought to govern itself only with reason according to its own rational ends. Thus, 

Bayle’s theory of natural law provided a structure for viewing the natural end of the state. 

A central aim of the pamphlet was to oppose the use of fines in matters of doctrine. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, one of the ways that Bayle disagreed with the Augustinian approach 

to persecution was to suggest that all fines in matters of conscience were, in fact, a punishment. 

If heretics paid such fines, they would be admitting guilt, and if they did this, they would violate 

their conscience. However, if they followed their conscience and refused to admit the guilt by 

paying, they would be arrested or even executed—and thus, punished. In his Vindication, 

Sherlock had taken the Augustinian position on this issue, defending the use of fines against 

dissenters by denying that they were punitive. The anonymous author, taking the line of Bayle, 

argued that Sherlock was wrong to say that ‘Fining a Person in an Office that goes to a 

Conventicle is not Punishing.’84 It is worth mentioning that Bayle’s arguments, precisely on 

this topic, were included in the lengthy appendix at the end of the pamphlet.85 

 
83 Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and Test acts considered. With a short appendix, 
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At the end of the treatise, the anonymous author used Bayle to form an inclusio, 

finishing by once again referencing the description of the statue of the bishop Galen: 

As I began with a ludicrous Story from Monsieur Bayle, I shall conclude by a more 

serious Quotation from the same accurate author, by which it will appear, That the 

Principles of our Persecuting Divines, such as Dr. Snape, Dr. Sherlock… are nothing 

but the old decay’d Foundations on which false Zeal erected her Slaughter-house many 

Ages since.86 

This statement was then followed by the appendix which spanned nine pages, taken straight 

from the Philosophical Commentary, carefully selected by the author. Its entire focus was 

Bayle’s argument for a limited state, using the categories of natural law. The nature of the 

government was to protect the civil sphere with the sword; the nature of the church was to 

promote the truth with the Word of God. Thus, Bayle denied that Religion should ‘be attack’d 

by arms,’ which were instead the weapons of the magistrate. Likewise, if a heretic attacked 

truth ‘by Books and by Sermons,’ then the church ‘ought to defend it by the same Weapons.’87 

Bayle juxtaposed the magistrate sending ‘Troops’ with the church sending ‘Missionaries,’ and 

the state using ‘Wheels and Scaffolds’ with religion using ‘Reason and Scripture.’ He 

concluded that ‘Princes ought… to content themselves with letting the controversy play’ in 

religious dispute. Likewise, churches ought to only allow ‘sound Arguments and Instructions’ 

not force, and dissenters must ‘live like good Subjects, and good Citizens.’88 Bayle was thus 

careful, in limiting the sphere of government, to also insist that religious bodies have no right 

to create civil disruption. 

From start to finish, the pamphlet was clear: Christ never intended to mix the 

sacraments with any type of test to a worldly establishment as seen in the sword-wielding statue 

of the bishop of Münster.89 By the end of the treatise, however, the reader has been subtly 

introduced to a conception of toleration that did not rely upon the prudential or charitable will 
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of a magistrate. Drawing upon Bayle to furnish his arguments, the author portrayed the 

magistrate as limited by the right of his subjects to follow their conscience in matters of 

religion.  

The influence of Bayle in this pamphlet demonstrates the complexity of understanding 

the role of the state in the Bangorian controversy itself. Starkie has followed John Spurr, John 

Marshall, and J. Neville Figgis, arguing that the Hoadleians subordinated the autonomy of the 

church to powers of the state.90 These scholars have pointed out that Hoadly defended the rights 

of the individual conscience, but not the rights of religious bodies against state encroachment. 

Starkie has summarised that ‘for Hoadly and his allies, the Reformation was an Erastian 

shattering of clerical power; for his opponents, it was an assertion by Convocation of the rights 

of the bishops and clergy.’91 Starkie has not emphasised, however, that the accusation flew 

both ways. Hoadleians also accused their opponents as being Hobbists—and by this, they too 

meant Erastians who wanted to subordinate the church to the state.92 Thus, after Snape had 

accused Hoadly of Hobbism in their debate over ‘the Occasional Bill,’ Hoadly complained, 

‘You charge Me with Your principles.’93 

For Hoadleians, the central issue did not concern the political rights of religious bodies, 

but natural teleology. They contended that the government had the natural purpose of 

protecting property and civil peace through the use of force, while religious bodies had a non-

overlapping end related to the conscience, designed for the redemption of souls through the 

peaceful means of proclaiming the gospel. Thus, from the perspective of Hoadly, his opponents 
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subordinated the church to the state: by confusing the ends of the church and the state, the 

church now became a political tool used in the hands of the magistrate. In this light, the 

anonymous author of Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and Test Acts 

Considered used Bayle to contend that Sherlock had mixed the ‘natural and original design’ of 

the state with the church. Nature provided the magistrate with the authority to govern material 

things, such as the ‘Right to Food and Raiment’ and other forms of property, not spiritual 

matters involving the sacraments. By mixing these two spheres, the Test Act was thus a ‘horrid 

Prophanation of the Sacrament,’ since the Eucharist was ‘debased into a Political Tool, and an 

Engine of State.94 Hoadly and his followers may have been permitting political encroachments 

upon the rights of the Church of England; nevertheless, the author of this anonymous pamphlet 

sought to use Bayle to promote a limited government to protect sincere rational reflection in 

matters of faith against the coercive powers of law. 

 

François Pillonnière: Toward a tolerant Protestantism 

Starkie has observed that the Bangorian Controversy was concentrated around two 

distinct conceptions of Protestantism. On the one hand, those who opposed Hoadly believed 

that the Protestant Reformation was a restoration of Christianity to its state before the 

corruption of doctrine and liturgy by the excesses of Roman Catholicism. This argument 

appealed to a claim of truth which (they felt) could be proven by Scripture, history, and reason. 

On the other hand, Hoadly and his followers saw Protestantism as the religion of inner 

conscience. Against the religious establishment of its day, the Reformation was a conscientious 

protest, which emphasised that salvation must be accompanied by sincere faith and belief.95 It 
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would not be wrong to say, both of these perspectives have always existed within the Protestant 

tradition from its inception. When Luther stood before the papal legate and Holy Roman 

Emperor at the Diet of Worms and proclaimed, ‘I cannot and will not recant anything, for to 

go against conscience is neither right nor safe,’ he was not only defending his conscience, but 

also his own beliefs about how to restore Christianity to a purer state. During the Bangorian 

controversy, however, these tendencies split apart into two opposing poles.  

Bayle entered into this ecclesial debate in his influence on François Pillonnière (b. 

1680), a Huguenot refugee at the centre of a major dispute surrounding Hoadly. The 

controversy began on 6 May 1717, when Andrew Snape published his Letter as a response to 

Hoadly’s sermon The Nature of the Kingdom, where Snape defended clerical authority, the 

sacraments, and temporal sanctions as a part of apostolic Christianity. After a flurry of 

publications from other pamphleteers, Snape published his Second Letter which accused 

Hoadly of sheltering a Jesuit, by the name of ‘François de la Pillonnière.’ In a contest over 

whose version of Protestantism was the truest, Snape’s accusation that Hoadly was harboring 

a Jesuit was purposefully designed to taint his Protestant credentials. Starkie has described how 

‘the dispute concerning Hoadly’s harbouring of a Jesuit ground on bitterly for over a year’ and 

occupied a substantial portion of the controversy during this time.96 

Two months after Snape’s Second Letter, Pillonnière defended himself publicly in his 

Answer to the Reverend Dr. Snape’s Accusation, which contained a ‘Preface’ written by 

Hoadly to help rebut Snape’s indictments.97 In this pamphlet, Pillonnière proved his Protestant 

identity by recounting his conversion, not to Protestantism, but to toleration:  

I was quite settled in the Principle of Toleration, before I left France… I had indeed 

that truly Protestant, Christian, and Good-natur’d Principle from F. Malebranche… 
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and afterwards from Papin, Bayle, and Grotius; and it has sunk since so much more 

deeply into Me, by reading Mr. Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary.98 

Pillonnière thus argued that the Protestant position, unlike the Catholic doctrine of persecution, 

cohered with right reason and natural law. He could thus learn these rational principles from 

philosophers such as Malebranche which prepared him to embrace the tolerant Protestantism 

of Bayle and Grotius. In sum, his conversion from being a Jesuit to being a tolerationist 

preceded his conversion to a rationally coherent Protestant faith. 

In the reception of Bayle, Pillonnière’s testimony revealed two important tendencies. 

Firstly, his emphasis on toleration as a product of natural reason, was an attempt to transcend 

the debates waging concerning doctrine in the Bangorian controversy—largely debates on 

sacraments, ecclesiology, and soteriology—and rest his case on the arguments from natural 

law found in Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary. Secondly, Pillonnière’s testimony revealed 

the widespread belief amongst the supporters of the bishop of Bangor that Protestantism went 

hand-in-hand with natural law, and thus, religious toleration. Pillonnière’s ‘conversion’ to 

toleration was, in his defense against Snape, meant to prove his Protestant credentials.  

Pillonnière’s use of Bayle to defend his own Protestant identity in turn displayed a 

Protestantised image of Bayle amongst these readers. In fact, Pillonnière included Bayle in the 

appendix to his Answer, which included a formal renunciation of Catholicism followed by a 

series of hostile private letters sent to him by Jesuits attacking his Protestant beliefs. In one of 

these attacks, Pillonnière answered the rebuke of Dr Dumetz, President of the Chamber of the 

Royal Accounts, by directly sending him ‘the little Treatise of Mr. Bayle, about the 

Dragoonades of France, torn out from the beginning of his Philosophical Commentary.’99 

 
98 François Pilonnière, An Answer to the Reverend Dr. Snape's Accusation: By Francis De La Pillonniere, 
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Indeed, it was the Commentaire that had shown Pillonnière ‘more deeply’ the truth of his 

Protestantism, so much so that he cut out and mailed portions of it to prove his position—and 

the section he tore out was from the ‘Preliminary Discourse,’ which again proved its 

exceptional influence. Despite Snape’s claim that he was the one defending apostolic 

Christianity, Pillonnière used toleration to prove he was on the side of the peaceable ethic of 

the early church, while Snape was defending a doctrine of persecution which was the same 

doctrine taught by the ‘papism’ of Dr Dumetz. The subtle suggestion was that perhaps Snape, 

not Pillonnière, was in fact the secret Jesuit. 

Pillonnière also used Bayle to claim that a tolerant church would prevent the spread of 

false doctrines. In his ‘Preface Du Traducteur’ which he added to his French translation of 

Hoadly’s Preservatif, he praised Bayle for writing ‘with an eloquence equal to that of a Roman 

orator.’ Pillonnière noted that Bayle rightly observed that deistic philosophers ‘who have no 

other religion except that of natural law’ have been turned away from Christianity because of 

its violence. Pillonnière then cited from the ‘Discours préliminaire’ in the Commentaire 

philosophique, which claimed that deism only grew in France because Catholics had enacted 

centuries of brutality, causing disrepute against Christianity for violating natural law. If 

onlookers had observed a rational and moral version of Protestant Christianity, they would not 

have left the faith. Pillonnière concluded, if Protestants put an end to persecutorial policies in 

England, they could stop ‘these triumphs of deism (as they are called by Mr. Bayle!).’100 

Pillonnière thus skillfully weaved together Bayle’s work to make a point against Snape and his 

allies: the catalyst of the spread of heresy in England was not tolerance, but intolerance from 

zealous clerics. The argument of this preface was soon translated into English by Richard Steele 
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(1672-1729), including the references to Bayle.101 Here Bayle’s Philosophical Commentary 

was used to argue that true Protestantism was a religion of reason and conscience; thus, it was 

best preserved by toleration, not by forced uniformity in matters of faith. 

Unfortunately for Hoadly and his followers, Pillonnière’s Answer did not persuade his 

opponents who were convinced that, if he was indeed a Jesuit, then he would lie about his 

Protestant identity. Starkie has described this dispute as degenerating into ‘the character of 

trench warfare,’ and has outlined the large string of responses from numerous authors on both 

sides. Significantly, at the climax of this dispute, Snape unleashed his Vindication of a Passage 

in Dr. Snape’s Second Letter (1717) which introduced a new character: the testimony of Henry 

Mills, a headmaster who had fired Pillonnière during his employment at a school in Croydon. 

Mills would continue to cast shade on the reputation of Pillonnière by publishing his own Full 

Answer to Mr. Pillonniere’s Reply (1718). Another notable figure was Jean Rouire, a Protestant 

convert from Catholicism who first appeared in the 5 November 1717 issue of the Daily 

Courant when Pillonnière claimed Rouire would vouch for his reputation. To Pillonnière’s 

embarrassment, the 22 April 1717 issue of Post Boy published ‘The Confession and 

Recantation of Mr. John Rouire, given upon Oath’ in which Rouire sided with Snape’s side of 

events. An additional flurry of articles followed, leading to Pillonnière’s Third Defense which 

was again prefaced by Hoadly, attempting to deny all the charges.102 

It is hard to image how the controversy surrounding Pillonnière could take up so much 

energy in the Bangorian controversy. After all, at its core, it was a gossip-fueled quarrel. 

Nevertheless, it was also a battle over the definition of Protestantism. To Snape’s allies, the 

controversy would have awakened the deep-seated fear that religious toleration could 
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eventually be applied to Catholics, coupled with the innate distrust they had of Jesuits. To 

Hoadly’s allies, given the strength of Pillonnière’s initial testimony, the conflict was viewed as 

a sign of irrational zealous clerical intolerance on the part of Snape. However, after the 

testimonials of Mills and Rouire, Pillonnière’s allies may have considered the conflict to be 

uncomfortable and exhausting. Nevertheless, throughout the gossip and hearsay, Pillonnière 

used Bayle to help draw connections between Protestantism and natural law. His initial 

conversion to toleration through reason was the step he needed to take before converting to 

Protestantism. He was adamant that in Bayle, especially his Commentaire, he could establish 

a version of the Protestant church that cohered with natural law and recognised that true faith 

required uncoerced rational reflection, opposing the so-called ‘High Church’ position of Snape. 

 

Claudius Rey: Toleration as charity in the church 

The Pillonnière controversy drew in a French nonconformist by the name of Claudius 

Rey (d. 1743), another avid reader of Bayle, and a successful weaver of the Old Artillery 

Ground in Middlesex with deep connections to French refugees throughout England.103 Rey 

was also an exceptionally talented rhetorician with an aptitude for politics which he used to 

lobby for the silk weaving industry.104 As a Whig and a staunch supporter of the Hanovarian 

succession, Rey used his natural talents to champion religious toleration.105 Rey engaged in the 

Bangorian Controversy in his pamphlet Account of the cruel persecutions, rais’d by the French 
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clergy (1718).106 The controversy was vital for Rey personally as his theology was markedly 

heterodox. He was not only a French Protestant, but a minority within this minority community: 

a committed anabaptist with Arminian views on grace. Given his doctrinal beliefs, Rey often 

frequented circles of French-speaking Christians who deviated from the standard Calvinist 

orthodoxy of the prominent French Reformed congregations in Threadneedle street and 

Spitalfields. It is here that Bayle’s argument for toleration from natural law was most appealing. 

While Pillonnière had argued that Protestantism was itself a rational religion, rooted in natural 

law and toleration, Rey emphasised the practical implications of this within ecclesial 

communities. It was not only the state that ought to tolerate religions, but churches themselves 

ought to be tolerant bodies acting in charity to others even if they disagreed in opinion. 

Rey sought toleration in the church while still allowing for deep disagreement, refusing 

to downplay the importance of debating theological differences. Rey thus often met with 

prominent French Reformed ministers in England, attempting to convert them to his views on 

baptism.107 One of them was Armand Boisbeleau de la Chapelle (1676-1746) who had met 

together with Rey and exchanged a series of letters to discuss the existence of hell, the validity 

of paedobaptism, and the rumours surrounding Pillonnière.108 During these initial exchanges, 

Chapelle had agreed with Rey on the issue of toleration: 

I have often heard you in private Conversations… prove very learnedly and very well 

that the Orthodox have no Right to inflict any Civil Penalties on Hereticks; and not only 

highly praise Mr. Baile's Philosophical Commentary, but warmly say much the same 

Things in behalf of an Universal Toleration.109 

Chapelle had even claimed that ‘the Anabaptists Opinion [was] an Error; but we do not treat it, 

at present, as an Heresy… because they have on their side both Command, and Example in the 
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New Testament.’110 Rey would have been satisfied with this response, as it both maintained 

the reality of their disagreement, but was nonetheless both tolerant and charitable. 

Due to the series of events sparked by the controversy surrounding Pillonnière’s 

reputation, however, the political tide of the French clergy turned against toleration. The result 

of this was that French Calvinists began to target French nonconformists with violence and 

shaming tactics, and Reformed ministers who received government funds to support Protestant 

refugees refused to grant them to dissenters. Rey himself was targeted by hostile French 

Calvinists who branded him an atheist and attempted to get him evicted by his landlord; 

however, due to his social standing, he fended off the attacks. As the temperature began to rise, 

he had another private meeting at a coffee house with Chapelle, which changed in tone from 

his previously amicable conversations, ending in a stalemate of disagreement. Chapelle had 

become convinced of the slanders against Pillonnière and now argued dissenters should keep 

silent. Rey responded with an argument echoing both Bayle and Hoadly; namely, that this 

position undermined the entire Protestant Reformation as well as the early church.111 

According to Rey, ‘Universal Toleration’ was rooted in the dictates of natural law and 

thus accessible to all, whether they be Socinian, anabaptist, or orthodox.112 He contended: 

For, I presume that neither Time, nor Place, can change or alter the Nature of universal 

Truth; and consequently it was as good at the Beginning of Christianity, and of the 

Reformation, &c. as it is now, and as good in the Mouths of Papists, as it is in yours.113 

Calvinists in England such as Chapelle were especially inconsistent: they denied anabaptists 

the universal principle of toleration, but they complained about the exclusion of Presbyterians 

from society.114 Instead, Rey argued that all tolerant religions ought to be tolerated, while only 

religions that persecute (and therefore violate natural law) should be subject to coercion: 
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The Magistrate… bears the Sword, only to be a Terror to Evil-Doers, and ought to 

persecute none but Persecutors; whom the Civil Power ought to chain up as Lions, and 

effectually hinder from doing Mischief. 

Where did Rey pick up these arguments? He claimed that he copied them from what ‘Mr. Bayle 

very well says, in his victorious and incomparable Defence of Universal Toleration’ in the 

Commentaire.115 

Rey was significant because he offered a new compelling context in which Bayle’s 

arguments could be applied. He was one of the few laymen in the Bangorian controversy and 

was well acquainted with Bayle’s argumentation.116 He showed how Bayle could be used by 

heterodox Christians to challenge orthodox clergy, precisely because his arguments were based 

on natural law and not his controversial opinions on baptism. Moreover, Rey brought toleration 

into an ecclesial context, discussing public shaming and excommunication rather than a state 

granting an indulgence or permission. Rey used Bayle’s arguments for natural law to show that 

the effects of intolerance in the church against heterodox Christians could be as cruel as 

persecution, leading to a complete lack of Christian charity, violating the foundation of natural 

law and the Christian faith itself. This theme in Bayle has been emphasised in the work of Jean-

Michel Gros but is rarely observed in scholarship.117 In Rey, however, Christian charity was a 

central theme of toleration: not only the state, but the church itself, ought to act charitably to 

unbelievers and seek to persuade them rather than shame them into the Kingdom of God. 
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Michel de la Roche: The Protestant Bayle 

Like Pillonnière and Rey, Michel de la Roche (1680–1742) was a refugee who 

abandoned France for England from fear of persecution.118 La Roche was in contact with Bayle 

during his lifetime and was eventually one of the several translators of his Historical and 

Critical Dictionary (1710).119 Justin Champion has argued that Bayle’s Dictionaire was highly 

influential for La Roche’s Memoirs of Literature (1710–14), which ‘cited Bayle’s works some 

11 times in the first volume alone.’ Champion has concluded that this ‘shortlived journal 

delivered testimony to the persisting influence of Bayle’s project.’120 Unnoticed by Champion, 

La Roche continued to extensively cite Bayle, as he commonly appeared in his Bibliothèque 

Angloise (1717–19),121 Mémoires Littéraires de la Grande-Bretagne (1720–24),122 New 

Memoirs of Literature (1725–7),123 and A Literary Journal (1730–31).124  
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La Roche is not typically included as part of the Bangorian controversy as he was not 

a direct participant in the pamphlet wars; nevertheless, he contributed to it in significant ways. 

While in England, he converted to an Anglicanism of the ‘Low Church’ persuasion and he 

became close with Hoadly, translating his work into French.125 He also disseminated the 

controversy to a reading audience through his journals in English and French. La Roche 

claimed to uphold ‘an exact neutrality’ with his literary reviews, whether he examined authors 

who were ‘strictly Orthodox or Tolerationist, Whig or Tory, and even Heretics.’126 Following 

the impartial methodology of Bayle’s Dictionnaire—a work which La Roche himself reviewed 

and highly praised—La Roche made efforts to cover various works by authors on both sides.127 

He reviewed Benjamin Hoadly,128 and his supporters François Pillonnière,129 Thomas Herne,130 

William Fleetwood (1656-1723),131 Daniel Whitby,132 Thomas Burnet (1635-1715),133 James 

Pierce,134 Benjamin Ibbot (1680-1725),135 and William Whiston (1667-1752).136 However, he 

also reviewed the work of their opponents, such as George Hickes,137 William Beveridge 
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Eighteenth-Century Netherland (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 161-162. 
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136 Roche, Bibliothèque angloise, vol. 1, 447-455; Roche, Bibliothèque angloise, vol. 2, 438-467; Roche, 
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(1637-1708),138 Henry Dodwell (1641-1711),139 Thomas Mangey,140 Francis Hare (1671-

1740),141 Richard Blackmore,142 Richard Fiddes,143 and William Law.144  

Despite his attempt at neutrality, at times La Roche was unable to hide his position on 

toleration. In his Bibliothèque Angloise, La Roche included two accusatory articles against 

Calvin’s burning of Servetus, a common point of criticism raised by Bayle.145 The articles were 

unusual in many respects: they were not book reviews but articles written entirely by La Roche 

himself, scathing in tone, departing from his usual objectivity.146 These remarks led to his being 

dismissed from the Bibliothèque Angloise by his publisher.147 La Roche then published a new 

journal, the Mémoires Littéraires de la Grande-Bretagne, opening his first issue with a defense 

of his hostile treatment of Calvin.148 La Roche insisted that his journal was ‘one of the most 

innocent works that was ever published.’149 He treated Calvinists ‘with great civility,’ and 

insisted that ‘I regard them as my brothers in Jesus Christ, provided they do not approve of 

violence in matters of Religion.’150 Thus, according to La Roche, it was not a violation of 

neutrality to attack Calvin’s intolerance.151 Doubling down, he continued to write about the 
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Servetus affair in other articles to combat the persecutorial tendencies of intolerant 

Protestants.152 He took on the guise of a neutral observer, yet also subtly weaving together facts 

and interpretations to bolster his position. This had the effect of making toleration seem like an 

objective and neutral moral stance, in contrast to the passion-driven beliefs of persecutors. La 

Roche could engage in this tactic precisely because, following Bayle, he perceived toleration 

to be an issue of reason and natural law. 

More than anyone, as a journalist and periodical writer during the Bangorian 

controversy, La Roche showed how Bayle’s image as a Protestant existed amongst this 

community of readers. Throughout his work, La Roche promoted Bayle’s reputation as a 

sincere Christian, depicting him as a complex but orthodox Protestant. La Roche admitted that 

Bayle had some wrongheaded ideas.153 He argued that Bayle’s discussion of the problem of 

evil was exaggerated and duly refuted by Clarke and Leibniz.154 Similarly, Bayle’s proposal 

that atheists could have civic virtue was incorrect and rebutted by Blackmore and Fiddes.155 

However, for La Roche, these errors were not due to Bayle’s atheism, but his temperamental 

love of creating philosophical difficulties,156 and his lack of systematic thinking.157 

La Roche was convinced that Bayle was sincerely religious. He insisted:  

Mr. Bayle was a Man of great Probity. It is a great Mistake to fancy, that he was not 

fully persuaded of the first Article of Religion. He told me in a private Conversation 

three or four Years before he died, that it was impossible for the most subtl Atheists to 
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confute the Arguments upon the Contrivance and Wisdom conspicuous in the several 

Parts of the Universe. Mr. Bayle was more Orthodox than many People fancy.158 

La Roche emphasised this point, as he repeated this same conversation in two further French 

articles.159 Moreover, La Roche argued that Bayle ‘made an excellent Apology for the 

Reformation in France’ when he refuted Maimbourg's Histoire du Calvinisme and the 

clarifying remarks in the beginning of the second edition of his Dictionnaire were proof of his 

orthodoxy.160 La Roche also cited Daniel Waterland’s citation of ‘Bayle’ as a foreign Protestant 

who ‘recognised the orthodoxy of the earliest [church] fathers.’161 Furthermore, in Bayle’s 

debate with Le Clerc over the compatibility of reason and faith, La Roche insisted that ‘M. 

Bayle… does not pretend that there are any Demonstrations against the Articles of Faith; and 

consequently, all those insurmountable Difficulties; and the pretended Opposition between 

Reason and Faith, do entirely vanish away.’162 He suggested that if Bayle had been alive to 

read his later critics, such as Clarke, he may have even reconsidered or amended his 

controversial views.163  

Bayle thus significantly influenced French Protestant participants in the Bangorian 

controversy. La Roche, Pillonnière, and Rey used Bayle’s ideas constructively. His argument 

for toleration from natural law showed the fundamental compatibility between faith and reason, 

encouraging a depiction of him as a sincere Protestant. For these French refugees, Bayle was 

not merely a tolerationist, but a genuine Christian sending a warning to England about the 

suffering of fellow Protestants from across the Channel. In so doing, Bayle demonstrated that 

Protestantism, rightly defined, was a religion of conscience and that so-called ‘High 
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Churchmen’ in England were flirting with the same Catholic principles that justified the 

persecution of Huguenots in France. Moreover, Bayle had redefined toleration so that it could 

move beyond the political considerations of a Christian state to also address the church. All 

three thinkers thus interpreted toleration as something that could be embodied as an expression 

of Christian virtue within ecclesial communities. 

 

Conclusion 

It is well known by scholars that freethinkers utilised Bayle in early eighteenth-century 

England to subvert Christianity. This chapter, however, has shown that a starkly different 

image of Bayle also existed. In the context of Whig political thought, Bayle was portrayed as 

an orthodox Protestant who promoted a limited theory of toleration. In this milieu, orthodox 

theologians used Bayle to oppose anti-trinitarians, deists, atheists, and Catholics, whilst the 

Whig translator of his Philosophical Commentary exaggerated Bayle’s exclusionary language. 

In the Bangorian controversy, heterodox Christians used Bayle to cut across denominational 

lines. Herne quoted Bayle to appeal to common principles of reason evident to each individual. 

The author of Doctor Sherlock's Vindication of the Corporation and Test Acts Considered cited 

him to limit the powers of the state over conscience. Finally, Pillonnière, Rey, and La Roche 

used him to argue for toleration in the church. A sincerely Protestant image of Bayle emerged 

who proved that the process of having faith required the freedom to reason in the absence of 

force. It was particularly the Commentaire that provided an array of arguments rooted in natural 

law that elevated toleration as a rational principle and precondition for true religious sincerity. 

In the next chapter, a different image of Bayle will emerge. Defenders of religious 

uniformity too argued religion ought to be rational; however, they found the absence of force 

irrelevant. Instead reason was defined by a process of ratiocination in which individuals 
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carefully and rightly reasoned from evidence to arrive at a proper conclusion. These readers 

were thus looking for a foil which could demonstrate that toleration undermined the rational 

foundations of religion, and they turned to the Pensées which justified toleration precisely on 

the weakness of reason. Thus, while the Bayle of the Commentaire could appear to many in 

England as a representative of a rational Protestant Christianity, another group of readers 

argued the Bayle of the Pensées denied the power of reason in human nature, and thus, 

undermined public religion and promoted a system that would breed social chaos.
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Chapter 4 

Pierre Bayle and the Question of Religious Uniformity 
 

Provided he lives under the Light of the Gospel, and the 

Evidences of it fairly propounded to him… if such Men be 

Infidels or Deists, it is not the fault of their Understandings, but 

of their Wills. 

— David Prat, Further Remarks 

 

Bayle had written his Pensées as a young man newly out of seminary, hoping to impress his 

Reformed contemporaries with a creative discourse that moved from a discussion of a comet 

into an exposition that atheists were capable of civic virtue. It was a monumental argument and 

absolutely creative in its application, demonstrating the flexibility of Reformed theology which 

could even be expanded to justify radically universal toleration. Bayle had shown that 

Augustine, despite his persecution of the Donatists, had nevertheless opened up the possibility 

to argue for toleration by emphasizing the weakness of human reason after the Fall. If reason 

was not the guide of fallen humanity, then this paradoxically meant that our rational beliefs 

about religion could not destroy social bonds by influencing immoral behaviour. On the 

continent, there was an initial promise for Bayle’s Calvinistic stream of toleration, as it was 

praised by theologians as impeccably orthodox as Turretin. However, across the Channel, the 

Reformed and Augustinian arguments of the Pensées had little influence on the development 

of toleration. Those interested in Bayle—the Whigs and the Hoadleians—instead used the 

natural law arguments found within the Commentaire. It was the opponents of toleration, not 

its supporters, who zeroed in on the Pensées. For them, it proved the danger of toleration: Bayle 

undermined religion’s rational foundation, and in so doing, tore asunder the bonds of society.  
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For such readers, the political and ecclesial dangers posed by Bayle were viewed 

against the backdrop of the controversies surrounding the fiery Anglican cleric, Henry 

Sacheverell (1674-1724). In 1709—the year between the English publication of Bayle’s two 

treatises and his Dictionary—Sacheverell preached a sermon in St. Paul’s Cathedral, defending 

religious uniformity, which resulted in a public trial, a series of riots, and a Tory landslide 

election victory in 1710. Sacheverell proclaimed that toleration undercut reason by denying the 

demonstrable truths of religion and drove ‘Christianity into scepticism, and Atheism.’1 Even 

amongst Christian sects, it rendered ‘the Orders and Ceremonies of the Church’ as ‘Arbitrary 

Ordinances, to be Dispens’d with as Men please.’2 He argued that it also undercut the Church 

of England’s episcopal claim to apostolic succession, which was not a matter of interior 

consent.3 Most significantly, toleration destroyed the state constitution of England, where the 

head of the established church was the monarch, who had the power to appoint bishops, who, 

in turn, had dedicated seats in a parliament, which, in turn, could influence ecclesiastical 

policy.4 He thundered: 

’tis hard to say, whether the Doctrines of the Church of England contribute more to 

Authorize and Enforce Our Civil Laws, or Our Laws to Maintain, and Defend the 

Doctrines of Our Church. The Natures of both are so nicely Correspondent, and so 

happily Intermixt, that ‘tis almost impossible to offer a Violation to the One, without 

Breaking in upon the Body of the Other.5 

Thus, tolerating dissenters or Catholics in government meant they could determine policy in 

the Church of England. He concluded, ‘This Latitudinarian, Heterogeneous Mixture of all 

 
1 Henry Sacheverell, The Perils of False Brethren, both in Church, and State: Set Forth in a Sermon Preach'd 

before the Right Honourable the Lord-Mayor, Aldermen, and Citizens of London, at the Cathedral-Church of St. 

Paul, on the 5th of November, 1709 (London, 1709), 9-10, 17, 21. 
2 Ibid., 8. The concern that toleration was a catalyst for scepticism lay somewhat underdeveloped in Sacheverell; 

however, it would eventually become a central emphasis of the writers that feature in this chapter. 
3 Ibid., 10. 
4 Ibid., 11-19. 
5 Ibid., 12. 
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Persons of what different Faith soever… would render it the most Absurd, Contradictory, and 

Self-inconsistent Body in the World.’6 

Sacheverell never mentioned Bayle, but he raised popular criticisms that opponents of 

toleration would use to challenge Bayle’s views on the individual, the church, and the state. 

This chapter will argue that these supporters of religious uniformity interpreted Bayle as an 

atheistic thinker, especially citing the treatise that Bayle had once felt his most orthodox, the 

Pensées diverses. It will contend that these supporters of religious uniformity treated Bayle as 

an atheistic thinker because he undermined two fundamental pillars of religion: (1) the 

anthropological claim that human reason could discern religious truth if used rightly, and (2) 

the unity between a confessional state and an established visible church.  

 

Viewing Bayle through a different theological lens  

Theology played just as crucial a role in the reception of Bayle’s ideas as it did in their 

origin. Augustinianism and the Pajonist controversy had once deeply shaped Bayle’s original 

writing by colouring his notions of orthodoxy. It was in the name of anti-Pelagianism that Bayle 

defended himself against the attacks of Jurieu, as he sought to highlight the inability of human 

reason and will in matters of religion due to the impact of sin after the Fall. Decades later, 

however, across the Channel, the theological context was markedly different. In 1709, the very 

same year that Sacheverell was warning that toleration led to irrational scepticism, so too the 

tolerationist Samuel Clarke defended his celebrated Doctor of Divinity thesis that ‘No article 

in the Christian faith delivered in the Holy Scripture, is disagreeable to right reason,’ and 

 
6 Ibid., 16. 
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‘Without the liberty of human actions, there can be no religion.’7 Clarke would go on to inspire 

Hoadly, the bishop of Bangor,8 whose call for toleration of conscience followed Locke’s 

definition of faith as ‘nothing else but an Assent founded upon the highest reason.’9  

Thus, in early eighteenth-century England, the major theological conflicts over 

toleration were not fought with reference to the familiar debate over freewill and 

predestination. Instead, each side elevated human reason and volition as central to true religion. 

On one side of the debate, the tolerationists objected that intolerance was improperly using 

force rather than reason to bring about the voluntary choice of saving faith. Promoters of 

religious uniformity, however, did not take the opposite position on reason and freewill, from 

which Calvin would have provided a sufficient precedent. Instead, they also appealed to the 

authority of reason: if Christianity was eminently reasonable, and if people had freewill to 

accept it, then they were culpable for rejecting it. Different nuanced conceptions of reason 

shaped both sides of the controversy, as such debates necessarily involved discussions over 

certainty, innate ideas, and ratiocination.10 Nevertheless, Reformed ideas on predestination and 

the noetic effects of sin had been abandoned by both parties of the debate. Calvinism did not 

disappear from England during this period—as scholars such as Dewey Wallace and Stephen 

Hampton have aptly pointed out—but nevertheless, it was not the paradigm of a wide variety 

 
7 See Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition from Charles II to George I, 162. Clarke 

himself argued that the Protestant doctrine of Sola Scriptura necessitated free private judgement. See Samuel 

Clarke, The Scripture-doctrine of the Trinity (London, 1712), 34, 44, 50, 53.  
8 See Dafydd Mills Daniel, ‘Benjamin Hoadly, Samuel Clarke, and the Ethics of the Bangorian Controversy: 

Church, State, and the Moral Law,’ Religions 11, no. 11 (2020). 
9 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (London, 1689), IV.XVI. Thomas Herne similarly 

describes: ‘Reason and Scripture, the only Rules of Faith.’ See Thomas Herne, An Essay on Imposing and 

Subscribing Articles of Religion (London, 1719), 33.  
10 See Robert Hoopes, Right Reason in the English Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1962); Barbara J. Shapiro, Probability and Certainty in Seventeenth-Century England: A Study of the 

Relationships Between Natural Science, Religion, History, Law, and Literature (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1983); John Spurr, ‘"Rational Religion" in Restoration England,’ Journal of the History of Ideas 49, no. 4 

(1988); Daniel, ‘Benjamin Hoadly, Samuel Clarke, and the Ethics of the Bangorian Controversy: Church, State, 

and the Moral Law.’ 
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of Bayle’s readers.11 In such cases, passages appealing to a strong Augustinianism, which once 

marked Bayle’s orthodoxy in the Pajonist controversy, no longer resonated in the same way. 

 Unlike the Commentaire (which justified toleration with right reason), Bayle’s 

emphasis on the weakness of reason in the Pensées would have been particularly suspect in 

this theological milieu. The English translator of the Miscellaneous Reflections anticipated this, 

beginning the work with a short preface from the ‘Translator to the Reader’ which carefully 

stated, ‘As to Mr. Bayle’s Opinions, it is not the Business of the Translator, either to justify 

‘em or condemn ‘em.’ The translator assured the reader that Bayle’s Dictionary would soon be 

published with the approval of a royal license, and that the Miscellaneous Reflections also 

included ‘the Additions to his Miscellaneous Reflections’ containing Bayle’s defense against 

all accusations of heterodoxy and atheism by Jurieu.12 The translator’s statements here were 

not coincidental. In England, a large segment of readers was predisposed to read Bayle’s 

Pensées as particularly subversive to religion. 

Taking the side of religious uniformity, six readers feature prominently throughout this 

chapter, all of whom opposed Bayle extensively in their writings. Mary Astell (1666–1731) 

was a devout Tory descended from a Royalist family in Newcastle, with a sympathy toward 

the nonjuring schism.13 Between 1715-1722, she wrote a scathing criticism of Bayle in a 

borrowed copy of Lady Mary Wortley Montague’s fourth edition of Bayle’s Pensées which 

 
11 The decline of Calvinism following the Restoration has been long documented by scholars, as seen for 

example in G. R. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 

1950); Daniel Walker Howe, ‘The Decline of Calvinism,’ Comparative Studies in Society and History 14, no. 3 

(1972). There has been a helpfully corrective response to the exaggerations of this narrative of decline by 

scholars such as Steven Hampton and Dewey D. Wallace. Nevertheless, both Hampton and Wallace admit an 

Arminian majority existed during this period. See Hampton, Anti-Arminians: The Anglican Reformed Tradition 

from Charles II to George I, 266; Dewey D. Wallace, Shapers of English Calvinism, 1660–1714: Variety, 

Persistence, and Transformation (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2011), 4. 
12 Pierre Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, Occasion'd by the Comet which Appear'd in December 1680: Chiefly 

Tending to Explode Popular Superstitions (London, 1708), iii-iv. 
13 Sarah Apetrei, ‘"Call No Man Master Upon Earth": Mary Astell’s Tory Feminism and an Unknown 

Correspondence,’ Eighteenth-Century Studies 41, no. 4 (2008): 513; Patricia Springboarg, ‘Introduction,’ in 

Astell: Political Writings, ed. Patricia Springboarg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), xi. 
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she filled with over 7000 words of marginalia.14 William Law (1686-1761), an overtly 

nonjuring Tory and Jacobite, wrote a postscript to his Remarks upon a Late Book, Entituled, 

The Fable of the Bees (1724) which refuted Bayle while connecting him to the impious ideas 

of Bernard Mandeville.15 Richard Fiddes, a moderate Tory who supported the Hanoverian 

succession, criticised the Calvinism of Bayle’s Pensées in his Theologia speculativa (1718), 

which he sent to the prominent Whig William Wake (1657-1737) for review.16  

Sir Richard Blackmore is a notable political outlier in this chapter. As the Royal 

physician of William III, he was a proudly Whiggish supporter of social contract theory, 

constitutional monarchy, and the established church.17 Blackmore opposed Bayle in his Essays 

on Several Subjects (1717), which included an ‘Introductory Discourse to a Disputation against 

Mr. Bayle,’ dedicated entirely to refuting Bayle’s hypothetical commonwealth of atheists from 

the Pensées. Blackmore shows that although it might be tempting to categorise this chapter as 

the Tory response to Bayle, doing so would flatten the variety of political and theological 

beliefs that accompanied these readers. Nevertheless, Blackmore belongs to this same group of 

Bayle’s critics for being part of this distinctively Anglo religio-political context that 

emphasised Christianity as a religion that could prove itself definitively by rational evidence.  

Finally, two notable Tory readers of Bayle moved beyond the Pensées to also criticise 

elements in the Commentaire. Henry Stebbing, a Tory moderate, was George II’s chaplain in 

1732 who wrote against the nonjuring schism and targeted Bayle in his Essay Concerning Civil 

 
14 For a brief synopsis on the manuscript see Jacqueline Broad, ‘Mary Astell’s Critique of Pierre Bayle: Atheism 

and Intellectual Integrity in the Pensées (1682),’ British Journal for the History of Philosophy (2018): 806-807. 

When citing this manuscript, I have used square brackets to indicate where I have translated abbreviations (such 

as Astell’s common use of the thorn) or where I have completed words.  
15 Isabel Rivers, ‘Law, William,’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004). 
16 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 140. See also Richard Sharp, 

‘Fiddes, Richard,’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004). 
17 See especially Richard Blackmore, A True and Impartial History of the Conspiracy against the Person and 

Government of King William III (London, 1723). 
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Government (1724).18 Samuel Parker was a more radical Tory who married the daughter of an 

Oxford publisher of Dr Sacheverell’s works, declined offers of preferments due to his 

allegiance to the Stuarts, and maintained a circle with nonjurists and Jacobites. Parker wrote 

against both Bayle’s Pensées and his Commentaire in his literary journal Censura temporum: 

the good or ill tendencies of books, sermons, pamphlets.19 

A survey of these sources reveals that a negative response to Bayle almost certainly 

predicted opposition to Hoadly in the Bangorian controversy. Law published several works 

against Hoadly and was one of his most able opponents in the controversy.20 Fiddes weighed 

into the public disputes surrounding Hoadly, especially in his Theologia Speculativa (1718).21 

Stebbing wrote his Answer to Representation (1717) which has been described by Starkie as 

‘the highest quality of argument in the controversy.’22 Parker’s Censura Temporum took aim 

against the ideas of Hoadly.23 Blackmore wrote scathingly against ‘latitudinarianism’ during 

the Bangorian Controversy.24 Astell, who ceased publishing in 1709, also negatively referenced 

Hoadly in an edit to the fourth edition of Reflections upon Marriage (1730).25 Bayle did not 

explicitly feature in all these works directed against Hoadly—although he did appear in 

Fiddes’s Theologia Speculativa and Parker’s Censura Temporum—nevertheless, each of these 

authors opposed the Bishop of Bangor on the same grounds. Bayle undermined the ability of 

right reason to prove orthodox doctrine and the episcopal nature of the church, and thus, denied 

 
18 Linda Colley, In Defiance of Oligarchy: The Tory Party 1714-60 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2003), 105. 
19 Richard Sharp, ‘Parker, Samuel,’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004). 
20 Starkie, The Church of England and the Bangorian Controversy: 1716–1721, 5, 8, 52-53, 84-85, 91-92, 99-

102, 108, 121-122, 158, 164, 169, 172, 182, 189-191. 
21 Ibid., 128, 138, 140-143. 
22 Ibid., 5. 
23 Sharp, ‘Parker, Samuel.’ 
24 Richard Blackmore, Natural Theology: or, Moral Duties Consider'd Apart from Positive (London, 1728), iv-

vii; Richard Blackmore, Modern Arians Unmask'd (London, 1721), 25-26, 30-31, 34-36. 
25 See Mary Astell, Some Reflections upon Marriage, 4th ed. (London, 1730), 45. See also Patricia Springboarg, 

‘Biographical Notes,’ in Astell: Political Writings, ed. Patricia Springboarg (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1996), 226. 
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the state its right to use law to enforce religion. For Law, Fiddes, Stebbing, Parker, Blackmore, 

and Astell, opposition to Bayle and Hoadly conceptually went hand in hand. 

 

Right reason and religion 

Supporters of religious uniformity who opposed Bayle depicted him as irreligious and 

openly opposed ideas found in the Miscellaneous Reflections. Law contended that the claim 

that human nature was a ‘Compound of various Passions’ implied that humans were being 

treated ‘merely as an Animal.’26 Stebbing concurred that if this was correct, then one could no 

longer distinguish grown adults from ‘Brutes’ or from ‘children’ who were ‘unable to form any 

deliberate or reasonable Judgement.’27 Astell argued that Bayle also undercut the foundation 

of genuine faith, since those ‘persuaded of the truth of [Chris]tianity, will practice it’ just as 

‘He who r[e]ally believes there is a Treasure in [the] Field does not hesitate about [the] 

purchase,’28 and thus, ‘All [Chris]tians’ must be able to ‘correct their appetites by their 

Reason.’29 In addition to morality and religion, Law observed that the theory that humans were 

‘blind Sallies of Passion’ could never explain the current advancements of science by ‘Sir Isaac 

Newton.’30 Such anti-rationalism also contradicted Genesis, when God declared ‘Let us make 

Man in our own Image, after our Likeness,’ which implied that ‘The more we act according to 

Order, Truth and Reason, the more we make our selves like God, who is Truth and Reason it 

 
26 William Law, Remarks upon a Late Book, Entituled, The Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices, Publick 

Benefits: In a Letter to the Author. To Which is Added, a Postscript, Containing an Observation or Two upon 

Mr. Bayle, 1st ed. (London, 1724), 2-4. 
27 Henry Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, Consider'd as it Stands Related to Religion: 

Wherein The Magistrate's Right to Support and Encourage True Religion by Human Laws is Asserted, against 

the Modern Pleaders for an Absolute, Unrestrained Toleration (London, 1724), 12, 29-30, 76. 
28 Mary Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ (Sandon Hall, Staffordshire, United Kingdom), 288. 
29 Ibid., 286. 
30 Law, Remarks Upon a Late Book, 4, 50. 
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self.’31 Bayle thus threatened foundational beliefs about moral culpability, religious truth, and 

human distinctness from animals by denying that reason could govern appetite.32  

A key theological tenet, held by each reader who opposed Bayle, was a belief that the 

Fall had not utterly tarnished reason or the will. Such authors frequently emphasised that 

humans could still universally deduce from nature the existence of a perfect God and our duty 

for religious worship. Parker’s Six Philosophical Essays (1700),33 Astell’s The Christian 

Religion, as Profess’d by a Daughter of the Church of England (1705),34 Fiddes’s Theologia 

Speculativa (1718),35 Blackmore’s Natural Theology (1728),36 Stebbing’s A Defence of Dr. 

Clarke's Evidences of Natural and Revealed Religion (1731),37 and Law’s The Case of Reason, 

or Natural Religion, Fairly and Fully stated (1731) all contained lengthy discourses dedicated 

to ‘natural religion.’38  

Of course, belief in natural religion itself was not controversial. This concept was 

articulated by strict Calvinists.39 Bayle even affirmed the idea of natural monotheism in the 

Pensées, which Astell praised in the margin: ‘Tis well he will allow [this] Truth’ (but, clarified 

only as much as ‘The Devil sometimes speaks Truth’).40 However, Bayle’s opponents 

emphasised this concept in a way that would have been impossible for Calvinists, claiming that 

God universally provided the ability for unbelievers to respond positively to general revelation, 

 
31 Ibid., 7, 28. 
32 See also Blackmore, xli-xlii; Astell, 116, 201, 286; Richard Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa: Or, the First Part 

of a Body of Divinity under that Title. Wherein Are Explain'd the Principles of Natural and Reveal'd Religion, 

vol. 2 (Dublin, 1720), 44-45; Stebbing, 11-12, 20, 73; Law, 4, 32-35. 
33 Samuel Parker, Six Philosophical Essays upon Several Subjects (London, 1700), 99-112. 
34 Mary Astell, The Christian Religion, as Profess'd by a Daughter of the Church of England (London, 1705), 7-

11. 
35  Richard Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa: Or, the First Part of a Body of Divinity under that Title. Wherein Are 

Explain'd the Principles of Natural and Reveal'd Religion, vol. 1 (Dublin, 1718), 1-30. 
36 Blackmore, Natural Theology: or, Moral Duties Consider'd Apart from Positive, 60-112. 
37 Henry Stebbing, A Defence of Dr. Clarke's Evidences of Natural and Revealed Religion (London, 1731), 1-

62. 
38 See Chapters 1 and 2 of Law, The Case of Rason, or Natural Religion, Fairly and Fully Stated, especially 

page 17. 
39 See Donnelly, ‘Calvinist Thomism’; van Asselt, Introduction to Reformed Scholasticism; Grabill, 

Rediscovering the Natural Law in Reformed Theological Ethics. 
40 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 106, 108. 
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even to the point that they might be saved.41 Moreover, reason not only proved the existence 

of a single God from creation, but evidence for Scripture’s inspiration and the Church as an 

institution dating back to Christ would convince anyone who was impartial. Once confronted 

with the evidence for Christianity, any moral and reasonable person would necessarily 

believe.42 Thus, while tolerationists tended to define reason as a process of intellectual 

reflection in the absence of coercion, those who defended religious uniformity defined reason 

as making proper logical inferences from prior premises founded upon evidence.  

Such arguments were fundamentally anthropological, but they had implications for 

state policies concerning toleration. If the special revelation of the gospel and the veracity of 

the Christian church were rationally demonstrable, then anyone opposing Christianity was 

culpable after they had heard such a truth propounded. Stebbing could therefore affirm that ‘no 

Man can sincerely reject the Gospel.’ As long as a person had the ‘proper Abilities to judge, 

and that the Evidences for it are considered without Prejudice or Partiality, no Man can reject 

it.’43 Astell similarly contended that ‘[the] principles of Religion’ are so clear that if you 

‘Examine [them] thoroughly’ then ‘you will assuredly be convinc’d.’44 Parker could likewise 

conclude that ‘God has made the Rule of Faith so plain that every Man, with due Application, 

may easily understand it,’ and thus, heretics ‘should be liable to Discipline and Correction.’45  

 

 
41 See Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, 51; Blackmore, Natural Theology: or, Moral Duties Consider'd Apart 

from Positive, xix-xx; Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 25; Astell, The Christian Religion, as 

Profess'd by a Daughter of the Church of England, 18, 57-58, 62, 65. 
42 See Samuel Parker, Essays on Divers Weighty and Curious Subjects (London, 1702), 185-213; Astell, The 

Christian Religion, as Profess'd by a Daughter of the Church of England, 14-28; Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, 

vol. 1, 72-88; Blackmore, Natural Theology: or, Moral Duties Consider'd Apart from Positive, 155-159; 

Stebbing, A Defence of Dr. Clarke's Evidences of Natural and Revealed Religion, 62-104; Law, The Case of 

Rason, or Natural Religion, Fairly and Fully Stated, 91-168.  
43 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 173. 
44 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 82. 
45 Samuel Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1 

(London, 1708), 231.  



153 
 

Bayle’s hidden atheism  

To readers who believed that reason could validate not only monotheism, but even 

Protestant Christianity, Bayle’s hypothesis that there could be an entire commonwealth of 

atheists was particularly suspect. Fiddes described it as an ‘absurd consequence’ of Bayle’s 

assumptions.46 Astell incredulously asked, ‘where will he find such Atheists?’ She pointed out 

that ‘there is no account of any nation [that] denys a GOD,’47 and ‘no Annals of any Atheistical 

nation,’ precisely because ‘Reason teaches [them] to worship [the] supreme Being, their maker 

& preserver.’48 Stebbing confirmed, ‘There never was yet any Government in the World, so far 

as the Records of past Ages will carry us; in which the Care of Religion was not esteemed to 

be a principal Branch of the Magistrates Office.’49 How could there be an entire community of 

people that denied the evidence of ‘Natural Religion’ which was so strongly validated by ‘the 

Law of Natural Reason’?50 Any country which denied this clear evidence could in no way be 

sincere or moral. Blackmore thus reasoned such atheists would constantly be ‘oppos’d and 

sometimes over-power’d by the secret Contrast of Conscience and Natural Religion’ which 

attested to God’s existence in this world, and thus, they could never be described as virtuous.51  

Bayle’s critics did not merely reject the possibility of a virtuous atheist but claimed that 

atheists could never form the strong social bonds needed for society to function. Bayle’s 

argument in the ‘Miscellaneous Reflections’ that ‘one may have Notions of Moral Vertue, 

without the Belief of a God’ was described by Parker to be an ‘absurdity’ and a ‘frantick’ theory 

filled with ‘nonsense’ that was ‘doomed to fail.’52 The reason it was so ludicrous, Blackmore 

observed, was that an atheist must live without ‘the Authority and Restraints of Divine Laws, 

 
46 Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 48. 
47 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 288. 
48 Ibid., 291. 
49 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 107. 
50 Ibid., 124. 
51 Richard Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, 3rd ed., vol. 2 (Dublin, 1717), 139. 
52 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 222-223. 
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and the Power of Religion over the Minds of Men’ since there could be no such thing as ‘a Law 

without a Lawgiver.’53 Most significantly, atheists believed themselves to be ‘free from all 

Fears and Hopes of Reward and Punishment in a Future State,’54 and therefore, without belief 

in a ‘deity, it is impossible there should be any Moral Duty.’55 Fiddes concurred that without 

belief in rewards and punishments in the afterlife, an atheist could have no moral obligations: 

only someone ‘who firmly believes a God and a future state’ could act according to ‘maxims 

relating to the conduct of civil life.’56  

Why did Bayle, then, posit such an apparently absurd notion? It was due to his faulty 

anthropology that claimed humans were irrational creatures of passion. Law contended that the 

danger of ‘Mr. Bayle’ was that he ‘roundly deny’d that religious Opinions have any Influence 

upon us; and set himself to prove it, that Complexion, natural Temper, Custom, &c. are the only 

Causes of our Action.’57 He was ‘denying the Power of Reason and Religion, and ascribing all 

human Actions to Complexion, natural Temper, &c.’58 Thus, the hypothesis by ‘Mr. Bayle’ of 

a ‘Society of Atheists’ was not a mere fancy, but a ‘very necessary’ conclusion:  

for if religious Opinions or Beliefs were allowed to have any Influence upon our 

Actions, then it must also have been allowed that a Society of Atheists must have been 

less virtuous than a Society of People holding religious Opinions.59  

Parker likewise complained that, when speaking of atheists and heretics, Bayle made it ‘an 

indifferent matter whether they have any Reason’ and thus ‘tis not at all surprising Mr. Bayle 

should shew the same Favour to all Sects’ and ‘put them upon the same Foot of Toleration.’60 

Fiddes pointed out that Bayle’s irrational anthropology, ‘question’d… whether Christianity 

itself ought to be the establish’d religion of any nation’ since ‘the main body of Christians’ 

 
53 Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, vol. 2, 119. 
54 Ibid., 117. 
55 Ibid., 115-116. 
56 Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 47. 
57 Law, Remarks Upon a Late Book, 99-100. 
58 Ibid., 53. 
59 Ibid., 99. 
60 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 233. 
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would be ‘hypocrites, cowards, and publick incendiaries’ despite the public teaching of 

orthodox theology and the reception of the sacraments.61 His hypothetical commonwealth of 

atheists was therefore the logical outcome. 

For his critics, Bayle’s hypothesis of a virtuous atheist was also invented due to his 

secret affinity for atheism itself. To such readers, Bayle’s claim that there could be an entire 

commonwealth of godless citizens made him seem impious, or even worse, a covert atheist. 

Thus, Blackmore believed that ‘Mr. Bayle’ in the Pensées was not intending to critique 

astrology but to depict all ‘Asserters of Religion as weak and flegmatick People, or 

superstitious and crack-brain’d Visionaries.’62 His praise of ‘Gassendi,’ ‘Vanini,’ and 

‘Epicurus’ revealed that ‘Mr. Bayle was induc’d to bestow his great Encomiums… by some 

inward Reverence.’63 Parker agreed that these statements from Bayle revealed his ‘kind 

Thoughts of Atheists,’64 and also a ‘skeptical Spirit,’65 since ‘none but a Sceptick is fit to be a 

Patron of an Unlimited and General Toleration.’66 Astell was convinced that Bayle ‘rak[ed] 

together all the vile suggestions his great reading afforded, ag[ains]t [Chris]tianity & indeed 

ag[ains]t all Religion,’67 so that his Pensées seemed ‘designed as a plea for Atheism.’68  

The single exception to this atheistical image of Bayle was presented in Fiddes’s 

Theologica Speculativa which, despite opposing Bayle, depicted him as a genuine Christian. 

Fiddes believed that Bayle’s errors stemmed from his strong affirmation of the ‘Calvinistical 

hypothesis’ of predestination. According to Fiddes, Bayle was an extreme thinker, who brought 

Calvinism to its troubling logical conclusions. Fiddes believed that Augustine’s later views on 

 
61 Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 48. 
62 Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, vol. 2, xxi. 
63 Ibid., 48. 
64 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 228-229. 
65 Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, vol. 2, iii. 
66 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 230. 
67 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ opening flyleaf. 
68 Ibid., 223. 
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grace were errors created by theological exaggeration when he was opposing the extreme views 

of Pelagius.69 Following Augustine, ‘Mr. Bayle’ mistakenly taught that ‘that all human virtue’ 

amongst pagans was merely ‘splendid sin.’70 Such a theory denied the goodness of pagan 

virtue, and it undermined the universal prevenient grace of God which extended to everyone.71 

Interestingly, Fiddes’ description of Bayle shows that disagreement over the sincerity of his 

religiosity was even shared by Bayle’s antagonists in early eighteenth-century England.  

 

A contradictory Bayle and the power of translation 

For supporters of religious uniformity, it was crucial to interpret religion as rationally 

demonstrable since this justified the establishment of the Church of England in the public 

sphere and laws promoting ‘true’ religion. Given Bayle’s many statements against the efficacy 

of reason, it became effective for these readers to try to catch Bayle in a tu quoque fallacy. If 

his anthropological convictions were true, then Bayle’s own theory about human nature—

which was founded upon reasons and metaphysical speculation—was itself irrational. Perhaps 

the most forceful attack against Bayle in this regard could be found in Law’s postscript to his 

Remarks which set out to expose ‘Bayle’s Self-contradictions upon the chief Article of his 

Philosophy,’ namely, that human behaviour is fundamentally irrational.72 Law drew upon a 

series of quotations from the English editions of Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary 

and his Miscellaneous Reflections, which contradicted one another.  

In one set of quotes, Law cited passages where Bayle claimed that religion affected 

behaviour. Law noted that ‘In his Historical Dictionary he can tell you, that there is nothing so 

 
69 Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 42-43. 
70 Ibid., 46. 
71 Ibid., 43. 
72 Law, Remarks Upon a Late Book, 106. 
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advantageous to Man, if we consider either the Mind or the Heart, as to know God rightly.’ 

Likewise, in the same work, Bayle could ‘commend the Saying of Silius Italicus… alas, 

miserable Mortals! your Ignorance of divine Nature is the original Cause of your Crimes.’ Even 

more starkly, in the Miscellaneous Reflections, Bayle claimed that ‘I won’t deny there have 

been Pagans, who making the utmost Use of their Notions of the divine Nature, have render’d 

it the Means of abating the Violence of their Passions.’73 

To catch Bayle in a contradiction, Law pointed out three passages where Bayle denied 

these very same claims. Firstly, Bayle stated that ‘It cannot be deny’d that man acts continually, 

against Principles.’ Secondly, Bayle asserted, ‘I pretend to have demonstrated that Men never 

act by Principle.’ Thirdly, Bayle observed, ‘Man, is that kind of Creature, who with all his 

boasted Reason, never acts by the Principles of his Belief.’74 Law took these quotes directly 

from the 1708 English translation, making only a few orthographic changes while italicizing 

the adverbs ‘never’ and ‘continually’ to emphasise the universal nature of Bayle’s remarks. 

According to Law, Bayle thus simultaneously affirmed that religion sometimes influenced 

human behaviour, and then outright denied that religious principles impacted human behaviour 

under any circumstance. Bayle’s contradictory anti-rational anthropology was itself therefore 

irrational and ought to be rejected. 

In Law’s reading of an inconsistent Bayle one can see the impact of the 1708 English 

translation, as each of these three quotes had been significantly exaggerated from the original 

French. The translator was working from the fourth edition (1704), yet he added the words 

‘never’ and ‘continually’ to a French text that originally contained no such adverbs. Thus, 

Bayle’s claim that ‘one cannot deny that men act against their principles’ (‘l’on ne me sauroit 

 
73 Ibid., 101. Although in this last quote Law omitted the following sentence which complicated his neat picture, 

as Bayle clarified: 'But ‘tis probable, where this Motive succeeded, the Passions were naturally so moderate, that 

might truckle to Reason without this Aid’ See Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, 296. 
74 Law, Remarks Upon a Late Book, 100. 
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nier, que les hommes agissent contre leurs principes’),75 was rendered as ‘it can’t be denied 

that Man acts continually against Principle,’ whereby the translator added ‘continually’ with 

no corresponding word in the original French.76 Likewise, Bayle’s claim that ‘men do not act 

in conformity with their beliefs’ (‘les hommes n'agissent pas conformément à leur creance’),77 

was translated as ‘Men ne’er act by Principle,’ whereby the translator inserted the word 

‘never.’78 The translational effect of both quotes was to transform a statement made in the 

simple present tense into an explicitly universal law, which yielded no exception.  

A similar pattern occurred in the third quote by Law. Bayle had originally claimed ‘man 

is a certain creature, who with all his reason, does not always act according to his beliefs’ 

(‘l’homme est une certaine creature, qui avec toute sa raison, n’agit pas toûjours 

consequemment à sa creance’).79 Here the 1708 translator replaced n’agit pas toûjours with 

the categorical word ‘never,’ restating that ‘Man’s being that kind of Creature, who, with all 

his boasted reason, never acts by the Principles of his Belief.’80 There is, of course, a difference 

in meaning between saying someone ‘does not always’ act a certain way, leaving room for 

exceptions, and claiming that someone ‘never’ acts in this manner. Thus, once again, the very 

words that Law emphasised in italics, which made Bayle’s anti-rationalism seem so 

universalised, were nowhere found in the original French text. Law’s use of the English 

translation thus helped him to present Bayle as blatantly self-contradictory, even though the 

Pensées allowed situations where reason might impact behaviour, such as when the passions 

were not inflamed in a temperate person, or in a true Christian indwelt by the Holy Spirit. 

 
75 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 372. 
76 Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, 373. 
77 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 377. 
78 Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, 374. 
79 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 361. 
80 Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, 361. 
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Although the inaccuracies of the 1708 English translation flattened Bayle’s argument 

and allowed Law to depict him as a blatantly contradictory thinker, it would be misleading to 

say Law’s desire to portray Bayle as inconsistent was solely based on mistranslation. Samuel 

Parker’s Censura Temporum employed a similar strategy without referencing these particular 

texts.81 Likewise, Thomas Wagstaffe A Vindication of K. Charles the Martyr: proving that His 

Majesty was the author of Eikon Basilike (1711) contained an entire preface displaying 

contradictions in Bayle’s Dictionary to discredit his article on Milton that claimed the martyred 

king Charles never wrote the devotional text Eikon Basilike (1649).82 Futhermore, a depiction 

of a contradictory Bayle came from Mary Astell’s reception of Bayle’s Pensées in her 

marginalia, which could have been nowhere influenced by the exaggerations in the 1708 

edition since she was reading in the original French from a copy of the fourth edition (1704).  

Astell’s analysis of a contradictory Bayle was, in fact, sophisticated and dealt 

extensively with Bayle’s original argument. Unlike Law, who merely selected contradictory 

quotes, Astell attempted to hoist Bayle upon his own petard by incorporating Bayle’s 

observation of the inconsistency of human action. Bayle’s claim that humans often act against 

their religious principles was proof of their freewill. Astell argued ‘[that] men do not act accord-

ing to their principles is an unanswer-able argument [that] they are free. For all other Animals 

are moved consistently & uniformly by a superior Reason [which] is not their own.’83 In other 

words, Astell’s argument relied on highlighting those instances, ignored by Law, where Bayle 

made exceptions when humans could act upon rational beliefs, such as with true believers or 

temperate pagans. Her argument was not based on those inaccurately translated passages that 

 
81 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 243. 
82 Thomas Wagstaffe, A Vindication of K. Charles the Martyr: Proving that His Majesty Was the Author of 

Eikon Basilike. (London, 1711), v-vii, ix-xi, xiv-xvii, xx-xxi, xxiii-xxiv, xxix, xxxi, xxxiii, xxxvi, xxxviii-xxxix. 
83 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 266. 
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claimed humans never act according to reason, but more correctly, on Bayle’s original claim 

that humans only sometimes act according to reason. 

This same objection appeared in numerous passages throughout her marginalia. Thus, 

when Bayle clarified his argument, claiming ‘I always make an exception for those who are 

led by the Spirit of God,’ Astell remarked in the margin: ‘If he is in earnest, [this] proves [that] 

we may conquer our passions by [the] assistance [that] GOD offers.’84 She continued on the 

same page:  

[what] wou’d he prove? [That] there are no laws, be-cause men break [them] [when] 

they dare. Animals of [the] same kind go uni-formly in [the] same manner! Men 

variously, are inconsistent [with] one another, & [with] [them]selves, a plain proof 

[that] they Act by choice not Laws.85 

If humans only sometimes act on their rational principles, this proves that they are free, since 

it is human irregularity that provides freedom from the determinism of necessity. 

Astell’s appeal to the differences between humans and animals thus led her into a 

refined argument. To summarise, if any healthy animal were raised as a newborn in the right 

environment with the right nutrients, it would eventually flourish. If a healthy horse, from birth, 

was given a field, the proper diet, and care, it would develop, without fail, into a good specimen. 

This was not the same with humans. If you provided someone with a wealthy neighborhood, a 

healthy lifestyle, a good education, and even a religious upbringing, there is no guarantee that 

each individual would develop into a good person. Conversely, oftentimes people from poor 

backgrounds, lacking these things, turn out to be more virtuous. Astell thus concluded: 'For 

while Brutes who act by Instinct, move uniformly & obtain their end, man is [the] only irregular 

creature’ whose goodness could not be predicted from their environment and upbringing 

alone.86 Thus, unlike Law, who argued that Bayle claimed mankind never acts by reason, Astell 

 
84 ‘… j’excepte toûjours ceux qui sont conduits par l’Esprit de Dieu.’ See ibid., 285. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid., 239. 
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acknowledged that Bayle stated people only sometimes act according to their beliefs, but this 

spontaneity proved that they were free from necessity. Bayle therefore undermined his own 

argument: the fact that people’s actions were inconsistent with their metaphysical beliefs 

proved that they were free to obey either their passions or reason, and thus, they were 

responsible for their actions. 

 

Church and state 

So far, we have seen that a series of readers objected to Bayle by claiming that the Fall 

had not tarnished human reason beyond its ability to assess the evidence for natural religion 

and Christianity. These readers uniformly scorned Bayle’s claim that humans were creatures 

of passion, arguing it was a result of Bayle’s own irrational, passionate mind. The danger of 

Bayle’s Pensées, however, was not merely anthropological. The power of human reason also 

provided a legitimacy for Christianity as an established religion. Since the existence of God 

was provable to anyone from creation, and since Christianity was provable by the historical 

and philosophical evidence, then religion could provide public reasons for its veracity. This 

provided a basis for limiting toleration since those who rejected it were guilty of culpable 

ignorance or necessarily lacked virtue. Nowhere was this moral blame more justified than with 

atheists, who not only denied the evidence for Christianity, but even the basic evidence of 

God’s existence from nature itself. From such confidence in the rational demonstrability of 

religion, it was easy to assume that atheists who rejected Christianity were insincere or 

malevolent—just as Bayle himself. 

For such thinkers, the connection between reason and Christianity implied that 

organised religion was crucial to the flourishing of the state. If religion influenced our rational 

calculations, it influenced our behaviour, and if it influenced our behaviour, it was an issue that 
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impacted public life outside the individual. Stebbing thus insisted that ‘Behaviour… is always 

influenced by Religion or the want of Religion.’87 Since this was the case, Parker argued, the 

‘Government of a Body Politick are at the Mercy of Men’s Principles and Maxims of 

Religion.’88 Blackmore concluded that Bayle ‘makes Religion an idle and unnecessary Thing, 

as to the Support and Well-being of a Kingdom.’89 Thus, the success of the state was bound to 

its established religion. The state was obliged to protect and promote the church because, in 

turn, it created good citizens who ensured the flourishing of society.  

A direct exchange on this issue can be found in Astell’s marginalia. In attempting to 

separate religion from social bonds, Bayle had argued that true Christianity had no effect upon 

the success of a state. In so doing, the Pensées presented a Calvinist conception of God’s secret 

providence, citing Jeremiah 27:5 and Luke 13:1-5, claiming that it was God’s free choice to 

raise up nations or destroy them, without any reference to their piety. Upon reading these 

passages, Astell wrote in the margin that ‘Cicero ascrib[ed] [the] Prosperity of [the] Romans to 

thei[r] Piety’ and two pages later, she added that it was ‘not so Fatal but [that] GOD spare[d] 

upon Repent[ence], as Niniveh.’90 Astell objected that all religion, even false religion, had 

some impact on improving morality, which in turn, led to society’s flourishing. Thus, regarding 

institutional religion, the ‘Government cannot be maintain’d [with]out it.’91  

It is safe to say, therefore, that Bayle was so negatively received in England because he 

had different assumptions about the role of institutional religion in society. By focusing only 

on the invisible church, the Pensées had denied that institutional Christianity provided 

significant social bonds. In contrast, devotees to the Church of England emphasised that the 

church was a public institution. Blackmore described the church as an inherently visible 

 
87 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 126. 
88 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 235. 
89 Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, vol. 2, 110. 
90 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 135, 137. 
91 Ibid., 216. 
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‘Christian Institution.’92 Fiddes agreed that Christianity was ‘a visible and regular society.’93 

Law observed that the Christian faith was ‘as visible as any other Profession,’94 and it was as 

ridiculous ‘to call a Number of Men practicing Law or Physick, an Invisible Society of Lawyers 

and Physicians, as to call the Church on Earth the Invisible Church.’95 Stebbing insisted that 

‘The Church being a visible society,’ therefore, ‘must be preserv’d by the observance of its 

external visible institutions.’96 There was thus opposition to Bayle’s claim that the visible 

church contained a ‘great number of false converts,’97 that ‘the greater part of the world 

throughout all the centuries’ was superstitious,98 that ‘the greater part remains so engaged in 

vice,’99 and that ‘the true religion’ only consisted of ‘a small number of good souls.’100 In the 

margins of the Pensées, Astell rebutted each of these claims and asserted that ‘[the] grâce of 

GOD has enabled multitudes of men & women to conquer their appetites & passions.’101 

While all of Bayle’s opponents could be united around a support for religious 

uniformity, when it came to the nature of the church and state, there was also serious 

disagreement. The political context of eighteenth-century England created nuanced opinions 

amongst Bayle’s readers over precisely which ideas they opposed. Whereas the anthropological 

objections to Bayle’s anti-rationalism were uniform, when it came to matters of ecclesiology, 

a reader’s assumptions sharply coloured the reception, providing a different response to Bayle, 

depending upon one’s political and theological position. Bayle was therefore a useful foil so 

 
92 Blackmore, Modern Arians Unmask'd, 6; Blackmore, Natural Theology: or, Moral Duties Consider'd Apart 

from Positive, xviii, 154, 159. 
93 Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 586. 
94 William Law, A Reply to the Bishop of Bangor’s Answer to the Representation of the Committee of 

Convocation (London, 1719), 8, 31. 
95 Ibid., 7-8. 
96 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 586. 
97 ‘… le grand nombre des faux convertis.’ See Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 158. Astell wrote disparaging 

comments in the margins to all these listed passages of Bayle on ecclesiology in the margins of her borrowed 

copy of Bayle’s Pensées. 
98 ‘… la plus grande partie du monde dans tous les siècles.’ See ibid., 40. 
99 ‘… le plus grand nombre demeure si engagé dans le vice.’ See ibid., 255. 
100 ‘… [il y a] un petit nombre des bonnes ames dans la vraie Religion.’ See ibid., 137. 
101 Ibid., 175. 
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that opposition to him was designed to forward a particular conclusion about matters of church 

and state. One of the strongest areas of contention was the nonjuring schism.  

 

Jacobites and nonjurors 

The nonjuring schism divided not only theological opinion, but the institutional Church 

of England itself. As mentioned in the previous chapter, several clerics (such as George Hickes) 

felt a serious moral dilemma after the Glorious Revolution. They had sworn an oath of 

allegiance to the Stuart king, James II, but afterwards, were now expected to pledge another 

oath to a new monarch from outside the Stuart line of succession. Several clerics believed they 

were now freed from the oath, since James II had flirted with foreign Catholic powers and 

finally fled to France, thereby renouncing his crown and forfeiting his right to rule. The 

nonjurors insisted, however, that their previous oath was inviolable. During Queen Anne’s 

short reign (1702-1714) there was a brief relaxing of this controversy since she was a 

descendant of the Stuart line. However, with the Hanoverian succession of George I, there was 

a resurgence of nonjurists and Jacobites. It is no coincidence that Parker, Law, and Astell, who 

sided with the nonjuring position, all opposed Bayle by appealing to the doctrine of apostolic 

succession, which they saw as a rational fact, provable to a neutral observer. 

Amongst them, Law was foremost in emphasizing that valid chains of succession had 

profound theological significance. He argued that real money from a legitimate source was not 

invalidated ‘because there is a counterfeit Coin,’ and therefore false churches did not invalidate 

true ‘Christianity, or its divine Institution’ which had a legitimate transmission of authority 

back to Christ himself.102 Elsewhere, he pointed out, just as our present Bibles are only ‘the 

Word of God’ if ‘the Copies from which they are taken, were taken from other true ones, till 

 
102 Law, Remarks Upon a Late Book, 62. 
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we come to the Originals themselves’ so too an ecclesial body is only authentic if it has 

‘Authority in a true Succession, from the Apostles.’103  

For Law, ecclesiological succession was inseparably tied to nonjuring political debates 

over the valid succession of monarchs. If individuals in congregations outside legitimate 

apostolic succession could claim ecclesial authority, then it was no different for ‘a private 

person [to] chuse a Lord Chancellor, and declare his Authority good.’104 By this logic, anyone 

could declare himself King of England and create ‘Five thousand different Parties, to set up 

different Pretenders’ who would have to be deemed legitimate monarchs if they were ‘but 

sincere in their Design.’105 Law argued that proofs for Christianity, such as apostolic 

succession, ‘cannot be proved to a Disciple of Bayle’ because humans are irrational, and 

therefore, ‘to a true Disciple of Bayle, nothing that is just, sober, or true, can be sufficiently 

proved.’106 Bayle’s anthropology therefore undermined the evidence for apostolic succession 

which was necessary to distinguish true from false religion and the legitimate succession of 

kings. Such a view of toleration could justify social rebellion, returning England to the chaos 

of the civil war and the interregnum period. 

Astell likewise read Bayle as undermining the episcopacy which she also saw as one of 

the key points of evidence that publicly proved the legitimacy of the Church of England. In 

The Christian Religion, Astell argued she had ‘examin’d the Doctrine and Precepts of 

Christianity, and Reasons and Authority on which it is built.’107 Following Aristotle’s claim 

that virtue was a golden mean between an excess and a deficiency, she argued Anglicanism 

 
103 William Law, A Second Letter to the Bishop of Bangor: Wherein His Lordship's Notions of Benediction, 
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104 William Law, Three Letters to the Bishop of Bangor, 8th ed. (London, 1721), 14. 
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106 William Law, An Appeal to All that Doubt, or Disbelieve the Truths of the Gospel, Whether they be Deists, 

Arians, Socinians, or nominal Christians (London, 1742), 331. 
107 Astell, The Christian Religion, as Profess'd by a Daughter of the Church of England, 7. 
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was a perfect balance between the excess of Catholicism which added dogmas to primitive 

Christianity, and the deficiency of Presbyterianism which lacked apostolic succession.108 Astell 

was thus hostile to Bayle’s criticism of tradition in the Pensées because she felt he undermined 

the episcopacy.109 She argued that Bayle’s attack against tradition was ‘answer-ing his own 

Chimeras [about] Comets’ merely ‘under pretense of exposing Popery (the common Cant).’110 

For Astell, however, the problem was that Bayle pushed his attack all the way back into the 

fourth century to synchronise with the Donatist controversy to illustrate the corruption of a 

tolerant and primitive Christianity.111  

This, however, had ecclesiological implications. The image of a pure fourth-century 

church was a central pillar of the post-Restoration defense of the episcopacy against 

presbyterian and congregationalist accusations that bishops were introduced during this period, 

moving the church away from the biblical structure of deacons and elders. Thus, when Bayle 

mentioned corruption entering the church under Constantine, Astell remarked in the margin 

that this undermined ‘[Chris]tians & [the] first Ages.’112 When Bayle elsewhere described ‘the 

transmission of the errors of paganism into Christianity’ she reiterated that Bayle was 

undermining ‘the Gospel it self, & the first Ages’113 

For similar reasons, Parker agreed with Astell’s reading. He likewise felt that Bayle’s 

argument against tradition was not an attack merely on astrology or even Catholicism, but on 

‘Primitive Christians’ and ‘their Successours, as credulous, bigotted, half-witted sort of 

 
108 Ibid., 44-47. 
109 Negative comments can be found on the pages where Bayle brought up this argument, most of which accuse 

Bayle of hubris or setting up a strawman argument. See Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 1, 3-5, 30-31, 50, 55, 85, 156.  
110 Ibid., flyleaf. See also Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 80-81. Bayle’s language here carefully targeted ‘la tradition 

generale’ and ‘le consentement unanime’ which would confirm Walter Rex’s argument that Bayle subtly used 

Protestant polemic to argue against the Catholic Church. See Rex, Essays on Pierre Bayle and Religious 
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111 Tolerationists often appealed to a similar timeline. See Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in Protestant 

England, 1588–1689, 60-62. 
112 Astell, ‘Harrowby MSS,’ 167. 
113 ‘… la transplantation des erreurs du Paganisme dans le Christianisme.’ See ibid., 169. 
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People.’114 It was a ‘scandalous’ and ‘sarcastical’ attack ‘upon the Fathers and the first 

Christian Emperours.’115 For nonjurists such as Parker, the connection between succession in 

ecclesiological and state spheres was so strong that Bayle was even read as an extreme Whig 

republican. As mentioned in the previous chapter, despite the fact that Bayle had run into 

conflict with the Whig party under William III for opposing republican revolution during his 

lifetime, Bayle’s association with the Whig party was now so close that Parker argued that the 

logic of Bayle ‘allows Rebellion for the sake of Religion.’116  

Parker claimed Bayle’s line of reasoning was identical to Tindal’s Rights of the 

Christian Church, which asserted that Israel had elected God to be their King on Mount Horeb 

in a social contract. He noted how Bayle also depicted the ancient Hebrew republic as a 

theocracy ruled by God to claim that laws against idolatry were simply laws against treason, 

not prohibitions against false religion. Parker wrote that this atheistic republican Bayle was 

worse than the heretic Tindal: 

I do not find but the Book of the Rights allows a double Capacity in God, that of Creator 

of the World, as well as Sovereign of the Jewish State; But Mr. Bayle seems to have 

thought this too favourable a Concession to the Deity, and therefore he’s for reducing 

even his Creatorship to that Title of Dominion the Book of the Rights has assign’d him 

over the Jewish Nation; making Idolatry not intended by God to be punish’d as such, 

but only as High Treason.--Horrid! Horrid!117 

Of course, such a reading of Bayle is implausible. Bayle’s Commentaire was written in French 

two decades prior to Tindal’s Rights, it never mentioned a social contract established on mount 

Horeb, and its focus on divine theocracy was not rooted in republicanism but the fruit of 

Bayle’s interest in early modern Hebraism, particularly the scholarship of the Catholic biblical 

critic Richard Simon (1638-1712).118 

 
114 Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 228. 
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116 See ‘Table B’ in ibid. 
117 Ibid., 241. 
118 See Hooks, ‘Pierre Bayle and Richard Simon: Toleration, Natural Law, and the Old Testament.’ 



168 
 

How could Parker so strongly come to believe in this Whig interpretation of Bayle? It 

seems that Parker felt that contract theory was the necessary end result of the doctrine of 

Bayle’s freedom of conscience. By claiming that religion was based upon inner conviction, not 

a valid line of apostolic succession proven by right reason, Parker concluded that Bayle 

supported a republican social contract theory rooted in consent.119 For Parker, Bayle’s theory, 

like Tindal’s Rights, was really just ‘Mr. Hoadly’s Doctrine.’120 It was a theory that church and 

state only had validity as voluntary societies. Thus, Bayle placed all government, even 

theocracy itself, ‘upon the Foot of Choice’ which he asserted was itself ‘a rank Atheism.’121  

Parker’s Censura Temporum was one of the rare occasions on which Bayle was 

criticised from the Commentaire rather than the Pensées. Nevertheless, it must be noted, Parker 

was also deeply concerned with the Miscellaneous Reflections. Even though he was writing a 

book review of the Philosophical Commentary that had been published a few weeks earlier, he 

began with a lengthy criticism of the Miscellaneous Reflections despite the fact that it had been 

published months prior.122 Parker did so because he claimed it was useful to first understand 

the ‘prophane, irreligious Paradoxes and Whimsies’ of Bayle’s ‘Book of Comets’ in order to 

understand Bayle’s nefarious intentions in his Philosophical Commentary.123 Noticeably, 

however, Parker also observed that these two treatises, whilst both blasphemous, contained 

contrary assumptions. The Calvinistic predestination of the Pensées was ‘contradictory to the 

whole Tenor and Purpose of the first and fundamental Chapter of this Author’s Philosophical 

Commentary’ which strongly affirmed the validity of human reason.124  

 
119 See Parker, Censura Temporum: The Good or Ill Tendencies of Books, Sermons, Pamphlets, &c, vol. 1, 234. 
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The pedagogy of church and state 

Like Parker, Law, and Astell, it can be said that the moderate Tories, Fiddes and 

Stebbing, openly supported the episcopal structure of the church (although with less 

fervency).125 Nevertheless, their focus on Bayle was not tied to apostolic succession. Their 

main concern was to support the Church of England as a national church, and thus, they were 

most interested in the importance of any society having uniform religious opinions. It was no 

coincidence, therefore, that Fiddes and Stebbing both argued that Bayle undermined the 

importance of religious pedagogy. They contended that the established church was designed to 

provide the moral boundaries of society and uphold religious truth, whilst the state used force 

to condition the habits of citizens when they were misusing right reason. This reading of Bayle 

cohered precisely with the Tory push for religious uniformity and opposition to comprehension. 

 The first example of this can be found in the writing of Fiddes, known for his support 

of the Schism Act (1714) which sought to regulate education by requiring schools to receive a 

license from a bishop. Upon this account, Fiddes opposed Bayle almost entirely on the grounds 

that his theory undermined the value of religious education. Fiddes’s earliest objection may be 

found in an obscure reference to a subversive interlocutor refuted in one of his sermons. This 

unnamed sceptic asked: 

Why are the Lives of Christians generally so repugnant to the Laws of Christianity… 

[A] Religion which fails so much, and in so many Instances… has not really that 

Efficacy and Power in order to reform the World, which we would attribute to it.’  

Fiddes response to this idea—which was indeed clearly propounded in the Pensées—was that 

the widespread corruption of Christianity only proved that many people have made ‘ill Use of 

their Liberty’ which can frustrate even ‘the best Institutions and Designs in the World.’126 

 
125 See Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa, vol. 2, 444; Henry Stebbing, Miscellaneous Observations: or, Remarks 
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Fiddes argued that it was necessary for the state to cultivate rational discourse by punishing 

those who resort to scorning religion instead of providing reasoned arguments.127 

In his Theologia Speculativa, Fiddes most thoroughly discussed the role of the church 

and state in shaping the educational institutions of society. In a large section dedicated to 

refuting ‘Mr. Bayle,’ Fiddes argued: 

[T]he principle which [Bayle] so much endeavours to illustrate and confirm in his two 

volumes of miscellaneous reflections, is, that the spring of human actions is not any 

religious principle or persuasion, but natural temper, love of pleasure, vanity, a desire 

for pleasing others, interest, the notions which we imbibe on occasion of our conversing 

with a particular set of acquaintance, the authority of superiors, a regard to the laws or 

customs of our country. 

Accusing Bayle of providing an exaggerated and generalised account of the role of passion in 

human choice, Fiddes provided a thorough discussion of how the faculties of intellect, and 

passion, will make choices by immediate sentiment, habit, or rational reflection.128  

Accordingly, even if humans were self-interested, they could nevertheless still postpone 

momentary pleasure for a greater future pleasure by self-interested rational calculations. This 

is precisely what belief in divine reward and punishment in the afterlife encouraged: the pursuit 

of temporary sacrifice in exchange for the pleasure of future rewards. With the proper 

education, right reason concerning religious truth could create virtuous habits in the will. The 

ideal, therefore, was a uniform religion, aimed at religious truth, which publicly educated 

citizens. Fiddes was most wary of Bayle’s claim that nominal Christians were more guilty than 

atheists, because ‘it may be question’d upon this principle whether Christianity itself ought to 

be the establish’d religion of any nation’ and that ‘atheism it self ought to have the preference 

given by the civil magistrate.’129 It is clear, therefore, that Fiddes’s support for religious 

education deeply shaped his reading of Bayle and the ideas he selected as problematic.  
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Since Fiddes interpreted Bayle, not as an outright atheist, but as a misguided Calvinist, 

he was more charitable than most of Bayle’s opponents. He clarified that ‘I do not say that the 

author of the miscellaneous reflections intended… or that it was his real design to prefer a 

society of atheists.’ He admitted that Bayle’s criticism of Christianity excluded ‘those who are 

under the conduct of the Holy Spirit.’ However, for Fiddes, Bayle’s Calvinism was precisely 

the problem, especially his claim that ‘man has sufficient knowledge of his duty’ but cannot 

perform it ‘by reason of concupiscence.' This Calvinist error—of denying that an ought implies 

a can—was in violation of a ‘clear and incontestable’ principle. If a moral agent is ‘really 

incapable of performing what he apprehends to be his duty, it is not really his duty.’ Thus, if a 

moral agent does ‘all that is in his power’ then ‘he shall be judged by the measure of the grace 

that is given him… accepted according to what he hath, and not according to what he hath 

not.’130 Here Fiddes’s statements aligned with those passages in the Commentaire where Bayle 

defended invincible ignorance by claiming that sincerely following the truth is all that is 

humanely possible.131 Such statements would have seemed perfectly orthodox to Fiddes if he 

had read them. However, his opposition to Bayle was instead aimed at the dangerous principles 

of the Pensées which gave a ‘just and general occasion of offense to all good men’ because 

they promoted the ‘cause of infidelity and corruption’ by undermining the importance of 

religious formation.132  

 A second Tory reader of Bayle, Henry Stebbing, published his Essay Concerning Civil 

Government (1724) which also supported a pedagogical role for both the church and state in 

pursuit of religious uniformity. Like Fiddes, Stebbing objected to Bayle’s desire to separate 

inner belief from action, arguing that the Church had a role in propagating religious truth which 

was vital in shaping the virtue of citizens. Stebbing thus remarked that ‘Natural Religion’ 
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across the world influenced the ‘Publick Civil Good.’133 For the same reason, the magistrate 

should also support Christianity: ‘For as Morality is the Foundation of good Civil Behaviour; 

so Christianity is evidently a great support of Morality.134 Stebbing argued therefore that it was 

vital for the state to support the teaching of ‘the Doctrines of the Church of England… in our 

Churches, Universities, and publick Schools.’135 In opposition to Bayle’s separation of 

religious belief and action, Stebbing was adamant that true religion was an educational concern. 

 Stebbing focused upon the state cultivating habits of virtue by using force of law. He 

argued that when a ‘Father, for instance, applys Temporal Motives in the Management of his 

Child’ it is never ‘merely to regulate the outward Behaviour’ but also ‘a Design to mend his 

Manners and make him good’ inwardly as well. Thus, ‘For so far as Men are governed by 

Passion and not by Reason; so far they degenerate into Children; and so far therefore, it must 

be proper to deal with them as such.’136 In these cases, the state had the obligation to use 

physical force to correct and educate, and also, to bestow ‘Posts of Honour and Profit’ in order 

to shape the inner beliefs and habits of citizens.137 In making these claims, Stebbing was 

directly responding to Locke’s claim that force can never impact inner belief.138 Indeed, 

scholars, such as John Marshall, have noted the premise that ‘understanding could not be 

positively influenced by coercion’ was a key feature of Locke’s theory of toleration which 

Locke affirmed ‘in all his works defending toleration.’139 Thus, Stebbing’s argument that 

parents could pedagogically use force to shape the interiority of children was meant to be a 
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clear refutation of Locke’s tolerationist position. However, when Stebbing turned his attention 

to Bayle, he found a position that was notably more difficult to refute than Locke’s.  

 While Locke attempted to draw a clear line between the interior world of persuasion 

and the exterior world of force, the Commentaire openly conceded that force could indirectly 

influence belief. However, Bayle argued that rewards and punishments over religion always 

altered the interior state so that it was drawn away from honest inquiry. Recognizing the 

strength of this claim compared to ‘Mr. Locke,’ Stebbing observed that ‘Mr. Bayle falls more 

directly into the Point, and says, That the filling Men with Fears of Temporal Punishments, and 

with the Hopes of Temporal Advantages, is putting them in a very ill State for discerning the 

true Reasons of Things, from the false.’140 This being the case, Bayle concluded that force in 

the pursuit of truth always encouraged vice, never sincere inquiry. This was one of the few 

early comparisons between Locke and Bayle and another rare gloss on the Commentaire. The 

general impression from Stebbing was that Bayle was a more sophisticated opponent than 

Locke, showing Bayle’s reputation and his image as a worthy interlocutor.  

Stebbing further noticed that Bayle, as a worthy foe, had anticipated his analogy 

between parental and government use of force in religious pedagogy. He wrote, quoting Bayle 

directly from the 1708 edition of the Philosophical Commentary: 

Children [are] unable to form any deliberate or reasonable Judgement upon their own 

Actions… as they are very little sensible of any Motive of Honour, and cannot see far 

enough into the depth of a Reason to give it the Preference to their Passions, they must 

be threatened, and sometimes whipt.141 

However, Bayle argued against the analogy between the state and a parent by distinguishing 

between a rational subject and an irrational child. Bayle’s depiction of natural law 

communicated by rational axioms provided him with a response to this objection: a child’s 

reason is not developed and so they cannot understand moral duty. However, in an adult, such 
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force would encourage a disposition of complacency, conditioning them to pursue material 

rewards (or avoid physical punishments) above goodness and truth. 

Stebbing, however, was not convinced. He questioned Bayle’s claim that children could 

not understand abstract notions of virtue: after all, the use of force on children was precisely 

meant to inculcate inner virtues. He contended that parents do not discipline children merely 

‘to regulate the outward Act’ but also ‘to reform in inward Disposition.’ He continued, ‘Mr. 

Bayle’ was ‘overlooking this obvious and pertinent instance… Why if Outward Restraint may 

produce an inward Principle in Children; it may not also effect the same in Men’? Stebbing 

concluded that the state had the paternalistic authority ‘to determine itself to that side which is 

attended with Temporal Advantages’ so that the ‘Temporal Advantage attends upon true 

Religion’ and ‘Men will most naturally be led to embrace the true Religion.’142 

After making this point, Stebbing quite effectively attacked the consistency of Bayle’s 

writing on religious sincerity. He referenced Bayle’s claim that persecuting heretics was always 

incoherent because ‘each Party believes it self the Orthodox.’143 Stebbing argued that if 

Catholics in France and Spain sincerely believed themselves orthodox, as Bayle admits, then 

how did they become so genuinely convinced of Catholicism by the use of force?  

Is it not from hence, that the Motives of this World are made use of to support and 

encourage Popery? Again; Popery heretofore prevailed in England as universally as 

Protestantism does now. Whence this Difference? … Judge now if this be not an 

Evidence to the eye sight of the World, that Temporal Motives may be the instrument 

of begetting an inward Principle; and that whatever the Religion be in favour whereof 

these Motives are adequately applyed; that Religion will most assuredly prevail. 

If Catholics in France and Spain were sincere, then this vindicated the efficacy of using force 

to secure religious uniformity.144 Thus, despite Bayle’s complaints at the intolerance of Louis 

XIV, if Catholics were sincere, this meant these coercive methods had indeed been successful.  

 
142 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 28-31. 
143 Bayle, Philosophical Commentary, 144. 
144 Stebbing, An Essay Concerning Civil Government, 37, 99. 
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Stebbing reasoned that since the state was such an effective pedagogical tool, then if 

true religion—as found in Protestantism—was conjoined with the state then it would not only 

yield the persuasive power of truth, but also the habitual conditioning of force.145 He argued, 

since ‘the Effect of worldly Motives’ was so great ‘when applied in favour of a false Religion’ 

then law must be used ‘to encourage the true [religion]’ to thwart those who close their eyes to 

the ‘natural Light’ and ‘keep Men firm, and stedfast in their Persuasions.’146 Thus Stebbing 

concluded force was a pedagogical tool. Allowing only false religions to use these temporal 

resources would have disastrous consequences.  

Like Fiddes, then, Stebbing highlighted the pedagogical role of church and state. 

Religion was meant to cultivate virtue and produce obedient citizens, and thereby, promote the 

flourishing of society. Whereas Fiddes concentrated on criticizing Bayle by emphasizing the 

need for religious education to inform our practical reason, Stebbing focused upon the role of 

the state in using force and rewards like a parent to direct belief towards certain religious 

doctrines. Despite being a worthy adversary, Bayle was depicted as a dangerous force who 

undermined the validity of Christian education and the importance of teaching ‘true’ doctrine.  

 

The social contract 

In contrast to Fiddes, Stebbing, Law, Parker, and Astell, Blackmore defended an 

ecclesiology which could support Whig principles. In order to do so, he argued that the church 

was a voluntary society. Blackmore thus made subtle critiques against the claim for an 

established episcopacy dating back to the apostles. As a physician, he rejected ineffective 

bloodletting for asthma which had merely been ‘delivered down by an uninterrupted 
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Succession from the Ancient Fathers of the Healing Art.’147 He argued the false idea that the 

spleen had no function was merely justified by ‘an uninterrupted Succession in the World in 

all Ages, from the eldest Antiquity.’148 In his assessment of poetry, he criticised outdated modes 

of literary criticism whose legitimacy relied solely ‘upon a continu’d Chain and uninterrupted 

Succession of Authority down from Aristotle’s Days to the present Age.’149 According to 

Blackmore, one did not need to demonstrate the validity of apostolic succession to oppose 

toleration. Instead, he argued, the church as a voluntary society had the right to exclude others 

since ‘all voluntary Cabals and Assemblies of Men’ had the right to set ‘some Rules and Orders 

which the Members engage to observe.’150 The church therefore had the right to 

excommunicate heretics and had no obligation to be comprehensive as an ecclesial body.  

Blackmore further argued that the magistrate had a right to establish a religion in the 

realm.151 Even the Roman Catholic Church, despite its claims of universal jurisdiction, gained 

its original authority from being the established church of the Roman empire.152 Combining 

the concept that religion was a voluntary society, with the magistrate’s right to establish a 

national church, Blackmore opposed comprehension, yet he also argued that toleration of the 

magistrate should allow for religious dissent for certain Trinitarian Protestants who could not 

consent to join the state religion.153 

When it came to defining the foundation and limits of toleration, Blackmore’s position 

was conceptually close to Locke. Blackmore personally knew Locke and wrote several poems 

 
147 Richard Blackmore, A Treatise of Consumptions and Other Distempers Belonging to the Breast and Lungs, 
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149 Richard Blackmore, Essays upon Several Subjects, 3rd ed., vol. 1 (Dublin, 1716), 50. 
150 Blackmore, Modern Arians Unmask'd, 26, 28, 30-31. 
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praising his ideas on philosophy and religion.154 He also followed Locke’s claim that the social 

contract was built upon trust, primarily found in the keeping of ‘Oaths, Contracts, and 

Promises.’155 Therefore, all toleration should only be granted to those citizens who could be 

trusted to fulfil these socially contractual obligations. Like Locke, Blackmore therefore 

excluded Catholics who could not be trusted due to their theory of mental reservation which 

enabled them to lie with impunity. Also, like Locke, he excluded atheists because, without 

God, ‘all Promises and Contracts may be render’d vain and insignificant’ and thus would 

undermine the ‘Credit, Trust and Dependance’ as well as the ‘Commerce’ created by the social 

contract.156 ‘Such a Person’ he concluded ‘is uncapable of being a Member of Civil Society.’157 

Unable to join the social contract, ‘an Atheist has no Right to his Life.’158 

Interestingly, Blackmore added a third category which he sought to exclude from 

toleration: religious dissenters who practised occasional conformity. Blackmore opposed the 

practice of occasional conformity by arguing that, even as a voluntary society, a church must 

have ‘a sufficient Test to distinguish Hereticks from sound Believers.’ Moreover, the state must 

be able to test individuals for their religious beliefs with measures such as the Test Act, since 

it is their duty to only provide the benefits of the social contract to those religions that do not 

undermine trust, especially the fidelity to oaths. These religious dissenters demonstrated that 

they were unable to keep their word, since despite ‘all the Tryals made to detect him,’ they 

pretended to agree with the 39 Articles ‘with secret Savings and Reservations, of a contrary 

Sense.’ Thus, ‘this Maxim’ that a person could subscribe to any oath ‘in any Sense whatsoever 

of their own’ meant that they could not be trusted politically, since any ‘publick and solemn 

 
154 Richard Blackmore, A Satyr against Wit (London, 1700), 11; Richard Blackmore, The Nature of Man 
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Declarations may be subscrib’d to, when the Subscriber has quite another Meaning.’159 Thus, 

Blackmore accused these ‘latitudinarians’ as having the same principle of mental reservation 

as the Catholics, and therefore, argued that they should likewise be excluded from toleration. 

Although Locke never excluded such dissenters, Blackmore upheld an essentially Lockean 

view of limited toleration: religious liberty should be expanded in the civil sphere to all views 

which do not undermine the essential trust needed for the social contract to function.  

Blackmore viewed Bayle as a staunch opponent precisely because his commonwealth 

of atheists undermined his theory of the social contract. Blackmore began with a summary of 

Bayle’s argument: ‘Mr. Bayle’ suggested that mankind followed their ‘evil Passions and 

vicious Appetites,’160 thereby adopting the theory of ‘Epicurus and Mr. Hobbes’ that humans 

were inherently self-interested.161 He continued to argue that ‘Mr. Bayle’ therefore justified a 

theory of absolutism based on our basic instinct for ‘self-preservation.’ Accordingly, Bayle 

argued that ‘Fear of the Magistrate will restrain the Subjects from Disobedience, and engage 

them in the Practice of Moral Duties,’162 and even an ‘Atheist submits out of fear and Disgrace 

or Punishment, and owes all his Obedience to the Jail and the Gibbet.’163  

 However, Blackmore insisted that a commonwealth of atheists could never form the 

bonds of trust necessary for a social contract. He disagreed with Bayle’s claim that the sword 

was sufficient to secure obedience because ‘if the Criminal can conceal his Offence, or has 

Power sufficient to defend himself against the Magistrate’ then there is nothing stopping an 

atheist from ‘Murders, Adulteries, Frauds, and all manner of Wickedness, when no ill 

Consequence can attend.’164 Atheism ‘destroy’d the Moral Distinction of our Actions, by 
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removing all Divine Laws’ and therefore undermined ‘any Obligations to perform their Oaths 

and Vows’ whether to ‘the Magistrate or the People.’165  

Blackmore insisted therefore that atheism should be placed beyond the boundaries of 

toleration. He contended: 

[N]o sovereign Powers are oblig’d to preserve the Life or Estate of an Atheist… such a 

Person is uncapable of being a Subject, that is, of giving any Security to the Civil 

Magistrate of his Allegiance and Fidelity… since he cannot but look upon all Oaths, 

Promises and Protestations, to have no manner of binding Force.166  

In contrast to Bayle, Blackmore predicted that a society of atheists would grow into even worse 

factions than any confessional state:  

[T]hese various Sects… left without the Guidance of Divine Truth, will run into a 

Thousand inextricable Difficulties… All the various Parties will vigorously oppose… 

hate and supplant each other, and make their Country the Seat of Violence and 

Contention.167  

Bayle’s notion of atheism was therefore a threat which undermined the stability of the social 

order. The concept that atheists could be good citizens implied that our beliefs about religion 

had no connection to our behaviour, which Blackmore steadfastly denied.  

Blackmore’s point here was also tied to his defense of the Glorious Revolution. In his 

discussion of Bayle, atheism, and the social contract, Blackmore insisted that ‘the Obligation 

of the supream Magistrate to protect the Subject, and that of the Subject to obey the Magistrate 

are reciprocal.’168 If an atheist, Catholic, or occasional conformist could not be trusted, then a 

monarch who affirmed these beliefs could also not be trusted to keep their side of the social 

contract. It was no coincidence that the Catholic James II had broken the social contract by 

allying to hostile powers and then fleeing. In contrast, a Protestant monarch could be more 

trusted to provide a fidelity to their coronation oaths—such as seen in both the Williamite and 

Hanoverian monarchs. Bayle’s commonwealth of atheists not only risked undermining the 
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social contract by allowing toleration to atheist citizens, but it implicitly undermined the Act 

of Settlement by refusing to emphasise the importance of the beliefs of the monarch (who 

according to Bayle’s theory in the Pensées could very well be an atheist). 

In light of these objections, Blackmore interpreted Bayle as an anti-Christian thinker. 

He was so convinced that Bayle’s hypothetical society of atheists was such a ‘ridiculous 

Absurdity,’ that there must be ‘some secret Reason… why Mr. Bayle shews such Respect’ to 

atheists.169 Blackmore suggested that the reason that Bayle underestimated the effects of 

religion was, perhaps, because he has never been inwardly transformed by it.170 Thus, whether 

Whig or Tory, if a particular commentator supported the principle of religious uniformity, 

Bayle’s religiosity was called into question. 

 

Conclusion 

The image of Bayle as either a sincere Christian or an atheist mirrored a reader’s 

definition of reason and how it related to religion. The Whig and the Hoadleian interpretation 

of a sincerely Protestant Bayle had come from his insistence in the Commentaire that faith was 

defined by the process of using reason without the interference of force. This Protestant Bayle 

had promoted the tolerationist principles of the Whig political regime, and an ecclesial policy 

that conformed with those calling for doctrinal comprehension in the Church of England. In 

contrast, those who supported religious uniformity tended to view religion as the conclusion of 

recta ratio, rightly inferring conclusions from the evidence. Religion ought to be justified by 

the ‘right’ use of reason, and like a child sometimes required force to arrive at proper 

conclusions, so too, the state ought to use force if citizens were reasoning improperly. It was 
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feared that universal toleration implied that religion could not be justified and enforced by 

public reasons, nor could it be taught authoritatively. This not only undermined the existence 

of an established church, but it undermined all religious education, which in turn, threatened 

the moral fabric of society.  

The readers of Bayle who upheld religious uniformity all interpreted him to be 

subversive to religion, and likely an atheist. The Pensées was by far the treatise most open to 

attack. Supporters of religious uniformity constantly used this work as a foil. It demonstrated 

that toleration severed religion from reason altogether and even interpreted humans as mere 

animals, driven by passion. In the end, the treatise that Bayle had once used to defend his 

Augustinian orthodoxy against Jurieu was now used as the primary proof of his heresy.  

Political divides amongst conservative supporters of the Church of England also created 

a variety of different arguments against Bayle. For Astell, Law, and Parker, who were 

sympathetic to nonjuring Anglicans and Jacobites, Bayle’s denial of right reason in matters of 

religion undermined the argument for Christianity based on historic apostolic succession, 

which mirrored the political succession of monarchs. For moderate Tory thinkers, such as 

Fiddes and Stebbing, Bayle undermined the justification for religious education, and thus, the 

role of the church in shaping the moral character of citizens. For a religiously conservative 

Whig, such as Blackmore, Bayle’s theory of toleration undermined the ability of citizens to 

rationally consent to a social contract, ushering in the opportunity for atheists and Catholics to 

undermine the fabric of the English commonwealth.  

These intellectual objections to Bayle led to a widespread suspicion that his separation 

of reason and religion fueled an emerging sect of anti-religious thinkers. Blackmore noted ‘Mr. 

Bayle’ was now the leader of a ‘Sect of Free-Thinkers,’ described as a group of ‘modern 
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Scepticks’ and ‘Gentlemen of loose Principles’ which was also ‘Growing.’171 In agreement, 

Law feared that ‘Mr. Bayle’ had ‘increased the Numbers of Infidels and Libertines’ and had 

‘many Admirers’ among their ranks.172 Fiddes likewise mentioned several ‘treatises which 

have been publish’d in this kingdom, in order to promote the cause of infidelity’ which were 

‘principally borrow’d’ from Bayle yet ‘without any of the beauties that recommend him.’173 In 

her marginalia, Astell also referred to these ‘Advocates for infidelity’ reading Bayle,174 who 

she described as ‘his Atheists.’175 These comments were motivated by a deep-seated fear that 

toleration was greatly increasing the number of heretics and atheists. The next chapter will 

explore Bayle’s popularity amongst some of these controversial thinkers, such as Shaftesbury 

and Mandeville, who further contributed to an association between Bayle and irreligious 

‘freethinking.’ It is clear that Bayle’s popularity amongst such figures was visible enough to 

catch the eye of these religiously conservative readers and taint their view of Bayle as an anti-

Christian threat. 
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Chapter 5 

Bayle’s Dual Influence in the Sociability Debates 
 

Cicero has observ’d of the Epicureans that some of ‘em were 

capable of Friendship, Men of Worth… They live, says he, 

better than they talk; whereas others talk better than they live… 

Persuasions are not the Spring of our Actions [which] Temper, 

Custom, or some particular passion Determines. 

— Pierre Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections 

 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a debate raged throughout England over the 

question of sociability. How is society formed? What is the role of religion, toleration, and 

morality in this formation? Are individuals self-interested, or capable of ‘disinterested’ 

altruism? Hobbes was the foremost voice to address this question.1 He described humans as 

naturally engaged in a ‘war of all against all’ (bellum omnium contra omnes) in which self-

interested individuals were in ‘a perpetuall warre of every man against his neighbour’ resulting 

in a pre-social natural condition that was inevitably ‘nasty, brutish, and short.’ The chaos of 

this ‘state of nature’ caused rational individuals, out of self-interest, to surrender their rights to 

a state sovereign who could secure the order needed for social flourishing.2 Locke adapted, but 

largely carried on Hobbes’s framework.3 From within the state of nature, however, he now 

emphasised there was still a moral law: ‘And Reason, which is that Law, teaches all Mankind… 

no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Possessions.’4 Society was thus 

 
1 See John Robertson, ‘Sociability in Sacred Historical Perspective, 1650–1800,’ in Markets, Morals, Politics: 
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2 Thomas Hobbes, Elementa Philosophica de Cive (Amsterdam, 1647), praefatio ad lectores; Thomas Hobbes, 

Leviathan (London, 1651), 62, 107. 
3 Collins, In the Shadow of Leviathan, 16-62, 116-171, 212-377. 
4 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (London, 1698), 169. 
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formed by individuals in a state of nature morally cooperating, yet still rationally consenting to 

a social contract that provided the protection of law. 

Aside from the well-known Locke-Hobbes debate, a generation of other writers were 

animated to examine questions of psychology and human nature in pursuit of the origins of 

society. Intellectual historians have placed this early modern debate on a spectrum between a 

Neo-Epicurean and a Neo-Stoic perspective. Associated with Stoicism, some claimed that 

humans were born with the capacity for natural affection for the public, akin to the Stoic notion 

of oikeiosis (οἰκείωσις). Others aligned with Epicurus and Augustine, claiming that humans 

were self-interested, always pursuing their own pleasure.5 Scholars have further noted the 

differences between the ‘Epicurean’ and the ‘Augustinian’ position, since the latter was 

otherworldly,6 treated self-love as unnatural,7 criticised the powers of reason,8 and offered 

criticisms of Epicurus.9 Nevertheless, the Stoic and Augustinian/Epicurean divide was a 

profound disagreement over whether individuals could act altruistically, or whether the sole 

motivation for all action was egoistic and self-interested. All this, of course, had implications 

for forming ideas about the ideal organisation of society and the place of religion in that 

arrangement. 

 
5 See Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples 1680- 1760, 143; Robertson, ‘Sociability 

in Sacred Historical Perspective, 1650–1800,’ 66; Christian Maurer, ‘Self-Interest and Sociability,’ in The 
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345; Richard Tuck, The Rights of War and Peace: Political Thought and the International Order from Grotius 
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Politeness: Moral Discourse and Cultural Politics in Early Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge: 
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Visions of Humanity from Locke to Hume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 34. 
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Historians have tended to place Bayle squarely within the ‘Augustinian/Epicurean’ 

camp. The anthropology of Bayle’s Pensées strongly associated itself with Augustinian 

anthropology, and described Epicureans as ‘commendable and honourable.’10 Moreover, in the 

Nouvelles de la république des lettres and his article ‘Epicure’ in the Dictionnaire, Bayle sided 

with the ‘Epicurean’ position of Malebranche against Arnauld’s claim that Christians could act 

in a purely disinterested way, which Bayle associated with the Stoics.11 However, such 

‘Epicureanism’ should not be projected onto the Commentaire. In this treatise, humans were 

described as rational agents with access to natural law which provided a moral concern for 

society. Bayle even posited individuals could overcome personal interest. Bayle’s reception 

history, once again, reveals the fundamental tension between these two treatises. This chapter 

contends that Bayle’s variegated and eclectic writings enabled him to influence all sides of the 

sociability debate. Mandeville, who took the ‘Epicurean’ position, used the Pensées as his most 

crucial resource. Shaftesbury, who took the ‘Stoic’ position, borrowed from Bayle’s theory of 

conscience in the Commentaire. Finally, Thomas Gordon, who mixed elements of both 

positions, utilised both treatises.  

 

Bayle’s influence on Mandeville  

Bayle significantly influenced the Anglo-Dutch philosopher and physician Bernard 

Mandeville, often linked to Bayle for his views on sociability and religious toleration. It is hard 

to know if Bayle met Mandeville during the years 1681 to 1685 during which they were both 

living in Rotterdam.12 Regardless, Mandeville openly admitted his indebtedness. In his Free 

 
10 ‘… loüables & honnêtes.’ See Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 365. 
11 Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, vol. 2 (Rotterdam, 1697), 1047-1049. For Bayle’s 

engagement with this debate in his Nouvelles de la république des lettres see Antony McKenna, ‘Pascal et 

Epicure: L'intervention de Pierre Bayle dans la controverse entre Antoine Arnauld et le Père Malebranche,’ 
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12 F. B. Kaye, ‘Introduction,’ in The Fable of the Bees, or, Private Vices, publick benefits: with a commentary, 
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Thoughts (1720), he confessed, ‘I have made great use of monsieur Baile, without mentioning 

him’ including ‘citations… which I have borrowed from that author’ and ‘many arguments… 

transcribed from him.’13 He further recounted, ‘I shall borrow several Passages, and often 

manage what I have to say in his Words, with little Addition of my own.’14 In fact, Bayle’s 

influence was so extensive that Mandeville often avoided citing him simply because ‘it would 

be unpleasant, if not disgustful, to see the same name so often repeated in the notes.’15 Bayle 

similarly influenced the Fable of the Bees (1714), which had not garnered public attention until 

the second edition was published in 1723.16 Kaye has identified 22 places where Mandeville 

referenced Bayle.17 The Pensées was the most cited work, consisting of 15 out of the 22 

references.18 Throughout, Mandeville cited Bayle at length, often copying his words verbatim.  

 Bayle’s chief influence over Mandeville lay in the anthropology found in the Pensées. 

In his Free Thoughts, Mandeville echoed Bayle’s claim that non-Christians lived virtuous lives 

based on their self-interest and that nominal Christians were bound by the same passions.19 

Arguably, however, it was the Fable of the Bees where Bayle loomed the largest. Here 

Mandeville explicitly adopted Bayle’s claim that humans were motivated by passion and self-

interest rather than reason. He argued that fear of the law prevented self-interested individuals 

from harming others. He repeated Bayle’s claim that some sins were less common than others 

simply because they were more repugnant to our natural temperaments. Again echoing Bayle, 
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Mandeville argued that self-interested and sinful passions based upon honour and shame could 

form wealthy societies without true religion, as seen in the non-Christian Empires of Egypt and 

Rome.20 Thus, Bayle was the primary influence behind Mandeville’s claim that all humans are 

driven by ‘Passion, and all Passions center in Self-Love.’21 

In borrowing from Bayle’s Pensées, however, Mandeville was also adapting him. 

Whereas Bayle had focused upon the terminology of civic virtue, describing how selfish 

passions inspired generosity, law keeping, and familial bonds, Mandeville instead discussed 

how ‘Covetousness and Pride’ provided the motivation for ‘trade,’ ‘industry,’ and ‘ingenuity.22 

Mandeville thus transformed Bayle’s discussion of self-interest into a profound discussion of 

political economy and luxury not found in the Pensées. In poetic rhyme, he reflected that 

‘Physicians’ worked to attain ‘fame and wealth’ not to cure ‘the drooping Patients health.’ 

Society was a ‘spacious Hive well stocked with Bees’ that ‘liv[ed] in Luxury and Ease… 

endeavouring to supply / Each other’s Lust and Vanity.’ For Mandeville, the selfish pursuit of 

luxury goods was vital for a nation’s greatness.23 

Mandeville even argued that such a political economy opposed Christianity. Bayle 

nowhere insinuated such a thing in his Pensées, which he used to defend his Calvinism against 

Jurieu’s accusations and openly circulated amongst his old Genevan theology professors. 

Mandeville was now suggesting that, even if the Spirit did regenerate a multitude of human 

beings, this would not lead to social flourishing: true Christianity, if practised faithfully, was 

detrimental to society. If success in the market required envy, pride, profiteering, and deceit, 
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then one could not have ‘an industrious, wealthy and powerful Nation, and at the same time be 

bless’d with all the Virtue and Innocence’ that Christianity demanded.24 

The chief opponent to political economy, according to Mandeville, was the Christian 

duty to renounce love for material goods and reject pride as sinful. Mandeville mused that if 

Adam had ‘remain’d in his primitive Innocence’ to which Christians aspire, then mankind 

‘never would have become that sociable Creature he is now.’ In such a beatific vision ‘nothing 

can be added to his Happiness; and it is impossible to name a Trade, Art, Science, Dignity or 

Employment that would not be superfluous in such a Blessed State.’ Thus, the beehive would 

fall into decline when ‘Pride and Luxury decrease’ causing ‘Companies’ to ‘Remove whole 

Manufacturies.’ He argued, again in rhyme, that ‘Content’ was ‘the Bane of Industry’ because 

it ‘Makes ‘em admire their homely Store / And neither seek nor covet more.’25 Mandeville 

concluded, ‘The wordly Interest of the whole Society often interferes with the eternal Welfare 

of every particular Member of it.’26 

In Mandeville, Bayle was a catalyst for irreligion. Bayle had originally claimed that an 

Augustinian anthropology separated rational religious belief from behaviour, and this provided 

a pathway for universal toleration. If religion was a matter of divine illumination rather than 

rational reflection, and if the ‘true’ church was an invisible society of predestined believers, 

then religious institutions could not be a bond holding together society. Mandeville took this 

logic one step further. If an atheistic state could exist with no religion at all, perhaps religion 

was even opposed to the flourishing of society. It is no surprise that Mandeville’s interpretation 

of Bayle aroused the fears of conservative Anglicans.  

 

 
24 Ibid., Preface, 50, 74-75; Mandeville, Free Thoughts on Religion, the Church, and National Happiness, 15. 
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From ‘civic virtue’ to ‘civic vice’  

In addition to criticizing Christianity as detrimental to social flourishing, Mandeville 

infamously claimed that vice was beneficial to society. To emphasise this point, he gave his 

Fable the subtitle: Private Vices, Public Benefits. Once again, Mandeville made this 

controversial claim by citing Bayle, yet also adapting him. In the Pensées, Bayle had depicted 

virtue amongst pagans and atheists with the Reformed categories of imperfect ‘civic’ virtue. 

On the outside, pagans and atheists might imitate true Christian virtue, but it was imperfectly 

practised because it was inherently self-interested. Thus, Bayle’s focus was on the claim that 

internal vices, such as pride and envy, could produce external moral acts, such as generosity, 

honesty, and keeping promises. In this way, Christians, pagans, and atheists all could contribute 

to society through actions traditionally deemed ‘virtuous.’27 Mandeville, however, wanted to 

add that certain evil actions also contributed to social flourishing. To furnish this argument, he 

turned to two places in Bayle’s corpus to inspire this notorious claim.  

 Firstly, Mandeville was deeply influenced by Bayle’s statement in the Pensées that 

brothels could discourage lustful men from ‘tempting modest Women’ which in turn could 

‘Quiet the uneasiness of Husbands.’28 This comment was originally made in passing. Bayle 

had initially reasoned, if his reader was surprised that civic virtue based on selfishness was 

capable of social benefit, one should consider that even intrinsically evil actions had some 

positive effects. This was an articulation of the Augustinian doctrine that pure evil could not 

subsist in itself, and that all evil was the corruption of some good. Augustine himself had 

applied this explicitly to prostitution in Book 2, Chapter 4 of De ordine, which was referenced 

by Aquinas in Quaestio 10 of the Secunda Secundæ Partis of the Summa Theologica, and 

 
27 Bayle, Pensées Diverses, 367-368. 
28 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 99. 
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Chapter 14 of Book 4 in De Regimine Principum.29 Bayle’s claim about brothels was nothing 

particularly new nor especially controversial; however, it struck a chord with Mandeville. 

Mandeville took the example of brothels to draw a more striking conclusion. Brothels 

were not an example of how evil was a corruption of some good, or how some vices were lesser 

evils than others. Instead, Mandeville would now notoriously claim that certain sins were better 

than virtues at producing social flourishing. He argued, even ‘the most ordinary Comforts of 

Life,’ had to be ‘Counter-ballanc’d by the opposite Vices,’ and therefore, ‘Nothing is more 

beneficial to the Publick, than the Prodigal.’30 To make this point about brothels, Mandeville 

noted that Amsterdam was a city where rowdy sailors often visited and thus ‘the Wise Rulers 

of that well order’d City always tolerate an uncertain number of Houses, in which Women are 

hir’d as publickly as Horses at a Livery Stable.’31 Whereas Augustine, Aquinas, and even 

Bayle, would not have seen brothels as a good for society, but as a lesser evil in a fallen world, 

Mandeville now depicted them as a cause for flourishing in the Dutch Republic. In making this 

point, he explicitly claimed to have derived his discussion from section 165 of the Pensées, 

claiming that it was Bayle ‘to whom I owe’ his discussion on the matter.32 This theme was so 

central to his mind, that Mandeville wrote an entire treatise on A Modest Defence of Public 

Stews: Or, An Essay upon Whoring (1724). Nevertheless, Mandeville was in fact subtly 

departing from Bayle to make this more startling claim. 

 Mandeville adapted a second passage of Bayle from the Réponse aux questions d'un 

provincial (1704) where Bayle argued that a devoutly Christian nation might not be able to 

defend itself against an evil adversary due to a Christian ethic of benevolence and 

 
29 Although De Regimine Principum was traditionally attributed to Aquinas, it was likely written by Ptolemy of 

Lucca. See James M. Blythe, ‘Introduction,’ in De Regimine Principum; Ptolemy da Lucca; with portions 

attributed to Thomas Aquinas (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997). 
30 Bernard Mandeville, ‘Artesia's Day,’ The Female Tatler, 28 November 1709. 
31 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 95. 
32 Ibid., 99. 
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forbearance.33 Bayle’s argument was drawn from Machiavelli’s Discourses and it only applied 

to the threat of war, not the inherent sociability of a Christian commonwealth. Thus, while at 

first glance, it may seem that Bayle agreed with Mandeville’s point that Christianity was 

detrimental to society, Mandeville adapted Bayle to make a significantly different point. For 

Bayle, if the world were universally Christian, then society would be capable of flourishing, 

whereas for Mandeville, if the world were universally Christian, society could never prosper. 

Bayle’s Machiavellian hypothesis worked in a fallen world where there would be external 

enemies to a purely Christian state—yet Bayle pointed out, precisely because the world was 

fallen, the irreligious would join the military to defend the nation. Mandeville’s stronger claim 

was that Christianity was internally detrimental because material contentment could never 

produce a great and flourishing empire.  

In fact, when it came to the external defense of the state, Mandeville made the opposite 

point to Bayle, arguing that Christianity, if it had any benefit at all, could only externally help 

to encourage military discipline. Thus, in his An Enquiry into an Origin of Honour; and the 

Usefulness of Christianity in War (1732), Mandeville argued that Christian belief in the 

afterlife was useful amongst soldiers whose vulgarity needed to be cultivated by a discipline 

that only religion can harness.34 Indeed, Mandeville explicitly alluded to this as a possible 

‘usefulness of Christianity,’ although his logic could also apply to any religion with a belief in 

the afterlife (which in Free Thoughts Mandeville argued was part of natural religion and not 

exclusive to Christianity).35 Therefore, it can be said, in contrast to Bayle, Mandeville argued 

that Christianity was helpful to society by protecting it from external threats, but internally 

 
33 Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 3, 972-988. 
34 According to Mandeville, Christianity taught an ethic of peace that could dissuade soldiers. Nevertheless, this 

was easy ignore with a ‘small deviation from the Gospel’ which could then adapt Christianity to inspire military 

discipline and courage. See Bernard Mandeville, An Enquiry into the Origin of Honour, and the Usefulness of 

Christianity in War: By the Author of the Fable of the Bees (London, 1732), 166.  
35 Mandeville, Free Thoughts on Religion, the Church, and National Happiness, 18-19, 126. 
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detrimental because with material contentment there could be no such thing as a flourishing 

empire. This was the opposite point to Bayle’s comment in the Réponse. 

 Mandeville thus explicitly drew his conclusions from Bayle’s work but also adapted 

him to reach startling new conclusions. Scholars should be careful eliding the two thinkers 

without stressing that on many occasions, Mandeville’s interpretation deviated sharply from 

Bayle’s original logic. Bayle had certainly nowhere argued that Christianity was harmful to 

sociability. However, it can be said that Mandeville’s adaptations successfully brought to 

fruition many implications latent in Bayle. This was especially true of Mandeville’s critique of 

religious education. If humans were truly irrational and self-interested, and if institutional 

religion did not provide social bonds, then religious education was superfluous at best. 

 

The end of charity schools 

Mandeville used Bayle to oppose religious schooling in the context of a largescale 

eighteenth-century political movement aimed at uplifting the lower classes by sponsoring 

widespread religious education amongst the poor. The popularity of these charity schools can 

be seen from the sheer volume of tracts produced documenting their success, including The 

Orders and Rules of the Charity -School for Girls (1701), The Christian School-Master (1708), 

Useful and Delightful Instructions (1712), and Catechumenorum Ductor (1714). Most notably, 

An Account of Charity-schools (later renamed Methods Used for Erecting Charity-Schools) 

went through eighteen editions between 1706 and 1723, containing a detailed list of charity 

schools, subscriptions and donations, an appendix with forms, and a justification for the 

education scheme. In all these tracts, it was assumed that doctrine, virtue, and sociability went 

hand in hand. An Account of Charity-schools proclaimed that the ‘end of Christian Charity, is 

the Glory of God.’ It was also ‘the End’ or ‘the Chief Design’ of such charity schools to 
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promote ‘the Good of Mankind’ through ‘the Education of Poor Children in the Knowledge 

and Practice of the Christian Religion.’36 The assumption was clear: knowledge of religion 

was inseparable from social flourishing. 

 The popularity of this education scheme was such that on 6 June 1723, Daniel 

Waterland preached in the parish-church of St. Sepulchre to celebrate the establishment of 

charity schools in London. As a moderate Whig, Waterland showed the bipartisan unity that 

this religious scheme had mustered. Quoting from Proverbs 22:6, he argued that Christian 

society had the duty to ‘Train up a Child in the Way he should go; and when he is old, he will 

not depart from it.’37 Christian education should therefore be offered to the poorest in society 

to teach them sound doctrine, which would simultaneously prevent ‘evil Customs, or bad 

Habits.’ The doctrines of heaven and hell were especially useful to inculcate virtue through 

fear of God.38 For Waterland, religious principle influenced behaviour. Charity schools thus 

necessarily meant that ‘the Minds of Children be formed up to Virtue, and steeled against ill 

Impressions; which is the principle End and Aim of a religious Education.’39 

 However, the same year that Waterland preached this sermon, Bernard Mandeville, 

published his controversial second edition of the Fable which contained ‘An Essay on Charity, 

and Charity Schools.’ Like Waterland, Mandeville also wrote on the ‘end’ of charity schools: 

yet not their purpose, but advocating their closure. Mandeville opposed such widespread plans 

for religious education using Bayle’s argument that religious doctrine held no sway over the 

 
36 An Account of Charity-Schools Lately Erected in England, Wales and Ireland; with the Benefactions Thereto, 

and of the Methods Whereby They Were Set up, and Are Governed. Also, a Proposal for Enlarging their 

Number, and Adding Some Work to the Childrens Learning, thereby to Render their Education More Useful to 

the Publick, (London, 1706), 3. See also: The Methods used For Erecting Charity-Schools: with the Rules and 

Orders by Which They are Govern'd: To Which is Added, an Appendix, Containing Forms, &c. Relating to the 

Charity-Schools, (London, 1716), 3. 
37 Daniel Waterland, Religious Education of Children: Recommended in a Sermon Preach'd in the Parish-

Church of St. Sepulchre, June the 6th, 1723: Being Thursday in Whitson-Week; at the Anniversary Meeting of 

the Children Educated in the Charity-Schools in and about the Cities of London and Westminster (London, 

1723), 3-4. 
38 Ibid., 8-11, 16, 21. 
39 Ibid., 12. 
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behaviour of passion-bound individuals. Regarding education for the poor, it was erroneous to 

suppose that crime ‘will be prevented by Charity-Schools.’40 After over a decade of their 

implementation, there was ‘no Universal Bent to Goodness and Morality that has on a sudden 

overspread.’41 As mentioned in the last chapter, Fiddes feared that Bayle’s ideas in the Pensées 

would undermine the need for a religious education. Only three years after the second volume 

of his Theologia Speculativa was published, Mandeville was now using Bayle to argue that 

England should not be investing in largescale religious education schemes for the lower classes. 

Mandeville offered an additional criticism of charity schools, once again adapting ideas 

found in the Pensées to discuss political economy. If religious education was powerless to alter 

behaviour, then it was preferable for education simply to prepare students for trade and 

industry. Subjects such as ‘Languages, Logick and Philosophy’ were permissible since they 

were needed in ‘all the Learned Professions.’ However, as to charity schools, ‘this sort of 

Education in the Children of the Poor’ merely teaches ‘Idleness compared to Working’ and 

‘Incapacitates them ever after for down right Labour.’ Indeed, he complained, the poor ‘youth’ 

were destined ‘to get a Livelihood in Trades’ and thus subjects like ‘Latin’ were ‘no Use, and 

the learning of it an evident Loss of just so much Time and Money as bestowed upon it.’ 

Mandeville lamented that these schools bred social discontent because servants felt ‘solicitous’ 

and ‘upon the Level’ with their ‘Masters and Mistresses’ since such education blinds them to 

‘the low dignity of their Condition… which the Publick Welfare requires it should always 

remain in.’ They also made the upper class ‘pay too much for servants by supporting their 

education.’42 Mandeville’s spin on Bayle’s Pensées would have presented a more antireligious 

image of Bayle, especially to readers who supported religious education for the poor.  

 
40 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 303. 
41 Ibid., 312-313. 
42 Ibid., 335, 339, 341, 345, 349, 351. 
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Mandeville used Bayle’s anthropology to explain why support for religious education 

had become popular. He mused that charity school schemes were supported by busybodies 

with ‘pride’ who enjoyed ‘meddling’ and cried out ‘a thousand pities there is no Charity-School 

in the Parish.’43 It was not actual reason, nor any true love, but the passionate self-interested 

desire for social honour that ‘bewitch’d’ individuals to support such useless schemes. Worse 

yet, due to this pride, anyone who ‘speaks the least Word against it’ was deemed ‘an 

Uncharitable, hard Hearted, and Inhuman if not a Wicked, Prophane and Atheistical Wretch.’44 

Rather than institutionalised religion, Mandeville turned to the law to secure social 

bonds. He criticised the maxim that ‘it is better that Five Hundred Guilty People should escape, 

than that one Innocent Person should suffer.’ Rather, it was the ‘Lenity of Juries and frequency 

of Pardons’ that caused misbehaviour amongst the poor. He hypothesised that social deviancy 

would improve if law was ‘[a]dministered with all the Strictness and Severity, and not one 

Guilty Person suffer’d to Escape with Impunity.’45 Thus, the underlying logic of Bayle’s 

Pensées encouraged Mandeville to turn away from education toward a stricter application of 

law as a more effective instrument than charity schools for the formation of public behaviour. 

It was within this context that Mandeville visualised the place of religion and the role 

of toleration in society. Religion must not exist independently from the state because the clergy 

and laity were both equally driven by self-interest and passion, and thus, they ought to be ruled 

by the same laws which keep self-interested temperaments in check.46 Thus, Mandeville could 

sharply oppose confessionalised schemes of religious education by stressing the centrality of 

law and industry in forming social bonds. This opened up the possibility of toleration so that 

anyone could ‘think what they please, serve GOD their own way without being disturbed, be 

 
43 Ibid., 314-315. 
44 Ibid., 303-304. 
45 Ibid., 309-310. 
46 Mandeville, Free Thoughts on Religion, the Church, and National Happiness, 241, 253-256, 264, 268-270, 

273, 283-285, 293-294. 
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instructed by Teachers of their own Choice, and have the liberty of building Houses for Divine 

Worship, when and where they think fit.’47 

There are several queries that arise from Mandeville’s treatment of religious education, 

toleration, and sociability. If Mandeville moved away from religion and civil morality as the 

forces of social cohesion, and sought to replace them with law, market, trade, and labour, then 

why did he not grant toleration to all religions? This would follow logically, at least, from his 

use of Bayle’s arguments in the Pensées, which stated that a plurality of intellectual beliefs 

about religion would not hinder the pursuit of collective goods that were driven by irrational 

passion. Instead, however, Mandeville promoted a partial toleration, limited to a basic core set 

of Christian beliefs, excluding groups that posed a political threat, such as nonjurors, Jacobites, 

and Catholics.48 This limitation arose from the fact that Mandeville instrumentalised religious 

toleration, promoting it because it contributed to social thriving.49 However, his instrumental 

approach to toleration raised another question. Given Mandeville’s claim that Christianity was 

incompatible with social flourishing, why should any nation state tolerate any Christian 

denomination whatsoever?50 Such questions were unfortunately left unanswered.  

While it may be tempting to elide Mandeville’s thought with Bayle’s, it is important to 

notice how Mandeville adapted him. Unlike Bayle, he argued Christianity was intrinsically 

detrimental to society, and evil was necessary for social flourishing. Bayle himself never 

denounced religious education, yet Mandeville opposed charity schools and secularised 

education by subordinating it to economic pursuits. Moreover, whereas Bayle granted 

toleration to all religions, Mandeville proposed a limited toleration that could exclude his 

 
47 Ibid., 244. 
48 Ibid., 202-203, 223, 241. 
49 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 116-118; Mandeville, Free Thoughts on Religion, the Church, and National 

Happiness, viii-x, 130, 202-203, 214-215, 238-239.  
50 Mandeville not only argued that spiritual contentment in Christianity opposed material flourishing, but he 

listed sectarianism and clerical greed as further sources of strife. See Mandeville, Free Thoughts on Religion, 

the Church, and National Happiness, 74, 130, 147-148, 153, 199-200, 207-211, 250-251, 285-289. 
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political opponents. Nevertheless, despite these differences, it is undeniable that Mandeville 

was deeply influenced by Bayle. The Pensées’s theory of human nature as selfish and irrational 

lay at the heart of Mandeville’s ideas. Moreover, like Bayle, he viewed self-interest, passion, 

and laws of the state (rather than religion) as the bonds that held together society. 

 

Court and country 

 Bayle not only influenced so-called ‘Epicureans’ like Mandeville, but also ‘Stoics’ such 

as the third Earl of Shaftesbury. In order to properly understand Bayle’s ability to impact such 

different thinkers, it is necessary to examine the political context behind two emerging factions: 

the ‘court,’ which sought to advance national interests through pragmatism and commerce, and 

the ‘country,’ which advocated social reform through a renaissance of classical republican 

virtue.51 Scholars have identified Mandeville as a part of the ‘Court Whig’ faction, as an ally 

of his patron Lord Macclesfield whose political influence was extensive both as Lord Chief 

Justice (1710-1718) and Lord Chancellor (1718-1725). 52 In opposition, Shaftesbury was part 

of the ‘Country Whigs,’ alongside Richard Steele, John Trenchard (1662-1723), and Joseph 

Addison (1672-1719), who appealed to Roman republican virtues to argue that humans were 

capable of a genuine public affection that could override self-interest.53 As we shall see, given 

the tension in Bayle’s writing, the Pensées aligned with the position of the ‘court,’ whilst the 

focus of natural law in the Commentaire was more compatible with a ‘country’ position. 

 
51 Irwin Primer, ‘Introduction,’ in Free Thoughts on Religion, The Church, & National Happiness, ed. Irwin 

Primer (London: Transaction Publishers, 2001), xiv-xvi; J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: 

Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2016), 406-422; Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1959), 12, 57, 88-133. 
52 Primer, ‘Introduction,’ xv-xvii; Hundert, The Enlightenment's Fable: Bernard Mandeville and the Discovery 

of Society, 6. 
53 Primer, ‘Introduction,’ xv-xvii; J. G. A. Pocock, ‘Authority and Property: The Question of Liberal Origins,’ in 

After the Reformation, ed. Barbara C. Malament (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1980), 345-348. 
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 In 1709, Mandeville began to attack the ‘Country Whig’ conception of virtue in The 

Female Tatler, a competitor to Richard Steele’s popular The Tatler.54 He criticised ‘the 

pernitious Tenets of the Cato’s, the Seneca’s, and other Moral-Mongers that extolled Content 

and Frugality.’55 He further remarked that ‘the saying, that Man is a Sociable Creature’ is 

generally misunderstood, and that ‘it is utterly false’ to claim humans ‘Esteem their own kind 

and love one another’s Company more than other Animals.’ Instead, humans ‘compose a 

lasting Society’ by following ‘the multiplicity of their Wants as well as their Appetites’ and 

‘the vast Love every one of them has for himself.’56 Such thoughts were also scattered 

throughout his Fable, where he criticised those moralists who ‘tell you, with the Stoicks, that 

there can be no true Felicity in Things Mundane and Corruptible.’ However, if you ‘look upon 

their Lives’ then you will find that the ‘Real Pleasures of all Men in Nature are worldly and 

sensual.’ Mandeville concluded that this was ‘what Mr. Bayle has endeavour'd to prove at large 

in his Reflections on Comets.’57 

Mandeville directly attacked the intellectual figurehead of the ‘Country Whig’ position, 

the third earl of Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper. Shaftesbury argued that each individual 

was born with a natural ‘Concern for the good of All, and an Affection of Benevolence and 

Love towards the Whole’ and that there was an objective reality to both virtue and aesthetics.58 

Mandeville rebutted: 

[Shaftesbury] looks upon Virtue and Vice as permanent Realties that must ever be the 

same in all Countries and all Ages, and imagines that a Man of sound Understanding, 

by following the Rules of good Sense, may not only find out that Pulchrum & Honestum 

 
54 Paul Bunyan Anderson, ‘The History and Authorship of Mrs. Crackenthorpe's 'Female Tatler',’ Modern 

Philology 28, no. 3 (1931): 354. From 2 November 1709 to 31 March 1710, a series of 32 issues were written by 

a ‘Lucina’ and ‘Artesia’ who scholars have convincingly identified as Mandeville. See Gorden S Vichert, ‘Some 

Recent Mandeville Attributions,’ Philological Quarterly 45, no. 2 (1966): 460-461.  
55 Bernard Mandeville, ‘Lucinda's Day,’ The Female Tatler, 2 December 1709. 
56 Mandeville, ‘Artesia's Day.’ 
57 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 33, 38, 43-44, 179-180, 473. 
58 Anthony Ashley Cooper, Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, vol. 1 (London, 1737), 88, 110-

111, 114; Anthony Ashley Cooper, Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, vol. 2 (London, 1738), 

15, 18-20, 23, 56. See also Primer, ‘Introduction,’ xv; Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness: Moral 

Discourse and Cultural Politics in Early Eighteenth-Century England, 175-194.  
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both in Morality and the Works of Art and Nature, but likewise govern himself by his 

Reason with as much Ease and Readiness as a good Rider manages a well-taught Horse 

by the Bridle.59 

He argued, Shaftesbury’s definition of virtue could never produce a prosperous society: 

[T]he calm Virtues recommended in the Characteristicks, are good for nothing but to 

breed Drones, and might qualify a Man for the stupid Enjoyments of a Monastick Life, 

or at best a Country Justice of Peace, but they would never fit him for Labour and 

Assiduity, or stir him up to great Achievements and perilous Undertakings.60 

Mandeville concluded that ‘two Systems cannot be more opposite than his Lordship’s and 

mine.’61 According to Mandeville, if Shaftesbury had carefully read Bayle’s Pensées, he would 

know that society was founded upon selfish principles not anything like altruistic love for the 

public. Shaftesbury, however, had indeed read Bayle. Nevertheless, due to Bayle’s versatile 

writing, the Neo-Stoic philosopher was also able to see Bayle as an ally without appealing to 

the self-interested anthropology perceived by Mandeville in his reading of the Pensées.  

 

Bayle’s influence on Shaftesbury 

It is certainly surprising that Bayle, who had such a profound influence on Mandeville, 

could simultaneously also influence Shaftesbury (who was an avid opponent of anything 

Epicurean). In 1706, Shaftesbury wrote a letter to Pierre Coste claiming there were only ‘two 

real distinct philosophies’: 

the one derived from Socrates, and passing into the old Academic, the Peripatetic, and 

Stoic; the other derived in reality from Democritus, and passing into the Cyrenaic and 

Epicurean… The first, therefore, of these two philosophies recommended action, 

concernment in civil affairs, religion. The second derided all, and advised inaction and 

retreat, and with good reason. For the first maintained that society, right and wrong was 

founded in Nature, and that Nature had a meaning, and was herself, that is to say in her 

wits, well governed and administered by one simple and perfect intelligence. The 

second again derided this, and made Providence and Dame Nature not so sensible as a 

 
59 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 372. Scholars have described Shaftesbury’s unity between goodness and 

beauty as an ancient Stoic notion. See James A. Harris, ‘Shaftesbury, Hutcheson and the Moral Sense,’ in The 

Cambridge History of Moral Philosophy, ed. Sacha Golob and Jens Timmermann (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2017), 330. 
60 Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, 382. 
61 Ibid., 372-373.  
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doting old woman. The first, therefore, of these philosophies is to be called the civil, 

social, Theistic; the second, the contrary.62 

Given such statements, Shaftesbury is known as a Stoic on the question of sociability.63  

Despite his sharp disagreements with Mandeville, Shaftesbury was also significantly 

influenced by Bayle. This impact can be traced to their close personal relationship during 

Bayle’s lifetime. In 1698, Shaftesbury fled to Rotterdam while concealing his identity by 

posing as a simple student of medicine. During this time, he became acquainted with Bayle at 

Benjamin Furly’s house, located near Bayle’s own residence.64 In 1703, Furly informed Bayle 

that he had arranged formally for him to meet the famous Lord Shaftesbury, who was passing 

through the city. On the morning of the day of the meeting, Bayle, still unaware of the earl’s 

identity, was spending time with Shaftesbury. The disguised Shaftesbury begged Bayle to stay, 

but Bayle apologised sincerely, claiming that he had an appointment to meet Lord Shaftesbury 

for which he could not be late.65 At the rendezvous, Bayle had much delight in learning the 

identity of Shaftesbury, and the two would continue in their friendship throughout their lives, 

engaging in correspondence together.66 

This close relationship remained even until the very end of Bayle’s life. In 1706, just 

two months before Bayle’s untimely death, Bayle wrote to Shaftesbury for assistance. Such a 

request was quite unusual for Bayle’s character, as he had the habit of rejecting favours, 

including a gift previously sent by Shaftesbury.67 Yet Bayle’s political situation during this 
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time had deteriorated to such a degree that he felt the need to request Shaftesbury’s assistance. 

Following the many machinations of Jurieu to tie Bayle to an anti-Anglo policy of diplomacy, 

Lord Sunderland had become convinced that Bayle was now a threat to English national 

interests in the war of Spanish Succession.68 However, on July 23, Shaftesbury was able to 

prevent Bayle from being arrested.69 Only a few months later, however, Bayle would die from 

tuberculosis.70 Shaftesbury’s interest in Bayle persisted both in life and after his death. He not 

only owned all seven volumes of the Nouvelles de la République des Lettres and two volumes 

of the Dictionnaire, but after Bayle’s passing, he purchased the English translation of A 

Philosophical Commentary (1708) and Miscellaneous Reflections (1708).71  

 After Bayle’s death in 1706, Shaftesbury wrote a heartfelt eulogy in a letter to Bayle’s 

closest friend Jacques Basnage, acknowledging his indebtedness to Bayle, especially in his 

ethical reflections.72 Shaftesbury described Bayle as his close ‘friend’ with whom he agreed 

‘in fundamental rules of moral practice,’ alluding to their common belief in tolerance, which 

had yielded much fruit in their friendship. Shaftesbury acknowledged that the two often 

disagreed ‘in religion and philosophy’ and yet these ‘continual differences in opinions and the 

constant disputes that were between us, served to improve our friendship.’ Shaftesbury also 

spoke of certain beliefs that had stood ‘the test of his piercing reason’ which he ‘prised as purest 

gold.’ These did so much ‘good’ to Shaftesbury that he ‘must never cease to speak and own’ 

them.73 Thus, Bayle taught Shaftesbury firsthand that toleration was a moral principle that had 

real-world application for advancing sociability.  
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 Shaftesbury neglected to cite modern authors in his published works, making it difficult 

to trace exactly those places where Bayle might have influenced him. Nevertheless, 

Shaftesbury’s eulogy admitted that it was in the area of morals that Bayle had impacted him, 

and indeed, it is precisely in this subject where we can find the most significant links between 

the two thinkers. Whereas Mandeville had scoured Bayle’s Pensées in order to reflect on how 

self-interest was related to political economy, Shaftesbury was combing through Bayle’s work 

for reflections upon inner conscience and toleration. This resulted in three striking points of 

continuity between the moral theory of Bayle’s Commentaire and the benevolent view of 

human nature that undergirded Shaftesbury’s theory of sociability.  

 The first can be found in Shaftesbury’s theory of conscience. Mori has highlighted the 

importance of Malebranche in the history of the idea of conscience, moving it away from the 

language of practical reason and towards sentimentality. Mori has observed, the concept of 

conscience in the Commentaire reflected a ‘Malebranchist inner feeling (sentiment intérieur), 

that is, a natural instinct’ which ‘does not rely, therefore, on the "practical intellect."’74 Thus, 

Bayle’s theory of conscience underwent significant adaptation in the Commentaire, away from 

the notion of practical reasoning in his earlier Cours, towards a description of the 

phenomenology of conscientious experience as a sentiment intérieur.75 

 If Malebranche and Bayle were the forerunners of this more sentimentalist theory of 

conscience, it is significant that Shaftesbury took an identical approach to conscience in his 

own context. Shaftesbury’s commitment to ‘disinterested’ virtue not only opposed the moral 

egoism of Hobbes and Mandeville, but also the moral ‘intellectualism of Samuel Clarke (1675–

1729) and Archibald Campbell (1691-1756), as well as the ‘associationism’ of John Gay (1699-
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1745), David Hartley (1705-1757), and Abraham Tucker (1705-1774).76 Shaftesbury believed 

that the conscience could not be mediated by any appeal to practical reason. If agents always 

chose the highest apparent good, then they only acted morally in order to obtain personal 

happiness, either in this life or the next. Shaftesbury instead argued that our ‘natural moral 

sense,’ or a ‘sense of Right and Wrong’ was immediate and sentimental in a way that resembled 

aesthetic experience.77 Thus, just as the Commentaire claimed the conscience operated ‘very 

immediately’ as ‘a sentiment,’78 Shaftesbury defined conscience with the language of 

sentiment, immediacy, and sensation.79 

 A second similarity between Bayle’s Commentaire and Shaftesbury’s moral theory was 

that both wanted to affirm an objectivity in ethics and a pluralism in religion. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, Bayle believed a multiplicity of viewpoints was inevitable in religion because such 

truth was a matter of probability. In contrast, natural law provided universal axioms, like a 

mathematical equation, from which right reasoning could justify toleration to any rational 

agent. Shaftesbury held the same distinction. He claimed that ‘variety of opinions was not to 

be cured’ in matters of religion and that it is ‘impossible all should be of one mind,’ especially 

on questions of interpreting an inspired text.80 However, he also argued that morality had a 

‘fix’d standard’ within the laws of nature.81 As Carey has noted: 

Shaftesbury sought on the one hand to create order and consensus in the sphere of 

morals and aesthetics, while on the other he cleared a space for open discussion, 

freethought, and contested opinion in the realm of religion… In the domain of morals 

and aesthetics, Shaftesbury was keen to insist on the existence of a rule or standard in 
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nature to which our judgements and actions should correspond, an infallible point of 

reference for settling disputes. But in religion he took a different course.82 

Given the admission in his eulogy that Shaftesbury’s moral theory and his notion of toleration 

was inspired by Bayle, it seems likely that Shaftesbury picked up this precise distinction that 

Bayle carefully crafted in his Commentaire. 

 Finally, Shaftesbury and Bayle both emphasised that force by its very nature was unable 

to change the conscience. As Shaftesbury affirmed, Bayle’s theory of toleration showed the 

importance of a ‘proving spirit’ and ‘a search of truth with so much moderation, 

disinterestedness, integrity, and innocency.’ He continued, if someone who ‘examines things 

after this manner, be esteemed injurious to religion or mankind… I can foresee nothing but 

darkness and ignorance that must follow.’83 In his Characteristics, he added, ‘there can be no 

rational Belief but where Comparison is allow'd, Examination permitted, and a sincere 

Toleration establish'd.’84 In other words, toleration was the necessary condition (sine qua non) 

for rational inquiry and the search for truth. Thus, in the debates concerning sociability, the 

tension between Bayle’s two treatises meant that he could influence not only Mandeville’s 

egoism, but Shaftesbury’s tolerant, benevolent view of human nature, guided by conscience. 

In addition to borrowing from his writings on conscience and toleration, Shaftesbury 

was willing to defend Bayle’s reputation in regard to his religious beliefs.85 In his eulogy, he 

described accusations against Bayle’s Christian faith as ‘prejudices’ which could not convince 

a ‘great and worthy… actor in the cause of religion.’ Shaftesbury claimed that Bayle ‘had 

undeniably such qualities and virtues as might grace the character of the most orthodox of our 

age.’86 It is clear that Shaftesbury was more willing to identify Bayle as a sincere Protestant 
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than Mandeville, who never bothered to make such a case, and who adapted his arguments to 

claim that Christianity was detrimental to sociability. Thus, once again, a pattern emerges: the 

depiction of a sincerely religious Bayle of the Commentaire and a more irreligious depiction 

of the Bayle of the Pensées. It seems in early modern England, it was the Commentaire rather 

than the Pensées that seemed to encourage a more positively religious portrayal of Bayle.  

 

Shaftesbury on the shortcomings of the social contract 

 One might ask, however, how many of these ideas in Shaftesbury one can trace to Bayle 

himself, rather than tolerationist literature more broadly, especially that of John Locke? As 

mentioned, Shaftesbury rarely cited modern authors in his published works; thus, on the 

question of sociability, it is difficult to distinguish the influence of other tolerationists. This is 

especially the case for Locke who had strong biographical connections to Shaftesbury, as his 

early childhood tutor and a close friend of his household.87 To make matters more difficult, 

Locke and Bayle both held onto the same central claim concerning sociability also adopted by 

Shaftesbury: toleration was a necessary principle of social stability, whilst intolerance 

inevitably led to conflict, persecution, and even the diverse spread of sects by the courageous 

testimony of heretical martyrs. Shaftesbury also agreed with both Locke and Bayle that 

religious truth could not be determined with certainty, and that all sects sincerely considered 

themselves orthodox. Such continuities have been noted between Locke and Shaftesbury.88  

While it is true that both these thinkers influenced Shaftesbury in ways that were 

interchangeable, it is possible to argue that Bayle’s influence was distinct from Locke and more 

pronounced. Although Shaftesbury admitted his debt to Bayle, his correspondence about Locke 
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was more critical. In 1709, Shaftesbury openly claimed to have great differences to Locke in 

personal correspondences.89 Primarily, Shaftesbury rejected the fundamental logic of Locke’s 

social contract theory, complaining that it was ultimately a way of transforming politics to 

serve individual personal interests. He argued that all social contract theory—whether 

articulated by Hobbes or Locke—failed to see that public life had a higher purpose that 

transcended self-interested concerns.90 Likewise, Shaftesbury opposed Locke’s rejection of 

innate ideas, which left little room for higher considerations of innate morality or natural 

religion.91 Shaftesbury argued that nature was a ‘Universal System’ or ‘system of all Things’ 

that provided every human being with an innate benevolence for the whole.92 Given such 

disagreements, scholars have argued that Shaftesbury intentionally sought to pose his political 

and moral philosophy in opposition to Locke.93 

On the other hand, Bayle’s Commentaire was more attuned to Shaftesbury’s concerns. 

In the Commentaire, Bayle carefully distanced himself from social contract theory.94 

Moreover, he offered Shaftesbury a moral theory rooted in natural law, based upon reasons that 

were ‘a priori, clear and demonstrable’ communicated ‘by the axioms of natural light’ which 

was ‘primitive and metaphysical.’95 Bayle’s approach appealed to Shaftesbury who sought to 

imbed his moral theory within broader cosmological reflections on nature. Finally, Shaftesbury 
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followed Bayle, not Locke, in his arguments against fines for heresy.96 Shaftesbury echoed 

Bayle in his claim that ‘there is nothing so ridiculous… as a moderate and half-way 

persecution.’ As mentioned, whereas Locke argued that force could never change sincere 

belief, Bayle admitted that such punishments altered one’s disposition negatively. Shaftesbury 

copied Bayle’s approach rather than Locke’s, claiming ‘to be threatened with punishment or 

penal laws’ was sufficient to produce an ‘ill humour’ in the character of a moral agent.97 Force 

could indeed alter one’s inner disposition in matters of religion or philosophy, but it could only 

ever produce vice, never virtue. 

In all of the above instances, Shaftesbury was aligned, not with Bayle’s Pensées, but 

the theory of conscience found in his Commentaire. Bayle’s dual reception helps to answer the 

riddle of how Bayle could inspire Mandeville’s Epicureanism, yet also influence Shaftesbury, 

the self-proclaimed Stoic. Léo Courtine had once puzzled over Shaftesbury’s eulogy of Bayle: 

All this, of course, does not explain directly the influence of Bayle on Shaftesbury's 

thought, since Shaftesbury's optimism regarding humanity seems to be in contradiction 

with Bayle's belief in the evil inherent in human nature.98 

Gerald Cerny had noted this same unresolved tension and recommended that ‘it would be most 

profitable for a future scholar to undertake an extended study’ beyond ‘Courtine's summary 

treatment of Bayle's influence on Shaftesbury.’99 This chapter thus contends that Bayle 

influenced Shaftesbury precisely because the reception of the Bayle of the Pensées was so 

dissimilar from his writings on conscience in the Commentaire. While Mandeville focused on 

the Pensées, Shaftesbury found different anthropological conceptions in Bayle’s Commentaire 

from which to craft a distinct set of ideas. Bayle provided Shaftesbury with a sentimental theory 
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of conscience that mirrored his conception of the moral sense and emphasised the importance 

of toleration as a moral principle foundational to sociability. 

 

Thomas Gordon: Between Stoicism and Epicureanism 

Another Baylean-influenced figure who waded into the sociability debate was the 

‘commonwealth man’ Thomas Gordon, famously known for jointly publishing a series of 

periodicals with John Trenchard, including the Independent Whig, and also the ‘Cato Letters’ 

in the London and British Journal. Whereas Trenchard rarely mentioned Bayle, Gordon was 

deeply influenced by his thought and referenced Bayle throughout his writings.100 Since the 

mid-1970s, scholars have followed Pocock’s assessment that Gordon aligned with the 

‘Country’ Whig position of Shaftesbury based on his advocacy for a civic virtue that mirrored 

the Roman republic.101 Over time, however, others have complicated Pocock’s classification, 

arguing for Gordon’s continuity with Locke,102 Hobbes,103 and even Mandeville.104 The most 

accurate interpretation of Gordon, however, is simply as a journalist, writing in an ad hoc 

fashion in response to various contemporary events. When it came to the question of 

sociability, Gordon had read French Augustinians, causing him to depart from the ideas of 

Shaftesbury. However, in response to the South Sea Bubble in 1720 and the Bangorian 

Controversy, Gordon sided with the ‘Country Whigs.’ Thus, Gordon adopted elements of both 
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the so-called ‘Epicurean’ and ‘Stoic’ positions, and in so doing, his use of Bayle changed, 

depending upon the controversy that he was addressing at the time. 

When discussing sociability, Gordon turned to the Pensées. He titled Cato’s Letter no. 

44, ‘Men not ruled by Principle, but by Passion,’105 echoing the terminology used in the 

English translation of Bayle’s Miscellaneous Reflections.106 In the very first sentence, Gordon 

then quoted Bayle’s article on ‘Epicurus’ which claimed that ‘Multitudes of Christians believe 

well, and live ill: But Epicurus and his followers had, on the contrary, very ill opinions, and 

yet lived well.’ Referencing Bayle, he concluded that religious doctrine did not influence 

behaviour because all cultures ‘profess some sort of religion’ and ‘every religion professes to 

promote the peace of mankind,’ yet nevertheless, the conditions of the world were far from 

meeting these ideals. This was especially true of Christianity, where the founder Jesus Christ 

taught peace and toleration, but clerics nevertheless persecuted others in pursuit of power. After 

citing Bayle, Gordon concluded, ‘Dry reasoning has no force: If you would have your doctrine 

successful, you must prove it gainful.’107  

The anthropology of the Pensées thus created an impression on Gordon who embraced 

the Epicurean and Augustinian view of self-interest throughout much of his writing. He 

described ‘the restless and selfish Spirit of man.’ Such self-interest applied to everyone: ‘there 

is not, perhaps, a man living’ who did not selfishly gratify his passions. In this way, ‘every 

passion, every view that men have, is selfish in some degree’ because ‘passions enter into all 

that they do, and are the source of it: And the best actions which men perform, often arise from 

fear, vanity, shame, and the like causes.’ Thus, he argued, to claim individuals could ‘act 

independently of their passions, is a contradiction!’ Echoing Mandeville, Gordon claimed that 
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the ‘chimerical… nature of man’ was never ‘content,’ but this could be beneficial to society 

since it spurred economic competition.108 At times, Gordon even seemed to place himself in 

direct opposition to Shaftesbury:  

[T]hose who have talked most of the dignity of human nature, seem to have understood 

it but little… every man loves himself better than he loves his whole species… We do 

not expect philosophical virtue from them. 

Gordon concluded that there was no ‘purely publick and disinterested’ affection in mankind.109  

However, the historical event of the South Sea Controversy not only divided the 

‘Country’ from the ‘Court,’ but also the allegiances of Gordon from the ideas of the Pensées. 

In response to this event, Gordon rebuked the ‘national corruption revealed by failure of the 

South Sea Company’ by appealing to classical republican virtues as their opposite.110 He now 

claimed that ‘the general Happiness and Welfare of any particular Kingdom or Nation,’ must 

be accompanied by the ‘Frugality of its numerous People and Inhabitants.’111 Gordon criticised 

those who were financing the private debt of these stock traders with public funds, causing ‘the 

whole nation… to suffer this general loss, out of mere pity to a small part of the nation.’112 

Gordon now claimed it was possible for a rare breed of politician to be ‘disinterested,’ such as 

‘Brutus, Cato, Regulus, Timoleon, Dion, and Epaminondas.’113 He claimed that England still 

had some politicians who embodied this disinterested concern for the public good.114  

In making these claims Gordon now used Bayle to demonstrate evidence for this 

classical form of disinterested virtue. To this end, Gordon turned to Bayle’s article on ‘Atticus’ 

where Bayle described the Roman politician as a unique man of ‘virtue’ who governed 
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‘according to the rules of justice and the publick good.’115 Gordon admitted that such virtue 

was not usual: 

Bayle… tells us of a great traveller, who being rallied upon his rambling humour, 

answered, that he would cease travelling, as soon as ever he could find a country where 

power and credit were in the hands of honest men, and preferments went by merit. Nay 

then, says one who heard him, you will infallibly die travelling… How charming is this 

example, but how rare! If all men were like Atticus, there would be no danger in a state 

of anarchy.116 

Elsewhere, Gordon cited ‘Mr. Bayle’ who described Tacitus as wisely overcoming ‘the 

cunning of politicians and the weakness of the passions.’117 Thus, following the South Sea 

Bubble, Gordon claimed a few politicians in England could rise above passion to pursue the 

interests of the public, embodying the rare virtue of Roman politicians such as Atticus and 

Tacitus who could overcome their passions. 

 

The Independent Whig and the Bangorian Controversy 

Gordon utilised Bayle quite differently depending on the situation he was addressing, 

and Bayle’s variegated writings allowed for his diverse ad hoc responses to the political events 

of his day. When delving into the debate on sociability, Gordon was impressed by Epicurean 

and French Augustinian thought, as found in Bayle’s Pensées. The South Sea Bubble, however, 

caused Gordon to react more in favour of the disinterested civic virtue of republican Rome, 

where he drew depictions of elite virtuous Roman politicians taken from Bayle’s Dictionnaire. 
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Gordon also reacted to the events surrounding the Bangorian Controversy, where he once again 

deviated from the egoism of the Pensées and stressed the authority of reason and conscience. 

In response to the Bangorian Controversy, Gordon began a series of articles addressing 

themes of sociability and religious toleration in the Independent Whig, inaugurated by a preface 

from Benjamin Hoadly ‘to the Lower House of Convocation.’118 Unlike his Cato Letters, in 

which Gordon had argued society was built upon self-interested passion, he now described 

‘Passion, the greatest Enemy to the Peace of the Mind, and to the Peace of Society.’ Those 

‘virtuous’ pagans, such as ‘Socrates, Plato, Cato, and Brutus, were excellent Persons’ because 

‘they were only governed by the simple Dictates of human Reason’ rather than passion.119 

In alignment with the Commentaire, Gordon underscored religion as a rational affair. 

He drew upon the widespread language of reason as a ‘ray’ of light emanating from God which 

‘places a man above the Beasts of the Field, and lifts him into a Resemblance with God.’ If it 

were not for reason, ‘we could not be religious Creatures,’ since ‘Reason, even without the 

Light of Revelation, teaches us to investigate Nature, and praise God for the Wonderfulness of 

his Words.’ The intellect also proved the authority of Christian ‘Revelation it self’ which 

likewise must be ‘interpreted by’ reason: 

Revelation… presupposes Reason and addresses it self to Reason… we distinguish the 

Beauty and Truth of the Gospel… by our Reason… As we must judge from Scripture 

what is Orthodoxy, so we must judge from Reason, what is Scripture.120 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Hoadleians argued that sincere faith must be a rational free choice. 

Following this, Gordon opposed Augustinian views on predestination, insisting that there is 

not ‘any Opposition between Reason and Grace’ because ‘Grace is never given, but when 

Reason was already given.’121 
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Throughout his articles in the Independent Whig, Gordon now aligned with a position 

that resembled Bayle’s Commentaire. He defined ‘a virtuous man’ as someone who ‘prefers 

the Dictates of his own Conscience.’ He argued that Protestantism was based on the right to 

follow one’s inner convictions about religion.122 He claimed God never demanded more than 

the sincere pursuit of the truth, since this was all that was possible. He argued that religious 

questions did not meet the criterium veritatis of Cartesian certainty, and thus, personal 

judgement was unavoidable. He asserted that every religion sincerely considered itself 

orthodox, even when in error. Finally, he opposed all use of fines against heresy, because they 

too were punishments against conscience, since those who refused to pay the fines and admit 

their guilt were imprisoned.123 In addition to these strong continuities between Bayle’s 

Commentaire and Gordon’s Independent Whig, he published two periodicals during the 

Bangorian Controversy, depicting Bayle as a defender of rational Protestant Christianity. 

 

The Criton Letters: Bayle as a ‘latitudinarian’ 

Gordon’s most significant use of Bayle in the context of the Bangorian Controversy 

appeared in a two-piece article that was published within the famous ‘Cato’s Letters’ series in 

the British Journal.124 These two issues were not published under the pen name ‘Cato’ but 

instead by ‘Criton,’ as they were written within a longer series that ran from 21 December 1723 

to 4 January 1724 which also included the guest appearances of ‘Diogenes’ and 

‘Philanthropos.’ Paul Bunyan Anderson had initially suggested that Mandeville was the writer, 

largely due to the author’s curious preoccupation with Bayle.125 Philological analysis, however, 
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has since disproven Anderson’s hypothesis. Criton, Diogenes, and Philanthropos yielded a 

different writing style from Mandeville, and several letters explicitly stated humans were social 

creatures, violating a central tenant of Mandevillean anthropology.126 Moreover, the external 

evidence has been decisive: in the ‘Advertisement to the Reader’ of the 1733 edition of Cato’s 

Letters, Gordon claimed that he was the author of the ‘several Papers on Religious Subjects’ 

in ‘a Third Volume of the Independent Whig’ where Criton’s letters were published.127 Rather 

than depicting Bayle as teaching the Augustinian egoism of the Pensées, these articles showed 

the Bayle of the Commentaire who upheld the value of reason and freedom of conscience.  

The Criton Letters took place in the form of a dialogue between a burgomaster of 

Rotterdam and a zealous Jurieu. The scene was an imaginative reconstruction of the historical 

meeting between Jurieu and the burgomasters of Holland in 1691, where Jurieu failed to get 

Bayle dismissed from his professorship at the École Illustre. It was only two years later that 

Jurieu finally succeeded in having Bayle removed from his post due to his intrigues in the court 

of William III. Gordon’s depiction of this event popularised the conflict between Bayle and 

Jurieu amongst a large readership, yet while also filtering it through the narrative of the 

Bangorian Controversy. Gordon carefully crafted Jurieu to represent the ‘High Church’ party 

in England, describing him as a ‘priest’ and ‘cleric’ (despite Jurieu being a Presbyterian), whilst 

he presented Bayle as a ‘layman’ wielding the arguments of an English latitudinarian. 

Accordingly, Bayle was depicted as a sincere Protestant who affirmed the Christian teaching 

 
126 Vichert, ‘Some Recent Mandeville Attributions,’ 461-463. The letters written by Philanthropos resound with 

the philosophy of Shaftesbury. See Philanthropos, ‘Number 127,’ The British Journal, 20 February 1725; 

Philanthropos, ‘Number 132,’ The British Journal, 27 March 1725; Philanthropos, ‘Number 154,’ The British 

Journal, 28 August 1725; Philanthropos, ‘Number 156,’ The British Journal, 11 September 1725; 

Philanthropos, ‘Number 157,’ The British Journal, 25 September 1725; Philanthropos, ‘Number 159,’ The 

British Journal, 2 October 1725. 
127 Thomas Gordon and John Trenchard, Cato's Letters; Or, Essays on Liberty, Civil and Religious, and Other 

Important Subjects, 3 ed., vol. 4 (London, 1733), 288-289. This is cited by Vichert as evidence in Vichert, 

‘Some Recent Mandeville Attributions,’ 462. Gordon would eventually publish these letters in the 1735 edition 

of the Independent Whig. See Thomas Gordon and John Trenchard, The Independent Whig, vol. 3 (London, 

1735), 31-52. 
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of toleration taught by Hoadly, against the corrupt clerical figure of Jurieu who was described 

as a priestly High Churchmen. 

Gordon began by explaining how Jurieu publicly ‘attacked’ Bayle’s ‘Orthodoxy,’ yet 

Gordon assured his readers that ‘Mr. Jurieu was visibly defeated.’ Jurieu’s primary accusation 

was that the atheist commonwealth in the Pensées was actually a secret apology of atheism. 

Gordon, in the voice of the burgomaster, rebutted that the Pensées explicitly taught no atheist 

can be good and ‘Mr. Bayle has said no more.’ Gordon also noted that although no atheist was 

truly virtuous, Bayle proved that an atheist could be ‘a better member of society’ than a 

persecuting cleric. Gordon clarified that Bayle only claimed that religious persecution was 

‘Worse’ than atheism, not that atheism was ‘Better’ than true Christianity.128 

Although alluding to the Pensées, Gordon did not speak of these sociable atheists in the 

Augustinian categories of a passion-bound and egoist human nature. Strikingly, the 

burgomaster described a sociable atheist as ‘sensible’ and ‘governed by the Laws of Nature.’ 

He reiterated that a rational atheist was superior to an irrational, ‘mad and mischievous 

Enthusiast, who plagues, persecutes, robs, and kills.’129 Thus, even when speaking of civic 

virtue in atheists, Gordon relied upon the Commentaire. Indeed, such a portrayal of a rational 

atheist could not be found in the Pensées. However, as discussed in Chapter 3, these ideas were 

based in the Commentaire and later developed in the second edition of the Dictionnaire, the 

Réponse aux questions d'un provincial, and the Continuation des pensées diverses.130 Here 

Bayle spoke of atheists as apprehending innate moral axioms, similarly to how an atheist might 

also use logical or mathematical laws.131  

 
128 Gordon and Trenchard, The Independent Whig, vol. 3, 3, 31-35. 
129 Ibid., 3. 
130 See Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 3, 409-410, 984; Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et 

critique, vol. 2, 1724. 
131 See Hickson, ‘Pierre Bayle and the Secularization of Conscience,’ 216-219. 
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Throughout the dialogue, Gordon provided no hint of any Augustinian anthropology, 

but like his Independent Whig, sociability was instead grounded upon reason and its ability to 

suppress passion. The antagonist Jurieu was carefully depicted in the language of sensation and 

emotion: he had a ‘warm Temper,’ a ‘thirst’ for revenge, an ‘intemperate Resentment,’ a ‘zeal,’ 

and a ‘fierceness.’ Indeed, Jurieu’s character could be summed up by the burgomaster’s pithy 

advice: ‘Passion is an ill guide.’ Such clerical fanatics were a threat to society. They would 

‘reduce this opulent Commonwealth to Uniformity,’ and like a city levelled and destroyed, 

their ‘fiery Zeal, were it suffered to blaze out, would soon make fuel of the whole State.’ In 

contrast to the destructive principles of Jurieu, the voice of sociability was found in Gordon’s 

protagonist ‘the Burgomaster,’ who resolved the conflict by his cool reasoning. Bayle was 

likewise described as ‘a great Genius’ of reasoning and ‘most free from Pride and Passion.’132 

This was a stark contrast to the Bayle of the Pensées to whom passionate envy and pride were 

essential elements in society. In the Criton Letters, the bonds of society were threatened by 

passion (symbolised by Jurieu), while sociability was rooted in reason and virtue (embodied 

by Bayle and his magisterial defender).  

In these dialogues, Gordon employed the same purely political limitations to toleration 

as found in Bayle’s Commentaire. The only situation where a state ought to use force against 

another religion is ‘when Religion is attacked by the sword,’ otherwise it should be defended 

with means of persuasion such as by ‘speaking and writing.’133 The burgomaster employed 

Bayle’s reciprocity argument from the Commentaire: ‘Every Man thinks his Opinions 

Orthodox,’ and therefore, it is logically and morally inconsistent to justify the persecution of 

heretics as a moral maxim. Thus, Gordon was aware that Bayle’s theory of toleration did not 

only apply to magistrates but was a duty for every rational agent, since if intolerance were 

 
132 Gordon and Trenchard, The Independent Whig, vol. 3, 33-34, 36, 44.  
133 Ibid., 36. Cf. Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 417. 
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universalised, it would provide everyone ‘the same Right, to plague and oppress one another.’ 

Toleration was the duty of ‘all men’ (not only of a superior with the power of interference).134  

In regard to the church and state, Gordon also argued against half-way measures of 

toleration, adopting the position of Bayle in the Commentaire.135 Jurieu attempted to argue he 

was only seeking to restrain heretics like Bayle, not persecute them with violence or death. The 

burgomaster replied that all minor punishments to encourage orthodoxy, such as fines, must be 

ultimately backed up with the sword. If the heretic followed their conscience, then they could 

not admit their guilt by paying a fine, which meant they would necessarily be imprisoned or 

even killed. Therefore, 

No Severity but the last Severity will do in these Cases. The very Beginning implies 

the Extremity, so that whoever calls for any Punishment in Matters of Religion and 

Speculation, calls for the highest punishment. 

Gordon concluded, ‘What is an Inquisition, if this be not?’ Thus, Gordon, based on his reading 

of Bayle, rejected half tolerationists (demi-tolérans), defending only ‘universal Toleration’ and 

stating that ‘where Toleration is limited, Truth is lame.’136 

In all of this, Gordon insisted that Bayle’s theory of universal toleration was consistent 

with his orthodoxy. The burgomaster observed that ‘Mr. Bayle is a strict Calvinist.’ Just as 

Bayle was previously exonerated by the French Reformed consistory, likewise the Dutch 

Reformed burgomaster could ‘find no Fault in him,’ and in fact, he claimed, ‘I freely own I am 

of all his Religious Opinions.’ Rather than being an affront to religion, Bayle was upholding 

the spirit of the New Testament, since ‘Neither Christ, nor his Apostles ever applied to the 

Magistrate to fall upon Unbelievers with the Civil Sword, nor even stop their Mouths.’ Indeed, 

Bayle’s theory of ‘Liberty of Conscience and of Opinion’ was itself ‘the Spirit and first 

 
134 Gordon and Trenchard, The Independent Whig, vol. 3, 38, 42. Cf. Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre 

Bayle, vol. 2, 391. 
135 Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 401-406. 
136 Gordon and Trenchard, The Independent Whig, vol. 3, 3, 37-39, 52. 
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Principles of Christianity.’ In contrast, the principles of High Churchmen had turned 

‘Christianity into a Cabal.’ Gordon also asserted that Protestantism itself was based upon the 

principle of freedom of conscience and persecution was a return to the tyrannical ‘Popery’ of 

Rome. Gordon’s depiction of Bayle, steeped in the Commentaire, was as a sincere Protestant 

who valiantly upheld the core principles of Christianity.137 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that Bayle’s writing influenced all sides of the sociability 

debate, from the so-called ‘Epicurean’ Mandeville to the ‘Stoic’ Shaftesbury, and even the 

middling position of Gordon. This has shown that Bayle should not be purely considered an 

‘Epicurean’ as John Robertson has contended in his Case for the Enlightenment. It must be 

recognised that Bayle’s influence also extended to the Stoic side of the dialectic on sociability. 

This finding has been made possible by separating the different ideas and influences of the 

Pensées from the Commentaire. Indeed, Robertson’s analysis of Bayle’s influence is largely 

through Giovanni Battista Vico (1668–1744). While scholars have disputed the possibility of 

knowing which of Bayle’s works Vico had read, Robertson narrows in on his objection to the 

hypothetical commonwealth of atheists. Given this focus, his scholarship did not assess the 

contribution of Bayle’s Commentaire to the Enlightenment, while the Pensées and the 

Dictionnaire take a primary role in his analysis.138 However, recognizing the conflicting ideas 

between Bayle’s two treatises on toleration helps construct a fuller, more accurate picture of 

Bayle’s influence on the Enlightenment and his reception in England. 

 
137 Ibid., 39-40, 47, 50, 57-60. Cf. Bayle, Oeuvres diverses de M. Pierre Bayle, vol. 2, 358, 370-374, 389-390. 
138 See Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples 1680- 1760, 39, 216-217, 235. 
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Moreover, Mandeville, Shaftesbury, and Gordon were not primarily religious authors 

but supported a movement of ‘freethinking’ outside doctrinal constraints. Assessing this 

segment of readers is vital because it shows the true dynamism of the reception of Bayle’s 

work. Amongst more religiously inclined readers, Bayle’s Commentaire could promote 

‘rational religion’ in the form of toleration, while his Pensées could be used as a foil to argue 

that toleration was a catalyst of atheism and scepticism. So too, ‘freethinkers’ had varying 

readings of Bayle depending upon the sources they selected. The Pensées was used to argue 

individuals were self-interested and irrational, while the Commentaire influenced a theory of 

civic virtue and a more positive view of human nature. It was from the Pensées that Mandeville 

used Bayle to oppose religious education and claim Christianity was harmful to social 

flourishing. It was from the ideas of conscience found in the Commentaire that Shaftesbury 

and Gordon could praise and depict Bayle as a sincere Christian. 

This reception of Bayle also sheds light on the extent to which notions of freewill and 

reason had come to dominate religion in early eighteenth-century England. It is worth closing 

with an observation made by Gordon in the Independent Whig: 

At one time, Predestination [was] of high Consequence, and made an Article of Faith, 

and all Free-Willers should be banished the Land, or locked up in Dungeons, like wild 

Beasts; which was the Judgment of the Bishops in King James the First's Days, 

concerning the Arminians. At a different Season, when Preferments run high on the 

other side, as in King Charles the First's Reign, and ever since; Arminianism not only 

recovers Credit, but grows modish, and consequently Orthodox; while Predestination 

becomes an old-fashioned Piece of Faith, and a sure Sign of Fanaticism.139 

Despite the fact that scholars such as Wallace and Hampton have attempted to recognise the 

continuous history of Calvinism in early modern England, Bayle’s reception in the early 

eighteenth century demonstrates it was waning amongst a significant proportion of his English 

readers. It had been the Augustinian arguments of Bayle’s Pensées that had once won the hearts 

of his Genevan professors and defended him against Jurieu’s charge of heresy. In contrast, 

 
139 Gordon and Trenchard, The Independent Whig, 208. 
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Bayle carefully hid his authorship of the Commentaire which came dangerously close to 

Pelagianism and Amyraldianism. In England, however, the reception of his treatises was 

reversed. Bayle’s Augustinian ‘orthodoxy markers’ failed to sway his new audience. The 

Pensées was a foil to ‘High-Church’ proponents of religious uniformity to show Bayle’s 

atheism, and a resource for Mandeville to argue that Christianity posed a threat to society. 

According to Bayle’s allies, however, it was the Commentaire that seemed to present an 

authentically Christian Bayle. Just as supporters of Hoadly used Bayle’s arguments for freedom 

of conscience to present a Protestant Bayle, so too Shaftesbury and Gordon depicted Bayle as 

a sincere Christian who championed the Protestant principles of reason and conscience.
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has shed light on both Bayle and the intellectual culture of eighteenth-century 

England more broadly. The first two chapters assessed Bayle’s most famous treatises of 

toleration in their original context. In the midst of the Pajonist controversy, the Pensées 

diverses sought to confessionalise Bayle’s arguments for universal toleration within a strict 

Augustinian theology of predestination. He inserted several ‘orthodoxy markers’ in his text to 

signal his support of orthodox Calvinism. Moreover, despite borrowing his arguments about 

the ‘general will’ of God from Malebranche, Bayle only applied this notion to nature, arguing 

that God used his particular will to grant grace to only a small invisible church of true believers. 

His conclusion was stark: natural passions and the secular laws of the state were sufficient to 

secure a flourishing society, without any need for religious conformity.  

Years later, Bayle wrote his Commentaire philosophique as a newly established 

international journalist, seeking to avoid confessional disputes and appeal to a broader 

audience. He thus argued for toleration using rational axioms of natural law, which he believed 

were demonstrable to all rational agents by a ‘reciprocity test.’ He also argued that religious 

truth (unlike moral truth) was a matter of probability, and thus, disagreement was inevitable. 

In making these arguments for toleration from reason and conscience, Bayle questioned the 

usefulness of divine illumination and the doctrine of the remnant church. Although Bayle had 

sent his Pensées to his old Genevan professors (who praised the work for its erudition and 

Augustinianism), he hid his authorship of the Commentaire from French Calvinist ministers. 

Bayle’s change in argument style was not only caused by his changing biographical context, 

but from the fact that he was comfortable writing pseudonymously, producing conflicting 

arguments for toleration, depending upon his different audiences. Bayle’s eclectic arguments 
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and diverse styles were all used toward one singular end: to justify toleration to as many 

individuals as possible. 

The final three chapters have argued that Bayle’s thought had an impact on a wide 

variety of readers in early eighteenth-century England. His arguments for freedom of 

conscience, especially as found in the Commentaire, influenced a broad range of religious 

thinkers. Whig Protestants portrayed Bayle in the image of an orthodox Christian who opposed 

dissenters, atheists, and Catholics. To this end, the translator of the Philosophical Commentary 

exaggerated his claims, downplaying the universality of Bayle’s theory of toleration, 

emphasizing his opposition to these excluded groups. In the Bangorian controversy, heterodox 

Christians saw Bayle as a sincere Protestant whose Commentaire provided a theory of 

toleration rooted in natural law that could bypass confessional disputes. Herne used Bayle to 

emphasise that individuals were rational and thus ought to be tolerated. An anonymous 

controversialist and pamphleteer used Bayle to argue for a state limited by the rights of 

conscience. Pillonnière, Rey, and La Roche used Bayle to argue that the church ought to 

tolerate confessional disagreement.  

 Bayle’s reception was, however, also met with opposition by those who supported 

religious uniformity. Their chief concern was that Bayle’s theory of toleration undermined the 

claim that religion could be publicly vindicated by right reason, which legitimated the 

established Church of England. To this end, the Pensées was used as a foil since it moved from 

a discussion of the weakness of human reason to a justification of tolerating atheists. The 

political context of England also determined which elements of Bayle were selected as 

problematic. Those sympathetic to the nonjuring schism, such as Law, Astell, and Parker, 

argued that Bayle diminished the importance of establishing valid lines of succession in 

ecclesial and political contexts. Moderate Tories, such as Fiddes and Stebbing, contended that 

Bayle’s theory of toleration undermined the importance of religious education. The Church 
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Whig, Blackmore, claimed Bayle’s anti-rationalism invalidated the importance of consenting 

to a social contract, and thus, granted toleration to untrustworthy minorities such as atheists. 

 The concerns of these conservative Anglicans were further fuelled by a series of 

freethinkers who constructively used Bayle to frame questions concerning the origins of 

society. The most controversial of these figures was Mandeville, a ‘Neo-Epicurean,’ who 

openly admitted that he was profoundly influenced by the argument in Bayle’s Pensées that 

humans were irrational creatures of passion. Mandeville, however, adapted Bayle’s work, 

taking his logic to more radical conclusions by opposing religious education and contending 

that Christianity was detrimental to social flourishing. Despite his opposition to Mandeville, 

Shaftesbury, a ‘Neo-Stoic,’ was likewise influenced by Bayle. This time, Shaftesbury drew 

conclusions that aligned with Bayle’s Commentaire, using his sentimental model of conscience 

to inspire a theory of moral sense and toleration. Finally, Gordon oscillated between these two 

poles. He was influenced by Bayle’s Pensées when observing the self-interested nature of 

humanity. Nevertheless, he also used Bayle to elevate the importance of reason and civic virtue 

in response to the South Sea Bubble and the Bangorian Controversy. Significantly, Gordon 

published a two-piece article concerning Bayle, which depicted him as a sincere Protestant who 

demonstrated that human reason and freewill necessarily justified the principle of toleration. 

 

Bayle’s lasting influence  

Bayle’s ability to influence such a diverse cast of characters was also due to him 

embodying the pluralistic features of toleration within himself, offering distinct and even 

conflicting justifications of religious toleration. On the one hand, in the Pensées, he turned to 

human self-interest and passion as his framework. In his Commentaire, however, Bayle 

adopted a radically distinct set of arguments that anticipated Kant’s later justifications for 
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liberty based on rational mutual respect. His basic argument was strikingly simple: those who 

refused to tolerate, should not be tolerated themselves.  

Emphasizing the different rationale of each treatise has been helpful in uncovering 

Bayle’s lasting influence. The interpretation of Bayle as an Epicurean has already been 

skillfully recounted by Robertson in his Case for the Enlightenment (2005). Indeed, it is well 

known that the Pensées furnished Mandeville’s controversial ideas about religion, morality, 

and political economy. However, isolating the influence of the Commentaire has shown that 

Bayle also influenced a Stoic conception of human nature, as especially seen by his impact on 

Shaftesbury. The reception of Bayle amongst religiously inclined readers is also significant. 

Champion and Courtines have interpreted Bayle as an anti-clerical or subversive theorist, and 

this was largely because they did not disentangle his more controversial Pensées from the 

Commentaire. It is indeed true that the Pensées was interpreted as irreligious, opposed by 

several orthodox thinkers, and adapted by Mandeville in shockingly impious ways. However, 

a focus on the reception of the Commentaire has revealed that Bayle profoundly influenced 

religious Whig readers, both orthodox and heterodox, who sought to defend a rational 

Protestantism that cohered with natural law.  

This analysis of the negative and positive reception of Bayle has also revealed how 

deeply conceptions of reason and freewill had penetrated the early eighteenth-century Church 

of England. In their call for toleration, it is tempting to paint so-called ‘latitudinarian’ Whigs 

as the bearers of rational religion, brushing their ‘high church’ opponents as traditional, 

doctrinaire, and unconcerned with reason or science. However, the reception of Bayle 

demonstrates that both sides of the Bangorian controversy sought a harmony between faith and 

reason. Supporters of Hoadly defined true faith as a non-coercive process of rational reflection. 

Opponents of Hoadly defined true faith as the correct conclusion drawn by right reason from 

evidence. According to this latter definition, there was no harm in using force if individuals did 
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not make proper inferences, and there was even culpability for those who egregiously misused 

their rational faculties. The fact that both sides of this theological dispute had such a high regard 

for reason explains why Bayle’s Calvinistic justification for toleration in the Pensées failed to 

convince his readers. English supporters of toleration instead appealed to Bayle’s Commentaire 

which argued that the use of force in religious matters violated rational axioms. Those who 

opposed toleration sought to tarnish Bayle by demonstrating how his Augustinian critique of 

natural reason in the Pensées was atheistic. 

 The fact that Bayle was so frequently copied and adapted, lauded, and opposed, 

demonstrates that he should be interpreted as a rival alternative to native English thinkers, 

including both Hobbes and Locke. Indeed, this recognition is vital because Bayle offered a 

unique stream of toleration, apart from Hobbesian or Lockean notions of a social contract. 

Many readers preferred Bayle’s more metaphysical framework that rooted toleration in 

conscience and rational axioms emanating from God. This framework allowed thinkers in the 

Bangorian controversy to cut across denominational lines in theological disputes. Likewise, it 

provided Shaftesbury a theory of toleration and conscience that was amicable to his affirmation 

of innate ideas and disinterested benevolence. Even in the opposition to Bayle, one can see his 

distinct approach compared to Locke. Stebbing carefully distinguished between Bayle and 

Locke, treating each as a formidable interlocutor with different ideas on the role of force in 

shaping inner disposition. Blackmore, who was indebted to Locke, sharply opposed Bayle for 

positing a universal theory of toleration that threatened the social contract.  

Indeed, the social contract has remained one of the most resilient concepts in the history 

of liberalism and toleration—from Hobbes to Locke, Grotius to Pufendorf, and even the school 

of contemporary liberal egalitarianism stemming from John Rawls. In whatever form, 

reasoning from an ‘original’ or ‘natural’ pre-social state has become a dominant justification 

for a pluralistic and even egalitarian society. Nevertheless, the social contract also continues to 
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raise questions about its limitations. How might we tolerate minorities who cannot neatly fit 

into the fabric of a society, if our justifications for toleration are contingent upon a social 

compact? By placing toleration on grounds apart from an ‘original position,’ Bayle was able to 

expand it to a universal scope. This made him a valuable resource to religious thinkers in the 

Bangorian controversy who sought to find inclusion from the margins of society. It likewise 

made him valuable for Enlightenment thinkers, such as Mandeville and Shaftesbury, whose 

theory of sociability was not fundamentally reliant upon Hobbesian or Lockean notions of a 

state of nature. By avoiding the social contract, Bayle’s theory of toleration could provide a 

more universalised theory of toleration capable of including minorities traditionally deemed 

threatening to social bonds. 

A close reading of Bayle has also demonstrated that he defined toleration in ways that 

diverged from the status quo. A significant development occurred between the Pensées and the 

Commentaire. In the former treatise, universal toleration is viewed as the indulgence of the 

magistrate, as Bayle sought to prove that tolerating atheists would produce no social harm. In 

the latter treatise, toleration moved away from the concerns of the magistrate. It now resembled 

a universal theory of human rights that concerned every rational individual. Bayle thus 

anticipated an important shift away from the language of toleration and towards rights of 

conscience that emerged in the late eighteenth century. As George Washington noted: 

All possess alike liberty of conscience... It is now no more that toleration is spoken of 

as if it were the indulgence of one class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of 

their inherent natural rights.1  

In similar fashion, Thomas Paine remarked:  

Toleration is not the opposite of intoleration, but it is the counterfeit of it. Both are 

despotism. The one assumes to itself the right of withholding liberty of conscience, and 

the other of granting it.2 

 
1 George Washington, ‘From George Washington to the Hebrew Congregation in Newport, Rhode Island, 18 

August 1790,’ in The Papers of George Washington, Presidential Series, ed. Mark A. Mastromarino 

(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996), 284–286. 
2 Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man, for the Benefit of All Mankind (Philadelphia, 1797), 9. 
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In a similar vein (and often quoting these seventeenth-century criticisms), modern scholars 

have made ethical arguments that ‘toleration’ lacks mutual recognition, human dignity, and 

respect.3 Yet, Bayle showed how toleration might not be defined by preconditions of disrespect 

or a power imbalance. In Bayle’s Commentaire, it was construed as a duty for all moral agents, 

taught by the axioms of moral reason that demanded an act be universalizable. Toleration was 

not merely an issue for the state, but the duty of all rational individuals to respect the rights of 

conscience and forebear ideas with which they disagreed. 

Bayle conceptualised this forbearance within the framework of Christian charity. He 

did not promote disrespecting, dehumanizing, or looking down on others, but based his 

individualised conception of freedom of conscience on the ‘divine light’ of God that shone 

upon each human being. In Bayle’s reception, this conception of toleration most significantly 

impacted the Bangorian Controversy, where it entered a dispute about ecclesiology that applied 

to individuals and ecclesial communities. Given his impact on the Enlightenment as a whole, 

further research might reveal that Bayle’s shift from defining toleration as an indulgence to a 

principle based on natural rights influenced ideas of universal rights by the late seventeenth 

century. The influence of Bayle on Thomas Gordon might indeed suggest such a link as his 

writings were influential for this later generation of writers.  

Finally, a contextual reading of Bayle acts as a reminder of the paradoxical and creative 

ways in which religious commitments and theological arguments shaped the range of 

Enlightenment thought. Bayle had an undeniable influence across Enlightenment Europe and 

North America. In Germany, Frederick of Prussia (1712-1786), Gotthold Lessing (1729-1781), 

and Christoph Wieland (1733-1813) poured over Bayle’s work. In France, Voltaire (1684-

1778), Montesquieu (1689-1755), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), and Denis Diderot 

 
3 Galeotti, Toleration as Recognition, 2, 14-15. See also John Horton, ‘Toleration and Modus Vivendi,’ Critical 

review of international social and political philosophy 24 no. 1 (2021): 47. 
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(1713-1784) imitated his arguments. In England, David Hume (1711-1776) and Edward 

Gibbon (1737-1794) avidly read his controversial ideas; while in America, Benjamin Franklin 

(1706-1790) and Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) commended him as an apostle of freedom.4 

Although Bayle offered some of the most radical ideas of the Enlightenment, his life and 

reception illustrate the role that Christianity played in constructing his thought. Even Bayle’s 

controversial hypothesis of an atheist society was not a product of his own disbelief, but 

mirrored Grotius who stated his moral theory would be true ‘even if we grant that there is no 

God’ (etiamsi daremus non esse deum). Without abandoning his religion, Bayle similarly 

conjectured, even if no one had belief in God, society could still exist. Nevertheless, as Bayle’s 

critics feared, such ideas were likely paramount in producing a more secular and less religious 

world, even if this was unintended by Bayle himself.  

 
4 Gay, The Enlightenment: the Rise of Modern Paganism, 291-294. 
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