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Preface

As a teenager growing up in the late thirties in New York, I became sceptical
about a lot of ideologies then being discussed. It was only when I went to college
at Columbia in the early 1940s that I became acquainted with the actual argu-
ments of the Greek sceptics. I was a student in the course of the history of phi-
losophy, then being given by John Herman Randall. The materials we were
asked to read by Plato and Aristotle were very tough going for me at the time.
After that we were assigned to read a section of the writings of the Greek sceptic
Sextus Empiricus. I remember taking the book off the shelf in the philosophy li-
brary and finding it amazingly lucid and exciting. I read it on the subway ride
back to my home in the Bronx and read it with much joy in the days thereafter.
This text, plus the later readings from the Scottish sceptic David Hume, were the
most interesting for me. In 1944 I took a seminar in post-Aristotelian Greek phi-
losophy, given by Paul Oskar Kristeller. This was, in fact, the first course he gave
in the United States. There were just two students attending. He would lecture
from a podium for an hour and a half and then say, “Are there any questions, gen-
tlemen?” Of the fifteen weeks of the course, two were devoted to Sextus Empiri-
cus. This greatly increased my interest in Greek scepticism. When I asked Pro-
fessor Kristeller years later why he devoted so much time to Sextus, whose ideas



he did not find congenial, he told me that he was then following the notes from
a course that his teacher, Martin Heidegger, had given!

In the next couple of years, I wrote term papers comparing Sextus with all
sorts of people and using his arguments with regard to all sorts of problems. When
I was at Yale in 1946 I wrote a term paper for a seminar on Hume about Hume and
Sextus Empiricus, in which I tried to show that Hume’s best arguments are mod-
ified forms of arguments in Sextus. When I showed this paper to Professor Kris-
teller, he told me that he found it very interesting and that I should look into
whether there was a sceptical tradition in Europe before Hume. This led me into
reading Pierre Bayle, Montaigne, and other figures of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries.

The thesis of this book started to develop around 1950, when I had just fin-
ished my doctorate and was beginning to do new research. At the time I was very
interested in similarities I found in the arguments of David Hume and the Irish
philosopher George Berkeley with those of ancient Greek sceptics. After publish-
ing studies on this, I began to formulate my view that modern philosophy devel-
oped out of a sceptical crisis that challenged all previous knowledge, a crisis that
developed in the sixteenth century. I published a long article on this in 1953–54 in
the Review of Metaphysics. The long article was originally a talk I gave to the Hu-
manities Society at the University of Iowa. I sent it to my former teacher, Paul
Weiss, who was then editor of the New Review of Metaphysics. He said he would
be happy to publish it if I would footnote every name and title mentioned. This re-
sulted in an exceedingly long three-part article. Thanks to a Fulbright fellowship
in 1952–53 I was able to rummage into the writings of various sceptical thinkers
from the sixteenth century on. This led me to see that the sceptical crisis was in
part a reaction to the clash of religious positions during the Reformation and
Counter-Reformation. Over the next few years, I wrote many studies on different
sceptics from Erasmus onward. After another year in Europe in 1957–58 at the
University of Utrecht, I completed a book-length manuscript, putting together my
findings under the title The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Descartes. The
book was submitted to two major academic presses in the United States, which
both turned it down on the grounds that it was not sufficiently philosophical. It
was then published by the University of Utrecht in 1960. Much to my surprise, it
was quickly accepted by scholars in Europe and America. A paperback edition for
course use was put out by Harper and Row in 1964.

Originally I had planned to continue the story of the impact of scepticism on
modern philosophy in a series of volumes dealing with the period after Descartes.
I had outlined such a series carrying the story up to the early nineteenth century.
Because of other concerns, I delayed doing this and finally decided to enlarge the
original book so that it was now The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spin-
oza, which was published by the University of California Press in 1979.

In light of new material, new ideas, and the growing contributions of other
scholars, I decided about five years ago to undertake what I suppose will be the
final version of the story. By this time, I had been made aware that the initial im-

viii Preface



petus to studying the ancient sceptical texts developed in Florence at the end of
the fifteenth century. The Dominican monk Savonarola, his associate Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola, and his disciple Gianfrancesco Pico saw that the text of Sex-
tus Empiricus, the major text we have of ancient Greek scepticism, was the source
of the rejection of all forms of pagan philosophy. These three figures, I now knew,
were responsible for making European thinkers aware of the power of sceptical ar-
guments. So I wanted to start the final version of the book at this point in Euro-
pean history—when Greek thought was being transmitted into Europe and being
translated into Latin and current European languages.

I also wanted to fill out much more of the background of the religious cur-
rents that became involved with the use of sceptical ideas. I wanted to show the
influence of Spanish Jewish thinkers, renegade Catholics, and offbeat Protes-
tants in using sceptical materials against their opponents. Besides enriching the
background material, I also wanted to include various seventeenth-century
philosophies as reactions to, or compromises with, the sceptical arguments.
Therefore, chapters have been added on Thomas Hobbes, the Cambridge Pla-
tonists, the philosophers of the Royal Society of England, Nicolas Malebranche,
and Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz. In addition I wanted to include the ongoing
sceptical movement up to the end of the seventeenth century, including Pierre
Gassendi, Simon Foucher, Bishop Daniel Huet, and the supersceptic Pierre
Bayle. It is hoped that these enlargements will provide a better picture of how
scepticism became so important in the beginning of modern philosophy and
how it has been, to paraphrase Karl Marx, the specter haunting European
thought. I have tried to take notice of recent scholarship by others and to at least
mention any disagreements they may have with my picture of our intellectual
history. The bibliography is not exhaustive but should provide a substantial basis
for further research.
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Introduction

Scepticism as a philosophical view, rather than as a series of doubts concerning
traditional religious beliefs, had its origins in ancient Greek thought. In the Hel-
lenistic period, the various sceptical observations and attitudes of earlier Greek
thinkers were developed into a set of arguments to establish either (1) that no
knowledge was possible or (2) that there was insufficient and inadequate evidence
to determine if any knowledge was possible, and hence that one ought to suspend
judgment on all questions concerning knowledge. The first of these views is
called Academic scepticism, the second Pyrrhonian scepticism.

Academic scepticism, so called because it was formulated in the Platonic
Academy in the third century b.c.e., developed from the Socratic observation
“All I know is that I know nothing.” Its theoretical formulation is attributed to
Arcesilas, c. 315–241 b.c.e., and Carneades, c. 213–129 b.c.e., who worked out a
series of arguments, directed primarily against the knowledge claims of the Stoic
philosophers, to show that nothing could be known. As these arguments have
come down to us, especially in the writings of Cicero, Diogenes Laertius, and
Saint Augustine, the aim of the Academic sceptical philosophers was to show, by
a group of arguments and dialectical puzzles, that the dogmatic philosopher
(i.e., the philosopher who asserted that he knew some truth about the real nature
of things) could not know with absolute certainty the propositions he said he



knew. The Academics formulated a series of difficulties to show that the infor-
mation we gain by means of our senses may be unreliable, that we cannot be cer-
tain that our reasoning is reliable, and that we possess no guaranteed criterion or
standard for determining which of our judgments is true or false.

The basic problem at issue is that any proposition purporting to assert some
knowledge about the world contains some claims that go beyond the merely em-
pirical reports about what appears to us to be the case. If we possessed any knowl-
edge, this would mean, for the sceptics, that we knew a proposition, asserting
some nonempirical or transempirical claim, that we were certain could not possi-
bly be false. If the proposition might be false, then it would not deserve the name
of knowledge but only that of opinion, that is, that it might be the case. Since the
evidence for any such proposition would be based, according to the sceptics, on
either sense information or reasoning, and both of these sources are unreliable to
some degree, and no guaranteed or ultimate criterion of true knowledge exists, or
is known, there is always some doubt that any nonempirical or transempirical
proposition is absolutely true, and hence constitutes real knowledge. As a result,
the Academic sceptics said that nothing is certain. The best information we can
gain is only probable and is to be judged according to probabilities. Hence
Carneades developed a type of verification theory and a type of probabilism that is
somewhat similar to the theory of scientific “knowledge” of present-day pragma-
tists and positivists.

The scepticism of Arcesilas and Carneades dominated the philosophy of
the Platonic Academy until the first century before Christ. In the period of Ci-
cero’s studies, the Academy changed from scepticism to the eclecticism of Philo
of Larissa and Antiochus of Ascalon. The arguments of the Academics survived
mainly through Cicero’s presentation of them in his Academica and De Natura
Deorum and through their refutation in St. Augustine’s Contra Academicos, as
well as in the summary given by Diogenes Laertius. The locus of sceptical ac-
tivity, however, moved from the Academy to the school of the Pyrrhonian scep-
tics, which was probably associated with the Methodic school of medicine in
Alexandria.

The Pyrrhonian movement attributes its beginnings to the legendary figure
of Pyrrho of Elis, c. 360–275 b.c.e., and his student Timon, c. 315–225 b.c.e. The
stories about Pyrrho that are reported indicate that he was not a theoretician but
rather a living example of the complete doubter, the man who would not commit
himself to any judgment that went beyond what seemed to be the case. His inter-
ests seem to have been primarily ethical and moral, and in this area he tried to
avoid unhappiness that might be due to the acceptance of value theories and to
judging according to them. If such value theories were to any degree doubtful, ac-
cepting them and using them could only lead to mental anguish.

Pyrrhonism, as a theoretical formulation of scepticism, is attributed to Aen-
esidemus, c. 100–40 b.c.e. The Pyrrhonists considered that both the dogmatists
and the Academics asserted too much, one group saying “Something can be
known,” the other saying “Nothing can be known.” Instead, the Pyrrhonians pro-
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posed to suspend judgment on all questions on which there seemed to be conflict-
ing evidence, including the question whether or not something could be known.

Building on the type of arguments developed by Arcesilas and Carneades,
Aenesidemus and his successors put together a series of “tropes,” or ways of pro-
ceeding to bring about suspense of judgment on various questions. In the sole sur-
viving texts from the Pyrrhonian movement, those of Sextus Empiricus, these are
presented in groups of ten, eight, five, and two tropes, each set offering reasons
why one should suspend judgment about knowledge claims that go beyond ap-
pearances. The Pyrrhonian sceptics tried to avoid committing themselves on any
and all questions, even as to whether their arguments were sound. Scepticism for
them was an ability, or mental attitude, for opposing evidence both pro and con
on any question about what was nonevident, so that one would suspend judgment
on the question. This state of mind then led to a state of ataraxia, quietude, or un-
perturbedness, in which the sceptic was no longer concerned or worried about
matters beyond appearances. Scepticism was a cure for the disease called dogma-
tism, or rashness. But, unlike Academic scepticism, which came to a negative
dogmatic conclusion from its doubts, Pyrrhonian scepticism made no such asser-
tion, merely saying that scepticism is a purge that eliminates everything including
itself. The Pyrrhonist, then, lives undogmatically, following his natural inclina-
tions, the appearances he is aware of, and the laws and customs of his society,
without ever committing himself to any judgment about them.

The Pyrrhonian movement flourished up to about 200 C.E., the approximate
date of Sextus Empiricus, and flourished mainly in the medical community
around Alexandria as an antidote to the dogmatic theories, positive and negative,
of other medical groups. The position has come down to us principally in the writ-
ings of Sextus Empiricus in his Hypotyposes (Outlines of Pyrrhonism) and the
larger Adversus mathematicos, in which all sorts of disciplines from logic and
mathematics to astrology and grammar are subjected to sceptical devastation.

The two sceptical positions had very little apparent influence in the post-
Hellenistic period. The Pyrrhonian view was little known in the West until its re-
discovery in the late fifteenth century, and the Academic view was mainly known
and considered in terms of St. Augustine’s treatment of it. Prior to the period I
shall deal with, there are some indications of a sceptical motif, principally among
the antirational theologians, Jewish, Islamic, and Christian. This theological
movement, culminating in the West in the work of Nicholas of Cusa in the fif-
teenth century, employed many of the sceptical arguments in order to undermine
confidence in the rational approach to religious knowledge and truth.

The period I shall treat, 1450–1710, is certainly not the unique period of scep-
tical impact on modern thought. Both before and after this time interval, one can
find important influences of the ancient sceptical thinkers. But it is my con-
tention that scepticism plays a special and different role in the period extending
from the religious quarrels leading to the Reformation up to the development of
modern metaphysical systems in the seventeenth century; a special and different
role due to the fact that the intellectual crisis brought on by the Reformation
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coincided in time with the rediscovery and revival of the arguments of the ancient
Greek sceptics. From the mid–fifteenth century onward, with the discovery of
manuscripts of Sextus’ writings, there is a revival of interest and concern with an-
cient scepticism and with the application of its views to the problems of the day.

The selection of Savonarola as the starting point of this study is because he
was the first to suggest that Greek sceptical materials should be published in Latin
as part of the defense of true religion. A couple of decades later, Erasmus intro-
duced other sceptical themes as a way of dealing with Luther’s challenge.

The stress in this study on the revival of interest and concern with the texts of
Sextus Empiricus is not intended to minimize or ignore the collateral role played
by such ancient authors as Diogenes Laertius or Cicero in bringing the classical
sceptical views to the attention of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century thinkers.
However, the writings of Sextus seem to have played a special and predominant
role for many of the philosophers, theologians, and scientists considered here, and
Sextus appears to have been the direct or indirect source of many of their argu-
ments, concepts, and theories. It is only in the works of Sextus that a full presenta-
tion of the position of the Pyrrhonian sceptics appears, with all of their dialectical
weapons employed against so many philosophical theories. Neither the presenta-
tions of Academic scepticism in Cicero and St. Augustine nor the summaries of
both types of scepticism—Academic and Pyrrhonian—in Diogenes Laertius were
rich enough to satisfy those concerned with the sceptical crisis of the Renaissance
and Reformation. Hence thinkers like Michel Montaigne, Marin Mersenne, and
Pierre Gassendi turned to Sextus for materials to use in dealing with the issues of
their age. And hence the crisis is more aptly described as a crise pyrrhonienne than
as a crise academicienne. By the end of the seventeenth century, the great sceptic
Pierre Bayle could look back and see the reintroduction of the arguments of Sex-
tus as the beginning of modern philosophy. Most writers of the period under con-
sideration use the term “sceptic” as equivalent to “Pyrrhonian” and often follow
Sextus’ view that the Academic sceptics were not really sceptics but actually were
negative dogmatists. (In this connection it is noteworthy that the late seventeenth-
century sceptic, Simon Foucher, took it upon himself to revive Academic scepti-
cism and to try to defend it against such charges.)

The period of the history of scepticism considered in this book goes up to
Pierre Bayle’s sceptical challenge to theories old and new in philosophy, science,
and theology. He covers Descartes’ monumental attempt to answer scepticism
and the reworking of sceptical challenges to deal with Descartes’ presentation.
Spinoza, extending some of Descartes’ arguments to religion, then developed a
new form of scepticism that was to flower in the Enlightenment. John Locke,
Nicolas Malebranche, and Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, each in their own
way, sought to deal with scepticism as a living issue, especially as it appeared in
the works of the late seventeenth-century sceptics Simon Foucher, Pierre-Daniel
Huet, and Bayle. Voltaire later said that Bayle had provided the arsenal of the En-
lightenment. What happens in the eighteenth century has been dealt with in
many studies.
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When I wrote the original preface to this work over forty years ago, I foresaw
writing a series of studies on the history of the subsequent course of epistemologi-
cal scepticism covering the major thinkers who play a role in this development
from Spinoza to Hume to Kant to Kierkegaard. Much of this material has been ex-
amined in studies by myself, my students, and others. So I am not sure how nec-
essary such volumes may be. My own interest has moved toward studying the his-
tory of irreligious scepticism. I have followed this with a book on Issac La Peyrére
and his influence and other studies on millenarianism and messianism in relation
to scepticism.

In this study, two key terms will be “scepticism” and “fideism,” and I should
like to offer a preliminary indication as to how these will be understood in the
context of this work. Since the term “scepticism” has been associated in the last
two centuries with disbelief, especially disbelief of the central doctrines of the
Judeo-Christian tradition, it may seem strange at first to read that the sceptics of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries asserted, almost unanimously, that they
were sincere believers in the Christian religion. Whether they were or not will be
considered later. But the acceptance of certain beliefs would not in itself contra-
dict their alleged scepticism—scepticism meaning a philosophical view that
raises doubts about the adequacy or reliability of the evidence that could be of-
fered to justify any proposition. The sceptic, in either the Pyrrhonian or Academic
tradition, developed arguments to show or suggest that the evidence, reasons, or
proofs employed as grounds for our various beliefs were not completely satisfac-
tory. Then the sceptics recommended suspense of judgment on the question of
whether these beliefs were true. One might, however, still maintain the beliefs,
even though all sorts of persuasive factors should not be mistaken for adequate ev-
idence that the belief was true.

Hence “sceptic” and “believer” are not opposing classifications. The sceptic
is raising doubts about the rational or evidential merits of the justifications given
for a belief; he doubts that necessary and sufficient reasons either have been or
could be discovered to show that any particular belief must be true and cannot
possibly be false. But the sceptic may, like anyone else, still accept various beliefs.

Those whom I classify as fideists are persons who are sceptics with regard to
the possibility of our attaining knowledge by rational means, without our possess-
ing some basic truths known by faith (i.e., truths based on no rational evidence
whatsoever). Thus, for example, the fideist might deny or doubt that necessary and
sufficient reasons can be offered to establish the truth of the proposition “God ex-
ists,” and yet the fideist might say that the proposition could be known to be true
only if one possessed some information through faith or if one believed certain
things. Many of the thinkers whom I would classify as fideists held that either there
are persuasive factors that can induce belief, but not prove or establish the truth of
what is believed, or that after one has found or accepted one’s faith, reasons can be
offered that explain or clarify what one believes without proving or establishing it.

Fideism covers a group of possible views, extending from (1) that of blind
faith, which denies to reason any capacity whatsoever to reach the truth, or to
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make it plausible, and which bases all certitude on a complete and unquestion-
ing adherence to some revealed or accepted truths, to (2) that of making faith
prior to reason. The latter view denies to reason any complete and absolute cer-
titude of the truth prior to the acceptance of some proposition or propositions by
faith (i.e., admitting that all rational propositions are to some degree doubtful
prior to accepting something on faith), even though reason may play some rela-
tive or probable role in the search for, or explanation of, the truth. In these pos-
sible versions of fideism, there is, it seems to me, a common core, namely that
knowledge, considered as information about the world that cannot possibly be
false, is unattainable without accepting something on faith and that, independ-
ent of faith, sceptical doubts can be raised about any alleged knowledge claims.
Some thinkers, Bayle and Kierkegaard for example, have pressed the faith ele-
ment and have insisted that there can be no relation between what is accepted
on faith and any evidence or reasons that can be given for the articles of faith.
Bayle’s erstwhile colleague and later enemy Pierre Jurieu summed this up by as-
serting, “Je le crois parce que je veux le croire.” No further reasons are de-
manded or sought, and what is accepted on faith may be at variance with what is
reasonable or even demonstrable. On the other hand, thinkers such as St. Au-
gustine and many of the Augustinians have insisted that reasons can be given for
faith, after one has accepted it, and that reasons that may induce belief can be
given prior to the acceptance of the faith but do not demonstrate the truth of
what is believed. Both the Augustinian and the Kierkegaardian views I class as
fideistic, in that they both recognize that no indubitable truths can be found or
established without some element of faith, whether religious, metaphysical, or
something else.

The usage that I am employing corresponds, I believe, to that of many Protes-
tant writers when they classify St. Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Pascal, and
Kierkegaard together as fideists. Some Catholic writers, like my good friend the
late Father Julien-Eymard d’Angers, feel that the term “fideist” should be re-
stricted to those who deny reason any role or function in the search for truth, both
before and after the acceptance of faith. In this sense, St. Augustine and perhaps
Pascal (and some interpreters would argue, perhaps Luther, Calvin, and even
Kierkegaard) would no longer be classified as fideists.

The decision as to how to define the word “fideism” is partly terminological
and partly doctrinal. The word can obviously be defined in various ways to corre-
spond to various usages. But also involved in the decision as to what the term
means is a basic distinction between Reformation Protestant thought and that of
Roman Catholicism, since Roman Catholicism has condemned fideism as a
heresy and has found it a basic fault of Protestantism, while the nonliberal Protes-
tants have contended that fideism is a basic element of fundamental Christianity
and an element that occurs in the teachings of St. Paul and St. Augustine.
Though my usage corresponds more to that of Protestant writers than that of
Catholic ones, I do not thereby intend to prejudge the issues in dispute or to take
one side rather than the other.
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In employing the meaning of “fideism” that I do, I have followed what is a
fairly common usage in the literature in English. Further, I think that this usage
brings out more clearly the sceptical element that is involved in the fideistic view,
broadly conceived. However, it is obvious that if the classifications “sceptic” and
“fideist” were differently defined then various figures whom I so classify might be
categorized in a quite different way.

The antithesis of scepticism, in this study, is “dogmatism,” the view that evi-
dence can be offered to establish that at least one nonempirical proposition can-
not possibly be false. Like the sceptics who will be considered here, I believe that
doubts can be cast on any such dogmatic claims and that such claims ultimately
rest on some element of faith rather than evidence. If this is so, any dogmatic view
becomes to some degree fideistic. However, if this could be demonstrated, then
the sceptic would be sure of something and would become a dogmatist.

My sympathies are on the side of the sceptics I have been studying. But in
showing how certain elements of their views led to the type of scepticism held by
Hume it is not my intention to advocate this particular result of the development
of the nouveau pyrrhonisme. As a matter of fact, I am more in sympathy with
those who used the sceptical and fideistic views of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens for
religious rather than secular purposes, and I have tried to bring this out in other
studies.

My approach is that of the history of ideas as developed in many recent stud-
ies. I was influenced from my college days onward by people such as Alexandre
Koyré, John Herman Randall, Paul Oskar Kristeller, and many others. I have
taken various elements of their methodologies to use to examine writers who
speak about scepticism from Savonarola onward. Some have suggested that I am
not always speaking about scepticism but rather about people who discuss scepti-
cism. This may be the case, but I do not know how one could write a history of
scepticism without it being mainly about the people who discuss the subject. I
have also been accused of minimizing the social, political, and cultural back-
ground in which the sceptics were operating. I have tried to profit from many of
these kinds of studies and incorporate material from them. There is, of course,
much more to be done in placing the thinker in his or her milieu. Many discus-
sions of the authors I include concentrate principally on the ideas of the person
independent of circumstances. This, I feel, can be misleading unless one takes
into account what various ideas and arguments were represented at various times
in history. Striking an appropriate balance between intellectual history and cul-
tural history is extremely difficult, and I have done my best with my resources. I
trust others will go on exploring sceptical currents and enrich our understanding
of the role scepticism played in bringing about our present intellectual world.

A couple of years ago when I started considering what ought to be done to
prepare a new edition in light of all the research that had been done by scholars in
the United States and Europe in the last two decades, I pondered several possibil-
ities. One was just to leave the text as is, except for correcting obvious errors and
appending a forward dealing with the material about Savonarola and his group
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and a concluding essay about scepticism after Spinoza. This would have been
joined with a bibliographical essay about what had been written in the last twenty
years. When I considered this, it seemed that the original book would look a bit
disjointed unless it was also brought up to date and supplemented where signifi-
cant new material had been found. So, about a year and a half ago, I started on the
revision with the aid and comfort of two excellent assistants, Stephanie Chasin
and Gabriella Goldstein. A complicating factor was that by the time I started on
the revision I could no longer read texts, and so the job involved lots of optical and
scanning devices and special computer programs, as well as laborious reading by
my assistants. I was also no longer able to use libraries and had to rely on assistants
to get materials for me and on colleagues all over the planet to send me material
or look things up. I have tried to acknowledge the many, many people who have
helped on this, and I hope that the results were worth their efforts.
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1

The Intellectual Crisis
of the Reformation

One of the main avenues through which the sceptical views of antiquity entered
late Renaissance thought was a central quarrel of the Reformation, the dispute
over the proper standard of religious knowledge, or what was called “the rule of
faith.” This argument raised one of the classical problems of the Greek Pyrrhon-
ists, the problem of the criterion of truth. With the rediscovery in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries of writings of the Greek Pyrrhonist Sextus Empiricus, the ar-
guments and views of the Greek sceptics became part of the philosophical core of
the religious struggles then taking place. The problem of finding a criterion of
truth, first raised in theological disputes, was then later raised with regard to natu-
ral knowledge, leading to la crise pyrrhonienne of the early sixteenth century.

The critical problem, that of justifying a criterion for true and certain reli-
gious knowledge, was raised in part by Savonarola in his dispute with the author-
ity of the pope in 1497 and 1498 and, more fully, by Martin Luther in the first years
of his break with Rome. I will first look at the issue in terms of Martin Luther’s
stance, since it is in this form that the issue became predominant in sixteenth-
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century religious arguments. I will then turn back to Savonarola, who did see the
need to introduce Greek sceptical arguments to rebut the prevailing philosophy
and theology he was opposing. Unfortunately, Savonarola was imprisoned and
tried and executed before he had any opportunity to develop his sceptical attack.
Martin Luther’s views and his quarrel with Erasmus may be briefly considered as
an indication of how the Reformation spawned the new problem. Beginning with
either Savonarola or Luther is a somewhat arbitrary starting point for tracing the
sceptical influence in the formation of modern thought. In both cases the conflict
between the criteria of religious knowledge of the Church and of the rebels and
reformers was crucial, as well as the type of philosophical difficulties the conflict
was to generate.

It was only by degrees that Luther developed from reformer inside the ideo-
logical structure of Catholicism to leader of the Reformation, denying the au-
thority of the Church of Rome. In his first protests against indulgences, papal au-
thority, and other Catholic principles, Luther argued in terms of the accepted
criterion of the Church that religious propositions are judged by their agreement
with the Church tradition, councils, and papal decrees. In the Ninety-Five Theses
and in his letter to Pope Leo X, he tried to show that, judged by the standards of
the Church for deciding such issues, he was right and certain Church practices
and the justifications offered for them were wrong.

However, at the Leipzig Disputation of 1519 and in his writings of 1520, The
Appeal to the German Nobility and The Babylonish Captivity of the Church,
Luther took the critical step of denying the rule of faith of the Church and pre-
sented a radically different criterion of religious knowledge. It was in this period
that he developed from being just one more reformer attacking the abuses and
corruption of a decaying bureaucracy into being the leader of an intellectual re-
volt that was to shake the very foundation of Western civilization.

His opponent at Leipzig, Johann Eck, tells us with horror that Luther went so
far as to deny the complete authority of pope and councils, to claim that doctrines
that have been condemned by councils can be true and that councils can err be-
cause they are composed only of men.1 In The Appeal to the German Nobility,
Luther went even further and denied that the pope can be the only authority in re-
ligious matters. He claimed instead that all of Christendom has but one Gospel,
one Sacrament, all Christians have “the power of discerning and judging what is
right or wrong in the matters of faith,”2 and Scripture outranks even the pope in
determining proper religious views and actions.3 In The Babylonish Captivity,
Luther made even clearer his basic denial of the Church’s criterion of religious
knowledge: “I saw that the Thomist opinions, whether they be approved by pope
or by council, remain opinions and do not become articles of faith, even if an
angel from heaven should decide otherwise. For that which is asserted without
the authority of Scripture or of proven revelation may be held as an opinion, but
there is no obligation to believe it.”4

And finally, Luther asserted his new criterion in its most dramatic form when
he refused to recant at the Diet of Worms of 1521:
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Your Imperial Majesty and Your Lordships demand a simple answer. Here it is,
plain and unvarnished. Unless I am convicted of error by the testimony of Scrip-
ture or (since I put no trust in the unsupported authority of Pope or of councils,
since it is plain that they have often erred and often contradicted themselves) by
manifest reasoning I stand convicted by the Scriptures to which I have appealed,
and my conscience is taken captive by God’s word, I cannot and will not recant
anything, for to act against our conscience is neither safe for us, nor open to us.
On this I take my stand. I can do no other. God help me. Amen.5

In this declaration of Christian liberty, Luther set forth his new criterion of reli-
gious knowledge: that what conscience is compelled to believe on reading Scrip-
ture is true. To Catholics like Eck, this must have sounded completely incredible.
For centuries, asserting that a proposition stated a religious truth meant that it was
authorized by Church tradition, by the pope, and by councils. To claim that these
standards could be wrong was like denying the rules of logic. The denial of the ac-
cepted criteria would eliminate the sole basis for testing the truth of a religious
proposition. To raise even the possibility that the criteria could be faulty was to
substitute another criterion by which the accepted criteria could be judged and
thus, in effect, to deny the entire framework by which orthodoxy had been deter-
mined for centuries.

Once a fundamental criterion has been challenged, how does one tell which
of the alternative possibilities ought to be accepted? On what basis can one de-
fend or refute Luther’s claims? To take any position requires another standard by
which to judge the point at issue. Thus Luther’s denial of the criteria of the
Church and his assertion of his new standard for determining religious truth lead
to a rather neat example of the problem of the criterion as it appears in Sextus Em-
piricus, Hypotyposis (Outlines of Pyrrhonism) 2, chapter 4:

In order to decide the dispute which has arisen about the criterion, we must pos-
sess an accepted criterion by which we shall be able to judge the dispute; and in
order to possess an accepted criterion, the dispute about the criterion must first
be decided. And when the argument thus reduces itself to a form of circular rea-
soning the discovery of the criterion becomes impracticable, since we do not
allow them [the dogmatic philosophers] to adopt a criterion by assumption,
while if they offer to judge the criterion by a criterion we force them to a regress
ad infinitum.6

The problem of justifying a standard of true knowledge does not arise as long as
there is an unchallenged criterion. But in an epoch of intellectual revolution
such as that under consideration here, the very raising of the problem can pro-
duce an insoluble crise pyrrhonienne, as the various gambits of Sextus Empiricus
are explored and worked out. The Pandora’s box that Luther opened at Leipzig
was to have the most far-reaching consequences, not just in theology but through-
out the entire intellectual realm of the West.

In defense of a fundamental criterion, what can be offered as evidence?
The value of the evidence depends on the criterion, and not vice versa. Some
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theologians, for example Ignatius Loyola, tried to close the box by insisting
“That we may be altogether of the same mind and in conformity with the
Church herself, if she shall have defined anything to be black which to our eyes
appears to be white, we ought in like manner to pronounce it to be black.”7 This,
however, does not justify the criterion but only exhibits what it is.

The problem remained. To be able to recognize the true faith, one needed a
criterion. But how was one to recognize the true criterion? The innovators and
the defenders of the old were both faced with the same problem. They usually
met it by attacking their opponents’ criterion. Luther attacked the authority of the
Church by showing the inconsistencies in its views. The Catholics tried to show
the unreliability of one’s conscience and the difficulty of discerning the true
meaning of Scripture without the guidance of the Church. Both sides warned of
the catastrophe—intellectual, moral, and religious—that would ensue from
adopting the others’ criterion.

Some similar issues had earlier surfaced in the fight between the Dominican
friar Girolamo Savonarola and the papal authorities. In the period when
Savonarola held political and theological power in Florence, he claimed to have
a special prophetic knowledge that justified his material and spiritual reform
movement. As he became more vociferous in denouncing the behavior of the
pope, justifying his claims with his prophetic insights and his reading of Scripture,
he was finally excommunicated. At this point, he refused to accept papal author-
ity and insisted that he was right and the pope wrong. He took a step that might
have led to an earlier reformation in trying to get religious and political leaders to
join with him in setting up a new religious authority and a new basis for judging
religious knowledge. His trial and execution quickly ended this break with tradi-
tional Catholic authority, so we do not know whether he would have followed the
path that Luther did. One very intriguing item is that recent research has revealed
that Savonarola, in 1494, at the height of his battle with the papacy, ordered three
of his monks to prepare a Latin edition of the writings of the Greek sceptic Sextus
Empiricus. There is no evidence that this project ever came to fruition. However,
this is the first time in the Renaissance that Sextus Empiricus was brought forth
into the theological discussions of the time. In the period when Savonarola was in
charge of the Convent of San Marco, there actually were five manuscript copies
of Sextus in the library there, including the copy that belonged to Pico della Mi-
randola, the great Florentine humanist. Savonarola taught scholastic logic at the
convent and took part in the discussions among the various philosophers, Platonic
and Aristotelian, who gathered there. Although he did not know Greek, he appar-
ently knew what sort of materials were in the writings of Sextus. From the use of
them that was made later on by one of his disciples, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mi-
randola, the nephew of the great Pico, we can surmise what use Savonarola in-
tended to make of the Greek sceptical arguments—namely, to attack all forms of
philosophical dogmatism, undermining their criteria of knowledge as a way of
justifying prophetic knowledge as the only true and certain kind. Gianfrancesco
helped to disseminate information about Sextus Empiricus among his contempo-
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raries, as shown, for example, by a letter he wrote to Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples in
August 1520 concerning “Sextus Pyrrhonius” and the “Ephectici.”8 According to
Gianfrancesco, Savonarola had been suggesting to his followers that they read
Sextus Empiricus as an introduction to Christian faith. We do not know how
many of them took this advice except Gianfrancesco Pico. I will discuss Gian-
francesco’s views a little later. The posing of Greek scepticism versus philosophi-
cal or theological dogmatism could well have started a sceptical crisis at the end
of the fifteenth century. We cannot be sure how much Greek scepticism
Savonarola would have introduced into his attacks, but we have learned that one
of the judges at his trial had been studying the Vatican’s copy of Sextus before he
came to Florence.9 If Greek scepticism had been introduced this early on, there
may have been an even more powerful undermining of authority. So far there is
no evidence that it was introduced publicly before Gianfrancesco Pico’s book of
1520. However, it was suggested at the time that the attack on astrology of the older
Pico, which was published by his nephew in 1496, was just a compilation of argu-
ments from Sextus Empiricus. This work, which is considered of great impor-
tance in the development of modern astronomy, may turn out to be the first one
that introduces Pyrrhonnian arguments in the modern intellectual world.10

One of the Catholic arguments offered throughout the Reformation was the
contention that Luther’s criterion would lead to religious anarchy. Everybody
could appeal to his own conscience and claim that what appeared true to him was
true. No effective standard of truth would be left. In the first years of the Refor-
mation the rapid development of all sorts of novel beliefs by such groups as the
Zwickau prophets, the Anabaptists, and the anti-Trinitarians seemed to confirm
this prediction. The Reformers were continually occupied with trying to justify
their own type of subjective, individual criterion and at the same time were using
this criterion as an objective measure by means of which they condemned as
heresies their opponent’s appeals to conscience.

In the battle to establish which criterion of faith was true, a sceptical attitude
arose among certain thinkers, primarily as a defense of Catholicism. While many
Catholic theologians tried to offer historical evidence to justify the authority of
the Church (without being able to show that historical evidence was the crite-
rion), a suggestion of the sceptical defense of the faith, the defense that was to
dominate the French Counter-Reformation, was offered by Erasmus of Rotter-
dam. Erasmus, who had been one of the moving spirits in the demand for reform,
was, in the period 1520–24, pressed more and more strenuously to openly attack
Luther.11 (Erasmus had various reasons for, and means of, evading the issue, but
only the ultimate result will be considered here.) In 1524, Erasmus finally pub-
lished a work, De Libero Arbitrio ∆ΙΑΤΡΙΒΗ, attacking Luther’s views on free
will. Erasmus’ general anti-intellectualism and dislike of rational theological dis-
cussions led him to suggest a kind of sceptical basis for remaining within the
Catholic Church. (His reaction to the philosophers at the University of Paris in
his student days and his condemnation, in The Praise of Folly, of their intellectual
quest per se, culminated in the statement that “human affairs are so obscure and
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various that nothing can be clearly known. This was the sound conclusion of the
Academics [the Academic Sceptics], who were the least surly of the philoso-
phers.”12 This contempt for intellectual endeavor was coupled with his advocacy
of a simple, nontheological Christian piety.

De Libero Arbitrio begins with the announcement that the problem of the
freedom of the will is one of the most involved of labyrinths. Theological contro-
versies were not Erasmus’ meat, and he says that he would prefer to follow the at-
titude of the sceptics and suspend judgment, especially where the inviolable au-
thority of Scripture and the decrees of the Church permit. He says he is perfectly
willing to submit to the decrees, whether or not he understands them or the rea-
sons for them.13 Scripture is not as clear as Luther would have us believe, and
there are some places that are just too shadowy for human beings to penetrate.
Theologians have argued and argued the question without end. Luther claims he
has found the right answer and has understood Scripture correctly. But how can
we tell that he really has? Other interpretations can be given that seem much bet-
ter than Luther’s. In view of the difficulty in establishing the true meaning of
Scripture concerning the problem of free will, why not accept the traditional so-
lution offered by the Church? Why start such a fuss over something one cannot
know with any certainty?14 For Erasmus, what is important is a simple, basic,
Christian piety, a Christian spirit. The rest, the superstructure of the essential be-
lief, is too complex for a man to judge. Hence it is easier to rest in a sceptical atti-
tude and accept the age-old wisdom of the Church on these matters than to try to
understand and judge for oneself.

This sceptical attitude, rather than sceptical argument, grew out of an abhor-
rence of what Kierkegaard called “the comedy of the higher lunacy.” It was not
based, as it was for Montaigne, on evidence that human reason could not achieve
certainty in any area whatsoever. Instead Erasmus seems to have been shocked at
the apparent futility of the intellectuals in their quest for certainty. All the ma-
chinery of these scholastic minds had missed the essential point, the simple
Christian attitude. The Christian Fool was far better off than the lofty theologians
of Paris who were ensnared in a labyrinth of their own making. And so, if one re-
mained a Christian Fool, one would live a true Christian life and could avoid the
entire world of theology by accepting, without trying to comprehend, the reli-
gious views promulgated by the Church.

This attempt, early in the Reformation, at sceptical “justification” of the
Catholic rule of faith brought forth a furious answer from Luther, the De Servo
Arbitrio of 1525. Erasmus’ book, Luther declared, was shameful and shocking, the
more so since it was written so well and with so much eloquence. “It is as if one
carried sweepings or droppings in a gold or silver vase.”15 The central error of the
book, according to Luther, was that Erasmus did not realize that a Christian can-
not be a sceptic. “A Christian ought . . . to be certain of what he affirms, or else he
is not a Christian.”16 Christianity involves the affirmation of certain truths be-
cause one’s conscience is completely convinced of their veracity. The content of
religious knowledge, according to Luther, is far too important to be taken on trust.
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One must be absolutely certain of its truth.17 Hence Christianity is the complete
denial of scepticism. “Anathema to the Christian who will not be certain of what
he is supposed to believe, and who does not comprehend it. How can he believe
that which he doubts?”18 To find the truths, one only has to consult Scripture. Of
course there are parts that are hard to understand, and there are things about God
that we do not, and perhaps shall not, know. But this does not mean that we can-
not find the truth in Scripture. The central religious truth can be found in clear
and evident terms, and these clarify the more obscure ones. However, if many
things remain obscure to some people, it is the fault not of Scripture but of the
blindness of those who have no desire to know the revealed truths. The sun is not
obscure just because I can close my eyes and refuse to see it. The doctrines over
which Luther and the Church are in conflict are clear if one is willing to look and
accept what one sees. And unless one does this, one is actually giving up the
Christian Revelation.19

Luther was positive that there was a body of religious truths to be known, that
these truths were of crucial importance to men, and that Luther’s rule of faith—
what conscience was compelled to believe from the reading of Scripture—would
show us these truths. To rely on Erasmus’ sceptical course was to risk too much;
the possibility of error was too great. Only in the certain knowledge of God’s com-
mand would we be safe. And so Luther told Erasmus that his sceptical approach
actually implied no belief in God at all but was rather a way of mocking God.20

Erasmus could, if he wished, hold on to his scepticism until Christ called him.
But, Luther warned, “The Holy Ghost is not a Sceptic,” and he has inscribed in
our hearts not uncertain opinions but, rather, affirmations of the strongest sort.21

This exchange between Erasmus and Luther indicates some of the basic
structure of the criterion problem. Erasmus was willing to admit that he could not
tell with certainty what was true, but he was, per non sequitur, willing to accept the
decisions of the Church. This does not show that the Church had the rule of faith;
rather it indicates Erasmus’ cautious attitude. Since he was unable to distinguish
truth from falsehood with certitude, he wanted to let the institution that had been
making this distinction for centuries take the responsibility. Luther, on the other
hand, insisted on certainty. Too much was at stake to settle for less. And no human
could give another person adequate assurances. Only one’s own inner conviction
could justify acceptance of any religious views. To be sure, an opponent might ask
why that which our consciences are compelled to believe from reading Scripture
is true. Suppose we find ourselves compelled tor believe conflicting things: which
is true? Luther just insisted that the truth is forced upon us and that true religious
knowledge does not contain any contradictions.

The rule of faith of the Reformers thus appears to have been subjective cer-
tainty, the compulsions of one’s conscience. But this type of subjectivism is open
to many objections. The world is full of people convinced of the oddest views.
The Reformation world was plentifully supplied with theologians of conflicting
views, each underwritten by the conscience of the man who asserted it. To its op-
ponents, the new criterion of religious knowledge seemed to be but a half-step
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from pure scepticism, from making any and all religious views just the opinions of
the believers, with no objective certainty whatever. In spite of Luther’s bombastic
denunciations of Erasmus’ scepticism, it became a stock claim of the Counter-Re-
formers to assert that the Reformers were just sceptics in disguise.

In order to clarify and buttress the Reformers’ theory of religious knowledge,
the next great leader of the revolt against Church authority, Jean Calvin, at-
tempted in his Institutes and in the battle against the anti-Trinitarian heretic
Miguel Servetus to work out the theory of the new rule of faith in greater detail.
Early in the Institutes, Calvin argued that the Church cannot be the rule of Scrip-
ture, since the authority of the Church rests on some verses in the Bible. There-
fore, Scripture is the basic source of religious truth.22

But by what standards do we recognize the faith, and how do we determine
with certitude what Scripture says? The first step is to realize that the Bible is the
Word of God. By what criteria can we tell this? If we tried to prove this by reason,
Calvin admitted, we could only develop question-begging or rhetorical argu-
ments.23 What is required is evidence that is so complete and persuasive that we
cannot raise any further doubts or questions. The evidence, to exclude any possi-
bility of doubt or question, would have to be self-validating. Such evidence is
given us by illumination through the Holy Spirit. We have an inner persuasion,
given to us by God, so compelling that it becomes the complete guarantee of our
religious knowledge. This inner persuasion not only assures us that Scripture is
the Word of God but compels us upon reading Scripture attentively to grasp the
meaning of it and believe it. There is, thus, a double illumination for the elect,
providing first the rule of faith, Scripture, and second the rule of Scripture,
namely the means for discerning and believing its message. This double illumi-
nation of the rule of faith and its application gives us complete assurance. “Such,
then, is a conviction that requires no reasons; such a knowledge with which the
best reason agrees—in which the mind truly reposes more securely and constantly
than in any reasons; such, finally, a feeling that can be born only of heavenly rev-
elation. I speak of nothing other than what each believer experiences within him-
self—though my words fall far beneath a just explanation of the matter.”24

Religious truth can only be recognized by those whom God chooses. The cri-
terion of whether one has been chosen is inner persuasion, which enables one to
examine Scripture and recognize the truths therein. Without divine illumination
one could not even tell with certainty which book is Scripture, or what it means.
One can, however, by the grace of God, accept the rule of faith laid down in the
Confession of Faith of the Protestant Churches of France of 1559, “We know these
books to be canonical, and the most certain rule of our faith, not so much by the
common agreement and consent of the Church as by the testimonial and interior
persuasion of the Holy Spirit that makes us discern them.”25 For the elect, Scrip-
ture is the rule of faith, and, as was also claimed, Scripture is the rule of Scripture.

The fundamental evidence for the original Calvinists of the truth of their
views was inner persuasion. But how can one tell that this inner persuasion is au-
thentic and not just a subjective certainty that might easily be illusory? The im-
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portance of being right is so great that—as Theodore Beza, Calvin’s aide-de-
camp, insisted—we need a sure and infallible sign. This sign is “ful perswasion,
[which] doth separate the chosen children of God from the castaways, and is the
proper riches of the Saintes.”26 But the consequence is a circle: the criterion of
religious knowledge is inner persuasion, the guarantee of the authenticity of
inner persuasion is that it is caused by God, and this we are assured of by our
inner persuasion.

The curious difficulty of guaranteeing one’s religious knowledge came out
sharply in the controversy over Servetus. Here was a man apparently convinced by
inner persuasion that there was no scriptural basis for the doctrine of the Trinity
and convinced that the doctrine of the Trinity was false. But Calvin and his fol-
lowers were so sure of the truth of their own religious views that they condemned
Servetus to death as a heretic. The sole defender of Servetus among the Reform-
ers, the scholar Sebastian Castellio of Basel, saw that the way to argue against the
condemnation was to attack the Calvinists’ claims to certainty. In his De Haereti-
cis,27 written shortly after the burning of Servetus, Castellio tried to destroy the
grounds for Calvin’s complete assurance of the truth of his religious beliefs, with-
out at the same time destroying the possibility of religious knowledge.

Castellio’s method was to point out that in religion there are a great many
things that are too obscure, too many passages in Scripture too opaque for anyone
to be absolutely certain of the truth. These unclear matters had been the source of
controversy for ages, and obviously no view was sufficiently manifest so that every-
one would accept it. (Otherwise why should the controversy continue, “for who is
so demented that he would die for the denial of the obvious?”)28 On the basis of
the continual disagreements and the obscurity of Scripture, Castellio indicated
that no one was really so sure of the truth in religious affairs that he was justified
in killing another as a heretic.

This mild, sceptical attitude and defense of divergent views elicited a nasty
and spirited response. Theodore Beza saw immediately what was at issue and at-
tacked Castellio as a reviver of the New Academy (the Platonic academy two gen-
erations after Plato, starting mid–fourth century b.c.e.) and the scepticism of
Carneades, trying to substitute probabilities in religious affairs for the certainties
required by a true Christian.29 Beza insisted that the existence of controversies
proves only that some people are wrong. True Christians are persuaded by the
Revelation, by God’s Word, which is clear to those who know it. The introduction
of the akatelepsis of the Academic sceptics is entirely contrary to Christian belief.
There are truths set up by God and revealed to us, and anyone who does not
know, recognize, and accept them is lost.30

Castellio wrote, but did not publish, a reply, in which he tried in a general
way to show how little we can know, and the “reasonable” way for judging this
knowledge, and then applied his modest standards to the controversies of his
time. The De arte dubitandi31 is in many ways a remarkable book, far in advance
of its time in proposing a liberal, scientific, and cautious approach to intellectual
problems, in contrast to the total dogmatism of the Calvinist opponents.32
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Castellio’s theory is hardly as sceptical as Erasmus’ and certainly does not at-
tain the level of complete doubt of Montaigne’s. The aim of De arte dubitandi is
to indicate what one should believe, since one of man’s basic problems in this age
of controversy is that he believes some things that are dubious and doubts some
things that are not. To begin with, there are many matters that are not really
doubtful, matters that any reasonable person will accept. These, for Castellio, in-
clude the existence of God, God’s goodness, and the authenticity of Scripture. He
offers as evidence the argument from design and the plausibility of the Scriptural
picture of the world.33

Then, on the other hand, there is a time for believing and a time for doubt-
ing. The time for doubting, in religious matters, comes when there are things
that are obscure and uncertain, and these are the matters that are disputed. “For
it is clear that people do not dispute about things that are certain and proved, un-
less they are mad.”34 But we cannot resolve doubtful matters just by examining
Scripture, as the Calvinists suggest, since there are disputes about how to inter-
pret the Bible, and Scripture is obscure on many points. On a great many ques-
tions, two contradictory views are equally probable, as far as we can make out
from biblical texts.35

In order to evaluate a matter in dispute, it is necessary to search for a princi-
ple by which the truth will be so manifest, so well recognized by all, that no force
in the universe, that no probability, can ever make the alternative possible.36 This
principle, Castellio claimed, is the human capacity of sense and intelligence, the
instrument of judgment on which we must rely. Here he presented a fundamen-
tal rational faith that we have the natural powers to evaluate questions. Even Jesus
Christ, Castellio pointed out, resolved questions by using his senses and his rea-
son.37 In reply to the antirationalists, Castellio offered an answer much like one of
the arguments of Sextus Empiricus:

I come now to those authors [presumably Calvinists] who wish us to believe with
our eyes closed, certain things in contradiction to the senses, and I will ask them,
first of all, if they came to these views with their eyes closed, that is to say, without
judgment, intelligence or reason, or, if rather, they had the aid of judgment. If
they speak without judgment, we will repudiate what they say. If, on the contrary,
they base their views on judgment and reason, they are inconsistent when they
persuade us by their judgment to renounce ours.38

Castellio’s faith in our rational ability to decide questions was coupled with a scep-
ticism about our employment of this ability in practice. Two sorts of difficulties
exist (which, if taken too seriously, would undermine Castellio’s criterion com-
pletely): one, that our faculties might not be capable of functioning properly, be-
cause of illness or our voluntary misuse of them; the other, that external condi-
tions may prevent our solving a problem. A man’s vision may be poor, or he may
refuse to look; or his location or interfering objects may block his vision. Faced
with these possibilities, Castellio admitted that we cannot do anything about the
natural conditions that may interfere with judgment. If one has poor vision, that is
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too bad. External conditions cannot be altered. In light of these practical consid-
erations, we can only apply our instruments of judgment, our senses and reason,
in a conditional manner, being “reasonable” in our evaluations on the basis of
common sense and past experience and eliminating as far as possible the control-
lable conditions, like malice and hate, that interfere with our judgment.39

Castellio’s partial scepticism represents another facet of the problem of
knowledge raised by the Reformation. If it is necessary to discover a “rule of faith,”
a criterion for distinguishing true faith from false faith, how is this to be accom-
plished? Both Erasmus and Castellio stressed the difficulty involved, especially in
uncovering the message of Scripture. But Castellio, rather than employing the
sceptical problems about religious knowledge as an excuse or justification for ac-
cepting “the way of authority” of the Church, offered those admittedly less-than-
perfect criteria, the human capacities of sense and reason. Since the very limita-
tions of their proper operations would prevent the attainment of any completely
assured religious knowledge, the quest for certainty would have to be given up, in
exchange for a quest for reasonableness. (Thus it is understandable that Castellio
influenced chiefly the most liberal forms of Protestantism.)40 The manuscript of
his unpublished De arte dubitante was known at the beginning of the seventeenth
century to Hugo Grotius, who, as I shall show, developed a similar limited scepti-
cal view and moderate approach to solving intellectual problems. Grotius’ views
greatly influenced the theories of religious knowledge of moderate Protestants in
England, who developed a justification of religious and scientific views appealing
to probabilities and reasonable doubts.

In the struggles between the old established order of the Catholic Church
and the new order of the Reformers, the Reformers had to insist on the complete
certainty of their cause. In order to accomplish their ecclesiastical revolution,
they had to insist that they, and they alone, had the only assured means of discov-
ering religious knowledge. The break with authority was not in favor of a tolerant
individualism in religion, such as Castellio’s views would have led to, but in favor
of a complete dogmatism in religious knowledge. In order to buttress their case,
the Reformers sought to show that the Church of Rome had no guarantee of its
professed religious truths, that the criterion of traditional authority carried with it
no assurance of the absolute certitude of the Church’s position, unless the
Church could somehow prove that traditional authority was the true criterion.
But how could this be done? The attempt to justify a criterion requires other cri-
teria, which in turn have to be justified. How could one establish the infallibility
of the Church in religious matters? Would the evidence be infallible? This type of
attack finally led Protestant leaders to write tracts on the Pyrrhonism of the
Church of Rome, in which they tried to show that, using the very principles of re-
ligious knowledge offered by the Church, one could never be sure (1) that the
Church of Rome was the true Church, and (2) what was true in religion.41 (Per-
haps the apex of this type of reasoning was the argument that according to the
Church position the pope and no one else is infallible. But who can tell who is the
pope? The member of the Church has only his fallible lights to judge by. So only
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the pope can be sure who is the pope; the rest of the members have no way of
being sure and hence no way of finding any religious truths.)42

On the other hand, the Catholic side could and did attack the Reformers by
showing the unjustifiability of their criterion and the way the claims of certainty of
the Reformers would lead to a complete subjectivism and scepticism about reli-
gious truths. The sort of evidence presented by Erasmus and Castellio became
their opening wedge: The Reformers claim the truth is to be found in Scripture,
just by examining it without prejudice. But the meaning of Scripture is unclear, as
shown not only by the controversies regarding it between Catholic and Protestant
readers but also by the controversies within the Protestant camp. Therefore, a
judge is needed to set the standards for proper interpreting. The Reformers say that
conscience, inner light, or some such is the judge of Scripture. But different peo-
ple have different inner lights. How do we tell whose is right? The Calvinists insist
that that inner light is correct that is given or guided by the Holy Spirit. But whose
is this? How does one tell “infatuation” from genuine illumination? Here the only
criteria offered by Reformers appear to be no other than just their private opin-
ions—Calvin thinks Calvin is illumined. The personal, unconfirmed, and uncon-
firmable opinions of various Reformers hardly seem a basis for certainty in reli-
gious matters. (The reductio ad absurdum of the Reformers’ position in the early
seventeenth century says that Calvinism is nothing but Pyrrhonism in religion.)

With each side trying to sap the foundations of the other, and each trying to
show that the other was faced with an insoluble form of the classical sceptical
problem of the criterion, each side also made claims of absolute certainty for its
own views. The Catholics found the guarantee in tradition, the Protestants in the
illumination that revealed the Word of God in Scripture. The tolerant semiscep-
ticism of Castellio was an unacceptable solution in this quest for certainty. (An ex-
ception should be noted: the moderate English theologian William Chilling-
worth first left Protestantism for Catholicism because he found no sufficient
criterion of religious knowledge in the Reform point of view, and then he left
Catholicism for the same reason. He ended with a less-than-certain Protes-
tantism, buttressed only by his favorite reading of Sextus Empiricus.)43

The intellectual core of this battle of the Reformation lay in the search for
justification of infallible truth in religion by some sort of self-validating or self-ev-
ident criterion. Each side was able to show that the other had no “rule of faith”
that could guarantee its religious principles with absolute certainty. Throughout
the seventeenth century, as the military struggle between Catholicism and Protes-
tantism became weaker, the intellectual one became sharper, indicating in clear
relief the nature of the epistemological problem involved. Nicole and Pellisson
showed over and over again that the way of examination of the Protestants was the
“high road to Pyrrhonism.” One would never be able to tell with absolute cer-
tainty what book was Scripture, how to interpret it, or what to do about it unless
one were willing to substitute a doctrine of personal infallibility for the accept-
ance of Church infallibility. And this, in turn, would raise a host of nasty sceptical
problems.44
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On the Protestant side, dialecticians like La Placette and Boullier were able
to show that the Catholic view “introduces an universal Scepticism into the whole
System of Christian Religion.”45 Before adopting the “way of authority,” one
would have to discover whether the tradition of the Church is the right one. To dis-
cover this, an authority or judge is needed. The Church cannot be the authority of
its own infallibility, since the question at issue is whether the Church is the true
authority on religious matters. Any evidence offered for the special status of the
Church requires a rule or criterion for telling if this evidence is true. And so, the
way of authority also, it is argued, leads straightaway to a most dangerous Pyrrhon-
ism, since, by this criterion, one cannot be really sure what the true faith is.46

The Reformers’ challenge of the accepted criteria of religious knowledge
raised a most fundamental question: How does one justify the basis of one’s
knowledge? This problem was to unleash a sceptical crisis not only in theology
but also, shortly thereafter, in the sciences and in all other areas of human knowl-
edge. Luther had indeed opened a Pandora’s box at Leipzig in 1519, and it was to
take all the fortitude of the wisest men of the next two centuries to find a way to
close it (or at least to keep from noticing that it could never again be closed). The
quest for certainty was to dominate theology and philosophy for the next two cen-
turies, and because of the terrible choice—certainty or total Pyrrhonism—various
grandiose schemes of thought were to be constructed to overcome the sceptical
crisis. The gradual failure of these monumental efforts was to see the quest for cer-
tainty lead to two other searches, the quest for faith—pure fideism—and the quest
for reasonableness—or a “mitigated scepticism.”

Several of the moderates, worn out perhaps by the intellectual struggles of
early modern thought, could see the difficulty and suggest a new way out. Joseph
Glanvill in 1665 announced that “while men fondly doat on their private appre-
hensions, and every conceited Opinionist sets up an infallible Chair in his own
brain, nothing can be expected but eternal tumult and disorder”;47 he recom-
mended his constructive scepticism as the solution. Martin Clifford in 1675
pointed out that “all the miseries which have followed the variety of opinions
since the Reformation have proceeded entirely from these two mistakes, the tying
Infallibility to whatsoever we think Truth, and damnation to whatsoever we think
error,” and offered a solution somewhat like Glanvill’s.48

The crux of the problem was summed up in the debate between the Catholic
Père Hubert Hayer and the Protestant pastor David Boullier, in the latter’s Le
Pyrrhonisme de l’Eglise Romaine. Hayer showed that Protestantism leads to com-
plete uncertainty in religious belief, hence to total Pyrrhonism. Boullier showed
that the Catholic demand for infallible knowledge leads to discovering that there
is no such knowledge, hence to complete doubt and Pyrrhonism. The solution,
Boullier insisted, lay in being reasonable in both science and religion and replac-
ing the quest for absolute, infallible certainty with an acceptance, in a somewhat
tentative fashion, of personal certitude as the criterion of truth, a standard that,
while it may be less than what is desired, at least allows for some limited way of re-
solving questions.49
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The problem of the criterion of knowledge, made paramount by the Refor-
mation, was resolved in two different ways in the sixteenth century: on the one
hand, Erasmus’ sceptical suspense of judgment with the appeal to faith without
rational grounds; on the other, the “reasonable” solution of Castellio, offered after
admitting that men could not attain complete certainty. This intellectual history
proposes to trace the development of these two solutions to the sceptical crisis that
had been touched off by the Reformation. Since the peculiar character of this de-
velopment is, in large measure, due to the historical accident that the writings and
theories of the Greek sceptics were revived at the same time the sceptical crisis
arose, it is important to survey the knowledge of and interest in Pyrrhonian and
Academic scepticism in the sixteenth century and to make clear the way in which,
with the rediscoveries of the ancient arguments of the sceptics, the crisis was ex-
tended from theology to philosophy.
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2

The Revival of Greek Scepticism
in the Sixteenth Century

Information about ancient scepticism became available to Renaissance thinkers
principally through three sources: the writings of Sextus Empiricus, the sceptical
works of Cicero, and the account of the ancient sceptical movements in Dio-
genes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent Philosophers. To fully appreciate the impact of
scepticism on Renaissance thought, one would need studies of when these
sources became available, where, to whom, and what reactions they produced.
Charles B. Schmitt has done this with Cicero’s Academica, giving a thorough pic-
ture of its impact from the late Middle Ages to the end of the sixteenth century.1

Schmitt has found that the Latin term “scepticus,” which gave birth to the
French “sceptique” and the English “sceptic,” appears first in the Latin transla-
tion of Diogenes of 1430 and in two unidentifiable Latin translations of Sextus
from a century earlier.2

It would take painstaking work like Schmitt’s and Luciano Floridi’s to com-
plete the picture of who read Sextus, Diogenes, and sceptical antirational Mus-
lim and Jewish authors like Al-Ghazzali and Judah Halevi. Some of Schmitt’s re-
sults, which came out after the earlier editions of this work, will here be
incorporated into my sketch of the main ways of scepticism, especially how its
form of Pyrrhonism struck Europe and became central in the intellectual battles
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of the late sixteenth century. Shortly before his untimely demise, Schmitt pub-
lished a masterful study, “The Rediscovery of Ancient Skepticism in Modern
Times,” in which he traced the impact of Sextus on Renaissance authors using
newly found information as well as what he and others had previously discov-
ered.3 I will begin with the effect of the writings of Sextus Empiricus on Renais-
sance thought.

Sextus Empiricus is usually portrayed as an obscure and unoriginal Hellenis-
tic writer whose life and career are practically unknown. A recent study by
Richard Bett suggests that Sextus was a somewhat original thinker. But, as the
only Greek Pyrrhonian sceptic whose works survived, he came to have a dramatic
role in the formation of modern thought. The historical accident of the rediscov-
ery of his works at precisely the moment when the sceptical problem of the crite-
rion had been raised gave the ideas of Sextus a sudden and greater prominence
than they had ever had before or were ever to have again. Thus Sextus, a recently
discovered oddity, metamorphosed into “le divin Sexte,” who, by the end of the
seventeenth century, was regarded as the father of modern philosophy.4 More-
over, in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the effect of his thoughts
upon the problem of the criterion stimulated a quest for certainty that gave rise to
the new rationalism of René Descartes and the “constructive scepticism” of Pierre
Gassendi and Marin Mersenne.

In the previous edition of this book I said that the writings of Sextus Empiri-
cus were almost completely unknown in the Middle Ages and that only a few ac-
tual readers of his works are known prior to the first publication in 1562. This as-
sessment has to be modified on the basis of the researches of Luciano Floridi
published in 2002. He has shown that there was some limited knowledge of both
Sextus and of ancient scepticism among encyclopedic writers in late antiquity
and the Middle Ages; that there was active interest in defending against Pyrrhon-
ism among Byzantine writers from the ninth century onward; and that there were
more manuscripts than previously known. The earliest extant manuscripts are
three Latin translations of the Hypotyposes located in Venice, Paris, and Madrid.
Floridi has analyzed them and shown that they are basically the same translation
and that they were done in the 1340s by Niccoló da Reggio (fl. 1308–45). Then
there is a late Latin translation of parts of Adversus Mathematicos, probably by
Johannes Laurentius. A different Latin translation about 1549 of the Hypotyposes
by the great Spanish humanist, Juan Páez de Castro, is in private hands in New
York. In addition, there were around seventy to seventy-five Greek manuscripts
known or recorded from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries of portions of Sex-
tus. The first printed edition was by Henri Estienne (Stephanus) in 1562 of Sextus’
Hypotyposes.5 A second printed Latin edition of the Hypotyposes plus Adversus
Mathematicos appeared in 1569. The text of the Hypotyposes is that of Estienne,
the translation of Adversus Mathematicos was done by a French Counter-Re-
former and theologian, Gentian Hervet, from a manuscript that belonged at the
time to the Cardinal of Lorraine.6 The Greek text was not published until 1621 by
the Chouet brothers.7 In addition, portions of Sextus’ Hypotyposes appeared in
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English around 1590 or 1591 in what is now called Ralegh’s Sceptick, and a com-
plete English translation appeared in Thomas Stanley’s History of Philosophy of
1655–61. These two independent translations are the first appearances of Sextus’
texts in a modern language. There has been a fair amount of scholarly discussion
about whether a real translation was published in 1591 or 1592 as indicated in a ref-
erence by Thomas Nashe. The recent research by William Hamlin strongly sug-
gests that no publication appeared but rather that a manuscript copy of portions
of Sextus began to circulate. For reasons not yet known they became entitled The
Sceptick by Sir Walter Ralegh, which was published in the 1651 edition of
Ralegh’s literary Remains.8 No other editions occurred in the seventeenth cen-
tury, although Samuel Sorbière began a French translation around 1630.9 There
is also another unfinished French translation in the UCLA library, which was
studied by Charles Schmitt.10 In 1718, an extremely careful edition based on the
study of some of the manuscripts was prepared by J. A. Fabricius, giving the orig-
inal text and revisions of the Latin translations.11 In 1725, a mathematician
named Claude Huart wrote the first complete French translation of the Hypoty-
poses, which was reprinted in 1735.12 The first German translation is a partial
translation of Hypotyposes by Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, completed in
1791 and published in 1792.13

The first known reference, so far, of anyone reading Sextus Empiricus in Eu-
rope in the fifteenth century is in a letter, discovered by Schmitt, from the hu-
manist Francesco Filelfo to his friend Giovanni Aurispa in 1441.14 Floridi suggests
that the transmission from Greece to Italy of Sextus’ writings might have begun
with Plethon, but a recent study by Gian Mario Cao shows that it probably started
with the Greek manuscripts owned by Cardinal Bessarion and Filelfo. Filelfo
made use of materials in Sextus in his writings against his exile from Florence by
Cosimo di Medici. He gave examples from Sextus’ Adversus Ethicos to counter
the judgments made against him by the ruler of Florence. He used the very strik-
ing examples advanced by Sextus about cannibalism and incest to show that noth-
ing can be judged as really good or bad. He did not cite Sextus but made use of the
text from Adversus Ethicos.15 There is some question still being explored about
whether Filelfo learned of Sextus and obtained a Greek manuscript in Greece, or
from someone who brought it to Italy in the 1440s.

Discussions about scepticism, about Sextus, and the use of materials in Sex-
tus appear in humanistic writings over the next century. Manuscripts were ob-
tained by Lorenzo di Medici and others building collections of Greek texts. The
great humanist Angelo Poliziano (1454–94) gave a summary of ancient philoso-
phy based on materials in Sextus Empiricus.16 Other humanists found Sextus a
mine of information for understanding ancient thought. No significant use of
Pyrrhonian ideas prior to the printing of Sextus’ Hypotyposes has turned up, ex-
cept for that of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, the nephew of the great Re-
naissance humanist and a close intimate and supporter of Girolamo Savonarola,
the prophet of Florence. His writings may seem isolated from the main develop-
ment of modern scepticism that began with the publication of the Latin transla-
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tions and the modernized formulation of ancient scepticism offered by Michel
de Montaigne. However, they represent a most curious use of scepticism that
reappears in the early seventeenth century with Joseph Mede and John Dury and
the followers of Jacob Boehme and in the early eighteenth century in the writ-
ings of the Chevalier Ramsay, the first patron of David Hume, to fortify or justify
prophetic knowledge.

To begin the story, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, the great Florentine hu-
manist, who had earlier offered a great philosophical vision reconciling pagan,
Jewish, and Christian understandings of the world, knew Savonarola, a young
priest from Ferrara. It is not clear whether he met him there or at a philosophical
disputation at Bologna. The evidence would indicate that Pico della Mirandola
was apparently responsible for inducing Lorenzo di Medici to invite the young
priest to Florence to infuse some religious activity and fervor at the Convent of
San Marco. Pico himself was then actively involved in discussing philosophy and
religion with Savonarola at the convent. He attended many of Savonarola’s
famous sermons, as well as his philosophy courses at the Convent of San Marco,
and took part in the intellectual academy (Accademia Marciana) that gathered in
the convent. Pico probably also used the Medici library, which was then housed
in San Marco, having been placed there to avoid its destruction by the mob that
rioted after Lorenzo di Medici’s death.

Pico, the “Phoenix of his age,” moved closer to Savonarola’s views in his
writings of his last years, 1492–94. In fact, he became a follower of Savonarola’s
religious reform movement just before his death and was then given the
Dominican garments by the friar. His nephew, Gianfrancesco Pico, was heavily
influenced both by his uncle and by the friar. He edited his uncle’s Opera and
wrote a biography of him. The younger Pico became involved with Savonarola
in 1492, probably because of his uncle’s interests in the friar’s views and religious
life. Disturbed by Renaissance humanistic thought based on pagan ideas and by
the reliance of contemporary Christian theologians on the authority of Aristotle,
the younger Pico was attracted in the 1490s by the ideas of Savonarola and,
apparently, by some of the anti-intellectual tendencies in this movement.17

Thus, Gianfrancesco resolved to discredit all of the philosophical tradition of
pagan antiquity.

Gianfrancesco Pico’s first writing on philosophy, completed during Savon-
arola’s period as spiritual leader of Florentine democracy, sought to delineate the
difference between (true) Christian knowledge and pagan and non-Christian
opinions. He wrote defenses of Savonarola against the pope after his excommuni-
cation. Then, after Savonarola’s execution in 1498, Gianfranceso Pico wrote an
important biography of his hero, which circulated widely in manuscript before it
was eventually published in 1674.18

During an enforced exile around 1510, Pico set to work on his Examen Vani-
tatis Doctrinae Gentium, published in 1520 and dedicated to Pope Leo X.19 In this
work Pico introduced the actual sceptical arguments of Sextus Empiricus, plus
some newer additions, in order to demolish all philosophical views, especially
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those of Aristotle, and to show that only Christian knowledge, as stated in Scrip-
ture, is true and certain. Savonarola had held this conclusion and apparently had
argued with Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and others, seeking to show that the
philosophies of Plato and Aristotle were valueless. Pico’s later attitudes apparently
held the seeds of the antiphilosophy developed by his nephew.20

The book begins with a survey of ancient philosophy. In the second part it
turns from historical exposition to theoretical discussion of the problem of cer-
tainty. Starting with chapter 20 of book 2, there is a lengthy discussion of
Pyrrhonism, based on Sextus Empiricus’ Pyrrhoniarum Hypotyposes, summariz-
ing his views, as well as adding a good deal of anecdotal material. The next book
deals with the material in Sextus’ Adversus Mathematicos and the last three with
the attack on Aristotle.21 Throughout the work, Pico employed the sceptical ma-
terials from Sextus to demolish any rational philosophy and to liberate men from
the vain acceptance of pagan theories. The end result was not supposed to be
that all would be in doubt but rather that one would turn from philosophy as a
source of knowledge to the only guide men had in this “vale of tears,” the Chris-
tian Revelation.22

Gianfrancesco Pico’s Christian Pyrrhonism had a peculiar flavor, which
probably accounts, in part, for its failure to attract the large, receptive audience
that Montaigne obtained in the late sixteenth century. If men are unable to com-
prehend anything by rational means, or attain any truths thereby, the sole re-
maining source of knowledge was, for Pico, revelation through prophecy.23 And
so, not content to advocate knowledge based on faith alone, as presented to us
through God’s Revelation as interpreted by the Church, Gianfrancesco Pico’s
view could lead to serious dangers in religious thought by making those with the
gift of prophecy the arbiters of truth.

We do not know how much Savonarola, himself a philosophy student and
later a philosophy teacher, knew of the ancient Greek sceptical arguments first-
hand, but he certainly knew about them. Although he was reputed to be most
learned in philosophy, knowing Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus and the Kabbalah,24 and
being an expert Thomist, we are told that he did not know Greek.25 Greek texts of
Sextus were known to both Giovanni Pico and to Ficino. Codices were available
at the time in the library of the Convent of San Marco as well as Pico’s own li-
brary, which had been moved to San Marco.26 Altogether there were five Greek
manuscripts of Sextus in the libraries in San Marco around 1494–95.27 One study
offers evidence that one of the monks at San Marco, Giorgio Antonio Vespucci
(an uncle of Amerigo Vespucci), donated the Sextus manuscript to the convent in
1489.28 There is some indication that Ficino looked at this manuscript and noted
the sceptical arguments.29

A most striking fact is that Savonarola wanted some of his colleagues to
make a complete translation of Sextus.30 According to Gianfrancesco Pico’s Life
of Savonarola, the friar set Vespucci and Zanobi Acciauoli, both important Flo-
rentine humanists, to work on translating Sextus into Latin.31 The text in the bi-
ography makes it clear that Savonarola knew what kind of antiphilosophy was in
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Sextus’ writings.32 According to the younger Pico, “hearing that certain Greek
writings of the philosopher Sextus had been preserved in which were discussed
all doctrines humanly invented [i.e., as opposed to revealed], he ordered, shortly
before his death, that they should be translated from Greek into Latin, since he
loathed the ignorance of many people who boasted that they knew something.”33

The project apparently was not completed because of the turmoil at San Marco
after Savonarola’s execution.34 No trace of it has been found.35

The fact that Savonarola wanted Sextus to be translated is startling and is also
the beginning of the, or a, history, of modern scepticism. As D. P. Walker said in
his quiet way, “It seems hitherto to have been overlooked that we have this very
good evidence to show that Savonarola was in fact the ultimate source of modern
scepticism and its use for apologetic purposes.”36 It was more than sixty years until
Sextus’ texts were published in Latin, available for the general learned world.37

Unfortunately, the prior of San Marco left no explanation for his concern
with Sextus’ writings other than what is stated in the Pico biography. However, I
think it is possible to offer some speculations on the subject that seem to fit in with
what Savonarola was saying and writing in his last years and what his disciple,
Gianfrancesco Pico, made of his mentor’s thought then and later on. Some com-
mentators, Donald Weinstein, D. P. Walker, and Walter Cavini, have offered
some suggestive possibilities.

Savonarola was called the Socrates of Ferrara by some of his followers be-
cause of his philosophical acumen or special wisdom.38 In a nonsystematic way,
he insisted that natural “knowledge” was inadequate and that only revealed
knowledge was true and certain. And, of course, he maintained that he had
knowledge directly from God, knowledge about the nature of the world and about
events that were to come that was most certain and more certain that any other re-
puted knowledge. In one of his sermons of 1496 he contended that ignorant car-
nal man, with no intellectual interests or concerns or illusions, can more easily be
converted to the spiritual life than can animal man, who thinks he knows, but ac-
tually does not, the philosophers.39

A couple of accounts by Giovanni Nesi and Piero Crinito of the time, plus
discussions in his last sermons, throw some light on Savonarola’s sceptical an-
tiphilosophy. It must be recalled that as Savonarola became the dominant reli-
gious intellectual in Florence, especially from 1494 until his death in 1498, almost
all of the philosophers of Florence, many of whom were Platonic humanists,
came into his orbit. Some joined his movement, even becoming monks at San
Marco. Only Ficino, who briefly espoused some of Savonarola’s views, withdrew,
and then severely denounced the friar as soon he was dead. Many of the others
wrote supporting works during Savonarola’s life and defended his ideas after he
was excommunicated and executed. It may seem most puzzling that leading Pla-
tonists and syncretists, like the great Pico, were drawn to Savonarola’s ideas, even
though the friar was often quite outspoken in his contempt for ancient Greek phi-
losophy. According to Piero Crinito, at a discussion in the library at San Marco of
the Accademia Marciana, Pico was waxing eloquently about the agreement be-
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tween ancient philosophy and Christianity. Savonarola interrupted, “as always
modestly and calmly,” and said:

Take care, Laurentians [i.e., the Platonic philosophers who had been in the cir-
cle around Lorenzo di Medici], that you do not accept words in place of things.
For those who drag ancient philosophers into the Academy are very easily de-
ceived themselves or deceive others. Plato’s teaching leads to pride of soul, and
Aristotle’s to impiety. With good reason then, I urge you, Laurentians, to desert
the paths and groves of philosophy for the porch of Solomon, where are to be
found the most sure way of life and truth.

We are told Pico was not convinced.40

A further indication of Savonarola’s views appeared in Giovanni Nesi’s Orac-
ulum de Novo Saeculo, written in 1496 and actually published two days after
Savonarola’s excommunication. Nesi had been an Aristotelian and then was a
Neoplatonist who had been an associate of Ficino. He became a spokesperson for
the Savonarolean movement.41 His Oraculum is a Platonic vision about the glori-
ous prophet and teacher Savonarola and is dedicated to Gianfrancesco Pico. In it
we are presented with a picture of Savonarola as going beyond Plato and Plotinus
and the Kabbalah, so “that he can extract from them [the Scriptures] all science
and knowledge, even of future things.” Nesi proclaimed that “as Cicero called
Plato the god of philosophers and the philosopher of divinity, so I am accustomed
to call him [Savonarola].” Nesi told Gianfrancesco Pico to support this chosen
one of God and to fight with him in the battle of the Last Days to see his prophe-
cies fulfilled.42

As Walker pointed out, Savonarola himself defined his philosophical (or an-
tiphilosophical) stance quite clearly in some of his very last sermons, where he
criticized both Platonic philosophy and Aristotelianism as inadequate for Chris-
tian knowledge. Regarding the Platonists he said, “But since they did not have
true knowledge of the end of human life, the least little child of the Christians is
better than they.”43 Aristotle unfortunately had views that are contrary to the faith.
So, Savonarola declared in a sermon on Exodus in 1498, “It is to be wished that
Plato should be Plato, Aristotle Aristotle, and not that they should be Christian,
because they are not, because there is as great a distance between Plato and a
Christian as there is between sin and virtue, and there is as great a difference be-
tween the doctrine of Plato and the doctrine of Christ as there is between shadow
and light. Let philosophers be philosophers and Christians Christians.”44

A further item that suggests that Sextus’ views were a significant part of
Savonarola’s outlook is that one of his opponents, Gioacchino Torriani, “generalis
ordinis predicatorum,” who was one of the judges at his Church trial in Florence,
which preceded his execution, had borrowed the Vatican’s manuscript copy of
Sextus in 1494.(The copy is now lost). As Luciano Floridi, who has brought out
this matter, says, “Torriani’s interest in Sextus Empiricus may not have been ca-
sual.”45 It may have been to prepare himself for refuting the use of Sextus by
Savonarola and his followers.
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After Savonarola’s death, many still believed that he had special true knowl-
edge. Some accepted his view that this special knowledge could justify refusing to
accept claims made even by the pope. The corruption of the papacy and the
Catholic clergy undermined the reliability and credibility of Catholic religious
knowledge claims. Though Savonarola, preaching before the Reformation began,
claimed that he was a true and believing Catholic, he soon became a hero of Mar-
tin Luther and the early Reformers for questioning the Catholic criterion of true
religious knowledge and for demanding the calling of a council to reform the
Church. They regarded him as a “witness to the truth.”46

His disciple and follower Gianfrancesco Pico, possibly following the charge
he had been given by Giovanni Nesi, offered a thoroughgoing examination and
rejection of natural and non-Christian knowledge claims to show their inadequa-
cies. Joining the sceptical arguments of Sextus, which he quoted and used liber-
ally, to Savonarola’s negative view of natural knowledge, he presented the first text
since antiquity utilizing Pyrrhonism, using it to illuminate knowledge by faith!
He concluded that a single religious dogma based on Scripture is much more
valuable than all of pagan philosophy.

As Charles Schmitt showed, the younger Pico must have read Sextus in a
Greek manuscript, long before the work was published in Greek or Latin.47 He
apparently used a codex belonging to Giorgio Antonio Vespucci.48 Although Gi-
anfrancesco Pico carefully set forth the ancient sceptical criticisms of sensory
knowledge claims and of rational criteria for deciding what is true and false, he
was definitely not advocating scepticism. Rather, he was using the ammunition of
the ancient sceptical tradition to undermine confidence in natural knowledge
and to lead people to see that the only real and reliable knowledge is revealed
knowledge. As Schmitt pointed out, on just about every page Pico denounced
pagan philosophical claims.49 More recently, Brian Copenhaver has said, “Pico
regarded Christianity itself as immune to sceptical infection because it does not
depend upon the dogmatic philosophies that Sextus had refuted.”50

Most of the Examen consists of using Sextus against Aristotle’s theory of
knowledge. In this Pico was doing something new, in that the original Pyrrhonian
formulations were directed primarily against Stoic and Epicurean theories of
knowledge. As Schmitt pointed out, Pico made Aristotelianism more of an empir-
ical theory than it is usually portrayed as being.51 This may have been so that Sex-
tus’ arguments would clearly apply. Pico also used critiques of Aristotelianism not
generally known then, those that had been offered by the fifteenth-century Span-
ish Jewish thinker Hasdai Crescas (whose work had not yet been published and
only existed in Hebrew manuscripts)52 and the late Hellenistic commentator
John Philiponus.53

It is interesting to note that the first persons who seem to have been interested
in making Greek scepticism known to the Renaissance were also very involved in
kabbalistic studies. Savonarola, we are told, was an expert in the Kabbalah, and
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola was formulating his own kabbalistic views. Pico
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was visited by Johannes Reuchlin in 1490 and showed him his kabbalistic materi-
als. His nephew, Gianfrancesco Pico, already a disciple of Savonarola, was mak-
ing the views of Sextus Empiricus available in Latin and also became involved
with Reuchlin. He made two trips to Germany in 1502 and 1505 and was corre-
sponding with him over the following years.

It was Gianfrancesco Pico’s interest in Kabbalah that was probably the link he
had with Reuchlin. His acquaintance with Leone Ebreo may also have been in-
fluenced by Kabbalah, as the poet combined Platonism and kabbalism in his fa-
mous Dialoghi d’amore. All this suggests that there was some connection in the
minds of Savonarola, the elder and younger Pico, Reuchlin, and Leone Ebreo
and that they had a common bond in their concerns about Kabbalah and maybe
also scepticism. How these themes are related is a subject for further study.

An interesting curiosity is Gianfrancesco Pico’s new version of Sextus’ argu-
ment about differing views to show that one cannot even be sure what works are
by Aristotle. There are disagreements in the ancient sources as to what Aristotle
actually wrote. There are disagreements about the status of various texts that have
come down to us. So, how can we tell what Aristotle actually wrote and whether
we have an accurate statement of his view? Thus, we should suspend judgment
about what the philosopher has said.54

The position being offered by Pico constitutes a justification for Savonarola’s
knowledge claims to the effect that there is a special revealed prophetic knowl-
edge which is absolutely certain. All other knowledge claims, based on human
philosophies, are open to grave doubts. This is what Savonarola’s projected Sextus
translation project was supposed to show. Pico both fulfilled the proposed plan,
making Sextus’ arguments available in Latin, and showing their destructive char-
acter vis-à-vis human knowledge claims, and went beyond this by incorporating
other high-powered intellectual evidence, such as the arguments of Crescas and
Philiponos against Aristotle’s physical theories, to thoroughly debunk human in-
tellectual pretensions that are not based on revealed knowledge. Perhaps the Exa-
men of the vanity of pagan philosophers was intended as the last of Savonarola’s
bonfire of the vanities. Hence the title.

The prior of San Marco may not have been fully aware of how the critiques
offered by the ancient pagan Sextus Empiricus could provide the rationale for
accepting only revealed prophetic knowledge as true. He apparently knew
enough about Pyrrhonian scepticism to perceive the value of it from what he
heard from some of the humanist scholars at San Marco, probably including Gi-
anfrancesco Pico. But it was only two decades later that Gianfrancesco stated the
full sceptical-religious position of the Savonarola group. Though Walker consid-
ered this the first form of modern sceptical fideism, it is, as I shall argue, radically
different from what emerges later with Montaigne, in that revealed certain
knowledge precedes doubting. Scepticism is used to dismiss other forms of intel-
lectual searching for ultimate truth, since one has the truth. The Montaignian
position is that doubt clears away false or dubious views, and then if God so wills,
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we may have knowledge by faith alone. We become blank tablets waiting for
God to write on them.

In spite of Strowski’s claim to the contrary that the book by Gianfrancesco
Pico della Mirandola had a very great success and that it dominated sceptical
thought in the sixteenth century,55 the book seems to have had fairly little influ-
ence, and it failed to serve as a popularization of the views of Sextus Empiricus, as
Montaigne’s “Apologie de Raimund Sebond” did later.56 Pierre Villey says that
Agrippa von Nettesheim, who will be discussed later in this chapter, used materi-
als from Pico. If this is the case, Agrippa seems to have been one of the few to do
so.57 In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century accounts of the history of scepti-
cism, Pico is merely listed but not discussed in bibliographies on the subject. In
Stäudlin’s two volumes on the history of scepticism from Pyrrho to Kant, of 1794,
Pico gets a couple of sentences, concluding “and his entire work is not interesting
enough to deserve further characterization here.”58

Charles Schmitt has taken issue with me on this point. He agrees that Pico’s
work did not have the impact of the writings of Montaigne, Bayle, or Descartes,
but he also insists that it was not unknown. Schmitt traces the influence, some-
times slight, sometimes more serious, of Pico’s work on Nizolius, Castellani, the
translator of Sextus Gentian Hervet, various minor Italian thinkers, the authors of
the Coimbra Commentaries, Filippo Fabri, Mersenne, Pierre Gassendi, Cam-
panella, and Leibniz. Pico obviously had some influence, but he was not one of
those who made scepticism a major issue of the day. Villey claimed that Agrippa
used material from Pico, but recent research has made it possible to reevaluate
this assertion. Montaigne apparently did not know Pico’s work.59 What I believe
was crucial for the other historical development was, first, the form of the scepti-
cal problem of the criterion of religious knowledge that arose in the early conflicts
between Reformers and the Counter-Reformers; second, the availability of the
texts of Sextus through their being printed in Latin in 1562 and 1569; and third, the
forceful presentation of scepticism by Montaigne in his “Apologie de Raimund
Sebond.” Savonarola and his followers did not challenge the Church’s criterion of
religious knowledge but did challenge that the personage who was seated in St.
Peter’s chair was entitled to apply the criterion. Neither Savonarola nor his fol-
lowers became Protestants, in that they insisted then, and even now, that they
were and are true Catholics trying to reform and rescue the Church from false
Catholics.

A few learned humanists mention Sextus prior to the first printing in 1652. In
the controversies about astrology one would have expected references to Sextus’
critique of this alleged science. Sextus Empiricus’ texts first became part of public
discourse in Europe in 1488. The great humanist Angelo Poliziano was lecturing
in Florence on the arts and sciences of antiquity. In the lecture notes for 1488,
which exist in manuscript, he added pages from Sextus’ Adversus Mathematicos,
to explain the ancient view of the various disciplines. He learned about Sextus’
views from a Greek manuscript belonging to Giorgio Antonio Vespucci, a monk
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at the Convent of San Marco.60 Some of this was published at the time. This con-
stitutes the first publication of any portion of the writings of Sextus in print.

Poliziano used Sextus’ material to illustrate but not to argue for anything in
particular. The first polemical use of Sextus’ writing in Europe occurred a few
years later in the posthumous work of Pico della Mirandola, Adversus Astrolo-
giam. The elder Pico owned a copy of Sextus’ writing against astrology in Greek,
Adversus Astrologiam, and a careful analysis of the content of Pico’s work on as-
trology shows that much has been taken from Sextus Empiricus. This work was
published in 1495 by Gianfrancesco Pico.61 Pico and his nephew do not refer to
Sextus in their attack on astrology, but, as even the contemporary Willibald Pirck-
heimer noticed, Pico’s Adversus Astrologiam and his nephew’s writing on the sub-
ject are nothing but the writings of Sextus.62 In an analysis by Eugenio Garin, he
showed that the Pico volume is basically Sextus’ arguments against astrology re-
arranged, and with the addition of modern examples as well as Sextus’ ancient
ones.63 Pico’s work on this subject played a serious role in the development of
modern astronomy. Young Copernicus read it when it came out, and Kepler was
much influenced by it. Contemporary astrologers dismissed it, as just warmed up
Sextus Empiricus.

In 1994 a conference was held at Mirandola for the five hundredth anniver-
sary of the death of Pico. Several of the scholars there spoke about the developing
interest in the ideas of Sextus Empiricus from Poliziano to Pico to Gianfrancesco
Pico and the interest in Sextus among the followers of Savonarola. The two-vol-
ume proceedings provide the basic information that is known about the interest in
Sextus in the last years of the fifteenth century in Florence and the use of Sextus
as the basis for Gianfrancesco Pico’s work of 1520.64

The few mentions of Pyrrhonism that occur in early sixteenth- century litera-
ture do not indicate a knowledge of Sextus but seem to stem from Diogenes Laer-
tius’ The Life of Pyrrho or some other ancient account of Greek scepticism. The
most famous discussion of Pyrrhonism in this period is that in Rabelais, in the
third book of Gargantua and Pantagruel. Panurge asks various learned men
whether he should marry. One of those he asks is Trouillogan, the philosopher.
After a chapter indicating the difficulty of obtaining a straight answer from Trouil-
logan, the thirty-sixth chapter presents a dialogue between the philosopher and
Panurge. The chapter is entitled “A Continuation of the Answers of the Ephectic
and Pyrrhonian Philosopher.” After Panurge has been befuddled for a few pages,
he gives up questioning Trouillogan. And then Gargantua gets up and says:

Praised be the good God in all things, but especially for bringing the world into
that height of refinedness beyond what it was when I first became acquainted
therewith, that now the most learned and most prudent philosophers are not
ashamed to be seen entering in at the porches and frontispieces of the schools of
the Pyrrhonian, Aporrhetic, Sceptic, and Ephectic sects. Blessed be the holy
name of God! Veritably, it is like henceforth to be found an enterprise of much
more easy undertaking, to catch lions by the neck, horses by the mane, oxen by
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the horns, bulls by the muzzle, wolves by the tail, goats by the beard, and flying
birds by the feet, than to entrap such philosophers in their words. Farewell, my
worthy, dear and honest friends.65

The picture of the Pyrrhonist that Rabelais presents is, one might well expect,
less that of a sceptical philosopher than of a comic character. Trouillogan does
not baffle and confuse Panurge by employing standard sceptical dialectical gam-
bits, as Molière’s Pyrrhonian philosopher, Marphurius, does to Sganarelle in Le
Mariage Forcé in the next century.66 Rather, Rabelais’ Pyrrhonist accomplishes
his end by a series of evasions, non sequiturs, and cryptic responses. The portrait
drawn is not based on materials in Sextus Empiricus. And Gargantua’s comment
appears to have had little basis in fact. There do not seem to have been philoso-
phers of the time who considered themselves Pyrrhonists.67 The commentators
explain Gargantua’s remarks in the light of Cicero’s Academica, which was then
being studied, and Agrippa von Nettesheim’s De incertitudine et vanitate scien-
tiarum, which generated some degree of interest at the time.68 The terminology,
however, seems to come from Diogenes Laertius’ discussion of Pyrrho.69 Floridi
has examined possible sources of Rabelais’ sceptical terminology.70

As I shall show, the extended discussions of scepticism in the early sixteenth
century, with the exception of that of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, all
seem to be based on the information in Cicero, Lucian, Diogenes Laertius, or
Galen.71

Probably the most notorious of those who have been ranked as sceptics in this
period is the curious figure Henricus Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim
(1486–1535). He was a man who was interested in many things, most notably oc-
cult science.72 A strange work he wrote in 1526, De Incertitudine et vanitate scien-
tiarum declamatio invectiva, has led him to be classed as an early sceptic. The
popularity of this work, its many editions in Latin, as well as its Italian, French,
and English translations in the sixteenth century, plus its influence on Mon-
taigne, have given Agrippa an undeserved stature among those who played a role
in the revival of sceptical thought in the Renaissance.

The book itself is actually a long diatribe against all sorts of intellectual activ-
ity and all types of arts. The purpose, Agrippa tells us in his preface, is to denounce
those who are proud in human learning and knowledge and who therefore de-
spise the sacred Scriptures as too simple and crude; those who prefer the school of
philosophy to the Church of Christ.73 This denunciation is accomplished by sur-
veying the arts and sciences (including such arts and sciences as dice-playing,
whoring, etc.) and announcing that they are all useless, immoral, or something of
the sort. Practically no argument occurs, only condemnations of the sins that all
human activities are heir to. Knowledge, we are told, was the source of Adam’s
troubles and will only cause us grief if we pursue it. “Nothing can chaunce unto
men more pestilente, then knowledge: this is the very pestilence, that putteth all
mankind to ruine, the which chaseth awaie all Innocencie, and hath made us
subjecte to so many kindes of sinne, and to death also: whiche hath extinguished
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the light of Faith, castinge our Soules into blinde darkenesse: which con-
demninge the truethe, hath placed errours in the hiest throne.”74 The only gen-
uine source of truth is faith, Agrippa announces. The sciences are simply unreli-
able opinions of men, which are never actually established.75

Not satisfied with these pronouncements, Agrippa then discusses each sci-
ence and art in turn, liberally indicting the villainies of scientists and artists. The
grammarians are blamed for having caused confusion about the proper transla-
tion of Scripture; the poets and historians are accused of lying; the logicians are
criticized for making everything more obscure; mathematicians are castigated for
offering no aid in salvation and for failing to square the circle, musicians for wast-
ing people’s time, natural philosophers for disagreeing with each other about
everything, metaphysicians for having produced heresies, and physicians for
killing their patients; and theologians are accused of quibbling and ignoring the
Word of God.

What Agrippa advocated instead was that one should reject all knowledge,
becoming a simple believer in God’s Revelation. “It is better therefore and more
profitable to be Idiotes, and knowe nothinge, to beleve by Faithe and charitee,
and to become next unto God, the being lofty & prowde through the subtilties of
sciences to fall into the possession of the Serpente.”76 On this note the book
closes, with a final condemnation of the scientists: “O yee fooles & wicked ones,
which setting apart the giftes of ye Ghost, endevour to learne those things of
faitheles Philosophers, and masters of errours, whiche ye ought to receive of God,
and the holy Ghoste.”77

This example of fundamentalist anti-intellectualism is hardly a genuine
philosophical argument for scepticism regarding human knowledge, nor does it
contain a serious epistemological analysis. Some commentators have questioned
whether it genuinely represents Agrippa’s point of view in light of his interest in
occult science. Others have considered De vanitate more a fit of anger than a se-
rious attempt to present doubts about what can be known.78 A study of Nauert has
tried to show the relationship of Agrippa’s views about the occult and his “scepti-
cism.” It is indicated that because of his distrust of our human mental capacities,
Agrippa sought truth by more esoteric means. On this interpretation, De vanitate
represents a stage in the development of Agrippa’s views in which faith and the
Bible were becoming more central elements in his quest for truth, which he felt
could not be carried on by reason and science.79 More recent studies have sug-
gested that Agrippa’s views on the occult preceded his writing De vanitate and
continued afterward. His occult philosophy was apparently quite well developed
before he started attacking the arts and sciences.80

However, even though Agrippa’s work does not present any sceptical analysis
of human knowledge, it represents a facet of the revival of ancient scepticism, and
it had some influence in producing further interest in sceptical thought. Agrippa
mentions Cicero and Diogenes Laertius among his sources, and he may have
used Gianfrancesco Pico’s work.81 I have found no reference to Sextus Empiricus
in his book, though there are some sections that look as if they may have been
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based on that source.82 As to influence, Agrippa’s book was well known in the six-
teenth century and was used by Montaigne as one of his sources.83

Several of the other discussions of sceptical themes in the early sixteenth cen-
tury indicate the growing interest in Academic scepticism deriving primarily from
Cicero rather than the Pyrrhonism of Sextus Empiricus. The concern with Acad-
emic scepticism, as presented in Cicero’s Academica, appears to have developed
among those interested in fideistic theology. There were a number of theologians
who had denounced the capabilities of human reason and had insisted that
knowledge could only be obtained by faith. Cardinal Adriano di Corneto had said
in 1509 “that Holy Scripture alone contains the true knowledge and that human
reason is incapable of raising itself by its own resources to knowledge of divine
matters and of metaphysics.”84 Thinkers who shared this view could find support
in many of the arguments of the ancient sceptics of the later Platonic Academy.

As Busson has shown, figures like Reginald Pole, Pierre Bunel, and Arnould
du Ferron utilized some of the ingredients or claims of Academic scepticism in
stating their antirationalism and as a prelude to their fideistic appeal.85 Several
works appeared against these nouveaux academiciens, and the group seems to
have been strong enough to create the impression that Academic scepticism was
a force to be reckoned with. Besides Theodore Beza’s work against the nouveau
academicien (considered in the previous chapter), the work of Castellio, and
Gentian Hervet’s discussion of the Calvinists as new academicians in the preface
to his edition of Sextus, there are not many other works that deserve notice.86

Cardinal Jacopo Sadoleto, Bishop of Carpentras and a friend of Reginald
Pole, wrote an answer to Academic scepticism, Phaedrus sive de Laudibus
philosophiae, probably as a result of his correspondence with Pole on the question
of whether anything can be known by rational means.87 The work was composed
in 1533 and first published in 1538.88 In the first part of the book, Phaedrus pres-
ents the views of the Academics, drawn mainly from Cicero, and advocates the
fideist thesis. He points out the futility of natural philosophy. God has hidden the
secrets of nature, so that we can never know them. Those who think they have dis-
covered something about nature contradict themselves and each other in their
principles and theories. We can only know God by Revelation and not by philos-
ophy. Moral philosophy is as hopeless as natural philosophy. Our aim is to act vir-
tuously, not to discourse and dispute about virtue and good. Similarly, dialectic is
useless, just a lot of figures and syllogisms by which one can prove anything one
wants, even absurdities. So, Phaedrus contends, we can learn truth only through
God’s Revelation, not through philosophy.89

The second part of the book gives Sadoleto’s answer. In order to discover the
truth, one must follow true philosophy; this philosophy is not that of the Schools
but the ancient views of Plato and Aristotle that were being revived by the hu-
manists and Paduans in Italy. This true philosophy does not have the faults or the
uselessness of scholastic thought, but rather it is the source of true wisdom and
virtue. The cornerstone of this wonderful philosophy is reason, and by reason we
can discover universals. Such a discovery will remove us from the level of opin-
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ions and doubts and bring us to certain knowledge and happiness. The proper ob-
ject of reason is truth, including, especially, religious truth. Hence the quest for
religious truth belongs to true philosophy also. Therefore, contrary to the claims
of Academic fideists, human reason when properly employed can discover true
knowledge and can attain even the highest knowledge, religious truth.90

Cardinal Sadoleto’s answer to Academic scepticism is more a panegyric on
the merits of ancient philosophy and human reason than an answer to the chal-
lenge. His overwhelming faith in the capacities of rational thought does not seem
to be based on any genuine analysis or answer to the arguments of the Academics.
Instead, he has tried to shift the locus of the attack, letting the Academics’ battery
fall on the scholastics, while blissfully retaining unshaken confidence in man’s ra-
tional powers, if properly employed.

Both Busson and Buckley assert that Sadoleto was attacking the Pyrrhonists;
the occurrence of his attack, in their view, indicates that Pyrrhonian scepticism
was well known in France in the early part of the sixteenth century.91 But there is
nothing in Sadoleto’s work to support this contention, which seems to be based on
a failure to distinguish Pyrrhonism from Academic thought.92

Sadoleto’s work does not appear to have had much effect. In 1556 a para-
phrase of it appeared in Louis Le Caron’s Le Courtisan second.93 Some superficial
similarities between Sadoleto’s book and a subsequent consideration of Academic
thought by Guy de Brués (which will be examined shortly) offer suggestive, but
inconclusive, indications of Sadoleto’s influence.94 The possibility that Mon-
taigne was influenced by Sadoleto was examined carefully by Villey and shown to
be unlikely.95

Another humanist, contemporary with Sadoleto, who appears to have been
somewhat disturbed by fideism based on Academic scepticism was Guillaume
Budé. He saw the view as casting doubt not only on the achievements of human
reason but also on the revealed truths: “Oh God, Oh Savior, misery, shameful and
pitiless fault: we believe Scripture and Revelation only with difficulty. . . . Such is
the result of frequenting cities and crowds, mistresses of all errors, which teaches
us to think according to the method of the Academy and to take nothing for cer-
tain, not even what Revelation teaches us concerning the inhabitants of heaven
and hell.”96 It is hard to tell whom Budé was criticizing, since the Academics, like
Phaedrus, exempt religious knowledge from their sceptical challenge.

A decade later, a more developed interest in Academic thought occurs in
the circle around Peter Ramus. One of his friends, Omer Talon, wrote a lengthy
favorable account of this type of scepticism and its fideistic extension, while an-
other, Guy de Brués, wrote a dialogue purporting to be a refutation of this point
of view. Ramus himself discussed the various sceptical schools of philosophy,
using material from Cicero, Diogenes, and elsewhere. Ramus mentioned Sex-
tus, but there is no indication that Ramus knew his works. Ramus never indicated
any real adherence to Academic scepticism, though he found himself accused of
being a nouveau academicien.97 Talon and Ramus sought to change the entire
curriculum at the University of Paris. They proposed eliminating the scholastic
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curriculum and replacing it with one of Renaissance humanism, basing their
model on some of the earlier humanist writers and thinkers.98

In 1548, Omer Talon published a work entitled Academica, which was mainly
a presentation of Cicero’s account of Academic scepticism. The aim of Talon’s
book was, apparently, to justify Ramus’ attacks on Aristotle and Aristotelianism
and “to deliver opinionated men, slaves of fixed beliefs in philosophy and reduced
to an unworthy servitude; to make them understand that true philosophy is free in
the appreciation and judgment it gives on things, and not chained to one opinion
or to one author.”99

To achieve this end, Talon traced the history of the Academic movement, as
set forth in Cicero, from Plato to Arcesilas to Carneades, and its roots in Socratic
and pre-Socratic thought, and indicated the logic by which the Academics came
to the conclusion that one ought not to judge any questions whatsoever. The Aca-
demicians, Talon asserted in accord with Cicero, “are as much above other
philosophers as free men are above slaves, wise men above foolish ones, steadfast
minds above opinionated ones.”100

This statement of the views of the Academic sceptics, by a man who seems to
have accepted their philosophy, appears to have been the fullest and purest pres-
entation of scepticism à la Cicero. Talon, however, added the new conclusion,
which occurs with almost all the nouveaux academiciens and nouveaux
pyrrhoniens of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, namely the distinction be-
tween a scepticism with regard to reason and a religious scepticism.

What is then to be done? Must we believe nothing without a decisive argument,
must we abstain from approving anything without an evident reason? On the
contrary; in religious matters a sure and solid faith will have more weight than all
of the demonstrations of all of the philosophers. My dissertation only applies to
human philosophy in which it is necessary to know first before believing. With
regard to religious problems, on the other hand, which go beyond understand-
ing, it is necessary to believe first in order to then reach knowledge.101

Once more, sceptical reasoning is joined to a complete fideism about matters of
religious belief.

As a result of the work of his friend Omer Talon, Peter Ramus found himself
accused of being a nouveau academicien. Ramus and Talon agreed in attacking
Aristotelianism as an un-Christian and anti-Christian view. Talon had gone so far
as to label Aristotle as “the father of atheists and fanatics.”102 In answer, a professor
who taught at the Collège de France, Galland, wrote Contra novam academiam
Petri Rami oratio,103 in which he accuses the two anti-Aristotelians of wishing to
replace the Peripatetic philosophy with the scepticism of the New Academy. After
having defended Aristotle from the charge of irreligion, Galland then accuses
Ramus and his friend of this crime because of their scepticism.

All of the other sects, including even that of Epicurus, busy themselves with safe-
guarding some religion, while the Academy strives to destroy all belief, religious
or otherwise, in men’s minds. It has undertaken the war of the Titans against the
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gods. How would he believe in God, he who holds nothing as certain, who
spends his time refuting the ideas of others, refuses all credence to his senses,
ruins the authority of reason! If he does not believe what he experiences and al-
most touches, how can he have faith in the existence of the Divine Nature which
is so difficult to conceive?

The aim of Ramus and Talon, according to Galland, could only be to attack the
Gospel after having ruined all of philosophy.104

A few years later another member of the Ramist circle, Guy de Brués, wrote a
much calmer criticism of the nouveaux academiciens in the Les Dialogues de Guy
de Brués, contre les Nouveaux Academiciens of 1557. The author came, probably,
from a family of jurists in Nîmes and was born around 1526–36.105 Around 1555,
he assisted Peter Ramus by translating some quotations from Latin writers for the
French edition of the Dialectique and in the Dialogues de Brués employed some
materials from Ramus.106

The Dialogues themselves are peculiar in that the characters discussing the
merits of Academic scepticism are four contemporary persons with whom de
Brués was connected—the great poet Pierre de Ronsard, Jean-Antoine de Baïf,
Guillaume Aubert, and Jean Nicot, all connected with the Pléiade. Baïf and
Aubert argue the sceptics’ cause, while Ronsard and Nicot refute it. It is hard to
tell if the Dialogues relate to a historical setting or discussion among the Ronsard
group.107

The Dialogues consist of three discussions, the first on epistemology and
metaphysics, the second on ethics, and the last on law. The sceptics, Baïf and
Aubert, argue that ethical and legal views are simply opinions; they outline an eth-
ical relativism about all value considerations. They are answered, rather poorly,
by Ronsard and Nicot, but seem quite convinced, and happily, too, that scepti-
cism has been refuted. The first dialogue is the most philosophical, while the last
two may represent what concerned the author most, as well as an interesting real-
ization of what the application of scepticism to problems of practical ethics might
involve.

The philosophical argument for scepticism, carried on by Baïf, in the first di-
alogue, is based on the ethical claim that men behaving naturally are better off
than in a morally ordered world, since moral prescriptions are actually fanciful
opinions, which have introduced such unnatural and evil ideas as punishments,
private property, and so on.108 Ronsard answers this, insisting that our value stan-
dards are based on reason, and that there is no natural, primitive goodness.109

This Baïf challenges, saying that laws are opinions that are not based on rational
evidence.110

This leads him to a general argument against human rational achievements,
based on materials from Cicero and Diogenes Laertius. Baïf’s argument is not so
much the epistemological analysis of the ancient sceptics as a listing of a diversity
of human opinions on all matters. He is willing to abandon a central sceptical
idea that the senses are unreliable but insists that even if they should be accurate,
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scientists and philosophers still disagree about everything; therefore, their views
are not objective but only their own opinions. Lists and lists are given to show the
variety and contrariety of views on all sorts of subjects.111 As a result, Baïf suggests
that truth can only be found in Scripture.112 On the basis of this picture of how
wise men disagree, Baïf rests his scepticism.

If the argument for scepticism lacks the full force of the ancient sceptic’s cri-
tique of human reason, the defense of reason is even weaker. Ronsard points out
that if scepticism were true, men would be reduced to beasts. But, fortunately,
men of sound judgment agree, because their senses, when used properly, are ac-
curate. The common sense and reasoning are able to discover general truths from
sense information. Our intellect is able to know real essences, apart from the
senses, through some sort of awareness of innate ideas. With this combination of
ingredients from Plato’s and Aristotle’s theories of knowledge, Ronsard defends
the thesis that genuine knowledge is possible even though in some matters we
may be able to have only good opinion.113 Baïf gives up his scepticism and ac-
cepts this theory, while declaiming, “O miserable Pyrrho, who has made all into
opinion and indifference!”114 The other two dialogues follow a somewhat similar
pattern, both attempting to resolve the sceptical views about variations of opin-
ions, and attempting to convince the sceptics.

Brués, in his dedicatory epistle to the cardinal of Lorraine and in his preface,
said that his aim was to save the youths who would be led away from religion by
sceptical doubts.115 Since the sceptics in the Dialogues neither put up a strong de-
fense nor fall before a convincing answer but simply give in without much resist-
ance, it is hard to see how the work could have achieved its stated purpose. The
mediocrity of the answer to scepticism has raised some consideration of the possi-
bility that Brués was really on the sceptic’s side and afraid to say so (though there
is no indication that being a sceptic in 1557 would have brought one into serious
trouble).116 Others have insisted that even if his refutation of scepticism is poor,
there can be no doubt that Brués was trying to achieve the orthodox purpose of an-
swering scepticism in order to safeguard religion from the doubters.117

But even if we cannot determine the views of the author with any precision,
Brués’ Dialogues are of interest because they show concern with, and the rele-
vance of, sceptical ideas to discussions in the mid–sixteenth century. The work
lacks any serious grasp of the force and nature of Greek scepticism, possibly be-
cause, as Villey has suggested, Brués did not know “the irresistible arguments of
Sextus” but only the less philosophical presentations of ancient scepticism in Ci-
cero and Diogenes Laertius. The virtue of the work perhaps lies in the fact that
“Brués sums up in a way the uneasiness and uncertainties that were felt all around
and that Cicero’s Academica helped make clear.”118 Busson and Greenwood see
Brués’ efforts as part of a great picture of the early apologists fighting a complex of
Renaissance monsters arising from Paduan Aristotelianism, Pyrrhonism, and so
on; they ally Brués with a continuous sixteenth-century movement fighting all
types of “sceptical” irreligion.119 More likely is the view that his work represents a
provisional exploration into the scepticism that arises from observing the relativity
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of human opinions and the possible consequences of this in applied morality, a
theme that may well have come to mind in the discussions about academic scep-
ticism and the alleged New Academy, in the circle around Ramus and the Pléi-
ade. Brués hardly seems to have the antisceptical zeal of his present-day admirer,
Thomas Greenwood.120

The impact of Brués’ work was, if anything, slight. Busson quotes a P. Boais-
tuau, in Le Théatre du monde of 1558, as referring to Brués’ book against les nou-
veaux academiciens as a source.121 Villey has shown that the Dialogues were one
of Montaigne’s sources.122

These several indications of interest in ancient scepticism in the first part of
the sixteenth century are what Villey called “small fires of scepticism which cast a
very pale and brief glimmer of light and then quickly disappear.”123 None of the
figures considered were particularly competent as thinkers; none of them seems
to have discovered the true force of ancient scepticism, possibly because, with the
exception of the younger Pico, they knew only the less philosophical presenta-
tions in Cicero and Diogenes Laertius, or possibly because they were befuddled
by the wealth of disagreements that have always existed among men about all in-
tellectual topics.

At any rate, prior to the publication of Sextus Empiricus, there does not seem
to be very much serious philosophical consideration of scepticism. Busson has
tried to make the few works dealing with Academic scepticism signs of a vast in-
tellectual movement growing out of the impact of Paduan thought in France.124

However, although there was, no doubt, some joint development, the Aris-
totelianism of the Italian thinkers was far removed from sceptical thought, except
for its final fideistic conclusion. The Paduans were confirmed rationalists, whose
views in philosophy were the result of accepting a certain philosophical frame-
work and the rational constructions within it. The sceptics, on the other hand, de-
nied or doubted the entire procedure and basis of the Aristotelians. The sole point
of agreement of the two was that the articles of faith could not be supported by ra-
tional evidence and must be believed, not proved. The few discussions of scepti-
cism before 1562 may have occurred historically in the context of Paduan influ-
ences, but the ideas stem from ancient discussions about scepticism. Rather than
being the culmination of Italian Aristotelianism, as Busson suggests, they appear
to be due to isolated rediscoveries about Hellenistic philosophy. Those who write
on scepticism do not seem to have studied each other, nor do they seem to be too
concerned with serious philosophical analysis of sceptical problems. It is only
after the works of Sextus were published that scepticism became an important
philosophical movement, especially as a result of Montaigne and his disciples.

A few years before the first publication of a Latin translation of Sextus, an in-
dependent translation appeared in manuscript, done by the great Spanish hu-
manist Juan Páez de Castro, a philologist, historian, and chronicler of Charles V,
who functioned in the court of Philip II. Floridi dates this at 1549. Páez de Cas-
tro took part in the Council of Trent. He apparently came across a Greek manu-
script of Sextus in the library of Cardinal Mendoza in Italy and did his translation
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from that. There is no evidence that he showed it to others or that he intended to
publish it.125

In publishing the Hypotyposes of Sextus in 1562, Henri Estienne set out his
reasons for translating this work and his evaluation of it. The work is dedicated to
Henri Memmius, with whom he first jests in a sceptical vein about what he has
done. Then he explains how he came to find Sextus, reporting that the previous
year he had been quite sick and during his illness developed a great distaste for
belles-lettres. One day, by chance, he discovered Sextus in a collection of manu-
scripts in his library.126 Reading the work made him laugh and alleviated his ill-
ness (somewhat, apparently as Sextus claimed, by scepticism being a purge). He
saw how inane all learning was, and this cured his antagonism to scholarly matters
by allowing him to take them less seriously. By uncovering the temerity of dog-
matism, Estienne discovered the dangers of philosophers trying to judge all mat-
ters, and especially theological ones, by their own standards. The sceptics ap-
peared superior to the philosophers, whose reasoning finally culminated in
dangerous and atheistic views.

In light of all this, Estienne suggested in his introduction, first, that the work
might act as a cure for the impious philosophers of the day, bringing them back to
their senses; second, Sextus’ book might serve as a good digest of ancient philoso-
phy; finally, the work should be of aid to scholars interested in historical and
philological questions.

Should someone object that it might be dangerous to print the work of one
who has declared war on philosophy, Estienne points out that Sextus, at least, is
not as bad as those philosophers who are not able to safeguard their dogmas by de-
cent arguments. Since Sextus’ reasoning is more subtle than true, there is no rea-
son to fear any disastrous consequences, for the truth will shine more brightly for
having been attacked by Pyrrhonism.127

As Floridi has pointed out, Estienne did not present himself as a sceptic or a
purveyor of scepticism but rather presented the values of examining the classical
sceptical text. In hindering one from being captivated by various dogmas, it also
provided a humanistic benefit in increasing our knowledge and understanding of
ancient thought. So Estienne saw himself as adding to human wisdom and knowl-
edge in translating and publishing Sextus’ text. He added to it Diogenes Laertius’
Life of Pyrrho and the ancient sophistical text Dissoi Logicoi.128

In contrast to Estienne’s rather lighthearted promulgation of what was later
called “that deadly Pyrrhonic poison,”129 Gentian Hervet gave similar but more
somber reasons for his edition in 1569. Hervet (1499–1584), secretary of the cardinal
of Lorraine and participant at part of the Council of Trent, linked his work on Sex-
tus with what Gianfrancesco Pico had earlier done. He declared that “just how
useful Sextus Empiricus’ commentary can be in upholding dogmas of the Chris-
tian religion against outside philosophers, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola
has beautifully taught us in that book in which he upholds Christian philosophy
against the dogmas of outside philosophers.”130 Hervet, a humanist who had
taught at Bordeaux and had translated many Greek Church Fathers while working
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in Rome, became a priest in 1556. During the 1560s he fought intellectually against
the encroachments of Calvinism, challenging various Protestants to debate with
him and publishing many pamphlets against their views. He saw Sextus’ work as
ideal for demolishing this new form of heretical dogmatism, that of the Reformer.
If nothing can be known, then, he insisted, Calvinism cannot be known.131

In his dedicatory epistle to his employer, Hervet said that he had come across
a manuscript of Sextus in the cardinal’s library at a time when he was worn out
from his Counter-Reform activities and his work on the Church Fathers. He took
the manuscript to read as a divertissement while traveling. Then, he reported,
when he had read it with unbelievable pleasure, he thought it was a most impor-
tant work, since it showed that no human knowledge can resist the arguments that
can be opposed to it. The only certainty we can have is God’s Revelation. In Sex-
tus one finds many arguments against the pagans and heretics of the time, who try
to measure things by reason and who do not understand because they do not be-
lieve. In Sextus one can find a fitting answer to the nouveaux academiciens and
Calvinists. Scepticism, by controverting all human theories, will cure people
from dogmatism, give them humility, and prepare them to accept the doctrine of
Christ.132

This view of Pyrrhonism, by one of the leaders of French Catholicism, was to
set the direction of one of its major influences on the next three-quarters of a cen-
tury. Shortly after the publication of Sextus, however, one finds signs of it being
read for philological reasons and as source material about ancient philosophy.
One such reader was Giordano Bruno, who discussed Pyrrhonism in some of his
dialogues.

In the dialogue La Cena de le Ceneri of 1584, there is a reference to the “efet-
tici e pirroni” who profess not to be able to know anything.133 In the dialogue, Ca-
bala del Cavallo Pegaseo, of 1585, there are several comments about the efettici
and pirroni. Saulino, in the first dialogue, asserts that these thinkers and others
like them hold that human knowledge is only a species of ignorance, and com-
pares the sceptic to an ass unable and unwilling to choose between two alterna-
tives. He then goes on to praise the sceptical point of view, asserting that the best
knowledge we can have is that nothing can be known or is known; likewise, that
one is neither able to be other than an ass nor is other than an ass. This insight is
attributed to the Socratics, the Platonists, the efettici, the pirroniani and others
like them.134

In the second dialogue, Saulino draws a distinction between the efettici and
the pirroni, which Sebasto then develops in an appraisal of scepticism. The efet-
tici are equated with the Academic sceptics, those who assert that nothing can be
known, whereas the pirroni do not even know or assert this much. The pirroni are
then portrayed as possessing a higher degree of asininity than the efettici.135 In the
subsequent speech by Onorio, some of the information and the phraseology
seems to come directly from Sextus’ work.136 Thus, Bruno appears to have come
in contact with Sextus’ writings and to have found the ideas interesting enough to
include and comment on in his discussions of types of theories.
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Another Italian writer of the period, Marsilio Cagnati, a doctor of medicine
and philosophy, gives a brief discussion of Sextus and his works in his Variarum
Observationum of 1587. A chapter137 is devoted to discussing Sextus’ biography,
his medical career, whether Sextus was Plutarch’s nephew,138 and whether he
was the Sextus referred to by Porphyry. The interest in Sextus appears to be exclu-
sively historical rather than philosophical. A similar use of Sextus as a historical
source occurs in Justus Lipsius’ Manuductionis ad Stoicam Philosophiam. Here,
in discussing the division of philosophers into dogmatists, Academics, and scep-
tics, and explaining who the sceptics were and what they believed, Lipsius re-
ferred to the writings of Sextus Empiricus.139

There is an interesting work by Petrus Valentia that was apparently little
known in its day but was seriously read in the eighteenth century.140 In 1596, this
author published Academica, a quite objective history of ancient scepticism deal-
ing with the Academic and Pyrrhonian movements up to the middle Hellenistic
period.141 Sextus is, of course, one of the principle sources, and Valentia describes
this work as one that almost everyone possesses.142 The Pyrrhonian position is pre-
sented only in general fashion, while much more detail and criticism is given of
the views of the chief Academic thinkers Carneades and Arcesilas. At the end of
the work, the author explained that he would have discussed these matters at
greater length if the Greek text of Sextus had been available to him. The Latin
translations, especially those of Hervet, he found inadequate for a serious exami-
nation and so was unwilling to rely on them.143 Valentia claimed that his survey of
ancient scepticism would have two sorts of values, one philological, the other
philosophical. It would help in our understanding of several ancient authors like
Cicero, Plutarch, and Augustine. More important, this survey would make us re-
alize that the Greek philosophers did not find the truth. Those who seek it ought
to turn from the philosophers to God, since Jesus is the sole sage.144 Hence, not
because of the sceptical arguments but from the study of the history of scepticism,
one should, presumably, discover the fideistic message, that truth is found by faith
rather than by reason.

On the more philosophical side, two serious presentations, one written by
Sanches and the other by Montaigne, of the sceptical point of view appeared
about twenty years after the first printing of Sextus. Before examining Mon-
taigne’s views, which will be the subject of the next chapter, I shall conclude this
survey of sixteenth-century scepticism with a discussion of Sanches’ work.

The only sixteenth-century sceptic other than Montaigne who has achieved
any recognition as a thinker was the medical doctor Francisco Sanches (or
Sanchez). His Quod nihil scitur 145 has received much praise and examination.
On the basis of it, the great Pyrrhonist, Pierre Bayle, in a moment of overzealous-
ness, said of Sanches, “he was a great Pyrrhonist.”146

Sanches was born in 1551 or 1552 on the Spain-Portugal border, either in Tuy
or Braga, the son of Marrano or New Christian parents. His family had moved to
Portugal and then to southern France to escape religious and political persecu-
tion. The young Sanches studied at the Collège de Guyenne in Bordeaux, the
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same school that his distant cousin, Michel de Montaigne, attended. After these
studies he traveled for a while in Italy, visiting various universities there. He set-
tled in Rome. There he met people who were making new medical discoveries
and offering new theories. He studied in Rome for two years and then went to the
University of Montpellier, where he received a degree in medicine in 1574. After
several years as an important medical practitioner, he was first appointed professor
of philosophy in 1585 and later professor of medicine in 1612 at the University of
Toulouse, where he had a very successful career until his death in 1623. He wrote
extensively on medicine and philosophy.147

One of the first philosophical writings of Sanches that has survived is a letter
to the Jesuit mathematician Father Christopher Clavius, who had just edited Eu-
clid’s works and whom Sanches had met in Rome. Sanches offered a sceptical at-
tack on the possibility of attaining genuine truth in mathematics. This was fol-
lowed by his most famous writing, Quod nihil scitur (That Nothing Is Known). He
soon thereafter wrote a critical examination of the astrological interpretations of
the comet of 1577, Carmen de Cometa, published in 1578, and some commen-
taries on portions of Aristotle’s writings, as well as many medical works. Sanches
criticized various Renaissance naturalistic views, such as those of Cardano, and
may have actually debated Giordano Bruno in person in Toulouse.

His Quod nihil scitur was written in 1576 and published in 1581. This book dif-
fers radically from the works considered so far in this chapter, in that it is a philo-
sophical work in its own right; in it Sanches develops his scepticism by means of
an intellectual critique of Aristotelianism rather than by an appeal to the history of
human stupidity and the variety and contrariety of previous theories. Sanches be-
gins by asserting that he does not even know if he knows nothing.148 Then he pro-
ceeds, step by step, to analyze the Aristotelian conception of knowledge to show
why this is the case.

Every science begins with definitions, but what is a definition? Does it indi-
cate the nature of an object? No. All definitions are only nominal ones. Defini-
tions are nothing but names arbitrarily imposed on things in a capricious manner,
having no relation to the things named. The names keep changing, so that when
we think we are saying something about the nature of things by means of com-
bining words and definitions, we are just fooling ourselves. And if the names as-
signed to an object such as man, like “rational animal,” all mean the same thing,
then they are superfluous and do not help to explain what the object is. On the
other hand, if the names mean something different from the object, then they are
not the names of the object.149 By means of such an analysis, Sanches worked out
a thoroughgoing nominalism.

From considering definitions, Sanches went on to examine the Aristotelian
notion of science. Aristotle defines science as “disposition acquired through
demonstration.” But what does this mean? This is explaining the obscure by the
more obscure. The particulars that one tries to explain by this science are clearer
than the abstract ideas that are supposed to clarify them. The particular, Socrates,
is better understood than something called “rational.” Instead of dealing with the
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real particulars, these so-called scientists discuss and argue about a vast number of
abstract notions and fictions. “Do you call this science?” Sanches asked, and then
replied, “I call it ignorance.”150

The method of Aristotelian science, demonstration, is next attacked. A
demonstration is supposed to be a syllogism that produces science. But this won-
derful method of the syllogism involves a vicious circle, rather than engendering
any new information. To demonstrate that Socrates is mortal, one argues from all
men are mortal and Socrates is a man. The premises, however, are built up from
the conclusion: the particular, Socrates, is needed to have a concept of man and
mortality. The conclusion is clearer than the proof. In addition, the syllogistic
method is such that anything can be proven by starting with the right premises. It
is a useless, artificial means, having nothing to do with the acquisition of knowl-
edge.151

Sanches concluded that science could not be certitude acquired by defini-
tions; nor can it be the study of causes, for if true knowledge is to know a thing in
terms of its causes, one would never get to know anything. The search for its causes
would go on ad infinitum as one studied the cause of the cause, and so on.152

In the letter to Clavius, Sanches attacked a form of the Platonic theory of
knowledge. We cannot gain knowledge of things through mathematical study,
since the objects studied by mathematics are not the natural, real ones encoun-
tered in human life. Rather, these objects are ideal or maybe even impossible
ones, like points and lines. The mathematical relations that are demonstrated
about such objects do not help explain anything in nature or experience, unless
we happen to know independently that the experienced objects have mathemati-
cal properties and also know that the principles of mathematics are in fact true.
We cannot learn this from mathematics itself. So as far as we can tell, mathemat-
ics is just conjectural or hypothetical until we can independently determine the
nature of things.

Instead of that which he regarded as false notions of science, Sanches pro-
posed that true science is the perfect knowledge of a thing (“scientia est rei

perfecta cognitio”). This notion, he insisted, is perfectly clear. Genuine
knowledge is immediate, intuitive apprehension of all the real qualities of an ob-
ject. Thus, science will deal with particulars, each somehow to be individually
understood. Generalizations go beyond this level of scientific certainty, and in-
troduce abstractions, chimeras, and so on. Sanches’ scientific knowledge would
consist, in its perfect form, of experiential apprehension of each particular in and
by itself.153

But having cast doubt on whether anything can be known by Aristotle’s
method, Sanches then analyzed his own theory of science and showed that,
strictly speaking, human beings were incapable of attaining certainty. The sci-
ence of objects known one by one cannot be achieved, partly because of the na-
ture of objects and partly because of the nature of man. Things are all related to
one another and cannot be known individually. There are an unlimited number
of things, all different, so they could never all be known. And still worse, things
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change so that they are never in such a final or complete state that they can be
truly known.154

On the human side, Sanches devoted a great deal of time to presenting diffi-
culties that prevent men from obtaining true knowledge. Our ideas depend on
our senses, which only perceive the surface aspects of things, the accidents, and
never the substances. From his medical information, Sanches was also able to
point out how unreliable our sense experience is, how it changes as our state of
health alters, and so on. The many imperfections and limitations that God has
seen fit to leave us with prevent our senses and our other powers and faculties
from ever attaining any true knowledge.155

The conclusion of all this, for Sanches, is that the only truly meaningful sci-
entific knowledge cannot be known. All that man can achieve is limited, imper-
fect knowledge of some things that are present in his experience through observa-
tion and judgment. Unfortunately, few scientists make use of experience and few
people know how to judge.156

Sanches is more interesting than any of the other sceptics of the sixteenth
century, except Montaigne, in that his reasons for his doubts are neither the anti-
intellectual ones of someone like Agrippa nor the suspicion that knowledge is un-
attainable just because learned men have disagreed up to now. Rather, his claim
that nihil scitur is argued for on philosophical grounds, on a rejection of Aris-
totelianism, and an epistemological analysis of what the object of knowledge and
the knower are like. By and large, Sanches’ totally negative conclusion is not the
position of Pyrrhonian scepticism, the suspense of judgment as to whether any-
thing can be known, but rather the more full-fledged negative dogmatism of the
Academics. A theory of the nature of true knowledge is asserted, and then it is
shown that such knowledge cannot be attained. The Pyrrhonists, with their more
thoroughgoing scepticism, could neither assent to the positive theory of knowl-
edge nor to the definite conclusion that nihil scitur.157

Since, as he had shown, nothing can be known, Sanches put forward a pro-
cedure, not to gain knowledge but to deal constructively with human experi-
ence. This procedure, for which Sanches introduced the term (for the first time)
scientific method, “Método universal de las ciencias,”158 consists in patient, care-
ful empirical research and cautious judgment and evaluation of the data we ob-
serve. This would not lead, as his contemporary Francis Bacon thought, to a key
to knowledge of the world. But it would allow us to obtain the best information
available. The study of Sanches by Elaine Limbrick stresses how much of his
limited sceptical view grows out of his lifelong medical work. “It is the combina-
tion of two approaches to the theory of knowledge, the philosophical and the
medical, which distinguishes Sanches’ contribution to the history of ideas in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”159 In advancing this limited or construc-
tive view of science, Sanches was the first Renaissance sceptic to conceive of sci-
ence in its modern form, as the fruitful activity about the study of nature that re-
mained after one had given up the search for absolutely certain knowledge of the
nature of things.
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Although Quod nihil scitur seems to present a view close to that attributed to
Arcesilas and Carneades,160 according to Cicero and Diogenes Laertius, Sanches
also appears indebted to Sextus Empiricus, who is not mentioned in the work.
Carvalho suggests that both the style and some of the argument derive from Esti-
enne’s translation of Sextus.161 And one study of Sanches goes so far as to consider
him as a successor to Sextus.162

The experimentalism advocated by Sanches has been taken by some as evi-
dence that he was not a real sceptic but an empiricist breaking new ground and
preparing the way for Francis Bacon. On this interpretation, Sanches is portrayed
as only using sceptical arguments for the purpose of opposing the then current
Aristotelian dogmatists, as Descartes later employed the method of doubt. Having
destroyed the enemy, he could develop a new conception of knowledge, empiri-
cal science, which these interpreters say would have appeared in subsequent
works.163 However, I think that Sanches’ own analysis of knowledge casts doubt
on this evaluation. Unlike both Bacon and Descartes, who thought they had a
means of refuting the sceptical attack, Sanches accepted it as decisive, and then,
not in answer to it but in keeping with it, he offered his positive program. This
positive program was offered not as a way of obtaining true knowledge but as the
only remaining substitute, because nihil scitur, somewhat like the approach
Mersenne later developed in his “constructive scepticism.”164

Sanches had a good deal of influence in his own day and throughout the sev-
enteenth century. Quod nihil scitur was reissued several times up to 1665. Late in
the seventeenth century two refutations appeared in Germany.165 Montaigne
probably did not know Quod nihil scitur, nor did its author know the Essais.166

The historian of scepticism in the late eighteenth century, Stäudlin, did not find
Sanches particularly exciting.167 It appears that only in the last hundred years has
he risen to being considered “one of the most keen-sighted and advanced thinkers
of the seventeenth century”168 or superior even to Montaigne because, it has
been said, “Sanches was the only sceptic who at the same time was a positive
thinker” and who, as a result, can be portrayed as a precursor of Descartes.169 He
is mentioned by quite a few authors. People have seen possible influences not
only on Descartes but also on Gassendi, Mersenne, Spinoza, and Leibniz, among
others. It is hard to delineate his exact influence as different from that of Mon-
taigne, Sextus Empiricus, Cicero, Charron, and other available sceptical sources
who were read by most intellectuals of the time. Leibniz did refer directly to some
of Sanches’ views from both Quod nihil scitur and his letter to Clavius.

It may be that Sanches’ formulation of the sceptical problem is closer to the
modern idiom than that of any of his contemporaries, including Montaigne,
and, in terms of how philosophy developed, reads more like a precursor of Bacon
or Descartes.(In fact, a recent unpublished English translation I have seen of
Sanches’ Quod Nihil Scitur almost reads like a twentieth-century text of analytic
philosophy. The more recent English translation by Douglas Thomson pub-
lished in Limbrick’s book, That Nothing Is Known, is closer to the Renaissance
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style and atmosphere of the original, while making the text accessible to English-
only readers.)

When one compares Sanches with other Renaissance sceptics, he, in only
the briefest fashion, brings up the fideistic solution to sceptical difficulties, the ap-
peal to knowledge by religious faith. This has led José Faur to suggest that
Sanches was really secretly putting forth a non-Christian message, an assertion of
his ancestral Jewish faith, rather than the Christianity of the other fideists. He
shows that Sanches’ use of biblical material, plus his knowledge of early Jewish
nonbiblical literature, is suggestive that he may have been indicating his real be-
liefs. On the other hand, the fact that two of his sons became priests may be in-
dicative of the philosopher’s actual views.170

In the revival of Greek scepticism in the sixteenth century, the thinker who
most absorbed the new influence of Sextus Empiricus and who used this material
on the intellectual problems of his time was Michel de Montaigne. His Pyrrhon-
ism helped to create la crise pyrrhonienne of the early seventeenth century. The
next chapter will show that, through Montaigne, Renaissance scepticism became
crucial in the formation of modern philosophy, contrary to the view that it was
only a transitional moment in the history of thought.
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3

Michel de Montaigne and the
Nouveaux Pyrrhoniens

Michel de Montaigne was the most significant figure in the sixteenth-century re-
vival of ancient scepticism. Not only was he the best writer and thinker of those
who were interested in the ideas of the Academics and Pyrrhonians, but he was
also the one who felt most fully the impact of the Pyrrhonian arguments of com-
plete doubt and its relevance to the religious debates of the time. Montaigne was
simultaneously a creature of the Renaissance and the Reformation. He was a thor-
oughgoing humanist, with a vast interest in, and concern with, the ideas and val-
ues of Greece and Rome and their application to the lives of men in the rapidly
changing world of sixteenth-century France. He was alive, perhaps as no other
contemporary, to the vital significance of the rediscovery and exploration of the
“glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome,” as well as to the discov-
ery and exploration of the New World. In both of these newly found worlds Mon-
taigne discerned the relativity of man’s intellectual, cultural, and social achieve-
ments, a relativity that was to undermine the whole concept of the nature of man
and his place in the moral cosmos.

Montaigne’s personal life was a microcosm of the religious macrocosm of his
time, for he came from a family that was severely affected by the religious con-
flicts. He was educated in schools that were also greatly affected by these religious
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disagreements and the social-political world in which he functioned was under-
going enormous stresses because of the religious wars of the time between
Catholics and Protestants.

Montaigne’s father, Pierre Eyquem de Montaigne, was a Catholic. His
mother, Antoinette de Louppes, was a New Christian who had converted to
Protestantism early in her life;1 she came from a prominent Spanish Jewish fam-
ily that had fled in the late fifteenth century to southern France. Her great-grand-
father was burned at the stake for his part in the assassination of the first Grand In-
quisitor of Spain. The family settled in and around Toulouse, where Antoinette
was born. Members of her family prospered in Toulouse and Bordeaux, and one
of them became the business partner of Montaigne’s father in overseas commer-
cial developments. Among his close maternal relatives was one Marco Lopez,
who, we are told, was the person who introduced Lutheranism into the Nether-
lands. Another close cousin was Martin del Rio, an early French Jesuit.2

Pierre Eyquem was a man interested in the varying religious and theological
currents of the age. He spent much time conversing with such figures as Pierre
Bunel; he studied the writings of Raimond Sebond in his search for religious un-
derstanding and peace. He was very concerned to give his son Michel the best ed-
ucation. Starting from birth, he had him cared for by Latin-speaking attendants so
that his native language would be Latin. Montaigne was sent to the Collège de
Guyenne in 1539 when he was six years old and was there for the next seven years.
The college had been founded a few years earlier by rich merchants of Bordeaux,
including his father and some of the Portuguese New Christians who were devel-
oping overseas trade in the French port.3 The college reflected the religious ten-
sions of the time. Two of its leaders were André de Gouvea and George
Buchanan. The Gouvea family were Portuguese New Christians who fled Portu-
gal after the 1506 riots when the Jewish quarter of Lisbon was destroyed. They set-
tled in France and became leaders of the Collège de Sainte-Barbe in Paris. They
hired George Buchanan, the Scottish Latin poet, as one of their principle teach-
ers. (The college was a center for Iberian students as well as many others.
Buchanan had among his students there Ignatius Loyola and the other early
Jesuits, as well as John Calvin.)4 Gouvea and Buchanan were induced to move to
the Collège de Guyenne, partly, perhaps, because of its freer intellectual atmos-
phere. Early Protestant ideas were being worked out there. The college also was a
center for the children of Portuguese New Christians. Gouvea, who became its di-
rector, fitted in with this ambience, as did his friend Buchanan.5 A decade later
they were induced by the king of Portugal to move on to the university at Coim-
bra, where the king hoped to develop a great international university with such il-
lustrious stars from France.

In 1548 or 1549, shortly after the Portuguese Inquisition had begun seeking
out backsliding heretics, especially among the New Christians, André de Gouvea
and George Buchanan were arrested and charged with, among others things,
“judaizing.” The Inquisition documents relating to Buchanan’s case were pub-
lished over a century ago and provide some insight into the world in which this
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learned poet was operating. He had been accused of judaizing as a young man in
Scotland because he was seen eating paschal lamb during Lent. People who
knew him and Gouvea in Paris attested that they ate meat in Lent, that they knew
how to get doctors to prescribe this diet as a treatment for illness, that they
mocked Catholic ceremonies like the Eucharist and confession, and that they
were associated with early Protestant movements. In the Inquisitional interroga-
tion of Buchanan he was specifically asked if he had celebrated any Jewish ob-
servances and answered no.6 The charge of judaizing seems to have rested only
on his eating meat during Lent and his negative views about Catholicism and
Catholic practices. He and his cohorts were convicted of a series of Protestant
crimes, which covered the initial charges of eating meat as well as everything
else, and had to spend some time repenting in monasteries before they could get
away from the Inquisition.7 It is not clear who instigated the charges against
Buchanan and the others, but the suspicion then and thereafter is that it was the
Jesuits, who had a deep antagonism toward Buchanan and Gouvea. After their
conviction, the Jesuits managed to take over the University of Coimbra and
made it into the bastion of Scholasticism for the next hundred years. Its renown
was for the Coimbra Commentaries on Aristotle rather than the humanistic proj-
ects that might have originated from the original plan for the school. Buchanan
left for France and Scotland and later became the teacher of James VI (who later
became James I of England).

We can only speculate about what influence Montaigne’s teachers might
have had on him. Montaigne makes a couple of mentions about Buchanan in his
Essais and possessed some of Buchanan’s writings, which he thought very impor-
tant.8 It is not clear whether they ever met after Montaigne left the school and
Buchanan left for Portugal.9 They both lived and worked in the world in which
Protestantism developed in France. Bordeaux was one of the centers of early
Protestant thought, as was Toulouse, where Montaigne next studied. The univer-
sity there was in ferment during this period. Heretical professors and students were
being arrested and punished. The university was actually closed for a period to stop
the dissemination of heresies, and many of the faculty members were dismissed, as
well as a large body of the students. Among those present when Montaigne was
there were Étienne Dolet and Miguel Servetus, the anti-Trinitarian. Montaigne
studied law and then returned to Bordeaux. He was active in legal and political
service, being a councilor to the king, an important advisor to the House of
Navarre—the Protestant part of the Bourbon family—and to the parlement of Bor-
deaux. He was elected mayor of Bordeaux and served until he retired in the 1570s.
He then settled in the family estate to contemplate and write his reflections on the
turbulent world around him and on his own inner life. He wrote impressionistic
and learned digressions, which he styled essays, on a very wide range of topics.

Montaigne and his father remained Catholic, while the rest of the immedi-
ate family were drawn into the early Protestant churches. At his father’s urging, he
translated Raimond Sebond’s suspect work on natural theology.10 He also dis-
cussed theological developments with the great Jesuit Counter-Reformer Juan
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Maldonado, who was the first Jesuit to teach in Paris. During his journeys, Mon-
taigne often stopped to talk with adherents of various religions and showed an
eager interest in their views and practices,11 although, curiously, given his
mother’s background, he showed very little interest in Judaism. He had personal
connections and involvements with personages active in the warring religious
camps. Whether he sided with one group or another we do not know, but he did
become an apostle of toleration and was influential finally in the settlement made
by Henri de Navarre when he became Henri IV and issued the Edict of Nantes,
guaranteeing toleration to the Protestants.12

Many sides of Montaigne meet in his longest and most philosophical essay,
“Apologie de Raimond Sebond,” that amazing product of his own personal crise
pyrrhonienne. Although, as Frame has pointed out, Montaigne’s Pyrrhonism pre-
dates and postdates this essay,13 it serves as the logical focus of our attention. Vil-
ley, in his study of the sources and development of Montaigne’s Essais, has shown
that a large part of the “Apologie” was written in 1575–76, when Montaigne,
through studying the writings of Sextus Empiricus, was experiencing the extreme
trauma of seeing his entire intellectual world dissolve into complete doubt.14 Slo-
gans and phrases from Sextus were carved into the rafter beams of his study so that
he could brood on them as he composed his “Apologie.”15 It was in this period
that his motto, “Que sais-je?” was adopted.

The “Apologie” unfolds in Montaigne’s inimitable rambling style as a series
of waves of scepticism, with occasional pauses to consider and digest various lev-
els of doubt but with the overriding theme an advocacy of a new form of
fideism—Catholic Pyrrhonism. The essay begins with a probably inaccurate ac-
count of how Montaigne came to read and translate the audacious work of the fif-
teenth-century theologian Raimond Sebond.16 Montaigne’s father had been
given a copy of the Theologia naturalis by Pierre Bunel, who said it had saved
him from Lutheranism, a malady, Montaigne added, which “would easily de-
generate into an execrable atheism.”17 Years later the elder Montaigne found the
book and asked his son to translate it into French. (Montaigne jokingly claimed
the original was in Spanish with Latin endings.) Thus, Montaigne’s translation
came into being.18

Thereafter, we are told, some of the readers of Sebond, especially the ladies,
required some assistance in making out and accepting the message of the work,
that all the articles of the Christian religion can be proven by natural reason. Two
main sorts of objections had been raised, one that the Christian religion ought to
be based on faith and not reason, and the other that Sebond’s reasons were not
very sound or good. The first point allows Montaigne to develop his fideistic
theme, and the second his scepticism. He first alleges to “defend” Sebond by ex-
pounding a theory of Christianity based exclusively on faith; second by showing, à
la Pyrrho, that since all reasoning is unsound, Sebond should not be blamed for
his errors.19

The initial statement of the fideistic message is peculiarly presented. In a
rather backhanded manner, Montaigne excuses Sebond’s theological rationalism
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by saying that although he, Montaigne, is not versed in theology, it is his view that
religion is based solely on faith given to us by the grace of God. Nevertheless,
there is nothing wrong in using reason to buttress the faith, “but always with this
reservation, not to think that it is on us that faith depends, or that our efforts and
arguments can attain a knowledge so supernatural and divine.”20 This leads Mon-
taigne to assert more forcefully that true religion can only be based on faith and
that any human foundation for religion is too weak to support divine knowledge.
This, in turn, leads to a digression on the weakness of present-day religion because
it is based on human factors like custom and geographical location. “We are
Christians by the same title that we are Perigordians or Germans.”21 But if we had
the real light of faith, then human means, like the arguments of Sebond, might be
of use. Thus, in order to “defend” Sebond’s thesis that the truths of faith can be
demonstrated rationally, Montaigne first made pure faith the cornerstone of reli-
gion; then allowed Sebond’s efforts second-class status as aids after, but not before,
the acceptance of God.

To answer the second charge, that Sebond’s arguments are so weak they can
easily be overturned, Montaigne offered a variety of sceptical arguments.

The means I take to beat down this frenzy, and which seems fittest to me, is to
crush and trample underfoot human arrogance and pride; to make them feel the
inanity, the vanity and nothingness, of man; to wrest from their hands the puny
weapons of their reason; to make them bow their heads and bite the ground be-
neath the authority and reverence of divine majesty. It is to this alone that knowl-
edge and wisdom belong; it alone that can have some self-esteem, and from
which we steal what we account and prize ourselves for.22

In order to excuse the weakness of Sebond’s reasoning, Montaigne set out to show
that nobody else’s reasoning is any better and that no one can achieve any cer-
tainty by rational means.

After offering a few antirational sentiments from St. Paul, Montaigne began
in earnest. Man thinks that he, unaided by Divine Light, can comprehend the
cosmos. But he is only a vain, puny creature, whose ego makes him believe that
he, and he alone, understands the world and that it was made and is run for his
benefit. However, when we compare man with animals, we find he has no won-
derful faculties that they lack and that his so-called rationality is just a form of an-
imal behavior. To illustrate this, Montaigne chooses examples from Sextus Em-
piricus, such as that of the logical dog who, supposedly, worked out a disjunctive
syllogism. Even religion, Montaigne says, is not exclusively a human possession
but seems to exist among elephants, who appear to pray.23

The lengthy, demoralizing comparison of man and beasts was intended to
create a sceptical attitude toward human intellectual pretensions. The glories of
the animal kingdom are contrasted with the vanity, stupidity, and immorality of
the human world. Montaigne says that our alleged achievements of reason have
helped us to find not a better world than the animals have but a worse one. Our
learning does not prevent us from being ruled by bodily functions and passions.
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Our so-called wisdom is a snare and a presumption that accomplishes nothing for
us. When we look at the entire biological kingdom and examine the lives of the
animals and of man and then compare them with the boasts of the philosophers
about man’s mental abilities, we cannot avoid being overwhelmed by the “com-
edy of the higher lunacy.” “The plague of man is the opinion of knowledge. That
is why ignorance is so recommended by our religion as a quality suitable to belief
and obedience.”24

Up to this point, Montaigne’s sceptical attack has been little more than the
anti-intellectualism of Erasmus’ In Praise of Folly. The point is now made in terms
of the rather disastrous (for the reader) comparison of men and beasts. (Anyone
reading all of Montaigne’s evidence on this point is bound to be shaken, even if
the efficacy of human reason has not actually been disproven.) Later the more
philosophical development of his scepticism will follow a brief panegyric on ig-
norance and another advocacy of complete fideism. Wisdom (says Montaigne)
has never been of any benefit to anyone, whereas Nature’s noblemen, the recently
discovered residents of Brazil, “spent their life in admirable simplicity and igno-
rance, without letters, without law, without king, without religion of any kind.”25

The Christian message is, according to Montaigne, to cultivate a similar igno-
rance in order to believe by faith alone.

The participation that we have in the knowledge of truth, whatever it may be,
has not been acquired by our own powers. God has taught us that clearly
enough by the witnesses that he has chosen from the common people, simple
and ignorant, to instruct us in his admirable secrets. Our faith is not of our own
acquiring, it is a pure present of another’s liberality. It is not by reasoning or by
our understanding that we have received our religion; it is by external authority
and command. The weakness of our judgment helps us more in this than its
strength, and our blindness more than our clearsightedness. It is by the media-
tion of our ignorance more than of our knowledge that we are learned with that
divine learning. It is no wonder if our natural and earthly powers cannot con-
ceive that supernatural and heavenly knowledge; let us bring to it nothing of our
own but obedience and submission.26

In support of this complete fideism, Montaigne gave what was to be the favorite
Scriptural text of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, St. Paul’s declamation in 1 Corinthi-
ans 1:19–21: “For it is written, I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and will bring
to nothing the understanding of the prudent. Where is the wise? Where is the
scribe? For after that in the wisdom of God the world by wisdom knew not God, it
pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe.”

Montaigne presented the text of St. Paul’s 1 Corinthians as a summary of the
scepticism he was developing. Up until the point where St. Paul’s text is intro-
duced, Montaigne primarily offered arguments and observations from Sextus
Empiricus, Cicero, Diogenes Laertius, and Lucretius as reasons for doubting.
After the Pauline passage he went on presenting some of the most forceful parts of
the ancient sceptical attack on human knowledge. Frédéric Brahami has offered

Michel de Montaigne and the Nouveaux Pyrrhoniens 49



an interpretation of Montaigne’s scepticism that centers on the Pauline text. He
sees Montaigne as advancing scepticism about human knowledge based on di-
vine omnipotence and the inability of man to know God directly.27 (Another ap-
proach to evaluating the scepticism of Montaigne, as well as Pascal and La Mothe
Le Vayer, appears in a book just published by Sylvia Giocanti. She takes a quite
different approach from my own and is less interested in the historical setting of
the people who write on scepticism than in examining the concept itself and
measuring people accordingly. I have not had time to study her work; it may be
another productive way of looking at the material.)28

Montaigne definitely made the Pauline text a central theme for modern
sceptics for the next couple of centuries. But, at the same time, for Montaigne and
his followers, it was always the massive weight of Pyrrhonian and Academic argu-
ments and observations that led one to appreciate and understand what St. Paul
had said. I think one has to carefully differentiate the kind of scepticism that did in
fact generate from the fourteenth century to the seventeenth by theologians ex-
ploring the paradoxes that flow from trying to understand divine omnipotence, to
the very mundane scepticism that results from revitalizing the arguments in Sex-
tus and Cicero, starting with Jean de Miracourt and some Scotists at Oxford, who
explored what would ensue if God, who is all powerful, could be a deceiver. This
tradition was carried on in the late Middle Ages by Gabriel Biel and Gregory of
Rimini. The sceptical outcome of this exploration of divine omnipotence resulted
from the logic of the concepts involved and not from an appeal to the weakness of
human senses or intellect. This is a scepticism based on the highest reaches of
heaven and not on the lowest, meanest conditions of human nature. In a paper I
gave in 1996 at the memorial conference for Amos Funkenstein I sought to delin-
eate these two types of scepticism—theological and Pyrrhonian.29 Funkenstein,
who was a great expert on the consequences of the paradoxes of divine omnipo-
tence, traced one kind of scepticism from medieval times into the seventeenth
century. I sought to show that this was completely different from what resulted
from taking ancient Greek and Roman scepticism seriously: namely, exposing the
frailty of human capacity to gain any unquestionable knowledge, either through
the senses or through reason.

I think Montaigne did not really go into the camp of those basing their scepti-
cism on divine omnipotence but just saw the passage in St. Paul as bearing some re-
semblance to the outcome of what complete scepticism would lead to. Montaigne
does not cite any of the medieval or late medieval theologians and does not seem to
have known about them. They are mentioned by Father Marin Mersenne in his
comments on Descartes, but Montaigne and his followers do not cite any of the ex-
citing medieval theological texts. I think that Montaigne’s use of St. Paul is of some
significance in that he is putting the outcome of Pyrrhonian criticism in a biblical
mode. This was sufficiently exciting so that one can say that a kind of Christian
Pyrrhonism emerged that was to recur in European thinkers at least up to the time
of Kierkegaard. But all of them, including Kierkegaard, made their main appeal to
the weakness of human nature and not to theological properties of God.
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Montaigne raised his second group of sceptical arguments, which comprise
a description and a defense of Pyrrhonism with an explanation of its value for re-
ligion. Pyrrhonism is first distinguished from the negative dogmatism of Acade-
mic scepticism: The Pyrrhonists doubt and suspend judgment on all propositions,
even that all is doubt. They oppose any assertion whatsoever, and their opposition,
if successful, shows the opponent’s ignorance; if unsuccessful, their own igno-
rance. In this state of complete doubt, the Pyrrhonists live according to nature and
custom.30 This attitude Montaigne found to be both the finest of human achieve-
ments and the most compatible with religion.

There is nothing in man’s invention that has so much verisimilitude and useful-
ness. It presents man naked and empty, acknowledging his natural weakness, fit
to receive from above some outside power; stripped of human knowledge, and all
the more apt to lodge divine knowledge in himself, annihilating his judgment to
make more room for faith; neither disbelieving nor setting up any doctrine
against the common observances; humble, obedient, teachable, zealous; a sworn
enemy of heresy, and consequently free from the vain and irreligious opinions
introduced by the false sects. He is a blank tablet prepared to take from the finger
of God such forms as he shall be pleased to engrave on it.31

Not only had these ancient Pyrrhonists found the summit of human wisdom but
also, as Montaigne and his disciples were to claim for the next century, they had
supplied the best defense against the Reformation. Since the complete sceptic
had no positive views, he could not have the wrong views. And since the
Pyrrhonist accepted the laws and customs of his community, he would accept
Catholicism. Finally, the complete sceptic was in the ideal state for receiving the
Revelation, if God so willed. The marriage of the Cross of Christ and the doubts
of Pyrrho was the perfect combination to provide the ideology of the French
Counter-Reformation.

Montaigne then contrasted the magnificence of Pyrrhonism with the endless
quarrels and irreligious views of the dogmatic philosophers of antiquity. In every
field of intellectual inquiry, he found, philosophers have finally had to confess
their ignorance, or inability to come to any definite and definitive conclusion.
Even in logic, paradoxes like that of “The Liar” undermine our confidence.32

Still worse, even the Pyrrhonists become lost in the morass of human intellectual
undertakings, for if they assert, as the conclusion of this survey of opinions, that
they doubt, they have asserted something positive that conflicts with their doubts.
(The fault, Montaigne suggested, lies in the character of our language, which is
assertive. What the Pyrrhonists need is a negative language in which to state their
doubts, without overstating them.)33

When one looks over the sad history of the efforts of the philosophers in all
the various areas of their interests, one can only conclude, says Montaigne, that
“indeed philosophy is but sophisticated poetry.”34 All that philosophers present in
their theories are human inventions. Nobody ever discovers what actually hap-
pens in nature. Instead, some traditional opinions are accepted as explanations of
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various events and accepted as authoritative, unquestionable principles. If one
asks about the principles themselves, one is told there is no arguing with people
who deny first principles. But, Montaigne insists, “now there cannot be first prin-
ciples for men, unless the Divinity has revealed them; all the rest—beginning,
middle, and end—is nothing but dreams and smoke.”35

At this point, Montaigne is now ready for the philosophical heart of the mat-
ter, the Pyrrhonian evidence that all is in doubt. Those who contend that human
reason is able to know and to understand things will have to show us how this is
possible. If they appeal to our experience they will have to show what it is we ex-
perience, and also that we actually experience the things we think we experi-
ence.36 But these dogmatists cannot tell us, for example, what heat or any other
quality is and in what its real nature consists. And, most crucial of all, they cannot
determine what the essence of our rational faculty may be. The experts all dis-
agree on this matter, as to both what it is and where it is.37 “By this variety and in-
stability of opinions they lead us as by the hand, tacitly, to this conclusion of their
inconclusiveness. . . . They do not want openly to profess ignorance and the im-
becility of human reason, so as not to frighten the children; but they reveal it to us
clearly enough under the guise of a muddled and inconsistent knowledge.”38 Our
sole basis for understanding ourselves is through God’s Revelation, “all that we
see without the lamp of his grace, is only vanity and folly.”39 We are surely not the
measures of ourselves nor anything else.

The Academics, in the face of this, try to maintain that although we cannot
know the truth about ourselves or other things, we can assert that some judg-
ments are more probable than others. Here, Montaigne insists, “the position of
the Pyrrhonians is bolder and at the same time more plausible.”40 If we could
even recognize the appearance of truth, or the greater probability of one judg-
ment than another, then we should be able to reach some general agreement
about what a particular thing is like, or probably like. But with each change in
ourselves, we change our judgments, and there is always disagreement either
with ourselves or each other. Montaigne appeals, in the style of the tropes of Sex-
tus, to the endless variations in judgments, adding in his fideistic leitmotif: “The
things that come to us from heaven have alone the right and authority for per-
suasion, alone the stamp of truth; which also we do not see with our own eyes, or
receive by our own means.”41 Our own powers, Montaigne shows, change with
our bodily and emotional conditions, so that what we judge true at one moment
we see as false or dubious at another. In light of this, all we can do is accept the
Pyrrhonian conservatism; that is, live with the laws and customs of our own soci-
ety. “And since I am not capable of choosing, I accept other people’s choice and
stay in the position where God put me. Otherwise I could not keep myself from
rolling about incessantly. Thus I have, by the grace of God, kept myself intact,
without agitation or disturbance of conscience, in the ancient beliefs of our reli-
gion, in the midst of so many sects and divisions that our century has pro-
duced.”42 When we look at the scientific achievements of man, we see the same
diversity of opinions, the same inability to discover any truth. The Ptolemaic
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astronomers believed the heavens moved around the Earth, but Cleanthes or
Nicetas, and now Copernicus, claim the Earth moves. How can we tell who is
right? And, perhaps, a millennium hence, another theory will be offered that will
overthrow these.43 Before Aristotle’s principles were accepted, other theories
were found satisfactory. Why should we then accept Aristotle as the final word on
scientific matters? In medicine, Paracelsus argues that previous medical practi-
tioners were actually killing people, but he may be just as bad. Even geometry,
the allegedly certain science, has its difficulties, since we can produce geometri-
cal demonstrations (apparently like those of Zeno) that conflict with experi-
ence.44 Recently the discoveries in the New World shake our faith in the laws of-
fered about human behavior.

From this Montaigne went on to dwell on the theme of Sextus’ tenth trope,
the variations in moral, legal, and religious behavior. Armed with evidence about
the savages of America, the cases in ancient literature, and the mores of contem-
porary Europe, Montaigne drove home the message of ethical relativism.45

Then he drifted into a more theoretical aspect of the Pyrrhonian argument,
the critique of sense knowledge, “the greatest foundation and proof of our igno-
rance.”46 All knowledge comes from the senses, which give us our most assured
information, such as “fire warms.” But at the same time, there are certain funda-
mental difficulties in sense knowledge that can only cast us into complete doubt.

First, Montaigne asks, do we have all the requisite senses for obtaining true
knowledge? We have no way of telling, and for all we know we are as far removed
from accurately perceiving Nature as a blind man is from seeing colors. “We have
formed a truth by the consultation and concurrence of our five senses; but per-
haps we needed the agreement of eight or ten senses, and their contribution, to
perceive it certainly and in its essence.”47

But even if we happen to possess all the needed senses, there is a greater diffi-
culty in that our senses are deceptive and uncertain in their operation. The vari-
ous occurrences of illusions give us reason to distrust our senses. The effects of
sense qualities on the passions indicate that we are too easily led to false or dubi-
ous opinions by the “force and vivacity” of sense experiences. Besides, our sense
experience and our dream experience are so much alike that we can hardly tell
which is which.48 Montaigne, then, rapidly presents the traditional Pyrrhonian
case, that our sense experience differs from that of animals, that each individual’s
experiences differ under different conditions, our senses differ with each other
and with those of other people, and so on. Thus “it is no longer a miracle if we are
told that we can admit that snow appears white to us, but that we cannot be re-
sponsible for proving that it is so of its essence and in truth; and with this starting
point shaken, all the knowledge in the world necessarily goes by the board.”49

We find that by means of various instruments we can distort our sense experi-
ences. Perhaps our senses also do this, and the qualities that we perceive are im-
posed upon objects, rather than really being in them. Our various states of health,
waking, sleeping, and so on, seem to condition our experiences, so we have no
way of telling which set corresponds to the real nature of things.
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Now, since our condition accommodates things to itself and transforms them ac-
cording to itself, we no longer know what things are in truth; for nothing comes
to us except falsified and altered by our senses. When the compass, the square,
and the ruler are off, all the proportions drawn from them, all the buildings
erected by their measure, are also necessarily imperfect and defective. The un-
certainty of our senses makes everything they produce uncertain.50

The critique of sense knowledge leads to the crescendo of this symphony of
doubt, the problem of the criterion. If our sense experiences vary so much, by
what standards shall we judge which are veridical? We need some objective basis
for judging, but how shall we determine objectivity? “To judge the appearances
that we receive of objects, we would need a judicatory instrument; to verify this in-
strument, we need a demonstration; to verify the demonstration, an instrument:
there we are in a circle.”51 Besides this circular problem of having to judge the
judging instrument by what it judges, there is also a difficulty that will generate an
infinite regress, in the search for a basis for knowledge. “Since the senses cannot
decide our dispute, being themselves full of uncertainty, it must be reason that
does so. No reason can be established without another reason: there we go re-
treating back to infinity.”52

Thus, we can conclude that our ideas derive from our sense experience. Our
sense experience does not show us what objects are like but only how they seem to
us. To judge of objects by our ideas is a most dubious procedure. We can never tell
if our ideas, or sense impressions, do or do not correspond to real objects. It is like
trying to tell whether a portrait of Socrates constitutes a good likeness if we have
never seen Socrates.

These successive waves of sceptical arguing lead, finally, to the realization
that trying to know real being is like trying to clutch water. All that we can do in
our present state is to go on in this uncertain world of appearances, unless God
chooses to enlighten and help us. Only through the grace of God, and not
through human effort, can we achieve any contact with Reality.53

In the course of all these wanderings, traversing so many levels and currents of
doubt, Montaigne manages to introduce most of the major epistemological argu-
ments of the ancient Pyrrhonists, albeit in a rather unsystematic fashion. Except for
the critique of signs and inferences, practically all the gambits and analyses of Sex-
tus Empiricus are touched on. Although most of the “Apologie” dwells on the
foibles of mankind, their disagreements and variations, and the superiority of beasts
to men, the culmination of the essay is the uncovering of the bottomless pit of com-
plete doubt. The analysis of sense experience, the basis for any knowledge we
might have, leads to the problem of the criterion, which leads in turn to a vicious
circle or to an infinite regress. So that, finally, we realize that none of our views has
any certain or reliable foundation and that our only course is to follow the ancient
Pyrrhonists and suspend judgment. But, coupled with this rambling yet forceful
unfolding of la crise pyrrhonienne, Montaigne constantly introduces his fideistic

54 The History of Scepticism



theme—complete doubt on the rational level, joined with a religion based on faith
alone, given to us not by our own capacities but solely by God’s grace.54

The “Apologie” treats the three forms of the sceptical crisis that were to trou-
ble the intellectuals of the early seventeenth century, finally extending the crisis
from theology to all other areas of human endeavor. First Montaigne dwells on
the theological crisis, pressing the problem of the rule of faith. Because of our ra-
tional inability to discover, or justify, a criterion of religious knowledge, he offers
total scepticism as a “defense” of the Catholic rule of faith. Since we cannot tell
by rational means which standard is the true one, we therefore remain in com-
plete doubt and accept tradition; that is, we accept the Catholic rule of faith.

Second, Montaigne extends the humanistic crisis of knowledge, that type of
doubt engendered by the rediscovery of the great variety of points of view of an-
cient thinkers. In light of this vast diversity of opinion, how can we possibly tell
which theory is true? This sort of learned scepticism is made more persuasive by
Montaigne not only by quoting ancient authors, as previous sceptics had done,
but also by coupling the impact of the rediscovery of the ancient world with the
discovery of the New World. On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean another cul-
tural universe existed, with different standards and ideals. On what basis could we
ever judge whether the outlook of the noble savages was better or worse than our
own? The message that the merits of all human opinions are relative to the cul-
tures in which they have been produced was put forth by Montaigne as a new type
of sceptical realization, one that was to have far-reaching effects even four cen-
turies later.

The third, and most significant, sceptical crisis precipitated by Montaigne
was the crisis of scientific knowledge. In an age when the whole scientific outlook
of Aristotle was under attack, the extension of the religious and humanistic crises
to the scientific world threatened to destroy the very possibility of any knowledge
whatsoever. Montaigne’s last series of doubts, the most philosophical level of his
Pyrrhonism, raised a whole series of problems, about the reliability of sense
knowledge, the truth of first principles, the criterion of rational knowledge, our in-
ability to know anything except appearances, and our lack of any certain evidence
of the existence or nature of the real world. These problems, when seriously con-
sidered, undermined confidence in man’s ability to discover any science in Aris-
totle’s sense—truths about the world that are certain.

In spite of Busson’s claim that Montaigne’s total scepticism was not new but
was just a repetition of his sixteenth-century predecessors,55 there is a crucial nov-
elty in Montaigne’s presentation that makes it radically different from, and more
important, than that of any other sixteenth-century sceptic. Unlike anti-intellec-
tuals like Erasmus, Montaigne developed his doubts through reasoning. Unlike
his sceptical predecessors, who presented mainly a series of reports on the variety
of human opinions, Montaigne worked out his complete Pyrrhonism through a
sequence of levels of doubt, culminating in some crucial philosophical difficul-
ties. The rambling musings of the “Apologie” have a method in their madness, a
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method of increasing the fever of doubt until it destroys every possible stronghold
of rational activity.56

The occurrence of Montaigne’s revitalization of the Pyrrhonism of Sextus
Empiricus, coming at a time when the intellectual world of the sixteenth century
was collapsing, made the nouveau pyrrhonisme of Montaigne not the blind alley
that historians like Copleston and Weber have portrayed it as being,57 but one of
the crucial forces in the formation of modern thought. By extending the implicit
sceptical tendencies of the Reformation crisis, the humanistic crisis, and the sci-
entific crisis, into a total crise pyrrhonienne, Montaigne’s genial “Apologie” be-
came the coup de grâce to an entire intellectual world. It was also to be the womb
of modern thought, in that it led to the attempt either to refute the new Pyrrhon-
ism or to find a way of living with it. Thus, throughout the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, Montaigne was seen not as a transitional figure, or a man off the
main roads of thought, but as the founder of an important intellectual movement
that continued to plague philosophers in their quest for certainty.58

Before leaving Montaigne, a word must be said on the vexing problem of his
intentions. In the course of the centuries in which he has played so major a role in
the intellectual life of the modern world, probably second only to that of Erasmus,
Montaigne has been read both as a total sceptic, doubting everything, even the re-
ligious tenets he pretended to defend, and more recently as a serious defender of
the faith. (“Montaigne not a Christian! Is it possible that this has ever been
said!”)59 It is not possible here to evaluate the evidence offered on both sides, but
a few observations can be made that will be developed later in this study.

The fideism of Montaigne is compatible with either interpretation. Whether
Montaigne was trying to undermine Christianity or defend it, he could have
made the same non sequitur that he did—namely, because all is doubt, therefore
one ought to accept Christianity on faith alone. Such a claim was made by Hume
and Voltaire, apparently in bad faith, and by Pascal and Kierkegaard, apparently
in good faith.60 The type of Christian Pyrrhonism presented by Montaigne and
his disciples was taken by some Church leaders as the best of theology and by oth-
ers as rank atheism.61

I believe that all we can do, in evaluating the alleged fideists, is to make a
probable guess, based on their character and activities, as to their sincerity. The
present-day scholars who find the Christian Pyrrhonism of the seventeenth-cen-
tury libertins fraudulent, while accepting Montaigne’s as authentic, have a diffi-
cult problem. The views of all concerned are almost identical. The personalities,
as well as one can fathom them at this range, seem capable of both a religious and
nonreligious interpretation. My own view is that, at best, Montaigne was probably
mildly religious. His attitude appears to be more that of indifference or unexcited
acceptance, without any serious religious experience or involvement. He was op-
posed to fanaticism, primarily as displayed by the French Reformers, but at the
same time he certainly seems to have lacked the spiritual qualities that character-
ized such great French Counter-Reformers as St. François de Sales, Cardinal
Bérulle, or St. Vincent de Paul.62
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Regardless of what personal convictions Montaigne may or may not have
had, his writings were to play an enormous role in the intellectual world of the
seventeenth century. The impact of Montaigne’s Pyrrhonism occurred both di-
rectly, through the influence of the Essais, which were very widely read and
reprinted in the years immediately after their initial publication,63 and also
through the more didactic presentations of Montaigne’s disciples Father Pierre
Charron and Jean-Pierre Camus, bishop of Bellay.

Pierre Charron is a neglected figure in the development of modern philoso-
phy, neglected because neither his thought nor his style rose to the heights of that
of his mentor, Montaigne, and because of his reputation for libertinism. But in
his day, and in the half century after his death, Charron had an influence at least
as great as his master’s in furthering the break with tradition and in forming the
ideology of both the libertinage érudit and the French Counter-Reformation. Be-
cause he was a professional theologian, Charron was able to connect the scepti-
cism of Montaigne more systematically with the main antirational currents in
Christian thought, thereby providing a more thoroughgoing Christian Pyrrhon-
ism by uniting the doubts of Pyrrho with the negative theology of the mystics.
Also, since Charron was a learned doctor, he could present the case for the new
Pyrrhonism in a way in which it could be studied by those trained in the Schools,
rather than in the more rambling and, for its day, more esoteric method of the
French Socrates.

Pierre Charron was born in Paris in 1541, one of twenty-five children. Some-
how, he managed to attend the University of Paris, where he studied Greek, Latin,
and philosophy. After this, he went to Orléans and Bourges to study law, and re-
ceived the degree of doctor of law. He practiced in Paris for a few years, apparently
unsuccessfully, since he had no connections at court. He then turned to theology
and became most renowned as a preacher and as a theologian. Queen Marguerite
chose him to be her predicateur ordinaire, and Henri IV, even before his conver-
sion to Catholicism, often attended his sermons. Charron’s career consisted of
his being théogal of Bazas, Acqs, Leictoure, Agen, Cahors, and Condom and
chanoine and écolâtre of the church of Bordeaux. In spite of his immense success,
he wished to give up worldly pursuits and retire to a cloister. However, being forty-
eight, he was turned down by two orders because of his age and was advised to re-
main in the secular world. In 1589, for better or for worse, after his failure to gain
admittance to a cloister, the most important event of Charron’s life occurred, his
meeting with Michel de Montaigne.64 During the remaining three years of Mon-
taigne’s life, Charron studied and conversed with him, adopting the sceptical in-
sights of the French Socrates as his own. Montaigne found in the preacher an
ideal intellectual heir and left him a large worldly and spiritual legacy, as well as
adopting him as his son. (While Montaigne was alive, the sole gift that we know
he gave to Charron was a heretical work, the catechism of the extremely liberal
Reformer, Ochino.) After Montaigne’s death, Charron revealed the actual extent
of his legacy by showing in his writings the magnificent union of scepticism and
Catholicism.65
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The principal source for the biographical information regarding Charron
and his relations with Montaigne is the “Eloge” to his works published in 1606
after his death by Gabriel Michel de la Rochemaillet. Alfred Soman has raised se-
rious questions about the accuracy of this account, in large measure because it
cannot be checked. Montaigne never mentioned Charron in any document that
survives, and Montaigne’s friends did not seem to know Charron. Besides the
book Montaigne gave him, the only other solid evidence is that Charron left
Montaigne’s sister and her husband a lot of money in his will. From reexamining
the data, Soman argues that Charron was actually a middling theologian with no
serious place in the world of letters. He could only get protection from an offbeat
bishop, Claude Dormy, and his works only became significant in the 1620s. More
data might help determine if the official version is correct or if Soman’s suggested
revision is.66

Charron undertook two vast works after Montaigne had passed away. In 1594,
at Bordeaux, his theological opus, Les Trois Véritez, appeared; it was an attack on
atheists, pagans, Jews, Mohammedans, and, most of all, Calvinists. The bulk of it
is an answer to the Reformer Duplessis-Mornay. The following year, after a re-
joinder had come out, Charron published a much-expanded edition. The other
work, his philosophical opus, La Sagesse, appeared in 1601; this book derives in
great measure from Montaigne’s Essais. Charron died in 1603 while preparing a
revised and slightly more moderate version of La Sagesse. A bitter battle was put
up by his theological and philosophical opponents to prevent its being reissued,
but nonetheless, in 1604, the enlarged edition appeared, to be followed by a great
many printings in the early part of the seventeenth century.67

The Trois Véritez was intended primarily as a Counter-Reformation tract
against Calvinism, but in order to set the stage for the main scene, Charron dis-
cussed the first truth, that God exists. Here, he presented a “Discourse on knowl-
edge of God,” in which he linked Montaigne’s fideism to the tradition of the neg-
ative theologians. He argued that God’s nature and existence were unknowable
because of “our weakness and the greatness of God.”68 The infinitude of God sur-
passes all possibility of knowledge, since to know is to define, to limit, and God is
beyond all limitations. The greatest theologians and philosophers know neither
more nor less concerning God than the humblest artisan.69 And, even if God
were not infinite, the feebleness of man is such that we still could not know him.
Very briefly, Charron mentioned some of the standard reasons, mainly drawn
from the changing history of human opinions, that cast doubt on our ability to
know anything natural or supernatural, and then declared: “O sorry and paltry
that is man and all his knowledge, O foolish and mad presumption to think of
knowing God.”70 The only possible way of knowing God is to know him nega-
tively, knowing what he is not.71 Positively, “True knowledge of God is a complete
ignorance of Him. To approach God is to be aware of the inaccessible light and to
be absorbed by it.”72

Once having joined the negative theologian’s contention that God is un-
knowable because he is infinite to the sceptic’s claim that God is unknowable be-
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cause of man’s inability to know anything, Charron employed this double-bar-
reled fideism to attack the atheists.73 Their evidence that God does not exist rests
on definitions of God, from which absurd conclusions are drawn. But their defi-
nitions are simply examples of human presumption, measuring God in human
terms. Their conclusions are worthless, since the atheists cannot, and do not,
know what they are talking about.74

The rest of the Trois Véritez is a typical Counter-Reformation tract in which
Charron in his tedious fashion tried to show that one has to believe that God ex-
ists, that Christianity is the true religion, and that the Catholic Church is the true
church. The argument is primarily negative, showing the unreasonableness of
other views in light of historical evidence, such as miracles and prophecies. The
chief negative attack is presented against the Calvinists, arguing that outside the
Church no religious truth can be found, no reading of Scripture validated, and
that only in accepting the Church’s authority can any unique rule of faith be
found. The proposed alternatives of inner light and Scripture are denied; the for-
mer because it is private, unclear, and uncertain and the latter because the sense
of Scripture is indefinite unless interpreted by the Church. Scripture is solely a set
of words, whose true meaning can only be divined by a true judge, the Church.75

Charron concluded with an exhortation to the Schismatics, in which they were
accused of “insupportable pride” and “too great presumption” for judging that the
religious tradition of so many centuries is wrong and that another ought to replace
it.76 In casting doubt on Catholicism, the Calvinists have the effrontery to make
their own weak, miserable mental capacities the criterion of religious truth.
Calvinism, according to Charron, is the most dangerous form of dogmatism in
that it tries to make man the measure of the most important matters and insists
that the human measuring rods must be preferred to all others. Man, without cer-
titude supplied by the Church through its tradition and authority, will fall into
complete doubt, because man’s own weaknesses, when unaided by other sup-
ports, naturally engender scepticism. Hence, by destroying the only solid founda-
tion of religious truth that we have, the Calvinists make religion rest on human
judgment, which is always dubious, and leave us with no certainty at all.77

The underlying theory of this Catholicism that is based only on complete
scepticism is made much more explicit in Charron’s philosophical writing, La
Sagesse, and his defense of it, le Petit Traicté de la Sagesse. The major theme here
is that man is unable to discover any truth except by revelation, and in view of this,
our moral life, except when guided by Divine Light, should be based on following
nature. This treatise of Charron’s is little more than Montaigne’s “Apologie” in or-
ganized form. In so ordering it, Charron presented what was one of the first philo-
sophical writings in a modern language. In addition, because it developed a the-
ory of morality, apart from religious considerations, Charron’s work represents
one of the important steps in the separation of ethics from religion as an inde-
pendent philosophical discipline. Charron’s ethics was based on Stoic elements.

The argument of La Sagesse commences with the proposition that “the true
knowledge and the true study of man is man”78 and that the understanding of
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man leads in a rather startling way to knowledge of God. Part of this type of self-
knowledge comes from the examination of human capacities, first of all the
senses, because the Schools teach that all knowledge comes to us by means of the
senses. Charron, then, developed Montaigne’s critique of sense knowledge, show-
ing that we may not have all the senses requisite for knowledge, that there are
sense illusions, that our sense experiences vary with different conditions within us
and in the external world. Hence we have no way of telling which sensations are
veridical, and which are not; thus, we have no way of obtaining any certain infor-
mation by means of the senses.79

Our rational faculties are also unreliable. (Most of Charron’s case is made
out against Aristotle’s theory of knowledge, showing that if our reason has only
sense information to work with, it is bound to be as unreliable as its source.) Also,
even supposedly rational men disagree about everything; in fact, there is no judg-
ment made by man that cannot be opposed by “good” reasons. We have no stan-
dards or criteria that enable us to distinguish truth from falsehood. We believe
mainly by passion, or the force of majority pressure. In addition, the great rational
minds have accomplished little besides justifying heretical opinions, or over-
throwing previous views (as Copernicus and Paracelsus do). Thus, we might as
well face the fact that for all our alleged rationality, we are just beasts, and not very
impressive ones. Instead of looking for truth, we ought to accept Montaigne’s dic-
tum, that “there are no first principles for men, unless the Divinity has revealed
them: all the rest is nothing but dreams and smoke.”80

In the second book of La Sagesse, Charron presented his discours de la méth-
ode, the means for avoiding error and finding truth, if man’s mental capacities are
so weak and unreliable. We should examine all questions freely and dispassion-
ately; keep prejudice and emotions out of decisions; develop a universality of
mind, and reject any and all solutions that are at all dubious.81 This sceptical atti-
tude “is what gives more service to piety, religion and divine operation than any-
thing else,”82 by teaching us to empty ourselves of all opinions, and to prepare our
souls for God. When one applies the Charronian method of systematic doubt,
until one has thoroughly cleansed the mind of all dubious opinions, then he can
present himself “blank, naked and ready” before God.83 At this point the Revela-
tion can be received to be accepted on faith alone. The advantage of this Pyrrhon-
ian training is that “an Academic or a Pyrrhonian will never be a heretic.”84 Since
the effect of the method of doubt is the removal of all opinions, the practitioner
cannot have the wrong opinions. The only views he might have are those that
God chooses to impose on him. (If someone suggests that besides having no un-
orthodox views, the Charronian Pyrrhonist might well have no views at all and
end up an indifferent rather than a Christian, Charron answered that it was not a
matter of choice; God, if he pleased, would force the decision.)85

The sceptical sage, having purged himself of all opinions, lives, apart from
God’s commands, by a morale provisoire, by living according to nature. This natu-
ral morality makes one a noble savage but cannot make one a perfect human
being. The grace of God is necessary to achieve complete virtue. But, short of this
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aid, the best we can do in our ignorance is to reject all supposed knowledge and
follow nature. This program, though insufficient to give us salvation, at least pre-
pares us for divine aid. And, until such assistance is given, we do the best we can
by being sceptical and natural.86

Thus, according to Charron, Pyrrhonism provides the intellectual basis for
fideism. The realization of the inability of man to know anything with certainty by
the use of his own faculties rids one of any false or doubtful views. Then, unlike
the Cartesian cogito, which is discovered in one’s mind and overturns all uncer-
tainty, the act of grace provides the sole basis for assured knowledge. As long as
God is active, supplying the revealed truth, man is safe in his total natural igno-
rance. One can toss away all rational supports in the quest for certainty and await
those from heaven. If one accepts, as Charron apparently did, the view that God,
through the Catholic Church, supplies a continuous revelation, one can under-
mine any evidence or standards employed to justify a rule of faith, and never lose
the faith.87

Maryanne C. Horowitz has challenged my interpretation of Charron’s view
of the source of wisdom.88 She has insisted that a careful textual analysis shows
that Charron was a Neo-Stoic. I think we would agree that Charron was very
eclectic. He borrowed in large measure from Montaigne, but also from Du Vair
and other classical and contemporary Stoics. Many of the writers of this period, as
the late Julien Eymard D’Angers89 pointed out, used Stoic ideas and materials.
Nonetheless, what was taken as the message and meaning of Charron was the
Christian Pyrrhonism. (The evidence of why he changed certain passages does
not indicate that he was trying to alter his views but that he was trying to get his
book approved.)90

Charron’s complete Christian Pyrrhonism was taken, as I shall demonstrate
shortly, as a two-edged sword. Many French Counter-Reform leaders saw it as an
ideal philosophical basis for their position vis-à-vis the Calvinists.91 Others per-
ceived an insidious corrosion of all belief, natural or supernatural, in Charron’s ar-
gument. Once led to doubt, the sceptic would continue to the point where he
doubted everything, even the Christian truths, until he became a libertin and, a
generation later, a Spinozist. Thus, the anti-Charronians could see his work only
as the “breviary of the libertines.”92 This interpretation has been offered by Tullio
Gregory in his Genèse de la raison classique de Charron à Descartes, where he por-
trays Charron as being at the beginning of a tradition that culminates in the
mid–eighteenth century with the Theophrastus redivivus.93 Charron, himself,
may have been a sincere fideist rather than “a secret atheist.”94 At least his long
theological career and his pious Discours Chrétien suggest this. But whatever his
own personal views may have been, Charron was to have an influence, second
only to Montaigne’s, on both the avant-garde of seventeenth-century French in-
tellectuals and the orthodox theologians of the time. Those who tried to de-
nounce him in the early seventeenth century were to find that a most strange al-
liance of powerful defenders stood guard over the memory of Father Pierre
Charron.95
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Another early disciple of Montaigne was Jean-Pierre Camus (1584–1654),
who became a doctor of law at eighteen, a priest a few years later, and the bishop
of Bellay at twenty-five. He became the secretary of St. François de Sales and
spent much of his life writing pastoral novels and attacking the monastic orders.
His most philosophical work, Essay Sceptique, was written prior to his religious
life when he was only nineteen. Although he was later embarrassed by its light
tone, it contained his basic fideistic point of view. Even though he later came to
condemn Montaigne’s style and literary form, he never gave up Montaigne’s
ideas, and even defended his mentor against the charge of atheism.96

The Essay was written when “I was then fresh from the shop of Sextus Em-
piricus.”97 It is an attempt of a rather novel sort to bring about Pyrrhonian sus-
pense of judgment in order to prepare one for the true faith. As Pierre Villey has
pointed out, “The fear of Protestant rationalism is at the base of the scepticism of
Camus.”98 Hence, by undermining human rational pretensions, he advanced a
fideistic defense of Catholicism.

The presentation of the case for scepticism by Camus is unique, though, as
he was the first to admit, the content “has been only a pure abridgement of Sextus
Empiricus,” and the style is an imitation of Montaigne’s.99 Rather than rambling
through the various themes of Pyrrhonian philosophy, as Montaigne did, or weld-
ing them into a battery of arguments, primarily against Aristotelianism, as Char-
ron did, Camus created a vast structure of Hegelian thesis, antithesis, and synthe-
sis. The thesis is Academic scepticism—nothing can be known; the antithesis is
dogmatism—something can be known; and the synthesis—“sceptical indiffer-
ence,” the Pyrrhonian suspense of judgment.

Most of the work, three hundred pages of it, is devoted to the thesis. After a
general attack on the bases of human knowledge, especially sense knowledge,
using the familiar arguments of Sextus and Montaigne, Camus bombarded the in-
dividual citadels of dogmatism, the various sciences. Taking each science in turn,
Camus tried to show that there are theoretical difficulties that make it impossible
to obtain any certain knowledge, that there are insoluble practical problems, and
sufficient reasons, in each case, for doubting that the science in question has any
value. This wide-ranging discussion covers astronomy, physics, mathematics,
logic, jurisprudence, astrology, politics, economics, history, poetry, grammar, and
music, among other disciplines. (Once again Copernicus is introduced to show
that even the most accepted first principles are denied by some people.)100 The
material employed varies from arguments of Sextus, and anecdotes of Montaigne,
to various observations culled from the contemporary sciences.

After developing the thesis, a half-hearted attempt is made in fifty pages to de-
fend the antithesis, that is, to show that there is scientific knowledge. The previous
battery of objections is admitted to be correct but not decisive. Some effort is
made to explicate Aristotle’s theory of knowledge and his account of sense errors
and illusions. The general theme is that even if the sciences are full of question-
able claims, there are scientific truths that no sane man doubts; that fire is hot,
that there is a world, that 2 + 2 = 4, and so on.101
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Then Camus turned to the synthesis, Pyrrhonism, supposed to result from
the two previous parts of his Essay. In twenty-five pages, he briefly sketched the
nature of complete scepticism, and the basic arguments on which it is based—the
problem of the criterion, the uncertainty of our senses, and the disagreements of
the dogmatists. He showed the Pyrrhonian view on various sciences, and then said
that he was not going to repeat all the detail from the first part, suggesting if one
were interested, he read Sextus Empiricus.102 (A reissue of the 1569 edition had
just appeared.)103

Throughout the Essay, a fideistic note is constantly sounded, declaring that
faith without reason is best, since it is not erected on some shaky foundation that
some new Archimedes may easily overthrow. The only truths men know are those
it has pleased God to reveal to us, “all the rest is nothing but dreams, wind, smoke,
opinion.”104 We ought to suspend judgment and accept the Revelation with hu-
mility. “The ancient faith” is our only basis; it cannot mislead us, for it comes from
God. Those who refuse to accept this Catholic fideism, and try to develop a ra-
tional road to faith, produce only errors, heresies, and Reform theories. These are
the fruits of man’s vain claim that his reason can find the truth. The solution to
man’s problems is to develop the Pyrrhonian suspense of judgment, which brings
us to God in that, recognizing our weakness, we are content to believe what God
tells us.105

Though Camus was an important figure in the seventeenth century and his
works were printed often, he does not seem to have had a great influence on the
rising tide of Pyrrhonism of the time. He represents the orthodox acceptance of
Christian Pyrrhonism, but his work played little or no role in la crise pyrrhonienne
of the era. For it was Montaigne, Charron, and Sextus who undermined the as-
surances of the philosophers, who served as the inspiration and source for the
sceptics, and about whom the battles against the sceptical menace took place.
Even Bayle, always on the lookout for sceptical heroes, remembered Camus for
his sallies against the monks rather than for his presentation of Pyrrhonism in the
form of the Dialectic.106

The new Pyrrhonism of Montaigne and his disciples, dressed up in fideistic
clothing, was to have tremendous repercussions in the intellectual world, in the-
ology, in the sciences, and in the pseudosciences. I shall turn next to the indica-
tions of these influences, before examining the nouveaux pyrrhoniens in their
glory, as the intellectual avant-garde of France.
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4

The Influence of the
New Pyrrhonism

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the influence of the revival of
ancient Pyrrhonism was noticeable in several areas of intellectual concern.

Charles Schmitt has shown that Pyrrhonian themes came up in the ques-
tions debated at Oxford.1 William Hamlin has found other traces of Pyrrhonian
topics in disputations at the time. He has also tracked down several copies of the
first two Latin printings of Sextus in English libraries from the late 1570s on-
ward.2 As an example of what happened to young readers of the text at the be-
ginning of the seventeenth century, a case that may be typical is that of Joseph
Mede (1586–1638). He was at Christ’s College, Cambridge, from 1602 to 1610.
We are told that in 1603 young Joseph Mede came across an open copy of Sextus
Empiricus on a student’s desk. When he looked at it his intellectual world
quickly disintegrated, and he underwent a sceptical crisis. He then tried to find a
basis for certainty in the various studies offered at the university. He studied
philology, history, mathematics, physics, botany, anatomy, astrology, and even
Egyptology (whatever that may have been at the time). In spite of all this learn-
ing “his philosophical reading led him towards Pyrrhonism.” He could not ac-
cept the possibility that mind might not know reality and might only be dealing
with delusory ideas of an external world.3
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Young Mede saved himself from the labyrinths of a total Pyrrhonism by an ef-
fort of will, first trying to find truth in physics and then turning to studies of texts
about the Millennium in the Bible. Mede became professor of Greek at Cam-
bridge, and his masterpiece, The Key to the Apocalypse, made him a leading figure
in millennial thinking well into the nineteenth century.4

Mede’s case, which is probably not unique, shows how Pyrrhonism was tri-
umphing over accepted views at the outset of the seventeenth century. Perhaps
the most significant influence was that on the theological battles of the period,
where the arguments and views of Greek scepticism were found most useful. The
Pyrrhonian arsenal proved to be an excellent source of ammunition with which to
devastate opponents, as well as the basis of a fideistic theory on which to justify the
stand of the French Counter-Reformers.

The dialectical use of Pyrrhonism, old and new, is typified in the report about
the great English Protestant controversialist William Chillingworth (1602–44).
Chillingworth had moved from Protestantism to Catholicism, and then to Angli-
canism, both times because of the force of arguments showing that each of these
theologies led to total uncertainty in religious matters. Aubrey, in his life of Dr.
Chillingworth, tells us:

My tutor, W. Browne, haz told me, that Dr. Chillingworth studied not much, but
when he did, he did much in a little time. He much delighted in Sextus Empeir-
icus. He did walke much in the College grove, and there contemplate, and meet
with some cod’s-head or other, and dispute with him and battle him. He thus
prepared himselfe beforehand. He would alwayes be disputing; so would my
tutor. I thinke it was an epidemick evill of that time, which I think now is growne
out of fashion as unmannerly and boyish.5

This use of Pyrrhonism as a weapon in disputation is reflected in Chillingworth’s
writings, as, for example, in the pattern of argumentation used in his Discourses.6

Chillingworth, who was the godson of Archbishop William Laud, became the the-
ologian for the moderate circle at Grand Tew. His book Religion of the Protestants
tries to offer a modified sceptical approach to many theological issues and an ap-
peal to common sense as a way of reaching a limited certainty in religious matters.7

After he had mastered the message of Sextus Empiricus and had seen how
the sceptical reasonings undermined the quest for certainty of both Catholics and
Protestants alike, he had returned to the Protestant fold and had tried to justify
this position in terms of a kind of probabilism built on the acceptance of an ulti-
mate Pyrrhonism. This moderate view regarding religious knowledge, somewhat
like that of Castellio, was to play an important role in developing the basis of the
quasi-empirical philosophy of various Anglican theologians such as John Wilkins
and John Tillotson.

Chillingworth saw that the Catholics were demanding a type of certainty, in-
fallible knowledge, as the basis of religion, and that such certainty was unattain-
able not only in this area but in any other as well. But, once this had been recog-
nized, the conclusion was not complete doubt on all matters but, rather, an
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acceptance of a lesser degree of evidence, moral certainty. Our senses may some-
times deceive, our reasoning may sometimes be faulty, our judgments may not be
infallible, and we may not be able to find a demonstrative basis for what we know,
but, just the same, we have sufficient assurances so that we can utilize the infor-
mation that we possess to form reasonable and morally certain judgments.8 The
person who wants more certitude than this is a fool. “For, as he is an unreason-
able Master, who requires a stronger assent to his Conclusions than his Argu-
ments deserve; so I conceive him a forward and undisciplin’d Scholar, who de-
sires stronger arguments for a conclusion than the Matter will bear.”9 Once one
has recognized that there is no infallible or mathematical certainty to be found
regarding scientific or religious matters, then one does not suspend judgment,
but, instead, one proceeds to judge problems according to the degree of assur-
ance that can be obtained.

This theory of Chillingworth contains the seeds of a long tradition that was to
develop later in the seventeenth century in England as the commonsensical,
practical solution to the sceptical crisis.10 His influence went on into the nine-
teenth century, when his book was still being republished. He paved the way for
the English Latitudinarian sceptical thinkers I will consider later on—Bishop
John Wilkins and the Reverend Joseph Glanvill.11 In an age of controversy one
can easily imagine the good use to which the style of debate offered by Sextus and
his new followers could be put.

The employment of Pyrrhonism both as a means of destroying the theologi-
cal opponent and as a defense of one’s own faith appears in the writings of some of
the major figures of the Counter-Reformation in France. For about seventy-five
years after the Council of Trent, there seems to have been an alliance between the
Counter- Reformers and the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, an alliance aimed at annihi-
lating Calvinism as an intellectual force in France. The success of this entente cor-
diale was, no doubt, due to the fact that during this period the dominant views in
Catholic theology in France were primarily negative and Augustinian; they were
against Scholasticism, rationalism, and Calvinism, rather than for any systematic
and coherent intellectual defense of the faith.12 There were, of course, more tra-
ditional Catholic groups in France among some Jesuits and other orders who do
not seem to have followed sceptical trends. The people I am going to discuss are
mainly located at the Jesuit school at La Flèche and at Caen. As I shall show, the
alliance of Counter-Reformers and the nouveaux pyrrhoniens was not based only
on a temporary agreement of the sceptics and the orthodox Catholics in ideas but
also was an alliance of personal friendships and mutual admirations.13 Susan
Rosa has expressed disagreement with me on the nature of Catholic disputations
of the period in France. Of course there were varieties of ways of disputing with
the Calvinists. I am stressing those who follow the road presented by the first edi-
tor of Sextus’ full works, Gentian Hervet and then the remarks of Montaigne,
Charron, and the Catholic theologians who followed their sceptical attacks and
their fideism. This does not mean there were not other forms of Catholic apolo-
getics, such as those discussed by Rosa, based on earlier Catholic tradition and
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Thomistic philosophy. Nonetheless, there seems to have been an alliance of the
nouveaux pyrrhoniens and the Catholic theologians by which a sceptical machine
of war was developed for undermining the Protestants. It is this context that I wish
to explore here.14

In the mid–sixteenth century, the Calvinist movement in France grew very
rapidly, and in a few short years the country was embroiled in a civil war both mil-
itarily and intellectually. In order to save the citadels of French thought from
falling into the hands of the Reformers, strong measures had to be taken. One of
these measures was to put Pyrrhonism to work in the service of the Church. The
first step taken in this direction was the publication in 1569 of the writing of Sex-
tus Empiricus in Latin by a leading French Catholic, Gentian Hervet, the secre-
tary of the cardinal of Lorraine. As has been mentioned earlier, Hervet, in his
preface, boldly wrote that in this treasury of doubts was to be found an answer to
the Calvinists. They were trying to theorize about God. By destroying all human
claims to rationality through scepticism, Hervet believed that the Calvinist con-
tentions would be destroyed as well. Once one realized the vanity of man’s at-
tempts to understand, the fideistic message that God can be known only by faith,
not by reason, would become clear.15

The avowed aim of Hervet, to employ Pyrrhonism to undermine the Calvin-
ist theory, and then to advocate Catholicism on a fideistic basis, was to become
the explicit or implicit view of many of the chief battlers against the Reformation
in France. By adapting the pattern of argument of the sceptics to the issue at hand,
the Counter- Reformers constructed “a new machine of war” to reduce their op-
ponents to a “forlorn scepticism” in which they could be sure of nothing. Begin-
ning with the great Jesuit theologian Juan Maldonado, who came to teach in Paris
in the early 1560s (Maldonado was a friend of Montaigne and Hervet and appears
to have shared some of their fideistic ideas),16 a type of dialectic was developed, es-
pecially by the Jesuit controversialists, for undermining Calvinism on its own
grounds by raising a series of sceptical difficulties. One finds this style of argu-
mentation, in whole or in part, in various writers trained at, or teaching in, the Je-
suit colleges, especially those of Clermont and Bordeaux; such writers as St.
François de Sales, Cardinal du Perron, Cardinal Bellarmine, and Fathers Gontery
and Veron, for example.

The attack begins with the problem of the criterion raised by the Reforma-
tion; how do we tell what is the rule of faith, the standard by which true faith can
be distinguished from false faith? Luther and Calvin had challenged the
Church’s criterion, the appeal to the Apostolic tradition, written and unwritten, to
the writings of the Church Fathers, to the decisions of Popes and Councils. But
how do we tell if Luther and Calvin are right? All they offer is their opinion that
because the Church can and does err in matters of faith, therefore, the Catholic
rule of faith is unsafe and unreliable. But, then, as St. François de Sales observed
in his Controverses, written in 1595, “If then the Church can err, O Calvin, O
Luther, to whom will I have recourse in my difficulties? To Scripture, they say;
but what will I do, poor man that I am? For it is with regard to Scripture itself that
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I have trouble. I do not doubt whether or not I should adjust faith to Scripture, for
who does not know that it is the word of truth? What bothers me is the under-
standing of this Scripture.”17 Who is going to tell what Scripture says? It is here
that a dispute exists, not just between Catholics and Reformers but between
Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin as well. If the Church errs, why turn to one person
rather than another in order to find the rule of faith? As St. François de Sales put
the problem,

The absurdity of absurdities, and the most horrible folly of all, is this, that while
holding that the entire Church has erred for a thousand years in the understand-
ing of the Word of God, Luther, Zwingli, Calvin can assure themselves of un-
derstanding it well; even more that a simple parson, preaching as the Word of
God, that the whole visible Church has erred, that Calvin and all men can err,
dares to pick and choose among the interpretations of Scripture that one that
pleases him, and is sure of it and maintains it as the Word of God; still more, that
you others who hearing it said that everyone can err in matters of religion, and
even the whole Church, without wishing to search for other views among the
thousand sects which boast of understanding well the Word of God and preach-
ing it well, believe so stubbornly in a minister who preaches to you, that you do
not want to hear anything different. If everybody can err in the understanding of
Scripture, why not you and your minister? I am amazed that you do not always go
around trembling and shaking. I am amazed that you can live with so much as-
surance in the doctrine that you follow, as if you could not [all] err, and yet you
hold it as certain that everyone has erred and can err.18

This initial version of this style of argumentation was intended to show that as
soon as the Reformers had admitted that the Church could err, thus denying the
traditional rule of faith, they could then be reduced to sceptical despair. If the al-
ternative criterion of true faith is Scripture, then, according to St. François de
Sales, Cardinal du Perron, Pierre Charron, Bishop Camus, and others, no one
can tell by Scripture alone what it says or means. All the Reformers have to offer
are the dubious opinions of Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli.

This dialectical weapon was welded into the perfect machine of war by two
ardent debaters of the Jesuit order, Jean Gontery and François Veron. The latter,
whose presentation I shall examine, was one of the fabulous characters of the
Counter-Reformation. Originally a teacher of philosophy and theology at La
Flèche (when Descartes was a student there), Veron became so successful at de-
bating and demoralizing Protestants that he was freed of his duties as a teacher,
and later from those of his Order, so that he could be the official arguer for the
Faith for the king of France. He was given free rein to attend Calvinist meetings
and services and to debate with Reformers, anywhere and anytime, always with
the king’s protection. Thus he rapidly became the scourge of the French Protes-
tants, who tried desperately to avoid him and his attacks.19 They, in fact, declared
that no Protestant minister should talk with or debate with Father François Veron.

Veron’s method, which he attributed to St. Augustine, was to show, step by
step, both that the Calvinists have no basis for calling any of their views articles of
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faith and that a systematic application of a series of sceptical objections to the Re-
formers’ rule of faith will drive them into a complete and utter Pyrrhonism. The
core of Veron’s reduction of Calvinism to total scepticism was an attack on the use
of rational procedures and evidence to justify any statement of a religious truth.
Veron insisted that he was not claiming that our rational faculties or achievements
were doubtful but only that they ought not to serve as the foundation or support of
the faith, which is based on “the Word of God alone set forth by the Church.”20

The argument begins by asking the Calvinists, “How do you know, gentle-
men, that the books of the Old and New Testament are Holy Scripture?”21 The
question of canonicity raises a peculiar difficulty. If the Calvinists hold that
Scripture is the rule of faith, then how are we to judge which work is Scripture?
Calvin’s answer, that it is by the inner persuasion of the Holy Spirit, first of all,
admits that something other than Scripture is the rule of faith and, second, raises
the problem of the authenticity of inner persuasion—that is, how to distinguish
it from madness, false enthusiasm, and so on. In order to do this, one would need
a criterion for judging the veracity of inner persuasion. Both Pierre Charron and
St. François de Sales had earlier pointed out the weakness of the appeal to inner
persuasion.

Now let us see what rule they have for discerning the canonical books from all of
the other ecclesiastical ones. “The witness,” they say, “and inner persuasion of
the Holy Spirit.” Oh God, what a hiding place, what a fog, what a night! We are
not in this way very enlightened in so important and grave a matter. We ask how
we can know the canonical books. We would very much like to have some rule
for detecting them, and we are told of what takes place in the interior of the soul
that no one sees, no one knows, except the soul itself and its Creator.22

In order to accept inner persuasion as the rule of Scripture, one would have to be
certain it was caused by the Holy Spirit, that it was not just fantasy.

But, even if one could tell which book is Scripture, how could one tell what
it says, and what we are supposed to believe? The text, as one of the later Catholic
users of Veron’s Victorieuse Méthode said, is just “waxen-naturd words not yet
senc’t nor having any certain Interpreter, but fit to be plaid upon diversly by quirks
of wit.”23 And so, since the sacred writings are only words, with no instructions for
reading them, one needs some rule for interpreting them. Once again, the
Calvinist rule of faith, that Scripture is the rule, has to be abandoned. A retreat to
inner persuasion is open to the same objections as before, that inner persuasion is
unverifiable or may be illusory.

If the Calvinists say, in their own defense, that they are reading Scripture rea-
sonably and drawing the obvious logical inferences from what it says, then they
are obviously targets for “the machine of war.” First of all, any alleged reading is
uncertain and may be mistaken, unless there is an infallible rule for interpreta-
tion. To go beyond the words to draw inferences, as Veron claimed the Calvinists
had done in deriving all their articles of faith, is definitely an unscriptural proce-
dure. The Bible does not itself say that it is to be interpreted in this fashion, nor
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does it give any rules of logic. Nowhere have we any warrant for the assertion that
truths of religion are to be based on logical procedures.24 The Reformers cried
out that reasoning is a natural capacity given to man and, also, that Jesus as well as
the Church Fathers reasoned logically.25 Veron replied that the rules of logic
were set down by a pagan, Aristotle, and nobody appointed him judge of religious
truth, though he may be the arbiter of valid argumentation. Neither Jesus nor the
Church Fathers claimed their views were true because they were derived by logi-
cal procedures, but rather they called them true because they were the Word of
God.26 Some of the Reformers countered by attributing the rules of inference to
Zeno rather than Aristotle, to which Veron replied, “A great objection! that it be
Zeno or some other. Are they better judges of our controversies?”27 When Pierre
du Moulin, one of the leading French Protestants, countered in his Elements de
la Logique Françoise that logic is not based on the opinions of some ancient
Greeks, “For there is a natural logic, which man naturally makes use of without
bringing in anything artificial. Even peasants make syllogisms without thinking
about them,”28 Veron cried out: “Poor supposed religion based upon the rules of
Zeno’s logic, or upon the strength of a peasant’s reasoning!”29 Something as unre-
liable as the natural reasoning of a peasant could hardly supply an absolutely cer-
tain basis for the faith. Finally, Veron pointed out, the application of the princi-
ples of inference was sometimes faulty; that is, people sometimes drew the wrong
inferences. How could we be completely sure in any given instance, that a logical
error had not been committed?30 (Checking the reasoning by the rules of logic
leads to the problem Hume raised in the Treatise: How can you be sure the check-
ing has been accurate?)31

The core of Veron’s case against arriving at religious truth by reasoning from
the text of Scripture was summarized into what he called his eight Moyens: (1)
Scripture does not contain any of the conclusions reached by the inferences of
the Reformers. (2) These inferences are never drawn in Scripture. (3) By drawing
inferences, one makes reason, rather than Scripture the judge of religious truths.
(4) Our reason can err. (5) Scripture does not teach us that conclusions arrived at
by logical procedures are articles of faith. (6) The conclusions reached by the Re-
formers were unknown to the Church Fathers. (7) The conclusions are, at best,
only probable, and are built upon bad philosophy or sophistry. (8) Even a neces-
sarily true conclusion drawn from Scripture is not an article of faith32 (because
“nothing is an article of faith which is not revealed by God”).33

The kind of sceptical crisis Veron was trying to create for his Calvinist oppo-
nents was somewhat different from that of Montaigne and Charron. They, in their
wholesale Pyrrhonism, tried to undermine any rational capabilities of mankind,
and thereby cast doubt on, along with everything else, the reasons of the Protes-
tants for their faith. Veron, instead, was quite careful not to advocate a “scepticism
with regard to reason” or a “scepticism with regard to the senses.” But he insisted
on developing a scepticism about the uses of sense and reason in religious matters
and their proper application in any given instance. In this manner, he tried to
show that once the Reformers had given up the infallible judge, they could have
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no assured faith, because they had no defensible rule of faith. Each criterion of re-
ligious knowledge that they were driven to adopt, Scripture, inner persuasion,
and reason, was shown to be extremely dubious as a rule of faith, but not neces-
sarily dubious for other purposes. And the final conclusion of this bombardment
by “the machine of war,” according to Veron, was: “O confused Babylon! O how
uncertain is the supposed religion with regard to all the points in controversy.”34

The Calvinists were cut adrift from any certainty in religious knowledge, because
they had no standards for determining true religious knowledge that could not be
undermined by Veron’s type of scepticism.

The hard-pressed Calvinists tried many ways of fighting back. By and large,
they could only see Veron’s attack as a scepticism with regard to both sense and
reason, and therefore thought the solution to the difficulties proposed lay in de-
stroying scepticism. Hence several of the Reformers either tried to show the com-
plete and catastrophic Pyrrhonism that would result from the use of Veron’s
method or to show that there is true knowledge about the world, based on the em-
ployment of our natural faculties of sense and reason.

One of the great Protestant arguers, Jean Daillé, held that in raising doubts
about the reliability of our reasoning faculties in their application to specific prob-
lems, one is opening up a type of scepticism that can be just as well employed with
regard to any of our rational knowledge. If reason is sometimes deceptive, how
can we be sure it is not in error with regard to mathematical and physical truths,
and even such obvious truths as “Snow is white,” “Fire burns,” and so on? “Judge
what is the desparation of these Methodists” [the users of Veron’s method] who
are reviving complete scepticism.35 In order to prevent the Protestants from justi-
fying their faith by Scripture, they destroy everything, their own grounds, science,
and sense knowledge, and envelop the human race “in eternal darkness.”36 Just
because the senses and reason are sometimes in error, is no basis for never trusting
them, and for not relying on them most of the time. The person who goes from
recognizing that our faculties are sometimes faulty, to complete doubt of them
had better go to a doctor to have his brain purged with hellebore.37 Daillé in-
sisted, in the Aristotelian tradition, that our faculties were naturally reliable and
could always be trusted, providing the proper conditions prevailed. A man in bon
sens could always tell when he had reasoned properly.38

In his classic work Traicté de l’Employ des Saincts Peres, Daillé tried to show
how shaky the Catholic basis for their faith was and how the Veronian style of ar-
gument would have devastating results if applied to the Catholic sources, the
Church Fathers. On the positive side, Daillé claimed, the views of the Protestants
were accepted by Catholics as well as Reformers. What was in dispute were addi-
tional views that the Catholics derived from the Church Fathers. Here, a type of
scepticism about the meaning of historical documents could be developed. We
cannot be sure that the writings of the Church Fathers are really by them, that
they have not been altered, that they meant the same thing to the authors that
they mean to us, that the authors believed, or continued to believe, what they said,
that the authors intended their remarks as necessary truths, or only probabilities,
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and so on.39 But, Daillé said, he would not go to such lengths as Veron and show
that one could never be sure of what any Church Father, council, or pope said.
“But I leave aside all of the little points, as more proper for the Pyrrhonists and the
Academicians, who want to cast all in doubt, than for Christians who seek in the
simplicity and sincerity of their hearts for that on which to base their faith.”40

Veron answered by accusing Daillé of having missed the point of the method
and of having become Daillé, “Minister of Charenton, new Pyrrhonian, and indif-
ferent in religion.”41 The problem of the application of reason to specific questions
does not entail the universal scepticism that Daillé made of it, and Daillé “has
fought against his shadow.”42 The issues that Veron had raised were twofold. First
of all, since the Calvinists had insisted that the Church erred in reading Scripture,
and that all men are fallible, how then could they be sure they had not erred in
their own particular interpretations of Scripture? This sort of problem does not ex-
tend to scientific and mathematical reasoning, Veron said, because there the prin-
ciples and inferences “are evident and certain.”43 But to contend that the same is
true in regard to the Protestant reading of Scripture: “Is not this to be reduced to
desperation? What! So many holy Fathers have not possessed common sense, nor
any of our predecessors? and the minister alone and his cobbler will have? and
will be sure of it? etc. and on this assurance and folly he will risk his damna-
tion?”44 In this case, it appears the height of presumption and audacity to pretend
that only the Protestants, in the last hundred years, have been en bons sens and
have interpreted the Bible correctly, while the entire Catholic tradition has been
wrong. And so, Veron continued, the same sort of basis for doubt about Scriptural
interpretation does not lead to a more general doubt about all our knowledge.

But then the second issue arises again. The fact that our reasonings may be
“evidents & certains” in some matters, does not mean that what is evident and cer-
tain is an article of faith. “This ignoramus [Daillé] confuses not being an article of
faith with being dubious knowledge.”45 Lots of things, scientific knowledge, evi-
dences of the Christian religion, and so on, are not doubtful, according to Veron,
but, at the same time, they also are not articles of faith and will not be such unless
revealed by God.46

Daillé’s counterattack, developing a “machine of war” against the Church
Fathers, Veron regarded as really dangerous. The sort of reasons offered could be
extended to all books whatsoever, including Daillé’s. “The same doubts could be
raised as to whether Daillé’s book is by him, or is supposed to be, whether he
speaks in his prime, etc.”47 Since Veron refused to admit that his knowledge of the
true religious propositions was based on any evidence, interpretation of docu-
ments, or experiences but was contained only in the revealed word of God, he
could observe that Daillé’s ways of arguing “would introduce the sect of the
Pyrrhonians, and indifference in religion.”48

Another Protestant rose to answer Veron, one Paul Ferry, who felt that the so-
lution to Veron’s bombardment lay in the defense of rationality, almost a com-
plete reversal of the initial Calvinist position. After attempting to show that the
Calvinist articles of faith are in Scripture (which Ferry actually disproved rather
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than established, since he pointed out the articles are simply reasonable interpre-
tations of the text),49 Ferry defended the use of reason to establish religious truths.
His contention was that we have a natural disposition or capacity, our rational fac-
ulties, which is a basic feature of our human nature and which enables us to know
things. By means of our “universal experience” we tell that fire is hot and other
natural truths; by means of our “first principles” or “truths which are born with us”
we know certain general truths like “The whole is greater than the part”; and by
means of “judgment” we are able to discern the logical consequences of the truths
we know. All this provides an indubitable basis of rationality that is natural in us.
To challenge this fundamental natural rationality is to try to destroy our humanity
and make us into beasts. Insofar as we have these capacities and abilities, we can
then reason from what we know with certitude and hence reason from religious
truths to others.50

Veron brushed aside this defense of rationality by saying, “Who doubts it? but
none of this suffices to establish an article of faith, for none of this is the Word of
God, and to believe is nothing but to hold something as true because God has said
it.”51 The defense of reason is not the point at issue, but only whether an article of
faith can be established by reason. People like Ferry, in glorifying our rational
abilities, come close to adopting what Bayle called the Socinian heresy, that rea-
son is the rule of faith.52 For Veron, reason may be perfectly sound and unques-
tionable, but this does not overcome a scepticism with regard to its use in estab-
lishing the articles of faith. Even theological reasoning, which Veron admitted
could be “necessary and certain,” does not make its conclusions religious truths,
unless they have also been revealed by God.53

The Veronian method was aimed at cutting the Reformers adrift from any cri-
terion for ascertaining the truth of their religious convictions. To make sure that
the Protestants could not justify their faith by Scripture, or reasoning from Scrip-
ture, he introduced a type of partial scepticism, applying some of the stock
Pyrrhonian techniques to bring out the lack of complete certainty in the Reform-
ers’ view. Then he concluded that this view was “poor religion, without certitude,
abandoned to the discretion of each particular bungler or other.”54 By skillful use
of the “new machine of war,” the fortress of the Protestants was reduced so that
they were left holding a book the authenticity of which they could not establish,
and the meaning of which they could never be certain; they were left with only
the fallible faculties of man to employ for a task that they could not show they
were to be used for. Thus, Veron believed, he had shown the doubtfulness of the
Reformers’ claims, and that their method of establishing religious truths would
lead to a religious scepticism and, perhaps, to a total Pyrrhonism.

The Protestants, however, saw that the same sceptical approach could be
used on its inventor, with the same effective results. The “new machine of war”
appeared to have a peculiar recoil mechanism that had the odd effect of engulfing
the target and the gunner in a common catastrophe. If the Reformers could not
determine infallibly true articles of faith from the text of Scripture by rational
means, neither could the Catholics discover any religious truths, since they would
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be confronted with the same difficulties with regard to ascertaining the meaning
and truth of what popes, councils, and Church Fathers had said. As far as the Re-
formers could see, Veron had developed a complete scepticism to defeat them but
was just as defeated as they were by this argument.55

Exclude Scripture-Consequences, and the Papists are not able to impugn one
Tenet of the Protestants, nor are they in Capacity to prove the first Article of the
Roman Faith, namely, the pretended Infallibility of their Church. While they
wrest such Weapons out of our hands, they at the same time disarm themselves.
And by endeavouring to disserve the Cause of the Reformed Churches, they ut-
terly undo their own. For if our Reasonings of this kind be insignificant against
them, theirs are also insignificant against us, and by this same art that they endeav-
our to blunt the edge of our Swords, they are bound to throw away their own.56

Both sides could raise sceptical perplexities as to how the others knew and could
be sure that their views were true. Once Veron had set up his scepticism with re-
gard to the employment of reason in religious matters, then neither side could,
any longer, adduce satisfactory evidence in defense of its own cause. Instead,
they could concentrate their fire on enlarging the sceptical difficulties of their
adversaries.

But Veron’s “machine of war,” so much admired in its day by the leaders of
the Counter-Reformation, was not simply, as Bredvold has claimed,57 a strategic
use of scepticism to meet the challenge of Calvinism. Rather, I believe, it was the
result of another, and deeper, influence of scepticism in the early seventeenth
century, the alliance of Pyrrhonists and Catholics in the advocacy of fideistic
Christianity. In these terms, as I shall show, the Catholics could not be harmed by
the sceptical bombardment issuing from their own guns, since they had no posi-
tion to defend. Their view was grounded in no rational or factual claim but in an
accepted, and unquestioned, faith in the Catholic tradition. They saw, as Mal-
donado had suggested, that if they once doubted this faith by traditional accept-
ance, they, too, would be pulled down into the same quicksand in which they
were trying to sink the Reformers.58 And so one finds an implicit fideism in many
of the French Counter-Reformers that can be, and probably was, best justified by
the explicit fideism of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens.

Beginning in the sixteenth century with Hervet and Maldonado, one finds
many indications that the leading French Catholic figures subscribed to a type of
fideism whose theoretical development and expression appeared in the writings
of Montaigne and his followers. Hervet, as I have shown, in the preface to his
translation of Sextus Empiricus, had insisted on the nonrational character of faith
and the need to believe rather than know. Scepticism would aid Christianity by
destroying the dogmatic philosopher, so that faith alone would remain as the road
to religious truth.59 And Maldonado’s friendship with Montaigne seems, in part,
to be based on a similarity of views. The burden of Maldonado’s theology appears
to have been to free religious belief from dialectical arguments, to deny the pre-
sumptions of the rational man in trying to judge about religious matters. The basis
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of Christianity is the faith as set forth in Scripture and tradition. “It should be
enough for us to answer, in one word, that we are Christians, not philosophers.
The Word of God is our stay; and while we have this clear and plain, we lay little
stress on the dictates of mere natural reason.”60

Many of the other Counter-Reformers offer no rational defense of their posi-
tion, but a fideistic view is suggested by those theologians and philosophers they
admire. The Cardinal du Perron, perhaps the greatest of the French Counter-Re-
formers,61 and himself a convert to Catholicism, spent practically no time in his
controversial writings presenting evidence for his cause but devoted himself pri-
marily to pointing out the inadequacy of the Calvinist theory of religious knowl-
edge. The cardinal, however, was a friend of Montaigne’s adopted daughter,
Marie de Gournay, and a great admirer of the fideistic writings of Montaigne’s
adopted son, Pierre Charron.62 A story about du Perron indicates his evaluation of
the merits of human reason in theological matters. He was once invited to dinner
by Henri III and, at the table, presented a discourse against atheism, offering
proofs of the existence of God. When the king expressed his pleasure at this and
praised du Perron, he answered, “Sire, today I have proved by strong and evident
reasons that there is a God. Tomorrow, if it pleases Your Majesty to grant me an-
other audience, I will show you and prove by as strong and evident reasons that
there is no God at all.” The king, apparently not a fideistic Christian, became
angry and threw his guest out.63

Even in the case of the most spiritual of the French Counter-Reformers, St.
François de Sales, there are some signs, though quite faint, of fideistic leanings.
Although St. François condemned those “of our time, who profess to cast all in
doubt,” he selected as his secretary the Christian Pyrrhonist Jean-Pierre Camus
and devoted some time to the spiritual guidance of Montaigne’s heiress, de Gour-
nay.64 In St. François’ early writing, Les Controverses, he cited Montaigne as one
of the very few contemporary authorities on religious questions. The book as a
whole is definitely not fideistic. But, in defense of miracles, a possibly ironical pas-
sage from the Essais is quoted “to prove the faith by miracles.”65

There are many other indications of the links between the Counter-Reform-
ers and the nouveau pyrrhonisme. Apparently, even to Montaigne’s surprise, the
Vatican expressed only the mildest disapproval of the views in the Essais and in-
vited him to devote himself to writing in defense of the Church.66 Most of the dis-
ciples of Montaigne in the early seventeenth century received protection and en-
couragement from Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin.67 The bishop of Boulogne,
Claude Dormy, was a great admirer of Charron and helped to obtain an approba-
tion for La Sagesse. The bishop was so fideistically inclined that he disapproved of
Charron’s few efforts at moderating his Christian Pyrrhonism in the face of oppo-
sition from the Sorbonne.68 The king’s Confessor, the Jesuit Nicolas Caussin,
printed a précis of the core of Charron’s fideistic scepticism in his La Cour
Sainte.69 Cardinal Bérulle in his critique of rational knowledge offered a view
strikingly like that of Charron.70 In the 1620s, when Charron had been accused of
being a “secret atheist,”71 he was defended first by Father Ogier72 and then by the
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great Jansenist theologian Saint-Cyran (Jean Duvergier du Hauranne). The lat-
ter, who said that Cardinal du Perron had recommended Charron’s theology to
him, insisted that it was, by and large, just good Augustinianism and that Char-
ron’s Christian Pyrrhonism was in accord with the best in religious thought as
well as Scripture.73

These indications of the approval of the nouveau pyrrhonisme and the nou-
veaux pyrrhoniens by many of the leading spirits of the Counter-Reformation in
France illustrate, I believe, the paramount influence of the revival of Greek
scepticism in the period. The aim of the Christian Pyrrhonism of people like
Montaigne and Charron may have been “to enlarge the distance between rea-
son and revelation” and “to construct a morality not rational, but rationalistic, in
which religion occupies only a secondary place.”74 Nonetheless, the scepticism
of Montaigne, Charron, Camus, and Sextus Empiricus supplied both a method
for fighting Calvinism (also, as the Reformers saw, just as good a method for
fighting Catholicism) and a rationale for the use of the method. The sceptical
puzzles aid in destroying the opponent, while fideism prevents self-destruction
as well. The sceptical theory of religious knowledge advanced by Montaigne
and his disciples provided a theoretical framework in which the “machine of
war” could operate without firing at the gunner as well, a framework in which a
total scepticism on the rational plane became the preparation for the Revelation
of the true faith.

Since the type of sceptical method used by the Counter-Reformers could be
applied to any theory of religious knowledge, safety and salvation lay in having no
theory. They could advocate their Catholicism on faith alone, while demolishing
their enemies by engulfing them in sceptical difficulties. By allying themselves
with the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, the Counter-Reformers could get their ammuni-
tion from the sceptics, as well as a fideistic “justification” for their own cause. The
Calvinists could cry out that both the Protestants and the Catholics would be in-
volved in a common catastrophe, since both had to base their views on docu-
ments, pronouncements, and reasoning about them. But the Catholics seem to
have been unaffected by these cries—unaffected, I believe, because they had ac-
cepted the claim of the Christian Pyrrhonists that scepticism is the way to God.
Man’s efforts can be only negative, eliminating false and doubtful beliefs from his
mind. Any positive content that remains is supplied by God, not man. As long as
God is on the Catholic side, the general doubts of Montaigne, and the applied
doubts of Veron, serve only the beneficial function of curing one of false beliefs,
and keeping one from false religions. If one gives up the attempt to understand re-
ligious matters, one is saved from reaching heretical conclusions. God, through
revelation, keeps one in the true religion. The rational Catholic and the rational
Protestant may be demolished by the “machine of war,” but the man of faith is
saved through God, not by reason or evidence. The true believer is at the mercy,
as well as under the protection, of God.

Any change from the traditional Church would involve a human decision as
to what is right or wrong in religion. In order to make such an important decision,
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one ought to have adequate reasons. Hence the Counter-Reformers, and their
sceptical allies, tried to show that the Reformers were making reason the rule of
faith. Having accomplished this, they tried to develop either a scepticism with re-
gard to the use of reason in religion or a scepticism with regard to reason itself.
Meanwhile, as far as both the Counter-Reformers and the sceptics were con-
cerned, the true religion was constantly revealed by God, through his Church. By
remaining in the traditional camp, and standing on the Rock of Faith, they could
blast away at the new dogmatists, the Calvinists, the new defenders of the efficacy
of man’s rational faculties in determining religious truth. All through the battle
the Catholics could rest secure in their fideistic fortress, providing, of course, that
God, on their side, sustained them. What Marie de Gournay said of her religious
beliefs, and of Montaigne’s, was, in large measure, true also of the French
Counter-Reformers. The touchstone, for them, of true religion was “the Holy
Law of our fathers, their tradition and authority. Who can also suffer these new Ti-
tans of our time, these climbers who think they will reach knowledge of God by
their own means and circumscribe Him, His works and their beliefs within the
limits of their means and reason: not wanting to accept anything as true if it does
not seem probable to them.”75

Besides influencing the theological struggles of the time, the revival of
Pyrrhonism also had an effect on some of the other intellectual struggles of the
later Renaissance, especially those concerned with the pseudosciences of astrol-
ogy, alchemy, sorcery, and so on, and those concerned with the conflict between
the Aristotelian sciences and the “new philosophy.” As early as 1581, one finds a
discussion of Pyrrhonism in Jean Bodin’s work De la Demonomanie des Sorciers,
where, as a prelude to discussing his topic, Bodin felt it necessary to deal with the
criterion problem, the rule of truth, in order to show that the evidence he had to
offer was sound. Three theories of knowledge are outlined: that of Plato and
Democritus that only the intellect is the judge of truth; next, a crude empiricism
attributed to Aristotle; and finally, the total scepticism of Pyrrho (as well, accord-
ing to Bodin, as that of Nicholas of Cusa). All these views, and especially scepti-
cism, are rejected in favor of a sophisticated empiricism, which Bodin called the
commonsense theory of Theophrastus, which allows for truths derived from in-
terpretations of sense experience. On this basis, his evidence about demonomanie
is then justified.76

Around the turn of the century, the opponents of astrology apparently started
introducing material from Sextus Empiricus, especially from his work against as-
trologers. In 1601, John Chamber opposed the astrologers and used as part of his
source material some items from Sextus.77 A defender of this “science,” Sir
Christopher Heydon, published a reply, in which Sextus is listed on the title page
as one of those who will be answered.78 One of the charges against Chamber is
that he did not admit how much of his book was taken from Sextus.79 Heydon
made only a slight effort at refuting Sextus, pointing out that the Pyrrhonists
doubted everything—merely caviled against astrology in the same way as they op-
posed all sciences—hence should not now be taken seriously.80
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A French spiritologist, Pierre Le Loyer, took the Pyrrhonian criticisms of
human knowledge much more seriously and added an eleven-page section to his
Discours, et Histoires des Spectres, answering this view.81 What apparently dis-
turbed him was that the sceptics challenged the reliability of sense information,
for he intended to base his case on a variety of testimonials, apparitions, and so on.
So, Le Loyer first sketched out the history of ancient scepticism up to Sextus Em-
piricus (against whose works, he claimed, “Francesco Pico, Count of Mirandola,
nephew of Gian Pico, the Phoenix of his age, would have written and refuted all
the arguments of the Pyrrhonians and Sceptics”).82 Then he turned to his refuta-
tion of the sceptical critique of sense knowledge, offering essentially an Aris-
totelian answer, that when our senses are operating properly, under proper condi-
tions, we then perceive true information, and that, when necessary, our intellect
can correct our sense reports and hence discover reliable knowledge about the
sensible world.83

Other important evidences of sceptical claims being used in the battles
against the pseudosciences are the attacks on alchemy of Fathers Mersenne and
Gassendi. Mersenne, in his Verité des Sciences of 1625, presented a dialogue
among a sceptic, an alchemist, and a Christian philosopher, and although the
main aim of the work is to attack the sceptic, the latter lands many telling blows
against the alchemist by using the standard sceptical materials from Sextus
against the alleged science of alchemy.84 Gassendi, himself an avowed Pyrrhonist
at the time, wrote a refutation, at Mersenne’s request, of the Rosicrucian theorist
Robert Fludd, in which the sceptical attitude is employed to demolish Fludd’s
views.85

In the wars against Scholastic science, one finds stock arguments from the
sceptical tradition being employed. Both Sir Francis Bacon and Gassendi em-
ployed some of the criticisms of sense knowledge in their fight against the Aris-
totelianism of the Schools. In fact, Bacon’s type of protest against traditional phi-
losophy and science was seen by Mersenne as an imitation of the Pyrrhonians.86

And Gassendi, in his first work, one of the strongest anti-Aristotelian documents of
the time, marshaled all the routines of the Pyrrhonian tradition into one vast de-
nunciation, concluding that nothing can be known, and no science is possible,
least of all an Aristotelian science.87 One finds that one of the common charac-
teristics of the “new philosophers” is their acceptance of the Pyrrhonian critique
of sense knowledge and its employment as a crucial blow against Aristotelianism.

But scepticism was not always on the side of the angels. At the same time that
Pyrrhonian arguments were being employed in order to attack the pseudoscien-
tists and the Scholastics, some of the sceptics were using the same material against
the “new science” and mathematics. (It should be mentioned that one of the
greatest sceptics of the later seventeenth century, Joseph Glanvill, employed his
sceptical skill to support his belief in witches, by demolishing the dogmatism of
the antiwitch faction.)88 Those whom I shall call the “humanistic sceptics,” men
such as François de La Mothe Le Vayer, and Guy Patin, as well as the pure
Pyrrhonist, Samuel Sorbière, seemed to have little or no appreciation of the sci-
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entific revolution going on around them and regarded the new theories as either
another form of dogmatism, replacing the former ones, or insisted on suspending
judgment on all scientific theories, new or old. Patin, when rector of the medical
school of the University of Paris, opposed any innovations in teaching and insisted
on a Pyrrhonian conservatism, sticking to the traditionally accepted views of the
Greeks.89 La Mothe Le Vayer regarded any and all scientific research as a form of
human arrogance and impiety, which ought to be abandoned for complete doubt
and pure fideism. The value of scepticism for the sciences, he claimed, was that a
proper indoctrination in Pyrrhonism would lead one to give up all scientific pre-
tensions.90 Sorbière, Gassendi’s henchman, wanted to suspend judgment even
about scientific hypotheses if they went beyond appearances.91

With regard to mathematics, the sceptical atmosphere of the early seven-
teenth century was apparently strong enough to require that some defense be given
for this “queen of the sciences.” There is a work by Wilhelm Languis, of 1656, on
the truth of geometry, against sceptics and Sextus Empiricus.92 And Mersenne de-
voted most of his Verité des Sciences to exhibiting the vast number and variety of
mathematical truths, as the best means for “overthrowing Pyrrhonism.”93

By and large, the revival of Greek scepticism seems to have had great influ-
ence on the intellectual controversies of the early seventeenth century. Its first
and main impact was on theology, probably because the key issue in dispute, the
rule of faith, set up a form of the classical Pyrrhonian problem of the criterion. In
addition, the fideism involved in the nouveau pyrrhonisme served as an ideal de-
fense for those who employed the sceptical gambits in the religious controversies
of the time. As the science of Aristotle began to lose its authority, and competing
scientific and pseudoscientific theories arose, another area for the application of
Pyrrhonian arguments came to the fore. In the latter area, the development of the
kind of sceptical crisis that already had appeared in theology was to occur. The
nouveau pyrrhonisme was to envelop all the human sciences and philosophy in a
complete sceptical crisis, out of which modern philosophy and the scientific out-
look finally emerged.

I will turn now to the high point of the nouveau pyrrhonisme, the point at
which it was no longer merely an ally of the Counter-Reformation in France and
an aid to anyone fighting in the scientific controversies of the time but the avant-
garde view of the new intellectual era dawning in early seventeenth-century
France.
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5

The Libertins Érudits

In the early part of the seventeenth century, a broader form of the scepticism of
Montaigne, Charron, and Camus blossomed forth in France and flourished
briefly as the view of the bright young men of the time. The wider popularity and
application of the nouveau pyrrhonisme brought out more sharply its implications
for both religion and science. This, in turn, gave rise to a series of attempts, cul-
minating in the heroic failure of René Descartes to save human knowledge by de-
stroying scepticism.

The sceptics of the early seventeenth century, the so-called libertins érudits,
were direct-line descendants of Montaigne and Charron, children of Sextus Em-
piricus, and simply anti-Aristotelians. Most of them belonged, by virtue of offices
secured by Richelieu and Mazarin, to intellectual circles in and around the
palace. They were humanistic scholars prepared to push France into its Golden
Age, libertins prepared to break with tradition and to launch a new tradition.

These figures—Gabriel Naudé, librarian to Richelieu and Mazarin and sec-
retary to Cardinal Bagni; Guy Patin, a learned medical doctor who became rector
of the medical school at the University of Paris; Leonard Marandé, a secretary of
Richelieu; François de La Mothe Le Vayer, the teacher of the king’s brother;
Pierre Gassendi, the great scientist, philosopher, and priest who became professor
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of mathematics at the College Royal; Samuel Sorbière, the editor of Gassendi’s
works; and Isaac La Peyrère, the secretary of the prince of Condé—have been
classified as the libertins of the intellectual world of their day, the freethinkers who
undermined accepted beliefs. They have been portrayed as subtle, clever, sophis-
ticated men engaged in a sort of conspiracy to undermine confidence in ortho-
doxy and traditional intellectual authority. Their views have been seen as the link
between Montaigne and Bayle and Voltaire in the development of the modern
outlook. The libertins érudits, opponents of superstition and fanaticism, have
been pictured as doubting everything for the purpose of destroying the old ways,
and for their own amusement.1 For example, the Pyrrhonist of Molière’s Le
Mariage Forcé is the seventeenth-century sceptic who paves the way for the com-
plete libertinage of mind and morals of Molière’s Don Juan.

To make this picture of the intellectual libertinage seem as immoral and as
risqué as possible, the usual portrayal of this movement has stressed the activities
of their informal society, the Tétrade, their débauches pyrrhoniennes and banquets
sceptiques, as well as their friendships with such notorious libertines as Père Jean-
Jacques Bouchard, and their interest in such “suspect” Italian philosophers such
as Pomponazzi and Cremonini.2 Much has been made too, of Guy Patin’s letter
describing their plans for a débauche.

M. Naudé, librarian of Cardinal Mazarin, intimate friend of M. Gassendy, as he
is of mine, has arranged for all three of us to go and sup and sleep in his home at
Gentilly next Sunday, provided that it will only be the three of us, and that there
we will have a débauche; but God knows what a débauche! M. Naudé regularly
drinks only water, and has never tasted wine. M. Gassendy is so delicate that he
would not dare drink it, and believes that his body would burn, if he drank it.
This is why I can say of one and the other this verse of Ovid “He avoids wine, the
teetotaler praises water without wine.” As for me, I can only throw powder on the
writings of these great men. I drink very little, and nevertheless it will be a
débauche, but a philosophical one, and perhaps something more. For all three
of us, being cured of superstition and freed from the evils of scruples, which is
the tyrant of consciences, we will perhaps go almost to the holy place. A year ago,
I made this voyage to Gentilly with M. Naudé, I alone with him. There were no
other witnesses, and there should not have been any. We spoke most freely about
everything, without scandalizing a soul.3

In addition to the revelation that none of the participants were drinkers, there are
suggestions that perhaps the libertins érudits were esprits forts, daring individuals
capable of the irreligious impieties of Théophile de Viau and Des Barreaux,4

which shocked the early seventeenth century, and that they were opposed to the
“mass of humble believers and the simple faithful.”5 However, an examination of
the views of these sceptics will indicate that it is, at best, only in a peculiar sense,
or according to a special interpretation of what they were advocating, that they
can be classed as dangerous immoral libertins.

Neither Naudé nor Patin was a philosopher. They applied an attitude im-
bibed from ancient and modern scepticism to certain problems, but they did not
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theorize in order to establish a basis for their attitude. They greatly admired the
writings of Montaigne and Charron; Naudé, in his Advis pour dresser une biblio-
thèque, had suggested that a library should not be without Sextus Empiricus,
Sanches, and Agrippa, among those who had written against the sciences.6 But
the sceptical outlook that appears in Naudé’s books and Patin’s letters hardly mer-
its the extravagant evaluation given by Sainte-Beuve, when he called Naudé “the
great sceptic” who stands between Montaigne and Bayle,7 nor, perhaps, the judg-
ment of Pintard, who has described Naudé as “a learned unbeliever.”8

In his earliest work, a defense of some famous people accused of magic,
Naudé made his sceptical attitude fairly clear. Both he and Patin were indefatiga-
ble humanists, deeply interested in the great authors, past and present. In order to
form any judgments about the merits of the opinions of various writers, one must
have a “method,” and Naudé suggested that “unless we acknowledge something
as just and reasonable as a result of a diligent examination and of an exact cen-
sure”9 we should not judge. To those who wished to learn to judge reasonably, he
recommended reading such excellent critical authors as Charron, Montaigne,
and Bacon. As a result of all this careful reading, he said one would probably end
up accepting “the correctness of the Pyrrhonians based on the ignorance of all
men.”10 What such humanistic studies seem to have accomplished for Patin and
Naudé was to make them extremely doubtful of currently accepted superstitions,
wary of any type of fanatic dogmatism.

With regard to religion, Naudé has usually been seen as an atheist, a man
who believed nothing, and Patin, at best, as a sincere Catholic who was unwilling
to sacrifice his intellectual standards to Church authority. The collections of al-
leged remarks by the two men, the Naudaeana and the Patiniana, contain many
comments critical of various religious practices and views. But there are also signs
of an implicit theology in their admiration for so many fideistic writers. (When
Cardinal Bagni asked Naudé what was the best of all books, he said, after the
Bible, La Sagesse of Charron. The cardinal is reported to have expressed his re-
grets at not knowing the work.)11 I believe that it is almost impossible to deter-
mine what the religious views of Naudé and Patin were. They may have been true
libertins or they may have been mild fideists who stayed on the Catholic side out
of fear of Protestant dogmatism.12 In any case, if Naudé was truly irreligious, ac-
tively trying to undermine the Catholic Church, he managed to hide this perni-
cious side from his employers, Cardinals Bagni, Barberini, Richelieu, and
Mazarin. And both Naudé and Patin spent their lives in fairly constant association
and friendship with leading Church figures.13

The more philosophical of the humanistic sceptics was François de La
Mothe Le Vayer, known both as “the Christian sceptic” and the “epicurean
unbeliever.” La Mothe Le Vayer’s interest, as shown in his writings, was prima-
rily in developing evidence about variations in ethical and religious behavior
in this world. In practically all of his works, which are based on the views of
“the divine Sextus,” a type of blind fideism or pure Christian Pyrrhonism is
preached.
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La Mothe Le Vayer had inherited the mantle of Montaigne, the keys to the
sceptical kingdom, from Marie de Gournay. As the spiritual heir of Montaigne
and the interpreter of the new Decalogue of Sextus, he set to work to present the
beauty, the wisdom, and the practicality of the sceptical epoché in learned, hu-
morous discourses.14 His literary achievements, such as they were (usually pedan-
tic imitations of Montaigne), earned him a membership in the Académie Fran-
caise. His intellectual pretensions made him both the hero of those who were
sceptically inclined and the protégé of Cardinal Richelieu. Thus, he entered the
palace circle as the teacher of the king’s brother, the Duc d’Anjou,15 where his ex-
treme sceptical fideism earned him the wrath of such fanatics as Guez de Balzac,
Antoine Arnauld, and René Descartes.16

Starting with his Dialogues of Oratius Tubero, dated “1506,” for peculiar rea-
sons of pedantic perverseness, but published in the early 1630s,17 La Mothe Le
Vayer heaped up evidence in favor of the Pyrrhonian cause on the variations in
moral behavior, the diversity of religions, the vanity of the sciences, the virtues of
sceptics and scepticism, and so on. His work is neither incisively critical nor
highly theoretical but rather predominantly illustrative. The fideistic message
runs throughout all his works. St. Paul’s 1 Corinthians, Tertullian’s credo quia ab-
surdum, and the views of the negative theologians are sung in unison with the
“golden books” of Sextus Empiricus.18 The net effect is that of an insipid Mon-
taigne. Unfortunately, La Mothe Le Vayer was neither the personality that Mon-
taigne had been nor the theoretician that Charron was. He was more erudite than
either but far less exciting intellectually.

The best presentations of his case appear in some of his discourses. In his
Opuscule ou Petit Traité Sceptique sur cette Façon de Parler, N’avoir pas le Sens
Commun, La Mothe Le Vayer began by asking whether we really know anything.
The most obvious things, like the sun, are not understood. Maybe things appear
real to us only because of their relation to us and our faculties. Perhaps we are in
the position of having the instruments for seeking the truth but no means for rec-
ognizing it. Our senses are unreliable, as the tropes of Sextus easily show us, and
we have no guaranteed criterion for distinguishing veridical experiences from
others, “since there is only the imagination which judges appearances as seems
right to it.” It is only in heaven that any indubitable truths are known, not in
human sciences.19

The Discours pour montrer que les Doutes de la Philosophie Sceptique sont de
grand usage dans les sciences develops this last theme, leading to the nihilistic
claim that the value of Pyrrhonism for the sciences lies in eliminating the possi-
bility of, and the interest in, scientific research. The crucial sciences of the dog-
matists, logic, physics, and ethics, are all in doubt, basically because our nature is
too weak to reach knowledge of the divine and eternal without God’s help. And
so, unfortunately, “the desire to know too much, instead of making us more en-
lightened, will cast us into the darkness of a profound ignorance.”20

Everybody is aware that logic is full of ambiguities, sophisms, and paradoxes.
So La Mothe Le Vayer presented a series of traditional canards about logic and
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logicians without ever coming to grips with the question of whether or not a sound
basis can be given for doubting the principles and procedures of reasoning.21 He
then turned to physics and contended that this entire subject matter is problem-
atical. The foolish physicists try to know everything and do not even know them-
selves. The physicists, whether they be Democriteans, Aristotelians, or anything
else, simply amass sets of conflicting opinions. The basic difficulty in the attempt
to know the principles of Nature is that Nature is the free manifestation of God’s
will and is not bound by the rules of Aristotle or Euclid. The only way of compre-
hending the reasons why things happen is through knowledge of God. But the
physicists, in refusing to recognize that such information can only be obtained by
revelation, and not by man’s weak faculties, insist on trying to impose their rules
on God’s actions and manifestations. God can do anything; hence no necessary
conditions or principles apply to his activities. Thus, no necessary knowledge, or
science (in this metaphysical sense), is possible. The attempt to discover princi-
ples of Nature is actually a kind of blasphemy, an attempt to restrict and limit
God’s freedom. But the physicists, like the rest of us, prefer “to blame Nature, and
perhaps its author, than to admit our ignorance.”22 And in ethics, it is also the case
that there is no reliable knowledge. All ethical standards are relative to conditions,
cultures, and so on.23

In light of all these reflections (and that is, by and large, what they are, rather
than conclusions of rational arguments), one may recognize the doubtfulness of
all human intellectual activities and achievements.

It is not therefore without reason that we have maintained in this small discourse
that the doubts of Sceptical Philosophy are of great value in the sciences, since
instability and uncertainty are obvious there to the extent that we have said. In
fact the general system composed of Logic, Physics and Ethics, from which all
human studies borrow their considerable features, is nothing but a mass of opin-
ions contested by those who have the time to examine them a little.24

For La Mothe Le Vayer, unlike his contemporaries Descartes and Bacon, the
value of the method of doubt lies in clearing away the sciences as well as scientific
interest. What remains is the suspension of judgment on all matters, and the di-
vine Revelation. “O precious Epoche! O sure and agreeable mental retreat! O in-
estimable antidote against the presumption of knowledge of the Pedants!”25

This wonderful suspense of judgment is totally nondogmatic. It is not based
on the assumption that nothing can be known. The Pyrrhonists are not avowing
that they have discovered one certain and indubitable principle, that everything is
uncertain. The complete sceptics are uncertain even of this. Rather than having
a negatively dogmatic theory, their doubts consume even that and leave them in a
complete suspense of judgment, even about the merits of being doubtful about
everything.26

This total scepticism has two advantages; first that it undermines the pride
and confidence of the dogmatists, and second, that it is closest to true Christian-
ity. Of all the ancient philosophies, “there are none of them which come to
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terms so easily with Christianity as Scepticism, respectful towards Heaven and
submissive to Faith.”27 After all, wasn’t St. Paul preaching pure scepticism as the
way to God?28 The perfect Pyrrhonist has been cleansed of all errors and is ready
to receive the Word of God. “The soul of a Christian Sceptic is like a field
cleared and cleansed of bad plants, such as the dangerous axioms of an infinity of
learned persons, which then receives the dew drops of divine grace much more
happily than it would do if it were still occupied and filled with the vain pre-
sumption of knowing everything with certainty and doubting nothing.”29 The
Christian sceptic leaves his doubts at the foot of the altar and accepts what faith
obliges him to believe.30

The Pyrrhonist who doubts all, even the Word of God, is causing his own
downfall. Such a rejection of God’s Grace would not be the result of scepticism
but the willful act of a particular sceptic.31 And it would leave him in the sad po-
sition of Pyrrho, forever excluded from salvation. In spite of the virtue of the scep-
tical sage, as well as of his disciple Sextus, they lacked any divine illumination and
hence were doomed forever.32

La Mothe le Vayer, in his notorious work La Vertu des Payans, sought to find
a happy ending for pre-Christian pagans like Socrates, who lacked divine illumi-
nation but had reached the sceptical summit of human wisdom. La Mothe le
Vayer insisted that such figures as Socrates could be as virtuous as any Christian in
their lifetimes, while not having the means for salvation. (This may be the fore-
runner of Pierre Bayle’s claim that a society of atheists could be more virtuous
than a society of Christians!)

The libertins érudits were a bit worried that their associate Isaac La Peyrère
was applying scepticism to the Bible in his Men before Adam, written in 1641 and
published in 1655. Naudé, Patin, La Mothe Le Vayer and Gassendi were all leery
of supporting La Peyrère’s claim that the Bible is not the accurate history of all hu-
manity, but just of the Jews. (La Peyrère’s scepticism about the Bible will be dis-
cussed in chapter 14.)

The anti-intellectual and destructive scepticism of La Mothe Le Vayer, cou-
pled with a completely irrational and antirational Christianity, has usually been
interpreted as the height of libertinage. Although La Mothe Le Vayer might not
have contributed much to the theory of the nouveau pyrrhonisme, he carried the
general pattern of its position to the absurd extreme, denying completely the
value of any intellectual activities and insisting on the totally blind character of
faith. Almost all of the interpreters have concluded that his motive must have
been to make religious belief, especially that of the Christian, appear so ridicu-
lous that one would give it up entirely.33 On the other hand, some of the com-
mentators have recognized that La Mothe Le Vayer’s theology is quite similar to
that of Pascal and Kierkegaard and is essentially, if slightly accentuated and exag-
gerated, the same as that of Montaigne.34

Thus, it has been difficult to assess the sincerity of La Mothe Le Vayer. Be-
ginning with Balzac and Arnauld in the seventeenth century, down to such con-
temporary critics as Pintard, Grenier, and Julien-Eymard d’Angers, there has
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been a rather uniform judgment that this so-called Christian sceptic was really a
“concealed sceptic” who lacked the religious fervor of Pascal or the possibly or-
thodox intent of Montaigne.35 The critics have pointed out that the logic of La
Mothe Le Vayer’s position is such that once one had abandoned all rational stan-
dards, one would have no basis for choosing to be a Christian. But this is true of
the entire history of sceptical Christian fideism, and, as has been indicated in pre-
vious chapters, is the case for a great many sixteenth-century sceptics and
Counter-Reformers. If one doubts that we have any rational means for distin-
guishing truth from falsehood, one has removed the basis for giving reasons for be-
liefs. Does this sort of scepticism, even with regard to theology, imply any sort of
religious scepticism? I do not believe that it does. If there are no grounds for be-
lief, how does one determine whether one ought to believe or not? Hume and
Voltaire appear to have decided not to believe since the evidence for belief was
lacking. But this is just as much of a non sequitur as choosing to believe. The prin-
ciple that one should believe only those propositions for which there is adequate
evidence does not follow from any sceptical reflection, although it may be a prin-
ciple widely accepted by “reasonable” men. The principle of Tertullian also does
not follow from a consideration of the reasons that there are for doubting. Com-
plete scepticism is a two-way street, from which one can exit either into the “rea-
sonableness” of the Enlightenment or the blind faith of the fideist. In either case,
the sceptical argument would be the same.36

In pointing out that a great variety of sceptical thinkers have said approxi-
mately the same thing that La Mothe Le Vayer did and that some have been fa-
mous for their disbelief and some for their belief in Christianity, the problem be-
comes one of finding adequate standards for determining sincerity or intent.
Julien Eymard d’Angers, in his excellent essay “Stoïcisme et ‘Libertinage’ dans
l’oeuvre de François La Mothe Le Vayer” has found evidences of his nonreligious
intent in his style and his use of examples.37 Jean Grenier has found evidences in
the flavor of his writings.38 René Pintard has found evidences in his career, his as-
sociations, and so on.39 Others, like Tisserand, have been satisfied by his resem-
blance in attitude to an eighteenth-century “rationalist.”40

But it is my opinion that all the information about La Mothe Le Vayer is com-
patible with either the interpretation of him as an “epicurean unbeliever” or as a
“Christian sceptic.” His style is no more ironical or anti-Christian than that of
Kierkegaard, nor are his examples any more blasphemous. The flavor of the works
is, in good measure, dependent on a prior guess as to how to interpret them. The
biography of La Mothe Le Vayer is not illuminating, since he was a friend of many
of the religious people as well as of many of the irreligious. So we are left with the
problem of making some sort of reasonable guess as to his motivation and intent.

In spite of the long tradition classifying La Mothe Le Vayer as one of the key
figures in the libertinage of the seventeenth century, I think it is perfectly possible
that the continual emphasis on Christian scepticism in his writings was intended
as a sincere view, at least as sincere as that of Montaigne and Charron. In this I
know I stand alone except for the eighteenth-century editor of La Mothe Le
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Vayer’s Dialogues, L. M. Kahle.41 But it seems perfectly possible that the point of
the so-called libertinage érudit was not to destroy or undermine Christianity but to
serve as a buttress for a certain type of liberal Catholicism as opposed to either su-
perstitious belief or fanatical Protestantism. By judging these seventeenth-century
figures by what articles of faith they assert, contemporary critics may be introduc-
ing some present-day standards that did not then apply.

In an age when fideists like Jean-Pierre Camus could be leading churchmen
and a wide range of tolerance existed inside the Church (after all, Sextus was
never put on the Index, and Montaigne not until 1676), it seems perfectly possible
that various liberal-minded people might have felt more at home inside the
Church than in the dogmatic world of the Reformers. They might well have ad-
hered to some sort of “simple Christianity” that both they and the Church of the
time found an acceptable formulation of the Christian message, a formulation ac-
tually more ethical than religious. Further, men like La Mothe Le Vayer, Naudé,
and Patin, all extremely learned and wise in the ways of the politics of ecclesiasti-
cal organizations, might well have had contempt for the credulity of simple men
and for the working of the religious organization to which they belonged, without
condemning what they may have regarded as the core of Christianity.

What I am suggesting is that the so-called libertinage érudit might be an erro-
neous interpretation of certain movements in France in the seventeenth century.
If one is now prepared to grant the possibility that the revival of scepticism in the
sixteenth century was more anti-Protestant than antireligious and can be regarded
as compatible with Catholicism, the outlook of La Mothe Le Vayer, Naudé, and
Patin may be better understood as a continuation of a sixteenth-century develop-
ment rather than as a malicious or delightful (depending on one’s perspective) dis-
tortion of a previous tradition. They may not be as deep, incisive, or perceptive as
their predecessors, but this does not prevent them from being in the same tradition.

René Pintard, who wrote the monumental study Les Libertinages érudits, has
expressed strong disagreement with me in the introduction to the new edition of
his book. He stresses the difficulties in finding a consistent point of view and a se-
rious religious one in the many, many works written by La Mothe le Vayer, who
changed his style and presentation depending on his patron and his intended au-
dience.42 To maintain my interpretation requires a much richer study of the man
and his works than is presented here, but I think that the reevaluation of La
Mothe le Vayer and some of his good friends, like Isaac La Peyrère, Naudé, Patin
and especially Gassendi, suggest that there was this sort of sceptical, liberal cur-
rent at the time. The religious authorities in the mid–seventeenth century, who
were so worried about heretical views, never seemed to have challenged La
Mothe le Vayer or his friends, except for Isaac La Peyrère. So I think my hypothe-
sis stands and deserves further exploration. In this connection it should be men-
tioned that a study of Queen Christina by Susanna Åkerman shows how
Christina, the patroness of some of the French libertins erudits, was religiously ori-
ented in an idiosyncratic view that found for her its best expression in Roman
Catholicism, where she became a patroness of Miguel Molinos.
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Perez Zagorin has recently expressed his doubts about my interpretation and
sided with Pintard.43 Zagorin agrees with me that the writings of these people, of
the libertins érudits, are compatible either with actual serious belief or serious un-
belief. But he goes on from Pintard’s point to develop the theme that dissimula-
tion was a common practice in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
He says that given the dangers of expressing ideas contrary to those acceptable by
the establishment, self-preservation could easily lead intelligent writers to duplic-
itous intellectual expression, pointing out that there were texts on how to dissimu-
late. Because of the religious wars and conflicts, Catholics living in Protestant
countries and Protestants living in Catholic countries had to learn how to hide
their real views. The case becomes even stronger when one adds to this what is
now known about how Jews in Spain and Portugal and in other European coun-
tries had been able to create ways of outwardly conforming to the prevailing reli-
gious culture while hiding their true identity from any authorities. In recent years,
there have been several case studies of people who grew up as Catholics in Iberia
and then moved elsewhere and developed different identities that had been hid-
den in their earlier life history. The Jewish community of Amsterdam was com-
posed mainly of people like this in the first half of the seventeenth century. Many
of these people had not attracted the attention of the Inquisition or other political
or Church authorities. Yet, when they surfaced as Jews in Amsterdam, some
claimed that they had always been Jewish and had just hidden their true identi-
ties. Other studies have examined cases of people who were born and raised as
Christians and had children who were baptized, and they all were living disguised
lives. Added to this are recent findings of secret Jews in parts of what was Spanish
colonial America and in Spain and Portugal itself. These seem to indicate that the
disguise can go on from generation to generation yet remain a disguise. The same
may have occurred with Catholics living in Protestant England or Holland or
Protestants living in Catholic France or Italy.

I would certainly agree that the fear of persecution, as Leo Strauss has taught
us, affects the way people write. The fear of persecution would obviously lead peo-
ple with critical views about established religion to be most cautious in how they
presented their beliefs and who they presented them to. What had happened to
Bruno and Vanini, both burned at the stake, would make an esprit fort think many
times about what might happen if certain views were enunciated to the wrong par-
ties. So it is easy to conceive that some people were leading double or triple if not
quadruple lives and that these people would seek protection from the powerful
figures of church and state. At the same time, these people would follow some-
thing like the steps presented in Strauss’ book Persecution and the Art of Writing.
They would write between the lines, they would make coded communications, or
they would disguise their actual views while leaving people of similar attitude
ways of finding their true message.

Considering the various disguises that people have, is it possible to really as-
certain in any given case, what somebody actually believes? Besides the religious
reasons people might have for disguising their true identities, we’ve learned over
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the last century from psychoanalysis and Freud that people are busy suppressing
features of their real being. It may not really be possible to tell three hundred to
four hundred years later what somebody believed if there is also a problem with
knowing it right now. Nonetheless, we have to make judgments about this all the
time in determining who we can trust, who we can believe, who we want as our
leaders in an election, and who we want as mates, and so on. In all these cases, in
spite of the most intense research, we could still be deceived. Scandals occur all
the time about people who turn out to be different from what we thought. Reli-
gious figures turn out to be living nonreligious lives; political figures turn out to
be other than how they have presented themselves. We are often disillusioned as
further evidence emerges. Yet, unless we are going to try to live our lives in com-
plete isolation from one another, we have no choice but to try and make good
guesses about people’s real beliefs, real intentions, and real attitudes. In assessing
people and their beliefs from the seventeenth century, we have less to go on, since
we do not have eyewitness testimony that can be examined. We have documents,
we have figures situated in a historical network, and we have a range of possible
hypotheses as to how to evaluate the material. One has to examine what was said,
to whom it was said, what contemporaries made of it, and what evidence has been
uncovered since time passed.

I think the evidence concerning the libertins érudits is more compatible
with some form of sincerity and some form of minimal Christian belief. The lib-
ertins érudits, who were very involved with the powers that were regulating ex-
pression in France at the time, never seemed to be worried, however, about the
acceptability of their works. We have no evidence that the ecclesiastical or polit-
ical powers were worried about their expressions. So I think it is hard to interpret
their public statements as duplicitous without further evidence of their real in-
tent. Nonetheless, we know, at least in Gassendi’s case, that the author did not
publish some of his works because he knew that some similar ones had been cen-
sored or forbidden.

In contrast to the humanistic sceptics, who carried on their doubts almost
oblivious to the intellectual revolution going on around them, there were also
some sceptically minded thinkers who presented their case in light of the scien-
tific discoveries of the time. Montaigne, Charron, Camus, Naudé, Patin, and La
Mothe Le Vayer criticized science but usually understood by this either the Re-
naissance conception of the Scholastic scientist, the Aristotelian, or the motley
group of Renaissance alchemists, astrologers, numerologists, pantheists, and so
on. Some of the humanistic sceptics knew and admired personally such heroes of
the scientific revolution as Galileo. But their usual notice of what was to become
the “new science” was to comment briefly on Copernicus or Paracelsus not as dis-
coverers of new truths but as peculiar figures who denied accepted theories, thus
suggesting that if even the most accepted scientific theories could be challenged,
nothing in the sciences should be accepted as true.

On the other hand, thinkers like Leonard Marandé, Pierre Gassendi, and
Gassendi’s disciple Samuel Sorbière had scientific interests, and were participants
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in the formation of “the new science.” Their scepticism did not involve under-
mining and rejecting all science without any real comprehension of the monu-
mental revolution in scientific thought going on around them. Rather, their scep-
ticism was developed in light of these new ideas.

Marandé, a secretary of Cardinal Richelieu, presented his scepticism with
regard to the sciences in his Jugement des actions humaines, of 1624, dedicated to
his employer.44 Much of the argument in the book appears to be drawn from, or
based on, Sextus Empiricus. The general theme of the work is to show why we are
incapable of discovering scientific knowledge, in the sense of knowledge of things
as they really are. Accepting the Aristotelian thesis that our scientific reasoning is
dependent on our senses, Marandé began his attack with a critique of sense
knowledge. Our senses give us conflicting information; they alter the information
they bring us, and so on. Illusions, such as that which occurs when one presses
one’s eyeball, indicate that we have no way of distinguishing veridical perceptions
from illusory ones.45 So, we can only conclude, “our senses [are] too feeble to
study and understand what is the truth. They can not even represent images to us;
because there is no relation or resemblance of the true to the false.”46 We either
accept our feeble senses, with their reports about images whose relations to ob-
jects are indeterminable, or we will have to give up scientific reasoning altogether.
All that we perceive are pictures, not things. And, as Berkeley later pointed out,
our sense information is only a set of ideas, so how can we know about external ob-
jects? Thoughts and things are completely different, so how can we judge the
truth of things from our unreliable sense reports? Hence “our knowledge is only
vanity.”47

In order to have a genuine science, we need some assured principles, but
none such are revealed to us. The principles that philosophers agree on are only
“false presuppositions,”48 immaterial ideas by which they want to measure mate-
rial things.49 Those who would employ mathematical principles and concepts to
gain scientific knowledge are only making their results more dubious. Mathemat-
ics is about imaginary objects, so how can it be applied to physical things that do
not have the same properties? There are no physical points, without length,
width, or depth, and so on.50 Mathematical conclusions and sense information
conflict, as in the case of angle of contact between a circle and a tangent.51 And
mathematicians, as well as other scientists, disagree. For example, some say the
earth is fixed; others, like Copernicus, that it moves. Both sides are rational prin-
ciples, so how do we tell who is right? Every scientific claim has been disputed,
and we have no criterion for judging which is true and which false.52

In religion, we ought to accept the Revelation on faith. But we have nothing
so assured on which to found the sciences. Most scientific principles are justified
by appealing to common consent or agreement. Even something as basic as
“1 + 1 = 2” is accepted on this ground. However, common consent is not a trust-
worthy standard of scientific truth, since something that was commonly accepted
could be false. In fact, nothing is agreed to by everyone, since there are always the
Pyrrhonists who doubt everything.53 One can only conclude: “We possess noth-
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ing more certain than doubt. And, for myself, if I doubt the arguments and the
principles of the sciences which we have discussed above, perhaps I doubt still
more the arguments I have offered against them.”54

This Pyrrhonism, and Pyrrhonism of Pyrrhonism, of Marandé represents an
attempt by someone acquainted with the scientific progress of the day to develop
a crise pyrrhonienne with regard to all science, new or old. A more far-reaching,
and more fully matured, attack along these lines appeared in the same year, 1624,
written by one of the heroes of the scientific revolution—Pierre Gassendi.

Gassendi, (or perhaps Gassend)55 was one of the prodigies of the early seven-
teenth century. He was born in 1592 in Provence, went to college at Digne, and by
the age of sixteen was lecturing there. After studying theology at Aix-en-Provence,
he taught theology at Digne in 1612. When he received his doctorate in theology,
he became a lecturer in philosophy at Aix, and then canon of Grenoble. Quite
early in life, Gassendi began his extensive scientific researches, assisted and en-
couraged by some of the leading intellectuals of Aix, like Peiresc. The philosophy
course that he taught led Gassendi to compile his extended critique of Aris-
totelianism, the first part of which appeared as his earliest publication in 1624, the
Exercitationes Paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos. This was followed by several sci-
entific and philosophical works, which gained Gassendi great renown in the in-
tellectual world and brought him into contact with the man who was to be his
lifelong friend, Father Marin Mersenne. In 1633, Gassendi was appointed Provost
of the Cathedral of Digne, and in 1645, professor of mathematics at the Collège
Royal in Paris. Gassendi retired in 1648 and died in 1655.56

In spite of his tremendous role in the formation of “the new science” and “the
new philosophy,” Gassendi’s fame has survived mainly for his criticisms of
Descartes’ Meditations and not for his own theories, which throughout the seven-
teenth century had rivaled those of his opponent. He is also remembered for the
part he played in reviving the atomic theory of Epicurus. But, by and large, until
quite recently, Gassendi’s status as an independent thinker has been most neg-
lected. Perhaps this is due in part to Descartes’ judgment of him, and in part to the
fact that he usually presented his ideas in extremely lengthy Latin tomes, which
are only now being translated into French.57

But Gassendi, in his lifetime, had an extremely important intellectual career,
whose development, perhaps more than that of René Descartes, indicates and il-
lustrates what J. H. Randall called “the making of the modern mind.” Gassendi
started out his philosophical journey as a sceptic, apparently heavily influenced
by his reading of the edition of Sextus brought out in 1621, as well as by the works
of Montaigne and Charron. This phase of “scientific Pyrrhonism” served as the
basis for Gassendi’s attacks on Aristotle as well as on the contemporary pseudosci-
entists and made Gassendi one of the leaders of the Tétrade. However, he found
the negative and defeatist attitude of humanistic scepticism unsatisfactory, espe-
cially in terms of his knowledge of, and interest in, the “new science.” He an-
nounced then that he was seeking a via media between Pyrrhonism and Dogma-
tism. He found this in his tentative, hypothetical formulation of Epicurean
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atomism, a formulation that, in many respects, comes close to the empiricism of
modern British philosophy. In this chapter I shall deal with the sceptical views of
Gassendi’s early writings, and in a later chapter I shall discuss his “tentative Epi-
cureanism” or “mitigated scepticism.”

Bayle, in his article on Pyrrho, credited Gassendi with having introduced
Sextus Empiricus into modern thought, and thereby having opened our eyes to
the fact that “the qualities of bodies that strike our senses are only appear-
ances.”58 This attack on the attempts to build up necessary and certain sciences
of Nature from our sense experience is the starting point of Gassendi’s thought.
As early as 1621, he announced his admiration for the old and the new Pyrrhon-
ism.59 In his lectures on Aristotle at Aix, he began employing the sceptical arse-
nal to demolish the claims of the dogmatists, and especially those of Aristotle.
The Exercitationes Paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos, of 1624, represent the first
installment of this sceptical onslaught against those who claim to have knowl-
edge of the nature of things and who fail to see that all that we ever actually do or
can know are appearances. (The book was planned as having seven parts, of
which only two ever appeared. It is possible that Gassendi stopped work on it
after he heard of the attacks by some of the entrenched philosophers on a few of
the anti-Aristotelians in Paris, in 1624–25.)60 In his book, Gassendi asserted
bluntly that he much preferred the acatalepsia of the Academics and Pyrrhoni-
ans to the arrogance of the dogmatists.61

From the outset, Gassendi proclaimed himself a disciple of Sextus, and for
him this involved two main elements, a doubt of all claims to knowledge about
the real world and an acceptance of the world of experience or appearance as the
sole basis for our natural knowledge.62 After presenting his sceptical attitude in
the preface, Gassendi criticized the insistence of the Aristotelians on their way of
philosophizing. Instead, he called for complete intellectual freedom, including a
recognition that Aristotle’s doctrines do not deserve any special or privileged posi-
tion. The Aristotelians have (he said) become merely frivolous disputers instead of
searchers after truth. They argue about verbal problems instead of studying expe-
rience. They submit servilely to the word of the Philosopher or his interpreters
rather than thinking for themselves; a submission one owes to God but not to a
philosopher. Aristotle’s views are not so wonderful that they deserve all this re-
spect. To show this, Gassendi tried to point out all the errors and doubts that ex-
isted in Aristotle’s theories.63

The second book of the Exercitationes, not published until later,64 contains
the heart of the sceptical criticism of Aristotelianism, and of dogmatic philosophy
in general. The attempt to discover scientific knowledge, in Aristotle’s sense, is
doomed to failure because the principles and the definitions can only be gained
through experience. The only clear information we have is what we perceive. In
order to arrive at real or essential definitions of objects we need some basic con-
cepts by which to understand things, but we actually know only the sensible ob-
ject. From experience, we cannot induce general propositions or principles, be-
cause it is always possible that a negative instance may turn up later. (Although
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Gassendi was acquainted with Bacon’s work, this problem, as well as most of
Gassendi’s views here, is more likely derived from Sextus’ discussions of logic.)65

Even if we knew some definitions and principles, we could gain no scientific
knowledge by means of syllogistic reasoning, since, as the Pyrrhonists had shown,
the premises of the syllogism are only true if the conclusion is antecedently
known to be true. The conclusion is either part of the evidence for the premises,
in which case the syllogism is a circular argument, or the syllogism is inconclu-
sive since one does not know if the premises are true (the problem later raised by
J. S. Mill).66

The high point of Gassendi’s Pyrrhonian attack occurs in the last chapter, en-
titled “That there is no science, and especially no Aristotelian science.” Here, the
tropes of the ancient Pyrrhonists, of Sextus, Agrippa, Aenesidemus, and others
were employed in order to show that our knowledge is always restricted to the ap-
pearances of things and can never deal with their real, hidden inner natures. We
can tell how things seem to us but not how they are in themselves. Thus, for ex-
ample, we know from our experience that honey seems sweet. But we cannot dis-
cover if it is really sweet.67 The distinction Gassendi made between apparent qual-
ities, how things seem or appear to us, and real qualities, what properties the
object actually has, is one of the earliest clear formulations of the primary-sec-
ondary quality distinction in modern philosophy.68

Since we can know nothing “by nature and in itself, and as a result of basic,
necessary and infallible causes,”69 no science, in the sense of necessary knowl-
edge about the real world, is possible. All that we can know about Nature is how it
appears to us, and, as the sceptical arguments show, we can neither judge nor
infer the real natures of things that cause or produce the appearances. Variations
in sense experience prevent us from being able to define or describe the real ob-
jects on the basis of what we perceive. Due to the lack of indicative signs, that is,
necessary true inferences from experience to reality, and due to the defects of syl-
logistic reasoning, we have no way of reasoning from our experience to its causes,
or from its causes to their effects. We cannot even establish a criterion of true
knowledge, so we cannot tell what would constitute a science. All that we can
conclude is nothing can be known.70

In all this, Gassendi was challenging neither divine truth, which he accepted
primarily on a fideistic basis, nor commonsense information, the world of appear-
ances.71 Rather, he was attacking any attempt, be it Aristotle’s or anyone else’s, to
construct a necessary science of nature, a science that would transcend appear-
ances and explain them in terms of some nonevident causes. In experience, and
in experience alone (he said), lay the sole natural knowledge that men could at-
tain. Everything else, whether it be metaphysical or mathematical foundations or
interpretations of our sense information, is only useless conjecture. As Gassendi’s
disciple Samuel Sorbière said of him, “This learned man does not assert anything
very affirmatively; and following the maxims of his profound wisdom, he does not
depart from the Epoche, which protects him from the imprudence and presump-
tion to which all the other philosophers have fallen.”72

The Libertins Érudits 93



The early Gassendi was concerned primarily with the destructive side of the
sceptical critique of scientific knowledge, attacking any who sought to discover
necessary, certain knowledge of things. If such knowledge must be demonstrable
from certain premises, or be self-evident, and yet must also deal with something
other than appearances, then all that can be concluded is that “nothing can be
known.” Starting his attack with Aristotle, Gassendi quickly broadened it to in-
clude the Renaissance naturalists, the Platonists, and any philosophers whatever
who claimed to know the true nature of things.73

On the other hand, while Gassendi called himself a disciple of Sextus, he in-
cluded in his discipleship an unquestioned acceptance of experience as the
source of all knowledge. And, as one of the major figures in the scientific revolu-
tion, Gassendi sought to extend man’s knowledge through careful examination of
nature. In the fields of astronomy, geology, and physiology, he made important
contributions, describing and discovering facets of the natural world.74 Later he
made perhaps his greatest contribution to modern science by developing the
atomic theory of Epicurus as a hypothesis, or mechanical model, for relating ap-
pearances and predicting future phenomena.75 The positive side of Gassendi’s
thought led him to an attempt to mitigate his initial Pyrrhonism into a type of
“constructive scepticism” and to develop a theory that would lie between com-
plete scepticism and dogmatism.76 This later view, fully developed in his Syn-
tagma, as well as the theory of knowledge of his friend Mersenne, constitutes,
perhaps, the formulation, for the first time, of what may be called the “scientific
outlook.” This view will be examined later and will be shown to be perhaps the
most fruitful result of the impact of Pyrrhonism on modern philosophy.

In evaluating Gassendi, two questions have been debated by many commen-
tators. First, was Gassendi really a sceptic? And second, was Gassendi a libertin?
The problem of the first of these revolves around what is meant by a sceptic. If a
sceptic is supposed to be someone who doubts everything and denies that we
have, or can have, any knowledge, then Gassendi definitely was not a sceptic, es-
pecially in his later writings, where he specifically denied these views and criti-
cized the ancient sceptics.77 However, there is a more fundamental sense of
“sceptic,” that is, one who doubts that necessary and sufficient grounds or reasons
can be given for our knowledge or beliefs; or one who doubts that adequate evi-
dence can be given to show that under no conditions can our knowledge or beliefs
be false or illusory or dubious. In this sense, I believe, Gassendi remained a scep-
tic all of his life. In chapter 7, dealing with the “constructive scepticism” of
Mersenne and Gassendi, I try to show that although both thinkers attack, and
claim to answer, scepticism, their positive views actually constitute a type of epis-
temological Pyrrhonism much like that of David Hume. As the Jesuit writer
Gabriel Daniel said of Gassendi, “He seems to be a little Pyrrhonian in science,
which, in my view, is not at all bad for a philosopher.”78

The other question, about Gassendi’s libertinism, is more difficult to decide.
Gassendi was a priest who performed his religious duties to the satisfaction of his
superiors. He was a fideist, by and large, offering theological views like those of
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Montaigne and Charron.79 He was also a member of the Tétrade, along with
such suspect figures as Naudé, Patin, and La Mothe Le Vayer, and went to their
débauches pyrrhoniennes. He was a friend of some very immoral libertins like
Lullier and Bouchard.80 His religious friends found him a most sincere Chris-
tian. In view of this apparently conflicting information, French commentators
have debated “le cas Gassendi.” Pintard has marshalled the evidence that sug-
gests Gassendi was really a libertin at heart. On the other side, Rochot has argued
that none of the evidence against Gassendi actually proves his libertinism, and
that there is overwhelming evidence to the contrary.81 More recently some
scholars have taken Gassendi’s theology at face value and try to show that it
makes interesting and meaningful sense within Christian discussions at the time.
One of these is Sylvia Murr in her essay “Gassendi’s Scepticism as a Religious At-
titude.” Another is Margaret Osler, who contrasts Gassendi’s theology with
Descartes’ as two ways that medieval concerns were being reworked in the
seventeenth century.82

In previous discussions of the question of the sincerity of the other so-called
libertins érudits, I have tried to show that there is a problem in estimating the ac-
tual views of the Christian Pyrrhonists. The majority of reasons for classifying
them as either dangerous or exemplary unbelievers are based on traditional eval-
uations and guilt by association. The traditional estimates were formed, by and
large, by either extremely intense religious thinkers such as Pascal and Arnauld or
extremely antireligious writers like Voltaire. The information about the lives and
views of all the so-called libertins érudits is compatible, both philosophically and
psychologically, with either an interpretation of sincerity or insincerity. But, in
the case of Gassendi, it most strains the limits of one’s credulity to consider him as
completely insincere. If, as I have previously suggested, it is possible that Naudé,
Patin, and La Mothe Le Vayer might have been true Christian fideists in the style
of Montaigne and Charron, then it is even more possible and likely that Gassendi
was, in view of his religious life, the testimonials of his religious friends and
friendships, and so on. As the abbé Robert Lenoble has put the problem,

If one wishes at all costs to penetrate to the inner core of Gassendi in order to de-
termine the reality of his faith and the extent of his “libertinage” (in which I do
not believe), it is necessary to analyze closely the letters of Launoy and Boulliau.
Both speak of a profoundly Christian end of his life, and without any anxiety of a
repentant libertine. But then how does one judge (again!) the secret heart of
these two witnesses?

If one suspects the two witnesses, as well as Gassendi, of lying, “One here, I
believe runs into a psychological impossibility, unless it is supposed that the two
(it would be necessary then to say three) cronies possessed an exceptional cyni-
cism, of which we have no proof at this time.”83

The long tradition of assuming that there must have been duplicity in the
writings and actions of the libertins érudits depends, it seems to me, on the suppo-
sition that no other explanation of their views can be offered. But, as I have tried
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to indicate, another possibility exists, namely that men like Naudé, La Mothe Le
Vayer, and Gassendi were sincere Christians (although, perhaps, not particularly
fervent ones). In the absence of completely decisive evidence as to the real inten-
tions of these men, why should we assume the worst (or the best?), that they were
engaged in a conspiracy against Christendom? The overwhelming number of
their intimates and contemporaries found no signs of insincerity. And one of the
basic sources of the suspicion of libertinage in each case has been the friendship
with the others; Naudé was a friend of La Mothe Le Vayer and Gassendi;
Gassendi was a friend of Naudé and La Mothe Le Vayer; and so on. If we knew
definitely (1) that at least one of these men was a genuine libertin trying to under-
mine Christendom, and (2) that the others accepted his friendship because of (1),
then the argument of guilt by association might be significant. But since it is pos-
sible that each of the men in question was a sincere fideist, and quite probable
that Gassendi was, then nothing is indicated by the fact that these men, all to
some extent involved in the affairs of the Church or the Christian state, with sim-
ilar avowed sceptical views and fideistic theologies, were close friends. (One
might mention that they were all, apparently, intimates of Father Mersenne, who
has not, to my knowledge, ever been accused of libertinage.) If one considers the
libertins érudits without any preconceptions as to their intent, can we decide pos-
itively either from their views, or their careers, or the circle of religious and irreli-
gious figures within which they moved, whether they were the center of a
campaign against Christianity or part of a sincere movement within the Counter-
Reformation aimed at undermining Protestantism through the advocacy of
fideism?

To return to the historical material, the last of this group of sceptical thinkers
of the early seventeenth century whom I shall mention here is the disciple of
Gassendi and La Mothe Le Vayer, Samuel Sorbière. He was not an original
thinker but more a parrot of the most Pyrrhonian side of his mentors. Perhaps, in
the context of the history of French scepticism, what is different or novel about
Sorbière is that he was both a philosophical sceptic and a Protestant.84 However,
he overcame this peculiarity later in life by becoming a Catholic. Much of Sor-
bière’s success in publication came from printing other people’s works, like those
of Hobbes and Gassendi. And, for the sceptical cause, he attempted a French
translation of Sextus Empiricus that was never completed.85

In the two letters of Sorbière that contain the surviving fragments of his trans-
lation of Sextus’ Hypotyposes, he indicated that he had started this task on leaving
college in order to cultivate his knowledge of Greek, and to learn a type of philos-
ophy he had not been taught.86 He evidently became a complete admirer and ad-
vocate of Pyrrhonism and hence a disciple of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens. With al-
most a fanatic consistency, he continued throughout his life to advocate a
complete scepticism with regard to all matters that went beyond appearances and
to phrase his observations so that he could not be accused of transgressing the
doubts of the sceptics. In a Discours sceptique about the circulation of the blood,
Sorbière said, “Permit me then, Monsieur . . . to remain in suspense of judgment
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regarding scientific matters. On others, that divine revelation convinces us of or
that duty orders us to, you will find me more affirmative. These latter are not in
the province or jurisdiction of my scepticism.”87 Only when he was shown that
the circulation of the blood was an empirical theory, and not a judgment of what
existed beyond experience, was he willing to accept it. In his account of his voy-
age to England, Sorbière carefully stated that he was only recounting “what ap-
peared to him, and not what is perhaps actually in the reality of things.”88 Sor-
bière, after visiting England, wrote an account of his voyage in which he bitterly
attacked the food he was served, the bad Latin he heard, and many other prob-
lems. Bishop Thomas Sprat, in his rejoinder for the Royal Society, which had
elected Sorbière as an honorary member, said that if Sorbière was really as scepti-
cal as he claimed, he would not be so sure of the merits or demerits of English
cookery but would suspend judgment!89

Sorbière appears to have been a man quite well versed in the intellectual
movements of his time, seeing them all in terms of a constant Pyrrhonian attitude.
With such an outlook, he could only see as meaningful questions those that re-
lated to matters of appearance. The rest were only the vain presumptions of the
dogmatists. Sorbière was not a theoretician of the nouveau pyrrhonisme, but
rather represented the next generation, which absorbed its conclusions and ap-
plied them almost automatically to whatever problems it was confronted with.

The French sceptics of the first half of the seventeenth century confronted
the new, optimistic age in which they lived and prospered with a complete crise
pyrrhonienne. As the avant-garde intellectuals of their day, they led the attack on
the outmoded dogmatism of the Scholastics, on the new dogmatism of the as-
trologers and alchemists, on the glorious claims of the mathematicians and the
scientists, on the fanatic enthusiasm of the Calvinists, and, in general, on any type
of dogmatic theory. Some, like La Mothe Le Vayer, heaped up information from
the classical world and the New World and, of course, from “the divine Sextus,” to
undermine the moral sciences. La Peyrère was casting doubts on some of the
basic claims of the Bible. Others, like Marandé and Gassendi, used the Pyrrhon-
ian doubts and new information to undermine the natural sciences.

The Reformation had produced a crise pyrrhonienne in religious knowledge
in the quest for absolute assurance about religious truths. The new Pyrrhonism
had begun as a means of defending Catholicism by destroying all rational
grounds for religious certainty. From Montaigne and Charron down to the
Tétrade, an abyss of doubts had been revealed, undercutting the grounds not
only of religious knowledge but of all natural knowledge as well. As the scientific
reformation began, and the system of Aristotle was challenged, the sceptical at-
tack quickly broadened the problem to an assault on the bases of all knowledge.
In two orders of human knowledge, revealed and natural, the very foundations
were taken away.

Not only had the old problem of the criterion been raised in theology, setting
men off to justify a “rule of faith,” but the same difficulty had occurred in natural
knowledge, forcing men to search for some “rule of truth.” The “new science” of
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Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and Gassendi has “cast all in doubt.” The discover-
ies in the New World and in the classical world had given other grounds for scep-
ticism. And the nouveaux pyrrhoniens showed man’s inability to justify the science
of Aristotle, of the Renaissance naturalists, of the moralists, and of the new scien-
tists as well. The cumulative attacks of humanistic Pyrrhonists, from Montaigne
to La Mothe Le Vayer, and of the scientific Pyrrhonists like Gassendi and
Marandé, left the quest for guaranteed knowledge about the “real” world without
a method, a criterion, or a basis. No type of rational inquiry into the truth of things
seemed possible, since for any theory, or any dogma, a battery of apparently ir-
refutable arguments could be put up in opposition. The crise pyrrhonienne had
overwhelmed man’s quest for certainty in both religious and scientific knowledge.
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6

The Counterattack Begins

In this critical situation, the scientists, the philosophers, and the theologians
would either have to fight for survival or abandon the quest for certainty. Gradu-
ally, first in the area of religion and then in science and philosophy, the menace of
Pyrrhonism was recognized, and a counterattack was begun. Out of this struggle,
the modern philosophers emerged as so many Saint Georges, prepared to slay the
sceptical dragon; only in this case the dragon was never really slain and, in fact,
managed within a century to consume the various knights who tried to rescue
human knowledge.

Involved in this battle was the paradox that no matter how much the sceptics
sneered and argued, and pushed one into doubt, not all matters happened to be
dubious. In spite of the sceptic’s criticisms, the sciences, new or old, seemed to
contain some real knowledge about the world. As a result, the struggle, in part,
was an attempt to reconcile the force of the doubts of the Pyrrhonists with the rap-
idly expanding knowledge that human beings possessed. For some thinkers, the
battle was not so much a quest for certainty as a quest for intellectual stability in
which doubt and knowledge could both be accepted. For others, it was a holy war
to overcome doubt so that man could be secure in his religious and scientific
knowledge.
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As is all too often the case, the first dragon-killers were the worst. The first
opponents of the nouveau pyrrhonisme were both naive and vituperative and
hence failed to come to grips with the issues in question. These first antagonists
either dwelt on invective instead of argument or begged the question by assum-
ing that Aristotle’s views were not in doubt and thus could be recited to the scep-
tic to make him disappear. The earliest to be aware of the menace of the revival
of Pyrrhonism were astrologers like Sir Christopher Heydon and spiritologists
such as Pierre Le Loyer.1 The latter, as indicated earlier, devoted a brief portion
of his book in defense of spectres to answering the sceptical critique of sense
knowledge with an appeal to Aristotelian epistemology, a line of defense that I
shall show to be fairly common in this survey of the antisceptics of the first half of
the seventeenth century.

But the answer to scepticism that really launched the counterattack was less
philosophical and far more bombastic, that of Father François Garasse of the So-
ciety of Jesus. Apparently shocked by the libertinage of Théophile de Viau, and by
the scandalous things he heard in confession, corruptions that people told him
they were led to by reading Charron’s La Sagesse, Garasse started a crusade
against the atheistical and libertine tendencies of the time.2 In 1623, he published
his La Doctrine curieuse des beaux esprits de ce temps, ou pretendus tels, in which
he made a series of sensational charges: He claimed to see through the mask of
piety in Charron’s Catholic Pyrrhonism and to see behind it a most dangerous
and pernicious irreligion. The “pretended piety” of Charron is revealed as a real
disservice to his country and his faith. The book of over one thousand pages at-
tacks Charron for his impertinence and ignorance in religious matters, using in-
vective as its main weapon.3

A disciple of Charron’s, Father François Ogier, immediately replied in kind
in his Jugement et Censure du Livre de la Doctrine curieuse de François Garasse,
criticizing Garasse’s style, temper, ignorance, and so on. Perhaps the most cut-
ting remark in this answer is: “Garasse, my friend, that which is above us is noth-
ing to us. The works of Charron are a little too high tone for low and vulgar
minds like yours.”4

Ogier’s harsh criticism led Garasse on to stronger attacks. First, in 1624, he
charged forth with his Apologie du Père François Garassus, de la Compagnie de
Jesus, pour son livre contre les Atheistes & Libertins de nostre siecle. Besides abus-
ing his critic Ogier, Garasse tried to strengthen his attack on Charron, who
“chokes and strangles sweetly the feelings of religion as if with a silken cord of phi-
losophy.”5 Two chapters list the “impious and atheistical propositions” and the
“impious and brutal propositions” drawn from Charron’s Sagesse.6 Finally,
Garasse, in 1625, brought forth his magnum opus on the problem, La Somme
Théologique des veritez capitales de la Religion Chrestienne. In the dedication to
Cardinal Richelieu, the author explained why a new Summa was necessary. “This
title which I place at the head of my works, having been used for four of five cen-
turies, deserves to be revived, and since the libertine types have beclouded our
times with new darkness, we must seek for new lights to illuminate the Truth.”7
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“The terror of the secret atheists” and of the “incorrigibles and desperate types,” of
whom Charron is the worst, required this new theological undertaking.8 In order
to perform this tremendous task properly, Garasse attacked the views of any and
all kinds of atheists, all kinds of “real Troglodytes or village rats.”9 Almost any type
of view other than Garasse’s constitutes atheism, from the views of Calvin to those
of the Pyrrhonists. Five classes of atheism are listed: (1) “furious and enraged athe-
ism,” (2) “atheism of libertinage and corruption of manners,” (3) “atheism of prof-
anation,” (4) “wavering or unbelieving atheism,” and (5) “brutal, lazy, melan-
choly atheism.”10 The Pyrrhonists, like Charron, are in the fourth group.
Wavering or unbelieving atheism is that vagabond spirit of the Pyrrhonians,
which claims all matters are indifferent and does not become impassioned either
for or against God, and thus “adopts a cold policy of leaving matters undecided.”11

The people of this type, monsters who have arisen in the seventeenth century,12

are indifferent about religion; they are for neither God nor the devil. To them, re-
ligion is a matter of convention, not a serious question. Garasse was not con-
cerned to answer their arguments for suspending judgment on all matters but
only to denounce them and to show the horrors of religious indifference.13 In fact,
Garasse himself was somewhat sceptical of rational theology, denying that there
were any a priori proofs of God’s existence and insisting that the best way to know
God was by faith.14 But he refused to believe that this was the sort of view that
Charron and the Catholic Pyrrhonists subscribed to. Instead, he saw their theory
as a suspense of judgment on all matters, including religious ones.

The charge by Garasse that Catholic Pyrrhonism, especially that of Charron,
was really an atheistical plot raised a storm of controversy and put the problem of
Pyrrhonism and its refutation at the center of the intellectual stage. Garasse hardly
touched on the philosophical issues involved, merely smearing the Pyrrhonists
with the label “atheist.” In 1625, his Somme Théologique had received an official ap-
probation, in which it was declared that the work conformed to the doctrines of the
Catholic Church and was worthy of being published “to serve as an antidote
against the impieties of the present Atheists and Libertines.”15 But it became ap-
parent immediately that Garasse had challenged the entente cordiale of the
Church and the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, and had accused the latter of constituting a
“fifth column.” As a result, one of the most dynamic theologians of the time rushed
to do battle with Garasse and forced the condemnation of his Somme Théologique.

Jean Duvergier du Hauranne (better known as Saint-Cyran), the French
leader of the Jansenist movement, the spiritual head of Port-Royal, and the disci-
ple of Cardinal Bérulle, denounced Garasse in a huge tract, fought against
Garasse’s views until he forced the Sorbonne to condemn his work, and, finally,
brought about the silencing of the bombastic Jesuit. The attack on Garasse,
Orcibal has shown, played a vital role in the development of Jansenism in France
and was, perhaps, the opening blow in the Jansenist crusade.16 Theologically, as I
shall show, Saint-Cyran was committed to a type of antirationalism not far re-
moved from Charron’s,17 and hence was willing to make common cause with the
Catholic Pyrrhonists.

The Counterattack Begins 101



A tremendous fuss was made about the appearance of Saint-Cyran’s monu-
mental four-volume opus of 1626, La Somme des fautes et faussetez capitales con-
tenues en la Somme Theologique du Pere François Garasse de la Compagnie de
Jesus. Signs were put up all over Paris announcing the work. The book itself
begins, as Garasse’s did, with a dedication to Cardinal Richelieu. Here, and
throughout the work, violent charges and accusations are made against the Jesuit
who dared to attack “the secret atheists.” We are told that Garasse “dishonors the
Majesty of God”;18 that “the author of this Summa Theologica has destroyed the
Faith and the Religion in all its principal points”;19 that Garasse’s charges against
Charron are such that “I do not know if the ages past or those which are to come
will ever see, notably in a priest, such a kind of effrontery, or malice and igno-
rance dominant to a similar degree”;20 that Garasse’s work is “a most appalling
monster of a book”;21 and its author is “the most hideous author one has ever seen
in view of the innumerable falsehoods with which his books are filled.”22 Saint-
Cyran found it incredible that a religious order could have permitted the publica-
tion of such a work.23 Garasse had (he said) advocated heresies, misquoted, slan-
dered, been impious and impertinent, and uttered buffooneries. In the course of
his attack, Saint-Cyran further accused his Jesuit opponent of Pelagianism, Arian-
ism, Lutheranism, Calvinism, and paganism.24

What troubled Saint-Cyran, besides the vast number of errors in citations and
interpretations of Scripture, the Church Fathers, and diverse theologians, was
Garasse’s attack on fideistic Pyrrhonism as a form of atheism. Late in the second
volume, when Saint-Cyran discussed Charron’s views, he said that he had never
known or read Charron’s books before he saw them attacked and vilified by
Garasse as the most impious and atheistical works ever produced. But the indica-
tions of Charron’s thought that Garasse presented hardly lived up to the descrip-
tion. So, Saint-Cyran tells us, he bought a copy of the denounced work and found
that, contrary to Garasse’s claims, the views of the Catholic Pyrrhonist were intel-
ligent and sound, worthy of the praise and esteem that they had received from the
best Catholic thinkers in France, including the eminent Cardinal du Perron.25

The antiphilosophical views of the Jansenists, their opposition to rational the-
ology, and their appeal to an almost purely fideistic reading of St. Augustine led
Saint-Cyran to discover a good many of the basic Jansenist claims in Charron.26

The sceptic’s insistence on the incomprehensibility of God, the feebleness of
human reason, and the danger of trying to measure God by human standards
Saint-Cyran endorsed as sound Augustinian Christianity. Without attempting to,
or desiring to, defend all of Charron’s views, Saint-Cyran tried to show that the
message of Catholic Pyrrhonism was really the same as what the Jansenists set
forth as orthodox Christianity—the misery and weakness of man without God.
Augustine is constantly cited to justify Charron’s picture of the hopeless limita-
tions on the quest for human knowledge, and the need for revelation in order to
know. The very views that Garasse had taken for atheism, Saint-Cyran insisted
were sound, traditional Christian views.27

102 The History of Scepticism



As a result of this defense of Catholic Pyrrhonism by one of the most impor-
tant theologians of the period, Garasse’s counteroffensive against scepticism was
brought to a complete and drastic end. Saint-Cyran pressed his opposition until
the faculty of theology of the Sorbonne finally condemned Garasse and his
tirades. The report from the Sorbonne indicates that, because of the complaints,
they studied and examined the Somme Théologique for several months, until fi-
nally, in September 1626, they concluded that this work of François Garasse
“ought to be entirely condemned, because it contains many heretical, erroneous,
scandalous, rash propositions, and many passages from Holy Scripture and the
Holy Fathers badly cited, corrupted and turned from their true sense, and innu-
merable buffooneries which are unworthy to be written or read by Christians and
by theologians.”28 Though Father Garasse’s answer by abuse to Pyrrhonism may
have met its appropriate end, his type of counterattack is reflected in several works
of the period, in which no charge is too strong to hurl at the sceptics. Mersenne,
without naming any names, called them monsters, unworthy to be called men.
And Mersenne’s early polemics, dating from 1623 to 1625, are full of all sorts of de-
nunciations and insults, such as the following:

They call themselves Sceptics, and are libertine people, and unworthy of the
name of man that they bear since like baleful birds of the night, not having an
eyeball strong enough to bear the bright light of truth, they sacrifice themselves
shamefully to errors, and limiting all of man’s knowledge to the range of the
senses alone, and to the external appearance of things, reduce us unworthily to
the most vile state, and to the lowest condition of the stupidest animals and de-
prive us of all genuine discourse and reason.29

Father Jean Boucher, a leading Franciscan, charged the Pyrrhonists with carrying
on dangerous, subversive activities. Boucher’s lengthy tome Les Triomphes de la
Religon Chrestienne, of 1628, presents an odd combination of a modified form of
Catholic Pyrrhonism, along with a most strenuous denunciation of the views of
Montaigne and Charron. The latter are accused of impieties, of writing danger-
ous, venomous books whose literary merits hide the serpent lurking inside. The
effect of the writing of the two great nouveaux pyrrhoniens is likened to that of the
medical “Empyriques,” who, Boucher tells us, killed five to six hundred persons
for every five or six that they cured.30 But, in spite of the dangerous and insidious
effects of the writings of Montaigne and Charron, the type of theological view of-
fered by Boucher is not too different. If religious truths had to be based on natural
reason, “we would not possess anything either assured or solid, since we see natural
judgments not only so diverse amongst themselves, but also the same judging fac-
ulty variable and contrary to itself.”31 We possess no perfect science because all
our knowledge is based on reason and the senses, and the latter often deceive us,
and the former is inconstant and vacillating.32 In order to obtain any infallible
knowledge, we must gain it by faith, through revelation. Truth is to be discovered
in the Bible, and not by using our weak faculties.33
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A study of Boucher’s views by Father Julien-Eymard d’Angers has tried to
show that this apparent copy of some of the features of Montaigne’s fideism was
really the orthodox view of the Catholic Church. In order to support this view,
stress is laid on the fact that although Boucher denied there could be any “evident
arguments” in matters of religion, he did assert that there were “probable and per-
suasive arguments.” Thus, no completely certain evidence could be set forth to
establish any religious truth, but, at the same time, short of faith, some kind of
persuasive or morally certain evidence could be offered that was adequate either
to convince one of, or to support but not to establish, a religious truth.34 This
modified form of fideism is not really different from that of Charron, for whom
the certitude of religious truths depended solely on faith but who also presented a
great deal of allegedly persuasive “reasons” to convince one of these truths.
Fideism as a religious epistemology would seem to involve the claim that the
guarantee of the truth of religious knowledge comes solely by faith. Such an as-
sertion in no way denies that there may be all sorts of evidences that render this
knowledge plausible or probable or might lead one to believe it. But the evi-
dences can never be adequate to establish the truth of the religious propositions.

This kind of violent antiscepticism, coupled with an acceptance of fideism
like that of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, also appears in the views of Guez de Balzac,
a well-known apologist for the Jesuits. Balzac, in his correspondence, inveighs
continually against La Mothe Le Vayer, whom he regarded as an atheist, and
against Marie de Gournay, who is treated as a vain, presumptuous person.35 But
this personal dislike for the living disciples of Montaigne did not prevent Balzac,
in his Socrate Chrestien, from maintaining a type of Christian Pyrrhonism.

This Truth [what Socrates was seeking] is none other than JESUS CHRIST: and
it is this JESUS CHRIST who has made the doubts and irresolution of the Acad-
emy; who has even guaranteed Pyrrhonism. He came to stop the vague thoughts
of the human mind, and to fasten its reasonings in air. After many centuries of ag-
itation and trouble, he came to bring Philosophy down to earth, and to provide
anchors and harbors to a Sea which had neither bottom nor shore.36

Thus, without Jesus, all is in doubt, and by natural means one can only arrive at
complete scepticism. Truth depends solely on faith.

Another who joined in denouncing the sceptical menace was the future mem-
ber of the Academie Française, Charles Cotin. But in this case the concern is
solely in making clear the horrible, even harrowing effects of the Pyrrhonism of
Montaigne and Charron, and not in developing some sort of fideism as well. In his
Discours a Theopompe sur les Forts Esprits du temps of 1629, Cotin described the
terrible state of affairs in Paris, where there are monsters, “forts-esprits,” who look
like men but who deny that anything is true, and accept only appearances. These
villainous creatures, created through reading Montaigne and Charron, want to re-
duce us to being mere animals and to subject our souls to our bodies. The result of
the views of these “forts-esprits” is rage and despair. And what is most frightful is
that there are an almost infinite number of these monsters now in existence.37
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Besides the refutations by abuse of Pyrrhonism, the call-to-arms of Garasse,
Mersenne, Boucher, Cotin, and others, philosophical answers to the nouveau
pyrrhonisme began to appear in large number, starting about 1624, the year of
Gassendi’s first publication. These replies can be roughly classified in three cate-
gories, although some of the works to be considered fall in more than one of these:
(1) refutations based on principles of Aristotelian philosophy; (2) refutations that
admit the full force and validity of the Pyrrhonian arguments and then attempt to
mitigate the effects of total scepticism; and (3) refutations that attempt to con-
struct a new system of philosophy in order to meet the sceptical challenge.

The Aristotelian type of answer to some of the sceptical arguments had been
offered, as has been indicated earlier, by Pierre Le Loyer in his defense of spiritol-
ogy. It was also used by such of the Protestant opponents of François Veron, as
Jean Daillé and Paul Ferry. In trying to show the reliability of some sense infor-
mation, or the justification of rational procedures, these thinkers had appealed to
Aristotle’s theory of the natural functioning of the senses and reason and the need
for proper conditions for the employment of our faculties. In the battles against
the nouveaux pyrrhoniens in the second quarter of the seventeenth century, more
elaborate and complete statements of this Aristotelian type of rejection of scepti-
cism appeared. One of the clearest examples of this kind of approach is Pierre
Chanet’s answer to Charron.

Chanet, a Protestant doctor, published his Considerations sur la Sagesse de
Charon in 1643. In the preface, the author indicated his concern about the recep-
tion his book would have since so many people admired the writings of Charron.
But, Chanet realized, he ought not to be afraid since he was only expounding the
opinions everybody accepted, the views of the Schools. The only people who will
disagree, he tells us, are those who take Charron for Socrates and the “Apologie de
Raimond Sebond” for Scripture.38

The first part of Chanet’s work is devoted to refuting certain peculiar scepti-
cal assertions of Montaigne and Charron dealing with the similarities of men and
animals. They had argued that man was vain in thinking that he had any special
or privileged place in the scheme of things, or that man had any faculties or abili-
ties not also shared with beasts. Also they had contended that there was no reason
for supposing that the five human senses constituted the totality of means that nat-
ural creatures possessed for gaining knowledge about the world. Chanet at-
tempted to show that the evidence offered to support these claims (mainly anec-
dotal materials drawn from Plutarch, Sextus, and others), could be accounted for
without making any of the drastic claims of Montaigne and Charron.39

In the second part of his book, Chanet came to grips with the philosophical
core of the nouveau pyrrhonisme, the arguments offered to bring about a scepti-
cism with regard to the senses, and a scepticism with regard to reason. In spite of
the sceptical tropes about the variations, and so on, in our sense experience, there
is a basis, Chanet insisted, for asserting “the Certitude of the Senses.” Sometimes
our senses do deceive us, but there are conditions, namely those stated in Aristo-
tle’s De Anima, that, if fulfilled, render the senses incapable of error or deception.

The Counterattack Begins 105



If the sense organ is functioning properly, if the object is at a proper distance, and
if the medium through which perception takes place is as it ought to be, then no
sense errors can occur. Contrary to Charron, who claimed that even under the
best of conditions, the senses can be deceptive, Chanet insisted that errors, illu-
sions, or deceptions could only take place if something was abnormal in the
organ, the medium, or the location or nature of the object. With his Aristotelian
standards, he then proceeded to analyze all the standard examples of sense illu-
sions offered by the sceptics. The problem of the oar that appears bent in water is
explained as due to the fact that the milieu is not “as it ought to be.” The square
tower that appears round from a distance is accounted for by claiming that the
sense organ, the eye, does not receive rectangular forms well. The double images
that one perceives when one’s eyeball is pressed are due to the sense organ being
in an unhealthy or unnatural state. Perspective problems are explained as the re-
sult of perceiving objects from improper distances; and so on.40 In all this, Chanet
never saw that these examples were introduced by Charron as challenges to his
criterion of sense knowledge and not as illustrations of its operation. The issue
that the sceptics had raised was: Is there any way of distinguishing veridical from
nonveridical sense experience? Chanet answered yes, by employing the Aris-
totelian criterion of sense knowledge. But the sceptics were challenging the crite-
rion, and asking how we could be sure that even perceptions that occurred with
healthy, normal sense organs, with specified media, distances, and objects, were
veridical? Merely stating a criterion that, if true, would allow one to classify veridi-
cal and deceptive perceptions begs the question, unless one can also show that the
Aristotelian standard of sense knowledge is justified.

Next Chanet turned to sceptical difficulties raised with regard to reasoning.
Here, as in his claims about sense knowledge, he maintained that although we are
sometimes deceived, there are some judgments that are so evident “that one would
have to be mad to doubt this certainty.”41 A standard of right reasoning exists,
namely the rules of Aristotelian logic, and this standard enables us to distinguish
what is evident from what is only probable. By means of this standard, we are able
to recognize true premises and employ them to discover other truths. True prem-
ises are those that have either been demonstrated from evident truths or are so evi-
dent that they are indubitable. Hence, with the canons of logic and the self-evident
character of truths like “The whole is greater than the part,” we are able to build up
rational scientific knowledge.42 Once again, Chanet bypassed the sceptical prob-
lems raised by Montaigne and Charron by assuming that Aristotle’s theories are
not in doubt, and then applying them to the difficulties set forth.

In Father Yves de Paris’ Théologie Naturelle, one finds this type of use of an
Aristotelian answer to Pyrrhonism briefly introduced among other criticisms of
the libertines, whom he portrayed as having suspended judgment on all matters,
religious as well as natural. First, the self-referential problem is raised. When the
sceptics say nothing is true, all must be doubted, they are forced into a contradic-
tion since they think these very assertions are true. But, then, Yves de Paris as-
serted, there is a better way to make the sceptics see the error of their ways, namely
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by showing them the natural knowledge that they cannot reject, our sense infor-
mation. When our senses are operating in a normal state, under normal condi-
tions, and our rational faculty is properly employed, we have no reason to doubt,
and we can know the truth. So, instead of remaining with “the torments and hope-
less anxieties of these miserable souls,” the libertin sceptics should recognize that
knowledge is possible through proper use of our faculties and that there is no need
for doubt with regard to either natural or revealed information. We have the
means to discover scientific truths, and God has informed us of the true religion.
So, in these circumstances, scepticism is either stupidity or perversion.43

A more elaborate rejection of Pyrrhonism, somewhat in the same vein, ap-
pears in the Apologeticus fidei by Jean Bagot of the Society of Jesus, in 1644. The
opening portions of this work deal directly with the Pyrrhonian and Academic
theories in their classical form as presented in Sextus, Cicero, Diogenes Laer-
tius, and St. Augustine. Only later are the views of the modern sceptics, espe-
cially Charron, treated. Bagot saw the sceptical claims as menancing the faith,
and he observed in a marginal note, “Today there are many Pyrrhonists.”44 After
outlining the arguments of the Greek sceptics, Bagot offered his answer, assert-
ing that there are some truths that are based on the infallible authority who de-
clares them and others whose truth is evident and manifest, providing our ra-
tional and sense faculties are properly used under proper conditions. In these
terms, the basic arguments of the sceptics are answered, and a detailed theory of
truth is worked out.45

A modified form of the use of Aristotelian theories to answer scepticism ap-
pears in some other thinkers of the period. As I shall show in later discussions,
some of the elements of the Aristotelian theory of knowledge were used to reject
certain Pyrrhonian claims even by thinkers whose general views were not in the
Aristotelian tradition, as in the instances of Father Mersenne and Herbert of
Cherbury. In the vast eclectic project of Charles Sorel, La Science universelle,
many ingredients of the Aristotelian theory are introduced as part of his rebuttal to
scepticism, along with several other kinds of answers, some drawn, apparently,
from contemporary sources, like the writings of Mersenne.

Sorel was a well-known writer and historian of the period and a friend of the
libertin érudit Guy Patin. The first part of Sorel’s grandiose philosophical work La
Science des choses corporelles, of 1634, begins in the style of many of the writings of
the new thinkers of the seventeenth century, bemoaning the low state of human
learning, the uselessness and stupidity of what is taught in the Schools, and offer-
ing a new panacea, the universal science, “in which the Truth about all things in
the World is known by the force of Reason, And the refutation of the Errors of or-
dinary Philosophy is found.”46 This new science, we are told, will be completely
reasonable and certain and will improve mankind. After this fanfare, Sorel dis-
cussed two types of criticisms of the possibility of a true science of nature: one,
which appears to be a kind of Platonism, denying that there can be any real
knowledge of matters in this world, and insisting that truth is only to be found in
the Heavenly World; the other a scepticism, contending that we cannot really
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know anything. In view of the initial claims set forth for the universal science,
some rather extreme modifications are given in relation to the criticisms. Man,
Sorel tells us, can know as much about all things as is necessary for his happiness.
His natural capacities of sense and reason are able to receive information and
judge it. But, in so doing, there may well be secrets of Nature that have not, or
cannot be, explained. It may be difficult to know the essences of incorporeal
things; it may be impossible to know God. However, this does not destroy the pos-
sibility of knowledge but, rather, enables us to see the falsity of certain theories
that have been offered, as well as allowing us to know the limits of human knowl-
edge. We can at least know what we cannot know and hence have a science of our
ignorance.47 Sorel was willing to settle for a little less than complete knowledge of
everything, in order to justify our assurance in what we are able to know.

In later portions of his epic presentation of the universal science, Sorel came
to grips with the sceptical challenge, which he felt had to be met in order for us to
be able to make proper use of our faculties and capacities.48 The Schools and the
logic texts did not have any satisfactory answer, but Sorel felt that he and
Mersenne had found one.49 From studying the Pyrrhonian classics, like Sextus,
and observing that “there are sometimes libertines who revive them to the great
prejudice of Religion and Human Society,”50 Sorel set to work to vitiate the force
of scepticism, ancient and modern.

In answer to the doubts introduced by the Pyrrhonists about the reliability of
our sense knowledge, Sorel offered an Aristotelian reply. The information re-
ceived by our external senses has to be weighed and judged by our “common
sense” in order to avoid deception. We have a variation in experiences due to the
disposition of the sense organs, the temperament of the observer, the location of
the object, and the medium through which perception takes place. But our senses
are capable of perceiving the qualities of objects as they actually are, and our in-
terior sense, the “common sense,” has the ability or capacity for judging when the
senses give accurate reports, and for correcting them when they do not. In all his
detailed examination of the examples offered by the sceptics about the differences
between human and animal perception (which he seemed to be willing to accept
at face value) and the variations in human perception, Sorel never saw that the
point the Pyrrhonists were questioning was whether we have any way of telling
when or if our senses are ever accurate. Instead, he assumed that we can and do
recognize some veridical perceptions and can then judge others accordingly.
Thus, perspective and distance problems cause no trouble, since we have these
reliable perceptions, and in using them we learn to judge and correct special per-
ceptions by experience. There may be some unusual circumstances when it is
better not to judge at all, but, by and large, we can use these perceptions to evalu-
ate almost every circumstance and, by employing our “common sense,” deter-
mine what things are actually like from how they appear to us. Then we can dis-
regard all the sceptical cavils about the experiences and views of maniacs, or
delirious people, since we know that such people have corrupted sense organs
and, thus, see things as other than they are.51
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The only rationale offered by Sorel for his constant assumption that normal
people with normal sense organs under normal conditions have accurate, reliable
sensations, or a normal, natural ability to weigh and judge the reliability of their
experience, is that it would be odd and strange if those in perfect condition did not
know the truth and only abnormal people did. But the sceptics were arguing that
we have no way of telling whether those conditions that we regard as optimum for
observing the world happen to be the right ones for perceiving the real state of af-
fairs. It might be odd if only a couple of idiosyncratic people saw things as they re-
ally are, but it is also odd that only people with normal vision do. Sorel, in offering
as a resolution of the sceptical difficulties a description of our normal procedures
for judging sense information, has not met the problem of how we tell that our
normal, natural way of distinguishing reliable perceptions from unreliable ones is
in accord with the actual features of real objects.

The same sort of answer, merely embellished or elaborated, was put forth by
Sorel to all the other sceptical arguments. Can we tell whether all our experience
is just a dream? This problem, that Sorel’s famous contemporary Descartes was to
make so much of, is easily dismissed. The normal person, when awake, can tell
the difference between dreaming and waking. If somebody dreamt that he ate a
large meal and then awoke and was hungry, he could tell that he had been dream-
ing. Are we ever acquainted with anything other than the appearances of things?
Even if we only perceive surfaces, or appearances of objects, we can judge the
inner nature of the object, just as we do in ordinary cases when we judge what is
inside from seeing the outside, or when we judge what a whole object is like from
seeing its parts. Effects provide an adequate basis for determining causes.52

The sceptics who have tried to generate an infinite regress of difficulties
about going from effects to causes, to causes of causes, and so on, have created a
bogus problem. They have maintained we can only know an object if we know
completely why it is what it is, what the causes of all its properties are. Sorel dis-
missed this problem by first admitting that some things may be unknowable, and
others only partially knowable, but then declaring that we can still have assured
knowledge about some matters. Our assured knowledge is all that we require, and
can be gained from the pertinent information available to us, and the use of our
natural faculties.53

We have sufficient information and adequate faculties for developing sci-
ences. The Pyrrhonists deny that we know any certain first principles to use as the
premises of our scientific knowledge. They suspend judgment on the most obvi-
ous truths, that the whole is greater than the part, that anything including them-
selves exists, that the sun shines, and so on, because they think these are all un-
certain. “One sees finally here how pernicious are their indifferences, and that
they tend to subvert all Science, Politics and Religion.”54 But we possess first prin-
ciples that are indisputable, known either by the common experience of all
mankind, or “known by the light of Reason.” By employing our natural reason, we
can discover reliable scientific knowledge from these certain principles. The
sceptics, in order to challenge our scientific knowledge, have to dispute the relia-
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bility of our normal, natural sense organs, our normal “common sense,” and our
natural reason or understanding. But we can see that our faculties have the per-
fections requisite for their function, and hence we have no reason to be con-
cerned with the objections of the sceptics to the possibility of our obtaining scien-
tific knowledge. There may be difficulties, there may be things we can never
know, but if we take great precautions, we can know what is necessary for us well
enough, and with complete assurance, so that we can establish the arts and sci-
ences on a firm basis. Our “common sense” and the manifest and indubitable first
principles are the gateway to knowledge of the truth about objects.55

After this appeal to the normal, natural conditions and faculties that enable
us to gain true knowledge, Sorel presented one other answer to the Pyrrhonist, the
standard problem of the self-contradictory nature of the sceptic’s position.56 The
sceptics, Sorel contended, cannot be as ignorant as they pretend, since they look
for reasons for their views and seem to prefer the ones they offer to those of the
dogmatists. They are certain that nothing is certain (a claim that Sextus, Mon-
taigne, La Mothe Le Vayer, and others were careful to avoid making); thus, they
have found a certain truth, and so cannot be completely in doubt. “We should
boast here of having overthrown their foundation, did not their doctrine consist in
proving that there is no view which has any foundation, but therefore theirs is
then without any basis; and if in order to defend it, they claim that it has some
foundation, it is again overthrown by this, since it should not have one according
to their maxims.”57 So, by taking the sceptic’s position as a definite assertion, Sorel
pointed out the self-referential character of the view, and the dilemma involved.
The problem of stating the Pyrrhonian view without self-contradiction is one of
the persistent problems recognized by the sceptics, and one of the continual an-
swers offered by the opponents.

By employing elements of Aristotle’s theory of knowledge, by insisting on the
adequacy of the knowledge that we can gain thereby for our purposes, by conced-
ing some possible limitations on our full and complete understanding of things,
and by showing the self-contradictoriness of an assertion of complete scepticism,
Sorel thought he had destroyed the Pyrrhonian menace.

An interesting variant of the use of Aristotle’s theories to reject scepticism ap-
pears in some comments of Sir Francis Bacon (who was himself called an imita-
tor of the Pyrrhonists by Mersenne for his harping on some of the sceptical diffi-
culties in finding true knowledge).58 In Of the Advancement and Proficiencie of
Learning, Bacon criticized the sceptics for misrepresenting the problems in-
volved in gaining knowledge through the senses. They had seized (he said) on the
errors and deceptions of the senses in order to “pluck up Sciences by the roots.”
What they failed to see was that the real causes of the errors were the Idols, and
that the proper solution to the difficulties was the use of instruments; “yet assisted
by industry the senses may be sufficient for the sciences.”59 In other words, a set of
conditions can be given, in terms of corrections of the unaided senses, that, when
coupled with certain internal reforms, will specify when our adjusted perceptions
are veridical. But our natural, normal senses are not sufficient to give us reliable
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knowledge, unless certain aids and instruments are employed. Thus, one ought to
adopt a partial or temporary scepticism until all the aids and procedures of the
Novum Organum can be successfully employed.

Nor need any one be alarmed at such suspension of judgment, in one who main-
tains not simply that nothing can be known, but only that nothing can be known
except in a certain course and way; and yet establishes provisionally certain de-
grees of assurance for use and relief until the mind shall arrive at a knowledge of
causes in which it can rest. For even those schools of philosophy which held the
absolute impossibility of knowing anything were not inferior to those which took
upon them to pronounce. But then they did not provide helps for the sense and
understanding, as I have done, but simply took away all their authority: which is
quite a different thing—almost the reverse.60

The different types of Aristotelian answers to the sceptical crisis share in common,
regardless of variations, a view that there are proper conditions either for percep-
tions or reasoning, and that we have faculties that, when operating properly under
these conditions, are able to give us true knowledge. Hence neither a scepticism
with regard to the senses nor with regard to reason is called for. The sort of evi-
dence introduced by the sceptics is either false or deals with abnormal conditions
and corrupted faculties.

Those who employed this kind of answer to the Pyrrhonists refused to recog-
nize that the sceptics were challenging the reliability of even our natural faculties,
under the best of conditions, and were denying the criteria Aristotle had laid
down for deciding when our faculties were functioning properly. It may well be
that the Aristotelian system is ingeniously constructed for avoiding the standard
sceptical arguments, by either specifying a way of answering the problems on the
basis of a standard which is not questioned, or by ruling the arguments out as fool-
ish. Hence, according to the Aristotelians, if one is really in doubt about first prin-
ciples or the criterion, one is not prepared to philosophize. But the nouveau
pyrrhonisme was questioning the very system of the Aristotelians, which could not
be justified or defended merely by employing the system.

The abusive critics of scepticism failed to meet the problems being raised,
and the Aristotelians met them by begging the crucial questions. The former tried
to destroy the force of Pyrrhonism by denouncing it. The latter tried to answer the
problems by treating them as items to be dealt with within their system, difficul-
ties to be resolved by the criteria they accepted. They did not see that to dispel the
sceptical crisis they would first have to establish the basis for their philosophical
system before they could show that what was true according to Aristotle’s theory
was actually true. In the next chapters, I shall examine some attempts to deal with
the sceptical challenge by a more serious appraisal of the basic problems raised.
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7

Constructive or Mitigated
Scepticism

Another way of meeting the sceptical crisis was the formulation of a theory that
could accept the full force of the sceptical attack on the possibility of human
knowledge, in the sense of necessary truths about the nature of reality, and yet
allow for the possibility of knowledge in a lesser sense, as convincing or probable
truths about appearances. This type of view, which has become what many
philosophers today consider the scientific outlook, was first presented in the sev-
enteenth century in Father Marin Mersenne’s grandiose attack on Pyrrhonism,
La Verité des Sciences, contre les Septiques ou Pyrrhoniens, and later, in a more sys-
tematic form, by Mersenne’s good friend Father Pierre Gassendi. In such other
writers as the English theologian Chillingworth and the French Franciscan writer
Du Bosc, one finds the quest for, and a partial statement of, this mitigated scepti-
cism. This attempt to find a via media between the completely destructive ten-
dency of the nouveau pyrrhonisme and a questionable dogmatism has ultimately
become a crucial part of modern philosophy, in the movements of pragmatism
and positivism. But even though the most theoretical formulations of this miti-
gated or constructive scepticism probably occurred in the early seventeenth cen-
tury, a new dogmatism had to develop and be demolished before this new solu-
tion to la crise pyrrhonienne could be accepted. Only after the presentation of this

112



view by David Hume, and the digestion of it by Mill and Comte in the nineteenth
century, could it become philosophically respectable.

Marin Mersenne (1588–1648) was one of the most important figures in the
history of modern thought, and he has been, until very recently, most neglected
and misunderstood.1 He is remembered principally because of his friendship and
correspondence with Descartes and has usually been classified as a bigoted reli-
gious thinker whose saving grace was his friendships, not his ideas. However, this
picture hardly corresponds with Mersenne’s vital role in the scientific revolution
of the seventeenth century.

He was one of the first students to be trained at the Jesuit college at La
Flèche, which Descartes attended in a later class. The training both at La Flèche
and the Jesuit college at Caen apparently included a kind of sceptical Aris-
totelianism; that is, much of the Aristotelian theory of knowledge was presented
without any essences. This was probably coupled with a probabilistic theory of
knowledge taken over from Cicero’s Academica.2 A view somewhat like this was
being discussed in late sixteenth-century English thought. In the works of Richard
Hooker some versions of this modified Aristotelianism come up. After this,
Mersenne entered the order of the Minimes and became a model of Christian
piety and wisdom. His literary career commenced in the third decade of the sev-
enteenth century, with the publication of a group of vast polemical works against
every conceivable enemy of science and religion—the atheists, the deists, the al-
chemists, the Renaissance naturalists, the kabbalists, and the Pyrrhonists.3 After
this start, Mersenne devoted the rest of his life to the more constructive task of
propagandizing for the “new science,” exhibiting his love of God through his
monumental service to the scientific revolution. He was a man with a voracious
interest in scientific and pseudoscientific questions, ranging from complex prob-
lems in physics and mathematics, Hebrew philology, and music theory to such
problems as “How high was Jacob’s ladder?” and “Why do wise men earn less
money than fools?”4 Mersenne published a large number of summaries, explana-
tions, and systems of scientific works, including those of Galileo. He also aided
and abetted all the leading workers in the “new philosophy,” including, besides
Descartes: Gassendi, Galileo, Hobbes, Campanella, Herbert of Cherbury, the su-
perheretic Isaac La Peyrère, and many others. His immense correspondence,
which was not published until the twentieth century, encouraged and informed
scientists everywhere.5 All in all, Mersenne probably contributed more than any
other of his contemporaries to increasing knowledge of, and interest in, the
tremendous scientific achievements of the age.

The part of Mersenne’s contribution that will be of concern here is the new
understanding that he worked out of the significance of scientific knowledge, and
the importance of this in light of the sceptical crisis of the time. The last of
Mersenne’s huge polemics, La Verité des Sciences contre les Septiques ou
Pyrrhoniens (1625), attempts to answer the Pyrrhonian arguments, but to answer
them in a new way. What Mersenne wanted to establish was that even if the claims
of the sceptics could not be refuted, nonetheless we could have a type of knowl-
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edge that is not open to question and is all that is requisite for our purposes in this
life. This kind of knowledge is not that which previous dogmatic philosophers
had sought, knowledge of the real nature of things. Rather it consists of informa-
tion about appearances, and hypotheses and predictions about the connections of
events and the future course of experience. Scientific and mathematical knowl-
edge for Mersenne did not yield information about some transcendent reality, nor
was it based on any metaphysical truths about the nature of the universe. A posi-
tivistic-pragmatic conception of knowledge was set forth that omitted any search
for rational grounds for what is known and denied that such a search could be suc-
cessful yet insisted, against the destructive force of complete Pyrrhonism, that sci-
entific and mathematical knowledge could not seriously be doubted.6

La Verité des Sciences, a work of over a thousand pages, begins, as has been in-
dicated earlier, in the style of Garasse. In the dedicatory letter to the king’s
brother, Mersenne denounces the sceptics in quite extreme terms. They are ac-
cused of all sorts of shameful and dangerous views and intentions.7 Then, in the
preface, further charges are made, culminating in the claim that the sceptics are
those libertins who are afraid to show their real impiety. They, therefore, try to
convince everyone that nothing is certain in order to attack indirectly the sci-
ences, religion, and morality. Mersenne’s purpose in presenting his huge volume
was to put a stop to the impetuous course of Pyrrhonism.8 Any sceptic who reads
it will see “that there are many things in the sciences which are true, and that it is
necessary to give up Pyrrhonism if one does not want to lose his judgment and his
reason.”9

The book itself consists of a discussion between an alchemist, a sceptic, and a
Christian philosopher, in which both the Pyrrhonist and the alchemist get their
just deserts. The stage is set when the alchemist declares that alchemy is the per-
fect science. The sceptic offers a rebuttal, first by criticizing the claims of the al-
chemist and then by presenting an argument for complete scepticism, not solely
about the merits of this particular claim to true knowledge but also about the pos-
sibility of there being any means whereby human beings can gain knowledge
about the real nature of things. A brief general summary of the classical Pyrrhon-
ian case is presented, directed against both Platonic and Aristotelian philosophies.
We are unable to know the real essence of things, or the Platonic Forms. All
we are ever acquainted with are effects, appearances, and never the ultimate
causes or real natures. The causes can be traced back ad infinitum, without ever
arriving at the object of knowledge, and unless we find out the ultimate causes, we
can never actually comprehend even the particular experiences that we are con-
fronted with.10

Having allowed the sceptic the first general formulation of his case, Mer-
senne stepped in, in the character of the Christian philosopher, to give his initial
presentation of his type of answer to Pyrrhonism. First of all (he said), the problem
raised by the sceptic does not show that nothing can be known, but rather that
only a few things, the effects, can be known. If our knowledge is really so re-
stricted, it still has some value of a pragmatic variety, since “this little knowledge
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suffices to serve as a guide in our actions.”11 In order to get along in this world,
knowledge of effects is sufficient, since it enables us to distinguish objects, and so
on. The point being made constitutes the general pattern of Mersenne’s answer
throughout. The sceptical arguments show there are some things we cannot
know—namely the real natures of things that previous philosophers have sought
to comprehend. However, in spite of the fact that this sort of metaphysical basis
cannot be found, we can know something about appearances or effects, namely
how to manage in the world of shadows. The sort of knowledge that Plato, Aristo-
tle, Democritus and some others have claimed to possess, Mersenne was willing
to concede, cannot be known. But just the same, he maintained, there is a kind of
knowledge, radically different, that we do have and that is adequate for our needs
in this world.12

Thus, the problems of sense variations and illusions that the sceptics devel-
oped at such length may well show that we are unable to know things-in-them-
selves. Nevertheless, the information about how our experiences differ under dif-
ferent conditions allows us to formulate certain laws about sense observations, for
example the laws of refraction. With such laws about appearances we can correct
or account for certain sense information and hence eliminate any problems
about illusions.13 (It is interesting that Mersenne seems to have been the first one
to see that the classical Pyrrhonian claims about the differences between animal
experience and human experience are inconclusive since animals do not com-
municate with us to tell us what they perceive.)14 In the case of all the reports
about variations in religious and moral behavior, Mersenne insisted that since we
know both divine and natural rules of conduct, it does not matter how other peo-
ple and cultures behave.15

In general, Mersenne tried to make out the claim that in every field of
human interest some things are known, like “The whole is greater than the part,”
“The light at noon is greater than that of the stars,” “There is a world,” “It is not
possible for the same thing to both have and not have the same property,” “Evil
should be avoided,” and so on. There may be no philosophical refutation of the
sceptical arguments, but there are a great many things that are not in doubt. If one
is reasonable about matters, one will realize that something is known, and one
will be happy. If not, one will become completely miserable. One may go so far as
to doubt the obvious rules of morality and become a libertin, which leads “head-
long into hell with all of the Devils to be burned forever.”16

After taking time out to attack alchemy, Mersenne returned to his war against
Pyrrhonism and developed his general criticism in the form of a detailed com-
mentary and refutation of the Hypotyposes of Sextus Empiricus, dealing with al-
most all of the first book and part of the second. The ten tropes were each pre-
sented and answered by pointing out that there are scientific laws about sense
variations, such as the principles of optics, and that in spite of all disagreements
and differences of opinions, there is common agreement on some matters. No
one doubts that fire is hot or ice is cold or that an elephant is bigger than an ant.
Dreams or hallucinations provide no reason for scepticism, since when awake
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and in sound mental condition, we recognize our dream life for what it is. When
the sceptic pointed out that the ten tropes show that we do not know the essences
of things, Mersenne’s Christian philosopher shrugged this aside with the com-
ment, “that is not . . . necessary to establish some truth.”17 In spite of all the diffi-
culties raised by Sextus Empiricus, we do not happen to be in doubt about all
matters, and we do have means, like measuring devices, for dealing with some of
the troublesome situations that arise. With instruments, and by employing laws
that we have discovered about perspective, refraction, the effect of wine on eye-
sight, and so on, we can avoid being troubled by bent oars, pigeons’ necks, and
round towers. By being reasonable, we can find ways of living in spite of all the
variations in human behavior. Hence “all of the arguments of the Pyrrhonians are
nothing but chicaneries and paralogisms, with which one does not have to amuse
oneself very long.”18

The Pyrrhonist is not silenced by this commonsensical rejection of his argu-
ments. But, instead of rebutting, he offers other claims drawn from Sextus, sum-
marizing the remaining portions of book 1, then introducing some of the key ar-
guments from book 2 against the possibility of rational knowledge. Everything is
a matter of controversy, and every attempt to establish the truth of a theory leads
either to an infinite regress or to circular reasoning. The first point is brushed
aside by pointing out that many of the controversies cited by the sceptics depend
on what some stupid person has said. But, as Mersenne argued again and again,
some matters never are actually disputed. And no infinite regress occurs in ex-
planation because there are some self-evident matters which can be used as
maxims upon which to build up scientific knowledge; this, in turn, can be veri-
fied by checking experientially the predictions that are made on the basis of what
we know.19

The sceptic tries to bolster his case by presenting Sextus’ attack against syllo-
gistic reasoning. In order for a syllogism to be true, its premises must be true. To
show that the premises are true, further evidence is required, leading either to an
infinite regress or to employing the conclusions as evidence for the premises. Be-
sides, the premises could not be known to be true, unless the conclusion were an-
tecedently known to be true. And, in order to know that the premises imply the
conclusion, one would have to show that there is a connection between the for-
mer and the latter, and that there is a connection between the connection and the
syllogism. If this were not enough, there are also the problems about the criterion.
To determine if something has been demonstrated, both a judge and a criterion of
judgment are needed. But on what criterion will it be decided who or what is the
judge or the criterion? Until all these difficulties are resolved, we cannot know
anything but how matters appear to us.20

Mersenne’s reply to this critique of rational knowledge consisted of a prag-
matic version of Aristotle’s theory of the proper conditions for obtaining empirical
and intellectual knowledge. Without offering any argument, he pointed out that,
in fact, man is the judge, and each sense the judge of its own objects. When we
see the sunlight at noon, we know it is day, and no arguments about criteria or
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judges make any difference. If we employ our faculties properly, we will discover
genuine maxims that everybody accepts. It is not necessary to show indubitably
what the criterion of truth is in order to be sure of these maxims. Without answer-
ing the sceptical claims, Mersenne pointed out how, in fact, we decide questions.
We use our senses, our rules, and our instruments, and we evaluate them by
means of our rational faculties.21

Similarly, the Pyrrhonian objections to syllogistic reasoning can be ignored.
It just is not the case that the conclusions constitute some of the evidence for the
premises. The former may suggest the latter but never establish them. The evi-
dence for the premises is either an induction from materials other than the con-
clusion or the self-evidence of the premises. If the sceptic really doubts that there
are premises that “ravish” the understanding and lead it to certain conclusions,
can he also doubt that he knows that he doubts? If he doubts this, can he doubt
that he doubts, and so on? No matter how the sceptic squirms, he will have to
admit that something is true, and hence “it is necessary to bid an everlasting
farewell to your Pyrrhonism.”22

The halfway house that Mersenne was trying to construct between the scep-
tical denial that we possess any knowledge and the dogmatic claim that we can
know the real nature of things is exhibited in a digression that occurs concerning
the merits of Francis Bacon’s proposals. Bacon was accused of going to both ex-
tremes. The Idols are just the old sceptical arguments and can be disposed of in a
commonsensical, practical way. The positive procedures offered by Bacon for dis-
covering the truth are unworkable. Besides the fact that they are not based on ac-
tual scientific method, they fail to take into account our total inability to find the
true nature of things. Regarding “whatever phenomena that might be considered
in Philosophy, it must not be thought that we could penetrate to the nature of in-
dividuals, nor to what takes place inside of them, for our senses, without which
the understanding can know nothing, perceive only that which is external.”23

On the other hand, as Mersenne declared in closing the first Book of La Ver-
ité des Sciences, brushing aside the Pyrrhonian arguments about physics and
metaphysics by pointing out again that there are things we can know and practi-
cal ways for dispelling doubts, “One must no longer suspend judgment. We
should accept the truth in our understanding, as the ornament and the greatest
treasure that it can receive, otherwise it will be in eternal darkness and will have
no consolation.”24

If this acceptance of the force of scepticism, and this proposed pragmatic
means of resolving doubts, did not suffice to eliminate Pyrrhonism, then
Mersenne put forth his ultimate answer to complete scepticism—the vast body of
mathematical and physical information that is known. When confronted with
this, can one still be in doubt? And so the last eight hundred pages of La Verité des
Sciences is a list of what is known in these subjects, matters on which there is no
need for suspense of judgment. As arithmetic and geometry are described, along
with some odd problems in the philosophy of mathematics, and the “theology” of
mathematics, the Pyrrhonist gradually discovers that this body of knowledge is
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“most excellent for overturning Pyrrhonism which had made me doubt of all
things until I had the good fortune to meet you.”25

The type of answer that Mersenne presented to scepticism has been de-
scribed by Lenoble as similar to Diogenes’ refutation of Zeno by walking around.
Pyrrhonism has been rebutted merely by exhibiting what we know.26 But the ar-
guments for complete scepticism have been ignored rather than refuted.27 As
Bayle pointed out regarding Diogenes, the appeal to the experience of motion
does not constitute an answer to the arguments at issue.28 Nor does the appeal to
the knowledge that we obviously possess constitute an answer to the arguments
raised by Sextus Empiricus. But Mersenne was only too willing to grant this point.
The refutation of Pyrrhonism was intended to stop the destructive side of the hu-
manistic sceptics, those who doubted everything and intended to suspend judg-
ment on all questions. The sciences (considered as the study of phenomenal rela-
tionships) and mathematics (considered as the study of hypothetical
relationships) have given us a kind of knowledge that is not really in doubt, except
by madmen. But the sort of assurances sought by the dogmatic philosophers
could never be found for this knowledge. Thus, a fundamental scepticism had to
be accepted, a doubt that any certain foundations could ever be uncovered as the
grounds for what we know. But this scepticism should not be extended from a
doubt concerning foundations or grounds to a doubt concerning the very matters
that, regardless of any sceptical arguments, we do in fact know.29

In some of his later writings, when he was not occupied in attacking scepti-
cism, Mersenne made his own “epistemological” or “theoretical” Pyrrhonism
quite clear. In Les Questions Théologiques, he argued that a science of eternal
truths is not possible, and that the summit of human wisdom is the realization of
our own ignorance. Everything we know is open to some doubt, and none of our
beliefs can be adequately founded. The wise man recognizes that he knows no
subject with sufficient evidence and certainty to be able to establish it as a sci-
ence, in the sense of a body of indubitable or demonstrable knowledge. “For it
can be said that we see only the outside, the surface of nature, without being able
to enter inside, and we shall never possess any other science than that of its exte-
rior effects, without being able to find out the reasons for them, and without
knowing how they act, until it pleases God to deliver us from this misery, and to
open our eyes by means of the light that He reserves for His true admirers.”30

In the Questions inouyes, Mersenne asked, “Can one know anything certain
in physics or mathematics?” And he answered that we cannot explain the causes of
the most common effects, like the cause of light, and of falling bodies. In fact, we
cannot even prove that the world we perceive is not just mere appearance. Thus,
“there is nothing certain in physics, or there are so few things certain that it is dif-
ficult to state them.”31 In mathematics, the truths are only conditional. If there are
objects like triangles, then certain geometrical theorems are true.32

Mersenne’s theoretical Pyrrhonism, plus his vehement opposition to applied
scepticism, is brought out further by some comments of his correspondents and
friends. They seem to realize that Pyrrhonism is a very trying subject for
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Mersenne. Pierre Le Loyer, who had earlier written against scepticism, accused
Mersenne of this view but carefully softened the blow by adding that he knew that
he was definitely not a Pyrrhonist.33 Gassendi, who came to share Mersenne’s
“constructive scepticism,” confessed that he, himself, was a sceptic, and that he
knew that this annoyed Mersenne. But, Gassendi said, they could compromise,
and both live their daily lives on a probabilistic basis.34 La Mothe Le Vayer, “the
Christian sceptic,” added a note to Mersenne to his Discours Sceptique sur la
Musique, which Mersenne had published as part of one of his own books, in
which La Mothe Le Vayer tried to point out the areas of agreement between
Mersenne and the nouveaux pyrrhoniens.

I have not made difficulties by playing with you with the ways for suspending
judgment, knowing well that you have never disapproved of them within the lim-
its of human knowledge, and that you have never blamed the Sceptic, when re-
spectful towards Heaven, and enslaving his rationality under the obedience of
faith, he has been content to attack the pride of the Dogmatists by showing the
uncertainty of their disciplines. The same sword can be used by a wicked person
to commit an infamous murder, and can be the instrument of an heroic deed in
the hands of a virtuous man. He who allows divine matters to be treated in a
Pyrrhonian manner is as much to be condemned as another is to be praised for
showing that what is set forth as the greatest of worldly wisdom is a kind of folly be-
fore God, and that all human knowledge is dependent on dreams of the night.35

La Mothe Le Vayer and Mersenne could agree in using the sceptical sword to slay
the dogmatist, but the former wanted to slay the scientist as well. Mersenne ac-
cepted the antimetaphysical use of Pyrrhonism, but he also insisted, in spite of all
the sceptical doubts, on the truth of the sciences.

A further item in Mersenne’s career illustrates his attitude—his advocacy of
Hobbes’ political theory as a cure to destructive Pyrrhonism. In 1646, Mersenne
wrote to the archsceptic Samuel Sorbière, telling him that if he examined
Hobbes’ De Cive, it would make him renounce his scepticism.36 What Hobbes
had discovered, apparently for Mersenne, was a new science, the science of man.
If the sceptic saw what could be known in this area, he would no longer advance
his doubts, even though it would still be the case that no ultimate grounds could
be given for his knowledge, and no knowledge of the real nature of things could
be discovered.

Mersenne, unlike Charles Sorel, who borrowed many of Mersenne’s ideas,
was offering a peculiarly novel type of solution to the sceptical crisis. He did not
contend, as Sorel did, that we can have knowledge of the true nature of things but
cannot know everything about reality. Instead, Mersenne’s contention was that,
epistemologically, there was no solution to the sceptical crisis. But this did not
deny the fact that in practice we do have knowledge, that is, reliable information
about the world around us. We may not be able to establish that there really is a
world, or that it actually has the properties we experience, but we can develop sci-
ences of appearances that have pragmatic value, and whose laws and findings are
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not doubtful except in a fundamental epistemological sense. The destructive hu-
manistic sceptic, like La Mothe Le Vayer, who would give up what small guid-
ance we have because of his theoretical doubts, is as much of a fool and a menace
as the religious sceptic who gives up Christianity because its doctrines cannot be
given an absolutely certain rational foundation.

Mersenne had found an answer to the challenge of the nouveau pyrrhonisme,
and an answer that was to have a great history in more recent times. The sceptics
had raised apparently insoluble doubts as to our ability to find a certain and indu-
bitable basis for the knowledge we have. Instead of trying to resolve the doubts,
Mersenne tried to save the knowledge by showing that its reliability and use did
not depend on discovering the grounds of all certainty. Scientific achievements
do not depend on some unshakable metaphysical system; therefore, they ought
not to be doubted or discarded because of the absence of such a basis. The dog-
matist and the destructive sceptic were both wrong, the former for insisting that
we can and must have knowledge of reality, the latter for insisting that everything
is in doubt. Between the two views lies a new outlook, constructive scepticism,
doubting our abilities to find grounds for our knowledge, while accepting and in-
creasing the knowledge itself. Mersenne’s mechanism, his world machine, was
not set forth as the true picture of the real world, as it was for his fanatic friend
René Descartes, but as a hypothesis for organizing and utilizing our knowledge.
Beginning with Mersenne, a new type of scientific outlook had arisen, a science
without metaphysics, a science ultimately in doubt but for all practical purposes
verifiable and useful.37

Put another way, the sceptical crisis results from showing that the sort of cer-
tainty the dogmatic philosophers seek is unattainable, because, in terms of their
quest, certain insoluble difficulties can be proposed that prevent the discovery of
absolutely true, indubitable knowledge. Thus, as Pascal avowed, as long as there
are dogmatists, the sceptics are right. But if one eliminates the dogmatic standards
for genuine knowledge, then the Pyrrhonian attack becomes ridiculous, since it is
developed in terms of these strong demands or conditions laid down by the dog-
matic philosophers.38 As soon as Mersenne had shifted the standards of true
knowledge from self-evident, indubitable truths, or true demonstrations from
them, to psychologically unquestioned, or even unquestionable, truths (which
may be false on the former standards), then the sceptics had lost their opponent,
and their attacks, applied to Mersenne’s type of knowledge, became ludicrous and
wantonly destructive. The “reasonable” sceptic could abandon his doubts regard-
ing this new conception of knowledge and join Mersenne in his quest for the most
convincing, most useful presentation and organization of the information we are
all aware of, the development of the picture of the world as a machine.

Pierre Gassendi (1592–1655), a great scientist, a fellow priest, and Mersenne’s
best friend, gradually adopted this attitude of “constructive” scepticism and de-
voted much of his later writings to working out a philosophy midway between
total scepticism and dogmatism.39 Gassendi’s atomism was presented, especially
in its final form, as the best explanation of the world of appearance. Much more
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than Mersenne, Gassendi tried to clarify in detail the epistemological status of his
mechanical picture of the world through a serious, careful, systematic analysis of
the nature of knowledge. His magnum opus, the Syntagma, deals not at all with
metaphysics but does treat at great length what his hero, Epicurus, called “canon-
ics”—philosophy of logic and theory of knowledge. Here Gassendi examined the
views he had originally espoused, those of the Pyrrhonists, and showed why he
was abandoning their total doubt about the possibility of knowledge.

After presenting a careful summary of the sceptical theory as it appears in the
writings of Sextus Empiricus,40 Gassendi then, in terms of the problem of knowl-
edge as presented by the Pyrrhonians, tried to defend his own compromise be-
tween dogmatism and scepticism. The basic question is: Is there an absolutely
certain criterion for distinguishing truth from error? Some things are obvious at
certain times, for example “It is day,” while others are not. The sceptics, and
everyone else, accept what is evident, or apparent. The problem arises in connec-
tion with what Sextus called the nonevident, those things that are hidden from us.
Some of these are absolutely nonevident, such as whether the number of stars is
odd or even. (This, and most of the illustrations employed by Gassendi in dis-
cussing the problem of knowledge, are drawn from Sextus’ analysis of the problem
of whether indicative signs exist.) Others are naturally nonevident but can be
known by some signs or intermediaries, as, for instance, the existence of pores in
the skin can be inferred from the phenomenon of sweat. Finally, there are some
things that can be known evidently but, due to temporary conditions, are hidden
from us.41

The cases of the naturally nonevident things and the temporarily nonevident
ones require some instrument or criterion in order for us to know them. The lat-
ter, even the sceptics admit, can be discerned by “suggestive signs,” that is, con-
stantly conjoined phenomena, such that when we perceive one, we think of the
other. Thus when we see smoke, we are aware that there is a fire, though it may be
temporarily hidden from us. The Pyrrhonists regard this kind of knowledge of the
nonevident by means of suggestive signs as valuable in practical life.42 However,
there is a complete opposition between the sceptics and the dogmatists concern-
ing the signs by which we may discover the naturally nonevident. The sceptics
doubt that there is any criterion and that we can know things other than how they
appear to us. The dogmatists insist that the truth of things can be discovered by us
through indicative signs.43

Gassendi criticized the dogmatic view because it exaggerated the power of
the human mind. The secrets of nature, of things-in-themselves, are forever hid-
den from us. But, at the same time, the sceptics have also gone too far. A way to
knowledge can be found between the two opposing camps. It is obvious that
something exists and that some things can be, and are, known. So total doubt is
uncalled for. Even the sceptics agree that we are aware of appearances. But, also,
we are capable of knowing something about the nature of reality by means of the
criteria by which we can discern a type of indicative sign. The senses allow us to
know the visible or apparent sign, and our reason enables us to interpret it, and
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thereby discover the hidden unperceived object. Although the senses are some-
times unreliable and erroneous, by careful reasoning we can correct their errors.
The test as to whether we reason rightly and discover true knowledge lies in expe-
rience, through verifying predictions. The sceptical quibbles about the value and
foundation of reasoning are of no importance, since there are certain unques-
tioned principles of reasoning that are sufficiently evident to use as a basis for our
inferences.44

This answer to scepticism, like Mersenne’s, does not deny the force of
Pyrrhonism as applied to the knowledge the dogmatists seek, the knowledge of the
true nature of things, “the actual quality that is in the object,”45 and the reasons
why objects have these properties. In fact, the very sort of necessary information
the Stoics claimed to gain by indicative signs,46 Gassendi and the sceptics be-
lieved was unattainable. But Gassendi thought there was a less imposing but still
useful type of indicative sign, one that taught us the causes of appearances in sci-
entific terms. From experience, through careful reasoning, we can discover laws
or reasons that explain why we have the perceptions we do, why honey seems
sweet to us, why we see certain colors.47 In terms of the variations in our experi-
ence, we can formulate some truths about the ways objects appear to us under dif-
ferent conditions, laws about the causes of the variations in what we perceive.
Gassendi was unwilling to conclude that since we cannot know the essential na-
ture of things, therefore we can know nothing beyond either what appears to us or
the observable regularities in these appearances. Between knowledge in the dog-
matists’ sense and the appearances and suggestive signs of the Pyrrhonians there
exists a level of scientific knowledge. This knowledge is based on a studiously
careful scrutiny of appearances, and rational interpretations and explanations of
these appearances, not in terms of the nature of the real objects that produce
them, but in terms of the conditions that make our experience possible and intel-
ligible. Thus, scientific explanation, which for Gassendi is in terms of an atomic
theory, accounts for our experience of sense qualities but does not tell us anything
about the nature of things-in-themselves, except how they appear in relation to us.
This is the type of scientific object that Gassendi wished to protect from the
doubts of the sceptics. We construct or learn about these objects from the indica-
tive signs in experience. We then describe these scientific objects (the atoms) in
terms of the qualities found in experience. And, finally, we authenticate this
atomic explanation in terms of verifiable predictions about experience.48

Gassendi’s atomism may not have borne much fruit, in terms of scientific discov-
ery or satisfactory scientific explanation, but it was at least a constructive result
from his Pyrrhonism, unlike the destructive antiscientific attitude and theory of
his good friend La Mothe Le Vayer.49

When Gassendi was confronted with a dogmatic theory, a metaphysical pic-
ture of the structure of the universe and our knowledge of it, then the Pyrrhonian
basis of his thought came out clearly and sharply, not as a disguised equivalent of
scepticism, as it did in Mersenne, but as a blunt avowal of complete epistemolog-
ical Pyrrhonism. Thus, when considering the views of Aristotle, Herbert of Cher-
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bury, Descartes, or even the mathematical physicists, whom he took to be Platon-
ists or Pythagoreans, Gassendi advocated total scepticism about the world beyond
appearance. His earliest work, directed against Aristotle, concluded: nihil sciri.50

His comments on Herbert’s De Veritate, both to the author and to their mutual
friend Diodati, again assert this fundamental Pyrrhonism. “The truth, in my view,
is well-hidden from the eyes of men and Monsieur Herbert seems to me to have
gone a little too fast and to have had a bit too high an opinion of his view when he
so indecently condemned the arguments of the Sceptics.”51 Gassendi explained
to Herbert that like the sceptics, he, Gassendi, knew only about such appearances
as the sweet taste of honey, and could explain these in terms of natural, experien-
tial qualities. But beyond this, unfortunately, we can never and will never know
the truths of reality. Those who claim to uncover these ultimate verities failed to
convince him. “But, concerning what you think to be the truth of the thing, or the
intimate nature of honey, this is what I ardently desire to know, and what remains
still hidden for me, despite the almost infinite number of books which have been
published up to the present with the pretention of communicating to us, what
they call, a demonstrative science.”52 Similarly, his vast writing on Descartes—the
Fifth Objections, the Institutio, and the comments on the logic of Descartes in the
Syntagma—all stress first the obviousness of the sceptical side of the Meditations,
that is of the First Meditation, and next that the positive side of Descartes’ theory,
its claim to true knowledge of reality, is grossly exaggerated and really leads only to
a most dubious view. If we try to obtain true knowledge of things solely from the
clear and distinct ideas in our understanding, Gassendi insisted, we are always li-
able to error, since what seems clear and distinct to us at one time may not appear
so later. Because of our weakness, we should realize that we can never take ade-
quate precautions to assure ourselves that we have not been deceived when we at-
tempt to build solely on our ideas. Instead, we should turn to nature, to experi-
ence, for our guidance, and we should limit our quest for knowledge to what can
be discovered on this basis.53

Gassendi’s extreme caution, his constant reliance on experience and tradi-
tion, inhibited him as a creative scientific thinker,54 but allowed him to formulate
quite fully a scientific outlook devoid of any metaphysical basis, a constructive
scepticism that could account for the scientific knowledge that we do, or can, pos-
sess, without overstepping the limits on human understanding revealed by the
Pyrrhonists. The via media that he and Mersenne developed could supply an ad-
equate rationale for the procedures and discoveries of science, without having to
furnish an unshakable foundation for the new edifice of scientific knowledge.
Even though Gassendi worked out his new physics in great detail, it probably
failed to become the new world-picture and the new ideology partly because of
certain limitations in its author’s temperament, a lack of the boldness and audac-
ity that was to characterize such monumental explorers of the new world ma-
chine as Galileo and Descartes. Gassendi was extremely conservative, unwilling
to leap beyond the experiential information and the intellectual traditions of
humankind.55 He was unwilling to break with the qualitative world of ordinary
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experience or throw overboard the heritage of human wisdom in order to pursue
a new insight and a new frame of reference.56 Having less comprehension of the
nature of mathematics than did Mersenne, Gassendi was sceptical of the role that
it could play in our understanding of nature and feared that the mathematical
physicists were a new brand of metaphysicians, trying to portray the real nature of
things in mathematical terms, like the Pythagoreans and Platonists of antiquity.57

But, whatever his limitations might have been, Gassendi, perhaps even more
than Mersenne, had accomplished one of the more important revolutions of
modern times, the separation of science from metaphysics. Building his new out-
look on a complete Pyrrhonism with regard to any knowledge of reality, or the na-
ture of things, he was able to develop a method and a system of the sciences that,
of all those of the seventeenth century, comes closest to the modern antimeta-
physical outlook of the positivists and the pragmatists. Rochot, in his many studies
of Gassendi’s atomism and his place in the history of scientific and philosophical
thought, shows him to be a most important link between Galileo and Newton, in
moving from a conception of the “new science” as the true picture of nature to
one wherein it is seen as a hypothetical system based solely on experience, and
verified through experience, a conception in which science is never thought of as
a way to truth about reality but only about appearance.58

Also it should be mentioned that Gassendi and Mersenne tried valiantly to
find an empirically justified astronomical system that could agree with the
Church’s pronunciations in the Galileo case. Though they sympathized with
Galileo and would have been happy with the heliocentric system, as churchmen
they accepted the Church’s right to declare what is acceptable on the subject.
They kept trying to develop an astronomy somewhere between that of Tycho and
Galileo.59

Many have counted Gassendi as a secret atheist. He sought to separate his
sceptical views from religious beliefs. On the one hand, he offered an empirical
theology deriving some knowledge about the deity from what man discovers
about the universe. He also explained human knowledge of Christianity as being
based, at least at part, on the pictures and statues that people saw in churches and
on what they heard in services. Man’s knowledge of God, for him, came mainly
from empirical inspection of what happens in the world. Thus, he rejected the
sort of ontological theology that permeated Descartes’ view.60 However, he also
tried to delimit scientific inquiry from investigating articles of faith. Silvia Murr’s
work on Gassendi’s view on the immortality of the soul describes how he did this.
It is still open to question whether or not he was sincere. As mentioned earlier, he
functioned as a priest all his adult life, and nobody questioned his religion while
he was alive.

This attitude of mitigated or constructive scepticism of Mersenne and
Gassendi also appears in more embryonic form in some of their contemporaries.
The Franciscan writer Jacques Du Bosc, who was, apparently, once a follower of
the nouveau pyrrhonisme, found that scepticism was praiseworthy as an antidote
to dogmatism but that as a philosophy it was at least as dangerous as what it op-
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posed. What was needed was some in-between view, which he called “l’indif-
férence.” The Pyrrhonist, “in fleeing from the too much, he has fallen into the too
little; in fleeing from the fancy for knowledge, he has fallen into the fancy for ig-
norance.”61 Du Bosc accepted the sceptic’s critique of traditional philosophy as
sound but his conclusion as excessive. The middle ground, “l’indifférence” or “la
médiocrité,” is found in a sort of self-analysis, in realizing that we are halfway be-
tween the ignorant brutes and the all-knowing angels.62 By a kind of spiritual
training, we develop a criterion for discerning intellectual and religious truths.63

Thus, though admitting the full force of the Pyrrhonian barrage, Du Bosc still in-
sisted there was a way to some positive and important knowledge, especially theo-
logical and moral. This kind of mitigated scepticism has been analyzed by Julien-
Eymard d’Angers as a foreshadowing of the philosophy of Blaise Pascal.64

Mitigated or constructive scepticism represents a new way, possibly the clos-
est to contemporary empirical and pragmatic methods, of dealing with the abyss
of doubt that the crisis of the Reformation and the scientific revolution had
opened up. (It was novel for its time, though it obviously echoes some of the atti-
tudes of Greek thinkers like Carneades.) For some, the age of Montaigne and of
Luther and Calvin had set off a quest for certainty, a search for an absolutely cer-
tain foundation for human knowledge. For others, the quest was only for stability,
for a way of living once the quest for infallible grounds for knowledge had been
abandoned, and for a way of living that could accept both the unanswerable
doubts of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens and the unquestioned discoveries of the intel-
lectual new world of the seventeenth century. Mersenne and Gassendi sought to
reconcile the sceptical triumph over the dogmatists with the mechanistic triumph
over Aristotelianism and Renaissance naturalism. They found such a reconcilia-
tion not in a new dogmatism, or a materialistic metaphysic, but in the realization
that the doubts propounded by the Pyrrhonists in no way affected la verité des sci-
ences, provided that the sciences were interpreted as hypothetical systems about
appearances and not true descriptions of reality, as practical guides to actions and
not ultimate information about the true nature of things. La crise pyrrhonienne
fundamentally could not be resolved, but, at least, it could be ignored or abided
with, if one could relegate the doubts to the problems of dogmatic philosophy,
while pursuing scientific knowledge as the guide to practical living. La crise
pyrrhonienne would have disastrous consequences if one accepted the conclusion
of the destructive humanistic sceptics and extended one’s doubts to science and
even religion. But it could have beneficial results were it restricted to the episte-
mological sphere as a means of eliminating the dogmatists’ hopeless pursuit of ab-
solute certainty, while leaving the scientist or the theologian free to discover
truths about appearances.

This attitude of constructive or mitigated scepticism is in sharp contrast to
either the new metaphysical views of some of the “new scientists” like Galileo,
Campanella, and Descartes or the scientistic attitude that was to develop in the
Enlightenment. Although Galileo, Campanella, and Descartes might occasion-
ally assert, for tactical reasons, that their theories were only hypothetical,65 and
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that there was a level of knowledge about essences that man could never know,66

at the same time they seem to share a conviction that man is capable of attaining
true knowledge about the real world, and that the mechanistic picture of the uni-
verse is an accurate description of the way nature actually operates. In the view of
Galileo and Campanella, God has given us the faculties to attain knowledge of
the nature of things. However, our knowledge is only partial, unlike his complete
knowledge. Nonetheless, we have no reason to question or doubt what we know,
and we have no reason to restrict our knowledge to appearances, rather than re-
ality.67 The sceptical crisis seems to have bypassed these thinkers and left them
only with doubts about the Aristotelian quest for certainty and not about the
quest itself.

Descartes criticized Galileo for being too modest in his claims and not seeing
that the truths of the new science rest on a certain metaphysical foundation that
guarantees their applicability to reality, and that provides the complete assurance
that separates these discoveries from opinion or probable information. In approv-
ing of Galileo’s use of the mathematical method, Descartes commented:

I agree entirely with him in this, and I hold that there is no other means for find-
ing the truth. But it seems to me that he lacks much in that he continually makes
digressions, and does not stop to explain a matter completely; which show he has
not examined things in an orderly way, and that, without having considered the
primary cause of nature, he has only sought the reasons for some particular ef-
fects and thus that he has built without a foundation. Now inasmuch as his way
of philosophizing is closer to the true one, to that degree can one more easily rec-
ognize its faults, just as it can better be ascertained when people go astray who
sometimes follow the right road, than when those go astray who have never en-
tered upon it.68

In the case of all three of these thinkers, Galileo, Campanella and Descartes,
though there might be some disagreement as to the foundation for the truths of
the “new science,” there is no doubt that the “new science” is true, and true about
the real nature of the physical world. There is no epistemological Pyrrhonism, but
rather a kind of realism. Science is not the constructive issue of complete doubt
but a kind of knowledge that is not open to question either on the theoretical or
philosophical level.

As Mersenne and Gassendi had seen, the achievements of science in no way
disproved Pyrrhonism, unless the sceptic were foolish, or impious enough, to
doubt the discoveries of the scientists, as well as the grounds for them. The latter
were open to question and had been undermined by the onslaught of the nouveau
pyrrhonisme. But the former were as convincing and as reliable as ever. The truth
of the sciences is not at issue, but this truth, for the mitigated sceptics, could only
be appreciated in terms of la crise pyrrhonienne and not as a rational, philosophi-
cal answer to it.

The success of constructive scepticism as the core of the modern empirical
and pragmatic outlook, the recognition that absolutely certain grounds could not
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be given for our knowledge and yet that we possess standards for evaluating the re-
liability and applicability of what we have found out about the world, had to await
the rise and fall of a new dogmatism. Though Mersenne and Gassendi were
widely read and approved of in their day, the acceptance of their type of philo-
sophical view as a major outlook did not come until attempts were made to end la
crise pyrrhonienne by erecting a new intellectual foundation for human certi-
tude.69 For a time the constructive sceptics were cast into the shadows, while a
new metaphysical drama was played out on the center of the stage, while new sys-
tems were proposed to give an answer to the sceptical challenge. After new sys-
tems like those of Herbert of Cherbury, Jean de Silhon, and René Descartes had
met the fate of the older ones, then constructive scepticism could be absorbed
into the mainstream of philosophy.
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8

Herbert of Cherbury and
Jean de Silhon

Neither Herbert of Cherbury nor Jean de Silhon appreciated sufficiently the ex-
tent to which the nouveau pyrrhonisme had undermined the foundations of
human knowledge. But each saw that it had to be dealt with, and dealt with in a
new way. The former proposed an elaborate method to discover truth; the latter
tried to present some fundamental truths that could not be doubted. And, as the
greatest of the opponents of scepticism, René Descartes, saw, each failed in a cru-
cial way because he failed to comprehend the basic problem at issue.

Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583–1648), was ambassador to France
from 1618 until 1624,1 where he came in contact with both the current of sceptical
ideas and the attempts being made to counteract it. It is likely that at this time, he
also came to know Mersenne, who is thought to have translated Herbert’s book
into French,2 and Gassendi, to whom he is known to have presented a copy of his
work.3 He was also friendly with the diplomat Diodati, who was a member of the
Tétrade, the society of libertins érudits. While Herbert was in Paris, he showed his
manuscript to Grotius, who was familiar with the writings of Sextus Empiricus.4

Finally, in 1624, after years of work on his masterpiece (which had been started in
1617, even before his Paris embassy), filled with fear and trembling about its possi-
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ble reception, Herbert received what he regarded as a sign from above, and pub-
lished De Veritate.5

This book begins with a picture of the sorry state of contemporary learning,
the chaos of beliefs, and the many controversies. There are people who say we can
know everything, and there are those who say we can know nothing. Herbert in-
sisted he belonged to neither of these schools, but, rather, held that something can
be known. What is needed in order to recognize and evaluate the knowledge we
have is a definition of truth, a criterion of truth, and a method of finding truth.
When we have found all of these, we will have no patience with scepticism be-
cause we will understand that there are certain conditions under which our fac-
ulties are able to know objects.6

The first proposition of De Veritate is announced baldly, “Truth exists.” Her-
bert tells us, “The sole purpose of this proposition is to assert the existence of truth
against imbeciles and sceptics.”7 Having taken his stand in opposition to the mes-
sage of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, Herbert proceeded to show what truth is, and
how it can be attained. There are four types of truths, the truth of things as they re-
ally are in themselves (veritas rei), the truth of things as they appear to us (veritas
apparentiae), the truth of the concepts we form of things (veritas conceptus), and
finally, the intellectual truths, the Common Notions by which we judge our sub-
jective truths, the appearances and concepts (veritas intellectus). The first class of
truth is absolute; it is “the thing as it is,”8 and it is this that we are seeking to know
by means of the three conditional classes of truth, those involved with the knower
rather than the object itself. Starting with the information we have as to how the
object appears to us, our task is to discover a standard or criterion by which to de-
termine when our subjective information conforms to the truth of the thing-in-it-
self. What we know from appearances can be deceitful or misleading as a guide to
what the real object is like. The appearance, as such, is always genuine; that is, it
appears the way it appears. But it is not necessarily an indication of what the truth
of the thing itself may be.9 Similarly, the concepts we form on the basis of the ex-
periences we have are entirely our own and may or may not coincide or corre-
spond with the things they are supposed to be concepts of. “If the sense organ is
imperfect, or if it is of poor quality, if the mind is filled with deceitful prejudices,
the concept is wholly vitiated.”10 So, the last class of truth, the truth of intellect, is
required in order “to decide in virtue of its inborn capacity or its Common No-
tions whether our subjective faculties have exercised their perceptions well or
ill.”11 By this standard or criterion we can judge whether there is conformity be-
tween the truth of the thing and the subjective truths of appearance and concept,
and hence whether we possess objective knowledge.

In a cumbersome fashion, Herbert then proceeded to detail, step by step, the
method for arriving at the different classes of subjective or conditional truth, for
recognizing the Common Notions or criterion for assessing if the subjective truths
conform to the truth of things, and finally for applying all this machinery to the
search for truth. Since at each level there are difficulties that have been raised by
the sceptics, a careful statement has to be given of the conditions for ascertaining
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each class of truth. Herbert first offered four conditions that the object must meet
to be knowable, presenting some of these as Common Notions, universally admit-
ted or innate truths. These conditions specify that what is to be known must fall
within the range and have the characteristics that our faculties and capacities can
deal with. Then, in order that the appearance of the object can be brought into
conformity with the object, a further series of conditions is laid down, largely fol-
lowing Aristotle’s analysis of the means for obtaining true perception. Rules are
presented that specify when the object is in such circumstances that we can obtain
a proper likeness or appearance of it. Many of the illusory or deceptive cases of
perception brought up by the sceptics can be explained and accounted for as due
to the absence of one or more of the conditions.12

When a proper object of knowledge is perceived under these conditions so
that a true appearance can be obtained, then we are able, under specifiable con-
ditions, to obtain a true concept of the thing. The appearance, presumably, is “in
a precise external conformity with its original,”13 and what is now required is a
means for ascertaining when our internal idea of the object conforms exactly to
the true appearance. Other views of Aristotle are offered concerning the proper
conditions of the sense organ and the proper method for concept formation.
These eliminate difficulties raised by the sceptics based on the ideas we form of
things when there is some defect in our organs of sensation and reason, such as
jaundice influencing colors, or drunkenness influencing our concepts of things.14

It is Herbert’s contention that when the conditions of true appearance and
true concepts are fulfilled, we are then in a position to obtain unquestioned intel-
lectual truths. The appearance conforms to, or corresponds to, the object. The
concept conforms to, or corresponds to, the appearance. Then the intellect can
come to true knowledge about the object by judging that the concept relates to
the thing itself. “It is important to notice that the intellect is never deceived when
a real object is present, or when the true rules of conformity are fulfilled . . . when
a real object is present, even though it is drawn from memory, and the true condi-
tions are fulfilled, I maintain that the intellect asserts truth even in dreams.”15

The basis for this great assurance that something can be known about the real
world is the theory of Common Notions. Our faculties of sense and reason alone,
no matter how well they were operating, would be insufficient to guarantee us any
truth about objects, since by these faculties alone we could never tell whether we
were in the plight the sceptics describe, living in an illusory mental universe, or,
at least, one whose objectivity we could never determine, or whether we were in
possession of some truths about the world. The bridge between the world revealed
to us by our subjective faculties and the real world is the Common Notions that
enable us to judge the veracity of our picture of the world. It is these innate truths
by which “our minds are enabled to come to decisions concerning the events
which take place upon the theatre of the world.” It is only by their aid that the in-
tellect “can be led to decide whether our subjective faculties have accurate
knowledge of the facts.” And it is by employing them that we are able to tell truth
from falsehood.16

130 The History of Scepticism



What are these treasures, these Common Notions? “Truths of the intellect,
then, are certain Common Notions which are found in all normal persons; which
notions are, so to say, constituents of all and are derived from universal wisdom
and imprinted on the soul by the dictates of nature itself.”17 What is not known by
the aid of these innate ideas “cannot possibly be proved to be, in the strict sense,
true.”18 These fundamental truths of the intellect cannot be denied except by
madmen, idiots, or others who are incapable of comprehending them. If we are
sane, we must accept them, unless we prefer to be forever uncertain.19 The first,
and basic, test as to whether some proposition is one of these indubitable Com-
mon Notions is whether or not it commands universal consent. If it does, then
nothing could ever convince us of its falsity. Unless this standard is accepted,
there is no stability in the present turmoil of conflicting opinions in religion and
science. “The wretched terror-stricken mass have no refuge, unless some immov-
able foundations of truth resting on universal consent are established, to which
they can turn amid the doubts of theology or of philosophy.”20 Thus, Herbert pro-
claimed, “in my view, then, Universal Consent must be taken to be the beginning
and end of theology and philosophy.”21 God has providentially given us all these
truths; hence they are trustworthy, as well as being the only basis that we possess
for gaining knowledge of the real world.

Several passages suggest that Herbert’s scheme for discovering the truths that
are universally accepted is simple empirical inspection. To find the Common No-
tion of Law, we are told, we must investigate, and discover those laws “which are
approved of by the whole world.”22 The cases that Locke was to bring up against
Herbert’s theory were anticipated and dealt with in advance. Idiots and madmen
do not have to be examined, since the Common Notions are found only in nor-
mal people. (This, of course, creates a problem Herbert did not recognize,
namely, how do we tell who is normal? If it is by whether one consents to a Com-
mon Notion, then how does one tell these innate truths to begin with?) Similarly,
infants and embryos are discounted from the survey because they are regulated
unconsciously by God.23 But, by examining normal, mature people everywhere,
we find that there are some ideas that are shared by everybody, such as that there
is a first cause, and a purpose to the world.24 Why we have these Common No-
tions we cannot tell, any more than we can explain why we have the sense experi-
ences we do. All we can observe is that we have them, and that they are universal.
“Anyone who prefers persistently and stubbornly to reject these principles might
as well stop his ears, shut his eyes and strip himself of all humanity.”25

With the Common Notions we are able to arrive at a conviction, at mathe-
matical certainty, which we could not accomplish otherwise. Those who try to
gain knowledge by the external senses cannot “pierce beyond the outer shell of
things” and might just as well “take food through one’s ears.”26 But our innate
ideas, our natural instinct, our Common Notions, provide a basis for attaining
certainty. Our logical reasoning and our interpretation of experience as a source
of information about the real world have as their foundation these principles,
and these principles are so fundamental that they cannot be doubted without
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destroying all possibility of knowledge. Thus, Herbert tells us, “for these Notions
exercise an authority so profound that anyone who were to doubt them would
upset the whole natural order and strip himself of his humanity. These principles
may not be disputed. As long as they are understood it is impossible to deny
them.”27

Without going further into Herbert of Cherbury’s ponderous theory, we can
see it as an attempted answer to the problem of knowledge raised by the sceptics,
which contains an elaborate method for establishing accurate or true appear-
ances and concepts, and then offers the Common Notions as the long-sought cri-
terion for judging the truth of our most reliable information. Every normal person
possesses the standard, or the rule of truth. (If he is not aware of it, he can find it
all described and codified in De Veritate.) Hence all that one has to do is first,
make sure that the proper conditions of perception and concept formation have
been met, and then employ the proper Common Notion or Notions, thereby
gaining knowledge that conforms to the thing itself. Hence, although all our ideas
are subjective, we have a criterion by which we can judge when they have objec-
tive reference, and thus can discover some genuine truths. The rule of truth is
guaranteed by its universality and by the conviction of certainty it implants in us,
and by the fact that any questioning of the standard would have the disastrous con-
sequences of destroying the very possibility of any objective knowledge.

This new system for meeting la crise pyrrhonienne is obviously open to scep-
tical objections at almost every level. It can, and has been, challenged whether
there are any Common Notions, any principles on which there is such universal
agreement. The ancient Pyrrhonists tried to show that every fundamental belief,
whether it be in logic, metaphysics, science, ethics, and so on, has been contested
by someone. Herbert might ignore this with the comment that the controversial-
ists must have been madmen. But this raises the further sceptical problem: How
does one tell who is mad and who is not, without begging the whole question at
issue? Even if one could accept the claim that there are Common Notions that
everybody accepts, one could still remain sceptical of Herbert’s general scheme
about objective knowledge. Why should what we all accept be decisive in discov-
ering what the real world is like? Even if we could establish reliable standards for
judging the accuracy of data (though one could question why Herbert’s condi-
tions are the right ones) and we had accurate concepts (though one could ques-
tion again whether Herbert’s claims are right) and we all agreed on how to apply
them, what would this tell us about the truth of things-in-themselves? Herbert’s
appeal to our feeling of certainty, and our need for accepting his scheme if we are
to have any real knowledge, begs the question. Even if we agree to his theory
about truths of appearance, truths of concepts, and truths of intellect, we still can-
not tell whether there can be any truths of things. And, until we can determine the
latter, how can we ascertain if the procedures advanced by Herbert culminate in
the discovery of genuine knowledge about the real world?

Although Herbert of Cherbury’s antidote to scepticism was apparently well
received in its day,28 it was subjected to devastating criticisms long before Locke
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by Gassendi and Descartes. The former attacked it as an indefensible dogmatism
that had actually failed to conquer the sceptics, while the latter attacked it for
being an inadequate dogmatism that failed to refute Pyrrhonism because it had
failed to come to grips with the fundamental problem at issue.

Two versions of Gassendi’s objections have come down to us, one a rather po-
lite letter to Herbert, which was never sent, raising some basic questions, and the
other, written to their common friend Diodati, containing a nasty denunciation.
The second appears to represent Gassendi’s true opinion of Herbert’s new philo-
sophical system for meeting the sceptical challenge, namely that the scheme is a
maze of confusions accomplishing nothing. First, Gassendi expressed his shock
that so many people, including the pope, had praised De Veritate. (But as I shall
mention shortly, Gassendi, in his letter to Herbert, heaped extravagant compli-
ments upon the author and his book.) The truth that Herbert claimed to have dis-
covered, Gassendi declared, was unknown and unknowable. Without knowing
what truth may actually be, one can discern that Herbert has not found it, and has
not answered the sceptics. Just as one can tell that the king is neither in Aix nor
Marseilles, without knowing definitely where he is, one can see that there is some-
thing wrong with Herbert’s schemes without having a counterdogmatism to sub-
stitute for it.29 All that one can say of the new system is that it “is only a kind of di-
alectic which can well have its advantages, but which does not prevent us from
being able to make up a hundred other schemes of similar value and perchance of
greater one.”30

Having made these comments, Gassendi then briefly formulated a sceptical
difficulty that he believed brought to nothing all the efforts of Herbert of Cher-
bury. According to his scheme, the criterion or standard of truth is natural instinct
and our interior faculties (the Common Notions), by which each of us can judge
the true nature of things. But, if this is the case, how can we account for “the great
contrariety of opinions that are found on almost every subject?” Every person is
convinced by his own natural instinct and interior faculties. If he uses Herbert’s
means to account for disagreement, each will declare that the other “is not sound
and whole,” and each will believe this on the basis of his own truths of intellect.
So they will arrive at an impasse, since each will naturally think he is right and
will appeal to the same internal standards. They will have no criterion for deter-
mining whose views are true, for “who will be the judge of it and will be able to
prove that he has the right not to be taken as one of the parties?”31

As long as there are disagreements on practically every matter, the same scep-
tical problem that had arisen in the Reformation will plague Herbert’s philosophy
as well. Each individual can find the truth of things subjectively, according to
standards within himself, but who is to judge the truth when different people dis-
agree and are each subjectively convinced? Herbert insisted that there was uni-
versal agreement on certain basic matters, except for the views of idiots, infants,
and so on. But, then, who or what can be the judge of sanity, mental health, men-
tal maturity, if the conflicting parties each claim to possess these qualities? There-
fore, Gassendi concluded, Herbert’s scheme was incapable of determining the
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truths of nature, since it was based on so feeble and inconstant a standard as natu-
ral instinct or inner conviction.32

Gassendi’s other letter, addressed to the author himself, develops in much
more elaborate and comprehensive form a similar kind of criticism. It says, in ef-
fect, that Herbert has not refuted scepticism, and that basic sceptical difficulties
could be raised that undermine the value of Herbert’s complex scheme. After flat-
tering the author inordinately, calling him “England’s treasure,” who has arisen to
succeed Francis Bacon, Gassendi showed that once the traditional sceptical dis-
tinction had been made between the truth of things-in-themselves and the truth
of appearances, then Herbert’s scheme would not help in the slightest to extend
our knowledge from appearances to reality. All that we are aware of is how things
appear, that honey seems sweet and fire hot. To try to go beyond the knowledge of
these appearances exhibits an unfortunate quality of mind, because, as yet, only
God knows the real nature of things. All the machinery of De Veritate does not re-
veal truth to us in its purity, but rather only shows more about the conditions
under which it appears to us, the conditions under which we gain adequate and
useful knowledge about experience, but not the conditions under which we dis-
cover the unconditioned veritas rei. As he pointed out to Diodati, the theory of
Common Notions did not really solve anything, since, first of all, there is no uni-
versal agreement on matters, and, second, we have no standards or criteria for de-
termining whose Common Notions are the measure or rule of truth. Therefore,
the sceptical crisis remains, and all that we are able to do is seek truths of appear-
ance, while ignoring Herbert’s grandiose scheme of types of truth, conditions of
truth, Common Notions, and so on, which would not aid us at all in ascertaining
when our experience and concepts relate to, or conform to, the real world.33

Another, and possibly more incisive, criticism of De Veritate was given by
René Descartes, who, unlike Gassendi, was most sympathetic with its aim of re-
futing scepticism and hence more conscious of its fundamental failure.
Mersenne had sent Descartes a copy of Herbert’s book in 1639 and received a de-
tailed discussion of the work. The work, Descartes observed, deals with “a subject
on which I have worked all my life,” but “he takes a very different route than the
one that I have followed.” The basic point of difference between Descartes’ work
and Herbert’s is that the latter was attempting to find out what truth is, while the
former insisted that he never had any doubts or difficulties on this score, because
truth “is a notion so transcendentally clear that it is impossible not to know it.”34

The fundamental problem in Herbert’s approach, as Descartes saw it, was
that if one did not antecedently know what truth is, one would have no way of
learning it. Why should we accept Herbert’s results unless we were sure that they
were true? If we could tell that they were true, we would already have to know
what truth was in order to recognize that the scheme of De Veritate was a method
for measuring or discovering truth. The problem being raised is similar to that of
Plato’s Meno and to one of the criticisms against the Calvinist “way of examina-
tion”—how can one find the truth by means of some set of operations unless one
knows what one is looking for?35 The only knowledge one can gain in this area is
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that of word usage; how the term verité is employed in French. But no definition
aids in knowing the nature of truth. This notion, like several other fundamental
ideas such as figure, size, motion, place and time, can only be known intuitively.
When one attempts to define them, “one obscures them, and one becomes mixed
up.” The man who walks around a room understands what motion is better than
the person who learns the definition from a textbook. And so with truth, suppos-
edly. The man who has experienced or has known a truth can better understand
the problem of knowledge than the person who sets down a lot of definitions and
procedures for discovering a truth. Herbert had many measuring devices but
could not tell what they measured. Descartes started with the awareness of a truth
and constructed his measure of truth from it. Herbert might have had a criterion
but could not tell if it were the criterion of truth. Descartes possessed a truth, the
cogito, to test his criterion with.36

As to Herbert’s criterion itself, Descartes found it open to serious objection.
Herbert “takes universal consent as the rule of his truths.” But many people (“for
example all those that we know”) can agree on the same errors, so that universal
consent is not a reliable standard. Descartes’ rule of truth, natural light, is the
same in all men, and if they use it, they will all agree on the same truths. But,
since practically no one uses his natural light, it is quite likely that much of what
people agree on now is doubtful or erroneous, and that some truths that can be
known have never yet been recognized or thought of.37 Further, natural instinct,
which Herbert used as a fundamental source of the Common Notions, is not nec-
essarily a reliable guide that ought to be followed. That part of our natural incli-
nation that derives from our bodily or animal nature can be misleading, whereas
only the natural instinct that is the natural light is trustworthy.38 Thus, the stan-
dard introduced by Herbert, based on common consent and natural instinct, can
yield unfortunate results. Universal errors are prevalent, and our animal natures
can lead us to believing all sorts of things that are not, or may not be, true.

From two different sides, that of the mitigated sceptic and the complete dog-
matist, Herbert of Cherbury’s answer to scepticism was found wanting. Gassendi
saw that the new scheme did not discover the truth of things and led actually to a
kind of scepticism since there was, in fact, no universal agreement on anything.
Descartes saw that Herbert had started in the wrong place and offered an inade-
quate criterion. To defeat scepticism one must know what truth is, and not seek it
by a lot of procedures whose relation to the quest cannot be determined. And one
must possess a criterion of truth that cannot confuse the true and the false or the
doubtful.

A different part of Herbert’s contribution was to play a role in the develop-
ment of religious scepticism. Herbert was one of the first to try to account for the
many different forms of ancient and modern religions, seeking human reasons for
the development of complicated religious belief systems. In his two writings on
this, De religione laici and De religione Gentilium, errorumque apud eos causis,
he gave naturalistic explanations of the development of pagan religions. His ex-
planatory scheme was soon applied by the English deists to the three monotheistic
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religions as well. Herbert has been called the father of English deism, a movement
that did much to undermine confidence in traditional religious belief.39

If Herbert had not offered a satisfactory solution to la crise pyrrhonienne, oth-
ers were willing to attempt it. Two years after the first publication of De Veritate,
Jean de Silhon (1596–1667), a curious eclectic figure, entered the field. He was
one of the bright young men who aided Richelieu and Mazarin in building the
new France, and he was a friend of René Descartes and Guez de Balzac, and of
many of those who were trying to destroy the monsters menacing religion. Sil-
hon’s answer to scepticism appeared as part of a large apologetic program, striking
out against the enemy already within the gates, against the atheism that was ram-
pant around him. The answer Silhon offered is interesting not only in terms of its
place in the history of the counterattack against the nouveaux pyrrhoniens but also
for some striking similarities to Descartes’ thought that occur within it, as well as
for some ideas that Pascal may have drawn from it.

The general plan of Silhon’s work can best be understood in terms of the
apologetic movement of the time. There are doubters of the true religion every-
where. In order to defend the faith, it is not enough to point out what God re-
quires that we believe. One must first establish that there is a God and that we pos-
sess an immortal soul. But before one can arrive at these basic truths, one must
first eliminate one of the causes of irreligion—scepticism. The Pyrrhonists deny
the very possibility of knowledge; hence, before the two basic truths of religion
can be known, one must first show that knowledge in general is possible, and next
that this particular knowledge can be attained. Thus, the apologetic goal can only
be achieved after the Pyrrhonism of Montaigne40 has been refuted.41

Before examining Silhon’s answer to Pyrrhonism, I would like to add a few
words, parenthetically, on the strange interpretation offered by the famous
French scholar Fortunat Strowski, who accused Silhon of being a freethinker like
Naudé. The only apologetic element Strowski could perceive was that Silhon was
apologizing for the politics of his master, Richelieu. Strowski classed Silhon with
the worst villains of the period because, he said, first, Silhon was a “mediocre
writer” (which, while true, hardly shows that he was insincere) and, second, he
was a plagiarist, pilfering ideas from Descartes’ unpublished works (“Silhon pil-
fers from him without shame”). But, even if this were true, it would hardly provide
evidence of libertinage. Further, as I will show, there is grave difficulty in deter-
mining whether Silhon or Descartes was responsible for their common ideas. At
any rate, nothing in Silhon’s text, or our knowledge about him suggests that he
was really against or indifferent to the apologetic cause, but rather that in his own,
perhaps feeble, way he was trying to stem the tide of scepticism and irreligion.42

Silhon’s campaign began in 1626 with the publication of his Les Deux
Veritez, a title reminiscent of Charron’s. At the outset, in his Discours Prémier, Sil-
hon attacked the opinion, accepted even by some Christians, that there is no sci-
ence of anything, and that all can be doubted. Christians have the Scriptures that
inform them that visible things can lead to invisible truths and hence they ought
not to be sceptics. And philosophers are aware “of propositions and maxims in-
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vested with so much clarity, and carrying in themselves so much evidence, that at
the same time they are conceived, one is convinced of them, and that it is impos-
sible that there be an understanding which could reject them.”43 As examples of
such truths, Silhon offered “everything is, or is not. That everything that has being
either gets it from itself or has received it from another. That the whole is greater
than its parts, etc.”44 From these we are able to draw inferences.

The Pyrrhonist, if he is not yet convinced, either knows there can be no sci-
ence and hence has a science consisting of this truth, or he does not know there
can be no science and hence has no reason to make the claim. “As for this chain
and string of doubts of Mr. Montaigne in favor of Pyrrhonism, it accomplishes the
contrary of his design, and wishing to prove that there is no knowledge, in order to
humble the vanity it often inspires us with, he makes our understandings capable
of an infinite progress of acts.”45 The last point offered by Silhon was similar to
one of Herbert’s, namely the appeal to the naturalness of our reasoning abilities,
our natural inclination to accept rationality. Assuming that these tendencies have
been implanted in us by Nature, would they have been implanted in us if they did
not lead to truth?46

In his first effort to defeat the Pyrrhonists, Silhon fell far short of the mark—
either begging the question or missing the point. The Pyrrhonist was questioning
not that certain propositions seem true but whether we have adequate evidence
that they are. He was trying to avoid the positive contention that nothing can be
known but would suspend judgment on the question instead. And finally, the
Pyrrhonist could easily question Silhon’s assumption that our faculties are the re-
sult of a benevolent Nature and hence can be trusted.

After this initial sally against Pyrrhonism, Silhon began to see that his case
might not be adequate to the task of defeating scepticism, if the opponent were re-
ally determined. So, in his second book of 1634, De l’immortalité de l’Ame, a much
more searching and interesting argument is offered, reflecting perhaps his ac-
quaintance with the young René Descartes47 or possibly his acquaintance with
such Pyrrhonists as La Mothe Le Vayer.48 After one hundred pages devoted to the
Machiavellians’ theory that the doctrine of immortality is an invention for reasons
of policy, Silhon, in his Discours Second, presented a “Refutation of Pyrrhonism
and of the reasons that Montaigne sets forth to establish it.”49 The purpose in dis-
cussing scepticism was the same as before; in order to show that God exists, and
that the soul is immortal, it is first necessary to show that knowledge is possible. If
one doubts our knowledge, then one might doubt that the Revelation comes from
God, and, then, all certitude would vanish. The doubts that the sceptics cast on
our sense knowledge have grave consequences for a Christian, since his religious
knowledge depends on such signs from God as the miracles of Jesus, which are
known through the senses.50 Hence “if the Christians who have protected
Pyrrhonism had foreseen the consequences of this error, I do not doubt that they
would have abandoned it.”51 Even Montaigne, Silhon suggested, did not actually
fully believe in Pyrrhonism but was only attacking the presumption of people who
tried to reason out too much.52
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The attack on Pyrrhonism, which will show that it is an extravagant view, and
an insupportable error in ordinary reason, and contrary to experience,53 begins
with an extended version of the point that to assert that there is no science of any-
thing is self-defeating. If this is known to be true, then we have knowledge, and if
it is not, then why should we assume ignorance to be the measure or rule of all
things? If the proposition “There is no science of anything” is either self-evident or
demonstrable, then there is at least one science, namely that one that contains
this true principle.54 At this point, after going over old ground, Silhon observed
that Montaigne had not fallen into this trap, since Montaigne’s Pyrrhonist was too
dubious and irresolute to affirm even that nothing can be known. But this de-
fense, Silhon contended, leads to a ridiculous infinitude of doubts as to whether
one is certain that one ought to doubt that one doubts, and so on. Anyone pos-
sessing common sense and reason can see that one either has to have a final expe-
rienced certain and infallible knowledge55 by which one understands both evi-
dently and necessarily either that one knows something, or one does not, or else
one has doubts. And, at this point, Montaigne’s defense will have ended.

But, supposing that Pyrrhonism is a reasonable view, let us consider whether
our senses and our understanding are as weak and fallacious as the sceptics claim.
We have, as Silhon had previously claimed in his Deux Veritez, basic principles
that our understanding, as soon as they are presented to it, “comprehends them
and takes hold of them without any difficulty,”56 for example, everything is neces-
sary or contingent; the whole is greater than its parts, and so on. Only people de-
termined to deny everything can deny these truths. The rest of us can use these as
the fundamentals for developing sciences.57

Silhon then proceeded to develop the last part of his answer from his previous
volume. Nature would have made a great mistake if we possess this violent incli-
nation to know, and knowledge is impossible. Our arts and sciences for finding
truth would be superfluous were there no truth. There cannot be sciences or arts
of impossible things, and, thus, if we have sciences and arts they must then have
possible aims. The fact that we have rules of logic for finding truths, and distin-
guishing them from falsehoods, would seem to require some knowledge from
which to construct the rules, just as the drawing of maps of the New World re-
quires its having already been discovered.58 Thus, in this question-begging fash-
ion, Silhon insisted that since we have a criterion that we accept as true, we must
possess truth; however, he did not see that the criterion could still be challenged
unless we already knew some truth and could show that the standards in use really
were the proper measures of it.

After this, Silhon took up what he regarded as “the chief argument of Mon-
taigne,” the deceptiveness of our senses. If there is nothing in the intellect that was
not first in the senses, and the senses are faulty or deceptive, then all our reason-
ing is unsure. Silhon listed the sort of evidence used by Montaigne—illusions, ill-
ness, madness, and dreams—then asked if Montaigne were right.59 If he were,
this would amount to blasphemy, since it would deny the goodness and compe-
tence of our Maker. We must believe in the reliability of our senses, for “the con-
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fusion is too great to think that God did not know how to prevent it, and it would
be too injurious to His Goodness, and counter to the infinite testimonies that we
have to His Love, to think that He has not willed it.”60 The wisdom and goodness
of God require that our senses be accurate. But, then, how are Montaigne’s cases
to be accounted for? Silhon explained illusions as due to misuses of our senses, in
terms of Aristotle’s analysis. If the senses are functioning properly and employed
under proper conditions, they do not err. Illusions are all “fortuitous and rare
cases, these are things accidental to sight and contrary to the order that nature has
set up for its operation.”61 Reason and reliable sense operation can eliminate any
possibility of deception when one perceives a bent oar, and so on. The problem of
dreams can also easily be solved. Rational people can tell the difference between
sleeping and waking and hence there is no real difficulty. When they wake up,
they can tell that their previous experience was part of a dream. The same is true
for the odd experiences had when drunk or sick.62

At this point, Silhon smugly announced that he had refuted the claim that all
our knowledge is deceptive and uncertain. But, possibly from his conversations
with Descartes, Silhon realized that a really “tough-minded” sceptic would not
have been convinced by this alleged refutation of Montaigne. In order to satisfy
the most determined of Pyrrhonists, Silhon had one final argument—“here is cer-
tain knowledge, no matter in what sense it is considered or whenever it is exam-
ined, and of which it is impossible that a man who is capable of reflection and rea-
son can doubt and not be certain.”63 This certain knowledge is that each person
can tell that he is, that he has being. Even if his senses are deceptive and even if he
cannot distinguish hallucinations, imaginings, and dreams from actual experi-
ences, a man cannot be deceived in judging “that he is” and if it be the case “that
he is not.”64 Having presented what appears to be either an anticipation of, or a
borrowing from, Descartes’ refutation of scepticism, Silhon then explained why a
man cannot deny his own existence. The explanation indicates that he had
missed the crucial nature of the cogito almost entirely. Silhon declared that God
can make something out of nothing, “but to make that which does not exist, act as
if it does, involves a contradiction. This is what the nature of things will not allow.
This is what is completely impossible.”65

Thus, according to Silhon, the undeniability of our own existence is not due
to the truth of the cogito, which is indubitable. Its undeniability depends on its
derivation from a metaphysical claim that whatever acts exists. If I thought I ex-
isted, and yet did not, this would be a contradiction of the metaphysical law, and,
apparently, not even God is allowed to contradict it. Even in Silhon’s final pres-
entation of his case, in his De la Certitude des Connoissances humaines of 1661,
after he had ample opportunity to study Descartes’ writings, he still derived his
cogito from the principle that operation or action supposes being, and not even
God can make act what does not exist.66

In his answer to scepticism, Silhon appears to have seen that the truth or cer-
titude of one’s own existence was significant, and also that this truth could be used
to establish God’s existence.67 But he did not understand why, or how, this crucial
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certitude refuted scepticism and hence he failed to begin the revolution in
thought that Descartes’ publication three years later was to accomplish. By deriv-
ing the cogito from a metaphysical maxim that he had never shown must be true,
he allowed the sceptic the same rejoinder he could raise against all of Silhon’s
types of refutations of Pyrrhonism; namely, how do we know that the premises
being employed are true, how do we know that the rules of logic do measure truth
and falsity, that our sense faculties are the product of a benevolent Creator, that
our senses are accurate under certain conditions, and that whatever acts exists?
Unless Silhon could offer proof of his premises, the sceptic could continue to
raise his doubts. At best, all that Silhon had accomplished by adding the cogito
was to single out one curious fact (though it is almost lost in the morass of Silhon’s
text): that it seems impossible to deny one’s existence. And if this had to be admit-
ted, then there would be at least one thing the sceptic could not challenge.68 But
it was left to his brooding friend René Descartes to see the immense implications
of the cogito and to construct a new dogmatism from it.

Silhon’s own positive theory of knowledge is quite eclectic and unexciting,
except for a couple of elements that were to play a role in the struggles against
Pyrrhonism, especially in the views of Blaise Pascal. In order to maintain that we
can know genuine truths, Silhon modified the Aristotelian dictum nihil in intel-
lectu . . . by maintaining that truth involves universals, not sensed particulars, and
that infallible and certain truths can be attained without any sense information,
since “our Understandings are neither as poor nor as sterile as some believe.”69

There are some principles that have no need of “other illumination in order to be
known”70 and that no one can refuse to consent to. These can be used to gain fur-
ther knowledge by means of demonstrations physiques, in which the conclusions
are connected with the certain principles “by an indissoluble link,” and in which
the conclusions emanate from the principles and receive “the influence and light
from all the principles on which they depend.”71

Unfortunately, the sort of complete certitude resulting from demonstrations
physiques is quite rare, and so Silhon introduced a lesser degree of certainty, that
of demonstrations morales, to account for most of what we know. Unlike the most
certain kind of knowledge, which cannot be doubted, this other kind is conclu-
sive, “but not evidently so.”72 The weight of all the materials, authorities, and
opinions produces a conviction in a demonstration moral, but never produces l’év-
idence that would be needed to attain complete certitude. Since this weaker type
of demonstration is only formed when all the available information has been ex-
amined, no demonstration morale could conflict with other knowledge we already
possessed. If there were conflicting information, one would not be able to come to
any conclusion. Therefore, a demonstration morale, though not absolutely cer-
tain, yields a type of certainty that is reliable enough to give us true knowledge;
unless per impossible, all the information available to us could somehow be part of
a conspiracy to lead us astray, “it is impossible that Demonstration Physique ever
deceive . . . it will also never happen that Morale fail.”73
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Anyone capable of rational discourse, who is free from prejudices inculcated
by education and custom, and who weighs the information available carefully,
will come to the same conclusion by means of the demonstrations morales. If, in
spite of this, one is still worried that these demonstrations may be convincing but
deceptive, he should realize that this type of knowledge has been given to us by
God, in his wisdom and goodness, in order to resolve most of the problems that
confront us. To challenge the reliability of this sort of knowledge is to blaspheme
against God, and to accuse him of allowing our most rational form of behavior to
lead us astray on grave and important matters.74 And it is by means of demonstra-
tions morales that we are led to the Christian [Catholic] religion. If one examines
the historical, ethical, and scriptural information available, “after having consid-
ered all these matters, there is no understanding which has a little common sense,
and is not carried away by passion, which can infer anything but that it is only the
Christian religion that has come immediately from God.”75 The Jews are too prej-
udiced by custom and education; the Protestants are too argumentative and do
not look at the evidence. But those who are reasonable can see that only Chris-
tianity is supported by demonstrations morales, and that these types of demonstra-
tions are sufficient to justify our actions until God reveals the truth in all its firm-
ness to us.

The last feature of Silhon’s positive theory deals with the problem of decision
when we do not have sufficient information to construct either type of demon-
stration. Our choice here is based on something similar to Pascal’s wager. If both
“God exists” and “God does not exist” are equally dubious, and “The soul is im-
mortal” and “The soul is mortal” are equally dubious, one would choose to be-
lieve the religious alternatives, because, although they are not capable of either
type of demonstration, there is no risk involved if they are false. But if they are
true, there would be a risk in the nonreligious alternative.76

Silhon concluded by pointing out that although we may not like it, we are
such that we will have little knowledge based on demonstrations physiques, and
we cannot change this state of affairs. We have to live our lives by means of demon-
strations morales, which make our lives a trial, since it is only by our will, which
makes us assent, that we are led to important truths like the Divinity of Jesus, the
truth of the Christian religion, and the immortality of the soul.77

Silhon’s answer to scepticism is probably even less satisfactory than that of
Herbert of Cherbury. He appealed repeatedly either to the fact that certain things
were taken for granted or to the claim that to raise doubts at certain points would
amount to blaspheming against the wisdom and goodness of God. But the sceptic
could easily question the metaphysical premises or the question-begging argu-
ments offered by Silhon, unless Silhon could show that propositions he took for
granted had to be true. Even the demonstrations physiques could be challenged,
either by denying the self-evidence of the principles used as premises or by deny-
ing that they were really demonstrative. The demonstrations morales, by their au-
thor’s own admission, fall short of the certitude required in order to vanquish the
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Pyrrhonist, unless one accepts Silhon’s views about the source of our faculties and
divine benevolence. And, here, the sceptics from ancient to modern times had
raised sufficient doubts to require some basis for asserting the divine origin and
guarantee of our sensual and rational capacities. Silhon’s friend René Descartes
evidently realized how far such an attempt to refute scepticism had missed the
mark, for he undertook to answer the sceptical crisis by assuming not the best but
the worst state of affairs—that our faculties are corrupt, deceptive, and possibly
demonically organized.78 And Pascal, who apparently admired Silhon enough to
borrow some of his ideas, saw that the possibility of refuting Pyrrhonism depended
on the origin of our nature, whether it is created by a good God, an evil demon, or
chance. Only if we could establish the first could we trust our faculties, and, un-
fortunately, we cannot do so except by faith.79

Even in presenting his important new answer to scepticism, the cogito, Sil-
hon had failed to realize either the force of what he was opposing or the crucial
character of the undeniable truth that he had discovered. Descartes, in two letters
that may be about Silhon’s cogito, indicated what was lacking here. In considering
the suggestion that our existence can be established from the fact that we breathe,
Descartes insisted that nothing else but the fact that we think is absolutely certain.
Any other proposition is open to some doubt as to whether it is true.80 But the cog-
ito, Descartes pointed out (in a letter to either the Marquis of Newcastle or Sil-
hon), is not “an achievement of your reasoning, nor a lesson that your teachers
have given you” but, rather, “your mind sees it, feels it, and touches it.”81 One
does not arrive at the cogito on the basis of other propositions, which are all less
certain and open to doubt, but one encounters the truth and force of the cogito in
itself alone. Silhon, at best, had seen that the sceptic could not deny the cogito
and hence he could not deny that something was true. But he did not see what it
was that was true, or what this might show.

Both Herbert of Cherbury and Jean de Silhon labored mightily in construct-
ing new answers to the nouveaux pyrrhoniens. But in failing to grasp the full force
of the sceptical crisis, they also failed to offer any satisfactory solution to it. The
heroic effort to save human knowledge was to be made by their great contempo-
rary, René Descartes, who saw that only by admitting the full and total impact of
complete Pyrrhonism could one be prepared to meet the serious problem at issue.
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9

Descartes: Conqueror of Scepticism

In René Descartes’ reply to the objections of Father Pierre Bourdin, he an-
nounced that he was the first of all men to overthrow the doubts of the sceptics.1

More than a century later, one of his admirers said, “Before Descartes, there had
been Sceptics, but who were only Sceptics. Descartes taught his age the art of
making Scepticism give birth to philosophical Certainty.”2 This picture of
Descartes’ role as an opponent of the nouveau pyrrhonisme, and of his philosophy
as a new dogmatism issuing from the abysses of the doubts of his sceptical con-
temporaries, has received scant attention in the vast literature concerning the ori-
gins and characteristics of Cartesianism. Although the traditional interpretation
of Descartes saw him as the scientific enemy of Scholasticism and orthodoxy
fighting to found a new era of intellectual freedom and adventure, this is gradu-
ally giving way to a more conservative interpretation of Descartes as a man who
tried to reinstate the medieval outlook in the face of Renaissance novelty, and a
thinker who sought to discover a philosophy adequate for the Christian worldview
in light of the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century.3 Little attention
has been given to Descartes’ intellectual crusade in terms of the sceptical crisis of
the time. Gilson has indicated that Descartes borrowed from Montaigne and
Charron; Brunschvicg showed that some elements of Cartesian thought can best
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be comprehended by comparison with the views in the “Apologie de Raimond
Sebond.”4 But, except for the studies of Dambska and Gouhier,5 there had been
very little literature dealing with the relations of Descartes’ thought and that of his
Pyrrhonian contemporaries. Since the first appearance of this book, quite a few
scholars have pursued sceptical currents in connection with Descartes, scholars
such as Edward M. Curley, Harry M. Bracken, Richard A. Watson, José Maia
Neto, and Jean-Robert Armogate, among others.6

Descartes himself expressed great concern with the scepticism of the time; he
indicated a good deal of acquaintance with the Pyrrhonian writings, ancient and
modern; he apparently developed his philosophy as a result of being confronted
with the full significance of la crise pyrrhonienne in 1628–29, and he proclaimed
that his system was the only intellectual fortress capable of withstanding the as-
saults of the sceptics. When and how Descartes came into contact with sceptical
views is hard to tell. But he seems to have been well aware not only of the Pyrrhon-
ian classics but also of the sceptical current of his time, and its ever-increasing
danger to the cause of both science and religion. He wrote in his answer to Father
Bourdin: “Neither must we think that the sect of the sceptics is long extinct. It
flourishes to-day as much as ever, and nearly all who think that they have some
ability beyond that of the rest of mankind, finding nothing that satisfies them in
the common Philosophy, and seeing no other truth, take refuge in Scepticism.”7

It has been said that the course of study at La Flèche included considera-
tion of how Aristotelian philosophy could answer the Pyrrhonian arguments.8

And Descartes was a student there during the time that François Veron taught
philosophy and theology and possibly even the use of sceptical materials against
opponents.9

Descartes’ search for knowledge led him in 1618 to travel to the Netherlands,
where he became involved with the Dutch mathematician Isaac Beeckman, and
they worked out the application of mathematics to physics, the beginning of this
crucial part of the new science. In 1619 Descartes went off to Germany, where he
supposedly became involved with the early Freemasons and where he had his fa-
mous dreams in 1619. These seem to have led him to a new outlook that was to
emerge later as his philosophy against the sceptics.10

Early in his philosophical years, Descartes had read Cornelius Agrippa, and
by the time of the Discours he seems to have been well versed in the writings of
Montaigne and Charron.11 In replying to the objections submitted by Mersenne,
Descartes had remarked, “I had long ago seen several books written by the Acade-
mics and Sceptics.”12 During the period of the formation of his philosophical
views, 1628–37, he appears to have looked at La Mothe Le Vayer’s Dialogues
d’Orasius Tubero, of 1630, and to have been greatly disturbed by this Pyrrhonian
work.13 (In fact, he was almost as outraged by this as he became later when he,
himself, was accused of being a Pyrrhonist.)

Not only was Descartes acquainted with some of the sceptical literature, he
was also deeply aware of la crise pyrrhonienne as a living issue. He had examined,
as I have mentioned, the attempt to resolve it by Herbert of Cherbury. He was a
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friend of both Mersenne and Silhon, who were constantly dealing with the prob-
lem of answering sceptical arguments. He may well have read their works, and he
could not have avoided hearing their views. In addition, the evidence of the auto-
biographical sections of the Discours and of Descartes’ letters indicates that
around 1628–29 he was struck by the full force of the sceptical onslaught and the
need for a new and stronger answer to it. It was in light of this awakening to the
sceptical menace that when he was in Paris Descartes set in motion his philo-
sophical revolution by discovering something “so certain and so assured that all
the most extravagant suppositions brought forward by the sceptics were incapable
of shaking it.”14

Unfortunately, we do not have enough information about the visit to Paris
that produced this world-shaking result. But we do possess an intriguing and sug-
gestive clue. Sometime, probably toward the end of 1628, Descartes was invited to
a meeting at the home of the papal nuncio Cardinal Bagni (whom the libertin éru-
dit Gabriel Naudé was soon to serve as secretary). A large number of the leading
savants of the time, including Mersenne, were there to hear a talk by a strange
chemist, Chandoux, an expert on base metals, who was executed in 1631 for coun-
terfeiting currency.15 Chandoux gave a speech that must have been fairly typical
of the views of many of the avant-garde at the time, denouncing Scholastic phi-
losophy. His views on the subject, we are told, were somewhat like those of Bacon,
Mersenne, Gassendi, and Hobbes.16 And, on this occasion, “Chandoux gave a
great speech to refute the way philosophy is usually taught in the Schools. He
even set forth a fairly common system of philosophy that he claimed to establish,
and that he wanted to appear as new.”17 Whatever Chandoux said, whether it was
Pyrrhonistic or materialistic, almost everyone present applauded his views, except
Descartes. Cardinal Pierre Bérulle, the founder of the Oratory, noticed this, and
asked what Descartes thought of the speech, “which had seemed so lovely to the
audience.”18

According to the account we have, Descartes spoke first in favor of Chan-
doux’s anti-Scholasticism. Next he went on to attack the fact that the speaker and
the audience were willing to accept probability as the standard of truth, for if this
were the case, falsehoods might actually be taken as truths. To show this,
Descartes took some examples of supposedly incontestable truths and, by some
arguments even more probable than Chandoux’s, proved that they were false.
Next, he took what was alleged to be a most evident falsehood and by probable ar-
guments made it appear to be a plausible truth. Having been shocked with this ev-
idence of how “our minds become dupes of probability,” the audience asked
Descartes if there were not “some infallible means” to avoid these difficulties. He
replied by telling them of his Methode naturelle, and by showing them that his
principles “are better established, truer, and more natural than any others which
are already accepted by scholars.”19

Cardinal Bérulle, perhaps the most important religious thinker of the
Counter-Reformation in France, was much taken with Descartes’ talk, and in-
vited him to come to see him and discuss this subject further. Descartes came and
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told the cardinal why he believed that the commonly employed methods in phi-
losophy were useless, and what he thought ought to be done instead. Bérulle was
very pleased and urged Descartes to go and apply his method to the problems con-
fronting mankind in their daily pursuits.20

The Chandoux episode and the meeting with Bérulle may well have been
the occasion for the commencement of Descartes’ quest. Indications are that
prior to the period 1628–29, he had not concerned himself with metaphysical
questions.21 He had arrived in Paris a successful young scientist and mathemati-
cian who had already exhibited some of his amazing theoretical abilities and
thereby caught the eye of some of the prominent people in the field. In Paris he
saw Mersenne, possibly was introduced to his circle, which included all the
prominent nouveaux pyrrhoniens, and discovered how the best minds of the day
either spent their time advocating scepticism or accepted only probable, and pos-
sibly uncertain, views instead of seeking absolute truth. The philosophical and
scientific studies he had had at college, like the new views of his contemporaries,
provided no certainty. Everything was open to question, to dispute, and only prob-
abilities served as the foundations for the various theories being offered.22 This
being the case, the meeting with Chandoux became the microcosm of the plight
of the whole learned world. Gathered together were some of the wisest and most
erudite people of the time, and they could only applaud someone who decried
the old views and offered them probabilities instead. Descartes rose to show them
the enormous consequences, to give them a living lesson in scepticism. If only
probabilities served as the basis for views, then one would never discover the truth,
because one could not distinguish truth from falsehood any longer. The criterion,
the rule of truth, was gone. What the Reformation was supposed to have accom-
plished in religion (according to the French Counter-Reformers), reducing all
views to mere opinions to be judged by their plausibility, had also occurred in phi-
losophy and science. And the Cardinal Bérulle who had sought and found a clear
and certain path to religious truth in his Méditations could appreciate and en-
courage a new truth-seeker, who was to construct a theory in many ways similar to
Bérullianism in philosophy.23

Descartes left Paris and went into Holland to work out his solution to la crise
pyrrhonienne in solitude. In the Discours de la Méthode, he tells us that although
he had long realized that there were difficulties and uncertainties that beset all
human knowledge, he had not “commenced to seek the foundation of any phi-
losophy more certain than the vulgar” until this time. Up to this moment,
Descartes reports, he had only confessed his ignorance, “more ingenuously than
those who have studied a little usually do,” and had doubted “many things which
were held by others to be certain.”24 To search for the truth, he went off to his re-
treat in Holland to meditate. His few letters from this period tell us that he was
working on a metaphysical treatise about divinity. From science and mathemat-
ics, he had turned to theological metaphysics in order to find the unshakable
foundation for human knowledge. The Reformation, the scientific revolution,
and the onslaught of scepticism had crumbled the old foundations that used to
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support the entire framework of man’s intellectual achievements. A new age re-
quired a new basis to justify and guarantee what it had discovered. Descartes, in
the tradition of the greatest medieval minds, sought to provide this basis by secur-
ing the superstructure, man’s natural knowledge, to the strongest possible founda-
tion, the all-powerful, eternal God. The sceptical crisis was to be overcome by a
new theology serving an old purpose. Theological mechanism, Bérulle’s theo-
centrism combined with a rational materialism, would provide the new rock to re-
place what had turned out to be mud, clay, or even quicksand.

If Descartes’ flight to metaphysical theology was to be his proposed solution
to the collapse of human knowledge into probabilities, opinions, and doubts, the
means for bringing people to see the true metaphysical and theological nature of
reality was first to lead them to appreciate “the misery of man without God.” The
bewilderment of the learned men at the Chandoux meeting was probably a stage
on the way to the method of doubt. What appeared most certain was shown to be
dubious. What appeared most dubious was shown to be certain. The basis for a
complete scepticism was provided in order to shock the audience and get them to
seek for absolute certainty.

An autobiographical passage in the Discours suggests that it was in 1628 or
1629 that Descartes began his philosophical revolution, probably by applying his
method of systematic doubt to the whole edifice of human knowledge in order to
discover a certain foundation for what is known.25 The method, as I will show,
starts off as little more than a reinforced systematic application of the doubts of
Montaigne and Charron. In the Discours, the Meditationes, and La Recherche de
la Verité,26 a procedure is set forth for developing a crise pyrrhonienne possibly
even more forceful than that developed by any of the Pyrrhonists, ancient or mod-
ern. Descartes started with the following rule: “To accept nothing as true which I
did not clearly recognize to be so: that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitation and
prejudice in judgments, and to accept in them nothing more than what was pre-
sented to my mind so clearly and distinctly that I could have no occasion to doubt
it.”27 He then went on to reveal the extent to which occasions for doubt could
arise. The rule itself is quite similar to that earlier proposed in Charron’s La
Sagesse.28 But in applying the method, Descartes showed that the levels of dubi-
ety far surpass the simple and mild ones hitherto introduced by the sceptics.29

The first two levels raise only standard reasons for doubting. The sense illu-
sions, which the nouveaux pyrrhoniens dwelt on so much, indicate that there is
some basis for questioning the reliability or veracity of our ordinary sense experi-
ence. The possibility that all of our experience is part of a dream, the second level,
allows us to construct an occasion for doubting the reality of any other objects that
we know of, and even the reality of the world itself. On both of these levels, the
standard sceptical problems suffice for us to describe a state of affairs in which the
usual beliefs that we have regarding our ordinary experience may be doubtful, or
even false. And, if we therefore apply the rule, just these two kinds of doubts “lead
us straight to the ignorance of Socrates, or the uncertainty of the Pyrrhonists,
which resembles water so deep that one cannot find any footing in it.”30
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But the next level, the demon hypothesis, is much more effective in revealing
the uncertainty of all that we think we know. This possibility discloses the full
force of scepticism in the most striking fashion, and unveils a basis for doubting
apparently never dreamed of before.31 If perchance there is a malin génie who is
capable of distorting either the information that we possess or the faculties that we
have for evaluating it, what then can we be sure of? Any criterion, any test of the
reliability of what we know is open to question because either the standard or the
application of it may be demonically infected. Unlike Silhon and Herbert of
Cherbury and the Aristotelians, Descartes was willing to consider the most radical
and devastating of sceptical possibilities, that not only is our information decep-
tive, illusory, and misleading but our faculties, even under the best of conditions,
may be erroneous. If this were the case, then no matter how careful we might be
in examining our information, and in evaluating it, we could never be certain that
we were not being led astray by the only means at our disposal for gaining knowl-
edge. Silhon had drawn back at the brink of the demon possibility, rejecting it as
blasphemy against our Maker. But Descartes had seen that unless one increased
the fever of doubt to this highest level, and then could overcome it, nothing could
be certain, since there would always be a lingering, haunting doubt, which would
infect everything that we know and render it all, in some measure, uncertain.

The overwhelming consequences of a belief in demonism, of a scepticism
with regard to our faculties themselves, were clear to Descartes. In the Discours, a
mild version of this kind of super-Pyrrhonism had been set forth, without intro-
ducing the malin génie. The mere fact that our senses sometimes err, that our rea-
son sometimes produces paralogisms, and that Descartes, like anyone else, was
subject to error, led him to reject all that he had previously accepted as demon-
stratively true.32 In the First Meditation, Descartes pointed out that it is possible
that “I am deceived every time that I add two and three, or that I count the sides of
a square, or when I judge things still more simple, if one can imagine anything
simpler than that.”33 The possibility of our being constantly deceived by some evil
agency raises doubts about even the most evident matters and any standards of ev-
idence we may have. As Pascal and Hume saw, the highest point in sceptical
doubt had been reached.34 Once it had been suggested that the reliability of our
most rational faculties was questionable, man had been transformed from a repos-
itory of truth into a sink of uncertainty and error.35 In his comments on the malin
génie, in The Conversations with Burman, Descartes is reported to have noted that
here he made of man a great doubter and threw him into every possible objection,
every possible reason for doubting.36 Only when scepticism had been carried to
this extreme, to engender a crise pyrrhonienne greater than that ever dreamed of
by the nouveaux pyrrhoniens, could one overcome the force of scepticism. Unless
one were willing to pursue the possibility of raising doubts to the end, one could
never hope to discover any truth untainted by doubt or uncertainty.

In the Regulae, written by 1628, apparently before Descartes’ attempt to re-
solve la crise pyrrhonienne, he had insisted that “Arithmetic and Geometry alone
are free from any taint of falsity and uncertainty,” and that intuition, the un-
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doubting conception of an unclouded and attentive mind, is most certain, and
deduction “cannot be erroneous when performed by an understanding that is in
the least degree rational.”37 As Descartes traveled the road to demonism, he
passed, as Gilson said, “from the scientific plane to the purely philosophical one
and substitutes for a simple critique of our knowledge a critique of our means of
knowing.”38

It is not that Descartes was denying or doubting the self-evidence of our
mathematical or most certain knowledge, but rather he was showing that as long
as we might be demonically infected, what appeared self-evident to us might be
false. The simple starting-place of the Regulae, that reason, in intuiting and de-
ducing, was infallible and hence that mathematics was indubitably true, was now
challenged by a scepticism with regard to our faculties, and a scepticism with re-
gard to our ability to use them. As long as we might be the victims of some force or
agent who purposely misleads us, what we consider most certain, what we are un-
able to doubt (psychologically), may actually be false or dubious.39 In introducing
this level of doubt, creating the possibility of the malin génie, Descartes overthrew
the mathematical intuitionism of the Regulae as the foundation of all certainty.
The crise pyrrhonienne had been pressed to its farthest limit. Not only had all the
opinions and theories of all previous thinkers been cast in doubt, but also those of
the young René Descartes. But from this voyage into the depths of complete scep-
ticism, Descartes was to find a new metaphysical and theological justification for
the world of human rationality.40

Before considering how the method of doubt is supposed to lead us to cer-
tainty and not to total suspense of judgment, I should like to mention briefly a
possible historical source of the demon hypothesis, and why this sort of scepticism
with regard to our faculties might have struck one as a forceful and serious idea at
this time. One of the great events of the 1630s was the trial at Loudun of a priest,
Grandier, accused of infesting a convent with devils. The case, and the evidence
presented at the trial of Grandier in 1634, aroused a good deal of interest in the de-
monic, as well as in the standards of evidence by which such matters can be
judged. Some problems that may well have come to mind in considering the
question of whether Grandier had the power to infest others with devils were, if he
had such power, (1) could he ever be apprehended, since, presumably, his force
could be exercised upon anybody trying to halt his nefarious activities? and (2)
could any reliable testimony be presented against him by his victims, since he,
presumably, could influence and deceive them? In order to evaluate the testi-
mony presented against Grandier by the members of the convent, the Sorbonne
had to rule on the knotty problem of whether testimony given under oath by dev-
ils (that is, those Grandier supposedly placed in his victims) could be true. In light
of the issues about the reliability of evidence, Descartes may have seen that if
there can be a demonic agent in the world, apart from Grandier’s case, a serious
ground for scepticism is involved. And if the matter were considered on the larger
plane of human reasoning in general, rather than the particular plight of the in-
mates of the convent at Loudun, a startling possibility emerges—namely, that
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whether we know it or not, we may all be victims of demonism and be unable to
tell that we are victims, because of systematic delusion caused by the demonic
agent. A more extensive examination of the issues discussed in the learned world
as a result of the Loudun trial may throw some light on the source and signifi-
cance at the time of Descartes’ great contribution to sceptical argumentation.41

But, to return to Descartes’ method of doubt, in what manner does it differ
from the standard sceptical arguings of Charron, La Mothe Le Vayer, and others,
except in ingenuity? The series of types of doubt offered in the more systematic
presentations of Pyrrhonism indicate step by step the doubtfulness of various be-
liefs, opinions, and views that we have. Each such indication, according to the
classical sceptical theory, is to be followed by a suspense of judgment on the truth
or falsity of the matter under consideration. Statements of the Pyrrhonian position
of Montaigne, Charron, and their successors propose a stronger reaction, that
views and opinions be rejected by the mind, if they are in the slightest degree du-
bious, until this piecemeal rejection results in the mind becoming a carte
blanche. Gouhier, in his excellent and important article on the method of doubt,
makes this process of emptying the mind into another and crucial methodic ele-
ment in Descartes—the method of negation, which Gouhier contends separates
the Cartesian development of doubt from that of the sceptics and leads to the ul-
timate conquest of scepticism in the cogito. According to Gouhier, Descartes, in
intensifying the doubting method so that whatever is in the slightest degree open
to question is considered as if it were false, was able to develop a means of sepa-
rating the apparently evident and certain from the truly evident and certain. By
making his test so severe, changing ordinary sceptical doubt into complete nega-
tion, Descartes thereby set the stage for the unique and overwhelming force of the
cogito, so that by no act of will is one able to resist recognizing its certitude. Only
by forcing oneself to doubt and negate to the greatest degree possible can one ap-
preciate the indubitable character of the cogito.42

The negative method, as well as the method of doubt, occurs, to some extent,
though not with the same driving force, in the mental elimination process pro-
posed by some of the nouveaux pyrrhoniens. But, as Descartes saw, perhaps the
most crucial difference between the procedure of the sceptics and that of
Descartes lies in the purpose for which the method is employed, and the results
that are to be achieved by its use. The sceptics, according to Descartes, doubt only
out of perversity. They are people “who only doubt for the sake of doubting, and
pretend to be always uncertain”43 and gain “so little from this method of philoso-
phizing, that they have been in error all their lives, and have not been able to get
free of the doubts which they have introduced into philosophy.”44 Their claim
that by the achievement of complete doubt and mental blankness they would be
prepared to receive truth by revelation was apparently not taken seriously by
Descartes. As far as he could see they had accomplished nothing with their
doubts, and had accomplished nothing only because they had deliberately
wished to remain in complete uncertainty. But although the Pyrrhonians have
found nothing certain as a result of their doubt, this does not mean that they
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could not do so.”45 If one doubts in order to achieve certainty, then something of
monumental importance can issue from the sceptic’s method. As an eighteenth-
century Cartesian put it, “The Sceptic or Pyrrhonist doubts everything: because
he foolishly wishes to close his eyes to all light,” but to doubt as Descartes did “is
not to be a Pyrrhonist, but it is to be a philosopher. It is not to unsettle human cer-
titude, but to strengthen it.”46

The nouveaux pyrrhoniens might insist that they were being misrepresented,
since their aim, too, was to find certain knowledge. But they hoped to find it
miraculously, to have it suddenly delivered to them by God. Descartes, on the
other hand, expected to locate the fundamental and indubitable truths, the foun-
dations of human knowledge, within the mind, buried or hidden under the debris
of prejudices and opinions. He expected to locate these by the very process of
doubting, and not by a deus ex machina after doubting. The sceptics did not be-
lieve we were in possession of any truths, while Descartes was convinced that we
were, but were also unable to see them. By doubting and negating, those opinions
and beliefs that at present blind us, he said, could be removed so that truth would
shine forth.

What will produce this moment of revelation, this recognition of genuine
certain truth, for Descartes, is the sceptical method properly and diligently ap-
plied. The first stage of doubting will engender a crise pyrrhonienne. The various
levels of doubt of the First Meditation will leave one free of all false or question-
able views and also completely uncertain of everything, in a “forlorn scepticism.”
But just at this darkest moment, and because one has plunged into this “sink of
uncertainty,” the solution is found in the cogito, and scepticism is completely
overthrown. In the Discours, Descartes said:

I resolved to assume that everything that ever entered into my mind was no more
true than the illusions of my dreams. But immediately afterwards I noticed that
whilst I thus wished to think all things false, it was absolutely essential that the “I”
who thought this should be somewhat, and remarking that this truth, “I think,
therefore I am” was so certain and so assured that all the most extravagant sup-
positions brought forward by the sceptics were incapable of shaking it, I came to
the conclusion that I could receive it without scruple as the first principle of the
Philosophy for which I was seeking.47

The very process of carrying doubt to its utmost extreme provides the overthrow-
ing of complete scepticism; thus, the Pyrrhonian onslaught becomes its own vic-
tim. The method that was supposed to eliminate all manifestations of the disease
of dogmatism terminates in eliminating itself as well, by discovering one unshak-
able truth that no sceptical ingenuity can render dubious to the slightest degree.

The cogito functions not, as some of the critics claimed, as the conclusion of
a syllogism (as it did for Silhon)48 but as the conclusion of doubt. Just by pushing
scepticism to its limit, one is confronted with a truth that one cannot doubt in any
conceivable manner. The process of doubting compels one to recognize the
awareness of oneself, compels one to see that one is doubting or thinking, and that
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one is here, is in existence. This discovery of true knowledge is not miraculous,
not a special act of divine grace. Instead the method of doubt is the cause rather
than the occasion of the acquisition of knowledge. Its truth, as I shall show, is the
result of divine intervention—not of a sudden, new intervention, but rather of a
continuous and permanent act of grace that sustains our mind with its innate
ideas, and with its natural light that compels us to accept as true that which we are
unable to doubt. Thus, the method of doubt leads naturally to the cogito, and not
supernaturally to truth, as the nouveaux pyrrhoniens claimed.

The discovery of one absolutely certain truth, the cogito, may overthrow the
sceptical attitude that all is uncertain, but, at the same time, one truth does not
constitute a system of knowledge about reality. To discover or justify knowledge
about the nature of things a series of bridges must be built, once the experience
of being confronted by the cogito has provided the solid, firm point of departure.
However, the one truth produced by the method of doubt is not a premise from
which all other truths follow. Rather it is a basis for rational discourse that makes
it possible to recognize other truths. The experience of the cogito turns on the
inner light so that we can now see what other propositions are true. Without the
dramatic reversal of doubt that occurs in the discovery of the cogito, we would
not be able to tell that statements like “2 + 3 = 5” are really true, because we
could still manage to question them. What, in effect, the cogito accomplishes
by producing illumination is that it also reveals the long-sought standard or cri-
terion of truth, and therewith the ability to recognize other truths, which in turn
allows us to build up a system of true knowledge about reality. (It is interesting
in this regard that in Descartes’ formal presentation of his theory, appended to
the replies to the second set of objections to the Meditations, the cogito is not of-
fered as a premise, axiom, or postulate, but the method of doubt is offered as a
mental process that will make it possible to tell that the axioms and postulates
are true.)49

By inspecting the one truth the criterion of truth is found. As Descartes has
said about Herbert of Cherbury’s system, only if one knew a truth could one then
proceed to construct a theory of truth. We are assured of the truth of the one case
we are acquainted with solely because it is clear and distinct.

Certainly in this first knowledge there is nothing that assures me of its truth, ex-
cepting the clear and distinct perception of that which I state, which would not
indeed suffice to assure me that what I say is true, if it could ever happen that a
thing which I conceived so clearly and distinctly could be false; and accordingly
it seems to me that already I can establish as a general rule that all things which
I perceive very clearly and very distinctly are true.50

In the Principles, these properties of clarity and distinctness are explained; clarity
being that which is present and apparent to an attentive mind, that which com-
mands our mental attention, and distinctness, the clarity which differentiates this
awareness from all others.51 The cogito strikes us so forcefully with its clarity and
distinctness that we cannot doubt it. If something could be clear and distinct and
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yet false, we might be deceived even by the cogito, but this cannot be the case, as
the very experience of it reveals.

With a criterion of truth we can discover the premises of a metaphysical sys-
tem of true knowledge, which in turn provides the foundation of a physical system
of true knowledge. The metaphysical system will supply us with a justification or
guarantee of the criterion. Not only are we such that whatever we discover is clear
and distinct we accept as true, but also it can be shown that, in reality, whatever is
clear and distinct is true. So the first step in all this is to set forth the clear and dis-
tinct principles that allow us to reason from our intellectual truths to truths about
reality. The axiom that the objective reality of our ideas requires a cause in which
the same reality is contained not objectively but formally or eminently,52 provides
the first crucial bridge from truths in the mind to truths about something beyond
our own ideas, the first bridge from a subjective awareness of one truth about our
ideas to a knowledge of reality. The support offered for this initial stage in the re-
construction of true knowledge, and this burial of scepticism is (1) that it is clear
and distinct, and (2) that this axiom is necessary if we are to be able to know any-
thing beyond the world of our ideas.53

Having provided a causeway from ideas to reality, this is then used as the
means for establishing the existence and the nature of God. The idea of God re-
quires a cause having at least the same properties formally or eminently, that is,
the cause as independent real object has at least the same essential characteristics
as the idea. Thus, the perfections in our idea of God must also be perfections of
God.54 The theocentric vision of Cardinal Bérulle becomes transformed from
idea to object, with all truth dependent on the will of this all-powerful deity who
must exist as the cause of the idea of him that we possess clearly and distinctly.

From the cogito to the criterion of truth, to the connecting link between the
ideas in our minds and objective reality, and finally to God, Descartes has created
a structure that will ultimately support our knowledge of Nature, but only after re-
inforcing our inner certainty by attaching it to the divine will. The omnipotent
deity must be made the final basis for guaranteeing our certitude. If, as the bridge-
building indicates, we are certain of various matters because they are clear and
distinct, that is, we cannot doubt of them no matter how hard we try, now that we
have been illumined by the cogito, and this inner certitude about our ideas con-
vinces us that there must be an objective God on whom we are totally dependent
for our being and knowledge, then whether our inner certitude is justified objec-
tively (that is, with reference to the real world) is up to God and not ourselves.

This series of realizations leads to a higher scepticism, a super-Pyrrhonism
that must be overcome in heaven and not in the mind of man. Perhaps the de-
monism that destroyed our faith in reason in the First Meditation is an aspect of
the divine world! Perhaps God wills us to believe, in fact, forces us to believe, all
sorts of things that are untrue! Perhaps God is a deceiver, a demon! The road from
complete doubt to the cogito to objective reality may have been the final closing
of a trap that shuts us off from all knowledge save that of our own existence, and
leaves us forever at the mercy of an omnipotent fiend who wants us to err at all
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times and all places. This terrifying possibility that could transform the Cartesian
dream of a rational paradise on earth into a Kafka-like hell, in which all our at-
tempts to discover true knowledge of reality would be demonically frustrated, re-
quires a cosmic exorcism, a harrowing of heaven.55

Descartes eliminates the possibility that the deity possesses demonic features
by stressing the character of our idea of God. If the idea of God cannot include
demonic elements, then what is clear and distinct about the idea must be true
about the object, God himself. “I recognize it to be impossible that He should
ever deceive me; for in all fraud and deception some imperfection is to be found,
and although it may appear that the power of deception is a mark of subtilty or
power, yet the desire to deceive without doubt testifies to malice or feebleness,
and accordingly cannot be found in God.”56 Descartes did not consider the possi-
bility that it may be the demon, rather than God, who has supplied him with his
idea of God, and who has compelled him to come to antidemonic conclusions
about the moral nature of the deity. But, with this conception of God, based on
the clear and distinct idea of him, Descartes was now ready to march on tri-
umphantly to his promised land, the new world of dogmatism where knowledge
of truth and reality could be completely assured, since “I now have before me a
road which will lead us from the contemplation of the true God . . . to the knowl-
edge of the other objects of the universe.”57

Therefore, since God cannot deceive, and he is my Creator, and I am created
with the faculty for judging that whatever is clearly and distinctly conceived is true,
then my faculty of judging is guaranteed. Not only do I have to believe that what-
ever I clearly and distinctly perceive is true, but also, by the grace of God in his
goodness, it is actually true. With this monumental assurance Descartes could now
dissipate the doubts of the First Meditation about rational knowledge. The demon
having been exorcised from heaven and earth, there then remained no question
about the truths of mathematics. Once the criterion of clear and distinct ideas had
been founded on God’s guaranteed honesty, the initial doubts, the intial Pyrrhon-
ism, vanished, for one could now tell what was true, what constituted evidence,
and so forth. From here on, all is relatively safe and easy. Mathematical truths are
clear and distinct. We are compelled to believe them, and in this compulsion we
are secure since God is no deceiver. The relationship of these truths of Nature can
also be discovered by our trust in God. We can be sure that there is a physical world
to which the truths about pure extension apply, since God would not make us
think so unless there was in fact such a world beyond the reach of our ideas.58

The atheist is not able to have this security about the objective truth of his
clear and distinct ideas, because he does not have a God to guarantee what he
thinks he knows. In answering Mersenne’s claim that an atheist can know a math-
ematical truth clearly and distinctly, Descartes declared:

I do not deny, I merely affirm that, on the other hand, such knowledge on his part
cannot constitute true science, because no knowledge that can be rendered
doubtful should be called science. Since he is, as supposed, an Atheist, he cannot
be sure that he is not deceived in the things that seem most evident to him, as has
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been sufficiently shown; and though perchance the doubt does not occur to him,
nevertheless it may come up, if he examines the matter, or if another suggests it;
he can never be safe from it unless he first recognizes the existence of a God.59

Hence, no matter what truths an atheist may be aware of, he can never be com-
pletely certain they are true since he can never eradicate the possibility that he is
deceived no matter how sure he may be. No secular guarantee or basis of certainty
can be found. In a secular world there is always a haunting possibility of demonic
deception or self-deception even in the most evident matters. Thus, in a world
apart from God, every “truth” can still be considered as doubtful (in that it may
possibly be false), and no “true science” can be discovered. Only God can dissi-
pate all doubts if he is no deceiver, and hence only God can guarantee that the
truths we know in mathematics and physics are more than mere semblances of
truth in our minds.60

So, all in all, from the despairing depths of the First Meditation Descartes be-
lieved he had been able to accomplish a complete overturning of scepticism,
marching from complete doubt to complete assurance. This amazing change of
state was possible only because Pyrrhonism had been taken sufficiently seriously.
In doubting to the limits of human capacity, the force of the cogito could emerge
as a tidal wave, sweeping away la crise pyrrhonienne and carrying the newly illu-
mined person into the realms of solid, unshakable truth. Each stage on the way to
absolute truth after the cogito strengthened the escape from scepticism and made
the stages already passed more secure. The criterion led to God, God to the com-
plete guarantee, and the complete guarantee to knowledge of the mechanistic
universe. Only by having walked through the valley of complete doubt could one
be swept on to the peace and security of the world seen as a theodicy, our ideas
and our truths seen as divine fiats, forever guaranteed by our realization that the
Almighty cannot deceive. When the journey of the mind to God was completed,
Descartes could write without hesitation in the Principles:

That we cannot err if we give our assent only to things that we know clearly and
distinctly.

But it is certain that we shall never take the false as the true if we only give our as-
sent to things that we perceive clearly and distinctly. Because since God is no de-
ceiver, the faculty of knowledge that He has given us cannot be fallacious, nor
can the faculty of will, so long at least as we do not extend it beyond those things
that we clearly perceive. . . . And even if this truth could not be rationally demon-
strated, we are by nature so disposed to give our assent to things that we clearly
perceive, that we cannot possibly doubt of their truth [while we perceive them
this way].61

And he could tell the student Burman that no one could be a sceptic if he looked
attentively at his innate ideas, because it would be impossible to doubt of them.62

This dramatic answer to la crise pyrrhonienne met the problem that the Re-
formation had posed at its deepest level and, in effect, offered a Reformer’s solu-
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tion on the level of rational rather than religious knowledge. The challenge of
Luther and Calvin had set off the quest for a guarantee of the certitude of one’s
basic beliefs and principles. The Reformers and their opponents could each show
that the other’s views had no defensible foundation and could be infected with
sceptical difficulties. The extension of this type of problem into natural knowl-
edge revealed that the same sort of sceptical crisis existed in this realm as well.
Any philosophical foundation could be questioned, a foundation demanded for
the foundation, and so on.

The Reformers, especially the Calvinists, offered as a defense of their beliefs
the claim that by “la voie d’examen” one would discover a religious truth, the true
faith, which would reveal its criterion, the rule of faith, which would in turn re-
veal its source and guarantee, God. The illumination involved in the discovery of
religious truth was twofold; on the one hand one was illumined by the truth, and
on the other, by divine grace, one was able now to recognize it as a truth. The il-
lumination, the inner light, provided a complete assurance, conviction, or sub-
jective certainty. And, it was claimed, the very experience of this overwhelming
assurance convinced one that what one felt so certain about was also objectively
true, that is, it corresponded to the actual state of affairs in the universe.63 One
knows that one has found the true faith, and one knows this because it is the faith
measured by the rule of faith, Scripture, which one knows is the rule of faith be-
cause it is the Word of God, which he has made us capable of recognizing and un-
derstanding. The basic, unquestionable beginning is the subjective certainty of,
or total conviction in, the religious truth. In order to guarantee that this complete
assurance is not merely a personal feeling or madness, it has to be shown that what
one is assured of is objectively true and is not just what one subjectively believes
to be true. Thus the quest is to find “skyhooks” to attach to this subjective cer-
tainty so that it can be transformed from an internal individual experience into an
objective feature of the world. And somehow, the personal assurance that one has
found the true faith, which can be checked by his true rule (of which he is sub-
jectively certain) and which comes from God, is transformed from his unques-
tioned opinion or belief into objective truth by the subjective experience of the il-
lumination of the truth and its source. The religious experience both convinces
him of certain religious truths and verifies the truths, so that they are both what he
believes completely and what is true. The same mental event in which he gains
his assurance somehow transcends itself and reveals to him God, the source of the
event, who then guarantees that the content of the event, the religious truths, are
not only personal beliefs but also truths that he has ordained.

In Descartes’ answer to scepticism one finds the same sort of Reformation de-
velopment and the same attempt to objectify subjective certitude by attaching it to
God. The Cartesian “voie d’examen” is the method of doubt, the examination of
what we believe. By moving from the partial Pyrrhonism of doubting the reliability
of our senses to the metaphysical Pyrrhonism of the dream hypothesis, doubting
the reality of our knowledge, to the total Pyrrhonism of the demon hypothesis,
doubting the reliability of our rational faculties, we finally discover the cogito, a

156 The History of Scepticism



truth so subjectively certain that we are incapable of doubting it at all. This is the
first aspect of the illumination—there is truth. The second is the realization of the
source of truth, of the guarantee of truth. The cogito leads us to the rule of truth,
the rule leads us to God, and God provides the objective assurance of our subjec-
tive certitude. Having started on the way to truth by experiencing the illumination
of the cogito, one ends by realizing that the indubitability of all clear and distinct
ideas is not only a psychological fact that one accepts and lives with but is a God-
ordained fact and hence objectively true. Not only does one believe, and psycho-
logically must believe, any clear and distinct propositions, but one is now guaran-
teed that what one believes corresponds to what is objectively the case. What I
know to be true in the world of my ideas (i.e., what I am subjectively certain of), be-
comes what is true in the real world independent of what I think, feel, or believe.
My personal truths become the objective truths known by God because of God’s
guarantee that what I have to accept as true (subjectively) is true (objectively).

Employing the psychological feeling of subjective certainty as the beginning
of the resolution of the sceptical crisis incurs the risk of making all transsubjective
knowledge dubious. Luther and Calvin were accused of taking their own personal
opinions and their feelings about them and then trying to found the entire struc-
ture of religion on subjective facts, on their own mental lives. By insisting that
there is a guarantee that what is subjectively certain is true not only for the indi-
vidual but absolutely and objectively, the Reformers declared that they had
avoided the pitfalls of scepticism. And Descartes, in starting his Reformation in
philosophy, had to follow the same path. In the drama of the cogito, he “under-
mines the bases of Pyrrhonism.”64 But, in order to make this more than a personal
victory about the ideas in his mind and his feelings about them, the unshakable
assurance of Descartes had to be linked to a source that could guarantee its ob-
jective truth as well. To be victorious, what Descartes thought was true had to be
true; what he was subjectively certain of had to correspond to the objective state
of affairs.

Descartes’ revolutionary overturning of scepticism and his vindication of ob-
jective knowledge may have been the most forceful solution of la crise pyrrhoni-
enne. But it was precisely in the movement from subjective certainty to objective
truth that Descartes and his philosophy, as well as Calvin and Calvinism, met
their most serious opposition, opposition that was to change the Cartesian tri-
umph into tragedy. The enemies fought to show that though a truth might have
been found, the heroic effort of Descartes was either no effort at all or was a com-
plete failure, leaving la crise pyrrhonienne unsolved and insoluble at the base of
all of modern philosophy.
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Descartes: Sceptique Malgré Lui

Descartes, having presented his triumphant conquest of the sceptical dragon,
immediately found himself denounced as a dangerous Pyrrhonist and unsuc-
cessful dogmatist whose theories were only fantasies and illusions. The ortho-
dox, traditional thinkers saw Descartes as a vicious sceptic because his method of
doubt denied the very basis of the traditional system. Hence, no matter what he
himself might say, Descartes was considered the culmination of two millennia of
Pyrrhonists from Pyrrho of Elis onward, all of whom had tried to undermine the
foundations of rational knowledge. Those of sceptical inclination, while unwill-
ing and unanxious to claim Descartes as their own, wished to show that he had
achieved nothing, and that all his claims were only opinions, not certitudes. So
they challenged every advance beyond the cogito (and even the cogito itself), in
order to drown the heroic Descartes in a sea of uncertainty. The dogmatists
pressed their attack against the First Meditation, for herein lay the most powerful
Pyrrhonian argument, which, once admitted, they saw could never be overcome.
The sceptics attacked the remainder of the Meditations as a doubtful non se-
quitur to the First Meditation. On both sides, the same sort of bombardment that
had reduced the Reformers to Pyrrhonists was set off against the new dogmatists,
René Descartes, the Saint George who claimed to have slain the sceptical
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dragon. The step from subjective certainty about ideas in the mind to objective
truth about the real world was denied, and even the starting-place was shown to
be naught but one man’s opinion. If the opinion of Calvin was insufficient to es-
tablish religious truth, the opinion of Descartes was equally insufficient to estab-
lish philosophical truth.

Almost immediately following the first publication of Descartes’ philosophy,
critics appeared who accused him of having thrown in his lot with the Pyrrhonists.
Beginning with Pierre Petit and Father Pierre Bourdin, in France, and Gisbert
Voetius and Martinus Schoockius at Utrecht, the charge was made that Descartes
had given away too much at the outset, and had adopted a scepticism from which
nothing certain could actually emerge. With his method of doubt, he had over-
turned all the acceptable evidence that we possess. He had rejected common
sense, experience, and authority; hence he had eliminated any possibility of there
being a secure foundation for our knowledge. Since such a scepticism was dan-
gerous not only to philosophy but also to religion, Descartes, the sceptic and the
atheist, must be destroyed.1

As early as 1638 one finds an unidentified critic writing to Descartes to com-
plain that the rules of his morale and his méthode are too sceptical and that, like
the doubts of the Pyrrhonians, they will not lead to any basic truths.2 During the
same period, Petit wrote his objections, which tried to show that Descartes had in-
verted the whole process of knowing things and, in effect, would make them all
unknowable.3 Unfortunately, we lack Petit’s complaints about the method of
doubt. But the portion we possess indicates the general point of view from which
it was argued that Descartes was casting all in doubt. The contention of Petit was
that the highest and most final knowledge that we can have is knowledge of God,
which, from our point of view, is the most unclear and indistinct. We have to com-
mence with the information available to us in our present state, the facts of sense
experience, which are the clearest to us, and build up our knowledge from there.
If we first have to know God in order to be sure of anything else, all that we know
would be cast into doubt, and genuine knowledge would be impossible, since it is
beyond our limited, finite capacities ever to comprehend God by rational means.4

Father Bourdin, a leading Jesuit teacher at Paris, used the First Meditation
and part of the Second as the basis for launching an attack to show that Descartes’
method was that of a complete sceptic, and therefore could never achieve any cer-
tainty, but only destroy it. Bourdin’s criticisms, coming as they did from a member
of the order that had trained him, bothered Descartes greatly. In his letter of
protest to the Jesuit provincial Father Dinet, Descartes cried out against Bourdin,
against his abuse, his denunciations of Descartes, and his condemnations of him
in class. But Descartes claimed that Bourdin’s central charge was that the author
of the Meditations had engaged in excessive doubt; “he has not objected to any-
thing in me but that I carried doubt much too far.”5

Bourdin’s criticisms, as contained in the Seventh Set of Objections to the
Meditations, are intended to make Descartes’ views ridiculous by presenting
them in a humorous light. But, although Bourdin is often guilty of misunder-
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standing, misrepresentation, and misquotation, his attack against the method of
doubt and the positive views developed immediately after the cogito indicated
some of the problems that, in effect, reduced the Cartesian effort to Pyrrhonism.
The two chief charges are, first, that the Cartesian method is entirely negative,
casting away all former means of pursuing the truth, and offering nothing in its
stead; and, second, that because of its negative character, the method cannot at-
tain any certainty.

This first contention is summed up in this poignant passage:

It [the method] takes away our previous instruments: nor does it bring any to oc-
cupy their place. Other systems have logical formulae and syllogisms and sure
methods of reasoning, by following which, like Ariadne’s clue, they find their way
out of labyrinths and easily and safely unravel matters that are intricate. But this
new method on the contrary disfigures the old formula, while at the same time it
grows pale at a new danger, threatened by an evil Spirit of its invention, dreads
that it is dreaming, doubts whether it is in a delirium. Offer it a syllogism; it is
scared, at the major whatsoever that may be. “Perhaps,” it says, “that Spirit de-
ceives me.” The minor? It will grow alarmed and say it is doubtful. “What if I
dream?” How often have not things appeared certain and clear to a dreamer which,
after the dream is over, have turned out to be false? What finally will the method
say as to the conclusion? It will shun all alike as though they were traps and snares.
“Do not delirious people, children, and madmen believe that they reason excel-
lently, though wanting anything like sense and judgment? What if the same thing
has happened to me? What if that evil Spirit casts dust into my eyes? He is evil, and
I do not yet know that God exists and is able to restrain that deceiver.” What will
you do here? What is to be done, when that method will declare, and obstinately
maintain, that the necessity of the conclusion is doubtful, unless you first know
with certainty that you are neither dreaming nor crazy, but that God exists, is
truthful, and has put that evil Spirit under restraint? What is to be done when the
method will repudiate both the matter and the form of this syllogism?—”It is the
same thing to say that something is contained in the concept or nature of some
matter and to say that it is true of that matter. Yet existence, etc.” What about other
things of this kind? If you urge them, he will say: “Wait until I know that God ex-
ists and till I see that evil Spirit in bonds.” But you will reply: “This has at least the
advantage that, though it brings forward no syllogisms, it safely avoids all falla-
cies.” That is capital; to prevent the child from having catarrh we shall remove its
nose! Could other mothers have a better way of wiping their children’s nose?6

The method, according to Bourdin, rejects all the tools of previous philoso-
phy, and especially those of Aristotelianism. But when even sense information
and the syllogism have been rendered dubious, what is left? Every possible means
that we might employ to gain knowledge can be attacked by the sense problems,
the dream problem, or the demon hypothesis. Descartes’ method may keep us
from erring, but, Bourdin insisted, it will also keep us from knowing. The older
methods, which Descartes scorned, had been tested and found certain enough.
What he offered instead was a completely destructive method, which was also
open to question. The grounds Descartes offered for doubting, his levels of scep-
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ticism, could be challenged. Are we certain that the senses deceive? That waking
and dreaming can be confused? That there may be a demon? The evidence pre-
sented by Descartes is highly suspicious. It consists of pointing out what happens
occasionally, or how sick and mad people behave. If we are not really sure of these
very doubts, why give up the tried and true path, to run headlong into a total
Pyrrhonism from which nothing certain can follow?7

The second contention is that once having accepted the complete scepticism
of the First Meditation, Descartes’ method cannot lead to any certain truth be-
cause it has denied every possible avenue to truth. The conquest of Pyrrhonism in
the Second Meditation is a fraud and a fake because of “the suicidal procedure of
the Method, [because] of the way in which it cuts itself off from all hope of attain-
ing to the light of truth.”8 Over and over again, Bourdin examined and reexam-
ined the cogito and the “truths” that followed after it, to show the upstart
Descartes that none of this could survive untainted after the method of doubt had
been adopted. Every step Descartes took in a positive direction could be shown to
be doubtful on his own standards, since he might be deceived, or he might be
dreaming. Whatever appears clear and distinct to Descartes may not actually be
so, if the method of doubt is taken seriously. Once we have assumed the possible
inaccuracy of our reason, our senses, or our principles, we realize that any con-
clusion we come to may be erroneous, no matter how forcefully it strikes us, or
how much we may believe it. Hence the cogito establishes nothing that we can be
absolutely sure is certain, nor do any of the arguments that come after it, since
they all can be rendered dubious merely by rediscussing the reasons for doubt and
by applying them to these points.9

If Father Bourdin struck at Descartes’ rejection of accepted philosophical
method, and sought to show that the innovator was trapped in a scepticism of his
own making, the most notorious opponents, Voetius and Schoockius, developed
this line of criticism to an even greater degree. As much as Descartes was dis-
turbed by the abuse he received from the Paris Jesuit, he was even more upset by
the outpourings of the gentlemen from Utrecht. Gisbert Voetius was the rector of
the great Dutch university there, and Schoockius was his disciple. Both of them
were bent first on driving out Cartesian influences from their institution, where
one of Descartes’ first converts, Henry Regius, was teaching.10 After ridding the
university of the immediate danger, they then went on to expand their criticism
to the author of this new philosophy himself, publishing an attack on the Carte-
sian theory.

In 1643, these two Dutch opponents put out a work entitled Admiranda
Methodus Novae Philosophiae Renati Des Cartes.11 In the preface, Descartes is
linked with some of the most dangerous enemies of religion—the sceptics, the
Socinians, and the atheists.12 Then, in the text, Descartes is accused of having
adopted the way of life of the Pyrrhonists, and of presenting an inadequate argu-
ment against both scepticism and atheism.13 Finally, in the fourth section, the
crucial criticism is raised, that the philosophy of Descartes leads directly to a type
of Pyrrhonism called semiscepticism, semi because Descartes does make some
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positive claims. (“Indeed, I do not wish our friend, René, to be a Sceptic publicly;
it suffices that he be one secretly.”)14 As with Bourdin, the contention is that the
method of doubt undermines all our secure bases for knowledge such as our
senses, our judgment, and our reliance on God. In making the difficulties that
occur in knowing also apply to the reliability of knowledge itself, Descartes has
made everything dubious. The Aristotelians, like Schoockius and Voetius,
granted that there are problems involved in attaining true and certain knowledge,
but (they say) if we accept the means available to us, starting with our sense infor-
mation, and so on, then we can proceed successfully. Descartes (in their opinion),
however, took the problems so seriously that he destroyed the only ways we have
of eliminating them; hence he ended up actually teaching us only scepticism or
complete doubt.15

It is interesting to note that nine years later, when Schoockius wrote a full-
scale study of scepticism, in which he examined the history of this movement, its
principles, and the bases for overthrowing it, Descartes was not vilified as a
Pyrrhonist. The roots of scepticism were traced back to pre-Socratic thought.
Then, relying heavily on material from Sextus, Schoockius surveyed the develop-
ment of the Academic and Pyrrhonian views. Among the modern sceptics, he dis-
cussed Nicolas of Cusa, Sanches, Cornelius Agrippa, and Gassendi, mentioning
Gianfrancesco Pico in the section on those who have written against scepticism.16

In the discussion of answers to scepticism, the cogito was brought up and pre-
sented as a truth that the sceptics could not avoid.17 However, Schoockius went
into great detail to show that the cogito is not the most basic truth but that it pre-
supposes others, the principles of sound traditional metaphysics.18 And, in his
own analysis and rejection of scepticism, which is directed against the arguments
in Sextus, an Aristotelian answer is presented, in which, contrary to the Cartesian
theory, the validity of sense information is made the basic contention.19

The traditionalist opponents of Descartes hammered at the theme that
Descartes, intentionally or not, had created a total scepticism by his method. He
rejected the Aristotelian path to knowledge by doubting first the source of all our
information, the senses, and second the basic principles and truths by which we
reason. By using the method, the clearest and soundest knowledge that we possess
is tossed aside as uncertain and possibly false. Once this has been accomplished,
there are no means left for attaining any indubitable truths, because the data, the
principles, and the standards that men have employed have all been removed.

Descartes cried out against this criticism, protesting violently about the accu-
sations of scepticism made by Father Bourdin and Voetius.20 Not only did they
misrepresent his views (he said), but they failed to realize that the principles they
were using, those of Scholastic philosophy, were open to question, and that only
after one had rejected all the dubious principles could one then proceed to dis-
cover something that was certain.21 However, the opponents could, and did, point
out that if all the known principles were as doubtful as Descartes pretended in the
First Meditation, then there was no way and no hope of ever emerging from the
sceptical despair that Descartes had introduced. In a mock dialogue, written at

162 The History of Scepticism



the end of the seventeenth century by the French Jesuit Gabriel Daniel, Aristotle
is made to show that Descartes had denied that self-evidence could be taken as a
mark of truth, since, according to the First Meditation, 2 + 3 = 5 might be false.
And Daniel argued that the demonic scepticism that preceded the cogito under-
mined the truth-value of the criterion (since acceptance of it might be the result
of demonic action), and undermined the proof that God exists, since that depends
on the criterion being reliable. In fact, we cannot even tell whether God or the
demon (whichever the source may be) has made cogito, ergo sum a true proposi-
tion or a false one. So, Daniel has Aristotle say, after surveying the sceptical deba-
cle that results from taking the First Meditation seriously, “Upon his Principle, I’ll
doubt, not only as a Sceptick, but now I’ll doubt in earnest.”22

If the traditionalists tried to destroy Descartes by showing that the First Medi-
tation undermined everything and created a total, incurable crise pyrrhonienne,
others of a more sceptical bent concentrated on the resolution, the new dogma-
tism that was supposed to issue from the illumination of the cogito. These thinkers
attempted to show that the alleged truths of Cartesian philosophy could be ren-
dered doubtful, by the very doubts that he had introduced at the outset, and that
each step that was taken after the dramatic revelation of the cogito had to be aban-
doned, until Descartes’ triumph was turned into a tragedy. All the absolute, cer-
tain, clear, and distinct truths, the entire beautiful system of theocentric mecha-
nism, became simply the opinions and illusions of René Descartes. The bridges
that were supposed to connect the subjective certainties of the author, with the
objective truths of and about this divinely run universe, were demolished, and it
was shown that Descartes could never move securely a step beyond the cogito, if
he could get that far.

Without entering into the criticisms of the cogito, especially those developed
by the late seventeenth-century Pyrrhonist Bishop Pierre-Daniel Huet (who dis-
sected the beginning of the Second Meditation so deftly that he finally trans-
formed I think, therefore I am into I thought, then perhaps I was),23 the objections
offered by Gassendi and Mersenne24 suffice to overturn, or render doubtful, the
monumental conclusions arrived at by Descartes. A central theme of these criti-
cisms is to question whether the fact that Descartes claimed to be certain, to per-
ceive clearly and distinctly that the propositions he advanced were true, sufficed
to make them true. Perhaps, they suggested, in spite of how Descartes felt about
these propositions, it might still be the case that they were false.

Gassendi dwelt at length in his objections on the old saw of the Counter- Re-
formers, that the world is full of fools who are absolutely certain, but who are also
wrong, and by implication, perhaps the great René Descartes is one more of
these unfortunate individuals. In considering the Cartesian criterion of truth,
that whatever is clearly and distinctly perceived is true, Gassendi pointed out first
that many great minds, who apparently saw some things clearly and distinctly,
had concluded that we could never be sure that anything was true. Second, our
personal experience should give us qualms, since many things that at one time
we believed we perceived clearly and distinctly, and accepted as certain, we later
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rejected. The only thing that seems to be clear and distinct and true is that what
appears to somebody appears. Even in mathematics, some propositions that were
taken as clear and distinct have turned out to be false. The endless controversies
that go on in the world suggest, third, that “Each person thinks that he clearly and
distinctly perceives that proposition which he defends.”25 It is not the case that
these people are just pretending that they really believe the propositions they
argue for but that they are so sure that they are willing to go to their deaths for
their views. Hence what this seems to indicate is that clarity and distinctness are
inadequate criteria for determining what is true, unless there is a further crite-
rion for distinguishing what is really clear and distinct from what appears to be
so.26 (This, of course, would generate a need for an infinite number of criteria to
distinguish what appears to be really clear and distinct from what really is clear
and distinct, and so on.)

The point being raised here by Gassendi is essentially that which Catholic
leaders like St. François de Sales employed to attack the Reformers. If one’s posi-
tion rests on one’s subjective assurance that one is right, cannot one be, in fact,
wrong? The Calvinists insisted that the inner light, or the compulsive quality of
the truth, made them absolutely certain. But the Counter-Reformers argued that
this is not enough, since it is always possible that what one thinks is true, feels
must be true, finds indubitable, and so on may be one’s private fantasy. All that
the Reformers have to put forward is what Calvin thinks is true, what Luther
thinks is true, and what each individual member thinks is true. But, no matter
how certain they may all feel, they are only measuring truth by their own private
assurances, unless they can, somehow, make it a rule that what they are assured
of is actually true.27

As Gassendi had tried to show, Descartes’ Reformation in philosophy stood or
fell at this same point. Descartes fought back by insisting, at the outset, that he did
not care what various people might believe, or how firmly they believed it, since
“it can never be proved that they clearly and distinctly perceive what they pertina-
ciously affirm.”28 If serious, unprejudiced people will take the trouble they will al-
ways be able to distinguish for themselves what they only think they clearly and
distinctly perceive from what, in fact, they really do so perceive.29 Those unfortu-
nates who do not perceive anything clearly and distinctly will have to remain
sceptics until they have this experience. But once they do, their doubts will com-
pletely evaporate, “for owing to the mere fact of having perceived anything clearly
they would have ceased to doubt and to be Sceptics.”30

All this does not answer the problem, but, like the solution of the Calvinists,
is merely a reiteration of the idea that subjective certainty is true and anyone who
experiences it will believe this. It merely reaffirms Descartes’ contention that
there is something in the clarity and distinctness of an idea or proposition that
commands complete assent, and one knows immediately when he is confronted
with this type of a situation. The natural and overwhelming compulsion to assent
to clear and distinct ideas becomes the ultimate guarantee of their truth.31 In
making this the warrant of their truth, Descartes seems to be stressing still further
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subjective, psychological experience as the basis of certitude rather than any ob-
jective features of the ideas or what they may refer to. As long as the case for the
criterion of clarity and distinctness is founded primarily on the intuitive awareness
and experience of being confronted with something one is unable to doubt, then
the objection of Gassendi, and the attack of the Counter-Reformers, can be ap-
plied, casting doubt on the foundations of Cartesian philosophy. Each central
principle introduced by Descartes as clear and distinct can be questioned—is it
really true, or is it just that Descartes thinks it is true?

To fortify his position, Descartes moved from the individual’s subjective as-
surance of the criterion to making God the judge, who would confirm and guar-
antee the rule of truth, and the truths measured by the rule. But both Mersenne
and Gassendi offered devastating objections to the philosophical maneuver that
transformed this personal subjective assurance to certainty into objective truth,
objections that could only be dealt with by conceding that in a most fundamental
sense, the Cartesian system had not and could not overcome la crise pyrrhoni-
enne. Similarly, sceptical critics used the so-called Arnauld circle to show that the
objective guarantee of the new philosophy was still open to question.

Mersenne raised the question of whether it was certain that God cannot lie or
deceive. He pointed out that there are biblical stories where God is reported to
have deceived Pharaoh and others in the course of historical events. Further,
there have been theologians who held that God can and probably has already de-
ceived. In the mid–fourteenth century, there was discussion about whether God
could be a deceiver. This point came up as a result of exploring the implications
of divine omnipotence. If God is all-powerful, can he lie, deceive, cheat, and so
on? Scotist theologians at Oxford and Jean de Mirecourt at Paris apparently de-
veloped amazing and shocking theses about whether God could have these awful
possibilities. This discussion went on at the end of the century in theologians like
Gabriel Biel and Gregory of Rimini, both of whom Mersenne cites. Mersenne,
unlike his fellow student Descartes, had done advanced studies in theology and
was aware of a wide range of possibilities that had attracted and alarmed medieval
thinkers.32

Even if God should not be a deceiver, Mersenne pointed out, perhaps we de-
ceive ourselves under even the best of conditions, since we are fallible. For “what
evidence is there that you are not deceived and cannot be deceived in those matters
whereof you have clear and distinct knowledge?”33 As others had pointed out, there
are people who have been deceived about matters that they thought “they per-
ceived as clearly as the sun.” Unless it can be shown that the principle of clarity
and distinctness is really clear and distinct and true, so that we cannot be deceived
or deceive ourselves in using it, “we cannot yet make out that there is a possibility
of certitude in any degree attaching to your thinking or to the thoughts of the
human race.”34

In replying to this challenge of both the criterion and its guarantee in God’s
honesty, Descartes treated the objection as a basic attack on the very possibility of
our attaining true knowledge. Perhaps the truths we accept because they are clear
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and distinct are not true. But our clear and distinct conceptions cannot be decep-
tive because God is perfect, and cannot be a deceiver (which we know from our
clear and distinct idea of God). Once we have become aware of God’s existence,
the extreme doubts and problems raised in the first Meditation ought to disap-
pear, for, according to Descartes, he has found “what seems to me [a good scepti-
cal attitude!] the only basis on which human certitude can rest.”35 The explica-
tion of what this foundation of all certainty is is most revealing indeed.

To begin with, directly we think that we rightly perceive something, we sponta-
neously persuade ourselves that it is true. Further, if this conviction is so strong
that we have no reason to doubt concerning that of the truth of which we have
persuaded ourselves, there is nothing more to enquire about; we have here all
the certainty that can reasonably be desired. What is it to us, though perchance
some one feigns that that, of the truth of which we are so firmly persuaded, ap-
pears false to God or to an Angel and hence is, absolutely speaking, false? What
heed do we pay to that absolute falsity, when we by no means believe that it exists
or even suspect its existence? We have assumed a conviction so strong that noth-
ing can remove it, and this persuasion is clearly the same as perfect certitude.36

In the very statement of the case, Descartes had admitted that a type of sceptical
problem exists with regard to the kind of certainty that we can attain. This prob-
lem, whether Descartes so desired or not, allows for the construction of a possible
state of affairs in which all of our most assured knowledge could be false. If it is
possible that the truths that we are most persuaded of may be false on some ab-
solute standard, then can we ever be sure that what we subjectively must accept as
true is objectively, or absolutely, true? Here Descartes both introduces this scepti-
cal possibility and admits that we have no way of eliminating it. All we have is “a
conviction so strong” that doubt is impossible for us, and this is what constitutes
our certitude. But as long as it is possible that such belief, persuasion, or convic-
tion does not correspond to the divinely ordained or known truths, everything we
know or believe may be false. At the outset of his conquest of scepticism,
Descartes had insisted that one should reject any propositions if there was any rea-
son at all for doubt. Here a monumental reason for doubt is presented, namely
that for all we can tell, in spite of all assurances we may possess or feel subjectively,
everything we know or believe may, “absolutely speaking,” be untrue. The ab-
solute standard, that which God or an angel employs, may yield diametrically op-
posite results from those of our standard of clarity and distinctness. Thus
Descartes has unintentionally allowed a wedge to be driven in that separates our
subjectively known truths, guaranteed by our natural belief, or complete convic-
tion, from the objective truths of God’s world. We can no longer have any guar-
antee that the two types of truths correspond.

Having developed this complete scepticism within his system, Descartes
then argues, in this reply to Mersenne, that it is not important since we have all
the assurance reasonable men could wish. Our subjective certainty suffices be-
cause it is actually all that we ever have. We cannot tell if our truths are, “ab-
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solutely speaking,” true or false. And since we cannot tell, and we do not believe
the possibility that what we know may actually be false, we can ignore it, and rest
content with our truths whose certainty is assured by our complete conviction or
belief in them, and our psychological inability to doubt them.

Descartes had begun his conquest of Pyrrhonism by insisting that whatever is
in the slightest degree dubitable must be treated as if it were false, and be com-
pletely rejected. But after this striking beginning, he ended by saying that we have
to accept what we are forced to believe as true and certain, even though it may ac-
tually be false. Perhaps because he may have realized how far he had fallen from
the heavenly heights of true knowledge in his concession to his friend Mersenne,
Descartes tried in the comments that followed to recover his lofty position, but
only succeeded in reinforcing the fundamental sceptical problem that had been
revealed in his system. He attempted to argue that complete certitude could be
found in the clear perceptions of the intellect, like the cogito. He asserted that as
soon as one tried to doubt them, one would find that he had to believe they were
true. This situation arises only with regard to clear and distinct ideas of the intel-
lect. (Hence, the people who are sure of all sorts of other things, completely sure,
do not matter, since they are not basing their assurance on the foundation of all
certainty.) But, in spite of what Descartes might say, this only shows, at best, that
there are propositions that we, with our human faculties and limitations, are not
actually able to doubt. The propositions may still be false on God’s standards.
This possibility Descartes, then, tried to eliminate by asserting, “Again there is no
difficulty though someone feigns that the truth appear false to God or to an Angel,
because the evidence of our perception does not allow us to pay any attention to
such a fiction.”37 Thus, although we can state a reason for doubting all of our
clear and distinct perceptions, we cannot take this reason seriously because of the
overwhelming impact of these perceptions. Our subjective certainty is so great
that we are constitutionally unable to entertain the possibility that what we know
is objectively or absolutely false. Once Descartes had put the matter in this fash-
ion, it becomes crystal clear that he had not slain the sceptical dragon, because,
whether one could psychologically entertain it or not, an incurable doubt existed
within his system that would forever prevent him from establishing any true
knowledge, in the sense of necessary knowledge about reality.

This point becomes more striking in Descartes’ comments on the objections
of Gassendi, when he dealt with what he called the “objection of objections,”
which, although he does not attribute it to Gassendi, he notes is very similar to
Gassendi’s criticisms. This objection is that perhaps all our mathematical knowl-
edge, even though clear and distinct, relates to nothing outside of the mind, and,
therefore, the whole of Cartesian physics may be just imaginary and fictitious.
Descartes interpreted this as amounting to the sweeping suggestion that every-
thing we can understand or conceive of is just a creation of our mind and has no
relation to reality.38 Unless this possibility could be excluded we would be in-
volved in another form of la crise pyrrhonienne, the second level of scepticism of
the First Meditation, in that, even if we accepted our clear and distinct percep-
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tions as true, we could never tell if they were true about anything more than our
thoughts. Hence our own knowledge would reduce to statements about how
things seem to be, or how we thought of them. But we would be unable to know
anything about the objective universe, the things-in-themselves.

Descartes’ answer to the “objection of objections” is to point out the fright-
ful consequences that would ensue if we took it seriously. If it were the case that
all we could ever know were the thoughts in our minds, that we might have in-
vented, “it follows that nothing exists which we can comprehend, conceive or
imagine, or admit as true, and that we must close the door against reason, and
content ourselves with being Monkeys or Parrots, and no longer be Men.”39 But
this is precisely what the Pyrrhonists claimed must happen. We have to shut the
door on reason because we are completely unable to find any objective certainty,
any bridge between our subjective knowledge, indubitable as it may be, and
knowledge about the real world. Descartes had constructed all his links from the
cogito to the criterion, to the clear and distinct axiom that allowed one to reason
from the content of an idea to its real cause, to God, and to truth about the uni-
verse. The “objection of objections” pointed out that this entire rational struc-
ture might be naught but a set of beliefs that we were compelled to accept as
true, which we could never relate to any real world outside of us nor guarantee as
absolutely true. Descartes, the supposed conqueror of scepticism, could only
look at his new impending crise pyrrhonienne and declaim, in the style of Cas-
sandra, how catastrophic it would be if this crisis could not be avoided. But, no
matter how disastrous it might be, Descartes had no means left in his philosoph-
ical system to prevent it. He could only announce that he would not give in, and
that, for better or worse, justified or not, he intended to stay with his personal,
complete subjective assurance. Like the Calvinists, he was willing to risk eternal
damnation because of his subjective certainty, the truths of which he was per-
sonally convinced (even though they might be false or imaginary).

Another way in which the sceptical opponents attacked the Cartesian “tri-
umph,” saying that Descartes’ system left in doubt whether we could have objec-
tive knowledge about the real world, was by embellishing the argument called
“the Arnauld circle.” The sceptical problem involved here is neatly brought out in
a description of it in Bayle’s Dictionary,40 where it says the following of Descartes.

One of his first principles of reasoning, after he had doubted of everything, seems
to be too circular to be safely built upon; for he is for proving the Being of a God
from the Truth of our Faculties, and the Truth of our Faculties from the Being of
a God. He had better have supposed our Faculties to be true; for they being the
instruments, that we make use of in all our proofs and deductions, unless we sup-
pose them to be true, we are at a stand, and can go no farther in our proofs. So
that the way of supposing seems to be more rational than that of doubting.41

Arnauld had pointed out the apparent circularity of establishing the criterion of
clear and distinct ideas from the existence of a nondeceiving God, and the exis-
tence of this deity from our clear and distinct ideas of him.42 The sceptical version
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merely extends the difficulty by contending that we must first employ our faculties
to prove that God exists, but that it is not until after this proof has been worked out
that we can tell whether the faculties were reliable. Hence only by begging the
question of whether our faculties are safe to use can we ever justify the knowledge
gained by them.43

The opponents, traditionalists and sceptics alike, argued that, given that
Cartesian starting-point, complete doubt, each step could be challenged, so that
the progress of the mind to God became a series of dubious steps, each more
doubtful than its predecessor, culminating not in a complete guarantee of all that
went before but in a vicious circle, vitiating any force that might have existed in
the previous reasoning that was employed. The doubts of the First Meditation
weakened the claims about the criterion, which in turn rendered the proof of the
existence of God doubtful, which further made the contention that God is no de-
ceiver open to question. And if the last had not been established as completely
certain, then God’s final guarantee of all the steps could not be given, or, at least,
could not be known rationally.

The crucial point that had to be secured, but could not be, was the first bridge
from the cogito, the doctrine of clear and distinct ideas, the criterion on which all
the following steps depended. Arnauld, when he came to write the Port-Royal
Logic, saw that the very possibility of ever achieving any objective knowledge de-
pended on maintaining this link from subjective certainty to objective truth about
reality. Otherwise, no matter how sure we were of anything, we would still be
hopelessly lost in la crise pyrrhonienne.

And this principle [“All that is contained in the clear and distinct idea of a thing,
can be truly affirmed of that thing”] cannot be disputed without destroying all of
the evidence for human knowledge and establishing a ridiculous Pyrrhonism;
for we can only judge of things by the ideas that we have of them, since we have
no means of conceiving of them than in so far as they are in our minds, and that
they are only there by their ideas. Now, if the judgments that we make in consid-
ering these ideas did not concern things-in-themselves, but only our thoughts . . .
it is obvious that we would have no knowledge of things, but only of our
thoughts. Consequently, we would know nothing of things that we are con-
vinced that we know most certainly, but we would only know that we think them
to be such and such, which would certainly destroy all the sciences.44

But if the Cartesian conquest of Pyrrhonism depended on the establishing of
the criterion of clear and distinct ideas, and its use as the bridge from ideas to re-
ality, this is precisely where the opponents had driven Descartes back into a com-
plete scepticism. The problem is sharply put in Malebranche’s comments on the
passage just quoted from the Port-Royal Logic. The great Oratorian proclaimed
that this view “then establishes this ridiculous Pyrrhonism, since its principle can
be disputed and with good reason.”45 It can be argued that the principle is true
only if things do actually conform to our ideas, but “that is what is not certain.” We
have no way of telling antecedently, as the sceptics have always pointed out, if our

Descartes: Sceptique Malgré Lui 169



thoughts conform to reality. “It is then not certain that the thing does conform to
your idea, but only that you think it so.”46 As long as we try to reason from our
ideas to things, we will be trapped in a crise pyrrhonienne. All we will be able to do
is reiterate over and over again that we think our ideas are true of reality, that we
believe this completely, but we will never actually be able to assert more than that
it seems to us to be the case that what we perceive clearly and distinctly is true
about reality. Whether it is so, will forever remain a mystery.

Thus, from all sides, philosophers attacked the Cartesian triumph to turn it
into a Pyrrhonism in spite of itself. If the First Meditation was taken seriously, they
argued that nothing whatsoever would follow. If one started with the Second Med-
itation, with the cogito, every step forward could be undermined, and the whole
beautiful system reduced to merely the opinion of René Descartes who would
never be able to determine if it were true. At every turn the sceptical dragon that
he was supposed to have slain would rise up and attack him. In the same way that
François Veron had reduced the Reformers to a state of sceptical despair, holding
a book whose meaning they could not fathom and whose truth they could not es-
tablish, Descartes’ opponents tried to reduce the father of modern philosophy to
a man, who, at best, had only knowledge and experience of the cogito. But what
this meant, or why it was true, or what else was true, he would never find out.
Every road he took to or from the cogito leads directly to complete Pyrrhonism.

Descartes tried to fight back, insisting, on the one hand, that the principles
that led him to true knowledge could not be questioned, and on the other, that the
doubts of the First Meditation could not be taken seriously. But the opponents
showed over and over again that the standard sceptical difficulties could be raised
against the constructive achievements of Descartes and, using the Cartesian
method of doubt, everything that appeared after the cogito could be challenged.
Descartes had either taken the sceptics too seriously or not seriously enough. He
had either inadvertently joined their number or he had not established his philos-
ophy on a foundation so solid that it could not be shaken by some of the standard
gambits from the arsenal of Sextus Empiricus.

Descartes protested that his sceptical phase was only feigned, that he never
had the doubts of the First Meditation, and that no serious, attentive, unpreju-
diced person could have them, as long as he was aware of some clear and distinct
ideas.47 The doubts, he said, were put forth for therapeutic and dramatic effect, to
make the reader see first the weakness of what he now believed and then the
strength of Descartes’ principles. He had no intention of inculcating scepticism
but was feigning the disease in order to show more forcefully what its cure was.48

The very fact that he came to positive conclusions showed that he did not regard
everything as doubtful.49

But Descartes’ insistence on his noble intentions and accomplishments does
not solve the problem. No matter why the First Meditation appears, it, if taken se-
riously, carries the march of Pyrrhonism to such a point that it cannot be an-
swered. Not only have doubtful procedures been eliminated but all possible ones
as well. As Hume wisely observed a century later,
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There is a species of scepticism, antecedent to all study and philosophy, which is
much inculcated by Des Cartes and others, as a sovereign preservative against
error and precipitate judgment. It recommends an universal doubt, not only of
all our former opinions and principles, but also of our very faculties; of whose ve-
racity, say they, we must assure ourselves, by a chain of reasoning, deduced from
some original principle, which cannot possibly be fallacious or deceitful. But
neither is there any such original principle, which has a prerogative above oth-
ers, that are self-evident and convincing: or if there were, could we advance a
step beyond it but by the use of those very faculties, of which we are supposed to
be already diffident. The Cartesian doubt, therefore, were it ever possible to be
attained by any human creature (as it plainly is not) would be entirely incurable;
and no reasoning could ever bring us to a state of assurance and conviction upon
any subject.50

Possibly because he was weary of explaining why he had raised the doubts he did,
Descartes, in a letter to Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia and the Palatine, observed
that although he believed it was necessary to go through all this once in one’s life,
one ought not to dwell on such matters all the time.51

Thus, Descartes was left with this choice; either he had propounded a method
to discover absolute certainty, a method that could conquer scepticism by taking it
seriously, or he was just one more dogmatist who refused to question his principles
and could not establish them. If the former, whether he liked it or not, he was
driven into a crise pyrrhonienne, and could not actually escape from the scepticism
his method engendered. If the latter, he had never actually even commenced an
answer to Pyrrhonism, because, like so many of his contemporaries, he had not
seen that every dogma he accepted was open to question unless evidence could be
given for it. All that Descartes could do finally was appeal to the fact he could not
doubt his dogmas; therefore, he was forced to believe they were true, and further,
he was going to insist that they were true. At this point, the sceptic, Sorbière, dis-
owned any connection between the glories of the nouveau pyrrhonisme and the
dogmatism of René Descartes, allegedly built up for scepticism.

It does not suffice, as you know well, Monsieur, to deserve the modest name of
Sceptic or Academician, that someone has doubted one sole time in his life nor
that he has assumed that terrible tumult of opinions, from which he has
claimed to have saved himself by a universal purgation, and by a total overturn-
ing of all of our ideas, which is completely impossible, or from which it would
be very difficult for human reason to recover. It is not necessary to do so much
to be counted a sceptic, but it must be done more seriously and constantly. The
Epoché should be taken in small doses, and should be employed for the health
of the mind, like a sweet and benign remedy which saves us from poorly di-
rected opinions, and not like a poison which eradicates everything up to the first
principles of our reasoning.52

In Descartes’ effort and failure to solve la crise pyrrhonienne lay one of the crucial
issues of modern thought. The Reformation controversy had opened a Pandora’s
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box in seeking the foundations of certain knowledge. The revival of Greek scepti-
cism, the rediscovery of Sextus Empiricus, had collided with the quest for cer-
tainty. Each side could use the Pyrrhonian weapons to undermine the rational
basis of the assertions of the other. Each side could force the other to rest its case in
an unjustifiable belief, or faith, of which it could only be said that one was sure it
was right but one could not prove it. The extension of this problem from religion
to philosophy led to Descartes’ heroic effort. The nouveaux pyrrhoniens, as well as
Descartes, showed that the basic claims of Aristotelian philosophy were open to
question, but the sceptics and the scholastics showed that doubts could also be
raised about Cartesianism. Both traditional philosophy and the new system rested
ultimately on an indefensible set of assumptions, accepted only on faith.

Descartes, viewing the progress of Pyrrhonism, could see that his contempo-
raries had failed to destroy the dragon unloosed from the texts of Sextus Empiri-
cus because they underestimated the strength of the beast. The only way the
dragon could be slain would be if one could discover one truth so indubitable that
no Pyrrhonism, human or demonic, could shake it. Thus, the cogito slew the
monster and triumphed over all doubt. But could a guarantee be found for the
cogito, and the consequences developed from it? Both might be indubitable, but
was this because I think them so, or because they are so? If the former, as Male-
branche later pointed out, we are back in Pyrrhonism. If the latter, we are back in
an unprovable dogmatism. Every effort of Descartes to substantiate the second al-
ternative either gave up the triumph over scepticism by denying the force of the
original doubts or announced the failure by being unable to show that the cogito
was more than subjectively certain (as in his replies to Mersenne and Gassendi);
thereby granting that his system was just one more set of unproven and unprov-
able premises, rules, and conclusions. The bridges from subjective certainty to
objective truth also turned out to be only subjectively certain.

The victory of the Second Meditation required the super-Pyrrhonism of the
First. But this then renders success impossible. To abandon the initial doubts,
however, transforms Descartes from a conqueror of scepticism to just another
dogmatist to be destroyed by the sceptics of the second half of the seventeenth
century—Huet, Foucher, Bayle, and Glanvill. Descartes could not sustain both
his full realization of the problem raised by the nouveau pyrrhonisme and his so-
lution. As long as he could see how devastating were the difficulties raised by Sex-
tus and his modern disciples, the problems of the reliability of our information
and our faculties, of the reality of our knowledge, and of the criterion, he had cut
himself off from any solution other than the certain truth, cogito ergo sum. But
once he lost the sceptical vision of the First Meditation (if he ever really had it),
then his accomplishment could be undermined by the arguments of the nou-
veaux pyrrhoniens and himself.

After Descartes, modern philosophy had to reckon with la crise pyrrhonienne.
If one tried to ignore it, one would leave all one’s basic assumptions and all of
one’s conclusions open to question, to be attacked by some new Pyrrhonists. To
live with the crisis meant accepting that in a fundamental sense our basic beliefs
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have no foundation and must be accepted on faith, be it animal, religious, or
blind. We could observe and insist that even with complete scepticism, we do
have a certainty that enables us to gain a kind of knowledge and understanding.

Pascal stressed our plight, caught between a total Pyrrhonism that we could
not avoid and a nature that made us believe nonetheless.53 Even the most scep-
tical of all the Pyrrhonists, the great Pierre Bayle, admitted, “I know too much to
be a Pyrrhonist, and I know too little to be a Dogmatist.”54 One major way this
was resolved in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was by the develop-
ment of “mitigated scepticism.” This solution, formulated in embryo by Castel-
lio and Chillingworth, and in detail by Mersenne and Gassendi, was to be fur-
ther developed by the sceptics Glanvill, Foucher, and, finally, David Hume.
They were to show a way by which theoretical Pyrrhonism could be reconciled
with our practical means for determining truths adequate for human purposes.
Others could gape in horror at the rapid progress of Pyrrhonism55 and debate
learnedly about the source of this monstrosity, whether Job or Solomon or the
devil had spawned it.56 But Pyrrhonism was to remain a specter haunting Euro-
pean philosophy while philosophers struggled to find a way either to overcome
complete theoretical doubt, or to discover how to accept it without destroying all
human certitude.57
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11

Some Spiritual and Religious Answers
to Scepticism and Descartes

Henry More, Blaise Pascal, and Quietists

At the same time that Descartes had been seeking complete certainty regarding
basic philosophical truths, some religious contemporaries were seeking the same
kind of certitude with regard to religious truths. Some of these people interacted
with Descartes while he was alive and continued developing their answers to
Cartesianism and scepticism later on.

A little vignette has come down to us of a discussion between Descartes and
the Scottish Protestant minister John Dury. They met at a tea of the Princess Elis-
abeth of Bohemia and the Palatine in The Hague in 1634. Descartes is presented
as explaining to Dury that he, Descartes, was seeking the basis for all certainty in
mathematics.

He discoursed with Mr. Dury complaining of the uncertainties of all things,
which Dur. refuteth by the truths and certainty of those reports in Scripture and
an infallible way of interpreting them which he [Descartes] denyed. But being
brought to many absurdities, left off. Indeed D. [Dury] hims [himself] was in
great straits once in these very particulars. He could find no certainties almost in
any thing, though he was able to discourse as largely of any thing as any other. Yet
solidly and demonstratively he knew nothing; till he betooke hims. to the Scrip-

174



tures and lighted upon an infallible way of interpreting them. He professeth that
he could [have] bene much with men and grant them a latitude of judgment and
differences if they were honest and godly.1

Dury gave some reasons for doubting that Descartes would find certainty in
mathematics and said that he, Dury, instead was seeking the foundations of cer-
tainty in scriptural prophesies. Descartes went on to write the Discourse on
Method, while Dury for the next forty years was writing versions of his method for
finding absolute certainty from Scripture. In one of Dury’s last works, Touchant
l’intelligence de l’Apocalypse par l’Apocalypse mesme, comme toute l’Ecriture
Ste.doit estre entendue Raisonablement,2 he gave his fullest statement of his
method for finding certainty in Scripture prophecies.

In 1642 the leader of the Moravian Brethren, Johann Amos Comenius, met
with Descartes at the castle of Endegeest near Leiden, to see if they could find
common ground in their search for certainty. Comenius was on his way back
from England where he and Dury and others had been advising the Puritan revo-
lutionaries. Descartes, we are told, defended his physics and metaphysics, and
even more his theory of eternal truths and of the rational basis of faith, in this four-
hour encounter with Comenius. Comenius, in reply, contended that man’s intel-
ligence was too imperfect to attain any truth by its own means, and, consequently,
all certitude rested finally on divine revelation. The two great thinkers parted with
Descartes complaining that Comenius was mixing up religion and science, and
Comenius fearing that Descartes’ views would lead to scepticism and irreligion.

Comenius said:

We exchanged speech for about four hours, he expounding to us the mysteries of
his philosophy, I myself maintaining all human knowledge, such as derived from
the senses alone, and reasonings thereon to be imperfect and defective. We
parted in friendly fashion: I begging him to publish the principles of his philoso-
phy (which principles were published the year following), and he similarly urg-
ing me to mature my own thoughts, adding this maxim, “Beyond the things that
appertain to philosophy, I go not, mine therefore is that only in part, whereof
yours is the whole.”3

This kind of religious encounter with Descartes became much more explicit and
profound in the thought of Henry More (1614–87).

Henry More, like his teacher Joseph Mede, went into a sceptical crisis as
soon as he began his studies at Cambridge. Mede reported that in 1603, as a first-
year student, he chanced upon a copy of Sextus Empiricus and all of his views be-
came dubious. He asked himself whether “the whole Frame of things, as it ap-
pears to us, were any more than a mere Phantasm or Imagination.” He struggled
with his crise pyrrhonienne by seeking truth in all of the subjects taught at Cam-
bridge, and finally found it in proper reading of biblical prophecies. Mede wrote
one book, Clavis apocalyptica, which had his answer. He had found the truth that
the Millennium, the thousand-year reign of Christ on Earth, was soon to begin.
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The rest of Mede’s writings are explanations of his interpretations and expansions
of them.4 His disciple William Twisse tried to give his view an epistemological
basis in his book The Doubting Conscience Resolved. An Answer to a pretended
perplexing Question, etc. Wherein it is evidently proved, that the holy Scriptures
(not the Pope) is the Foundation whereupon the Church is built. Or that a Chris-
tian may be infallibly certain of his Faith and Religion by the Holy Scripture
(1652).5

Henry More arrived at Cambridge in 1631, and began his studies at Christ’s
College. He avidly sought the truth in the philosophies of Aristotle, Cardano, and
J. C. Scaliger, among others. But, he found, most of what they said “seemed to me
either so false or uncertain, or else so obvious and trivial.” After four years of study
of philosophy, he reported that he “ended in nothing, in a manner, but mere
Scepticism.” He described his crise pyrrhonienne in a poem that he wrote in
Greek and translated as follows:

Know I
Nor whence, nor who I am, poor Wretch!
Nor yet, O Madness! Whither I must goe:
But in Griefs crooked Claws fast held I lie;
And live, I think, by force tugg’d to and fro.
Asleep or wake all one. O Father Jove,
Tis brave, we Mortals live in Clouds like thee.
Lies, Night-dreams, empty toys, fear, fatal love,
This is my life: I nothing else do see.6

More began to wonder if knowledge of things would yield supreme happi-
ness, or there was some greater and more divine way. Should he read more au-
thors, contemplate the world, or purge his mind of vice? He started reading Pla-
tonic, Hermetic, and mystical authors who led him to see that purgation had to
precede illumination from God. He was finally saved by “that Golden little book,”
the Theologica Germania, a pious mystical work that had transformed Luther
about a century and a half earlier.7 This work led More to accept whatever God
pleased to communicate to him. In so doing, he found “greater Assurance than
ever I could have expected.”8

More then discovered and rejected Descartes’ philosophy and began to for-
mulate his own. He corresponded with Descartes and discussed some points in
Descartes’ Metaphysics. More is the first person from England to take Descartes
seriously. The correspondence stopped when More realized that, as far as he
could tell, Descartes’ views were leading to materialism and atheism. (When
More later examined Spinoza’s views, he announced that he knew it would hap-
pen—that a Cartesian would become a professed atheist!) As he said in the pref-
ace to the collection of his early works of 1662, Descartes took the low road of ma-
terialism and More the high road of Platonism, but they met at the entrance of the
Holy Scripture, trying to give the most approvable interpretation of the first three
chapters of Genesis since the ancient Jewish Kabbalah was lost.9 Using Carte-
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sianism and Platonism, More found the golden key to unlock the secrets of Gen-
esis, “those two dazeling Paradoxes of the Motion of the Earth and the Praexis-
tence of the Soul”—the basis for the new science and a new spiritology.10

From the time of his rejection of Descartes, More worried that a materialistic
explanation of the world could lead to atheism, as could an “enthusiastic one.” In
1655 he published An Antidote against Atheism. Or An Appeal to the Natural Fac-
ulties of the Minde of Man whether there be not a God, dedicated to Lady Anne
Conway.

Oddly, More, in order to refute atheism, felt he had to base his case on the
free use of the natural faculties of the human mind, which would overcome the
atheist’s scepticism. “If the atheists ‘wil with us but admit one Postulate or Hy-
pothesis, that Our faculties are true,” then he will profess there is a God.11 But
what is the evidence for this “postulate” or “hypothesis”? More immediately ad-
mitted that his arguments are not such “that a mans understanding shall be forced
to confesse that it is impossible to be otherwise than I have concluded.”12 In fact,
More said, nothing can be so demonstrated, “For it is possible that Mathematicall
evidence itself, may be but a constant undiscoverable delusion, which our nature
is necessarily and perpetually obnoxious unto, and that either fatally or fortu-
itously there has been in the world time out of minde such a Being as we call
Man, whose essential property it is to be then most of all mistaken, when he con-
ceives a thing most evidently true.” If there is no God, why can’t this perpetually
deluded human being exist?13

In this, More had developed as radical a scepticism as appears in Descartes’
First Meditation. He had been poring over Sextus Empiricus and was willing to
accept a contention that nothing can be proven because any proof would require
the use of our faculties. In this, he was plunging into what Hume described as an
“incurable scepticism,” as mentioned in the previous chapter.14 If one doubted
one’s faculties, one would have nothing by which to overcome scepticism.
Whether Hume is right that Descartes cannot undo the damage by proving that
God is no deceiver is not relevant to my present concerns. More developed his
special kind of Cambridge Platonism as a way of dealing with this fundamental
problem, and, as I will show later in this chapter, Blaise Pascal developed quite a
different response.

More did not say he would, like Descartes, prove that God is no deceiver. He
would not even produce such arguments “that the Reader shall acknowledge so
strong, as he shall be forced to confesse that it is utterly unpossible that it should
be otherwise.” Nonetheless, his arguments will be such as shall deserve full as-
sent, and win full assent from any unprejudiced mind.15

More had clearly set up an “incurable scepticism” to eliminate the possibil-
ity of necessarily true demonstrations. The value of any argument depends on
the value or function of our faculties. As long as our faculties can be delusive
and/or deluded, any result of reasoning “may possibly be otherwise.” Nonethe-
less, More, instead of giving up rational discourse, then proceeded to offer his an-
tidote to atheism. For the rest of his life he was working out “the true Grounds of
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the Certainty of Faith in Points of Religion,” which appears in a book that is ded-
icated to “Jesus of Nazareth, the Crucified Son of God” and that has, on one of
its title pages, a motto from Sextus Empiricus on why nothing can be proved.16

More gave the text from Sextus in Greek without any translation by putting it on
the title page. This would seem to be an homage to complete scepticism, before
the reader turned to the next page with the dedication to Jesus. The honorary po-
sition of Sextus and Jesus gives one food for thought about the relation of scepti-
cism and religion in More’s philosophy. It is of some interest that More’s cohort,
Ralph Cudworth the Regius professor of Hebrew at Cambridge and leading
Cambridge Platonist, kept appealing to Sextus in two different ways in his book
The True Intellectual System of the Universe. He would use Sextus over and over
again as an authority on ancient philosophical views and as a source for informa-
tion about the ancient world in general. He also occasionally would cite some-
one called “Sextus the Philosopher” who wrote the same books as “Sextus the
Source.” Sextus the philosopher provided ammunition against Cudworth’s op-
ponents, especially Descartes and Spinoza. So scepticism as an antidote to
wrongheaded dogmatism was acceptable both to More and Cudworth.

The antidote is to point out that a person who does not assent to certain evi-
dences is “next door to madness or dotage” and does enormous violence to the
free use of his faculties.17 This does not answer or remove or overcome the incur-
able scepticism. The atheist can say over and over again that in spite of all of
More’s evidence “it may possibly be otherwise.” The clearest mathematical evi-
dence may be false, unless our faculties are true. If we can accept mathematical
truths “supposing no distemper nor violence offered to her Faculties,” then we
can accept a proof of the existence of an absolutely perfect being.18

Having made the case that one would be mad, senile, or obtuse to refuse to
accept some evidence, although it may be false due to our faulty faculties, More
had to hold off another avenue to certainty, namely that something is true be-
cause we are firmly persuaded of it. Living through, and staying aloof from, the
Puritan Revolution, More encountered lots of people who were sure completely
sure. His Enthusiasmus Triumphatus of 1656 is directed against this kind of per-
sonal certainty. “For Enthusiasm is nothing else but a misconceit of being in-
spired. Now to be inspired is, to be moved in an extraordinary manner by the power
or Spirit of God to act, speak, or think what is holy, just and true. From hence it
will be easily understood what Enthusiasm is, viz, A full but false, persuasion in a
man that he is inspired.”19 More then sought to diagnose why people thought they
were inspired when they were not and offered a rudimentary theory that enthusi-
asts were a type of mad persons, while genuinely inspired people were not. Vari-
ous signs or symptoms were pointed out for distinguishing the sick enthusiast
from the healthy religious person.20

In More’s book The Immortality of the Soul, so Farre forth as it is demonstrable
from the Knowledge of Nature and the Light of Reason, published in 1659, he
seemed to have realized that his scepticism, with regard to our faculties, could be
carried too far and make any knowledge impossible. So, he said, “to stop all
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Creep-holes and leave no place for the subterfuges and evasions of confused and
cavilling spirits,” he would offer some axioms that are so plain and evident “that
no man in his wits but will be ashamed to deny them, if he will admit any thing at
all to be true.”21 This, of course, does not establish the truth of the axioms since
they can be doubted. But this constitutes “perfect Scepticisme, it is a disease in-
curable, and a thing rather to be pitied or laughed at, than seriously opposed. For
when a man is so fugitive and unsettled that he will not stand to the verdict of his
own Faculties, one can no more fasten any thing upon him, than he can write in
the water, or tye knots of the wind.”22 Doubt of our faculties may not be answer-
able but leads to intellectual catastrophe. Those who are reasonable will accept
More’s rules, which involve accepting our faculties as reliable. Axiom 5, which is
central to having any assurance, is “Whatever is clear to any one of these Three
Faculties, is to be held undoubtedly true, the other having nothing to evidence to
the contrary.”23

When he came to lay out “the Grounds of the Certainty of Faith in Points of
Religion,” More managed to present a basis for “a certain and firm Faith” and a
true one in spite of the incurable scepticism about our faculties. This, More
claimed, would be accepted by “all impartial and unprejudiced Examiners”
whose judgments had not been perverted by education, passion or interest.24 The
first basis of the certainty of faith presupposes certainty of both reason and sense
rightly circumstantiated. Reason is needed to persuade us that testimony is infal-
lible, and sense to guarantee us of the infallible testimony of sense, such as that
Moses actually did converse with God, and that the report was not a dream, and
that Jesus was resurrected and the eyewitness reports were not a delusion, “where-
fore to take away the Certainty of Sense rightly circumstantiated, is to take away all
Certainty of Belief in the main Points of Religion.”25

So, if true religion depends on our faculties properly employed, More then
offered Aristotle’s criterion for right-functioning senses and an argument from
catastrophe to define right-functioning reason. The senses are rightly circum-
stantiated when the sense organ is sound, the medium “fitly qualified,” and the
distance of the object duly proportionated. Reason functions properly in a “per-
fectly-unprejudiced Mind, or at least unprejudiced touching the Point pro-
pounded.” There are some truths that are so clear that they have to be assented
to, unless a person is besotted or quite mad. From this, More concluded there are
natural truths in logic, physics, and mathematics that are so palpably true that
they “appear so as well to the Wicked as the Good, if they be Compotes mentis,
and do not manifest Violence to their Faculties.”26 This is made stronger by con-
tending that these natural truths are so palpably true that they appear so both to
evil and good persons and are at least as certain and indubitable as anything that
reason and understanding can give assent to. “There is at least as great a Cer-
tainty of the Axioms that they are true, as there can be of any.”27 The unstated
point still remains that these truths appear or are assented to as certain, provided
our faculties can be trusted. Then, on the basis of these truths, More built up his
case for his version of Christianity.
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Thus, More, having introduced the “incurable scepticism” with regard to
reason, pushed it aside by insisting only madmen or fools doubted their faculties.
The certainty of reason and the senses should lead all unprejudiced people to the
true morality and true religion.

More’s original statement in the Antidote to Atheism was that of a most ex-
treme scepticism. He immediately retreated to build his case for religious and sci-
entific knowledge on what one had to believe if one trusted one’s faculties. Given
how sceptical More had been, there is still the haunting possibility that being
compos mentis is also being deluded. More never overcame this, but just insulted
anyone who still entertained it as wicked or stupid.

My interpretation of More’s involvement with scepticism has been discussed
and criticized by Alan Gabbey.28 Gabbey says that the Cambridge Platonists did
not use scepticism methodologically. He prefers instead to describe them as “ad-
mitting to a theoretical scepticism with regard to certain kinds of knowledge, but
dismissive or contemptuous of any suggestion that such a scepticism be taken se-
riously in the practical affairs of the mind, and especially of the Christian soul in
its quest for divine knowledge and understanding.”29 On the whole, I tend to
agree with him but would also want to point out that More’s emphasis on the sad
fact that we cannot establish the reliability of our faculties did produce a lingering
kind of scepticism in Wilkins, Glanvill, and others formulating the basic theory of
knowledge for the Royal Society of England.

Considering how monumental More’s original sceptical crisis was, it is
touching that he ended up calmly presenting his interpretation of the Book of
Revelation, and his use of the Kabbalah, as the surest view humans could have.30

More ended his life arguing strenuously with his colleague Sir Isaac Newton
about how to interpret the various vials and trumpets mentioned in the Book of
Revelation. Two of More’s friends and partial disciples, John Wilkins and Joseph
Glanvill, still accepted More’s original incurable scepticism but so mitigated it, or
trivialized it, as to make it uninteresting and unexciting. Their views will be dis-
cussed in chapter 13. The more dramatic presentation of the possibilities that
might follow from questioning our faculties appears in the French contemporary
Blaise Pascal.

Blaise Pascal (1623–62) was privately educated. His father was a financial offi-
cial of the French government who wanted his son to have a good humanistic
background before he learned of mathematics and science. So, at the age of
twelve, Pascal discovered by himself the principles of geometry, after which his fa-
ther abandoned his original plan for his son’s education and encouraged his
mathematical development. While still a teenager, Pascal published important
mathematical and scientific papers and was a young prodigy in the Parisian intel-
lectual circles. His father and he became members of a scientific discussion group
organized by Father Mersenne. There he would have met a wide range of people,
probably including Thomas Hobbes, Descartes, and others.31

In 1646, after his father was injured, two Jansenists came to take care of him.
The whole family, including Blaise, became interested and involved with this
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Catholic reform movement, with his sister Jacqueline becoming a nun at Port-
Royal de Paris. After a traumatic experience crossing the Pont Neuf in Paris dur-
ing a storm, Pascal had a religious conversion. This religious experience, which
he recorded in The Memorial, ends with “certitude, certitude, certitude.” A year
later, in 1655, with the encouragement of his sister, he made his first retreat at Port-
Royal-des-Champs.32

After his religious conversion Pascal objected vehemently to the philosophy
of Descartes. He kept contrasting the God of the philosophers—namely,
Descartes’ God—with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In the Pensées there
are many fragments addressing points in Descartes. Pascal probably did not have
contact directly with the ideas of Sextus Empiricus, but he read and deplored
what he read in Montaigne. When he retired to the monastery at Port-Royal he
explained to its leader, Isaac Le Maistre de Saci, the views of Montaigne and de-
scribed them as “the misery of man without God.” Their meeting is recorded in
the Conversation with M. De Saci.33 In the Pensées there is running tension be-
tween the force of sceptical points and the certitude of religious belief.

In one of his most forceful analyses of the foundations of knowledge and be-
lief in the Pensées, Pascal dealt with the question of the reliability of our faculties.
In the well-known pensée 131-434, Pascal asserted that the strongest argument of
the sceptics was that we cannot be sure of any principles apart from faith and rev-
elation, except by some natural intuition. But this natural intuition gives us no
proof of their truth, because “there is no certainty, apart from faith, as to whether
man was created by a good God, an evil demon, or just by chance, and so it is a
matter of doubt, depending on our origin, whether these innate principles are
true, false or certain.”34

As Pascal developed the problem, the reliability of any knowledge depended
on the reliability of our faculties. And the reliability of our faculties depended on
their source. If they have been created by a good God, then we can rely on them.
But if they have been created by a demonic force, we may always be in error. And
if our faculties are just the chance result of how the natural world has developed,
we are uncertain as to how reliable they may be. The dogmatists can point out
that we cannot actually doubt natural principles, but the sceptics can reply “that
uncertainty as to our origin entails uncertainty as to our nature.”35 And, as Pascal
observed, dogmatists have been trying to answer the question about our origin
ever since the world began.

However, as Pascal pointed out, Nature prevented man from doubting every-
thing but at the same time left him unable to justify any knowledge because of our
not knowing our true condition and the reliability of our faculties. “What sort of a
freak then is man! How novel, how monstrous, how chaotic, how paradoxical,
how prodigious. Judge of all things, feeble earthworm, repository of truth, sink of
doubt and error, glory and refuse of the universe!”36 We cannot even discover our
true condition through natural reason, since we cannot tell what our origin is. As
Pascal increased to a fever pitch the conflict between complete doubt and the
need to know, he finally offered his religious solution. “Know then, proud man,
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what a paradox you are to yourself. Be humble impotent reason! Be silent, feeble
nature. Learn that man infinitely transcends man, hear from your master your
true condition, which is unknown to you. Listen to God.”37

Presumably if one hears anything, then one can have a basis for natural
knowledge grounded on revealed knowledge. Natural knowledge in mathematics
and physics, areas where Pascal himself made enormous contributions, remain
suspended in their truth-value since one can never justify the axioms involved, or
collect enough data to establish anything with certainty. Pascal’s Esprit géo-
metrique is probably the best analysis of what an axiom system amounts to, written
before the development of modern symbolic logic. It is self-contained and its
truth-value depends on that of the axioms, which, in the nature of the case, can-
not be demonstrated.38 In the preface to the treatise on the vacuum, Pascal gave
as clear an analysis of the limitations of inductive reasoning as appeared before
Karl Popper’s work, and Pascal pointed out that all that the empirical scientist can
accomplish is to falsify hypotheses, not establish them.39

On the level of human knowledge Pascal insisted we had to be sceptics as
long as there were dogmatists. However, as he also said, if everyone were a sceptic
we would have to become dogmatists.

Pascal is not just presenting the problem of human knowledge in philosoph-
ical terms. As he once explained to his fellow members at Port-Royal, what he was
working on as the culminating statement of his views was “an apology for the
Christian religion.” The Pensées either are this apology or reflect a good deal of its
content or design. The sceptical problems and the sceptical attitude are part of
the apologetic project. But Pascal sees scepticism not as leading to religious
knowledge or religious truth but more as neutralizing man’s rational impulses.
Pascal was not following the route of Montaigne, Charron, and La Mothe le
Vayer. He was using their sceptical weapons to combat the dogmatists and to
make the sceptics aware of the religious dimension. Pascal did not see scepticism
as leading to the relaxed, tranquil view of the ancient Pyrrhonists but rather to a
sharpened and heightened desperation. The desire to know could not be satisfied
by man’s rational faculties, but there was a necessity to know.

What Pascal contributes to the sceptical discussion is what José Maia Neto
has called the “Christianization of Pyrrhonism.”40 The Christianization of
Pyrrhonism is seen in Pascal’s description of man’s state without God. This state,
theologically, is what has happened to mankind in the Fall. Man in this condition
can find no security through reasoning or the use of his faculties, and he can, un-
fortunately, realize the desperation of his situation. He still has a glimmer or af-
terglow of the prelapsarian state of affairs, but he is unable to reach it.

This equating of the theological state of the Fall of Man with the sceptical re-
sult of doubting everything actually occurs prior to Pascal in the writings of Joseph
Glanvill (who will be discussed in chapter 13). Glanvill’s Vanity of Dogmatizing
was published in 1661, at the same time that Pascal was jotting down his Pensées.
Glanvill, in expressing the basic reasons for being a sceptic, cited first and fore-
most the human condition after the Fall and next turned to epistemological rea-
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sons in Sextus Empiricus. I am not sure of his source, but it may be that some dis-
cussions by severe English Puritans came to more or less the same dim view of the
human situation.

The Christianization of Pyrrhonism of Pascal was possibly foreseen in the
earlier Jansenist writers like Saint-Cyran, who defended Charron and Montaigne
from Jesuit attacks. The Jansenists saw the sceptics as going part of the way but not
realizing why man in his present state will always linger in doubt. And because
the sceptics do not understand their situation they cannot see that the only solu-
tion lies beyond any human, rational undertakings. The ability to know requires
divine intervention, an act of grace. Short of that, the sad truth-seeker, wallowing
in scepticism, can try to find the merits and demerits of religious and scientific ev-
idences. A good deal of the Pensées is devoted to presenting religious evidences
and giving persuasive, but not conclusive, reasons for accepting them. Pascal asks:
Should we accept China or Moses? The dichotomy is between human secular
history and sacred history. One can argue, as Pascal does, that rejecting sacred his-
tory is not justified, but accepting it is not based on any conclusive evidence. In
fact, as he sees it, the evidence contains extreme difficulties. The Jews are the wit-
nesses to divine history, but they did not see how divine history continued into the
Christian era. They could see some of what was going on but were blind to the
rest. So if they cannot be trusted about the latter part of the story, can they be
trusted about the earlier part?

Pascal’s dialectic in his religious apologetics prods people to realize that there
is not enough evidence to confirm the religious hypothesis and not enough to re-
ject it. So man in his fallen state chooses on moral characters rather than philo-
sophical ones.

Pascal uses the scepticism of Montaigne as a way of challenging the new dog-
matism of Descartes and the emerging religious scepticism of the libertins érudits.
Scepticism can only be overcome or set aside by divine intervention and by the
desperate human desire to get beyond the state of man after the Fall. As
Kierkegaard later said, his mission was not to make human life better, since he did
not know how to do it, but he could make it worse. So Pascal, in most ingenious
ways, tried to make the reader first become a sceptic, then to realize his actual
state of affairs and to cry out for help. The help, on the mundane side, could be
probabilistic evaluations of the evidences for religion. The ultimate evidence
would be the effects of divine grace.

Thus both Henry More and Pascal present kinds of total scepticism as the
fruits of human reasoning. If humans are unaided by any spiritual or divine forces,
scepticism, in this state of affairs, would be incurable, as Hume suggested, since
human faculties could never be relied on or even used to discover any certainty.
Faith in spiritual forces or faith in divine grace then provided the sort of security
that humans are seeking. Each in their own way, More and Pascal, offered a way
beyond the sceptical crisis.

Pascal’s version of “incurable scepticism” does not have the easy solution of
Henry More or his probabilistic friends Wilkins and Glanvill. One does not move
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from an unresolveable doubt about the merits of our faculties to an evaluation of
what reasonable, decent Englishmen believe, within a “reasonable doubt.” For
Pascal, there is no human solution. Faith on man’s side and revelation from God
have to meet to provide any answer. If not, man can only disintegrate into despair
and hopelessness and realize that everything he thinks he knows may just be part
of the sink of uncertainty and error. With revelation, one still does not have gen-
uinely certain knowledge, as Pascal observed: “The prophecies, even the miracles
and proofs of our religion, are not of such a kind they can be said to be absolutely
convincing.” On the other hand, “it cannot be said to be unreasonable to believe
in them. There is thus evidence and obscurity, to enlighten some and obfuscate
others” (835). The evidence on each side is great enough, so that the decision
to believe or not believe is not a rational decision. Disbelieving is then a matter
of concupiscence and wickedness of heart. “Thus there is enough evidence to
condemn and not enough to convince.” Those who follow religion then “are
prompted to do so by grace and not by reason, and those who evade it are
prompted by concupiscence and not by reason.”41 So, for Pascal, the religious be-
liefs that make it possible to overcome scepticism about the reliability of our fac-
ulties are the result of divine grace, not human action. Humans can only reject or
refuse. God provides the solution.

Pascal, the Jansenist, sees God’s grace as the sole way of overcoming “incur-
able scepticism.” Henry More, the Cambridge Platonist, and his Latitudinarian
friends, Bishop Wilkins and Joseph Glanvill, were quasi-Pelagians. Recognizing
the ultimate scepticism about our faculties, one did not have to hear God or await
his or her action. One could step back into the human world, albeit one filled with
doubts, and find sufficient certainty to “justify” More’s interpretation of the Book
of Revelation, the new science, the existence of witches, a reasonable legal system,
and a reasonable Christianity. For them, the light of reason, deceptive though it
might be, provided sufficient guidance.42 Glanvill saw that accepting it was an act
of faith, but one that quickly became reasonable as it led to evidence of God’s exis-
tence and sufficient guarantees of beliefs in various areas of human concern.

A somewhat different religious use of scepticism appears in the mystical
movement called Quietism. The main writers of this group put their case theo-
logically rather than philosophically. Some of them were actually teachers of phi-
losophy. Their central message was that people should suspend judgement about
human knowledge claims and, more important, that they should suspend their
volition, turning themselves over to the divinity. Thus they would quiet all human
impulses and follow whatever God chose to make them believe and make them
do. One of the chief spokesmen for Quietism was the Spanish priest Miguel de
Molinos.

Molinos was born in Spain in 1627. In 1669 he made a trip to Italy, where he
became a great success as a preacher and spiritual adviser. The trip was intended
to bring support for the canonization of one Gregorio Lopez, a Spanish religious
figure who spent most of his life helping Indians in Mexico and uttering spiritual
messages. Lopez was considered so perfect that “Jesus could find a home in his
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soul.” Molinos, carrying documents about Gregorio Lopez, arrived in Italy, where
he quickly became a leading religious preacher. He was invited to stay in the Vat-
ican and became a close friend of the future Pope Innocent XI. Queen Christina
of Sweden, living in Rome as a convert to Catholicism, chose Molinos as her spir-
itual adviser. He had a tremendous following in Italy. His teachings were hailed
by many as a new religion, although he carefully said that his views were those of
Santa Teresa of Avila and San Juan de la Cruz. His book, The Spiritual Guide
(1675), was soon translated into Italian, French, Latin, German, and English.43 In
it, he does not present a formal philosophical scepticism but reiterates the themes
in Santa Teresa and San Juan de la Cruz about the unreliability of our sense im-
ages and our reason and the need to reject all forms of human knowledge. Cou-
pled with this is the Spanish mystical claim that one should also suspend any per-
sonal volition and turn one’s soul over to God and do whatever God orders.

Gilbert Burnet, who became the bishop of Salisbury and who was in Rome
then, summed up Molinos’ view as “that in our Prayers and other Devotions, the
best methods are to retire the mind from all gross Images, and to form an Act of
Faith [an auto de fe], and thereby to present ourselves before God, and then to
sink into a Silence or Cessation of new Acts, and to let God act upon us, and so
follow His Conduct.”44 An auto de fe was the proceeding by which heretics were
condemned, and then burned at the stake by the Spanish Inquisition.

Jesuits immediately saw the subversive dangers in Molinos’ teachings. They
pointed out that he was minimizing or eliminating the role of Church activities,
prayer, penitence, and maybe even Communion. Molinos himself refused to
hear confession from his followers, since if they were real Quietists, God was di-
recting their activities, not themselves. Hence they had nothing to confess. One of
Molinos’ opponents indicated that there would then be no need for the Church.
Any moral aberration, including fornication between a priest and a nun, could be
excused if the persons had given over control of their activities to God.45

After ten years of complaints, especially by Jesuits, Molinos was called before
the Roman Inquisition. Twenty thousand letters to him by followers, mainly fe-
male, were seized (including two hundred from Queen Christina). He remained
in prison, where Christina sent him clean laundry and food.46 In 1687 he was con-
demned for having taught and practiced “godless doctrines,” “dangerous and de-
structive of Christian morality.”47 It was rumored that the letters showed he gave
spiritual advice during sexual encounters, that he was a libertine, debauching the
finest ladies of Rome. It was rumored that he was not even a Christian, that he was
a Jew who had never even been baptized.48

Although his condemnation was very public, and he recanted at the same
place Galileo had, Molinos was sentenced to life in prison. Even to this day, the
documentary evidence has not been published or made available for inspection.
Sixty-eight theses of his were condemned, and his reputation was sullied for the
next three centuries.49

His views indicated both the spiritual force of this kind of scepticism and the
possibility that it would lead beyond and outside Christianity. H. C. Lea, the
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famous historian of the Spanish Inquisition, claimed that Spanish mysticism,
which first appeared around 1500, was originally just a cover or fig leaf to allow
forcibly converted priests and nuns to carry on their sex lives. When they were ar-
rested in flagrante delicto, they offered as a defense that they were illuminated and
carried away by God. Lea traced the history of the alumbrados (the Illuminati)
from fakery to genuine piety in the course of the sixteenth century.50 It became in
the teaching of Luis de Leon, Santa Teresa, and San Juan de la Cruz a most force-
ful personal involvement in religious experience. Its early exponents were mainly
from the forced converts in Spain, who may have found it easier to reach God
through mysticism than through the Church.51 The revival of this by Molinos
came at a time when mystical movements were battering the established worlds
of Protestantism as well as French Catholicism. The emphasis on denying one’s
desires, motives, reasons, on opening oneself totally to God (while living in the
world), made the need for established churches, creeds, and organized activities
questionable.

I do not know if Molinos was a fake, a fraud, a great mystic, or a secret sub-
versive agent against the Church. The matter is still being debated by historians of
theology. His movement and his book, the Guide, had a great effect throughout
Europe and America.52 Associated Protestant movements spelled out, in more
philosophical terms, the ultimate scepticism involved in Quietism, and the final
formulation went beyond all creeds and teachings.

The central Protestant figure Jean de Labadie has been treated as a misfit,
troublemaker, and nut. (A very rare volume, a German history of heretics and fa-
natics of 1702, has a rogue’s gallery pictures of most of the abhorrent figures of the
time. Labadie’s picture is labeled “archfanatic.”)53 Not until 1987 did a full, docu-
mented study of his life, career, and influence appear.54

Labadie was born in 1610 in southwestern France. He studied at the same
high school that Montaigne had attended. Then he became a Jesuit. After fur-
ther study, he left the Jesuits in 1639 and became involved with the Carmelites of
Santa Teresa. He took the name St. John of Christ and proclaimed that the reign
of grace, the divine kingdom, would begin before 1666. He joined the Jansenists
at Port-Royal during their persecution. The Catholic authorities were suspicious
of his views and their possible effects. Labadie left Catholicism and became a
Calvinist. He preached and taught in Geneva, where he greatly influenced such
religious figures as Jacob Spener, the founder of Lutheran pietism.55 Labadie be-
came a minister in the Netherlands and is supposed to have preached to one
thousand people in 1666 that the king of the Jews (Sabbatai Zevi) had arrived.56

The most learned woman of the time, Anna Maria van Schurmann (who knew
twenty languages and wrote an Ethiopic grammar), joined with him and helped
formulate the very antirational, sceptical attack on theology, philosophy, and sci-
ence that was part of the path to genuine religion.57 People’s souls should be
made bare so that God can act immediately on them. Labadie and Schurmann
fought with the more rationalistic Calvinists in the Netherlands, and finally, in
1668, they broke with Calvinism and founded their own sect. They were driven
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out of tolerant Holland in 1670, so they must have been pretty obnoxious. They
moved in with Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia and the Palatine, the niece of
Charles I of England.58 Princess Elisabeth had been a friend and critic of
Descartes. She became the abbotress of a medieval abbey at Herford, near Mun-
ster, in Germany, where she had taken in various Chrétiens sans église,59 like the
Quakers, Mennonites, and Socinians, and was happy to have her old friend Anna
Maria van Schurmann and the notorious Labadie as guests also.60 There is a
wonderful picture of the hothouse atmosphere of unaffiliated religion at Herford
given in William Penn’s journal of his trip to Holland and Germany.61 Labadie
eventually left and set up a commune at Altona, outside of Hamburg, where he
died in 1674.62

The Labadie–van Schurmann view was first an aggressive scepticism against
any rational foundations for belief. (As far back as 1640, Schurmann led the attack
against Cartesianism at the University of Utrecht.63 She is supposed to have be-
come furious about Descartes when he came into her house and found her read-
ing Genesis in Hebrew. He looked at the text and said he once tried to make sense
of that but could not. And so he turned to physics instead!)64 As another Quietist,
Pierre Poiret, put it, reason must be placed on the dunghill, destroyed, so that
God’s actions can take over one’s soul.65 Poiret developed a violent scepticism, a
way of negation of all of one’s beliefs, to open oneself totally to God. And in so
doing, Poiret, unlike Schurmann, ended up a Cartesian by faith, instead of by rea-
son, because that was what God revealed to him.66

Some of these Quietists, in turning against all reason or belief, found they
also turned against Scripture as a necessary aid to salvation, against any religious
laws or ceremonies. They denied the need for any Sabbath observances and in-
sisted that from the human point of view, all days are equal. They rejected all ex-
isting Christian churches as degenerate and irrelevant to the spiritual life, al-
though they saw themselves as ardent, pious Christians.67 Instead, they set up a
communist community, where everyone’s life was dominated by the immediate
action of the Holy Spirit upon them. Two Labadist colonies were set up in the
New World, perhaps the first utopian communist communities in America.68

The quietism of Molinos and of Labadie, van Schurmann, and Poiret led be-
yond and maybe outside Christianity. By denying all human bases for finding re-
ligious truth, by denying all human rational activities, they turned themselves
over solely to divine influence. They saw churches, observances, scriptures, as un-
necessary human ways of trying to bridge the gulf between the human and the di-
vine—unnecessary and even dangerous, since corrupt human beings could mis-
direct and misuse the situation. As a Spanish study of Molinos suggests, the logic
of quietist mysticism eliminates any source of knowledge except direct revelation
from God.69 This can then make Jesus and Mary unnecessary as intermediaries.
When one reaches this point, then one is beyond Christianity and outside it, just
pursuing the unrestricted mystical path to opening oneself to God.

Quietism was not a way of Christianizing scepticism. Rather, instead it was a
use of scepticism to break out of rational and moral confines imposed by religious
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groups. Quietism, to some extent, looks like the ataraxia that the ancient sceptics
sought to achieve. However, for the Quietists, this state of what Sextus had called
“quietude” leads to a new spiritual dimension, when God directs the thoughts and
activities of those who have found sceptical happiness. The sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century mystics were living in a world of religious fervor, so they could
drop or eliminate the human guidelines provided by rationality and morality and
still have complete assurance of divine guidance. This was both liberating and ful-
filling within the mystical religious context. The opponents, from the Spanish In-
quisitors onward, saw this as fraught with danger and as a way of casting sceptical
doubts on all accepted religious practices and teachings. But this, from the Qui-
etist point of view, did not lead to sceptical despair but rather to complete assur-
ance, no longer affected by any sceptical doubts.
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12

Political and Practical Answers
to Scepticism

Thomas Hobbes

Turning from the religious and spiritual ways of dealing with scepticism to a more
mundane effort that was offered in the seventeenth century, I shall look at the po-
litical solution offered by Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679).

Hobbes was born in 1588 on the day of the Spanish Armada sea battle. He
went to Oxford and then became a tutor to the earl of Devonshire and stayed on
as a functionary for the family. Hobbes spent many years in Paris—1629–31, 1634,
1637, and 1640–51—and spent a great deal of his time, when most of his books
were written, as a central member in the circle of Mersenne and Gassendi. He
also came to know Guy Patin, one of the libertins érudits, who became his per-
sonal physician later on. During this period in Paris, he learned much about the
New Science and made a trip to visit Galileo. Back in England, he was involved
with the moderate leadership of the Anglican Church. As political changes
started occurring in the late 1630s, Hobbes, along with some of his aristocratic pa-
trons, fled to France. The Puritan Revolution so frightened him that he remained
in France until 1651. During this third Paris period, he wrote his major philosoph-
ical works. De Cive was the first to appear, in 1642, dedicated to the earl of Devon-
shire. This work was translated into French by Samuel Sorbière at the request of
Mersenne and was published in 1646 with introductory letters both by Mersenne
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and Gassendi. No doubt due to his friendship with Mersenne and Gassendi,
Hobbes was introduced into the early discussions of Descartes’ work. In 1641,
when Mersenne compiled a set of objections by learned men to Descartes’ theory,
Hobbes was one of the seven authors chosen, and he wrote a very fierce attack on
Cartesian philosophy. Hobbes returned to England in the early 1650s and lived
the rest of his long life there.

Hobbes is usually presented as an English philosopher following on after
Francis Bacon. However, since he was developing his ideas and writing his first
works in the sceptical and libertin world in Paris, it is not too presumptuous to as-
sume that he was aware of the sceptical controversies going on and discussed
them with the living figures in the sceptical movement. However, his correspon-
dence shows little of this except for his letters to his translator, Samuel Sorbière.
Sorbière, in fact, sent his unfinished translation of Sextus Empiricus to their mu-
tual friend Jacques du Bosc.1 Sorbière was trying to complete a translation of Sex-
tus in the 1630s. He became a disciple of Gassendi and the editor of Gassendi’s
posthumous works. He was a more complete sceptic than Gassendi and even crit-
icized him for not carrying his doubts further. In Hobbes’ writings, the term “scep-
tic” appears only a few times, and there are just a couple of references to Sextus
Empiricus, and these references are in his controversial works against mathe-
maticians. So Hobbes did not present himself as a discussant with Mersenne,
Gassendi, La Mothe le Vayer, or others writing on sceptical themes. 

Another figure who seems to have led Hobbes into different kinds of sceptical
theorizing is Isaac La Peyrère, who was the secretary of the prince of Condé.
Many of the scientific and philosophical meetings were held at the Hôtel Condé.
La Peyrère was working on his biblical criticism and the theory that there were
men before Adam. La Peyrère’s work contains many similarities to the biblical
criticism presented by Hobbes in Leviathan and also contains a theory about man
in the state of nature much like that offered by Hobbes.

Not too infrequently, either Hobbes has been labeled a “sceptic” by scholars
or some aspect of his thought has been claimed to be a form of scepticism. For in-
stance, Dorothea Krook, in her article “Thomas Hobbes’s Doctrine of Meaning
and Truth,” began by asserting: “It is generally acknowledged that Hobbes’s radi-
cal scepticism is intimately connected with his nominalism.” A few lines later,
she said: “The connection between Hobbes’s scepticism and nominalism is in-
deed sufficiently attested by the pervasive influence of his nominalism in his
whole doctrine of commonwealth in Leviathan.” The article goes into great and
careful detail about the character of his scepticism, including remarks like: “The
peculiar interest of Hobbes’s scepticism for the philosophical reader is that it is
the joint product of his radical nominalism, in logic, in epistemology and in
metaphysics.”2

In Father Frederick Copleston’s discussion of Hobbes in his history of philos-
ophy, he devoted three pages to the question of whether Hobbes was a sceptic.
Copleston felt the answer was no. He pointed out that many commentators have
spoken of Hobbes’ nominalistic scepticism. However, he contended, “if, there-
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fore, we press the empiricist aspect of Hobbes’ philosophy, it is possible to argue
that his nominalism is not necessarily infected with scepticism.” The furthest Fa-
ther Copleston would go was to suggest that perhaps Hobbes was a sceptic nomi-
nalist. However, Copleston maintained that anyone who reads all of Hobbes’
philosophical writings is unlikely to consider that “sceptic” is the most appropri-
ate label for his view.3

J. W. N. Watkins, in his book Hobbes’s System of Ideas, spoke of Hobbes’ eth-
ical scepticism, as contrasted with his ethical authoritarianism. The ethical scep-
ticism is shown to be a fairly basic part of Hobbes’ case. Watkins devoted a couple
of pages to trying to show that ethical scepticism is not the proper result of finding
out that there cannot be a proven or well-justified system of moral propositions.4

Hobbes is also sometimes called a religious sceptic, partly because of his view
that Moses was not the author of the entire Pentateuch. (I will discuss this later
on.) One could easily multiply the free and easy ways that Hobbes has been la-
beled a sceptic or has been saved from that label.

What I intend to do here is to try to delineate both historically and ideologi-
cally where Hobbes falls in the development of modern scepticism. Hobbes is his-
torically very interesting. When Hobbes arrived in Paris in 1640, he stayed with a
member of the Mersenne-Gassendi circle, Jacques du Bosc, who was a close
friend of Samuel Sorbière.5 In the Mersenne-Gassendi circle were people far
more sceptical, such as Patin, Naudé, La Mothe le Vayer, and Sorbière.6 The lat-
ter was at one time working on a French translation of Sextus Empiricus. After he
became one of Gassendi’s chief disciples (who criticized Gassendi for not being
sufficiently sceptical) he was given the task by Mersenne of preparing a French
translation of Hobbes’ De Cive. Mersenne had told him that if he studied the work
he would no longer be a complete sceptic.7 Sorbière translated De Cive, re-
mained a sceptic, and stayed in close relations with Hobbes. When Sorbière vis-
ited England, one of the main purposes of the trip was to see Hobbes again.8

Hobbes was a member of this avant-garde group in Paris for many years, but
very little has been done about examining Hobbes’ views in the context of Parisian
philosophy of the time. Even the French Jesuit historian of philosophy Gaston
Sortais, who dug up so much material on other members of this group, did not
delve deeply into Hobbes in the French scene.9 The published manuscript of
Hobbes’ first philosophical work, his answer to Thomas White, was written in
Paris, where Hobbes knew White. The manuscript was found about fifty years ago
in the Bibliothèque Nationale in some papers of Mersenne.10

Given all of this, Hobbes should fit into the world of sceptical and antiscepti-
cal developments. Richard Tuck has provided a new lead in showing that Hobbes
was extending Grotius’ answer to Carneadean scepticism.11 Hugo Grotius had
been a leader of the Dutch Arminians and had to flee his homeland after the
Synod of Dort in 1619. The story is that he fled hidden in a trunk and went to
Paris.12 There he became the Swedish ambassador to the French government—a
post he held for many years.  Hobbes lived very near him, and they seemed to
have had a good deal of contact. Grotius was actively involved with the Mersenne
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circle. He wrote against Isaac La Peyrère’s pre-Adamism long before the book ap-
peared.13 It may well be that Hobbes took the effect of modern scepticism, as
Grotius did, as a way of wiping away the cobwebs of the period, and then offered a
new science of man without much metaphysics, as part of what Tuck calls a “post-
sceptical” endeavor.”14 In an article entitled “Hobbes and Descartes,” presented
at the 1988 Hobbes conference at Oxford, Tuck showed that Hobbes’ presentation
of his position developed out of the attempt to deal with Descartes’ answer to scep-
ticism. Both Hobbes’ and Gassendi’s answers to Descartes are part of their efforts
to present new views for the new science in terms of a “mitigated” or “post-” scep-
tical attitude, what Gassendi called a via media between scepticism and dogma-
tism.15 As Hobbes is being seen in the French context in which he worked out his
general philosophy, he is emerging more obviously as one of the major thinkers
wrestling with the sceptical crisis of the time.

As soon as Hobbes published De Cive and Leviathan, he was accused of
being a sceptic. This accusation, which followed him to his grave, centered on
contending that Hobbes doubted and undermined true claims of the Christian re-
ligion, rather than on contending that he was a sceptic about the possibility of
human knowledge in general.16 Tuck has shown that Hobbes was also accused of
being a moral sceptic who dismissed scepticism by adopting a scepticism about
any objective justice or morality; and by advocating a kind of scepticism by mak-
ing self-interest the sole basis of human conduct.17

If Hobbes was deeply involved with the French new scientists, the new
philosophers and the new sceptics, did he imbibe any of their views? He was defi-
nitely influenced by the mechanistic outlook that pervaded the scientific works of
Mersenne, Gassendi, Descartes, and others. Marshall Missner and Richard Tuck
have indicated that certain texts of Hobbes about how we know about people, our
motives, and those of others, suggest that Hobbes was dealing with issues in episte-
mological scepticism, albeit in a less obvious language and manner than Mon-
taigne or Gassendi did.18 But if one compares how much scepticism is discussed by
Mersenne, Gassendi, and Descartes with how much space is given over to it by
Hobbes, the result is most striking. Mersenne wrote a thousand-page book, La ver-
ité des sciences contre les septiques ou pyrrhoniens, of which the first quarter is a run-
ning commentary on Sextus Empiricus’ ancient sceptical treatise Hypotyposes.
Gassendi had written a sceptical attack on Aristotelianism, as well as the first part of
his Syntagma Philosophicum, which discussed the sceptical challenge to other
epistemologies. Descartes, of course, devoted a good deal of his Discourse on
Method and his Meditations on First Philosophy to developing a complete scepti-
cism and then overcoming it. Hobbes, we know, read Descartes’ Discourse and
Meditations, since he was one of the first persons to write an answer to Descartes.

In light of the above, it is quite surprising that the index of the Molesworth
edition of the English Works of Hobbes lists one entry under “sceptics” or “scepti-
cism.” It refers to a passage in De Corpore where Hobbes briefly chided the
sophists and the sceptics for the way they denied and opposed the truth.19 I have
come across another reference to the sceptics in Hobbes’ Six Lessons to the Pro-
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fessors of the Mathematics. In this work, Hobbes twice cited points in Sextus Em-
piricus about mathematics. (And this seems to be the sole work in which Sextus is
mentioned.) In discussing what he thought were inadequacies in Euclid’s defini-
tions, Hobbes said that Sextus used some of these definitions “to the overthrow of
that so much renowned evidence of geometry”!20 Later on, Hobbes pointed out
that his mathematical opponent and Sextus had misunderstood Euclid’s first def-
inition. Sextus had then argued that geometry is no science. Hobbes’ opponent by
doing the same has “betrayed the most evident sciences to the sceptics.”21

These two references hardly make it seem that Hobbes cared very much
about scepticism and sceptics. He lived in an intellectual society in which one of
the greatest issues of the time was whether or not there was any way of overcoming
the sceptical doubts about man’s ability to gain knowledge about the world. In
contrast to the way the sceptical challenge dominated French intellectual life in
the first half of the seventeenth century, the works Hobbes wrote while in Paris,
the center of the sceptical ferment, reflect practically nothing of what was going
on. Had Hobbes been a recluse who never talked to anyone in the city at the time,
then the detachment in his writings from the vital issues of the time would be un-
derstandable. However, since we know that Hobbes was involved all of the time
with the leading figures who were discussing scepticism, some explanation is
needed to account for what Hobbes wrote in Paris. Perhaps if a detailed study
were made of Hobbes’ actual relationships with the French and English intellec-
tuals in Paris, we might see if there was something different about Hobbes’ reac-
tions to the ideas being discussed around him from those of the others. 22

Gianni Paganini has been examining a way in which sceptical materials ap-
pear in Hobbes, namely that he uses words, phrases, and ideas that appear in
Montaigne and Francis Bacon. Therefore, a type of sceptical expression dating
from the late sixteenth century appears in many places in Hobbes’ text.23

If Hobbes does not seem to have been part of the sceptical crisis going on
around him, he was nonetheless accused of being a sceptic, though not in the
sense of a Pyrrhonian sceptic or a follower of Montaigne. Rather Hobbes, as soon
as he began to publish, was accused of being a sceptic about religious convictions.
At the time that De Cive was published, Descartes charged that the work con-
tained dangerous maxims.24 After Leviathan appeared, the charge of scepticism
about religion became both more precise and more forceful. One specific item,
which was brought up a great deal, was the claim made in part 3, chapter 33, con-
cerning whether Moses wrote the Pentateuch. The chapter has an innocent-
enough-looking title, “Of the Number, Antiquity, Scope, Authority and Inter-
preters of the Books of Holy Scripture.” At the outset, Hobbes points out that it was
of the greatest importance to know what God has said. The Canon of the Church
of England tells us what books to accept as biblical. But 

who were the original writers of the several Books of Holy Scripture, has not
been made evident by any sufficient testimony of other history, which is the only
proof of a matter of fact; nor can be, by any arguments of natural reason; for rea-
son serves only to convince the truth, not of fact, but of consequence. The light,
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therefore, that must guide us in this question must be that which is held out unto
us from the books themselves; and this light, though it shows us not the writer of
every book, yet it is not unuseful to give us knowledge of the time, wherein they
were written.25

When Hobbes took up the question of whether Moses was the author of the
Pentateuch, he was posing a historical question that did not immediately lead to
sceptical questions. For Hobbes, the question of whether the Bible contained the
Word of God was settled by the Church of England, which had also settled which
books are biblical.26 The question that had not been answered was a historical
one—did Moses write all that is attributed to him, namely the first five books of
the Old Testament? Hobbes argued that it is not enough to say that they were writ-
ten by Moses because they are called the five books of Moses. He pointed out that
the last chapter of Deuteronomy deals with the death of Moses. “It is therefore
manifest, that those words were written after his interment.”27 Hobbes also
pointed to other lines in Genesis and Numbers that appear to have been written
after Moses. From this small entry into what is now called “biblical criticism,”
Hobbes drew the conclusion that “though Moses did not compile these books en-
tirely, and in the form we have them; yet he wrote all that which he is there said to
have written.”28

In later times up to the present, Hobbes is usually listed in the histories of
Bible scholarship as the first to publish a denial of the Mosaic authorship in 1651.
This less-than-shattering claim about the Mosaic authorship of the first five
books of the Bible was enough to earn Hobbes a place in defenses of orthodoxy
in the seventeenth century as a member of the unholy trinity of religious scep-
tics—Hobbes, Isaac La Peyrère, and Spinoza—who had struck at the very foun-
dations of religious knowledge. Hobbes, whether intentionally or not (and, I for
one, see no reason to doubt his claim that he accepted Christianity, as expressed
by the Church of England), gave impetus to the powerful religious scepticism of
the Bible critics. La Peyrère, Spinoza, and Richard Simon may have been more
important and more sceptical. I suggest that Hobbes was seen as a religious scep-
tic because of what La Peyrère, Spinoza, and Richard Simon said in the decades
afterward, rather than for what appears in his actual text. But even though La
Peyrère, Spinoza, and Simon may have taken the critical giant steps, Hobbes had
taken the first short step, by asserting that Moses did not write certain lines. He
did not say they were inauthentic, or should be discarded. He just said they were
not Mosaic. The attacks on Hobbes on this score, especially in England, re-
flected the influence of deism and Spinozism, as well as Hobbism, in the
Restoration period. Hobbes to some extent became inseparable from Spinoza
and the later Bible critics.29

Hobbes did not discover the verses about Moses’ death. Various explanations
had been offered by Jewish and Christian exegetes. The modern form of the
problem comes from the Jewish scholar Ibn Ezra (1092–1167), who distinguished
the Mosaic and the non-Mosaic lines and suggested that there might be some-
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thing special about the non-Mosaic ones.30 Very soon after Hobbes, the problem
of the Mosaic authorship quickly became a central issue in biblical criticism,
and the denial of the Mosaic authorship of every line of the Pentateuch became
the opening wedge in developing a scepticism about Jewish or Christian re-
vealed religion, with Samuel Fisher and La Peyrère (both of whom will be dis-
cussed in a later chapter) arguing that Moses could not be the author of the pres-
ent mixed-up text. And it was the reading of Hobbes and La Peyrère by young
Spinoza that transformed the historical, critical, and philological research into a
scepticism about religion. Spinoza owned a copy of La Peyrère’s Prae-Adamitae,
and apparently knew of its shocking theses by the time of his excommunica-
tion.31 And Spinoza read Hobbes before he formulated his views in the Tractatus
Theologico-Politicus.32

At the end of the seventeenth century, the Catholic theologian Louis Ellies
du Pin, who put together various encyclopedias about religion and theology, de-
clared that “of all of the paradoxes which have been advanced in our century,
there is none more bold, in my view, nor more dangerous than the opinion of
those who have denied that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch.”33 Du Pin
made clear that the whole relation of the supposedly revealed document, the
Bible, to the truth becomes problematical, and a person can doubt the veracity of
the Bible. Moses provided the critical link of man to God, since supposedly, God
told him what is in the first five books. If the author is not Moses, then the Bible
becomes questionable as a source of truth.

Hobbes may have been classed with the other radical Bible scholars by those
engaged in the hunting of Leviathan.34 And for his views on the Mosaic author-
ship of the Pentateuch, Hobbes may have been considered a religious sceptic.
However, if one compares him with La Peyrère or Spinoza, Hobbes hardly de-
serves to be considered a menace to established religion. It is worth noting that a
study of Hobbes by A. P. Martinich35 interprets Hobbes as being an orthodox An-
glican in spite of his avant-garde views. 

The basic issue involved in the importance of the Mosaic authorship is that it
is through Moses’ role as author and his role as direct recipient of the Revelation
that the truth of Judeo-Christianity is secured. Questioning the Mosaic author-
ship opens the door to a powerful scepticism about the truth of accepted religion.
After such questioning had done its work throughout the second half of the sev-
enteenth century and throughout the Enlightenment, one of the leading sceptics
with regard to religious knowledge, Tom Paine, could look back and see the
monumental effects of doubting the Mosaic authorship. “Take away from Gene-
sis the belief that Moses was the author, on which only the strange belief that it is
the word of God has stood, and there remains nothing of Genesis, but an anony-
mous book of stories, fables and traditionary or invented absurdities or downright
lies.”36 The importance of the Mosaic authorship was, perhaps, made still clearer
by one of Paine’s opponents, the Jewish polemicist David Levi of London. In the
second answer to Joseph Priestley, he asserted that “if a Jew once calls in question
the authenticity of any part of the Pentateuch, by observing that one part is
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authentic, i.e., was delivered by God to Moses, and that another part is not au-
thentic, he is no longer accounted a Jew, i.e., a true believer.” Every Jew, Levi in-
sisted, is obliged, according to the thirteen principles of Maimonides, “to believe
that the whole law of five books is from God” and that it was delivered by him to
Moses. Christians, Levi claimed, should be under the same constraints as Jews
about accepting the divine origin of Scripture, for “if any part is once proved spu-
rious, a door will be opened for another and another without end.”37

The fantastic sceptical potential of the denial of the Mosaic authorship
played a very important part in Western intellectual history. Of the four people
who played the greatest roles in advancing the consideration of the denial of the
Mosaic authorship in the seventeenth century—Hobbes, La Peyrère, Spinoza,
and Richard Simon—I think one has to conclude either that Hobbes was the least
sceptical and the most timid or that he was trivializing the sceptical implications
of the matter. In La Peyrère’s Men before Adam the case for doubting the Mosaic
authorship is made much greater than Hobbes’. It is so much greater, in fact, that
Hobbes’ discussion of the issue looks like a truncated version of La Peyrère’s. La
Peyrère denied that Moses was the author of any of the first five books of the Bible.
He thereby opened the door to rewriting or reconstructing the document. Spin-
oza, following on La Peyrère’s work, denied the supernatural status of the Bible
and portrayed it as a compendium of views of the early Hebrews. It thereby be-
came essentially a secular document to be studied as part of the history of human
stupidity. Father Richard Simon, who scandalized his fellow Catholics, insisted
that he accepted many of the maxims of Spinoza but not their impious conclu-
sions. Simon insisted, Spinoza and La Peyrère notwithstanding, that he believed
that the Bible was an inspired document, whose content was revealed by God to
man, or men. However, and unfortunately, no existent copy of the Bible is in-
spired. All are written by men, printed by men, read by men, in historical con-
texts. They have to be studied for what they are in the hopes of finding the real
Bible behind or above, or under, all of the existent ones. 

In light of what Hobbes’ three contemporary Bible critics set forth, the pas-
sage in Leviathan is very tepid. Hobbes went a few steps beyond what some of the
earliest sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Bible scholars said about the problem
of whether Moses could have written all of the Pentateuch. Hobbes accepted the
negative evidence, that concerning the passage about Moses’ death and about
events thereafter. Then Hobbes opted for a conciliatory position (even though his
contemporaries may not have seen it as such). All passages that are attributed in
Scripture to Moses were actually written by him. This would preserve part of the
crucial revelatory link between God, Moses, and man. A most significant part of
the text could still be regarded as God’s undoubted message to mankind. If one
accepted Hobbes at his word, one might have to modify his claim in this chapter
of Leviathan that he accepted the scriptural Canon of the Church of England.
Hobbes’ Pentateuch would be a bit smaller than the Church of England’s text.
But, again taking Hobbes at his word, there would be no question or doubt, no
scepticism with regard to religious knowledge about the Hobbesian Mosaic Pen-
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tateuch. Hence Hobbes, on this score, was hardly the sceptic that La Peyrère,
Spinoza, and Simon were. In spite of this, he obviously went too far in allowing
any cuts in the text of the Pentateuch. His English clerical opponents went in for
the hunting of Leviathan, and accused Hobbes of being an unbeliever, an atheist,
a religious sceptic.38

Hobbes’ questioning by itself might not have been enough to launch the
higher criticism of the Bible. Followed by braver figures, La Peyrère, Spinoza, and
Simon, who could see much more drastic implications, Hobbes became the fore-
runner or the initiator of a key element involved in the development of religious
scepticism, the question of the Mosaic authorship, the guarantee of the truth of
the content of the Bible. Hobbes got blamed for the full-blown results of his suc-
cessors. As Samuel Mintz has shown, Hobbes was often attacked, together with
Spinoza, by thinkers in England and the Continent.39 The States General in Hol-
land, which had banned La Peyrère’s Men before Adam in 1655, banned both
Leviathan and Spinoza’s Tractatus in 1674.40

A significant effect within Hobbes’ philosophical system, involving his denial
that Moses wrote some parts of the Pentateuch, was his conclusion that the full
truth of the Revelation cannot be known with certainty. Different interpretations
of the biblical texts have, and do, lead to disagreements and to disturbances in the
civil order. Therefore, in order to maintain civil peace, it must be left to the civil
magistrate to interpret Scripture. Here Hobbes appealed to a view that in another
form appeared in De Cive, which is, I believe, his real contribution to modern
scepticism.

Another way Hobbes was attacked as a religious sceptic was that both he and
Spinoza sought to give a naturalistic psychological and political explanation of
how religions develop. Hobbes, in Leviathan, had offered an account of how
pagan religions developed.41 He specifically exempted revealed religions, Ju-
daism and Christianity, from his investigation, as Machiavelli and Charron had
done before him.42 Others of his time were vitally interested in explaining the de-
velopment of polytheistic religions, ancient and modern. Perhaps the two most
important such efforts, Gerard Vossius, On the Origins of Idolatry (1648), and
Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of the Universe (1678), indicate
what was at stake.43 Vossius offered the theory that all polytheistic religions were
derivative from, and represented degenerative forms of, the basic revealed reli-
gion—Judeo-Christianity. The degenerations from true religion were due to all
sorts of factors, including psychological, social, and political ones.44 By making a
taxonomy of the kinds of polytheisms, one could trace back through them to the
Mosaic Revelation and the prisca theology. Cudworth leaned heavily on Vossius’
account and differed in some details. Both of them, and then Isaac Newton as
well, were incorporating all of the humanistic data and explorer information
about polytheism into a “defense” of Judeo-Christianity, the original Revela-
tion.45 In contrast, Hobbes was offering an account of pagan religions apart from
any connection with biblical religion. He and Machiavelli stated what they were
doing, so that it did not conflict with taking biblical religion as revealed. Spinoza,
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however, took over the psychological and political method of explaining religions
and applied it to all cases, including Judaism and Christianity.

Cudworth, writing just after the appearance of Spinoza’s Tractatus in 1670,
saw Hobbes and Spinoza jointly as posing a great sceptical danger to religion.
Cudworth portrayed the Hobbes-Spinoza method of explaining religion as the
most dangerous kind of atheism.46

It is interesting and curious that this aspect of Hobbes’ view seems to have
been co-opted into the clandestine irreligious theory almost as soon as it ap-
peared. In 1656, Henry Oldenburg reported from Oxford that “religion falls into
contempt, the raillery of the profane grows sharper, and the hearts of those who
fear God are crucified.” This Oldenburg told his correspondent Adam Boreel,
the leader of the Dutch Collegiants.47 Then as examples Oldenburg described
two problems that were recently mentioned. The first is the contention that “the
whole of the story of Creation seems to have been composed in order to intro-
duce the Sabbath, and that from motives of merely political prudence.” Moses, it
is claimed, concocted the whole story on purpose and got people to worship the
invisible deity. Moses supposedly “encouraged and excited his people to obey
him” so that much booty could be collected in war.48 Christ, being more pru-
dent than Moses, enticed his people by the hope of eternal life and happiness.”49

“But Mohammed, cunning in all things, enlisted all men with the good things of
this world as well as of the next, and so became their master, and extended the
limits of his empire much more widely than did any legislator before or after
him.”50 Oldenburg was shocked by this political interpretation of the roles of
Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed and begged Boreel to write a refutation in order
to save religion,51 which he did over the next five years. It was never published,
but a copy exists in the Boyle papers at the Royal Society, and Henry More used
another copy.52

Hobbes, of course, never discussed Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed in this
way. The points mentioned in Oldenburg’s letter appear in the underground
work Les Trois Imposteurs, ou L’Esprit de M. Spinosa, not published until 1719 but
written some time earlier. There are many, many manuscripts of this work in li-
braries in Europe and North America, written probably from 1690 afterward by
parties unknown.53 Every known manuscript uses material from Leviathan and
from Spinoza’s Ethics.54 There were rumors that the work existed in the 1650s.
Queen Christina of Sweden offered a large fortune for a copy, and that may actu-
ally have inspired someone to write it.55 Nobody knew what was in it besides the
claim that Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed were impostors. The first indication of
the contents appears in this letter of Oldenburg, and almost the same sentences
appear in the later manuscripts. So some preliminary form of the counterclaim to
the Judeo-Christianity-Islamic religions existed by 1656 and became known to
Oldenburg at Oxford.

A curious fact that may have some relation to the above is that the radical In-
dependent thinker, Henry Stubbe, was at Oxford at the time, translating Hobbes’
Leviathan. He was in correspondence with Hobbes, who was in London. It would
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be exciting to find a link between Stubbe’s activities and the ideas reported by
Oldenburg. The study of Stubbe by James Jacob suggests that he was a very avant-
garde thinker who hid his real views. So far, one can only speculate that Stubbe’s
knowledge of Hobbes’ theory was somehow mixed with the three-impostor theory,
either by Stubbe himself or by somebody he was in contact with at Oxford.56

Hobbes’ account of pagan religion, and Spinoza’s account of all religion, pro-
vided the framework for a complete denial of Judaism and Christianity and for a
thoroughgoing religious scepticism. But there is nothing to indicate that Hobbes
wanted his view about pagan religion to be used to construct a complete religious
scepticism. Cudworth, who was an active intellectual from the 1640s onward, saw
the Hobbes-Spinoza political interpretation as extremely dangerous. Cudworth
conceded, possibly from his own experience with the Cromwell government and
the Restoration one, that politicians “may sometimes abuse Religion and make it
serve for the promotings of their own private Interests and Designs.”57 But no mat-
ter what politicians might do, “it is not conceivable, how Civil Sovreigns through-
out the whole World, some of which are so distant, and have so little Correspon-
dence with one another, should notwithstanding all so well agree in this One
Cheating Mystery of Government, or Piece of State Coozenage.”58 In addition,
how could these politicians take in all of mankind by inducing fear, awe, and
dread “of a meer Counterfeit thing, and an Invisible Nothing” that has no basis in
sense or reason?59 If religion is a fraud, is it not strange that in the whole history of
the world, nobody should have “suggested or discovered this Cheat and Juggle of
Politicians, and have Smelt out a Plot upon themselves in the Fiction of Religion
to take away their Liberty and entrail them under Bondage”?60 All sorts of impos-
tures have been uncovered. Atheists have been telling people for two thousand
years “that Religion is nothing but a meer State Juggle, and Political Imposture,”
but this has not convinced anyone.61 Cudworth then argued that religion is
“deeply rooted in the Intellectual Nature of man.” Theistic religion is no fraud or
imposture since all mankind agree in acknowledging a Supreme Deity, an eternal
and necessary Being.

Rather than trying to exempt just Judaism and Christianity from the political
explanation, Cudworth sought to show that theistic religion in general was what
all people really believed, even avowed atheists. And, since according to Vossius
and Cudworth, all theistic religion is derivative from the basic revealed religion,
then the “true religion” revealed to Moses cannot be a political invention. Every-
one knows the idea of God, of an absolutely perfect being. The atheists who deny
theism have to have a meaningful idea of what they are denying. “Were there no
God, the Idea of an Absolutely or Infinitely Perfect Being could never have been
Made or Feigned neither by Politicians, nor by Poets, nor Philosophers.”62 Then
Cudworth contended that nobody had any political interest in foisting Christian-
ity on the world, and its supernatural status is shown by the prophecies in its Scrip-
tures that have been and are being fulfilled. “And thus, do we see plainly, that the
Scripture-Prophecies Evince a Deity; neither can these possibly be imputed by
Atheists as another thing, to mens Fear and Fancy, nor yet to the Fiction of Politi-
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cians. They confirm Christianity also by the prediction of its reception.”63 So
much for Cudworth’s answer.

Two of the central features of religious scepticism, the denial of the Mosaic
authorship and the political and psychological explanation of religion, were
firmly attributed to Hobbes by the latter part of the seventeenth century. As I have
tried to show, he presented a quite modest version of each, easily compatible with
the acceptance of Judaism or Christianity. And unless one reads between the
lines, as Leo Strauss did, there seems no reason to suspect he held more sweeping
views. The further development of these themes in La Peyrère, Spinoza, and
Simon led opponents of theirs to see and interpret Hobbes as holding their views,
and as being the founder or inspirer of the complete doubt or denial of the re-
vealed knowledge claims of Judaism and Christianity. His political explanation of
pagan religion was taken by opponents like Cudworth as applying to all religions,
and as being indistinguishable from Spinoza’s naturalistic account in which all
religions became man-made.

Hobbes may have held the views of his successors, but he did not say so. He
lived long after the scandal caused by the appearance of La Peyrère’s Men before
Adam with its picture of the state of nature before Adam, but Hobbes apparently
did not adopt this view as an explanation of when chronologically men could
have been in their natural state.64 He lived for several years after Spinoza’s views
shocked thinkers in England and elsewhere (Henry More, Ralph Cudworth, and
Bishop Edward Stillingfleet all wrote strong answers), and he did not embrace
Spinoza as his successor. The youthful English deist Charles Blount tried to enlist
Hobbes as an advocate of natural religion but apparently got no response.65

Blount also tried to enlist Hobbes, posthumously, as a follower of Pyrrho and Sex-
tus Empiricus.66

Hobbes had ample opportunity to enter the growing discussion about the au-
thenticity and accuracy of Scripture, and about whether Christianity is just a form
of natural religion, but avoided comment. Some have seen hints here and there
that he secretly sided with the avant-garde sceptics about traditional religions. But
in the absence of more overt data, I think we have to leave him as holding slightly
innovative views about the biblical text and the development of religions, views
that were and are compatible with official versions of Christianity of established
churches. In saying all of this, I am not saying Hobbes was a believer, rather that
he could have been an honest adherent of the Church of England. He certainly
lacks the believer’s fervor of his contemporary Pascal. But his concern with reli-
gion was great, considering how much of his text is devoted to it.

One can say that this is due to the political importance of religion in
Hobbes’ time. The Thirty Years War, the Puritan Revolution, and the Restora-
tion were the dominant events of Hobbes’ lifetime. His own career was the effect
of these. And, like many other thoughtful people, he was seeking a resolution to
the social strife caused by the religious wars and conflicts. And it is in Hobbes’
discussion of how this can be done that I think one finds signs of another kind of
scepticism that has had far-reaching consequences in the last three centuries.
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Hobbes may have been a predecessor and possibly a friend (in the case of La
Peyrère) of the religious sceptics, but he did not suggest at all the line they were
to develop, that if it is doubtful that Moses wrote the Pentateuch, it is doubtful
that the content of those books constitutes religious truth. Instead, Hobbes
pointed to a radically different solution, that of a political rather than an episte-
mological criterion of truth.

John Watkins considered Hobbes to be an ethical sceptic because he held
that there is no absolute or independent criterion of moral truth except in politi-
cal terms.67 In De Cive, Hobbes had asserted, “Before there was any government,
just and unjust had no being, then nature only being relative to some command,
and every action in its own nature is indifferent, that it becomes just or unjust,
proceeds from the right of the magistrate.”68 As Watkins pointed out, Hobbes ex-
plained that this is not due to the sovereign possessing some special or higher
moral knowledge so that his laws are just. And the same is the case with regard to
the interpretations of theology offered by the sovereign. The sovereign has no spe-
cial superior religious knowledge, but his views are authoritative.69

In the areas of religion and morals, Hobbes had contended that there is no
way people can decide between competing claims. There is no rational criterion
of knowledge in these kinds of cases. However, it is necessary for social reasons
that decisions be made about moral and religious conduct. The sovereign makes
the decision, which is arbitrary from any evidential point of view, and the decision
is accepted by everyone as if it were true.

The sceptical element here in both the moral and religious cases lies in
Hobbes’ conviction that there is no rational means for deciding between either
competing moral or competing religious claims. Hence Hobbes has denied that
there is any rational criterion of knowledge in these areas. Since it is necessary for
social reasons that moral and religious decisions be made, the sovereign makes
the decision (arbitrarily from the point of view of rational evidence for the deci-
sion), and the decision is to be accepted by the populace as if it were true.
Whether the sovereign decides that people should do one thing or should do the
opposite, either decision would be equally just. This kind of ethical and theologi-
cal scepticism derives from two elements of Hobbes’ thought. One is his nomi-
nalism, which several of the commentators identify with his scepticism or relate
much more to fifteenth-century Ockhamites than to seventeenth-century scepti-
cism. The theory that seems to emerge from his Elements of Law, De Corpore, De
Cive, and Leviathan would restrict knowledge to names and make names arbi-
trary. Names become more than individuals’ private marks for elements in their
experience by becoming part of a socially acceptable language. This much of the
Hobbesian account, often repeated in his works, suggests that there is no other
standard by which to judge names and propositions in which they occur. (Some
commentators, to avoid endorsing the apparent results of this nominalistic theory,
stress the instances where Hobbes appeared to point to some kind of self-evidence
within the propositions whose truth was alleged to be beyond question, or to the
logical relations of names as the standard of truth.)70
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Without going into the lengthy discussions of reasoning as the relationship of
names, and the intended significance of Hobbes’ claim that “true and false are at-
tributes of speech, not of things,”71 I will turn to another aspect that leads to an
overt scepticism. Hobbes had said that theological and religious propositions,
which are the results of naming, can have social consequences. These conse-
quences can be very severe, appearing in the form of social conflicts and contests of
force on up to civil wars and international wars. What was happening in England
and France, the wars between Protestant and Catholic countries, showed how
great the social disturbance could be. And the consequences of moral disagree-
ments are seen all the time in quarrels, crimes, and so on. The social disorder
brought about by these disagreements in religion and morals is so divisive and so
destructive of the public peace that there is an overriding practical reason why
these disagreements have to be resolved, even if they cannot be resolved by means
of evidence and reasoning. So it becomes a political problem to eliminate these
conflicts. The sovereign decrees a solution. His solution is not based on knowledge
of what is right and good. It is the solution that defines what is right and good.

If Hobbes had restricted the need for political solutions to moral and reli-
gious questions, this might have been acceptable, especially in view of the
conflicts of his time. But Hobbes, at least clearly in one place, and by inference
elsewhere, extended this to scientific and mathematical views, insofar as disagree-
ments in these areas could also be disturbing to the public peace. Hobbes’ own
cantankerous quarrels with mathematicians, with other philosophers and scien-
tists, must have made him aware of what social disharmony could result from in-
tellectual disagreements.72 There are plenty of stories about how obnoxious
Hobbes was as an arguer. We know he spent years trying to convince mathemati-
cians of his method for squaring the circle. Dr. Wallis’ remark that trying to ex-
plain mathematics to Hobbes was like trying to explain colors to a blind man,
seems to reflect the extreme difficulties of dealing with Hobbes in intellectual so-
ciety.73 Hobbes obviously knew that intellectual views could cause a social up-
roar. Samuel Mintz’s book ably documents that Hobbes had succeeded in ac-
complishing that.74 In De Cive there is a passage where Hobbes indicated that
even purely intellectual disagreements can affect the public peace, and that polit-
ical means had be used to eliminate these differences, means like those used to
end religious and ethical disputes. This would seem to lead to a special kind of
scepticism, a political scepticism, in which there are no intellectual standards of
truth and falsity, only political ones. And these are to be evaluated on pragmatic
standards—namely, do they work to preserve the civic order?

The passage in De Cive is part of a consideration by Hobbes of what happens
if people disagree about definitions. The context indicates clearly that Hobbes was
discussing all types of definitions, not just moral and religious ones. The text reads:

It is needful therefore, as oft as any controversy ariseth in these matters contrary
to the public good and common peace, that there be somebody to judge of the
reasoning, that is to say, whether that which is inferred, be rightly inferred or
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not; that so the controversy may be ended. But there are no rules given by Christ
to this purpose, neither came he into the world to teach logic. It remains there-
fore that the judges of such controversies, be the same with those whom God by
nature had instituted before, namely, those who in each city are constituted by
the sovereign. Moreover, if a controversy be raised of the accurate and proper
signification, that is the definition of those names or appellations which are
commonly used; insomuch as it is needful for the peace of the city, or the distri-
bution of right to be determined; the determination will belong to the city. For
men, by reasoning, do search out such kind of definitions in their observation of
diverse conceptions, for the signification whereof those appellations were used
at diverse times and for diverse causes. But the decision of the question, whether
a man do reason rightly, belongs to the city. For example, if a woman bring forth
a child of unwonted shape, and the law forbid to kill a man; the question is
whether the child be a man. It is demanded therefore, what a man is. No man
doubts but the city shall judge it, and that without taking an account of Aristo-
tle’s definition that man is a rational creature. And these things, namely, right,
policy, and natural sciences, are subjects concerning which Christ denies that it
belongs to his office to give any precepts, or teach any thing beside this only,
that in all controversies about them, every single subject should obey the laws
and determinations of his city.75

The quotation shows clearly that Hobbes was talking about scientific views as well
as moral and religious ones. All were given their truth-values by the political au-
thorities. Hobbes went on in De Cive to point out that observance of natural laws
is one way people are led to salvation. Hobbes, echoing François Veron, said
Christ did not come into the world to teach logic. We learn natural laws, science,
and logic through natural reason. The human principles we adopt and the con-
clusions we draw from them are “subject to the censure of civil power.” Whatever
is not revealed, moral and political principles “and the examination of doctrines
and books in all manner of rational science depends upon the temporal right.”
The very distinction between what is spiritual and what is temporal has to be
made by the temporal authorities “because our Saviour hath not made that dis-
tinction.” The sovereign is thus “the supreme authority of judgment and deter-
mining all manner of controversies about temporal matters.”76

In a section a little later on, Hobbes pointed out that if people followed their
own opinions, society would break up. There would be controversies that “should
become innumerable and indeterminable.”77 Hobbes had begun his discussion
dealing with religious controversies, and then moved on to include scientific
views, logical and mathematical ones. In all these areas, the civil authority had to
settle what is true or false.

Richard Peters put special stress on the passage I quoted at length above. After
spelling out that would mean that scientific disputes involving questions of public
importance would have to be settled by political authorities, Peters called this a
“bizarre and authoritarian theory of truth.”78 He said that Hobbes usually pre-
sented it when he was trying to delimit the respective spheres of secular and
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ecclesiastical jurisdiction, or when he was concerned about the types of disputes
that provoke civil unrest.

First, I should like to indicate that the theory seems to grow out of a funda-
mental kind of scepticism that arises for Hobbes in the very attempt to distinguish
the secular from the religious. Not only have we found no indubitable criteria to
employ to make the distinction, we also realize the tremendous price that has to
be paid if we are unable to make such a distinction, the price of the disintegration
of our civil units. Our inability to live with any satisfaction under such circum-
stances leads us back to the acceptance of a sovereign and the acceptance of his
judgment. Thus we apparently would not be led to this bizarre and authoritarian
theory of truth if there were not ample sceptical grounds for disputing any human
conclusions, and if these disputes were not corrosive of the public order. On the
first point, Hobbes (at least as he presented his view at the end of De Cive) saw that
the sceptical attacks undermined any human being’s claim to know absolutely or
definitely any truth claim. Every alleged claim could be disputed. This would
lead to the world being a debating society, except for the fact that some of the is-
sues in dispute have important consequences in the social world. But the latter
can lead to the dissolution of society. Therefore, the civil authority has to step in
and announce who is right.

This political theory of truth, based on a total scepticism about an individ-
ual’s ability to discover the truth, is a remarkable change in the pattern of scepti-
cal thought in the seventeenth century. Various friends of Hobbes were sceptics
and fideists. They doubted man’s ability to find truth, and therefore, by non se-
quitur, they accepted truth on faith from God or his Church. Hobbes, partly be-
cause of his analysis of what constitutes the Church, saw, at least in this chapter of
De Cive, that fideism comes down to acceptance of a sovereign agency as the
source of truth.

Father Mersenne, in a letter that is printed in the French edition of De Cive,
told the translator, Samuel Sorbière, (who called himself, on the title page, one of
Hobbes’ friends) that Hobbes’ noble philosophy is demonstrated as evidently as
Euclid’s geometry. Therefore, Mersenne went on, Sorbière will give up his sus-
pense of judgment and all of the bagatelles of the sceptics and become a dogma-
tist, whose foundations are unshakable.79 Neither Sorbière nor Mersenne seems
to have commented on the scepticism that emerged at the end of the book.

Ezequiel de Olaso, in his excellent article “Thomas Hobbes y la recta razón,”
pointed out that in the early discussion in De Cive about the law of nature, and in
the discussion of naming in Leviathan, Hobbes was suggesting this bizarre and
authoritarian theory of truth.80 In a note on “Right reason,” Hobbes first said that
in the natural state of men, right reason is not an infallible faculty but is the act of
reasoning of each individual, “the peculiar and true ratiocination of every man
concerning those actions of his, which may either redound to the damage or ben-
efit of his neighbors. I call it peculiar, because although in a civil government the
reason of the supreme, that, the civil law, is to be received by each single subject
for the right; yet being without this civil government, . . . no man can know right
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reason from false.”81 In the state of nature, each man’s reason is judged by itself,
but without any objective standard. Because of the conflicts of each person’s rea-
son, and actions based on it, a social arbiter has to be introduced to determine
what is right reason in a civic context.

In organized society, Hobbes saw that basic disagreements and conflicts arose
over defining what is secular and what is religious, and over what is good and
right. Individual right reason is not adequate to settle the problems, since there is
no indubitable or satisfactory criterion for determining whose right reason to ac-
cept. But, to prevent the social disintegration that would ensue, political authority
has to determine what is true in religion and morals. The bizarre and authoritar-
ian theory of truth spills over into scientific, mathematical, and logical questions
as long as there are disagreements and social consequences of views in these
areas.82

Karl Marx turned the issue around by contending that the intellectual activi-
ties going on at any time are a reflection of the economic-political determinating
forces. There have been feudal idea-systems, there are capitalistic ones, and for
Marx, there will be socialistic ones. Hence the political authorities will propound
intellectual truths in all areas.83

Whether one accepts Marx’s claim, which I do not (perhaps a reflection of
what authority decides my views), the social and political analysis of intellectual
history has been illuminating, and perhaps most illuminating in the study of the
history of science and the history of religion. The study of factors involved in the
encouragement and endorsement of the “new science” of Hobbes’ time point to
political activities that made the new science acceptable and even desirable. On
the other hand, the political attempts to silence non-Aristotelian science, by
church and state authorities in France, indicate that social-political factors, and
not evidential ones, decided what was to be taught as true. On a grander scale,
one can see the political factors involved in deciding what science should be
taught, what should be financed, who should know how AIDS is contracted, and
so on. The decision about which departments of universities should be closed
down and which created also clearly involves some political-social factors. In the
history of religion one can also see political forces guiding some religious devel-
opments and crushing others, for social reasons. In the United States, the state,
through the courts, has to decide what is a religion, and for political reasons to
prevent the promulgation of any religion in the schools. In England, with an es-
tablished church, the political authority is involved in church decisions, and even
in determining who runs the church.

One can accept the findings of the social-political historians, and yet ask,
does this throw any light on whether Galileo’s or Luther’s views were true? Does
the fact that political authorities for centuries encouraged Christian religious
groups to convert the Jews show that Christianity is right and Judaism wrong? One
can offer a Hobbesian account of the divisive implications of Galileo’s views, the
social discord they produced, and justify what happened. Similarly, one can ex-
amine the social disruption caused by assertions and denials that the Messiah has
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come, and the reasons why a state might take action to stop the disruption. But
one can still ask which views are true.

I think Hobbes, in the statement of his political scepticism, eroded the inde-
pendent place for the so-called objective inquirer to stand. Since truth is a func-
tion of the relation of names, and naming is a social activity with potential for pro-
ducing discord, the “truth”question easily moves from an epistemological to a
political one, at least as soon as any social disruption occurs. The ivory-tower the-
orist, who tries to brush aside the fact that some people get upset by subatomic
physics, space research, stem-cell research, interpretations of the books of Daniel
and Revelation, and the movie The Last Temptation of Christ, is taking a social
stance that can lead to dispute, rock-throwing, pamphleteering, annoying letters
to the Times, or the New York Review of Books, and so quickly require a political
decision—whether to protect the “pure” theorist, whether to declare him or her
redundant, whether to inhibit her or his publications, and so on.

In Hobbes’ world, since resolving social strife is the standard, then all intel-
lectual views become subject to the bizarre and authoritarian theory of truth, if
they have any social reverberations. The analysis of Richard Tuck may lead to the
same result. Self-preservation is basic, but can one tell what helps self-preserva-
tion? Since this leads to conflict and doubt, then the state has to decide.84

One should suspend judgment on all knowledge-claims of any import, until
they have been vetted politically. This, I suggest, constitutes a radical kind of scep-
ticism, much different from that of Hobbes’ French and English contemporaries.
The Spanish and Portuguese Inquisition then, and the modern totalitarian states,
have managed to create situations where intellectuals have adopted this kind of
political scepticism. And, unfortunately, modern means of persuasion have en-
abled nasty states to force people to accept various views about science, politics,
history, and also forced them to believe them.

Political scepticism is part of what we all confront in the modern world. See-
ing how it arises out of Hobbes’ analysis, and out of the state’s power to control dis-
ruptive people, at least we can gain some insight into what we have to operate
with. We may want to be free, independent thinkers, making our own intellectual
decisions that we think are true. Since we do this in society, to what extent is our
free independent thinking limited by social concerns, and to what extent do we
have to accept various political definitions of truth? And even the answer may re-
flect the extent to which we have been conditioned socially and brainwashed po-
litically. Hence, as Pilate asked: What is Truth?

Hobbes, who had apparently ignored the sceptical discussions of his French
friends, opened the door to a new kind of scepticism. He might have been influ-
enced by the Machiavellianism of Naudé’s Considerations politiques sur les coups
d’etat.85 Hobbes, at least once, realized that the so-called faith would have to be
acceptance of authority, and the only recognizable authority was a civil one.
Then truth became political as the only means of settling arguments and preserv-
ing the peace. This bizarre theory is, of course, closer to the character of modern
scepticism than the views of Hobbes’ friends and contemporaries. In Orwell’s
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1984, a sad satire of twentieth-century societies, we become more aware of gov-
ernment-generated truth. One could speak at length on the new version of
Descartes’ demonic scepticism developed by brainwashing, by propaganda, by
classifying and falsifying records, and so on.86 Here I just want to mention a cou-
ple of points. In the twentieth century, world governments have taken the initia-
tive and are now all entrenched in the business of declaring what is true, creating
the evidence, and forcing people to accept it. Governments have also taken the
initiative in declaring what is, and what is not, a threat to peace (draft card burn-
ing, speaking to foreigners, listening to Radio Free Europe, opposing government
policy, not filling out the administration’s personnel efficiency card, etc.). The re-
sult is the totalitarian state with its helpless, sceptical citizens.

So Hobbes, although almost oblivious to his contemporary epistemological
sceptics and far more cautious than his contemporary religious ones, did at one
point lay the groundwork for a much more dangerous scepticism that makes the
sovereign the political arbiter of truth. From arbiter to creator of truth, the mod-
ern state then develops its Orwellian character. With no means of delimiting its
power to create truth, and to maintain the peace, the citizen becomes helpless.
Hobbes with his great concern to preserve the possibility of civil life in an ex-
tremely chaotic age, could not foresee what this state, the preserver of peace,
could become with sufficient technological advances.
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13

Philosophers of the Royal Society

Wilkins, Boyle, and Glanvill

Another way of dealing with the sceptical crisis in a nonmetaphysical way was of-
fered by some of the philosophers, scientists, and theologians involved with the
Royal Society of England. This theory of limited certitude was articulated espe-
cially by two figures, John Wilkins and Joseph Glanvill. Although Wilkins appar-
ently formulated the theory first, it was published by Glanvill and then later ap-
peared in Wilkins’ posthumous work “Of the Principles and Duties of Natural
Religion.” The theory is a development from the earlier solution to the sceptical
problems advanced by Sebastian Castellio and William Chillingworth. 

The theory of limited certitude advanced by Chillingworth was accepted and
developed by several moderate Anglican theologians, the Latitudinarians, as well
as thinkers interested in relating religion and science. One of those who played a
great role in this was John Wilkins (1614–72), who was warden of Wadham Col-
lege, Oxford, during the Puritan Revolution and was also Cromwell’s brother-in-
law. Wilkins gathered young men around him who were interested in the new sci-
ence, which was not yet taught at Oxford, and interested in promoting both
science and religion. Chief among these persons was Robert Boyle, who was to
become one of the most important scientists of the seventeenth century. 
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Wilkins wrote Discovery of a New World and Discourse Concerning a New
Planet. He argued against the criticisms made by Aristotelian theologians
against the new ideas and sought to show that the new science did not really con-
flict with true religion. In so doing, he started developing an analysis of the kinds
of evidence that could exist to support any theory in science and religion. He
became a participant in a group in London that met to perform experiments and
discuss scientific developments. When he was appointed at Oxford in 1649, he
created a group called the Invisible College, which met in his quarters for a sim-
ilar purpose. Its members included Robert Boyle, Christopher Wren, and others
interested in the new science. In 1659 he was appointed as a master of Trinity
College, Cambridge, by Cromwell’s successor, Richard Cromwell. After being
dismissed from his post with the restoration of Charles II in 1660, Wilkins went
to London and joined the scientific group that had reformed in the city at Gre-
sham College. He worked on plans for an official society devoted to science and
the development of useful knowledge (in Francis Bacon’s sense), and was the
main author of the proposed charter of the Royal Society. Charles II authorized
the society, and it officially began meeting in 1662, with Wilkins as one of its
leaders. He accepted the Latitudinarian formulation of Christianity and in 1668
was made bishop of Chester. For the rest of his life he was involved with the
Royal Society.1

In 1668 Wilkins published his Mercury, or the Secret and Swift Messenger, in
which he wrote about creating a universal grammar to be used in bringing about
the unification of the human race. He was impressed by the universality of math-
ematical and chemical symbols and sought to find a way of generating a universal
language that all scientists could use for communicating their discoveries. After
the Restoration, Wilkins realigned himself with the official Church of England,
and in 1664 he became the stepfather-in-law of John Tillotson, the archbishop of
Canterbury. 

Wilkins’ most important book, Of the Principles and Duties of Natural Reli-
gion, published posthumously in 1675, set forth the theory of limited certainty as
both an answer to dogmatism and to excessive scepticism. This theory was elabo-
rated earlier both by Robert Boyle in his Sceptical Chemist (1661); by Joseph
Glanvill, a propagandist for the Royal Society, in his Vanity of Dogmatizing
(1661), his Scepsis Scientifica (1665), and his Essays on Several Important Subjects
in Philosophy and Religion (1676); and in some of the sermons of Archbishop
Tillotson. The theory provided a basis for reasonable religion, science, and law. 

Wilkins at the outset proclaimed his opposition to both scepticism and to
dogmatism. The sceptic has “a willingness and inclination of mind, rather to
comply with doubts and objections, than with proofs and evidences.”2 On the
other hand, the dogmatist has “a readiness to be overconfident of the things we are
well inclined to; an aptness to own every thing for equally true and certain” with-
out examining the bases for this.3

Wilkins completely rejected the dogmatists’ outlook, and then offered a way
of defusing the potentially disastrous results of complete scepticism. Carrying
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scepticism as far as Descartes did, he said, would completely undermine religion
and make ordinary human life impossible. In order to find a moderate sceptical
stance from which religion and science could flourish, Wilkins felt it was neces-
sary to analyze what kind of certainty human beings could actually attain. The
highest level of certainty, absolute infallible certainty, which could not possibly
be false (what Descartes was seeking), is beyond human attainment. Only God
has such certainty. The highest possible human level Wilkins called conditional
infallible certainty. This requires that “our faculties be true, and that we do not
neglect the exerting of them.”4 As Henry More before him and Joseph Glanvill
also pointed out, we cannot establish the reliability and certainty of our faculties,
since it is always possible that our faculties may be naturally deceptive. Any at-
tempt to demonstrate their reliability would have to employ the very same possi-
bly defective faculties. So the acceptance of the reliability of our faculties is a pos-
tulate “without which knowledge is impossible.” Glanvill contended that the
acceptance of the reliability of our faculties is an act of faith, and then using our
faculties we find faith to be reasonable. 

The second aspect, that we are employing our faculties correctly, also cannot
be proven but has to be accepted if we are to know anything. And “upon such a
supposition there is a necessity that some things must be as we apprehend them,
and they cannot possibly be otherwise.”5 This conditional infallible certainty is
found in mathematics and some parts of physical science.

The third level of certainty for Wilkins, which involves most of purported
knowledge, is called “indubitable certainty” or “moral certainty.” It is based on
accepting the reliability of our faculties from which we can only reach an assur-
ance “which doth not admit of any reasonable cause of doubting.”6 Much of our
sense information, and all of our historical knowledge, falls under this classifica-
tion. We accept the existence of astronomical objects, of other countries, of past
events, because the evidence for them “doth not admit of any reasonable cause of
doubting,” even though it is possible that our information or our beliefs in these
matters could possibly be false (if our senses deceive, or if the testimony of others
is false or unreliable).

Wilkins considered his presentation of the kinds of certainty as an answer to
scepticism. 

He that will raise to himself, and cherish in his own mind, any real Doubts, ac-
cording to the meer possibility of things, shall not be able to determine himself to
the Belief or Practice of any thing. He must not stay within Doors, for fear the
house should fall upon him, for that is possible; nor must he go out, lest the next
man that meets him should kill him, for that also is possible: And so must it be for
his doing or forbearing any other Action.7

So if one is able to accept the limited evidence that allows us to carry on our lives,
one can also accept knowledge claims about events going on beyond our experi-
ence and about the past. We realize that all these claims could be false, if our in-
ferences are badly drawn or if we have been misled by testimonies, but as the cru-
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cial element for Wilkins, we have no reason for doubting, since we have no evi-
dence of the fallibility of our reasonings and of the dishonesty of the testimonies
we rely on. On this basis, Wilkins contended that we could have pretty certain sci-
ence of mathematics and some of physics and a limited certain science of experi-
enced events and historical occurrences.  This would allow us to develop the nat-
ural sciences without sceptical fears and without making dogmatic claims that
could be overturned. It would also allow us to construct a most probable basis for
religion both by examining the testimonies that come down to us and the plausi-
bility of a religious explanation for the existence of the natural world and the na-
ture and destiny of mankind.

He was soon followed in advocating this theory of limited certitude by Joseph
Glanvill, a young Anglican divine. 

Joseph Glanvill (1636–80) has been portrayed as a general Latitudinarian di-
vine and “the most interesting skeptic in the English philosophical tradition prior
to Hume.”8 The fact that he also believed in witches and was an important au-
thority for the witch hunters in England and New England is taken as an oddity,
possibly a personal idiosyncrasy.9

Glanvill was not part of the Invisible College at Oxford but instead had stud-
ied at Cambridge, where he came under the influence of Henry More. On first
learning of Descartes’ work, Glanvill became an advocate of Cartesianism but
was quickly led to cast doubt on it as a metaphysical theory because of More’s ob-
jections. He then treated Cartesianism as a working hypothesis and began analyz-
ing how much certitude anyone could have about what is going on in the world.
He came into contact with Wilkins and began developing his case in terms of the
categories employed by the bishop of Chester. 

Glanvill’s first work, The Vanity of Dogmatizing, which was soon revised into
the larger Scepsis Scientifica, begins with a most laudatory “Address to the Royal
Society” (which led to Glanvill being elected a fellow of that Society).

Seeing Glanvill as a modifier of More’s special kind of scepticism clarifies
Glanvill’s acute critique of causal and metaphysical knowledge, as well as his “re-
ligious” justification of limiting the destructive consequences of complete scepti-
cism, his positive scientific program, including a Cartesian model for interpreting
the “new science,” and his spiritology, which he and Henry More developed to-
gether. I shall try to delineate to what extent Glanvill was a Cambridge Platonist
follower of More, to what extent he was a follower of More’s “incurable scepti-
cism,” and to what extent he had formulated a novel position uniting scepticism,
science, and religion.

Glanvill saw the reliability of our faculties as central for avoiding any ultimate
and overwhelming scepticism. But, Glanvill, like John Wilkins, saw that the kind
of certainty we would need to be absolutely sure of our faculties (“infallible cer-
tainty” in which we are assured “‘tis impossible things should be otherwise than
we conceive them or affirm them”) is unattainable—”for it may not be absolutely
impossible, but that our Faculties may be so construed, as always to deceive us in
the things we judg most certain and assured.”10
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We may not be able to attain infallible certitude, but we can attain indu-
bitable certitude—that our faculties are true. This is indubitable in two senses—
(1) that we find we have to believe them, and (2) that we have no reason or cause
for doubting them. We have to believe our faculties are reliable if we are to have
any rational life at all, even though we have no evidence that our faculties are, in
fact, reliable.11 Descartes has supplied us with a reason for doubting that our fac-
ulties are true, namely that they may be so contrived so as to always deceive us,
even in matters we judge to be most certain and assured. But we have no reason to
believe this in this case. We know of no evidence that our faculties are deceptive.
All of our mental life presupposes that this is not the case. So we are certain of the
reliability of our faculties in the sense of indubitable certainty.12

Glanvill saw the sceptical problem as one that could not be so easily set aside.
It was unreasonable to doubt our faculties, but not impossible. It was unreason-
able because we had no evidence they were delusory. But the possibility they were
always so remained a genuine possibility because of Descartes’ demon hypothe-
sis. One could point out that belief in our faculties was a prerequisite for accept-
ing the results of any rational activity, like logic or mathematics, the results of any
scientific activity, and the results of any historical activity. We know our faculties
can be misused and can mislead us, as the senses sometimes do. But this state of
affairs is corrigible if we accept the ultimate reliability and indubitable certainty
of our faculties. We have no reason to believe that they are, in general, deceptive.
Glanvill carried this on to base acceptance of historical data (and especially that
of Scripture) on the indubitable principle that “mankind cannot be supposed to
combine to deceive, in things wherein they can have no design or interest to do it.”13

Of course, it is remotely possible that such a conspiracy is going on, “yet no Man
in his Wits can believe it ever was, or will be so.”14 So scepticism can be set aside
in mathematics, science, history, and theology, because we have no actual reason
to doubt the results in these areas. We have to believe various findings and act
with confidence. But, having said this, Glanvill immediately made clear that he
had not offered or provided any way of eliminating ultimate scepticism. 

For Glanvill, reasons for doubting had to be reasonable. Descartes’ reasons
for doubting Glanvill dismissed as hyperbolic or metaphysical. No reasonable
person would entertain them. On the other hand, there can be reasonable doubts
about many things, but this does not prevent us from having a degree of certitude
about other matters. Glanvill insisted that human beings are basically in a state of
ignorance due to the original Fall. They cannot know the springs and principles
by which the world is operating. They can only hypothesize about this and recog-
nize that any hypothesis could be false. There is a reasonable basis for doubting,
in that we never have sufficient evidence or knowledge and we cannot be sure
that things cannot be otherwise than we conceive them.

At this point, Glanvill introduced what was to be an important point in later
scientific thought; namely, that we can never find necessary connections between
events. Any causal hypothesis that we work out is always open to question and
doubt, since we do not understand the inner workings of Nature. We can find
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concomitances of events (what Hume later called constant conjunctions) but not
necessary connections. Because of this analysis of our causal reason Glanvill has
often been considered a precursor of David Hume, although there is no evidence
that Hume ever read any of his work.15

However, Glanvill then said that he, unlike Wilkins, did not think that he
had found any way of eliminating ultimate scepticism. It still remained a possibil-
ity that we are “mistaken in all matters of humane Belief and Inquiry.” We may be
convinced that we possess useful knowledge, such as that being set forth by the
scientific investigators of the Royal Society, knowledge that reinforces our evi-
dence that God governs the world. 

Glanvill’s discussion of the relation of reason and religion is perhaps his most
original contribution—that of offering a rational-sceptical fideism as a way of liv-
ing with irremedial scepticism. More had advanced his radical scepticism about
the reliability of our faculties to push aside his opponents’ dogmatism, then
ridiculed anyone who took scepticism seriously, and insisted that one had to ac-
cept our faculties in order to prove God’s existence and the soul’s immortality.
Bishop Wilkins just insisted that one had to accept the reliability of our senses as
the precondition of all indubitable knowledge.16 Glanvill made the acceptance
of the reliability of our faculties a genuine act of faith. “The belief of our Reason is
an Exercise of Faith, and Faith is an Act of Reason.”17 He had preceded this by
saying that “reason is certain and infallible,” which turns out to be based on our
knowledge “that first Principles are certain, and that our Senses do not deceive us,
because God that bestowed them upon us, is True and Good.”18

Glanvill was not emulating Descartes in making true knowledge depend on
the proof that God is not a deceiver. Rather Glanvill was offering a kind of rational
fideism. Faith, and faith alone, is the basis for our belief in our reason. We believe
in our reason because we believe in God’s veracity. We do not try to prove that
God is truthful; we believe this. Thus, faith in God gives us faith in reason, which
in turn “justifies” our belief that God is no deceiver.

Glanvill did not offer Descartes’ circular reasoning to establish that God is no
deceiver and that our rational faculties used to prove this are therefore reliable.
He saw that the ultimate guarantee of our certitude depends not on what we can
prove but on what we can believe. We can believe that God is truthful and hence
believe in the reliability of our faculties. The first belief is reasonable, since we
have no reason to doubt of it. This, then, enables us to avoid ultimate scepticism,
by avoiding the fundamental sceptical problem of proving our first principles.19

Glanvill was attacked by Thomas White, who said that Glanvill’s theory was
worthless since science cannot be based on uncertainties. Glanvill rejoined by
pointing out that all anyone could have are uncertainties and uncertainties are
not science but the best that humans have available to them.

Glanvill’s rational fideism, which does not appear in More, grows out of see-
ing the conditions requisite for certain and unquestionable reasoning (namely
that God is reliable) and is in sharp contrast to the irrational fideism being offered
in the late seventeenth century by Pierre Bayle and Pierre Jurieu. They had said
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that faith was built on the ruins of reason and took the view that faith is above rea-
son to mean that it was contrary (in any rational sense) to reason.20 Glanvill posed
the possibility that rationality could be based on faith, and in terms of what
human beings consider reasonable, accepting such faith is an exercise of reason.
Using this rational fideism, Glanvill then tried to show the reasonableness of reli-
gious belief, and of Latitudinarian Christianity.

Wilkins and Glanvill each in their own way provided an epistemology for a
“mitigated” scepticism, which could delineate the kind of certitude that the new
scientists could find. Instead of basing the “new science” on dogmatic metaphys-
ical principles, they offered an undogmatic semiscepticism sufficient to encour-
age the nondogmatic inquiries of the scientists of the Royal Society, while oppos-
ing the dogmatism of Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza.

The last side of this story that I will deal with is Glanvill’s supposed aberra-
tion, his belief in witches. I have always been struck by the way Glanvill presented
his case—first as a critique of the dogmatism of the antiwitch faction, that of the
Hobbesian materialists and suchlike persons. The question of whether evil spirits
exist, Glanvill pointed out, is a factual question, not a metaphysical one, and has
to be answered by examining the empirical evidence.21 Here Glanvill and More
compiled ample testimonials that should convince any “reasonable” person that
(1) it is possible that evil spirits or witches exist, (2) it is probable that they do, and
(3) the acknowledgment of their existence allows for the best explanation of vari-
ous observed phenomena. (And, besides, Glanvill pointed out, various societies
have laws against practicing witchcraft, so it seems likely that there is something of
this sort that could be practiced.)22

The possible existence of witches is also part of a larger and more significant
question—that of the existence of spirits. If demonic or evil spirits cannot exist,
how can we be sure that good spirits—angels or God—can exist? To deny the pos-
sibility of the existence of witches is to deny the possibility of any sort of spiritual
or divine world.23

Having made his case, Glanvill did not follow his friends, Henry More and
Lady Anne Conway, in opting for a spiritological cosmology. They had both tried
to show that one could construct a theory of the world based on the activities of
spirits on matter. Instead he offered a nondogmatic or deontologized Cartesian-
ism as the best scientific model of explanation for natural phenomena. In his con-
tinuation of Bacon’s New Atlantis, Glanvill had his sage present Cartesianism as
“the neatest Mechanical System of things that had appear’d in the world,” though
it was not certain or all-encompassing.24 The sages could also accept the preexis-
tence of the soul and the existence of spiritual agents, whose manner of operating
may not be known or even knowable to us.25

Jackson Cope has said that Glanvill was not really a philosopher.26 I think he
was a philosopher, a serious one, who was an eclectic, taking part of his view from
Henry More’s Cambridge Platonism, part from Descartes, and part from the
Baconian empiricism of some of the Royal Society thinkers. He was less Hume’s
precursor than More’s postcursor, developing in a more complete, more serious,
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and more mitigated form the excessive or incurable scepticism that More ad-
vanced in order to demolish his opponents and then laughed it off as he pro-
ceeded to develop his own Platonic theory. Glanvill explored More’s total scepti-
cism, accepted it, and found a way of defusing it without rejecting reason or
rationality. The defused scepticism allowed faith to underwrite reason and reason
to justify faith. This combination allowed for a presentation of a basis for accept-
ing the new science, the world of spirits, and a reasonable formulation of Chris-
tianity. Glanvill’s world of natural science, spirits, and Christianity, based on the
“plausible” testimony of historical documents, is one way these kinds of knowl-
edge could be brought into harmony. Glanvill paid the price of having this all rest
on a basically uneliminable scepticism. If one could find solace and comfort in a
faith in a nondeceiving deity, then a nice harmonious world of science and reli-
gion could be accepted.

As people lost their faith in any kind of deity, all that was left of Glanvill’s view
was his sceptical arguments that looked like Hume’s and his strange belief in
witches. If one can see him in context, as the friend, collaborator, extenuator,
modifier, and postcursor of Henry More, then I think Glanvill may properly be
classified as a sceptical Cambridge Platonist, a strange intellectual animal
spawned by More’s initial sweeping sceptical claims and stabilized by Glanvill’s
own contribution, rational fideism, as the way of living with scepticism. Seen this
way, Glanvill was an original thinker whose kind of scepticism deserves to be con-
sidered on its own merits.

Many members of the early Royal Society were judges and lawyers. A theory
of limited certainty in law was worked out, in terms of seeking a conclusion that
could be accepted “beyond all reasonable doubt,” still leaving open the possibility
of error. Some features of the Anglo-American legal system—the laws of evidence
and the notion of reasonable doubt—came out of these discussions.27 The stan-
dard of proof beyond all reasonable doubt has enabled judges and juries in Eng-
land and America to resolve judicial conflicts without claiming absolute cer-
tainty. However, whenever an attempt is made to define what exactly constitutes
reasonable doubt, a Pandora’s box is opened since there is no ultimate criterion or
reasonableness. The California Supreme Court ruled in a case in which a juror
asked a judge for a definition of reasonable doubt and the judge attempted to give
one. The California court said that this was not acceptable, since any definition
would prejudice the juror; hence no standard could be offered as to what consti-
tutes reasonable doubt.28 At times jurists have tried to propose that beyond all rea-
sonable doubt means 99 percent probable, and courts in America have rejected
this over and over again, insisting that no formulation captures what is involved.
In Blackstone a variety of formulations are offered, none of which are prescriptive.
In present court procedures, the judge reads out to the jurors the instruction that
they should find the defendant guilty beyond all reasonable doubt or acquit the
defendant. Any time a judge has embellished on this, he or she has been rebuked.
So, presumably, each one of us has to decide what constitutes a reasonable doubt.
If a defense lawyer introduced something like Descartes’ demon hypothesis to

Wilkins, Boyle, and Glanvill 215



account for apparent evidence against his or her client, most jurors would proba-
bly find this beyond all reasonable doubt.

The criterion of reasonable doubt has been coupled since the seventeenth
century with the notion of an impartial judge and jurors who are open-minded
and have not formed any opinion about the case. These are also not really specifi-
able, since judges are part of the human race and would be expected to have some
of the attitudes of their group or society, and it has been argued over and over
again that the only way you can find unbiased jurors is to find totally uninformed
people. Although it is easy to point out flaws in the construction of the legal sys-
tem, it also works. Decisions are made in a finite time, evidence has been exam-
ined to see if a reasonable person would accept it. The system works so that even
though cases of miscarriage of justice turn up over and over again it has not been
proposed to change the system. So a semisceptical judicial system, growing out of
seventeenth-century concerns, has provided a very important element of demo-
cratic societies for the last three centuries. At the heart of this is the subjective re-
alization of each person of what is reasonable doubt for her or himself. Pragmati-
cally, this is able to work in most cases, and some sort of appellate procedure has
been added if the case does not seem to work.

In the area of scientific research, Robert Boyle developed this theory of lim-
ited certainty in his Sceptical Chymist and other writings. He led the scientists in
trying to show that there was nothing irreconcilable between sound scientific
views, based on experiment and reasoning, and good modest religion. He left a
large sum to the Royal Society for an annual lecture program on the harmony of
religion and science.

The empirical scientific method developed by Boyle, Hooke, and Newton
showed that people could make great and useful discoveries about the world with-
out claiming that they had found The Truth. Scientific research could be ac-
cepted as hypothetical, and most probable, while still recognizing that it might
have to be revised or even rejected.

Robert Boyle (1627–91) was the most creative of the scientists of the early
Royal Society. As a young man he came to the attention of Wilkins, who led him
to join the early scientific society in London and then the Invisible College in Ox-
ford. Boyle’s interest as a scientist was much more in understanding nature and in
finding acceptable theories to explain natural events. He was also concerned
throughout his life to find a theory of knowledge that could justify reasonable as-
sent in both religion and science. He never wrote a work precisely on the nature
of human knowledge in science or theology but discussed aspects of this in his
many, many writings, published and unpublished. By and large, his explanation
is similar to that of Wilkins and Glanvill, whom he got to know in the 1660s and
with whom he did investigations of witches and spirits.29

Boyle saw the value of scepticism in overcoming premature dogmatism. He
advocated using the materials of the sceptical arsenal to oppose the dogmatic the-
ories of Aristotle, Paracelsus, Francis Bacon, and Descartes, while not following
the sceptics to complete doubt. One finds, according to Boyle, a kind of certainty
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in various areas of human interest, and this prevents one from being an actual
sceptic. The kinds of certainties that one encounters range from religious ones
given by revelation to mathematical and metaphysical ones to observable certain-
ties and to the practical certainties by which we live. Boyle saw that all of these
could be questioned. Human beings are limited in their ability to know in any
area because of the results of the Fall and the limitations of human sense and rea-
son. Nonetheless, we can overcome objections in all our areas of interest by ex-
amining the evidence and the conjectures that are being offered.

The last advertisement I desire to give the reader, concerns [my] intention. . . .
For though sometimes I have had occasion to discourse like a Sceptick, yet I am
far from being one of that sect; which I take to have been a little less prejudicial
to natural philosophy than to divinity itself. I do not with the true Scepticks pro-
pose doubts to persuade men, that all things are doubtful and will ever remain so
(at least) to human understanding; but I propose doubts not only with design,
but with hope, of being at length freed from them by the attainment of un-
doubted truth, which I seek that, I may find it; though if I miss of it in one opin-
ion, I proceed to search after it in the opposite, or in any other where it seems
more likely I should meet with it.30

Boyle applied this constructive sceptical attitude to theology in recognizing
that although revelation could not be questioned, the alleged report or evaluation
of it was open to human scrutiny. Similarly, one could examine natural evidences
and test them by experiments. One could construct hypotheses that might explain
natural observations. (While realizing that any observations could be questioned
because of human limitations and unreliability, Boyle believed that the constant
sceptical probing and overcoming of it by finding the most certainty that human
beings are capable of having leads to an onward development of our scientific un-
derstanding and an appreciation of the relation of science and religion.)

Locke, who was a friend of Boyle and a member of the Royal Society, re-
flected their theory of limited certainty in his discussion of the extent and reliabil-
ity of certainty of human knowledge. The French sceptic Bishop Huet, who had
been the leader of a scientific organization in Caen and who took part in a scien-
tific circle in Paris, recommended the work of the Royal Society as the positive
way sceptics could proceed to understand and live in the world.

The Royal Society quickly gained a great reputation because of the theories
advanced by its leading members and the application of these to human prob-
lems. Wilkins and Glanvill had both outlined problems that they thought the
moderate, somewhat sceptical scientist could solve, such as transporting people
from place to place by something like a prefigured automobile, transporting mes-
sages between human beings over great distances as with a prefigured telegraph,
and many other possibilities. What was lacking at the time was a power source to
make these things work. Robert Boyle, in advancing the law of gases, soon en-
abled practical scientists to apply this. First a French scientist, Denis Papin, cre-
ated what is now the pressure cooker, using Boyle’s Law, since according to this as
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the temperature of a fluid in a sealed container increased, the pressure would also
increase.31 It was necessary to make a contrivance so solid that it would not ex-
plode. The first pressure cooker was about six feet tall and weighed a ton or more
but did cook vegetables and meats in short time spans. From this success in a short
time came the application of Boyle’s Law that was to create the Industrial Revolu-
tion, namely, the steam engine. It was known then and now that Boyle’s Law is not
exact for any known gas but applies to an ideal gas that may or may not exist. How-
ever, without finding this metaphysical ideal gas, it is possible to apply this discov-
ery to most useful advantage in the human scene.

The theory of limited certainty worked out and used by members of the
Royal Society provided a way of proceeding to solve problems without having to
overcome the full force of scepticism. This has played a great role in the develop-
ment of scientific method over the last three centuries and is still the prevailing
picture that is given by modern-day scientists in explaining what they are doing
and what they are not doing.
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14

Biblical Criticism and the Beginning
of Religious Scepticism

Another important kind of scepticism developed out of Bible studies in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. Exploring problems of ascertaining the correct
text of Scripture and the status of Scripture as a source of truth, it raised many
problems, some that became very important in creating doubts about religious
positions.

After the beginning of printing there was a need to stabilize and codify texts
that had come down through manuscript traditions. The most important for the
overall society was, of course, the Bible. The many new manuscripts that became
available to Western scholars in the Renaissance led to attempts to establish crite-
ria for best texts and accurate texts. Erasmus’ edition of the New Testament in
Greek, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, showed that the best scholarly
examination of available manuscripts could raise questions about the source of
key religious doctrines. Erasmus had omitted the proof texts about the doctrine of
the Trinity and instead noted that this text did not appear in the earliest known
manuscripts of the New Testament or in citations from the early Church Fathers.
He did not publicly question whether the doctrine was, in fact, part of Scripture or
whether it was true. 
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The Polyglot Bible project, sponsored by Cardinal Ximines, began in 1506 to
publish the Hebrew and Greek texts of the New and Old Testament and the Latin
Vulgate of St. Jerome, as well as the Aramaic paraphrases. The cardinal spent
much money getting as many manuscripts as he could in order to present the best
text. When the problem of the proof text of the doctrine of the Trinity came up, he
decided to keep to the traditional text without comment. One of the editors in-
sisted on having a footnote explaining the problem. The cardinal decided against
this since he thought it might raise difficulties in getting the finished project ac-
cepted. Instead he offered to have the editor publish a book explaining the prob-
lem of editing the text of the Bible. This work is one of the first serious statements
of biblical criticism. Cardinal Ximines had thought of luring Erasmus to Spain to
join in the project and to be a professor at the new University of Alcalá. Erasmus
turned this down, but many young Spanish scholars adopted an Erasmian posi-
tion beyond Erasmus, namely that they denied the doctrine of the Trinity. The In-
quisition destroyed the religious movement, but the quarrel with the Erasmians
helped launch an ongoing critical evaluation of the biblical text. 

Humanistic scholars over the next century evaluated various manuscripts
and sought to find standards for deciding what was the best or truest text. With re-
gard to secular authors such as Plato, Aristotle, and others, it was not a life-and-
death matter. If one had to make some alterations of the text on the basis of newly
found manuscripts with regard to the Bible, this could become all-important. It
was made even more important by the Calvinist insistence that the rule of faith
was Scripture. If they were to hold this position they had to be absolutely sure of
the text of Scripture. So all sorts of learned explorations went on into Hebrew and
Greek materials, into the background of biblical texts, and into the history of read-
ing and interpreting them among Jewish and Christian authors. The Hebrew text
was published in Venice with some of the medieval Jewish commentaries in the
margins. Included in this was the commentary of Abraham Ibn Ezra, which was
to become so important for Spinoza. By the mid–seventeenth century it was being
claimed that there were seven thousand variants in the biblical text. There was
disagreement about whether certain materials usually found in Scripture were, in
fact, Apocrypha.  The examination of the scholarly basis for saying a given text was
Scripture and the theological implications of this spawned a radical form of Bible
criticism. I will examine two peoples’ versions of this that had startling effects in
the mid–seventeenth century and that heavily influenced Spinoza and Father
Richard Simon in their scepticism about whether existing biblical texts could
provide certain religious truths. These two hearty souls were Isaac La Peyrère
(1596–1676) and Samuel Fisher (1605–65).

As already mentioned, from the time epistemological scepticism of the Sex-
tus-Montaigne-Charron variety was first opposed, the claim was raised that doubts
of such a fundamental character would lead to doubts about religion. Sceptics
were charged with being atheists, although no one could produce an orthodox re-
ligious doctrine or belief that sceptics denied. The slam-bang attack of Garasse
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merely led to the strongest defense of Christian Pyrrhonism by the Jansenist
leader Saint-Cyran.1

The critical problem was to come from another source, the application of sci-
entific method to the Bible itself, originally for special religious purposes. The
person who is credited with starting modern critical (and sceptical) Bible scholar-
ship is Isaac La Peyrère. La Peyrère came to Paris in 1640, and became a secretary
to the prince of Condé. La Peyrère became involved with leading thinkers of the
period, including the nouveaux pyrrhoniens. He was close to Mersenne, Grotius,
Gassendi, La Mothe Le Vayer, Patin, Boulliard, and Hobbes, as well as leading
figures in the Lowlands such as Claude Saumaise of Leiden and Ole Worm and
Thomas Bangius of Denmark.2

La Peyrère is often described as an atheist in the literature.3 Paul Kristeller
and I have tried to show that the term “atheist” in the late sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries is used pejoratively and does not really describe anybody’s po-
sition if the “atheists” were supposed to have denied God’s existence and the
Judeo-Christian picture of the nature and destiny of man. Critical thinkers had
varying interpretations and doubts about aspects of the truth of the overall reli-
gious story. But atheism as a denial of the existence of a God who is active in his-
tory and as a denial of the biblical account as the true picture of how history began
and is progressing is a mid-seventeenth-century view that develops from La
Peyrère’s heresies and his scepticism applied to religious materials.4

La Peyrère seems to have been far from an atheist when he developed his
view. He came from a Calvinist family in Bordeaux, a family that was most likely
from the New Christian Portuguese community. In his early life he got into trou-
ble with the Calvinist synod. The documents are too vague to tell what doctrines
he was supposed to have held then. He was accused of atheism and impiety, but
in 1626 he was acquitted with the strong support of sixty pastors. By 1640 and 1641
he had written his two major works, Du Rappel des Juifs and Prae-Adamitae.5 Tak-
ing the works as a whole into consideration, in addition to related correspondence
and the unpublished manuscripts, I think one has to come to the conclusion that
La Peyrère held to an unusual messianic theology but not that he was an atheist.
He was certainly an unbeliever in some of the key doctrines of Judaism or Chris-
tianity, but he was also a mystic believer in his own theology6 (derived in part from
Guillaume Postel).7

Among La Peyrère’s many heretical theses (he later abjured over one hun-
dred) were the claims that Moses did not write the Pentateuch; that we do not
now possess an accurate text of the Bible; that there were men before Adam; that
the Bible is only the history of the Jews, not the history of all mankind; that the
Flood was only a local event in Palestine; that the world may have been going on
for an indefinite period of time; that the only significant history is that of the
Jews; that the history of the Jews began with Adam, and Jewish history is divided
into three great periods: (1) the election of the Jews covering the period from
Adam to Jesus; (2) the rejection of the Jews, covering the time from Jesus to the
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mid–seventeenth century; and (3) the recall of the Jews that is about to occur,
that the Messiah expected by the Jews is about to appear, and finally that every-
body will be saved no matter what they have believed.

The order in which La Peyrère worked out his theology is not known, but ap-
parently the pre-Adamite theory and the theory of the polygenetic origins of
mankind were early ingredients. La Peyrère had his whole system of theology
based on the assumption that there were men before Adam worked out by the time
he became a functioning member of the libertins érudits in 1640 and 1641. He used
scientific and historical evidence that he got from the others to buttress his case.8 It
was this that triggered a genuine scepticism about religious knowledge.

Before turning to those efforts of La Peyrère that led to Spinoza and modern
biblical criticism, I should like briefly to sketch what I believe to have been La
Peyrère’s actual theology. The key point in his theological vision is the centrality
of Jewish history in the world. The pre-Adamite theory, which I will show was
worked out in terms of the biblical text, of pagan historical documents, and of
contemporary anthropological data, is basically aimed at separating the pre-
Adamites (who encompass everyone except Jews) from the Jews. The pre-Adamite
world was a Hobbesian world—nasty, brutish, and short—with nothing of signifi-
cance going on. When God created the first Jew, divine history begins. And al-
though the Jews alone were the actors in this, the rest of mankind participated in
this by “mystical imputation.” In the first stage of Jewish history—the election of
the Jews, from Adam to Jesus—the Bible is, strictly speaking, just of Jewish events.
Hence the Flood only took place in Palestine; the sun stood still just where Joshua
was; and so on.

In the second stage of Jewish history, the Jews were rejected. From Jesus to
the present, the Jews are no longer the bearers of divine history. The Gentiles
have been grafted onto the Jewish stock.9 And now, at long last, the Jews are to be
recalled. They will become Jewish Christians, will rebuild Palestine, and will be
the court of the Jewish Messiah, who will rule the world with the king of France.10

From this brief sketch of La Peyrèrean theology one may be able to discern
how his major heresies emerged. First, since other people who read the Bible did
not see it as La Peyrère did, he had to challenge the Mosaic authorship and the ac-
curacy of the text. (This is not the actual order in which he developed his points.)
How do we know that Moses is the author of the Pentateuch? “It is so reported,
but not believed by all. These Reasons made me believe that those Five Books are
not the Originals, but copied out by another.”11 La Peyrère’s evidence, the basis
for modern Bible criticism, was to point out the conflicts and repetitions in the
text, notably the section that was supposedly written by Moses about the death of
Moses. La Peyrère concluded, “I need not trouble the Reader much further to
prove a thing in itself sufficiently evident, that the first Five Books of the Bible
were not written by Moses, as is thought. Nor need any one wonder after this,
when he reads many things confus’d and out of order, obscure, deficient, many
things omitted and misplaced, when they shall consider with themselves that they
are a heap of Copie confusedly taken.”12
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As discussed earlier, Thomas Hobbes, in the Leviathan, is usually credited
with being the first to deny the Mosaic authorship. The date of Hobbes’ text is
1651, ten years after La Peyrère had written his manuscript, and Hobbes is much
more cautious, saying: “But though Moses did not compile those books entirely,
and in the form that we have them, yet he wrote all that which he is there said to
have written.”13

The significance of questioning the Mosaic authorship of the Bible for Judeo-
Christianity is tremendous if it is taken seriously. First, the ultimate guarantee of
revealed information is that it comes from Moses, who got it from God himself. If
the link with Moses is broken, then a serious scepticism with regard to religious
knowledge claims can ensue. If Moses is not the biblical author, then who was,
and what authority did he have to ensure the veracity of what he reported?

The challenge to the authenticity of the biblical text has like sceptical results.
If one doubts the authenticity of one passage, by what criterion does one justify ac-
cepting any other passage? La Peyrère asserted that the Bible was inaccurate in
claiming Adam as the first man, and inaccurate in claiming that all people now
on earth are descendants of the seven survivors of Noah’s Flood. La Peyrère based
his charge of inauthenticity on internal evidence in the Bible, about people who
are not descendants of Adam, such as Lilith and Cain’s wife; on the evidence of
pagan history in relation to biblical history; and finally on the discoveries of peo-
ple and cultures all over the world in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who
appear to have no relation to the biblical world.14

This sort of internal inconsistency was known long before La Peyrère, in-
cluding the fact that Moses could not have written about his own death. (The dis-
covery is usually credited to Rabbi Aben Ezra of the twelfth century.) In 1632
Spinoza’s teacher, Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, published the first volume of a
work, The Conciliator, in which he took various alleged contradictory passages in
Scripture and offered all sorts of ways in which one could reconcile the passage
without raising any doubts about the Bible itself.15 What Menasseh was doing was
typical of the rabbinical tradition as well as that of the Church Fathers. La Peyrère
obviously did not want a way of harmonizing Scripture with his data. Rather, he
wanted to raise a basic kind of religious scepticism about Scripture in order to jus-
tify his own religious views.

The evidence from pagan history had, of course, been known to the Jews and
Christians of antiquity. They knew that the Egyptians, the Greeks, the Babyloni-
ans all claimed a history of far greater duration than biblical history. A party-line
answer to all of this data was developed and is forcibly stated by St. Augustine and
by Judah Ha-Levi, namely that all these cultures were lying about their claims to
antiquity, and since they had not had the Revelation, they did not know what was
really the case.16

Instead of taking this way out, La Peyrère coupled the pagan historical data
with the new explorers’ data and argued that on the basis of all of this, the pre-
Adamite hypothesis (denying a critical biblical claim) is the best way of reconciling
Scripture with the known facts about mankind. The Mexicans and the Chinese
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have data that show that their histories antedate biblical history. The varieties of
mankind posed a genuine question of whether they could all have a common an-
cestry in the seven survivors of the Flood. A polygenetic explanation would make
more sense, according to La Peyrère. And not only would it reconcile the data with
the Bible, it would also make it possible to convert the Chinese, the Mexicans, and
so on, who know that their own history antedates the Bible.17

La Peyrère developed his sceptical case as a way of justifying his own mes-
sianic theory about the recall of the Jews and the arrival of the Jewish Messiah. He
may not have realized the sceptical implications of what he was saying, though his
friends claim they had pointed it out to him.18 After showing his manuscript to
scholars in France, Holland, and Scandinavia and adding new evidence gleaned
from his travels,19 he showed the work to Queen Christina of Sweden, who, after
her abdication, was living in Brussels, next door to La Peyrère.20 The latter had
gone to Brussels to make arrangements for a marriage between Christina and the
prince of Condé, an arrangement that never came to fruition. (The plans broke
down over who outranked whom.) Queen Christina liked the work very much,
and either she told La Peyrère to get it published or she paid for the publication.21

La Peyrère went to Amsterdam, and his version of how the book got published is
more comical, although probably less accurate. He said that it happened through
no fault of his own. When he got to Amsterdam, he had to carry his manuscript
around with him because he had no place to leave it. In Amsterdam, he said, “I
fell into a crowd of Printers” who wanted to publish his work. Since the manu-
script was bulky and he could not carry it everywhere he went but was afraid of los-
ing it, La Peyrère said: “I found myself obliged because of this to avail myself of
the kindness of the Amsterdam printers, and of the freedom I had for publishing
the book.”22

The book came out and was immediately denounced in Holland, Belgium,
and France. If La Peyrère did not see the sceptical implications of his theory, his
critics did. The first condemnation came from the president and the Council of
Holland and Zeeland on November 26, 1655 (about two months after the book ap-
peared); in it the Prae-Adamitae is charged with being scandalous, false, against
God’s Word, and a danger to the state.23 In Namur, where La Peyrére was then liv-
ing, the bishop on Christmas Day, 1655, had La Peyrère condemned in all of the
churches in his diocese “as a Calvinist and as a Jew.”24 Within a year of the publi-
cation of the book at least a dozen answers were written, and an ever-growing list
of “refutations” was produced during the ensuing century.25

The refutations, such as that of the Protestant minister from Groningen,
Samuel Desmarets, stressed the fact that all of the authorities—Jewish, Catholic,
and Protestant—disagreed with La Peyrére.26 (Desmarets also claimed there was
a danger to society in La Peyrère’s views, because a sect of pre-Adamites had been
found in Amsterdam. This claim about the sect has been repeated in later ency-
clopedias, although there is no evidence such a sect existed.)27

The authors of the first refutations were more shocked by La Peyrère’s rejec-
tion of the Word of God than by the sceptical implications of his views. But soon,
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especially after Spinoza’s use of La Peyrère’s Bible criticism, the sceptical side was
clearly seen. Before then, the general of the Jesuits could tell La Peyrère that he,
the general, and the pope laughed much when they read Prae-Adamitae.28 He
told this to La Peyrère when the latter had come to Rome to recant his heresies in
1656–57.  The overall tenor of most of the early refutations, from that of Grotius in
164329 onward, is to claim that La Peyrère’s views are a great danger to religion and
are contrary to all the Church Fathers, all the doctors of theology of the Middle
Ages, all of the present-day Christian scholars of all persuasions, and all of the rab-
bis from Talmudic times to the present. A few critics tried to spell out the kind of
danger involved.

The great Bible scholar Richard Simon, who knew La Peyrère well and
seemed to enjoy his company at the Oratory, in his correspondence with La
Peyrère hardly seems shocked at the latter’s views. Simon casually mentioned in
a letter of May 27, 1670, “It seems to me that your reflections are going to ruin the
Christian religion entirely.”30 A stronger claim was made by an unsympathetic
reader, Sir Matthew Hale. He said that the belief that La Peyrère’s interpreta-
tions of the Bible “were true would necessarily not only weaken but overthrow
the Authority and Infallibility of the Sacred Scriptures.”31 And the Catholic
writer of theological encyclopedias, Louis Ellies-Du Pin, declared, “Of all of the
paradoxes that have been advanced in our century [the seventeenth] there is no
one, in my opinion with more temerity, nor more dangerous, than the opinion of
those who have dared to deny that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch.”32

Ellies-Du Pin listed Hobbes, La Peyrère, Spinoza, and Richard Simon as those
who hold this view.33 Ellies-Du Pin clearly saw the scepticism about revealed re-
ligion that would result and regarded this as the greatest sceptical menace of the
time. On the other hand, the Protestant Bible scholar Louis Cappel (whom La
Peyrère had consulted) insisted that if Scripture were not completely clear, then
any interpretation was possible and total Pyrrhonism would result. And if the in-
terpretation of Scripture was only a human one, then again complete scepticism
follows.34

As I quoted from Thomas Paine in chapter 12, the alleged effects of doubting
Mosaic authorship would be: “Take away from Genesis the belief that Moses was
the author, on which only the strange belief that it is the word of God has stood,
and there remains nothing of Genesis, but an anonymous book of stories, fables
and traditionary or invented absurdities or downright lies.”35

A Jewish opponent of Paine, David Levi of London, made the point more
strongly. As cited earlier in chapter 12, he argued that “if a Jew once calls in ques-
tion the authenticity of any part of the Pentateuch, by observing that one part is
authentic, i.e., was delivered by God to Moses, and that another part is not au-
thentic, he is no longer accounted a Jew, i.e., a true believer,” and that every Jew
is obliged “to believe that the whole law of five books . . . is from God,” delivered
by him to Moses. Furthermore, Christians should be under the same constraints
regarding the Old and New Testaments, for “if any part is but once proved spuri-
ous, a door will be opened for another and another without end.”36
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It is hard to tell if La Peyrère realized the fantastic sceptical potential to his
ideas. All his life was dedicated to expressing his messianic views. When in 1656
he was facing complete opposition from the scholarly and theological world, he
hoped to sit out the storm in Belgium but instead was arrested by order of the
archbishop of Malines. He languished in jail, and his powerful employer, the
prince of Condé, was unable to get him released. It was suggested to La Peyrère
that if he turned Catholic and offered to present an apology in person to Pope
Alexander VII, he would be released.37 As an habile courtier he took the sugges-
tion to heart and acted on it. He changed religions and went to Rome, where his
friend, Queen Christina, had recently arrived as the most important convert of
the time. La Peyrère reported that the pope greeted him warmly, saying, “Let us
embrace this man who is before Adam.”38 Then La Peyrère was given scholarly
help to prepare his retraction. On March 11, 1657, in the presence of Cardinals
Barberini and Albizzi, he abjured on his knees before the pope.39

His recantation reeks of insincerity. La Peyrère blamed his pre-Adamite the-
ory on his Calvinist upbringing. Calvinists only accept the authority of reason,
inner spirit, or the reading of Scripture. La Peyrère insisted that as long as he was
a Calvinist, he had to accept the pre-Adamite theory, since it agreed better with
right reason, the natural sense of Scripture, and his individual conscience.40 His
opponents declared that his interpretation was in opposition to that of all the rab-
bis, all the Church Fathers, and all the doctors of theology. But the opposition did
not present any other evidence against his theory—no arguments or scriptural
texts.41 Then, La Peyrère said, to judge if he were right, or if his opponents were,
it was necessary to find some authority or judge. (La Peyrère was operating within
the struggle between the Catholics and the Calvinists over the rule of faith.) Who
besides the pope could be this authority or judge? “His wish shall be my reason
and my law.”42 La Peyrère then declared that he was willing to abjure the pre-
Adamite theory and his many other heresies, although he also kept insisting that
there was nothing contrary to reason or Scripture in his former views. If the pope
said his views were false, then La Peyrère would abjure the views. But he also
claimed, while “accepting” the pope’s condemnation of his views, that his pre-
Adamite theory and what it entailed provided an excellent means of reconciling
ancient pagan history with biblical history.43 His theory also allowed for the ori-
gins of the diverse peoples found all over the world. In fact, La Peyrère said after
his abjuration that his pre-Adamite theory was like the Copernican theory. It did
not alter any facts in the world. It just changed how they were evaluated.44

As I shall show, La Peyrère apparently did not change his views but remained
sceptical about the Bible to the end of his life. What he remained steadfast about
was his messianism. In his Lettre à Philotime after explaining why he was disown-
ing his Calvinist views, he then expounded again the messianic vision of Du Rap-
pel des Juifs, insisting that the time would not be far off before the Jews and Chris-
tians would come together. This time, however, he claimed this great event
would be brought about not by the king of France but by his new friend Pope
Alexander VII. Pope Alexander would complete what Alexander the Great
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started, presumably bringing all mankind together. Using kabbalistic interpreta-
tions, he found more reasons why Alexander VII was the chosen instrument of
God. This work ends with a marvelous picture of all of the great things that will
happen when the Jews are converted and the Jews and Christians join together.45

The pope was apparently sufficiently impressed by La Peyrère’s abjuration
and apology that he offered him a benefice to stay in Rome.46 La Peyrère, proba-
bly wisely, chose instead to go back to Paris and to his master, the prince of
Condé. He became Condé’s librarian as well as a lay brother in a seminary of the
Oratorians near Paris. In the monastic retreat we are told that La Peyrère spent
most of his time studying the Bible, seeking more ammunition for his pre-
Adamite theory and reworking his Du Rappel des Juifs.47 He published some
works on his conversion, a letter to the Comte de Suze urging him to convert to
Catholicism, and a book on Iceland that he had written much earlier.48 Privately
he discussed his theories and sought for some way of publishing them. His friends
recognized that his head was always full of the pre-Adamite theory.49

The greatest Bible scholar of the period, Father Richard Simon, was a fellow
Oratorian and knew La Peyrère very well. Simon and La Peyrère discussed some
of the latter’s bizarre theories by letter and in person. In a letter giving La Peyrère’s
biography, Simon wrote that all that La Peyrère did in his religious retreat was to
read the text of the Bible in order to fortify certain visions he had about the com-
ing of a new Messiah who would reestablish the Jewish nation in Jerusalem.50

Simon’s letters to La Peyrère in 1670 indicate that the latter was constantly on the
lookout for more evidence for the pre-Adamite theory. He found that Mai-
monides mentioned a group, the Sabeans, who claimed that Adam had parents
and came from India. He found a story that Adam died of gout, and gout is a
hereditary disease. He found a kabbalistic claim that Adam had a teacher, and a
Moslem one that there were a couple of people before Adam. Simon had to
straighten him out about what this information was worth.51

La Peyrère tried to get his views across to the public by writing the footnotes
to Michel de Marolles’ French translation of the Bible. In the early parts of Gen-
esis La Peyrère put notes to all of the passages that indicated there were people be-
fore Adam. But to his first long note on the matter he added: “This opinion is al-
ways rejected, although those who want to establish it do not at all undertake to do
so against the authority of the Holy Scripture, to which they render all the respect
that is due them. But the Church having judged otherwise, they submit them-
selves to its decrees, and to the views of all the Church Fathers.”52 Nonetheless,
La Peyrère continued with his notes, getting in his point that the Flood was just a
local event, that not all of the people of the world could be survivors of the Flood,
and so on. Each time La Peyrère made his point, he added that he accepted the
orthodox view. In spite of his cautious formulation, the work was suppressed be-
fore the printing was completed. All that remains is the translation and notes up to
Leviticus 23.53

In 1670–71 La Peyrère put together a new version of Du Rappel des Juifs that
he hoped to get published. He sent it to Richard Simon, who told him that the
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work could not possibly be published, in part because it contained the pre-
Adamite theory, and in part because it contained a theory of two Messiahs, which
would be rejected by Jews and Christians and would “completely destroy the
Christian religion.”54 After such frank advice La Peyrère changed the manuscript
and sent it to the censor, who rejected it and refused to give his permission for
publication.55 La Peyrère rewrote the manuscript again in 1673 but still could not
budge the censor. The author made one colossal concession. He gave up the pre-
Adamite theory while holding on to his messianic views about the recall of the
Jews, indicating that the latter was more important to him than the former.56

La Peyrère died in early 1676. Richard Simon said that La Peyrère had not
done anything in the Oratory that would make any one question the purity of his
religion. On the other hand, another friend of La Peyrère, Jean François Morin
du Sandat, wrote Pierre Bayle that La Peyrère was very slightly papist but very full
of his idea of the pre-Adamites, which he discussed with his friends secretly up to
his death. Morin concluded his report by saying “La Peyrère was the best person,
the sweetest, who tranquilly believed very few things.”57 Simon heard that La
Peyrère, on his deathbed, was pressed to retract his pre-Adamite and messianic
theories but avoided doing so, and finally uttered the words from the letter to St.
Jude, “Hi quaecunque ignorant blasphement.”58

After La Peyrère died one of his friends wrote as his epitaph:

Here lies La Peyrère, that good Israelite,
Huguenot, Catholic, finally Pre-Adamite 
Four religions pleased him at the same time
And his indifference was so uncommon 
That after eighty years, and he had to make a choice 
The Good Man departed and did not choose any of them.59

La Peyrère’s influence was very great. Refutations of his views kept coming
out for another hundred years. Aspects of his views were taken up by some hardy
souls, and some of his views were espoused by those trying to justify racism in the
New World.60 One could list a very disparate group, from Richard Simon, Spin-
oza, and Vico61 to the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anthropologists62 to
Napoleon Bonaparte63 to a Professor Alexander Winchell in America, who in
1880 wrote a work entitled Pre-Adamites or a Demonstration of the Existence of
Man before Adam, with photographs of some pre-Adamites.64 I have assessed La
Peyrère’s influence in detail elsewhere.65 Here I shall just show his role in inspir-
ing and developing religious scepticism. By the middle of the nineteenth century,
the Reverend Thomas Smyth said: “When, however, in modern times, infidelity
sought to erect its dominion upon the ruins of Christianity, Voltaire, Rousseau,
Peyrère, and their followers introduced the theory of an original diversity of
human races, in order thereby to overthrow the truth and inspiration of the Sa-
cred Scriptures.”66

La Peyrère’s role in causing further doubts about the Bible came about pri-
marily through his influence on Richard Simon and on Spinoza. Simon knew La
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Peyrère well in the years when he was working on his Critical History of the Old
Testament (first published in 1678).67 With a far greater knowledge of the docu-
ments, the languages they were written in, the history of the Jews, of the early
churches, and of other Near Eastern sects, Simon began using all of this material
as a club against the Calvinists, who professed to gain their religious truth from
the Bible alone. Simon raised all sorts of sceptical difficulties about ascertaining
the origins of the biblical text, the authenticity of the present text, and the mean-
ing of this text. In part, Simon raised a genuine historical Pyrrhonism about the
Bible that would apply to any other document as well. In his defense against the
outcries about his books, Simon insisted that he believed the real biblical text to
be divinely inspired, but he just did not know which of the present-day versions is
so inspired. Simon also held that the biblical text could not be by Moses, and
most probably was written down over a long period of time, probably an eight-
hundred-year time span. Since then it has been copied and added to, and all sorts
of errors, glosses, variants, and so on, have crept in. For Simon the task of critical
scholarship is to try to separate the divine message from the human accretions and
variations. Simon’s work revealed the overwhelming epistemological and histori-
cal difficulties in disentangling the human from the divine dimension. Although
Simon did not share either La Peyrère’s messianism or Spinoza’s naturalism, and
although Simon did seem to believe that there really was a divine message, his ef-
forts greatly helped to transform the study of religion into a secular subject. His
Bible scholarship helped spawn the scientific study of the Bible. When his schol-
arship was combined with a scepticism about religious knowledge and with Spin-
ozistic naturalism, then disbelief in traditional religion followed.68

Of La Peyrère’s contemporaries, the one whom he seems to have influenced
the most is Spinoza. Spinoza owned the Prae-Adamitae69 and used portions of it
in the Tractatus-Theologico-Politicus.70 La Peyrère was in Amsterdam for six
months in 1655 shortly before Spinoza’s excommunication from the Amsterdam
Synagogue. No evidence has yet turned up that they met.71 (Very little is known
about Spinoza in this period.) Spinoza’s teacher Menasseh ben Israel very much
admired La Peyrère’s Du Rappel des Juifs and in a work written in February 1655
listed the author of that work as one of the very few who knew that the Messiah
was coming imminently.72 A document written by Menasseh’s friend Paul Fel-
genhauer indicates that both he and Menasseh had read La Peyrère’s Prae-Adami-
tae prior to its publication and Felgenhauer wanted Menasseh’s help in arranging
a public disputation with La Peyrère.73 There is no evidence that the disputation
took place, but both Menasseh and Felgenhauer wrote refutations of Prae-Adami-
tae.74 All of this shows that La Peyrère’s theories were known and opposed by a
leader of the Amsterdam Jewish community.75

The first condemnation of Prae-Adamitae was in Holland. In view of the
number of condemnations and refutations that took place in 1655–56, La Peyrère,
by the time he was arrested, must have been one of the most notorious authors in
Europe. And it would seem likely that a young intellectual rebel like Spinoza
would have been interested in finding out what all the fuss was about.
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What makes this seem much more probable is the discovery made by the late
I. S. Révah concerning Spinoza’s excommunication. Révah found that three peo-
ple were charged with heresy in the same week in Amsterdam: Spinoza, Juan de
Prado, and Daniel Ribera, who were all friends.76 Prado was ten years older than
Spinoza, and Ribera a contemporary. Prado had apparently become an irreligious
freethinker before he left Spain for Holland. He had written a work, of which no
copy has been found, claiming that the law of Nature takes precedence over the
law of Moses. (Two refutations of this work by Isaac Orobio de Castro exist, from
which one can tell what Prado’s claims were.)77 Records of the charges and inves-
tigation of Prado and Ribera have survived, but not of those against Spinoza.
Prado used themes from La Peyrère, namely his claim that the world was eternal
and that human history is older than Jewish history. Prado’s evidence for the latter
was one of La Peyrère’s points that Chinese history is at least ten thousand years
old.78 Orobio de Castro, in one of his answers to Prado, challenges him with suf-
fering from the madness of those who affirm that although it is true that God cre-
ated the universe, this creation took place thousands and thousands of years ago
and not at the period that we believe on the basis of the Bible.79

Theses of La Peyrère appear to have been involved in the excommunication.
Spinoza wrote a reply to the excommunication. The reply grew and finally be-
came the Tractatus. There he used material from La Peyrère to make out his
challenge to the Bible. So La Peyrère may well have directly influenced Spinoza
from the time of the excommunication onward. However, as has been indicated,
La Peyrère remained a believer in his strange kind of messianism. Spinoza (and
Prado), we learn from a Spanish spy who was with them at a theological discus-
sion club in 1658–59, held that “God exists but only philosophically.”80 The rest
of Spinoza’s career was the working-out of the implications of that claim, while
also developing a total scepticism of the Academic variety against traditional
religion.

Another figure who raised important critical questions about the biblical text
was the Quaker Samuel Fisher. Both Fisher and Spinoza published major works
of biblical criticism, Fisher in 1660 and Spinoza in 1670, raising many of the same
fundamental points about whether the text of the Bible that now existed was the
same as the original, and about whether we could find God’s message in human
artifacts like Torah scrolls, manuscripts, and printed editions of Scripture. Spin-
oza’s biblical criticism has been much studied, both for its content and its influ-
ence. Fisher has hardly been noticed outside of Quaker circles, where he figured
as an odd character in early Quaker history. Only Christopher Hill has given him
some recognition for his views and has called him the most radical Bible critic of
the seventeenth century.81

A comparison of Fisher’s views with Spinoza’s is interesting, to see how the
same forceful points arose in two quite different contexts. The comparison may
be of more significance when one realizes that Spinoza and Fisher probably
knew each other personally and that they could have directly influenced one an-
other, even though Fisher published his massive work only in English and Spin-
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oza published his ten years later in Latin. (The original was probably in Spanish
or Portuguese.)82

Fisher was the only early Quaker who was an Oxford graduate. He had stud-
ied Hebrew, became a Baptist minister, and then in 1654 was converted to Quak-
erism by John Stubbs and William Caton. In the late summer of 1656 he tried to
speak in Parliament against the persecution of the Quakers and was thrown out.
He then decided to witness his faith by going off to try to convert the pope and the
sultan.83

It has not been realized that on this quixotic and apparently unsuccessful
journey, Fisher stopped in Holland for several months and was a very active mem-
ber of the Quaker mission there set up to convert the Jews. Caton and Stubbs,
who had converted Fisher, were leading figures in the Quaker mission in Hol-
land. Reports by the Mother of the Quakers, Margaret Fell, at her home, Swarth-
moor, indicate that because Fisher knew Hebrew, he took the leading role in ar-
guing with the Jews. He attended services and then carried on discussions with
Jews in their homes for hours afterward.84

Fisher had been asked by Margaret Fell before he left for the Continent to
translate two of her pamphlets into Hebrew. One was a letter to Menasseh ben Is-
rael (who was then in London), asking him to lead his people to convert, and the
other A Loving Salutation to the Seed of Abraham, a conversionist tract.85 For rea-
sons that are not explained in the correspondence, Fisher did not succeed in mak-
ing the translations, and the job was turned over to an ex-Jew, who was apparently
young Spinoza.86 Spinoza met the Quaker leader William Ames shortly after his
excommunication and seems to have become involved with the Quakers; he took
on the translation task.87 Caton’s letters to Margaret Fell describe the progress of
the translations.88 The letter to Menasseh was translated from Ames’ Dutch trans-
lation into Hebrew but not printed. Fisher took it with him on his trip to Rome
and Constantinople.89 The second translation, also done from Dutch into He-
brew, because the translator did not know English, was published and distributed
in 1658 and republished in London in 1660.90 It is probably Spinoza’s earliest pub-
lication and the only text we have that indicates the level of his knowledge of He-
brew. Appended to the translation is a two-page exhortation by Fisher urging the
Jews to convert. The text does not exist in English and is written in Fisher’s inim-
itable style—one run-on sentence with many digressions.91

Thus Spinoza and Fisher were apparently working on the same project, the
Hebrew translation of Margaret Fell’s pamphlets, and were involved in the same
publication. The number of Quakers in Amsterdam was quite small.92 Fisher was
the only one who knew Hebrew. He and the other Quakers were probably inter-
ested in Spinoza as a potential convert, because of his break with the synagogue.
So there are good reasons to suspect that Spinoza and Fisher knew each other.
Fisher also was arguing with the very people who had excommunicated Spinoza.
They could have communicated in Hebrew or Latin. Fisher probably knew
Dutch, if he was able to argue with Jews for hours and hours, or he may have
known Spanish, if he was planning to travel all over Europe and the Middle East.
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The Collegiants, the group Spinoza moved in with after the excommunication,
had Spanish-speaking members. Adam Boreel, their leader, an Oxford graduate
and a Hebraist as well, learned Portuguese and Spanish in order to communicate
easily with the leading Jewish scholars.93 Boreel was much involved with the
Quakers and may have provided all of the  linguistic skills needed for communi-
cation between Fisher and Spinoza.

No matter how much or how little they communicated while Fisher was in
Holland, they did come to some very similar views about the Bible and raised
many of the same points Fisher published in his work shortly after his return from
Rome and Constantinople. In 1660 his work, Rusticus Ad Academicios, in Exerci-
tationibus Expostulatoriis, Apologeticus Quatuor. The Rustick’s Alarm to the Rab-
bies: or, the Country Correcting the University and Clergy, and (not without good
cause) Contesting for the Truth, Against the Nursing Mothers, and their Children
was published.94 The work is 939 pages long, deliberately written in English to de-
bunk the purported scholarship of the leading Protestant theologians. Fisher’s
chief opponents were Thomas Danson, a leading Nonconformist scholar from
Oxford, a Hebraist, and John Owen, the vice-chancellor of Oxford and one of the
most important Puritan theologians. Fisher took as the central thesis to be op-
posed the Protestant view that faith should be based on Scripture.

If it could be shown that existing texts of Scripture were altered, corrupted,
variable, then there would be no basis for faith in the written word, and people
would be led to see that faith was based on the Light or the Spirit, through which
the Word was understood. Fisher’s antiscripturalism and scepticism with regard to
Scripture was an attack on the position formulated by the Puritans at the West-
minster conference and argued for in works like John Owen’s book The Reason of
Faith, or An Answer unto that Enquiry, Wherefore we believe the Scripture to be the
Word of God. With the Causes and Nature of that Faith wherewith we do so.
Wherein the Grounds whereon the Holy Scripture is believed to Be the Word of God
with Faith Divine and Supernatural are declared and vindicated.95

The issue Fisher was addressing himself to was actively being debated be-
tween Catholics and Protestants, and among various Protestant theologians. It
had been a matter of vital concern from Calvin onward, and was critical for
Calvinists in England, Holland, and France in the midcentury.96 Fisher saw the
Quaker position being lumped by Protestants with that of the Catholics and the
Jews in that they all regarded something other than Scripture as being essential
and authoritative (a pontiff and/or tradition). So Fisher’s case is presented as a
kind of antiscripturalism that avoids both the authoritarianism of the Church of
Rome and the extrabiblical traditionalism of the Jews.97

To get down to the business at hand, Fisher started off posing the basic claim
of Owen—that it is absolutely necessary that the present text of the Hebrew and
Greek transcriptions of Scripture be “entire to every Tittle, as at first giving out,
without and loss, so strictly, that if it be not so, but it appear to have been altered
by Ablation or Addition of the Points by Tyberians, cessatum est.”98 All is lost, and
there is no certain text of God’s Word, if anything has been changed or altered in
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the Hebrew or Greek texts that we have.99 To counter this, Fisher raised a host of
problems about the history of God’s Word. We possess Scriptures, writings, that
have been transcribed over and over again. Is the Word of God these copies of
copies of copies by fallible human beings or is it something apart that these copies
are trying to state? The copies have a history. They come into existence and they
perish. They are graven images. Is God’s Word identical with these copies? Does
his Word depend on these copies? If all of the copies disappeared would God’s
Word disappear?100

More technically, if we look into what is known about the copies—we have
the internal information in Scripture, Jewish and Christian claims made outside
of Scripture, and the collection of scriptural manuscripts that have come down
to us, with their historical fortuna—we find several reasons for believing there
have been alterations or changes. Among these are that it does not seem possible
that Moses is the author of all of Deuteronomy, there seem to have been other
books from which Scripture as we knew it evolved, the language of Scripture,
Hebrew and Greek, has changed since biblical times, at least in the addition of
vowels in the Hebrew and iota subscripts in the Greek, and there seems to be
nothing in Scripture that determines the canon of Scripture. The decision as to
what works are canonical was apparently made by rabbis and church leaders in-
dependently. They chose from a larger body of available documents and arrived
at the present corpus.

If all of these points are sound, then we have lots of reasons for suspecting the
text has altered over the centuries, and not just the early centuries. After all, the
text was under the command of the corrupt Roman Catholic Church and the
stiff-necked unenlightened Jews for over a thousand years. Why should we believe
they accurately copied every item from preceding perfect texts? 

Fisher’s case is both epistemological and historical. Epistemologically he
sought to show that God’s Word is not identical with Scripture. The latter is a
physical entity written by a human being at some time and place. The former is a
supernatural message that exists independently and apart from any human effort
to record and preserve it. Scripture is the Word writ. But the Word exists, whether
writ by humans or not in God’s world. And, in view of the colossal difference be-
tween God’s Word and a human copy, there is an extremely difficult problem to
resolve, namely is the copy an exact statement of the original? If not, then relying
on the copy can be dangerous spiritually and misleading morally. 

The epistemological problems involved in certifying the copy should lead to
scepticism about whether the Word of God can be found, unless one has another
access to it than the copy. As I have shown in various studies about the debates be-
tween the Catholics and the Protestants about the rule of faith, the anti-Protestant
argument of people like François Veron and John Sergeant aimed at raising insol-
uble sceptical problems about how to find the true faith from Scripture. The
Catholics insisted a rule of faith or a judge was needed to tell true faith from ap-
parently true faith, and the pope and the councils provided such a judge. The
Protestants contended that the Scripture is the rule of faith, and needs no fallible
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humans (the pope, the church elder, etc.) to interpret it.101 The Westminster
Confession, set down at the beginning of the Puritan Revolution, had declared
that God made his will known and that this was recorded in Holy Scripture. The
authority of Scripture rests on the fact that God is the author. The text, in Hebrew
and Greek, “being immediately inspired by God and by his singular care and
Providence kept pure in all Ages are therefore Authentical.”102 Article 9 of the
Westminster Confession insists that “the infallible rule of Interpretation of Scrip-
ture is the Scripture itself.”103

Various Catholics, like Veron, and radical Protestants challenged whether
Scripture could provide such a guarantee of itself and its message, especially if
Scripture as we know it is just ink marks on paper, presumably made by human
printers or copyists. The ongoing battle about Scripture as the rule of faith from
the early Counter-Reformation through the eighteenth century led to many seri-
ous polemics. The one that triggered Samuel Fisher’s 939-page response was John
Owen’s Pro Sacris Scripturis adversus hujus temporis Fanaticos Exercitationes
Apologetical Quatuor.104 Owen was defending Scripture as the true Word of God
against atheists, pagans, Jews, Catholics, and fanatics called Quakers.105 Owen
enlarged his defense of Scripture the next year in a work entitled Of the Divine
Originall, Authority, Self-evidencing Light and Power of the Scriptures.106 After
1660, when Owen lost his post as vice-chancellor of Oxford and had no status be-
cause of his labors for the Puritan cause, he kept working on the epistemological
basis of the Protestant scripturalism. His Reason of Faith is a fascinating attempt to
justify this position. It carefully constructs a “justification” for taking Scripture as
God’s Word and for it needing nothing other than itself to interpret it. Owen’s ef-
fort deserves independent examination to ascertain the extent to which he actu-
ally overcame the sceptical problems involved and the extent to which he exposed
a scepticism that could not be overcome.107

Regardless of its merits, Fisher rebuffed Owen’s case both by challenging the
alleged epistemological bridge between Scripture and God’s Word, and indicat-
ing that there were plenty of good historical reasons for questioning whether the
documents known as Scripture could be seriously taken to be the unaltered Word
of God rather than an accretion of human writings. Fisher’s epistemological case
is interesting and has some resemblance to part of Spinoza’s argument. But the
historical questions are strikingly novel for the time (1660) and contain much of
the material that Spinoza used challenging the world of Jewish Bible interpreters.

It is not possible to do justice to Fisher’s 939 pages in a brief description of
what he had to say. Mostly I will limit myself to dealing with the question of the
Mosaic authorship, the claim that other books of the Bible existed that are now
lost, or partially incorporated into the present text, the contention that Hebrew
and Greek had changed in some respects since the first writing of the events in the
Bible, and the claim that the decision as to what is canonical is not justified by the
Bible itself. 

As Fisher developed his case against John Owen, he insisted that he, Fisher,
was not claiming that God’s Word ever changed but only that the human writing
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of it has.108 Transcribers, as humans, can make mistakes.109 Regardless of their
possible errors, people who had no text, like Abel, Enoch, and Noah, seemed to
know God’s Word.110 When Scripture came into existence, it was just a visible ob-
ject, not a spiritual illumination, which may or may not correspond to God’s
Word. The kinds of people who transcribe do not inspire confidence. In addition,
the transcription raises some questions. Was there some divine message before
Moses started writing things down?111 And was there no divine message received
between Ezra and Jesus?112

The Mosaic Scripture raises a critical problem. Is it all by Moses, who pre-
sumably received it from God? Hobbes, Isaac La Peyrère, and Spinoza all made
much of this, and built on the discussion offered by the medieval Jewish authority
Aben Ezra.113 Spinoza devoted pages to the matter, much of which goes over
what Hobbes and La Peyrère had recently published.114 Fisher just has a mar-
ginal note, with no indication of any source of his query. He asked who wrote the
end of Deuteronomy. Did Moses “write of his own Death and Burial and of Is-
rael’s Mourning for him, after he was dead”?115 Spinoza insisted that this and
much else in the account showed it was written after Moses’ death. Fisher just
said that this indicated that some of Scripture was written after the recorded
events by unnamed authors.

This small point immediately leads to a major one, namely who, if not
Moses, decided what was Scripture, and what was mere human addition? Both
Fisher and Spinoza, among others, listed titles of books mentioned in Scripture
that are not included in the text.116 So some works of the period were lost or omit-
ted. But why?

The problem of canonicity is crucial to defending the privileged status of
Scripture and is made a crucial feature of the Westminster Confession, where the
noncanonical books are dismissed as “not being of Divine inspiration” and having
no more authority “than other humane writings.”117 Fisher pointed out that with
regard to both the Old Testament and the New Testament the canonical issue is
not treated inside the books. It rests on decisions made by a rabbinical council and
an early church council. Supposedly, a Sanhedrin in Ezra’s day decided on the
canon. But this is not written in the Bible. Josephus and the Talmud give other
postbiblical accounts of what happened. Regardless of whether it happened in
Ezra’s time or centuries later, was the decision, made by some group of human
beings, infallible or even authoritative?118 Was it God or man who set up some al-
leged standards for distinguishing Scripture from Apocrypha? Then, answering
his query, Fisher asserted:

Was it not meer Men in their Imaginations? Doth the Scripture, doth Spirit and
the Apostles therein give any order for, or make any mention in the least of such
a matter? Is it not meer man in his imagination, that hath taken upon him, ac-
cording to the good or ill Conceit that he hath taken to him, of these or those re-
spectively, to say . . . he will give Authority to the Scriptures. Is it not man in his
proud mind that comes in with his sic volo, sic Jubeo, so I’ll have it, thus it shall
be? Saying to the Books of Scriptures as God sayes to the Waves of the outward
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Ocean, hitherto shall ye come and no further. So many of the Prophets and
Apostles writing shall be in the Authority, Nature, Use and Office of the
Supream Determiner of all Truth forever; and all others, even such as are written
by the same men, in the notion of the same spirit, shall be but as common mens
Writings, and looked on afar off as Apocryphal, i.e. bidden or unknown Writings,
that no such notice shall be taken of, as of the other.119

Fisher found it most curious that some works attributed to Ezra and St. Paul could
be classified as apocryphal. He found it even more curious that only books in He-
brew or Greek could be canonical and that people who cannot read these lan-
guages “have no Canonical Scripture at all to read.”120

Fisher tried to make the canonical problem appear more ridiculous by ask-
ing: When did Scripture become canonical? Was it canonical when it consisted
only of the Pentateuch? Was it canonical as it was being written? Later on, those
who made the decision as to what was canonical did not have the original manu-
scripts but only human copies of same. So how could they decide from such
data?121

The next crucial problem both Fisher and Spinoza deal with is whether the
texts that have come down to us are accurate and unaltered. First, is the content
the same, and second, does the historical transmission process allow for the intro-
duction of errors?

On the first matter, if Hebrew (or Greek) orthography or vocabulary has
changed since biblical times, then the present documents are not identical with
whatever may have existed in Moses’ or Ezra’s time. Fisher had learned from var-
ious Jewish and Christian authorities, Elias Levita, Louis Cappel, Christian Rav-
ius, and Buxtorf, that vowel markings did not exist in the original biblical Hebrew
and were introduced either by Ezra or by the Massorites.122 Therefore the text has
changed, either at Ezra’s time or at a later day, and we do not have an exact fixed
text of God’s Word at present. So, according to Owen and his Calvinist allies, all
revealed truth should be called in question.

If the latter addition of vowels and punctuation showed the scriptural text had
changes in some respect, a greater source of problems and questions came from
the variants among the existing texts. The Protestant Bible scholar Louis Cappel
had compiled a list of thousands of variants in the Hebrew and Greek texts, a list
that greatly impressed Isaac La Peyrère as well as Samuel Fisher. La Peyrère had
used Cappel’s results to claim that no authentic text now existed, and that all that
we had was a “heap of Copies confusedly taken.”123 Fisher pointed out that all of
Owen’s certainty vanished when one realized the implications of the variants:
“Everyone may see therefore what Certainty and Security ye are in, while ye
stand on no Bottom but a broken Letter” with “the Uncertainty of your tattered
Transcripts.”124

Fisher pointed out God never said in Scripture that he promised to preserve
the copies of the originals. In fact, if one looks at what we know of the transcrip-
tion process, it hardly inspires confidence about God preserving the text through-
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out the centuries of transcriptions. We do not know the character of every tran-
scriber. Most of them were Jews, so can we trust them?125 Later on most of them
were corrupt Catholic monks. Finally the transcribers became our printers. Since
they make mistakes in present-day books, why not in older ones?126 If the press
can be inaccurate, why not the pen also? Fisher had a field day indicating how er-
rors and slips could have found their way into the text, how manuscripts moulder
and change, how writers change what they see and hear, and so on. We have a text
through at least one hundred hands, “through the hands of who knows what un-
skilful, careless, forgetful Scribes or Transcribers,” all of whom are fallible.127 The
result is “a Bulk of Heterogenous Writings, compiled together by men taking what
they could find of the several sorts writings that are therein, trussing them all up
into one Touchestone, and . . . crouding them into a canon or standard for the
trial of all spirits, doctrines, truths; and by them alone.”128 Neither Fisher nor
Spinoza despaired over what was left, after one took full notice of the transcription
problem, since neither rested his case on possessing the exact, original documents
of God’s Revelation to man. 

For Fisher it is the Law or Spirit, the Living Word of God and not the “tran-
scribed, Translated, Interpreted, so, and in such a sense by some, [that] may be
through Mis-transcription, Mis-translation, Mis-interpretation, be wrested as a
Nose of Wax tomorrow if there are problems about the Hebrew letters and
points.”129 The letter is but the instrument of the Light and Spirit; we can only tell
if some letter is Scripture if we have the Light, the Living Word, the Spirit.130

(After all, Fisher pointed out, God sent his Son, not a writing.)131 The Word of
God is in the Scripture but is not itself the Scripture.132 One has to know the
Light to tell Scripture from non-Scripture, false prophets from true ones.133 This
Light can be in Scripture, and in other sources. “God has sufficiently and savingly
enlightened and improved all and every man everywhere, by such measure of that
Grace of his, as may lead and inable them to act that Repentance which is to Life
and Salvation.”134 “The Light within, not the bare letter without is that saving
Means.”135 Fisher was universalistic enough to say (before his disciple William
Penn brought Quakerism to America): “Is the Light in America then any more in-
sufficient to lead its Followers to God, than the Light in Europe, Asia, Africa.”136

The Quakers were, at the time, being attacked as enthusiasts who were sub-
stituting private illumination for divine inspiration. Henry More, who was very
much opposed to the Quakers, had said in his Enthusiasmus Triumphatus of
1656: “Enthusiasme is nothing else but a misconceit of being inspired. Now to
be inspired, is to be moved in an extraordinary manner by the power or Spirit of
God to act, speak or think what is holy, just and true. From hence it will be eas-
ily understood what Enthusiasme is, viz. A full, but false persuasion in a man
that is inspired.”137 John Owen accused the Quakers of taking an internal pri-
vate light as divine illumination, thus exhibiting enthusiasm, which is an un-
certain basis for faith.

Fisher insisted that Quakers did not accept a private light but rather “the
Common Light and Publick Spirit of God, which is one and the same in all.”138
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“The Light within, and Spirit of God in the Conscience . . . is most certain, un-
changeable, elementally the same.”139 Hence no subjective individual feeling is
but set forth as the basis for faith, but presumably an illumination that all good or
regenerated people will recognize and will then see is common to everyone in the
same state. For Fisher the effect of finding God’s message, either in Scripture or
by other means, was moral improvement. For Fisher one reaches the vision
through spiritual refinement and devotion, not necessarily involving any intellec-
tual process.

It is not clear how much influence Fisher had on mid-seventeenth-century
discussions of the Bible. His book existed only in English and was never translated
and is not discussed by major figures like Spinoza or Richard Simon. As indicated
earlier, Fisher probably knew Spinoza in Amsterdam around 1657. Thereafter
Fisher traveled south to Rome and stayed in Jewish communities in Germany and
Italy. He went on to Constantinople and probably Jerusalem. We know nothing
about whom he was in contact with, other than that he usually stayed with Jews.
There is no evidence that he and Spinoza had any contact after 1657. It is possible
that Fisher encountered La Peyrère in Rome, since he was there at the time that
La Peyrère wrote his recantation. Fisher’s examination of the sceptical problems
involved in ascertaining the true text of Scripture is more highly developed than
that of La Peyrère. There is no evidence that they relied on each other’s work. It is
curious that three major figures in biblical criticism coexisted in time and place
in the 1650s. Problems raised by them played a great role in leading to scepticism
with regard to religious knowledge.
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15

Spinoza’s Scepticism and
Antiscepticism

The position developed in Spinoza’s challenge to revealed religion involves a
thoroughgoing scepticism about religious knowledge claims, a scepticism that
often goes beyond mere doubt to outright denial. Spinoza’s scepticism about re-
vealed religion, which appears primarily in the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, the
appendix to book 1 of the Ethics, and some of his letters, grows out of his contact
with Isaac La Peyrère’s ideas, and out of his application of Cartesian method to re-
vealed knowledge. The result, as is well known, is a devastating critique of re-
vealed knowledge claims, that has had an amazing effect over the last three cen-
turies in secularizing modern man.1

At the same time that Spinoza was so sceptical of religious knowledge claims,
he was completely antisceptical with regard to “rational knowledge,” that is, meta-
physics and mathematics.

This attitude, the exact opposite of that of a fideist such as Spinoza’s con-
temporary Pascal, is not necessarily schizophrenic. In fact, a great many modern
thinkers would pay homage to Spinoza for being the first to apply rational or sci-
entific methods to religion with properly destructive results, and to refuse to
apply the same methods to the scientific or rational world which is in some way
self-justifying.
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Obviously, Spinoza changed the locus of truth from religion to rational
knowledge in mathematics and metaphysics. To accomplish this he had to start
with a very critical analysis of the claims for revealed religious knowledge. In the
preface to the Tractatus, Spinoza wrote that before anyone decides that Scripture
is true and divine, there should be a strict scrutiny by the light of reason of this
claim.2 When this examination is made, it will be discovered “that the Scripture
does not in any way inhibit reason and has nothing to do with philosophy, each
standing on its own footing.”3 Spinoza will show that this means there is no cog-
nitive content to revelation. His case is developed partly by the use of La Peyrère’s
Bible criticism and partly by applying the Cartesian method to religious questions
and using some of the same points that Samuel Fisher raised about the status of
Scripture.

Spinoza’s investigation starts out by analyzing a central knowledge claim of
the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition, that of prophecy. The definition of this phe-
nomena is that “prophecy, or Revelation is the sure knowledge of some matter re-
vealed by God to man.”4 But what kind of knowledge can this be? Ordinary natu-
ral knowledge is open to everyone. We acquire it by our faculties, which depend
on our knowledge of God and his eternal laws. Is prophetic knowledge some kind
of secret, special knowledge that does not come through our faculties? After care-
fully analyzing the possibilities, Spinoza concluded that all the prophets except
Jesus were using their imaginations and were not putting forth cognitive informa-
tion that is not available to everybody employing his God-given faculties. To
claim that what happened to the prophets to give them their supposed informa-
tion is somehow the result of the power of God says nothing, because all events,
including all human knowing, are the result of God’s power.5 Hence “it follows
from the last chapter [on prophecy], as I have already stated, that the prophets
were not endowed with a more perfect mind, but with a more vivid power of imag-
ination.”6 Spinoza also suggested that kind of imagination “was fleeting and
inconstant.”7

Then what can one learn from prophecy? Spinoza ruled out knowledge of
natural and spiritual phenomena, since this can be gained by normal intellectual
processes. On the other hand, the imaginative process does not “of its own nature
carry certainty with it. In order that we may attain certainty of what we imagine,
there has to be something in addition to imagination, namely reasoning.”8 (Here
it begins to appear that Spinoza is applying the Cartesian method to biblical
knowledge, as well as using, as he does in the same chapter, La Peyrère’s reason
for doubting the text of Scripture.)

Prophecy per se, Spinoza then claimed, affords no certainty, and even the
prophets themselves had, according to the Bible, to ask for a divine sign to be sure
they had been given a divine message. “In this respect, then, prophecy is inferior
to natural knowledge, which needs no sign, but of its own nature carries cer-
tainty.”9 At best, prophetic knowledge was morally certain, not mathematically
certain, which, Spinoza explained, meant that the knowledge of the prophet did
not follow from the perception of the thing but rested on the signs given the
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prophet.10 And these varied according to the opinions and capacity of each
prophet. So a sign that would convince one prophet would not necessarily con-
vince another. Then Spinoza went over conflicting prophetic claims and experi-
ences, using some of La Peyrère’s data, and further denigrating biblical prophecy.
“Prophecy did not render the prophets more learned, but left them with the be-
liefs they had previously held, and therefore, we are in no way bound to believe
them in matters of purely philosophic speculation.”11 After scrutiny of the claims
of various prophets, Spinoza summed up his case that prophets have no special
knowledge but that God adapted revelations to the understanding and opinions of
the prophets. The prophets were ignorant of science and mathematical knowl-
edge and held conflicting opinions. “Therefore knowledge of science and of mat-
ters spiritual should by no means be expected of them.”12

Prophecy, one of the central religious knowledge claims on which the theo-
logical significance of the Bible rests, is reduced by Spinoza to uninteresting opin-
ions of some people who lived long ago. While Spinoza was so blithely reducing
prophetic knowledge to opinion, many theologians in Holland, France, and Eng-
land were starting a new and vital movement that involved seeking the key to in-
terpreting Scripture prophecies. Sir Isaac Newton belonged to this group, who
were sure that when the key was found, one could understand the prophecies,
especially those of Daniel and the Book of Revelation which have not yet been
fulfilled.13 For Spinoza, who must have been cognizant of this great interest in
prophetic interpretations among the theologians around him, the results of such
inquiries could not produce any cognitive knowledge, because such knowledge
could be gained by reason alone.

If prophecy produced no special knowledge, the second bastion of revealed
religion, miracles, provided only misinformation and ground for superstition. Be-
fore taking up the cases of alleged miraculous action, Spinoza casts doubt on the
possibility of miracles in general and of a special divine law known by religious in-
formation. On the latter front, Spinoza argued that natural divine law is “of uni-
versal application, or common to all mankind. For we have deduced it from
human nature as such.”14 And such law “does not demand belief in historical nar-
ratives of any kind whatsoever. For since it is merely a consideration of human na-
ture that leads us to this natural Divine law.”15 Hence no special law, like the Mo-
saic law, has to be sought by nonrational means. The divine laws for men can be
found from the study of human nature.

With regard to miracles, which were employed by so many theologians as
proof of a supernatural realm, Spinoza went beyond the simple sceptical posi-
tion that was to be presented in the next century by David Hume. Hume argued
that it was extremely improbable or implausible that any event is a miracle. Spin-
oza simply argued what amounted to an Academic sceptical claim, namely that
the occurrence of miracles is impossible. The universal laws of Nature are de-
crees of God;16 “no event can occur to contravene Nature, which preserves an
eternal fixed and immutable order.”17 So there cannot be an exception to natu-
ral divine order. There can just be ignorance of what is going on due to our lack
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of knowledge of aspects of the order. As we are supposed to realize from a rational
understanding of God and Nature, there cannot be any real miracles. (If there
were we would be living in an orderless, chaotic world.) It obviously follows that
we cannot know God’s nature and existence and providence from miracles, but
can know them from understanding the fixed immutable order of nature?18 Hav-
ing settled the question of miracles in general, Spinoza then went on to account
for the alleged biblical miracles in particular.

After denying or undermining the claims of those who have said that they
have found special kinds of truth in the Bible, in chapter 7 Spinoza turned di-
rectly to the problem of interpreting Scripture. Some people, he pointed out, “as-
cribe to the Holy Spirit whatever their wild fancies have invented, and devote
their utmost strength and enthusiasm to defending it.”19 Instead of going about in-
terpreting Scripture this way, Spinoza took the most radical alternative, the em-
ployment of the Cartesian method. “Now to put it briefly, I hold that the method
of interpreting Scripture is no different from the method of interpreting Nature,
and is in fact in complete accord with it.”20 For Spinoza, the method of interpret-
ing Nature is basically the Cartesian method. So, therefore, what follows in Spin-
oza’s analysis of the Bible is a combination of a lot of sceptical points, many taken
from La Peyrère, plus a Cartesian analysis of Scripture.

It is important to note that Descartes and his followers were very careful to re-
strict the domain in which the Cartesian method was useful and to exclude its
employment in theology and religion. Descartes himself always answered charges
that he was unfaithful in his religious views by insisting that he did not deal with
religious topics, and that he accepted the views of the Catholic Church without
question.21 Pascal read Descartes this way and blamed him for dealing only with
the God of the philosophers and not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.22

For a long time historians of philosophy assumed that the Cartesian revolu-
tion automatically, or necessarily, led to irreligion and that the reasons Descartes
gave for rejecting Scholasticism would apply as well to the rejection of the Judeo-
Christian picture of the world. On the other hand, twentieth-century French
scholars such as Gilson, Gouhier, and Koyré have made people realize the possi-
bility that Cartesianism and Christianity are compatible and that Descartes him-
self may well have been a real religious thinker, trying to ally religion and the new
science in a new harmonious relationship.23

Opponents of Descartes, especially among the Jesuits and Calvinists, saw po-
tentially dangerous irreligious implications, if his method were applied to religion
and theory.24 Neither Descartes, nor those in the next generation who considered
themselves Cartesians, made such an application, and they insisted they were or-
thodox in their religion.25

It was Spinoza who was the first to take the drastic step of applying his version
of Cartesianism to both theology and Scripture, thereby revealing the lack of ulti-
mate principles on which to justify religion and religious texts. As was mentioned
in the last chapter, the earliest opinion of Spinoza that we know of is the claim of
Juan de Prado and himself that God exists, but only philosophically.26 Taking this
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to heart, the method for studying God would be a philosophical one. There is no
room left for studying him in terms of revelation or alleged supernatural data.
Hence Spinoza’s method for studying anything, a development of the Cartesian
method, applies as well to God himself.

On this basis, Spinoza worked his way through the Bible, examining scrip-
tural statements to see if they agree with a rational analysis based on clear and dis-
tinct ideas of God or Nature. Since, he contended, most matters discussed in the
Bible cannot be demonstrated, then they have to be interpreted in other terms, for
example, philologically, historically, psychologically, in terms of scientific knowl-
edge. This may explain why such items appear in the book, and why some people
might believe them, though we are not able to tell if they are true. Spinoza, as is
evident, quickly transformed Scripture from a source of knowledge into an object
of knowledge by using the Cartesian criteria with regard to it. Scripture is then re-
duced to some odd writing of the Hebrews over two thousand years earlier, and is
to be understood in this context.27

Taking scriptural statements literally, and judging them on the basis of clear
and distinct ideas of God and the laws of Nature, Spinoza asked whether this
process yields any demonstrably certain or morally certain information about re-
ality. The most that could be found in Scripture on these criteria were basic
moral truths that could also be found through philosophical examination.28 (A
lot of facts about what the ancient Hebrews did and thought could also be
learned, but this was relevant to the study of history, not to the understanding of
reality.)29

In the all-important chapter 15 of the Tractatus, entitled “Theology is shown
not to be subservient to reason, nor reason to theology: A definition of the reason
which enables us to accept the authority of the Bible,” Spinoza made the results
of his analysis quite clear. He began by outlining two alternatives that he was
going to reject: scepticism and dogmatism. In this context, Spinoza took the scep-
tical view to be that reason should be made to agree with Scripture. This amounts
to denying the certitude of reason. The other view, dogmatism, holds that “the
meaning of Scripture should be made to conform with reason.”30

The dogmatic view Spinoza saw as being represented by Maimonides and his
followers, who alter and even violate the literal meaning of Scripture. They
rewrote or reinterpreted passages to make them meet rational standards. Spinoza
insisted, in almost fundamentalist fashion, that every text has to be taken at face
value.

For Spinoza, the net result of his method of scriptural interpretation is that a
lot of passages just would not make sense. Instead of cheating about it, as Spinoza
contended Maimonides did,31 there was an at least equally dangerous possibility,
that of accommodating reason to Scripture. This, the sceptical view, would de-
stroy all rational criteria (since reason would have to be adjusted to fit a nonra-
tional text, Scripture). “Who but a desperate madman would be so rash as to turn
his back on reason, or to hold the arts and sciences in contempt, while denying
the certainty of reason?”32
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Spinoza then resolved the problem at issue by insisting that philosophy and
theology should be separated, rather than accommodated to each other. Philoso-
phy is judged by rational criteria, by clear and distinct ideas. Theology is to be
judged in terms of its one meaningful achievement, the teaching of piety and obe-
dience. It cannot and does not offer proofs of the truth of its prescriptions. Theol-
ogy, if kept to this role, will be in accord with reason, since what it asks people to
do and to believe is supported by philosophical evidence. The truth of theological
prescriptions will be decided by philosophy, and theology by itself cannot be con-
sidered true or false.

This entails a kind of total scepticism about theology and religion. Their
propositions are outside the cognitive (except for those that can be supported by
philosophy). It is pointless to question, or even doubt, theological or religious
propositions, since they are outside the realm where these mental acts are rele-
vant. As the logical-positivists in the early twentieth century declared that ethical
discourse and aesthetic discourse were noncognitive, and not open to questions
about the truth or falsity of value claims, similarly Spinoza had defused the power
of theology and religion by removing it from philosophic (in the broad sense that
Spinoza uses the term) or cognitively meaningful discussion.

After having so drastically demoted theology and religion, and having cast
them out of the rational world, Spinoza tried to make it sound as if there were still
a great role for theology and religion. He ended chapter 15 by declaring:

Before I go further I would expressly state (though I have said it before) that I
consider the utility and the need for Holy Scripture or Revelation to be very
great. For as we cannot not perceive by the natural light of reason that obedience
is the path of salvation, and are taught by revelation only that it is so by the spe-
cial grace of God, which our reason cannot attain, it follows that the Bible has
brought a very great consolation to mankind. All are able to obey, whereas there
are but very few, compared with the aggregate of humanity, who can acquire the
habit of virtue under the unaided guidance of reason. Thus if we had not the tes-
timony of Scripture, we should doubt of the salvation of nearly all men.33

Spinoza’s analysis of the Bible, using the sceptical points of La Peyrère about
the Mosaic authorship, and so on, and applying the critical method of Cartesian
science to the content of the document, played a vital role in launching modern
Bible criticism. Spinoza denied that there was any special message in the Bible
that could not be learned by philosophical means. And he insisted that much of
the Bible can be better understood in terms of Jewish history, primitive psychol-
ogy, and like subjects. Spinoza’s extension of Cartesian methodology to the eval-
uation of the scriptural framework for interpreting man and his place in the uni-
verse led Spinoza to conclude that Scripture had no place in the intellectual
world. Instead, the Bible was just a source of moral action for those who were not
capable intellectually of finding the rational basis of human conduct.

As extreme as Spinoza’s position may seem to be in driving religious ques-
tions out of the epistemic realm, and making the evaluation and interpretation of
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them primarily the task of the social scientist, nonetheless the greatest Bible
scholar of the late seventeenth century, Father Richard Simon, adopted many of
Spinoza’s techniques for Bible criticism. Simon’s first important work, The Criti-
cal History of the Old Testament (1678), went through the history of the docu-
ments as they passed from ancient times to the present, exploring the philological
history of the Hebrew and Greek texts, and the anthropology of the early Jews.
Simon was a far better scholar than his friend La Peyrère, or Spinoza. He insisted
that he was not trying to create a Pyrrhonism about the Bible text, since he was
sure that there was a message in the Bible if the text were corrected and properly
understood. The tasks of correction and proper comprehension might take for-
ever, but that did not deny the actual existence of the divine message. When
Simon was accused of being a Spinozist, he replied that he agreed with Spinoza’s
method of Bible study but not with his conclusion.34

Others found that they could not be so calm about it. The revolutionary im-
plications of Spinoza’s biblical criticism were immediately apparent. The Tracta-
tus, like the Prae-Adamitae fifteen years earlier, was banned in Holland. (Very few
books achieved this distinction in Holland in the seventeenth century.) It circu-
lated with false titles like Traitté des ceremonies superstitieuses des Juifs.35 On the
basis of the book, Spinoza came under attack as an archatheist. He apparently
wearied of the attacks and decided not to publish the Ethics in 1675, when he fin-
ished it, because he did not want to become embroiled in a fight with the local
pastors.36

Some of Descartes’ opponents who were sure that Cartesianism would lead
to infidelity and atheism found Spinoza proof of their fears. For example, Henry
More, after he broke with Descartes, was sure that the latter’s theory was just a
form of infidelity. He said that he had heard that in Holland there were Cartesians
who were “mere scoffers at religion, and atheistical.”37 Then along came “Spin-
oza, a Jew first, a Cartesian, and now an atheist.”38 The Tractatus, More claimed,
attacked the bases of biblical religion.

It was the case that even before the publication of the Ethics with its full-
blown naturalistic metaphysics, many realized that scepticism about revealed re-
ligion was explicit in Spinoza’s writing, and realized that his way of treating the
Bible would deny the validity or importance of the Judeo-Christian tradition.
The Tractatus plus the Ethics would allow for a totally new perspective on
human experience. What Pascal decried as the misery of man without the bibli-
cal God was for Spinoza the liberation of the human spirit from the bonds of fear
and superstition.

Spinoza’s scepticism about the values of the biblical world, and his view of
how it would be replaced by the rational man, was far beyond what most mid-
seventeenth-century thinkers could accept. For years after Spinoza, it was a pe-
jorative insult to call anyone a Spinozist. It took about a century before some-
one could safely say that he was a follower of Spinoza, and some of the German
Enlightenment figures who made this statement still got in trouble.39 The ex-
tremely tolerant Pierre Bayle asserted that Spinoza “was a systematic atheist
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who employed a totally new method.”40 And, according to Bayle, the Tractatus
was “a pernicious and detestable book”41 that contained the seeds of the athe-
ism of the Ethics.

What Spinoza accomplished with regard to revealed religion cannot be
called Pyrrhonian scepticism, or its theological version, agnosticism. Part of
Spinoza’s case is carrying forward the doubts about the biblical text of La
Peyrère. But much more of it is denying the cognitive content of Scripture in
terms of prophecies, miracles, or anything else. This could be classified as nega-
tive scepticism or Academic scepticism. Spinoza did not merely doubt the truth
claims of Scripture, he denied them except for a moral message. In this denial, it
no longer makes sense to consider the contentions of revealed religion as being
either true or false. They are outside the realm where proof and doubt apply.
They can be studied as part of the history of human stupidity for what they repre-
sent historically, sociologically, or psychologically, but they cannot be studied in
terms of their truth and falsity.

The denial of the worth of revealed religion soon got labeled “scepticism,”
and theologians were fighting the sceptics and infidels. Probably the most com-
mon usage today of the term “sceptic” is a religious unbeliever.42 In this sense,
with the qualifications of the last paragraph kept in mind, I think it is fair to count
Spinoza as a sceptic about religion, even though his views go well beyond mere
doubt to complete denial. If Spinoza was an irreligious sceptic, he was most un- or
antisceptical in the areas of scientific and philosophical knowledge. As I shall try
to show, this is not a sign of inconsistency but rather encompasses one of Spin-
oza’s basic knowledge claims that applies to all subjects including religion.

Spinoza obviously spent a good deal of time working through Descartes’
Meditations and his Principles, and thereby could not avoid coming into contact
with sceptical ideas, and with the problem posed by the sceptics. Other than what
he learned about scepticism from Descartes, Spinoza was aware of at least one
classical sceptical source, Sextus Empiricus, who is quoted in one of Spinoza’s let-
ters.43 Pierro di Vona, in his article “Spinoza e lo scetticismo classico” explored
the possibility that Spinoza knew other sources. Di Vona thought it more likely
that Spinoza might have known of Cicero or Diogenes Laertius than that he knew
of Sanches, Montaigne, or Charron.44

For our purposes it does not matter how much Spinoza knew of the sceptical
literature since his very negative view is basically found in terms of Cartesian con-
cepts in The Principles of Descartes’ Philosophy, and the same or similar points are
brought up elsewhere. Considering how serious la crise pyrrhonniene was in the
middle of the seventeenth century, and especially how serious it was for
Descartes, it is somewhat surprising to see how calmly Spinoza faced it, and how
simple he found it was to dispose of it. The problem of scepticism comes up at
least once in Spinoza’s major works. I think his conception of the problem may be
discerned by starting with The Principles of Descartes’ Philosophy (1666), examin-
ing both what Spinoza said and what Descartes said on the same issue.
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At the outset of the Principles, Spinoza omitted Cartesian doubt as one of
Descartes’ means of searching for truth.45 Spinoza said the effect of Descartes’
method was that “he undertook to reduce everything to doubt, not like a sceptic,
who apprehends no other end than doubt itself, but in order to free his mind from
all prejudice.”46 Descartes, we are told, hoped to discover the firm and unshak-
able foundations of science, which could not escape him if he followed the
method. “For the true principles of knowledge should be so clear and certain as to
need no proof, should be placed beyond all hazard of doubt, and should be such
that nothing could be proved without them.”47 It is the existence of such princi-
ples (and the intellectual catastrophe if there are none such) that Spinoza will ap-
peal to in his skirmishes with the sceptics—skirmishes because he really wages no
large battles with them. What removes all the Cartesian doubts is that one knows
“that the faculty of distinguishing true and false had not been given to him by a
supremely good and truthful God in order that he might be deceived.”48 In dis-
cussing this, Spinoza made his fundamental basis of certainty clear.

For, as is obvious from everything that has already been said, the pivot of the en-
tire matter is this, that we can form a concept of God which so disposes us that we
cannot with equal ease suppose that he is deceiver as that he is not, but which
compels us to affirm that he is entirely truthful. But when we have formed such
an idea, the reason for doubting mathematical truths is removed. For then when-
ever we turn our minds in order to doubt any one of these things, just as in the
case of our existence, we find nothing to prevent our concluding that it is entirely
certain.49

Spinoza went on to present Descartes’ theory, and in the course of the pres-
entation made the centrality of the idea of God obvious. He claimed that there
was no point in arguing with people who deny they have the idea. It is like trying
to teach a blind man colors. “But unless we are willing to regard these people as a
new kind of animal, midway between men and brutes, we should pay little atten-
tion to their words.”50 The centrality is shown again as Spinoza presents the
propositions that make up Descartes’ philosophy. The criterion of truth, “what-
ever we clearly and distinctly perceive is true,” follows after “God is utterly truth-
ful and is not at all a deceiver.”51 Descartes had used the criterion to prove that
God was not a deceiver. In Spinoza’s world the idea of God precludes deception
and guarantees that clear and distinct ideas are true.

In Spinoza’s own attempt to develop his philosophy methodologically (in
the Treatise on the Improvement of the Understanding),52 after he had developed
his method for discovering certain truth, he stopped to consider the possibility
that there yet remains some sceptic who doubts of our primary truth, and of all
the deductions we make; taking such truth as our standard, he must either be ar-
guing in bad faith, or we must confess that there are men in complete mental
blindness, either innate or due to misconceptions—that is, to some external
influence.53 The classification of the sceptic as mentally blind had already
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occurred in Principles of Descartes’ Philosophy. One wonders what evidence
Spinoza could give besides appealing to how clear and certain various truths
were to him.

Spinoza was obviously perplexed by his supposed sceptic. He went on to say
that such a person could not affirm or doubt anything. He cannot even say that he
knows nothing—in fact, he “ought to remain dumb for fear of haply supposing
something which should smack of truth.”54 If these sceptics “deny, grant or gain-
say, they know not that they deny, grant or gainsay, so that they ought to be re-
garded as automata, utterly devoid of intelligence.”55

In all of Spinoza’s comments so far, it is basically an ad hominem argument
about the mentality and character of the sceptic or doubter; Spinoza has yet to
come to grips with the sceptic’s arguments, regardless of whether the sceptic is in
a position to affirm or deny them. Later on in the Improvement of the Understand-
ing, Spinoza made clear what is at issue. “Hence we cannot cast doubt on true
ideas by the supposition that there is a deceitful Deity, who leads us astray even in
what is most certain. We can only hold such an hypothesis so long as we have no
clear and distinct idea.”56 When we reflect on the idea of God, we know he can be
no deceiver with the same certitude as we know that the sum of the angles of a tri-
angle equals two right angles. Spinoza, also in the Improvement of the Under-
standing, brushed aside the possibility that the search for truth would lead to an
infinite regress of seeking a method, and seeking a method for finding the
method, and so on. Spinoza insisted that

in order to discover the truth, there is no need of another method to discover
such method; nor of a third method for discovering the second, and so on to in-
finity. By such proceedings, we should never arrive at any knowledge of the truth,
or indeed, at any knowledge at all. . . . The intellect, by its native strength, makes
for itself intellectual instruments, whereby it acquires strength for performing
other intellectual operations, and from these operations get, again, fresh instru-
ments, or the power of pushing its investigations further, and thus gradually pro-
ceeds till it reaches the summit of wisdom.57

In his later works, the Tractatus and the Ethics, Spinoza made even clearer
his reasons for rejecting scepticism as a serious possibility in the rational world of
philosophy. (It should be noted that Spinoza infrequently discussed scepticism,
and when he did it was usually as an aside.) In the Tractatus, in dealing with the
proof of the existence of God, Spinoza started off: “Since God’s existence is not
self-evident”58 and then added an important footnote that appears at the end of
the book, in which he said: “We doubt the existence of God, and consequently
everything else, as long as we do not have a clear and distinct idea of God, but only
a confused idea. Just as he who does not rightly know the nature of a triangle, does
not know that its three angles are equal to two right angles, so he who conceives
the divine nature in a confused way does not see that existence pertains to the na-
ture of God.” At the end of the note Spinoza declared that when it becomes clear
to us that God exists necessarily, and “that all our conceptions involve God’s na-
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ture and are conceived through God’s nature, thus we can accept finally, that
everything that we adequately conceive is true.”59

So one can be and is a complete sceptic until one has a clear and distinct idea
of God. Everything is dubious (or confused) without the idea of God. Spinoza
constantly compared the situation to the mathematical one where if one did not
have a clear and distinct idea of a triangle, one would not know what other prop-
erties a triangle has. But the situation with the idea of God is far more significant,
since all our clear ideas “involve themselves in the nature of God” and are con-
ceived through him. And it is through knowing God that we know that all our ad-
equate ideas are true.

Hence, before knowing the idea of God, we are, or can be, sceptical of every-
thing. But to overcome this nasty situation does not require Descartes’ heroic ef-
forts but just rational effort, and a rational sense for what is clear and certain, or
clear and distinct. Spinoza went on in the text in the Tractatus:

[God’s existence] must necessarily be inferred from axiomatic truths which are
so firm and incontrovertible that there can neither be, nor be conceived, any
power that could call them into question [like Descartes’ demon or his deceiving
God]. At any rate, once we have inferred from them God’s existence, we are
bound to regard them as such if we seek to establish beyond all shadow of doubt;
our inference from them to God’s existence. For if we could conceive that these
axiomatic truths themselves can be impugned by any power, of whatever kind it
be, then we should doubt their truth and consequently the conclusion following
therefrom; namely God’s existence; nor could we ever be certain of anything.60

Besides offering the argument from catastrophe, namely if we could doubt
the fundamental truth that God exists, we could not be sure of anything, and
would be reduced to being sceptics, Spinoza also presented a central thesis of his
theory of knowledge. All knowledge comes from or is validated by our knowledge
of God’s existence. This fundamental knowledge is self-validating, since one’s ra-
tional sense cannot entertain the possible sceptical gambit that God is a deceiver
if one knows the idea of God, and one cannot be forced into an infinite regress
about how one knows it. This idea immediately precludes the Cartesian sceptical
possibilities because of what the idea is like, or because of what the idea conveys.
If we do not have a clear idea of God, then it is not just that scepticism is possible
but rather that it is the plight of man, since in this situation we “should never be
able to be certain of anything.”

So scepticism is both possible and necessary if one does not know clearly the
idea of God. Scepticism is not the result of tropes or arguments but of ignorance.
It is not refuted but rather replaced by the world-shaking consequences of having
a clear idea of God. And such an idea precludes Descartes’ further sceptical con-
siderations, that God may be a deceiver. The true and adequate idea of God im-
mediately eliminates that as a possibility.

The sceptic might still ask: How do you know when you have the clear and
certain, or the true and adequate, idea of God? The idea, for Spinoza, will appar-
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ently be self-validating. It will be “so firmly and incontrovertibly true, that no
power can be postulated or conceived sufficient to impugn them.” The person
who does impugn the idea of God is just ignorant and does not really know what
the idea is like. The person who does have the idea will realize it is true and can-
not possibly be false no matter what sceptical considerations are introduced. And
one of the reasons why it cannot be false is the argument from catastrophe,
namely that this and everything else would become uncertain.

Near the end of book 2, the Ethics takes up scepticism more extensively, di-
agnosing it to be ignorance. Proposition 43 says: “He, who has a true idea, simul-
taneously knows that he has a true idea, and cannot doubt of the truth of the thing
perceived.” In a note to this proposition, Spinoza said:

For nobody who has a true idea is unaware that a true idea involves absolute cer-
tainty. To have a true idea means only to know a thing perfectly, that is, to the ut-
most degree. Indeed, nobody can doubt this, unless he thinks that an idea is
some dumb thing like a picture on a tablet, and not a mode of thinking, to wit,
the very act of understanding. And who, pray, can know that he understands
something unless he first understands it? That is, who can know that he is cer-
tain of something unless he is first certain of it? Again, what standard of truth
can there be that is clearer and more certain than a true idea? Indeed, just as
light makes manifest both itself and darkness, so truth is the standard both of it-
self and falsity.61

Spinoza disposed of one of the basic issues that generated scepticism in Mon-
taigne and that Descartes tried to overcome. An idea is not a lifeless object that
one tries to evaluate by criteria, which themselves require justification. Spinoza
insisted an idea is a mode of thinking whose truth or falsity shows itself. No infi-
nite regress of methods is required, because having a true idea is the same as
knowing something perfectly, and this shows itself from the natural faculties of
the intellect. There is no possible sceptical problem because one knows, and
knows that one knows, or one is in ignorance. The sceptic who wants to debate
Spinoza will just be sent to contemplate whether he knows or understands some-
thing perfectly (which amounts to clear and certain knowledge). If the sceptic
doubts whether he has such knowledge, he is then dismissed as an ignoramus who
does not know what is essential to the debate.

For Spinoza, no long elaborate proof against the sceptics is needed since he
is claiming, contrary to Descartes, that the very act of understanding as such
makes one aware that he knows and knows that he knows. Though the sceptic
claims that such a person could be mistaken, Spinoza insisted this would be im-
possible if the person had a clear and certain idea. It would be its own criterion. As
some of the earlier quotations indicate, the choice for Spinoza is either knowing
God and all that follows from that knowledge, or knowing nothing. Since we
know something, like that a triangle is equal to two right angles, a truth that shows
itself in the act of knowing it, we do not have to bother with scepticism, but rather
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with analyzing our truth to discover what makes it true, namely God. The sceptic
knows nothing, as he has all his purported doubts. He is in a state of ignorance
that only a genuine knowing experience could cure. He may be in the state of sus-
pending judgment, which means “that he is not adequately perceiving the
thing.”62 As soon as he does he will give up his scepticism.

Spinoza did not see scepticism as the specter haunting European philosophy.
The quotations I have used are almost the totality of his discussions of the matter.
Unlike Descartes, who had to fight his way through scepticism to arrive at dog-
matic truth, Spinoza simply began with an assurance that his system was true, and
anyone who did not see this was either truth-blind (like colorblind) or was an ig-
noramus. The ignoramus can be helped if he can improve his understanding, and
know something clearly and certainly, or adequately.

Spinoza’s epistemological dogmatism is probably the furthest removed from
scepticism of any of the new philosophies of the seventeenth century. It is a gen-
uine antisceptical theory trying to eradicate the possibility or meaningfulness of
doubting or suspending judgment. Spinoza started his system at the point that
others were trying to get to after they overcame the sceptical menace. Spinoza
eliminated the sceptics by first propounding the axiom “A true idea must corre-
spond with that of which it is the idea”63 and later insisting that people have true
ideas. The evidence for the latter claim is personal experience; for the former,
nothing except that it is an axiom. As an axiom it obviates the need to build
bridges from ideas to objects.

For Spinoza there are no real sceptics, only ignoramuses. With his tremen-
dous assurance, based on his clear and certain, and true and adequate, idea of
God, Spinoza could answer his former disciple, Albert Burgh, who had asked
“How I [Spinoza] know that my philosophy is the best among all that have ever been
taught in the world?”64 by saying: “I do not presume that I have found the best phi-
losophy, but I know that what I understand is the true one.”65 If Spinoza is asked
how he knows this, his answer is that he knows it in the same way as he knows that
the three angles of a triangle add up to two right angles; “that this suffices no one
will deny who has a sound brain and does not dream of unclean spirits who inspire
us with false ideas as if there were true. For truth reveals both itself and the false.”66

Spinoza’s thoroughgoing antiscepticism about knowledge reinforced his
scepticism about religious knowledge. Based on the true and adequate idea of
God, which is clear and obvious when one understands it, it is evident that God
cannot be the figure represented in popular religion. God’s judgments might
have been claimed to far transcend our understanding. “Indeed, it is for this rea-
son, and this reason only, that truth might have evaded mankind forever had not
Mathematics, which is concerned not with ends but only with the essences and
properties of figures, revealed to men a different standard of truth.”67 Our clear
and certain ideas show that God does not have motives, or act for the achieve-
ment of purposes. There are no value properties in nature that God is trying to
augment. All of the nonsense people say on these matters
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goes to show that everyone’s judgement is a function of the disposition of his
brain, or rather, that he mistakes for reality the way his imagination is affected.
Hence it is no wonder—as we should note in passing—that we find so many con-
troversies arising among men, resulting finally in scepticism. . . . Men’s judge-
ment is a function of the disposition of the brain, and they are guided by imagi-
nation rather than intellect. For if men understood things, all that I have put
forward would be found, if not attractive, at any rate convincing, as Mathematics
attests.68

Thus for Spinoza the religious controversies built on ignorance of the idea of God
just lead to scepticism. If people approach the problem first through mathemati-
cal ideas and then through knowledge of God, they will see how false and how
stupid popular religion is. The complete dogmatism of Spinoza then justifies a
doubt and finally a negation of popular religion.

Spinoza thought that he had found a way to dispose of any force of scepticism
while developing a (or the) completely certain system of philosophy. The God of
his philosophy would provide the basis for a thoroughgoing scepticism or denial
of popular religion, as well as of the theological systems of Judaism and Christian-
ity. The God of his system, once known, would provide the bulwark against any
sceptical challenge, since the challenge would be written off as a case of igno-
rance or truth-blindness. The sceptics could keep raising points like “How do you
know X is true?” and Spinoza could say that truth is the index of itself, so the ques-
tion is either asked in ignorance or stupidity.

Spinoza’s superrationalism and antiscepticism were attacked by only one
sceptic. (Of course his scepticism with regard to revealed religion was attacked
by theologians all over Europe.) Pierre Bayle in the Dictionnaire historique et
critique devoted his longest article, in fact a book-length one, to Spinoza.69 This
article is usually glossed over as a simple misunderstanding of Spinoza’s cate-
gories, but Bayle was not one to purposely misread his opponents. To do justice
to Bayle’s attack on Spinoza would require a very lengthy article, if not a book.
For present purposes, I think one of his points is interesting, namely that Spin-
oza’s rationalism would justify the most irrational conclusions. In remarks Q
and T, Bayle tried to show that if Spinoza had argued logically he would have
seen that there is no philosopher who has less reason to deny the existence of
spirits and of hell than Spinoza. Bayle tried to show that it followed from the un-
limited nature of the Spinozistic deity that he could, and maybe did, create spir-
its, demons, and so on, as well as an underworld. Bayle’s point appears to be that
the logic of Spinoza’s position cannot rule anything out as a possible component
of the world.70 Hence Spinoza’s vaunted rationalism would end up justifying all
sorts of irrationalism.

Spinozism survived Bayle and many other attackers. The scepticism with re-
gard to religion coupled with a dogmatic antiscepticism about knowledge be-
came a model for many of the English deists and French Enlightenment thinkers
who pursued the many sceptical points raised by La Peyrère and Spinoza until
they had reached a point where they thought they had abolished traditional reli-
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gion, and they tried to do so politically during the Reign of Terror.71 D’Holbach
could, for instance, argue dogmatically for a naturalistic metaphysics at the same
time the work The Treatise of the Three Impostors, Moses, Jesus and Mohammed or
the Spirit of M. Spinoza was circulating, first in manuscript and then in printed
copies, one done by D’Holbach himself.72
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16

Scepticism and Late Seventeenth-
Century Metaphysics

As we have seen earlier, Descartes’ proffered solution to scepticism became em-
broiled in attacks, on the one hand from sceptics and on the other from dogmatic
thinkers who did not share Descartes’ belief that he had found the new system of
philosophy. Descartes’ followers tried to fend off attacks from the sceptics and the
dogmatists while maintaining the basic elements of Descartes’ position. In the
fifty years after Descartes’ death, the orthodox Cartesians attempted to fend off
challenges from the Jesuits, from Spinoza, and from the new sceptics Simon
Fouchet and Bishop Pierre-Daniel Huet. A good deal of this discussion is covered
in Richard Watson’s two studies The Downfall of Cartesianism and The Break-
down of Cartesianism.1 In this chapter, I shall consider the way three of the major
philosophers of the last quarter of the seventeenth century tried to avoid the pit-
falls of Descartes’ system and to fend off sceptical attacks—Nicolas Malebranche,
John Locke, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.

Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715) was born in Paris, the son of a councilor to
Louis XIV. He studied theology at the Sorbonne and, in 1660, entered the pious
order of the Oratory, concentrating mainly on theology and Bible studies. The
Oratory was founded by Cardinal Bérulle and was oriented toward Augustinian
thought and training teachers and preachers. In the 1650s and 1660s the Oratory
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sought to avoid being labeled Jansenist because of its Augustinian orientation.
Malebranche apparently first encountered Cartesianism in 1664 when he came
across a copy of Descartes’ Traité de l’homme. He got very excited by this new sys-
tem of philosophy. He was concerned about the problems exposed in the Carte-
sian “way of ideas” by which ideas were used to gain knowledge of external things.
Problems had been raised about how ideas could lead us beyond the world of
ideas and about how ideas could be used as means of studying something entirely
different from an idea. Malebranche worked out a revised Cartesianism, which
he presented in his Recherche de la Verité.2

The first volume of Recherche appeared in 1674 and the second volume in
1675. Malebranche showed practically no interest in the writings of sceptics, an-
cient and modern. He had a short chapter on Montaigne, just dismissing him as a
pedant, and Sextus is mentioned only once in a footnote.3 The central interest
was in a key problem in Descartes’ philosophy, which opponents had pounced on
to generate sceptical puzzles. For Descartes, genuinely certain knowledge con-
sisted of clear and distinct innate ideas that God had given us and from which we
inferred the nature of a reality outside of us. Thus, each human being possessed
his or her own set of innate ideas and used them individually to ascertain what was
true about the world. Malebranche was aware of how the connection between
Descartes’ innate ideas and the world had been bitterly criticized by thinkers like
Gassendi and how this criticism created a scepticism about any knowledge of ex-
ternal reality. To obviate this, instead of following Descartes’ journey from the
ideas in our minds to knowledge of reality, Malebranche insisted that what we
know is in the mind of God, not in ourselves, and genuine knowledge is about
what he called “intelligible extension.”4 This is not to be confused with the sen-
sory ideas we have of extended things. These perceptions, he declared, were feel-
ings rather than intelligible knowledge. The guarantee of our knowledge is that it
is in the divine mind; in his most famous phrase, “we see all things in God.”5

Further, Malebranche pointed out that all that we know and can know is
about intelligible extension. This gives us mathematical certainty and the basis
for physics. It does not tell us, however, whether there is a physical world above
and beyond our ideas. Malebranche said that the only evidence we have that
there is a physical world is that the Book of Genesis tells us that God created
heaven and earth. If we believe Scripture, then it is by revelation, not by observa-
tion or reasoning, that we come to know of a physical world.6

Malebranche pushed another aspect of Descartes’ theory probably further
than Descartes would have. For Malebranche, all causation comes from God.
Descartes had claimed that God continuously creates the world. Malebranche
has God continuously causing every event in the world. In his analysis of the
causal sequence of events, Malebranche said that there is nothing in a prior
event that necessarily causes a subsequent event. There is no necessary connec-
tion or logical connection. The only cause is God, and, fortunately for us, God
acts according to general laws of his own willing, so that we find constant con-
junctions of divinely willed events and can expect this type of pattern to continue
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indefinitely. In an example that he made famous, if one billiard ball moves to-
ward another, there is nothing in the motion of the first ball that implies or or-
dains that it will move another one. When they strike, it is on this occasion that
God wills the motion of the second ball.7 Malebranche’s view is called occa-
sionalism, in which God alone is the causal agent and all actions are occasions of
God’s will. 

Malebranche thought his system would be impervious to sceptical criticism
since he had removed the areas of Cartesian thought that had proven so fraught
with difficulties. Transforming the process of gaining knowledge from our minds
to some source of truth, Malebranche had made our knowledge a kind of Augus-
tinian illumination. God makes it possible for us to know and provides the knowl-
edge and therewith the guarantee of it. The bridge between our knowledge and
knowledge of reality is no longer needed since we only know all things in God,
not in ourselves. Then the mathematical Cartesian system can be applied to in-
telligible extension and yield a necessary system of physics, which perhaps corre-
sponds to a real physical world, if God has created one. We can work out the
mathematical laws of physics; in addition, we can learn about the sequences of
perceived events as occasions of God’s willing certain types of occurrences.

If Malebranche thought that his Augustinian mathematical system would be
free from sceptical questioning, he was quickly disillusioned. Almost immediately
after the first volume of the Recherche appeared, a sceptic, Simon Foucher, whom
I will consider in the next chapter, lodged a series of sceptical attacks in which he
tried to show that some of the same problems that plague the Cartesian system
apply just as well to Malebranche’s. A later opponent, the Jansenist Antoine Ar-
nauld, carried on a twenty-year-long controversy with Malebranche in which Ar-
nauld kept trying to show that Malebranche’s system led to the most dangerous
and absurd Pyrrhonism. Others attacked Malebranche as having introduced a
new form of Spinozism, since Malebranche’s world would only consist of God
and the illuminations coming from him.8 And some of the opponents, including
Arnauld, insisted that Malebranche would end up having God the author of all
human events and hence of evil ones as well as good ones. God would have to be
the cause of a bullet emerging from a gun and then be the cause of the bullet en-
tering another human being and then be the cause of the heart of the other
human being ceasing to function.

Malebranche furiously insisted that there were ways that human culpability
and responsibility could still be meaningful in his system. He also kept insisting
that he had avoided the worst pitfalls in the Cartesian system and made knowing
a religious activity that was thoroughly authenticated by the author of it, the Di-
vine Being.

Some saw that Malebranche’s unexciting explanation of how we find out
about the existence of a material world is rather far-fetched. People do not consult
the Bible to find out whether trees and mountains and rivers exist outside of them.
The status of the statement in Genesis that God created heaven and earth does
not seem to play any serious part in undergirding knowledge of the external world.
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Perhaps the most critical sceptical challenge against Malebranche was that of
Pierre Bayle. The great sceptic was perhaps the first to try to present Malebranche
as a major figure in the contemporary philosophy of the time. He personally got
involved with Malebranche in editing and publishing a volume of essays by vari-
ous post-Cartesian philosophers, including Malebranche. He described him in
various writings as one of the most important philosophers of the day. However,
he then went on to insist that when one had seen the beauty of the system Male-
branche had developed one also had to realize that the system, like that of Leib-
niz, while thoroughly consistent, was not believable by ordinary mortals. It flew in
the face of ordinary common sense and general human beliefs. The more one
presented the ingenuity and consistency of the system, the less credible it became. 

As an example of making the Malebranchian system incredible, John Locke
wrote a work called An Examination of P. Malebranche’s opinion of seeing all
things in God.9 Locke, with his empirical outlook, tried to take Malebranche’s
claims at face value while ignoring the metaphysical dimension involved. So
Locke insisted it was nonsense to say that we see all things in God. We see things,
in fact, in time and space around us. Locke deliberately or otherwise managed to
miss Malebranche’s point but brought out how counter it was to people’s normal
experience and beliefs. 

John Locke (1632–1704) became involved in sceptical problems not only
from his English training and associations but also from foreign influences when
he was for several years in France and, later on, for several years in the Nether-
lands. In France he was in association with some of Gassendi’s disciples. He also
seems to have met Bishop Huet at least once at a scientific gathering in Paris.
Later on, when he was a refugee in the Netherlands, he came to know Pierre
Bayle and some of his leading opponents, including Philip van Limborch and
Jean Le Clerc. The latter was often involved in fighting off various forms of scep-
ticism that were appearing in print at the time. Locke stayed in touch with Lim-
borch and Le Clerc and discussed various philosophical issues of the day with
them. Locke also reviewed some of the current intellectual literature for Le
Clerc’s journals Bibliothèque Universelle and Bibliothèque Ancien et Moderne.
When Locke returned to England in 1689 his secretary, Pierre Coste, was a close
friend of Pierre Bayle. In Bayle’s correspondence with Coste he usually sends his
warmest regards to Locke. Coste later translated Locke’s Essay into French, and it
was Coste’s translation that was read by most of the French Enlightenment fig-
ures. So Locke, when he came to publish his philosophy (in some cases long after
it was written), should have been well aware of the sceptical issues involved in the
positions he took.

Locke no doubt knew, or had heard of, both Bishop Wilkins and Joseph
Glanvill, in view of their involvement in the 1650s at Oxford with Robert Boyle
and the early scientific work there and then later with the Royal Society. Locke
was at Oxford at the time that Wilkins was creating the Invisible College, but we
have no information that Locke took part in their experiments. However, he was
taught by some members of the group and, in later years, was close to Boyle and
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other leading figures in British scientific affairs of the time. One of Locke’s ear-
liest writings is a preface to Thomas Sydenham’s treatise on fever. There Locke
set forth the mitigated scepticism of the Royal Society outlining what could and
could not be known about medical problems. He came to know Isaac Newton.
At the time Newton had completed Principia Mathematica, Locke and Newton
had many discussions of scientific and religious matters.10 Locke had been
working on his study of the origin, extent, and certainty of our knowledge over
many years. The final version was completed in 1689 and published in 1690.
Starting from the empirical perspective that all our knowledge comes to us via
the senses, Locke quickly developed a scepticism about the possibility of human
beings possessing any innate knowledge, such as had been claimed by Herbert
of Cherbury and Descartes. A more sceptical side of this view appeared in his
discussion of our knowledge of any external substantial reality. We perceive clus-
ters of qualities and give them names like table, chairs, stones, grass; however, if
we are asked to specify what holds together these clusters of qualities or what lies
under the sensations, Locke said, “it is something I know not what.” Since we do
not have experience of any power that holds the clusters of qualities together,
and we do not know the real essence of any of these clusters, we are left in a scep-
ticism about what it is that forms the substratum of our experiences. Locke in-
sisted that although we do not know what it is, we find that we have to believe
that there is something that constitutes the foundation of our experience. In his
famous example, he told of the Indian philosopher who was asked what the
world was founded upon and said that it was sitting on the back of an elephant
and when asked what the elephant was standing on he said the back of a turtle
and when asked further, he replied: “I know not what.” The discussion of the
problem of knowing the actual substances that make up the world leads to a
sceptical limitation of what human beings can know. Not only are we unable to
know the underlying substratum, but we can only know its characteristics from
our experience. It can possibly have many other characteristics, and so Locke in
another notorious passage said that we can never know enough about matter to
tell whether it is capable of thinking and enough about mind to tell whether it
might be extended. These two substances, body and mind, which were so cen-
tral to Descartes’ philosophy, become blurred in Locke’s account. This even led
to Locke being accused of Spinozism since thinking matter and extending men-
tality could both be the same underlying substance that appears in Spinoza’s
metaphysics. 

Locke tackled the problem of the certitude of our knowledge in the fourth
book of the Essay, where he developed an account somewhat like that of Glanvill
and Wilkins. Locke was not concerned to argue about the reliability of our facul-
ties. He took for granted that our God-given faculties are what provide us access to
knowledge. The question is: What can we actually know, and how certain can
such knowledge be? Locke apparently did not take the Cartesian possibility seri-
ously but only considered that we might misuse or misapply our rational faculty.
Therefore, we have to be careful, and make sure that we were not committing any
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mistakes, and have our mental attention fixed on clear ideas. Locke did not con-
sider the possibility that we might be mistaken in thinking we have avoided the
possibility of mistakes.

The closest Locke seemed to get to considering radical Cartesian scepticism
was when he briefly discussed Descartes’ dream hypothesis. If “any one will be so
sceptical, as to distrust his Senses, and to affirm, that all we see and hear, feel and
taste, think and do, during our whole Being, is but the series and deluding ap-
pearances of a long Dream, whereof there is no reality,” and is thus led to ques-
tion the existence of all things, “or our Knowledge of any thing,” Locke then de-
flected this sceptical possibility by pointing out that the raising of it could be part
of a dream too. Although this does not directly deal with the sceptical problem, it
was sufficient for Locke to make it look like the Cartesian hypothesis was silly
and not worthy of an answer. “If all be a Dream, then he doth but dream, that he
makes the Question; and so it is not much matter, that a waking Man should an-
swer him.”11

Immediately after dismissing the sceptic, Locke indicated that his own theory
of knowledge only led to a most limited account of what we could know and how
reliable such knowledge is. Our knowledge “is not only as great as our frame can
attain to, but as our Conditions needs. For our Faculties being suited not to the full
extent of Being, nor to a perfect, clear, comprehensive Knowledge of things free
from all doubt and scruple; but to the preservation of us.”12

For Locke, there are three types of knowledge; intuitive, demonstrative, and
sensitive. The most certain knowledge, according to Locke, is intuitive knowl-
edge. This type of knowledge “is the clearest and most certain, that humane Frail-
ity is capable of.” It is irresistible, and “leaves no room for Hesitation, Doubt, or
Examination.” All human certainty and evidence of any knowledge depends on
this kind of intuition, and one cannot ask for any greater certainty. “He that de-
mands a greater Certainty than this, demands he knows not what, and shews only
that he has a Mind to be a Sceptick, without being able to be So.”13 Intuitive
knowledge is what we are immediately aware of when we have an idea or when we
compare two ideas. It is intuitively certain that white is white and that white is not
black. Our intuitive knowledge extends only to ideas that we can clearly compare
with themselves or with each other.

For Locke there is no possibility of asking whether this intuitive certainty can
be deceptive, or can be the result of some deceptive distortion of our faculties. It
is the greatest assurance we have or can ask for. What can be inquired into is when
and under what conditions we do in fact have the sort of unquestionable assur-
ance. Locke is perfectly willing to admit that in particular cases where we think
we possess intuitive knowledge, we can be mistaken. We may confuse names or
words with ideas. Or we may think an idea to be clear when it is not so. In such
cases our intuitive perception may be faulty. But this does not mean that our
knowing faculty can be deceived.

The second kind of knowledge is demonstrable knowledge, which is the
comparison and agreement of two ideas in terms of an intervening idea. Each

Scepticism and Late Seventeenth-Century Metaphysics 259



comparison is an intuition. The string of intuitions becomes a demonstration if
each step can be clear in our memory. So, for Locke, the shorter the number of
steps involved in the demonstration, the greater the certainty. Locke contended
that one could have demonstrable knowledge not only with mathematical con-
cepts but also concerning the existence of God and the principles of ethics.

Sensitive knowledge is our sole means of knowing what exists outside of us.
We have it when we are aware of something beyond our own internal experience.
Our knowledge of the world is mostly this kind of sensitive knowledge. Locke de-
fends it as being a real part of our mental world by pointing to the involuntary
character of our experience. Compared with the ideas that we can manipulate at
will and with the resistance of items and experience to our volitions if somebody
raised sceptical problems about whether what we experience is really in the
world, Locke just dismisses this and suggests that the sceptic try putting his hand
in the fire or walk into a wall and said sceptic will no longer be so dubious.

These three kinds of knowledge tell us fairly little about the real existence of
things. Locke claims that intuitively we can only know the real existence of our-
selves, demonstratively we can only know the real existence of God, and by sensi-
tive knowledge we can only know the real existence of something at the time that
we have the experience. An underlying scepticism comes in when we try to ex-
plain why we have the involuntary experiences we do and what could possibly be
the causal features that impinge on us and that might account for the constancy
and coherence of experience. Locke realizes some of the sceptical results of his
inquiry when he declares that there can be no real science in the sense of neces-
sary knowledge about what is going on in the world. Limited certainty is possible
in much the same way as Wilkins and Glanvill had contended, and in most mat-
ters probable knowledge rather than certain knowledge is all that we can obtain
but is also all that is needed for human activities. 

Locke then developed a sort of semiscepticism that could be read as a justifi-
cation for empirical science. His position could also be read as a type of realist
philosophy, providing enough bases for external knowledge without contending
that we could know anything beyond experience. As we all know from introduc-
tory philosophy courses, Locke’s compromises were then dashed by Berkeley and
Hume, and, as Berkeley said, he was left with a forlorn scepticism in his attempt
to defend the external reality of any of our experiences. 

In fact, Locke was almost immediately attacked as being a purveyor of scepti-
cism and a denier of the doctrine of the Trinity because there could be no certain
knowledge of it. Bishop Edward Stillingfleet got into a bitter controversy with
Locke regarding the sceptical possibilities of Locke’s system. Bayle is the only one
of the French sceptics who took note of Locke, and he just spoke of a few minor
points. In the early eighteenth century, when Coste’s translation appeared, Locke
was almost immediately taken over by French thinkers as a sort of semisceptic.
This was due not only to Locke’s wavering middle ground between scepticism
and dogmatism but also because Coste’s translation emphasized the sceptical fea-
tures and so steered his audience to seeing Locke more as a sceptic than a realist. 

260 The History of Scepticism



In sum, for Locke we can have as complete a certainty as possible about our
ideas and the comparisons between them. Knowledge beyond this is extremely
limited because our faculties, rational and sensory, are not adequate to provide us
much access to knowledge of real existing beings (other than ourselves and God)
but are adequate to provide us enough quasi-knowledge suited for our preserva-
tion and ability to function.14 The radical scepticism about the very nature of our
faculties and about whether they can be deceptive does not come up. Only the ap-
plication of the faculties can be deceptive.15

Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646–1716) was more involved with sceptics
and scepticism than any other philosopher at the end of the seventeenth century.
He was personally involved with the three leading sceptics of the time, the abbé
Simon Foucher, Bishop Pierre-Daniel Huet, and Pierre Bayle. Several of his most
famous presentations of his philosophy were published as answers to these scep-
tics or to deal with problems they had presented to him. Perhaps the best-known
statements of Leibniz’s metaphysical views are the letter to Foucher; the “Nou-
veau systeme” of 1695, in which Leibniz first published his theory of the preestab-
lished harmony; his letter of 1697 to Nicaise on Cartesianism, inspired by Huet;
his answer to Bayle’s article “Rorarius” of 1698; and the Theodicée of 1710, a full-
length discussion of some of Bayle’s sceptical theories. In fact, Leibniz considered
his letter to Foucher in the Journal des Sçavans, and Bayle’s discussion of it in the
article “Rorarius” the best presentations in print of his new metaphysical theory.

While Leibniz was certainly no sceptic, nor a man who was particularly con-
cerned with la crise pyrrhonienne of the seventeenth century, he was regarded as a
closer friend intellectually by the sceptics of his age than any of the other meta-
physicians of the period. While Foucher, Huet, and Bayle continued a steady and
devastating attack against Cartesianism and against the views of Malebranche, Ar-
nauld, Spinoza, Cudworth, and Locke, they treated the possibly more fantastic
metaphysics of Leibniz with a degree of respect and restraint that had probably
not occurred in any previous controversies between the sceptics and the dogmatic
philosophers. At the same time that metaphysicians like Arnauld, Malebranche,
and Berkeley regarded it as their mission to destroy the sceptical menace, “the
spectre haunting European philosophy,” Leibniz is exceedingly calm and unanx-
ious in his treatment of the challenges to rational thought raised by his friends. At
a time when so many others could only see the sceptical arguments as so danger-
ous they would overthrow all certainty in natural and revealed knowledge, and
could only see the sceptics as demonic figures bent on destroying all trust in the
Christian worldview, Leibniz found great value and inspiration in the doubts of
his friends. At the same time that various German philosophers and theologians
were debating whether Solomon or Job was the founder of scepticism (and con-
cluding that it was really the devil),16 Leibniz could conclude that his best and
most valuable critics were the sceptics, whose doubts, instead of issuing in the de-
struction of the rational and religious world, could lead to the discovery of the
most beautiful basic principles of philosophy and theology. Finally, while the
sceptics were attacked on all sides as fiends, unworthy of the positions they held,
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and while French Calvinists persecuted Bayle in Holland, and fanatics like Ar-
nauld tried to expose the pernicious menace of Huet, Leibniz treated them as his
dearest friends for whom he would do anything. When the magistrate of Rotter-
dam condemned Bayle and removed him from his post, Leibniz sought to find
him a new job in Germany.17

Leibniz was introduced to sceptical problems at least as early as his college
days at Altdorf. One of his professors had written and published an answer to Fran-
cisco Sanches and had published Sanches’ sceptical attack on mathematics, his
letter to the mathematician Clavius. Leibniz seems to have taken some of the
sceptical points seriously and continued discussing them with mathematicians
throughout his life.

He really became immersed in sceptical discussions when he went to Paris
on a diplomatic mission starting in 1672. In Paris he met Foucher and Huet and,
later on, came into contact with Pierre Bayle. 

After returning to Germany, Leibniz was interested in discussing the prob-
lems Foucher raised, growing out of the latter’s polemic with Malebranche.
Foucher sent Leibniz all his works, and often Leibniz gave them most careful
and detailed examination, showing them far more respect than almost any other
contemporary. Not until Foucher’s death, and Leibniz’s interchanges with
Bayle, did Foucher receive a lowering of status in Leibniz’s eyes. In 1684–85,
when Leibniz developed his theory of the preestablished harmony, he sent it
to Foucher for his criticisms. And in the 1690s, as Leibniz formulated his theory
more clearly, his letters to Foucher, and Foucher’s answers, were used as the
first public presentation of the new metaphysics (published, mainly through
Foucher’s efforts, in the Journal des Sçavans). In 1692 and 1693, some of Leibniz’s
views (and Foucher’s comments) appeared in this journal, and finally in 1695,
the letter to Foucher, “Systeme nouveau de la nature et de la communication
des substances, aussi bien que de l’union, qu’il y a entre l’ame et le corps” ap-
peared, expounding Leibniz’s full theory for the first time. Shortly afterward,
Foucher’s answer was printed, followed by Leibniz’s éclaircissements in 1696.
Leibniz waited anxiously for Foucher’s answer but learned to his sorrow that his
sceptical friend had passed away.18

The Huet-Leibniz relationship does not seem to have generated any contro-
versy. Each had the greatest respect for the other, and each was delighted to learn
that the other approved of his latest efforts. Leibniz seems to have regarded Huet
as a person of immense erudition, a supreme authority on questions about the
classical world and the history of religion. He also speaks very highly of Huet’s cri-
tique of Cartesianism and offers new evidence to be used in the next edition of
Huet’s Censura. Leibniz prepared some of his own animadversions to Cartesian-
ism as a possible supplement to Huet’s work, and finally in the 1690s published
some of his attacks on Descartes’ philosophy at the suggestion and insistence of
Huet.19 After Huet retired into oblivion and senility, although neglected by al-
most everyone else, he was still remembered by Leibniz, who always asked his
friends going to Paris to deliver a message to the bishop.
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But it was with Bayle that Leibniz had perhaps his liveliest and most impor-
tant exchanges of ideas. It is doubtful if Leibniz ever met Bayle personally. Their
first identifiable contact seems to be from 1687, when he sent Bayle a letter about
an article of the abbé Catelan that had appeared in Bayle’s Nouvelles de la Re-
publique des Lettres. Leibniz says in his letter: “What pleased me most in the reply
from M. l’Abbe C. that you inserted into your instructive Nouvelles from last Sep-
tember, was that it gave me the occasion to make the acquaintance with a person
of your merit.”20 Bayle printed a letter of Leibniz in the Nouvelles shortly there-
after. A couple of years later, we learn from a letter of Leibniz to Bayle’s friend
Henri Basnage de Beauval that Leibniz was very anxious to obtain Bayle’s views
on his animadversions on Cartesianism.21 But Bayle only remarked that Leibniz’s
piece “m’a paru belle,” was worthy of a strong and mathematical mind, and that
he, Bayle, still remained unconvinced.22 Leibniz tried hard to elicit some de-
tailed criticisms, not, as he insisted, in order to start a dispute, but in order to make
his anti-Cartesian views better.23 But Bayle was working feverishly compiling the
great Dictionnaire and warding off the attacks pressed by his erstwhile colleague
Pierre Jurieu. Leibniz’s letters to Basnage de Beauval show a continuous sympathy
for Bayle in his troubles with the Calvinists of both the orthodox and liberal fac-
tions. Leibniz was so concerned that in 1697 he tried to get Bayle a post as librar-
ian in Kassel where he would be left in peace.24

The publication of Bayle’s Dictionnaire began a new stage of the relationship
of Leibniz and Bayle. After years of trying to get philosophers like Malebranche
and Locke to consider his new system, Leibniz found that Bayle considered him
one of the foremost metaphysicians of the age and devoted a long note to a state-
ment and criticism of the theory that Leibniz had propounded in his published
letter to Foucher of 1695. For the first time, Leibniz saw himself discussed as an
important philosopher with a theory rivalling that of Malebranche. In the article
“Pellisson,” Bayle complimented Leibniz for his ability to write so well in French,
and then said, “He is one of those rare men who do not find themselves limited to
the sphere of human merit.”25 In the article “Rorarius,” Bayle said in discussing
some difficulties about the vexing question whether beasts have souls, “There are
some things in Leibniz’s hypothesis that cause difficulties, though they indicate
the extent and power of his genius.”26 This was followed by a statement and criti-
cism of Leibniz’s theory. Bayle declared that he was not yet willing to prefer Leib-
niz’s theory to that of Malebranche, and he was waiting until “its able author has
perfected it.”27 Leibniz set to work immediately and published a letter in Basnage
de Beauval’s journal, Histoire des Ouvrages des Sçavans, answering Bayle’s points,
and then anxiously awaited developments.28 But, more important, a note was
added of several folio pages discussing Leibniz’s answer. Bayle was delighted that
his objections had led Leibniz to develop his views, and, Bayle said, “I now con-
sider this new theory as an important conquest that enlarges the bounds of philos-
ophy.”29 Bayle’s objections showed that he was still not convinced, but he consid-
ered Leibniz’s theory as one of three possible ones, of equal importance to that of
the Cartesians and the Scholastics. Leibniz immediately published a reply in the
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journal Histoire critique de la republique des lettres of 1702.30 Bayle refused to go
on debating the matter, and told Leibniz that all he could do was keep repeating
his same objections, and that he remained unconvinced.31 Both Bayle and Leib-
niz seem to have been most pleased with their exchange, although Leibniz ap-
peared to regret that it ended so soon. In an overoptimistic mood, Leibniz wrote
Thomas Burnett in 1706 that the reason Bayle had given up discussing Leibniz’s
theory was that he would have been obliged to give up his scepticism.32

Leibniz was concerned with other views of Bayle and frequently discussed
them in his letters. Bayle’s “fideism” and his attack on the compatibility of reason
and faith intrigued Leibniz. He reports that he discussed Bayle’s objections with
the queen of Prussia at great length. Basnage de Beauval tried to interest Leibniz
in entering the arena with Bayle on this score, but Leibniz was not willing. He
seemed to be concerned that those like Jurieu, Le Clerc, Jaquelot, and others,
who were busily arguing with Bayle in print, were only encouraging Bayle to be
more extreme in his statements. After Bayle’s death, Leibniz put together his an-
swers to Bayle’s views on faith and reason, and on the problem of evil, and pub-
lished them as the Théodicée.33

One of the most surprising aspects of the discussions and debates between
Leibniz and the sceptics is the aura of sweetness that pervades them all. Unlike
the various acrimonious debates in seventeenth-century philosophy, such as those
between Descartes and Gassendi, or Malebranche and Arnauld, Leibniz and his
sceptical friends go out of their way to be kind and flattering to each other. And in
their correspondence, both to each other and to others, they never criticize each
other’s character or ability. In fact, at a time when everyone was denouncing scep-
tics, and the sceptics were most forcefully denouncing dogmatists, one finds a
tranquil interchange of ideas taking place between one of the major dogmatists
and the three sceptics of the period. And at a time when Bayle was being de-
nounced right and left as the menace to reason and religion, and Bayle was casti-
gating his opponents as forcefully as they attacked him, Bayle and Leibniz could
discuss each other’s views with a surprising and almost unnatural calm, and could
defend each other’s character. In fact, when one turns from the controversial
world of the late seventeenth-century to the little world of Leibniz and his scepti-
cal friends, it is hard to believe that such peace and quiet, and such admiration
and goodwill, could exist between any opponents in that day and age.

Why did Leibniz and the sceptics get along so well, and why should they have
been interested in each other’s views, and have admired each other’s ideas so
much? Leibniz’s metaphysical theory does not appear to constitute a contribution
to sceptical argumentation, nor do the renovated sceptical puzzles of Foucher,
Huet, and Bayle seem to aid or abet a metaphysician in his quest for the nature of
reality. The mystery of the idyllic relationship between Leibniz and the sceptics
can be solved by examining some of the content of their discussions, and some of
their comments about their discussions.

On the one hand, Leibniz, although certainly not a philosophical sceptic,
agrees with some of the major contentions of the sceptics, and is willing to admit,
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unlike other metaphysicians of the seventeenth century, that there are general,
and perhaps unanswerable, objections that can be raised against any philosophi-
cal theory. In his discussions, especially with Foucher and Bayle, Leibniz agreed
that there are first principles of philosophical reasoning that have not been satis-
factorily demonstrated. In a letter to Foucher of 1692, part of which appeared in
the Journal des Sçavans,34 Leibniz said that he thought the sceptics were quite rea-
sonable in stressing this point and that they were rendering a service in pressing
people to discover demonstrations of the first principles they employed. 

In addition, one finds that in most of his discussions with the sceptics, Leib-
niz was willing to regard metaphysics as a hypothetical enterprise, that is, as an at-
tempt to present theories that agree with the known facts, that avoid certain diffi-
culties in previous theories, and that give a satisfactory or adequate explanation of
the world that is experienced. In the published discussion with Foucher of
1695–96, and the debate with Bayle over the article “Rorarius,” Leibniz does not
argue for his theory as the true picture of reality, but rather as the most consistent
hypothesis to explain the known scientific facts, and the general conclusions of
the “new philosophers” about the relation of the mind and the body, and to avoid
the “unfortunate” complications or conclusions of the views of Descartes, Male-
branche, or Spinoza. In the first answer to Bayle, Leibniz spoke of his theory of the
preestablished harmony as “a possible hypothesis, and suitable to explain phe-
nomena.”35 When Foucher and Bayle insisted that one could not tell if Leibniz’s
theory was true, or even if it were possible that the universe was so constructed,
Leibniz answered that although it was desirable to demonstrate the truth of his
principles, all that he was insisting on was that they were consistent with the
known evidence and involved less unreasonable claims than Descartes’ or Male-
branche’s. And when Bayle pressed the commonsensical objection that one
could not reconcile Leibniz’s theory with popular notions about the universe,
Leibniz brushed this aside, saying that he was only concerned to claim that his
theory did not contradict any accepted principle of reasoning and that it was com-
patible with all the facts, that is, that it was a good hypothesis. And as long as Leib-
niz and the sceptics could treat the new system as a hypothesis, they could debate
the detail of Leibniz’s theory without floundering on the traditional sceptical dif-
ficulties, which Leibniz was usually willing to recognize—that the foundations of
the theory could not be demonstrated.

Further, Leibniz agreed with the sceptics, against the metaphysicians of the
seventeenth century, that our knowledge of the external world is not of external
reality but only of the relations of phenomena. Foucher labored all his life to
prove that the Cartesian system provided no knowledge of the existence or nature
of the real world outside of us. By and large, Leibniz agreed, saying that we could
only discover the system of relationships of the phenomenal world. According to
Leibniz, the sceptics throve on a mistake of the dogmatic philosophers, that of
seeking to attribute phenomenal experience to a physical substance.36

The last major philosophical view in which Leibniz was in partial or com-
plete agreement with the sceptics was their anti-Cartesianism. For the sceptics,
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Cartesianism represented the dogmatism that had to be destroyed, and so they
had to modernize their arguments to meet the new foe. For Leibniz, Cartesianism
was an inadequate theory to explain the new scientific world. The sceptics and
Leibniz could agree on the major failings of Cartesianism, although they were
hardly in agreement as to what to do about them. They were all agreed in oppos-
ing the pompous, dogmatic, sectarian pronouncements of the Cartesians claim-
ing a unique way to truth. Leibniz and the sceptics were all humanists, and found
great value in the tradition of man’s effort to understand his universe; hence they
rejected the Cartesian attitude toward the past. They also agreed that the funda-
mental Cartesian rule of truth, the doctrine of clear and distinct ideas, was inade-
quate to discover the truth, and they agreed that the essence of matter was not ex-
tension. And they delighted in telling each other new arguments and new stories
to oppose and ridicule the Cartesian philosophy and its status in the intellectual
world. Leibniz, in his desire to present his own theory, was glad to join with those
who were criticizing his predecessor.37

In sum, Leibniz and the sceptics could get along philosophically within a
certain area of agreement, since Leibniz agreed to some extent with the sceptical
claims as to how little demonstratively established knowledge we could have, how
restricted was our knowledge of the world of experience, and how unjustified
were the dogmatic claims to certain and necessarily true knowledge of the Carte-
sians. The basic and irreconcilable disagreement between Leibniz and his scepti-
cal friends arises over how to deal with these difficulties. Leibniz was unwilling to
see these limitations on our knowledge as a reason for sceptical despair, or to see
these points as constituting a radical scepticism that cast whatever knowledge we
had in any serious doubt. For Leibniz, whatever merits the sceptical arguments
had, they did not have to lead to negative or destructive conclusions. At best, scep-
ticism should be a spur to constructive theorizing, and not a reason for doubting
or despairing of the possibility of knowledge.

Basically, the disagreement between Leibniz and the sceptics starts from the
fact that for Leibniz it does not follow that because first principles have not, or
even cannot, be proven, they are therefore uncertain. He pointed out to Foucher
that the doubts of the Academicians and of Sextus Empiricus are good to start
with, but these doubts should be used to search for first principles and not to de-
spair of this search.38 And the mere fact that the principles cannot be proved
should not prevent one from using the principles. One has to begin somewhere,
and so, Leibniz suggests, one should begin as the geometers do, assuming the
fewest principles (thus leaving the minimum number still to be proven), and then
advancing logically from there. These “verités hypothetiques” can then lead us, if
we proceed carefully, to settling many disputes and discovering many “belles
principes.”39

The harrowing doubts of a “scepticism with regard to reason” do not affect
Leibniz at all. He is unimpressed and unworried by the possibility that these as-
sumed principles might be false or uncertain, or that we might err in reasoning
from them. Neither Descartes’ demon hypothesis nor Bayle’s campaign for a re-
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jection of the most evident and certain maxims of reason affected Leibniz. The
fundamental principles of logic and of mathematics cannot be doubted or con-
sidered as false without making rational discourse impossible. As he told Foucher,
concerning the principles of logic, “You even grant them in writing and in rea-
soning, otherwise you could defend at each moment everything contrary to that
which you say.”40 Bayle’s claim that reason is unable to answer the false argu-
ments against religion Leibniz rejects, saying, “it is to overturn everything in the
light of reason, and admit something false could be demonstrated.”41

For Leibniz it makes no sense to question the bases of reason, since if these
were doubtful, we could not be rational. And throughout, Leibniz has an unques-
tioning faith that we live in a rational world, and that we can and do think ration-
ally. He made this clear in his comments on Sextus Empiricus from 1711, when he
refused to get forced into defending rationality. The Cartesian supposition that
this rational world might be a false or illusory one is rejected as an unintelligible
hypothesis.42 But not only are the principles of reasoning unquestionable for
Leibniz—so is the application of our reasoning faculty. The sceptical problems
about whether we can be certain of our employment of the methods of reasoning
are dismissed by insisting that to reason correctly one only has to calculate, and it
is intuitively obvious, if one is careful, when one has performed the calculation
correctly.43

In Leibniz’s refusal to entertain a scepticism with regard to reason, he shows
that he never really took the destructive side of scepticism seriously. Leibniz’s ra-
tional faith precludes consideration of the radical side of the sceptical attack. The
problems that shook the seventeenth century, the quest for certainty as a resolu-
tion of la crise pyrrhonienne, did not bother the ever-rational Leibniz. The har-
rowing possibility of the nouveaux Pyrrhoniens and of Descartes’ demonism, that
we live in a fundamentally irrational and unintelligible world, was sloughed off by
Leibniz as meaningless, or as a denial of the principles of reason. And, perhaps,
just because Leibniz did not take the extreme side of the sceptics’ attack seriously,
he could be extremely amiable about his arguments with them. Other philoso-
phers saw the sceptics as the greatest of menaces to mankind because they cast all
in doubt and hence could not treat them calmly, or regard them as friends. The
sceptics had to be overthrown, or man was forever lost in a sink of uncertainty and
error. The anguish of Pascal, seeking certainty through God, the dramatic over-
turning of scepticism by doubt by Descartes, left Leibniz cold, since there was no
problem for a rational man. Leibniz was, perhaps, unique in his age as a man not
engaged in the sceptical crisis and hence not required to do anything to resolve it.
Since he had not the doubts of the sceptics nor the assurance of the dogmatists he
could enjoy the battle of wits with his sceptical friends, without being fearful over
the stakes at issue, and he could enjoy trying out possible ways of avoiding the
sceptics’ conclusions.

Since ultimately Leibniz did not take the sceptics’ position seriously, it seems
odd that he pursued his discussions with them all his life, and that he studied so
many sceptical texts.44 To an extent, Leibniz was both enough on the sceptics’
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side so that they could not argue and so far removed that they could not argue. Ul-
timately it seems their dialogue was more for psychological than for philosophical
reasons. Leibniz offers two main explanations for why he liked to dispute with the
sceptics; first, that one could argue with them without getting into a personal
vendetta, and second, that he derived great stimulation from trying to answer their
ingenious objections. It is probably for the latter reason that he placed Bayle and
Foucher at the top of his list of opponents.

In the current of seventeenth-century controversies, Leibniz apparently dis-
liked the level of abuse and ad hominem argumentation and mud-slinging. He
seemed quite hurt when a German professor, Sturm, questioned his intelligence
and sanity, and he greatly disapproved of the invectives in the polemics of Arnauld
versus Malebranche, Bayle versus everyone, and so on. With Foucher, Bayle, and
Leibniz there was sufficient mutual respect that they could challenge each other’s
views without attacking each other’s character.45 Leibniz wrote to Jaquelot, one of
Bayle’s exasperated opponents, that he enjoyed even specious objections, be-
cause, by answering them, one finds clarification.46

After Leibniz’s death, Pierre Desmaizeaux, in the preface to his collection of
writings of Leibniz, advanced the possibility that Leibniz just enjoyed the dialec-
tical game and did not care where it led. Desmaizeaux cited a letter from the Ger-
man theologian Pfaff. Leibniz had asked Pfaff what he thought of the Théodicée as
an answer to Bayle. Pfaff replied that he thought it really made Bayle’s views plau-
sible, and that he surmised that Leibniz was not really serious in advocating his
own system but was only diverting himself. Leibniz responded on May 11, 1716
(the letter was published by Pfaff in the Acta Eruditorum of 1728), that of course
Pfaff was right, and he, Leibniz, was surprised that no one else up to now had
guessed that he was only diverting himself. And, Leibniz insisted, a philosopher is
not always obliged to be serious in making hypotheses. There is some question as
to whether this letter is genuine. It does not appear in any of the known collec-
tions of Leibniz materials. Ezequiel de Olaso spent many years looking for it and
was unable to find any trace. On the other hand, there is nothing that we know
about Professor Pfaff to suggest he would fabricate letters of his late friend.47 The
letter Pfaff quotes may have been a jest and may have no bearing on what Leibniz
actually believed.48

We do know, thanks to Olaso’s researches, that Leibniz started a commentary
on Sextus Empiricus around 1711. Leibniz indicated to others that he was going to
go over the entire Pyrrhonnian text and show its weaknesses. In the 1718 edition of
Sextus Empiricus, Leibniz’s refutation is listed as a work to be expected. However,
Leibniz died before getting very far into this. Leibniz had explained to a learned
Italian visitor that there were a few books that were central to his philosophizing
and showed him his special collection, which included, of course, Plato and Aris-
totle and Sextus Empiricus, among others.49

The few pages of his commentary that do exist show his remarkable way of
dealing with the basic sceptical questions. Olaso has very carefully shown Leib-
niz’s interest in sceptical problems from his earliest writings through the Théod-
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icée.50 If we look at the fragment Leibniz wrote about Sextus, we can gain under-
standing of his appreciation and refutation of scepticism. 

Olaso found that Leibniz had written a small analysis of some of the main ar-
guments in Sextus in book 1 of the Pyrrhonian Hypotyposes, saying that all the im-
portant views are therein contained. The writing is unfinished. What has survived
is about twenty-five hundred words on twelve pages. The fragment is not dated
but seems to be referred to by Leibniz in four letters of 1711–12 and 1716.51 A possi-
ble reason for Leibniz’s working on the subject was that he had told J. A. Fabricius
that he was preparing a refutation of Sextus. Fabricius quotes Leibniz as saying
that Sextus was a subtle and learned writer,52 who is little known but nonetheless
very helpful to the understanding of the philosophy of the ancient Greeks.53

Leibniz separates the dogmatists from the Academicians and the sceptics, ac-
cording to their view as to whether truth can be found. The first group says yes, the
second no, and the sceptics are still looking, although Leibniz treats their view
sometimes as though they are saying that truth cannot be found.

Leibniz starts by considering the sceptic view that for any claim a counter-
claim can be advanced, and that they each have an equivalent value unless some
true criterion can be established. Leibniz denies that this sort of equivalence is the
case and claims that serious investigation will show that one side or the other has
more support. Olaso pointed out that Leibniz took the sceptical claim to be about
reasons for views and not just views themselves. Leibniz suggests that in the be-
ginning the reasons are of equal value, later a new reason is discovered and the
equilibrium is shattered, but then again another reason is discovered, contrary to
the last, and the equilibrium is restored. Leibniz thought he could prove that the
invariable equivalence of affirmation and denial is impossible.54

Leibniz questions whether the sceptic goal of achieving ataraxia (quietude)
can be achieved by balancing equivalences and resting in doubt. Leibniz portrays
doubt as a mental state that causes disturbances because of the uncertainty in-
volved. Real quietude, his insists, can only occur if one has found true knowledge.55

Leibniz’s examination of Sextus’ account of perceptual differences involves
seeing the sceptic case as one of giving reasons for questioning whether percep-
tions are real things or not. He then challenges the results of sceptical analysis and
contends that since the sceptics cannot tell real perceptions from others, they can
never achieve quietude. He believes that many of the problems raised in the ten
tropes are solvable by reasonable analysis of what we perceive and how we judge
it by ordinary scientific standards. Leibniz points out that Sextus’ account of how
sceptics act seems to presume that the sceptic has reasons for choosing one set of
phenomena over another, and hence action seems to be contrary to doubt.56

Leibniz thinks that the ten tropes of Aenesidemus can be resolved by apply-
ing hypothetico-deductive method to the problems involved. Leibniz also offers a
quick answer to the arguments of Agrippa and contends that one cannot develop
a circular reasoning problem over how to judge sensations by reason and reason
by sensations. Reasoning has a higher status and so cannot be brought in question
by sensations.
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The rest of Leibniz’s fragment briefly summarized the continuation of book
1. Leibniz suggests that someone else should follow up on his attacks and proceed
to develop a full argument to the sceptics.

Leibniz’s Specimen is the only case we have of a leading philosopher directly
trying to answer Sextus. It shows how, from Leibniz’s perspective, he would deal
with the points raised by the sceptics, but I doubt that Sextus would be too im-
pressed. In any case, Leibniz’s actual answer to scepticism, in the form of the
Specimen, had no influence at the time since it had not been published or, as far
as we can tell, was not shown to anybody. So his main contact with and answer to
the sceptics comes out more in his conversation and answers to Foucher, Huet,
and Bayle.

Besides a long concern with sceptical arguments and with sceptics, Leibniz
was interested in the application of some of the sceptical problems to other do-
mains. One that became important at the end of the seventeenth century was the
application of Pyrrhonian arguments to historical research. Bible scholars’ at-
tempts to establish accurate chronologies of ancient times and attempts to sort out
accurate from inaccurate chronicles, led to some doubts as to whether a true his-
tory could ever be found. Pierre Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary began
as an attempt to eliminate errors in previous histories. Bayle’s questioning of
sources, leading historians, and leading interpretations to historical events led
some to what became known as historical Pyrrhonism. In the article “Zueris” in
the Dictionnaire, Bayle discussed the question of whether one could be sure of an
event that took place seventy-two hours earlier than it was reported. The particu-
lar case he dealt with was that it was reported that his main opponent Pierre Jurieu
had said in a church in Rotterdam that God commanded us to hate our enemies.
Three days later, after many complaints, Jurieu denied that he had made the state-
ment. There were a thousand auditors to the event. Bayle questioned whether one
could ever resolve what had happened in the past, when one found any conflict-
ing testimony.

A further impetus to historical Pyrrhonism was the claim by Father Jean
Hardouin that all historical documents, with the possible exception of Tacitus,
were medieval forgeries done by monks in the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies. Arguments against this claim revealed the difficulty of refuting even such
an extreme and unlikely thesis.

Leibniz, who himself was a historian and had written the history of the House
of Braunschweig, was interested in efforts to refute historical Pyrrhonism. A Ger-
man scholar, Bierling, wrote a refutation in 1707, which Leibniz read and con-
gratulated the author on. Leibniz’s own position was that there was no need to
question sources when there were no conflicting ones and that one could reason-
ably be assured of certain data when sufficient examination had been made. His-
torical research need not end in increasing doubts but could give us more assur-
ance about our beliefs. He admired Bishop Huet’s use of history to try and show
the superiority of Christian belief over other religious beliefs, and he hoped this
could be a model for studying of other historical developments.
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Throughout the seventeenth century, information about China and Chinese
civilization, which was emanating from the Jesuit missions there, was creating
other kinds of scepticism. Chinese chronology seemed to be older than biblical
chronology. The earliest recorded Chinese king supposedly lived many centuries
before Noah! And China did not seem to have any connection with the world de-
scribed in the Bible. The polygenetic thesis put forth by Isaac La Peyrère was of-
fered as a way of accounting for China’s independent development from biblical
events. Others tried to find evidence that ancient Chinese figures were really
Moses and various patriarchs. The controversies about Chinese chronology and
Chinese history versus biblical chronology and biblical history led Pascal to say,
“Which should I believe, China or Moses?” Presumably, if one believed China,
then scepticism about the authenticity of the Bible would result.

A second major sceptical problem resulting from European information
about China was the picture, offered by the Jesuit missionaries, that Chinese so-
ciety had no religious foundation and that it was operating very well without any
religious structures or institutions. In fact, it was, as Pierre Bayle described it, a so-
ciety of atheists—millions of them—who seemed to be living civilized and hon-
orable lives. This seemed to cast doubt on the need for any religious basis for
morality if so large a society as China could operate without religion. This was re-
inforced by the presentations of Confucius’ thought in Latin and then a French
translation by Leibniz’s friend, the abbé Foucher. Confucianism was seen as
moral precepts based on human nature alone. Various European thinkers tried to
figure out the precise meaning of the Chinese concept of li. Malebranche and
Bayle both thought that this concept, which described the basic feature of the
world, was a kind of materialism, very much like Spinoza’s one substance, and in
fact, more or less identified Spinozism in Chinese philosophy. In contrast, Leib-
niz sought to avoid the suggestion that Chinese thought conflicted with and cast
doubt on European Christian philosophy.

Leibniz had been interested in various accounts from China and took the ini-
tiative himself in starting a correspondence with one of the Jesuit fathers who had
returned from the Catholic mission to China, Father Bouvet. Leibniz sought in-
formation that might help to understand what the Chinese worldview really
amounted to. He was quite excited when they figured out that the Chinese hexa-
gons from the I Ching corresponded to binary arithmetic. At the end of his life,
Leibniz completed his interpretation of Chinese thought in his “ Discourse on
the Natural Theology of the Chinese” (1716). He found, counter to Bayle and
Malebranche, that Chinese philosophy was much like the preestablished har-
mony theory of Leibniz himself. The Chinese conception of Nature was compat-
ible with a world of monads acting in preestablished roles that had been set up by
a governing rational divine force. Leibniz hoped by this interpretation of China to
remove any sceptical threat by the comparison of Chinese and European
thought. He also hoped that seeing Chinese thought as he did would allow for a
universal conception of human beings functioning in a natural political society
and that the same rational forces that could make Chinese society so effective
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without need of a superstructure could also lead the Chinese to have a similar
morality to that of the rest of mankind. The Chinese world was not atheistic but
was a natural rational one. If Christianity were added to it, there would be a model
for all mankind.57

To conclude, Ezequiel Olaso, who discovered the Leibniz Specimen and
who brooded many years over Leibniz’s contact with the sceptics of his day, of-
fered the following evaluation of Leibniz’s relation to scepticism and to sceptics.

If scepticism is conceived of as a doctrine consisting of a number of propositions
abstracted from their own historical context and apart from its role in polemic or
dialectic, it is for Leibniz a doctrine which seemingly adds nothing to the Pla-
tonic legacy. In the same way, if Leibniz’ doctrine be conceived of as consisting
of a group of propositions derived by a process of deduction from indisputable
principles, such doctrine will be in no way related to scepticism. Indeed, one
may demonstrate demonstrable things without even mentioning those that are
doubtful. Hence, from this point of view, which I fear is the usual one, Leibniz
and scepticism are two great matters which have little or nothing in common.

However, if we complement such point of view with another, which sees
philosophy and science as being two works wrought by men in given social, psy-
chological and historical circumstances, we are better placed to understand the
high regard in which Leibniz always held scepticism. Indeed, thanks to the ob-
jections of the sceptics men find themselves obliged to do something which they
would probably not have done if left to their own devices, that is, go back to first
principles, propound definitive justifications, lay sound foundations for science,
and thus perfect it. In this sense scepticism represents, for Leibniz, an original
approach in the history of philosophy. On the other hand, if Leibniz’ philosophy
be conceived of as a diachronic labour based upon a given number of supposi-
tions, and taking shape as it deals with different problems, and exchanges ideas
with extant philosophies, it is not difficult to stress the important part played by
scepticism in the genesis of that philosophy. It is by the light of the sceptical chal-
lenge that Leibniz broke away from tradition and struck out for himself.58

Whether serious or not, for Leibniz one principle joy of his controversies with
the sceptics was the fun of a good intellectual fight, with the clever sceptics offer-
ing ingenious objections and Leibniz battling to solve their puzzles.

The long interchange between Leibniz and the French sceptics remains
rather curious, and its character is no doubt due to the character of both Leibniz’s
views and his personality. Since he was not one of those seeking absolutely, im-
mutable, certain truths, he did not have to engage in a life-and-death struggle to
slay the sceptical dragon. Hence his interchanges with Foucher, Huet, and Bayle
produced not arguments on the very foundations of human understanding, since
Leibniz accepted most of the sceptical limitations on human knowledge, but
rather clarifications of what sort of knowledge one could have within these limi-
tations and what sort of consistent metaphysical hypothesis could be offered to
explain this knowledge. The exchanges with the sceptics led Leibniz to many of
his best formulations of his theory, and provided him with the opportunity of ex-
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ploring various ramifications of his hypothesis. But unlike Descartes and Berke-
ley, who may best be understood in terms of their heroic and ingenious efforts to
conquer scepticism, Leibniz appears, among the sceptics, as a man who has found
a happy home among some friends with whom he belongs only in a somewhat su-
perficial sense. Leibniz is neither sufficiently dogmatic nor sufficiently destructive
to be engaged in la crise pyrrhonienne. He has accepted both enough doubts and
his faith in the unquestionability of the world of rationality so that he can be in
neither camp nor need either camp. (Perhaps Bayle’s bon mot about himself re-
ally applies more to Leibniz—”I know too much to be a sceptic and too little to be
a dogmatist.”)59 But Leibniz was enough of a dialectician to need the sceptics to
supply him with food for thought. Thus the relationship of Leibniz and the scep-
tics may not have been a profound one, but it provided the catalyst for bringing to
fruition the ideas teeming within the soul of the great German philosopher. With-
out the irritation of the sceptics, Leibniz might have published nothing of his sys-
tem, for without them his intellectual life might have been too uninspiring to en-
courage him to develop and expound a brilliant new metaphysical hypothesis.
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17

The New Sceptics

Simon Foucher and Pierre-Daniel Huet

Toward the end of the seventeenth century some new sceptical writers appeared
challenging the many philosophies, old and new, with the sceptical weapons of
antiquity. Simon Foucher, Pierre-Daniel Huet, and Pierre Bayle attacked the
new philosophies of Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Leibniz, Locke, and oth-
ers. Some of their argumentation has become an important contribution to En-
lightenment and post-Enlightenment thought. In this chapter I will deal with
Foucher and Huet, and in the final chapter I will turn to Pierre Bayle, the master
sceptic.

Foucher (1644–96) was born in Dijon, the son of a merchant. He studied
there and then took a degree in theology at the Sorbonne. He was made honorary
canon of the Cathedral of Dijon, a title that he used throughout his life. He be-
came involved with the Paris Cartesians, and it is said that he was asked to give the
funeral oration for René Descartes when the great philosopher’s body was trans-
ferred to Paris for burial in holy French soil. Descartes’ body was secretly moved
to France in 1667 to avoid the objections raised about burying him in France be-
cause of his possible heresies. (The leading authority on Foucher, Richard A.
Watson, has expressed doubts to me in a private conversation as to whether this
story is true, since there are no accounts as to this oration, nor did Foucher men-
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tion it afterward.) Around 1667, Foucher began raising questions about the Carte-
sian system using arguments he found in both the Academic and Pyrrhonian
sceptical traditions. Foucher’s own orientation at this time was toward Academic
scepticism, which he found in Cicero’s De Academica and St. Augustine’s Contra
Academicos. Foucher saw himself as the reviver of Academic scepticism. In the
early 1670s, he was introduced to Leibniz, who was on a diplomatic mission in
Paris. He and Leibniz became close friends and intellectual adversaries, and,
through discussing his sceptical views, he not only developed some ingenious
sceptical ploys but also led Leibniz to spend a good deal of time and energy work-
ing out a countertheory. The earliest statements of Leibniz’s philosophies appear
as responses to Foucher, printed in the Journal de Sçavans, which was published
in Paris from 1673 onward. Foucher kept applying sceptical arguments to Leib-
niz’s philosophy for the rest of his life, and he and Leibniz stayed in amicable cor-
respondence over those years.

Foucher’s more notorious sceptical efforts appeared as answers to Male-
branche. At the very moment, in 1674, when Malebranche’s De La Recherche de
La Verité appeared, Foucher was writing a book with the same title as a way of pre-
senting the Academic sceptical tradition. A quick look at Malebranche’s philoso-
phy led Foucher to see it as just more Cartesianism that needed to be critically at-
tacked by sceptical arguments. So he published Critique de la Recherche de la
verité, followed by a series of works with similar titles, such as Dissertation sur la
Recherche de la Verité and Reponse a la Critique de la Critique de la Recherche de
la Verité. In these books he kept presenting his sceptical attack against Cartesian-
ism, and his revival of the classical scepticism of the new academy (set forth, al-
ways, as true Augustinianism; Foucher contended that Augustine’s Contra Acade-
micos was really pro-Academicos).1

Malebranche was unimpressed and regarded Foucher as a fool, since he
could not distinguish Malebranche’s innovations from standard Cartesianism
(while an orthodox Cartesian such as Arnauld was to point out that these innova-
tions led to a most dangerous Pyrrhonism). Others also seem to have regarded
Foucher as a fool, and even Leibniz, after a while, was to have his doubts about his
intellectual abilities. Foucher’s major contribution was, I believe, based on a mis-
understanding of both Descartes and Malebranche, but, for better or worse, it was
to become a significant ingredient in subsequent antirationalistic philosophy.2

Foucher’s contribution centers on challenging the central Cartesian claim
that some of our ideas, those of the mathematical or primary qualities, can give us
knowledge of the external world, while those of sensory or secondary qualities
(tastes, smells, colors, sounds, etc.) cannot. Descartes and all others (Galileo,
Hobbes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Locke, etc.), of the “new philosophers” who had
distinguished primary and secondary qualities had offered standard sceptical rea-
sons for contending that secondary qualities were entirely subjective, that is, in
the mind, whereas primary qualities were objective, that is, were qualities of the
real external world (and hence that a mathematical physics of the real world was
possible). Bayle had noted that modern philosophy began with the ancient
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Pyrrhonist, Sextus Empiricus, who provided the reasons for doubting the reality
of secondary qualities.3 Hume later said that the fundamental principle of all of
what he called the “modern philosophy”

is the opinion concerning colors, sounds, tastes, smells, heat and cold: which it
asserts to be nothing but impressions in the mind, deriv’d from the operation of
external objects, and without any resemblance to the qualities of the objects. . . .
This principle being once admitted, all the other doctrines of that philosophy
seem to follow by an easy consequence. For upon the removal of sounds, colors,
heat, cold and other sensible qualities from the rank of continu’d independent
existences, we are reduc’d merely to what are called primary qualities, as the only
real ones, of which we have any adequate notion.4

Foucher challenged this fundamental principle in two ways, first by ques-
tioning if any ideas could give us knowledge of external objects, and second by
using the same sceptical arguments that established the subjectivity of secondary
qualities to establish the subjectivity of primary ones. The first way (which Huet
was to develop in expert fashion) involves pointing out that ideas are presumably
not like external objects and then asking: How can ideas tell us about nonideas?
The stock Cartesian line is that “ideas represent objects.” This, Foucher and then
Huet insisted, is nonsense. Ideas are not like objects; they do not resemble ob-
jects, so how can they represent objects? Nothing can be like an idea but an idea!
When Foucher and Huet were told ad nauseam by Cartesians that the French
verb representer should be taken to mean “to make known” and not “to look like,”
they replied that this does not help, for how can an idea lead to or explain any-
thing but an idea? (All of this, for obvious historical reasons, should bring some of
Bishop Berkeley’s arguments to mind.)5

Foucher’s other main argument was that the same sceptical evidence that
makes all the Cartesians say that the secondary qualities are “in the mind” should
also make them say the same of the primary qualities. All of the qualities we are
aware of, he argued, are known by direct perception, that is, by sensations. Sensa-
tions are only modifications of our souls, “from which it follows that if one admits
that we know about extension and shapes by the senses as well as about light and
colors, it will be necessary to conclude that this extension and these shapes are no
less in us than that light and those colors.”6 If it is admitted that our senses deceive
us regarding the objective existence of secondary qualities, then the Cartesians
have to show that the same is not the case with regard to the primary qualities.
When the Cartesians claim that God would deceive us if there were not an ex-
tended world outside of us, the same would be true with regard to the nonexis-
tence of a colored or an odoriferous or a noisy world.7

Once it is admitted that the secondary qualities are “in us,” how can one
avoid reaching the identical conclusion with regard to primary qualities? The ex-
tended object that we perceive is also colored. “You recognize that these colors
are in us! But where is the shape of these colors, the extension of these colors, if
not in the place where the colors are?”8 The same sceptical arguments about the
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variations of sense experience that have made all “new philosophers” say that sec-
ondary qualities are in us, and not in the external world, show that the same ap-
plies to the perceived primary qualities.

With these arguments, Foucher thought that he had shown that neither
Descartes nor Malebranche had a theory of knowledge that could lead to any in-
formation about an external real world and hence that Cartesianism could not
provide a basis for any certainty about the objective physical universe. The
Cartesians could point out (and did) that they never said that primary qualities
were known by sense experience—to which Foucher replied that no other means
of knowing them seemed likely, nor would any other help, since the knowledge
would consist of ideas that would still be modifications of the mind, with the prob-
lems this raised. Malebranche pointed out that he did not hold to the Cartesian
theory of knowledge on this point—to which Foucher replied that Malebranche
seemed to achieve only making any knowledge of anything incomprehensible
and miraculous. Malebranche’s reaction was that Foucher had missed his point
entirely and fired back that before you criticize a book, you should at least read it.
But no matter what Foucher understood or misunderstood of his opponents’ view,
his arguments were to reverberate through the subsequent history of philosophy
as major achievements of Berkeley and Hume. The arguments passed into the
mainstream of ideas through Bayle, who was one of the few readers of Foucher’s
early works. In the Dictionnaire (article “Pyrrho,” remark B, and article “Zeno,”
remarks G and H), Bayle cites Foucher’s arguments and embellishes them as the
means by which scepticism destroys the “new philosophy.” Both Berkeley and
Hume studied these Baylean discussions and used them as their own dialectical
tools against all the previous nonempirical theories of knowledge.9

Foucher provided some crucial refurbished sceptical arguments to meet the
developing new dogmatism—Cartesianism. Many more were provided by his
and Leibniz’s friend Bishop Pierre-Daniel Huet (1630–1721). Huet was born in
Caen in Normandy in 1630. His family had recently been converted from Calvin-
ism to Catholicism by one of the Jesuit François Veron’s associates, Father Jean
Gontery. The young Huet was sent to study at the Jesuit school at Caen, where the
curriculum seems to have been much like that of La Flèche, where Descartes and
Mersenne had studied. Huet was raised on a sort of sceptical Aristotelianism. He
started off as a classical scholar, and apparently a Cartesian of sorts. After he took
his degree in mathematics, in 1652, he and the French Protestant Bible scholar
Daniel Bochart went to the court of Queen Christina of Sweden. He was in
Stockholm shortly after Descartes’ death there and came in contact with some of
the sceptical anti-Cartesians. He also met some of the libertins érudits of Paris,
who were courtiers of Christina’s court, and later became a minor figure in
Gabriel Naude’s libertin circle in Paris, and a constant friend and ally of the grow-
ing group of Jesuit anti-Cartesians. Among Christina’s many manuscripts he
found a previously unknown work of the early Church Father Origen, which
he edited a few years later. En route back to France he met many scholars in the
Netherlands, including Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, with whom he attended a
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service at the Portuguese synagogue. Their discussion led Huet to write his best-
known work, Demonstratio Evangelica, published in 1679.10

Huet returned to Caen, where he established an academy of sciences and
corresponded with a vast number of learned persons. His reputation grew so
much that in 1670 he was appointed by Louis XIV to half of the successorship of
La Mothe Le Vayer, the heir of Montaigne, twice removed, and to be Bossuet’s as-
sistant as teacher to the dauphin. Huet served with Bossuet as a preceptor in the
court until the dauphin no longer needed or could profit from their instruction.11

This appointment led Huet to start a famous series of editions of classical authors,
Ad usum Delphini. In Paris at this period, he frequently attended the scientific so-
ciety headed by Henri Justel. There he met many contemporary scientists and
philosophers, including Pierre Bayle, John Locke, and others. He also renewed
his acquaintanceship with Isaac Vossius, who had been Queen Christina’s librar-
ian. (Huet entrusted Bossius with a copy of his Demonstratio Evangelica to hand
over personally to Locke when he went back to England.) When he was in his late
forties, Huet decided to become a priest. He was first appointed abbot of Aulnay
and later bishop of Soissons, a place he disliked and which he exchanged for the
bishopric of Avranches, near his birthplace. After a few years on the job, where his
parishioners complained that he was always too busy studying to take care of the
diocese, although other materials indicate he performed his duties well, he retired
in 1699 and lived out his remaining long life in a Jesuit home in Paris until his
death in 1721.12 He had accumulated a very large library, which he donated to the
Jesuits. After they were suppressed in 1764, the library was transferred to the Bib-
liothèque Royale of Paris, which became the Bibliothèque Nationale. Huet’s
eight thousand volumes are part of the basic collection.13

An indication of the nature of Huet’s scepticism and fideism appears in the
papers relating to a dissertation composed by a Jesuit at Caen in the 1680s. The Je-
suit had defended the theses that there is no evidence of the truth of the Christian
religion and, of all the religions in the world, Christianity is the least probable.
Some theologians in Paris were scandalized when they saw the title and de-
manded that the local bishop investigate the case. Huet reported that he met with
the Jesuit and found that they both agreed on almost everything. If Christianity is
based on faith alone, then, Huet announced, there should be no rational evi-
dence of the existence of God, and no rational probability that Christianity is true.
If it had any degree of probability, that would constitute evidence. Huet reported
this all very calmly and said that this was the same as his view.14 And, in his notes
on Pascal, Huet could find the fideism of the Pensées too rationalistic only be-
cause of the wager argument. Huet treated Pascal as a fanatic, making so much
out of the obvious—that religion is a matter of faith.15

In his most influential work, the Demonstratio Evangelica (written in a some-
what geometrical form, following Spinoza’s Ethics), there were some more indi-
cations of Huet’s scepticism and liberal and empirical views about religion. It was
a vast work showing the common characteristics of the Judeo-Christian tradition
and of many different cultures. For Huet, the similarities, instead of suggesting
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the later naturalistic interpretation of the Judeo-Christian tradition, were ad-
vanced as persuasive evidence that the Revelation was known to all cultures.
From his vast erudition, he found a Moses figure, a Jesus figure, and so on, in
every known religion, ancient and modern, and then he insisted that only the
Jews and Christians had all the names correctly spelled and the story in the right
order. His theological writings stressed a fideistic theory of Christianity, a Chris-
tianity based on a scepticism of the certitude of all nonrevealed information. He
started out insisting that there could be no absolute certainty in either mathemat-
ics or theology. He then tried to establish religious truth inductively out of the ma-
terials of comparative religion that were being explored at the time.

On religious matters he tended to support human religious activity regard-
less of creed. He sought to show common elements in all religions, which were
best expressed in Christianity and preserved natural revelation. It is of note that
during both his political and ecclesiastical careers, he seemed to be the only
major French figure not actively involved in either the Jansenist or the Calvinist
persecutions. Many of his best friends were Norman Calvinists, and, during the
worst of the persecutions during the reign of Louis XIV, he gave aid and comfort
to friends and relatives of friends and helped several Protestants avoid punish-
ment. He also seems to have been philo-Semitic and was interested in discussing
learned scriptural points with rabbis, priests, pastors, and laymen. In this respect,
he is much different from the greatest sceptic of the period, Pierre Bayle, who
was raised in the Huguenot controversies and felt he had to fight all his life.
Huet, on the other hand, protested mainly against Cartesianism and sloppy
scholarship. Besides his astounding latitudinarianism in his theological works,
his major ecclesiastical contribution seems to have been to try, with Leibniz, to
reunite all the churches by eliminating all the points of disagreement from the
essence of Christianity.

Huet devoted a great deal of his intellectual energy to training the traditional
sceptical epistemological arguments on two basic Cartesian points, the funda-
mental truth of the cogito and the criterion of clear and distinct ideas. Huet’s writ-
ings against Cartesianism exhibit a clear sceptical position. These writings, both
published and others still in manuscript, employ materials from Sextus Empiri-
cus to criticize Descartes’ contention that there is a fundamental indubitable
truth and a guaranteed criterion of true knowledge. Huet followed previous critics
of Descartes—Gassendi, Hobbes, and Simon Foucher—in intensively examining
the Cartesian theory of knowledge. Huet also joined the Jesuits in their campaign
to show Descartes’ philosophy as both irreligious and incoherent. In contrast, he
and Jesuit friends like René Rapin, Gabriel Daniel, and Louis de La Ville offered
a kind of probabilistic nonmetaphysical view of the world as the way to proceed.16

In the Censura philosophiae Cartesianae (1689) and in a still unpublished de-
fense of it, Huet analyzed every element of the cogito to show that the alleged in-
dubitable truth, “I think therefore I am,” was actually a somewhat dubious
claim.17 Developing the arguments that Gassendi and Hobbes had earlier started
about the legitimacy of the inference from “I think” to “I am,” Huet argued that it
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depends on one’s memory of thinking at the time when one realizes one’s exis-
tence. And as sceptics have pointed out over and over again, memory may be
faulty. On the other hand, if one is immediately aware of thinking, then the real-
ization concerning existence is just a possible future mental event. Hence nobody
can be aware and certain of both ingredients of the cogito at the same time, and
hence it is not an indubitable truth. When properly put, Huet contended, the
cogito reads “I may have thought, therefore perhaps I may be.”

In addition to finding weaknesses in Descartes’ arguments, Huet also enjoyed
joking about Descartes’ philosophy and wrote works ridiculing the father of mod-
ern philosophy and his theory. The Nouveaux mémoires pour servir à l’histoire du
cartésianisme (1692) presents a fictional account of Descartes after his reported
death in Stockholm. In this satire, Descartes escaped the grave and ended up in
Lapland trying to teach his philosophy to the Laplanders, who found it totally un-
intelligible. This was answered by the last major Cartesian, Pierre-Sylvain Régis.
There is a still unpublished work of Huet in Paris of his further accounts of the
voyage to the new world of Descartes in northern Sweden.18

As his Christian Pyrrhonism became more and more pronounced, Huet’s
contemporaries became increasingly disturbed. From the first, Arnauld saw
Huet as a dangerous menace to orthodoxy.19 Some of his opponents at the Sor-
bonne and at the court tried to prevent his theological works from being printed.
And finally, after his death, when his most famous work, Traité philosophique de
la foiblesse de l’esprit humain, was published, and his Christian Pyrrhonism was
presented in its sharpest terms, he was denounced on all sides. His Jesuit friends
insisted that the work was a forgery to discredit Catholicism, and they attacked
and denounced the philosophy and theology contained in it.20 Testimonies
were given by scholars who had seen a manuscript of the work in Huet’s hand
back in the 1690s, and this more or less ended the attempt to write off the Traité
as a forgery.

Written around 1690–91 but only published after his death in 1723, the Traité
caused a great sensation then, when it was revealed, in a period when this no
longer seemed plausible or proper, that a leading French bishop was a complete
Pyrrhonian sceptic. In the Traité he set forth the Pyrrhonian position as presented
in Sextus Empiricus. He carefully examined criticisms that had been offered and
refuted them. He presented central points from Sextus in very clear fashion and
then detailed criticisms that had been offered in antiquity and more recent times
and endeavored to answer each of these criticisms. He indicated that scepticism
pretty much undermined the new dogmatisms of the time—like that of
Descartes. He recommended instead the benign scepticism of antiquity as the
perennial philosophy that had been given to mankind. Huet contended that scep-
ticism is the ancient wisdom that appears in biblical figures, in ancient Greek
thinkers, in leading medieval philosophers and theologians such as Averroes,
Maimonides, and St. Thomas, and now in major thinkers like Montaigne, Char-
ron, Gassendi, and others. Huet’s scepticism involved doubting that genuine
knowledge about the real world can be gained by human beings. He saw the hy-
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pothetical experimental science of the Royal Society of England as the proper at-
titude for a sceptic and, along with the appeal to faith, the only means of making
discoveries about God, Nature, and man, instead of the arrogant, illiterate, pla-
giarized, dogmatic view of the late René Descartes. It was the philosophy of the
Royal Society that was, Huet wrote toward the end of the Traité, closest to his
own.21 Huet did not feel that he had to defend a sceptic having opinions or per-
forming actions, because, as he said, it was one thing to philosophize, it was an-
other thing to live. He claimed he lived like everybody else— according to com-
mon sense and ordinary opinions—and acted undogmatically.

There were four or five manuscript copies of the Traité in circulation. One of
them belonged to the Dutch Protestant scholar Jean Le Clerc. The reactions
from people who had seen the manuscript led Huet to set it aside and not publish
it at the time since it would cause controversy that would reflect badly on his sta-
tus as a retired bishop. He may have intended to expand on some of the contro-
versial points, but unfortunately he suffered a serious loss of memory and alertness
that continued almost until the end of his life. It was a great surprise when the
Traité appeared shortly after his death, and those who had been caring for him for
the last twenty years of his life had no idea that he had written such a work.

Because of his immense erudition and biting criticisms of Descartes, Male-
branch, and others, Huet was taken most seriously by Leibniz, Bayle, and other
thinkers, although he himself thought Bayle was superficial because he could
read neither Greek nor Hebrew. In his day Huet was a major figure who played a
significant role in the attacks against Cartesianism and in the propagating of em-
pirical science. His learning was taken over by many Enlightenment writers, and
some of his work on comparative religion was later used against traditional reli-
gion. His scepticism influenced Hume, who quotes him a few times, but his
fideism was not regarded as convincing. His Traité appeared many times in the
eighteenth century in French, English, German, Italian, and Latin and provided
an important source of knowledge for eighteenth-century thinkers about scepti-
cism old and new. A vast amount of his writing and correspondence still remains
unpublished. It shows that he was a central figure in the republic of letters of the
time, one who deserves much more attention than he has been given.

Foucher and Huet directed their fire primarily against the new dogmatic
menace, Cartesianism, and principally against its theory of knowledge. They,
along with Pascal and the Jesuit anti-Cartesians, revealed that the classical scepti-
cal artillery could reduce the new Cartesian edifice to a shambles, and various
crucial citadels could be destroyed by readjusting and reworking the traditional
sceptical gambits. In the half century after the publication of the Meditations the
sceptics had been able to counterattack and question each crucial ingredient of
the Cartesian theory of knowledge, and to raise apparently insoluble doubts about
the value of the entire Cartesian undertaking.

Huet and Foucher attacked Cartesianism as a new menace to true religion
and claimed that by destroying it they were preserving the true faith. Huet joined
his contention to the anti-Cartesian campaign of the Jesuits, and they mingled
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their critical anti-Cartesian views into a compound view—that Cartesianism was
indefensible because it could be challenged by the traditional sceptical argu-
ments, that Cartesianism was irreligious, Calvinistic, and so on. It should be re-
placed, they all agreed, sceptics and Jesuit anti-Cartesians in unison, by a differ-
ent, older, or newer rational philosophy and theology—Aristotelian, Scholastic,
or neo-Scholastic—but by no metaphysical view of the nature of reality. An em-
pirical study of Nature and a fideistic acceptance of the faith should go hand in
hand. Gassendi was to be preferred as a guide to either Aristotle or Descartes,
with regard to the natural world, and Augustine and Tertullian to any rational
theologians.22

Huet and Foucher, and their Jesuit allies, destroyed Cartesianism at its epis-
temological heart.23 Ostensibly, this was done in the service of the Faith. The cri-
tiques they set forth are sufficient to undermine the core of the new way of ideas
introduced by the new philosophy. Although they may all have been sincere in
their Counter-Reformation zeal (and I think that they all were), the effect of their
antirational endeavors was to unleash a form of “rational” religion in the next cen-
tury. Huet’s valiant efforts to defend the unreasonableness of religion and to ex-
pose the hopelessness of the way of ideas and Foucher’s valiant efforts to show that
Cartesianism could lead to no knowledge of reality were to be taken up by Berke-
ley and Hume and the French Enlightenment as reasons for rejecting nonempir-
ical philosophies and the Judeo-Christian tradition. Foucher’s ploy was to over-
turn modern philosophy by destroying the ontological distinction between
primary qualities (of reality) and secondary qualities (existing only in the mind).
Huet was to break down any Cartesian means of gaining knowledge and to amass
a body of data about the relativity of the Judeo-Christian tradition to a localized
part of human history and culture. These efforts, combined with the more gener-
alized sceptical attack by Pierre Bayle, were to undermine all rational endeavors
altogether.
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Pierre Bayle

Superscepticism and the Beginnings of
Enlightenment Dogmatism

The culmination of sceptical critiques of philosophy and theology appeared in
the writings of the last seventeenth-century sceptic, Pierre Bayle, a supersceptic
who attacked a vast variety of theories and opinions in his many, many writings.

Pierre Bayle was born in 1647 in the tiny town of Carla (now Carla-Bayle),
near the Spanish border south of Toulouse, where his father was a Protestant min-
ister. He lived in the troubled atmosphere of the persecuted Huguenots, whose
status as a powerful minority was being undermined by Louis XIV. 

Throughout the seventeenth century, from the time of Richelieu’s capture of
La Rochelle onward, Protestant power and rights were being eroded. The situa-
tion grew worse and worse in the second half of the century, with severe govern-
mental pressure to force the Calvinists to convert to Catholicism, resulting in the
closing of Protestant schools and churches and the quartering of unruly dragoons
in Protestant homes and finally culminating in 1685 with the Revocation of the
Edict of Nantes, which withdrew all legal rights and privileges from the Protestant
minority. Throughout this period hundreds of thousands of people fled their na-
tive land to the freer atmosphere of the Netherlands, England, Germany, Den-
mark, the New World, and elsewhere, while others suffered terrible hardships and
oppressions in France.
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Young Pierre Bayle was sent first to a Calvinist school at Puylaurens and then
to the Jesuit college at Toulouse for his education because there was no adequate
Protestant institution left in the area. The problems raised in the controversial lit-
erature of the time and the dialectical prodding of the skilled disputants at
Toulouse led him to abandon Protestantism for Catholicism on the basis of intel-
lectual considerations. Having committed the most horrendous sin possible for
the son of an embattled Calvinist minister, he then redeemed himself in the fam-
ily’s eyes by his second conversion a few months later, again apparently on the
basis of intellectual considerations, this time abandoning Catholicism to return
to the faith of his family. (The intellectual journey from Protestantism to Catholi-
cism to Protestantism was undergone by Chillingworth before Bayle, and Gib-
bon after him, with equally fascinating results.) By this second change of religion,
Bayle became, technically, a relaps, that is, one who has returned to heresy after
having once abjured it and who hence was subject to severe penalties, such as
banishment or imprisonment, in the France of Louis XIV. For his protection and
reintegration into the Calvinist world, he was sent in 1670 to the University of
Geneva to complete his studies in philosophy and theology. There he was thor-
oughly indoctrinated in Cartesian philosophy by the philosophers at this Calvin-
ist university.1 He then returned to France in 1674, in disguise, and was a tutor in
Paris and Rouen. We find him visiting with the Basnages, a prominent Protestant
family in Rouen; he was also known at Justel’s salon in Paris, where he met
Bishop Huet on one occasion. In 1675 he competed for the post of professor of
philosophy at the Calvinist academy of Sedan, which he won as the protégé of
the very orthodox theologian, Pierre Jurieu, who was later to become his bitterest
enemy. Bayle and Jurieu remained at Sedan until 1681, when the institution was
closed by the authorities. This was the last Protestant institution of higher learn-
ing in France. They each left Sedan separately for the free air of Holland and
were reunited as faculty members of a new academy in Rotterdam, the Ecole Il-
lustre, and as members of the French Reformed Church of that city. The Ecole
Illustre was a school for French-speaking people, both Dutch and refugees,
where the lectures were given in Latin. Bayle brought the manuscript of his first
book with him, the Lettre sur la comète (Letter on the Comet), reissued later as
Pensées diverses sur la comète (Miscellaneous Thoughts on the Comet), in which
he began his public attack on superstition, intolerance, bad philosophy, and bad
history. The success of this first entry into the intellectual world was soon fol-
lowed by other publications: Critique génerale de l’histoire du Calvinisme du
P. Maimbourg, a critical attack on the former Jesuit father Maimbourg’s history of
Calvinism; Recueil de quelques pièces curieuses concernant la philosophie de
M. Descartes, a collection of articles on Cartesianism (in answer to Jesuit attacks)
by Malebranche, the abbé Lanion, Bayle, and others. In the latter work Bayle was
already developing a view that was to appear in the Dictionnaire, namely, that the
basic concepts of physics—place, time, and motion—have not yet been compre-
hended in an adequate or coherent way by any of the schools of philosophy, be
they Scholastic, Cartesian, or any other.
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During this period, some personal events and decisions seem to have taken
place that greatly affected certain aspects of Bayle’s life. The first was the decision
not to marry a young lady whose hand was offered to him by the Jurieu family.
The theme, which occurs and recurs throughout the Dictionnaire, of whether the
scholar should marry seems to have been a live problem for him at this time;
Bayle apparently made his life commitment, that his work was more important
than any personal satisfaction or gain he might have obtained by becoming a fam-
ily man. He dedicated himself to the lonely monastic life of the seeker-after-truth
from then on. He also refused the offer of a professorship at Franeker, seeming to
prefer staying in Rotterdam, where he was committed to writing a monthly jour-
nal and to pursuing a larger public career in the academic world. The deaths of
his brothers and father in France in 1684–85 as a result of the religious persecu-
tions (his brother Jacob died in prison) seem to have been decisive in committing
Bayle to a lifetime allegiance both to Calvinism and to toleration.

During 1684–87, Bayle published and edited the Nouvelles de la République
des Lettres (News of the Republic of Letters), in which he reviewed and com-
mented on books of all kinds. His acute judgement soon made him one of the
central figures in the intellectual community and put him in contact with many
of its leading figures—Leibniz, Malebranche, Arnauld, Boyle, and Locke. In
1686, Bayle published one of his most masterful works, his Commentaire
philosophique sur ces paroles de Jesus-Christ, Contrain-les d’entrer (Philosophical
Commentary on the Words of Jesus, “Constrain them to come in”).2

In this period, Bayle’s relations with Jurieu became more and more strained.
Jurieu grew more and more rigid and saw himself as the leader of and spokesman
for orthodoxy, fighting against all sorts of heresies and backsliding tendencies, and
leading the struggle for political justice and revenge against Louis XIV. His polit-
ical views became more and more radical while his theological ones became
more and more intolerant. His erstwhile protégé Bayle found himself often dis-
agreeing with Jurieu’s views and policies, and he dissociated himself often from
the latter’s doctrines, politics, and actions. Bayle’s letters from 1684 onward indi-
cate that they saw less and less of each other and became more and more critical
of one another, while Bayle moved more and more into the circle of Jurieu’s ene-
mies.3 From Jurieu’s point of view, the publication of the Commentaire
philosophique was the last straw. Though Bayle tried to hide his authorship of the
work, Jurieu quickly guessed that it was by him and saw that they were in com-
plete and total ideological disagreement. As a strong defender of orthodoxy
against the incursions of liberalism and rationalism, Jurieu announced that his
protégé, his colleague and fellow parishioner, was a menace to true religion, a se-
cret atheist, and so on.4 Bayle kept making matters worse, with his ridicule of Ju-
rieu, his attacks on intolerance, his attacks on Jurieu’s hopes for regaining control
of France, and then with the Dictionnaire, where Jurieu was to turn up in the
most unlikely places as the villain, while Bayle was to insist until his dying day that
he, Bayle, was in the direct line of John Calvin, due to the lessons he learned from
Jurieu’s thoroughly antirational theology. At first, the liberals—Jaquelot, Saurin,
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and others—whose theology Jurieu attacked saw in Bayle an ally in their struggles
against rigid Calvinism and intolerance. They were soon to be as disillusioned as
Jurieu was. Bayle used all his brilliant critical faculties to decimate their rational-
ism about theology and to drive home his contention that there could be no rec-
onciliation between the world of rational and “scientific” ideas and several arti-
cles of the Christian faith. The bewildered liberals then found themselves
committed to a lifetime of defense of their views from the furious barrage un-
leashed from the critical, sceptical mind of Pierre Bayle. From 1686 until his
death in 1706, Bayle fought Jurieu on the one hand and the liberals on the other,
piling one controversial work upon the other. The Bayle-Jurieu controversies,
covertly starting in 1686–87, often went far beyond the genteel level of polite dis-
pute, especially in the furious pamphlet exchange of 1690–92, centering around
the authorship and the content of the notorious Avis important aux réfugiez sur
leur prochain retour en France (Important Advice to the Refugees on Their Next Re-
turn to France), concerning which Bayle managed to befuddle the evidence so
much that even twentieth-century scholars are not willing to attribute the work
definitely to him even though the manuscript is in his handwriting. In 1693
Bayle’s academic career ended with the dismissal from his post at Rotterdam, and
this, fortunately, left him with time enough for the Dictionnaire and all his later
controversies.

The spirit that pervades the Dictionnaire was alive and active long before its
writing. Bayle had been collecting errors he had found in various historical works
for years. His letter of 1675 to Minutoli shows he was already seriously interested in
scepticism by then. His Rotterdam lectures show that he was devoted to analyzing
and attacking all sorts of theories. The critical and the sceptical attitudes fused in
the Dictionnaire. Bayle’s original intention in 1690 was to publish a critical dic-
tionary that would contain a list of all the errors in other available dictionaries, es-
pecially the earlier one of the Catholic Louis Moréri.5 The fights with Jurieu de-
layed this project until 1692, when a sample appeared to ascertain whether the
public was actually interested in such a work. In the preface, addressed to Bayle’s
friend Du Rondel, who was professor at Maastricht, the author described the work
as “a book filled with the sins of the Latin country [i.e., the learned world], and a
heap of the filth of the republic of letters.” 

The lack of public interest led to a change of plans, that is, a historical and
critical dictionary that would offer factual accounts and criticisms of errors,
with commentary, and philosophical discussions. Originally Bayle had planned
to deal with persons and things. The final version became almost exclusively de-
voted to persons, with a few articles on places as “Japan” and “Rotterdam.”
Those persons who were adequately dealt with elsewhere, especially in Moréri,
were omitted, and many, perhaps far too many, people who had been ignored
either through ignorance or insignificance were to find their place in the Dic-
tionnaire. On Plato, St. Thomas Aquinas, Descartes, Richelieu, Charlemagne,
Columbus, and Shakespeare Bayle wrote no articles, while on such obscure fig-
ures as Jean Fernel, Armand de Gontaut, Pierre Jarrige, Acidalius, Hermolaüs
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Barbarus, Dejotarus, René le Pays, Rorarius, and Zueris, Bayle wrote fairly sub-
stantial ones.

Despite the ever-constant problem of fighting back against Jurieu’s violent at-
tacks, and despite his migraine headaches, Bayle worked feverishly preparing his
magnum opus. In 1696 he wrote a friend:

You would excuse my silence, if you knew how overwhelmed I am with work for
the printing of my Historical and Critical Dictionary. The publisher wants to get
it done this year, no matter what the cost, so that I have to furnish him incessantly
with new copy and have to correct proofs every day, in which there are hundreds
of faults to eliminate, because my original, full of erasures, and footnoting, does
not allow either the printers or the proofreaders to extricate themselves from
such a labyrinth. And what delays me much is that since I do not have all the
books at hand that I have to consult, I am obliged to wait until I have them
sought after, if someone in this city possesses them. . . . I am happy that your mi-
graines have left you. Mine would have given me the same pleasure, if I had
been able to live without studying; but stubborn work keeps them going and
makes them return very often. I lose several days each month on account of this,
which then requires me to work harder to make up for lost time.6

In spite of all the difficulties, the first edition appeared in 1697 and was a great
success. It appeared with Bayle’s name on it, because of legal problems caused by
the publishers of Moréri’s Dictionnaire. The work was attacked by Jurieu and was
brought to the attention of the Consistory of the French Reformed Church of Rot-
terdam by his coterie. It was also banned in France. Both of these events no doubt
helped to make the work notorious and more popular. Bayle was grateful for the
ban in his homeland, since it saved him from the charge of not having been suffi-
ciently pro-Protestant and anti-Catholic. 

Bayle began working on the second edition as soon as the first was finished,
adding many additional articles and remarks, answering such critics as Leibniz,
Locke’s friend Jean Le Clerc, Jurieu, and a host of others, thereby enlarging the
text by a couple of million words. This second edition, almost as complete as the
work was ever to be, wore Bayle out. For relaxation, he followed this with his
Réponse aux questions d’un provincial (Reply to the Questions of a Country Gen-
tleman), in which he defended his views and attacked his opponents of the right,
like Jurieu, and those of the left, like Le Clerc, Bernard, Jaquelot, and Leibniz. 

Prior to Bayle there had been a century-long tradition of Catholic thinkers
who labeled themselves “Christian sceptics.” This group, starting with Mon-
taigne and Pierre Charron and ending with Bayle’s contemporary, Pierre-Daniel
Huet, bishop of Avranches, had combined the classical sceptical arguments ques-
tioning the possibility of gaining absolutely certain knowledge of the real world
with an advocacy of pure fideism, that is, the acceptance of fundamental truths
solely on faith and not on the basis of any rational evidence. They had employed
the materials in the rediscovered treasury of Greek Pyrrhonism, the writings of
Sextus Empiricus, to undermine the claims of knowledge by the Calvinists,
Scholastics, Platonists, Renaissance naturalists, and so on. They argued in old
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Pyrrhonian style about the unreliability of our senses and reason in the search for
truth, and about our inability to discover or employ any indisputable criterion of
truth. This humiliation of human reason, by showing its total and complete inad-
equacy for acquiring any truths in science, philosophy, or theology, was taken as
the preparation for receiving the faith from God (at least this is what the Christian
sceptics said, whether they were sincere or not). With the appearance of
Descartes on the intellectual stage, they refurbished the epistemological weapons
of Sextus Empiricus to attack the new dogmatism of Descartes and to show that
he also had not managed to find absolutely certain and indubitable truths.

Bayle, however, was not content just to restate the classical sceptical problem
of knowledge and to continue the tradition of Montaigne against the latest dog-
matic opponents—Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Leibniz. As soon
as the “incomparable” Isaac Newton turned up, Bayle attacked him. When John
Locke appeared in print, Bayle proceeded to work on his theories, and so on.7

And, in the article “Rorarius,” where Bayle expressed his delight with the efforts of
his friend Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, it was mainly because the German ge-
nius had developed a new theory, that of the preestablished harmony, that gave
Bayle a new chance for destructive analysis.8

His overall tactic was to analyze and dissolve any theory on its own terms, be
it metaphysical, theological, or scientific. In so doing, he relied much more on the
antimetaphysical sections of Sextus’ writings than on the earlier epistemological
ones. No matter what subject is being discussed—the souls of beasts, the nature of
matter, Newtonian physics, the nature of truth—the same dismaying result en-
sues: Each time Bayle takes a different theory and examines it in order to point out
the logical consequences entailed by its assumptions, problems, questions, doubts
arise everywhere.  In the style of one of his heroes, “the subtle Arriaga,” the last of
the great Spanish Scholastics, Bayle employed the critical technique he learned at
the Jesuit college in Toulouse to show le fort et le faible, the strength and the weak-
ness, of every human effort to make sense out of any aspect of human experience.9

Bayle tackles intellectual issues in the style of the “subtle” Arriaga, rather than in
the style of the heirs of Montaigne. Every theory in any area whatsoever is of inter-
est, not just Cartesian theories. Each theory is inspected and examined and ques-
tioned, and in the course of this process, it disintegrates into contradictions and
paradoxes. Pursued long enough, this approach exhibits the sad fact that rational
effort is always its own undoing. What at first looks like a way to explain something
soon becomes a way to generate perplexity. Rational endeavor, in any area what-
soever, is “the high road to Pyrrhonism,” to complete scepticism. In remark G of
the article on Uriel Acosta, Bayle summed up man’s sad intellectual plight: 

It [reason] is a guide that leads one astray; and philosophy can be compared to
some powders that are so corrosive that, after they have eaten away the infected
flesh of a wound, they then devour the living flesh, rot the bones, and penetrate
to the very marrow. Philosophy at first refutes errors. But if it is not stopped at this
point, it goes on to attack truths. And when it is left on its own, it goes so far that
it no longer knows where it is and can find no stopping place. 
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Leibniz describes in the Théodicée what an argument with his friend Bayle was
like. Leibniz reports that if one asserted something, Bayle would proceed to ana-
lyze the assertion, and question it, until one was ready to give up and assert its op-
posite, and Bayle would then proceed to analyze this assertion and question it,
and so on. This critical analysis never ended as long as the opponent remained
present.10

In each case, Bayle is not solely or merely concerned to challenge a theory
but to use the occasion to generalize the attack to all theories and to show the
hopeless abysses to which all human intellectual endeavors lead. When, in article
“Pyrrho,” remark B, he starts with the Cartesian theory, he quickly generalizes the
critiques of the previous sceptics into an attack on the entire rational world and
raises the horrendous possibility, which no previous sceptic had entertained, that
a proposition could be self-evident and yet demonstrably false—that there might
be no criterion of truth whatsoever. Up and down the folio columns, Bayle plays
the role of the “subtle” Arriaga, attacking, destroying, and dissolving. Basically his
method is the same as that of Leibniz in analyzing problems. Their texts read
much the same when they start on a consideration of someone else’s theory. They
proceed as if they were peeling an onion, tearing off layer after layer of contradic-
tion and absurdity. They both love to do this, especially with metaphysical theo-
ries about the nature of matter, or motion, or the relation of the soul and the body,
or theological theories about the nature of evil or transubstantiation. Leibniz
claimed that by starting with the doubts of Sextus Empiricus, and this kind of
sceptical analysis, one would end up with the essential kernel of truth (“des belles
principes”) from which to reconstruct the “true” rational world.11 Unlike his
friend Leibniz, Bayle did not expect to find rational truth at the center of which he
could reconstruct the outer layers. The onion is peeled until nothing is left.

Bayle announces over and over and over again that when man realizes the in-
adequacy and incompetency of reason to resolve any question, he should seek an-
other guide—faith or revelation. The term “guide” suggests another of Bayle’s fa-
vorites, Maimonides, the author of The Guide for the Perplexed, a work frequently
referred to in the Dictionnaire. The French translation of “perplexed” in Mai-
monides’ sense is usually les égarés, and over and over again Bayle speaks of the ra-
tional truth-seekers, the philosophers, the theologians, and the scientists, as end-
ing up as égarés, or in égarements (“perplexities”), and needing a new “guide.”12

In this sense, one might say that the Dictionnaire was really intended as a new
Guide for the Perplexed. Maimonides had tried to show how people became per-
plexed by failing to distinguish what can properly be known by reason, what by
faith, and what by both. Their misuse, or use in the wrong areas on the wrong
questions, would lead to utter confusion, contradictions, and perplexities. Mai-
monides left reason great areas to work in before it reached its limits and intellec-
tual chaos set in. Bayle reduced the size of this area to just about zero, so that any
and all rational inquiries led to perplexity, which could only be overcome by find-
ing a guide other than reason. Bayle’s “guide” for such unfortunates, the rational
animals of this world, points out the need for faith and the acceptance of revela-
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tion, without reason, lest one return to or remain in the instability of the world of
the perplexed.

No matter what the context of his remarks, whether sacred or secular, Bayle
makes it clear that reason fails to make the real world intelligible. The revealed
world, he insists, is in direct opposition to the most evident maxims of reason and
morality. From Genesis onward, faith involves claims that reason cannot under-
stand, endorse, or live with. For example, Bayle contended that rational man finds
that the causal maxim “Nothing comes from nothing” is the clearest, most evi-
dent, most indubitable principle of human reason, and it is completely shattered
by the unintelligible news that God created the world out of nothing. The most
evident, rationally justified moral maxims are undermined by the biblical ac-
counts of the heroes of the faith, the Old Testament prophets, patriarchs, and oth-
ers. Bayle always asserted, having posed this complete dichotomy, made as bald
and as blunt as possible in the “Clarification on the Pyrrhonists,”13 that he was ad-
vocating revelation as the only secure and satisfactory haven for man.

Bayle’s antirational and not very moral picture of the revealed world is not
quite as strange as it looks at first sight. There are striking parallels between it and
the versions of Christianity offered by later irrational fideists like Lamennais,
Kierkegaard, and Chestov. In addition, the view expressed by Bayle in the Dictio-
nnaire, and defended in the Clarifications (described hereafter) and in his later
writings, is very much like those parts of the extreme antirationalist theology ad-
vocated by Pierre Jurieu, in which Jurieu dealt with why there can be no rational
evidence for the faith, and with the incomprehensible and amoral character of re-
vealed truth. For example, Jurieu’s view that grace alone can reveal the message
and divine character of Scripture could easily lead to some shocking views about
how the text would appear to nonbelievers.14 And it is worth noting that Bayle
speaks at length only about figures in the Old Testament and the postbiblical
Christian heroes and heroines but not about anyone in the New Testament, ex-
cept for a brief, insignificant article on St. John the Evangelist. There is a ribald
article on St. Mary of Egypt but not one on St. Mary Magdalene, who would seem
to be an excellent subject for Bayle. 

But, in spite of all Bayle’s protestations, Jurieu insisted that he and Bayle did
not share either the same fideism or the same faith. And herein lies the heart of
the matter. Was Bayle, in his forceful, sceptical way, trying to lead people to faith,
or was he secretly trying to destroy it, as Voltaire and many others have since sus-
pected, by making it so irrational, so lacking in morality, and so ridiculous?15 Ju-
rieu knew Bayle and hated him for a host of personal reasons, so his suspicions
may not be the best guide. Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third earl of Shaftesbury,
who lived for a while under the same roof with Bayle, called him “one of the best
of Christians,” saying, “Whatever opinion of mine stood not the test of his pierc-
ing reason, I learned by degree either to discard as frivolous, or not to rely on with
that boldness as before; but that which bore the trial I prized as purest gold.”16

The text and texture of Bayle’s writings certainly suggest an absence of a crucial
religious element, found in Pascal, Kierkegaard, and others in this tradition,
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namely, that of ultimate concern. If one compares Bayle’s calm and tepid state-
ment on the debacle of reason and the need for divine guidance in remark C17 of
article “Pyrrho” with Pascal’s passionate and desperate pensée 434 (on which
Bayle’s passage seems to be based)18 or with Hume’s anguished finale to the first
book of A Treatise of Human Nature, where he could find no faith and no way of
overcoming Bayle’s ultimate doubts, then one definitely finds that some feature is
absent. Bayle suffered, apparently, from no angst, no fear and trembling. Unlike
his nineteenth-century admirer Herman Melville, Bayle was not desperately seek-
ing God or trying to pierce the heart of Moby-Dick. Unlike Kierkegaard, Bayle
wrote no stirring positive religious works, although he certainly wrote negative
and antirational ones similar to Kierkegaard’s Assault on Christendom and Train-
ing in Christianity. The total absence of mystical or fervent religious expression in
Bayle’s writings makes one wonder what he really intended.

Although Bayle was a systematic, philosophical teacher, when he gave his
courses, first at Sedan and then at Rotterdam, he never wrote a normal philo-
sophical work. He wrote polemics about events of the time, and he made his
most philosophical effort in the footnotes to the Dictionnaire. A text that may
serve as his way of focusing on the difficulties of finding any certainty or truth by
philosophy or science may be the text in article “Pyrrho,” remark B. What is pre-
sented here is a discussion between two abbés on whether scepticism is more
dangerous to the Christian faith now than it was in ancient times. Bayle first
points out neutrally that scepticism by itself is just a way of dealing with prob-
lems, raising questions, and looking for hypotheses. In this sense, it would not be
a danger to science. Further, since the sceptics suspend judgment about moral
and political beliefs but accept the rules and laws of their society, they are no
danger to a civil order.

The point where scepticism becomes a problem is when it is opposed to the
foundations of religious belief. One of the abbés says that this should have gone
away once the truth of the Gospel was revealed to mankind. The other then points
out that scepticism today is much more of a problem for religious belief because
religious belief has become so intertwined with rational philosophy. Scepticism,
as opposed to the new philosophy of the seventeenth century, principally that of
Descartes, undermines any positive views we might have about the nature of the
external world. Bayle tells us that Gassendi made people aware of the arguments
of Sextus Empiricus and the Abbé Foucher had applied such arguments to Carte-
sianism and undermined any arguments for the real existence of primary or sec-
ondary qualities in the real world. (Bayle’s use of Foucher’s arguments became
the way they were passed on into the eighteenth century to readers of Bayle’s Dic-
tionnaire such as George Berkeley and David Hume.) Thus in terms of the Carte-
sian approach, all that we could know about are ideas in our own minds. We
could not tell if these corresponded to the world outside of us.

If this did not cause enough scepticism, Bayle then had one of the abbés pro-
ceed to show how the notion of self-evidence, which is so central to seventeenth-
century thought, could be questioned. The abbé showed the other abbé that sup-
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posed self-evident truths of logic and metaphysics could produce false conclu-
sions.19 This startling claim, which Bayle saw would undermine all rational pro-
cedures, was displayed in terms of applying basic rules of logic, such as things
equal to the same thing are equal to each other, and to principles of theology,
such as the doctrine of the Trinity, the doctrine of the real presence in transub-
stantiation, and so on; even though non-Catholics might not be so impressed at
Bayle’s dialectical tricks here, the very thought that self-evident truths could lead
to false conclusions startled Leibniz, Le Clerc, Jaquelot, and others. They saw that
this was one of the places where they had to take a stand against Bayle’s scepti-
cism. Bayle ends remark B by showing that nobody is in the position to prove that
they have continuous personal identity and suggests that the way of avoiding these
problems is to turn to faith. Remark C, which follows, is a rather tepid version of
Pascal’s solution to the problems.

Bayle took on various questions of metaphysics about space, time, motion,
and matter in various articles in the Dictionnaire. He sought to show that every at-
tempt to give a coherent explanation in space, time, motion, and matter leads to
paradoxical results of the form that Zeno had produced in ancient times or to in-
credible explanations such as those of Leibniz or Malebranche. Over and over
again Bayle offers the same solution—that one should turn from philosophy to
faith. He suggests often that sceptical doubts will erode all rational convictions.
Faith, Bayle says many times, is built on the ruins of reason.

This motif was one of the matters criticized by the French Reformed Church
of Rotterdam. The examination by the Consistory of the church led to Bayle’s
agreement to remove certain parts of the text, especially in the article on King
David, and to explain his meaning more clearly in the second edition of the Dic-
tionnaire in 1702 on what he had said about the possibility that atheists might be
moral, about the inability of orthodox Christianity to answer rationally the
Manichean objections concerning the problem of evil, and about the relation-
ship of scepticism and faith and to explain why so much obscene material ap-
peared in his work. These matters are dealt with in the famous four Clarifications,
appended to the second edition, and a special section dealing with obscenities, in
which Bayle makes his case even more striking than it was at first.

The Consistory urged Bayle to explain how his sceptical views could be com-
patible with those of a true and believing Christian. The third Clarification that
was added to the second edition was supposed to take care of this point. Instead, it
was the strongest statement he had made on the incompatibility of faith and rea-
son. In some ways his presentation is stronger than that of Pascal or Kierkegaard
but is put forth in the obviously ironic manner. The conclusion of his exploration
of the irreconcilability of faith and reason is a long quotation from the libertine
poet and essayist Charles Saint-Evremond, who has a character saying, “‘Away
with reason.’ What a extraordinary grace has heaven bestowed upon you.”20 Hav-
ing the spokesperson for this extreme fideism be the libertine poet rather than Pas-
cal reinforced suspicions about Bayle’s actual beliefs.
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Bayle also added a Clarification to account for his claim that Manicheanism
was more plausible than any Christian explanation of the problem of evil. The
Manichean issue was made a central one for religious thinkers at the end of the
seventeenth century. The heresy of course had been condemned long, long ago,
and supposedly its adherents had been destroyed in the crusade against the Albi-
gensians. Bayle devoted much ingenuity to constructing arguments for the
Manicheans, contending that their view of a good and an evil deity made much
more sense in terms of everybody’s life experience than the Christian view that a
good god has created and is responsible for the events that go on in human his-
tory.21 He sought to show that every attempt to separate God and God’s omnipo-
tence from the results in human affairs was bound to end in contradictions and
absurdities. Bayle himself came from the area where the Manicheans had existed
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It is even possible he came from a family
that was still Manichean. The view was not a real live one until Bayle’s articles on
the Manicheans and the Paulicians appeared. Then suddenly theologians had to
prove that they were not Manicheans or that they had an answer to Manicheans
or they would be forced to accept Bayle’s view that Manicheanism was more plau-
sible on empirical grounds.

As Bayle said, “The history of mankind is nothing but the lies, misfortunes
and miseries of the human race.” The article on King David was a startling case
history of the miseries caused by such an important religious figure. Bayle man-
aged to present the story in the most negative way, while still following the bibli-
cal narrative. At one point he said, to disarm his critics, that he is not making this
up but that this is what it says chapter and verse in the Bible. By the time he got
done, he had completely discredited the ancient Israelite king and had him con-
demned as a murderer, sex offender, and one who had committed many other
crimes.22 In the explanation about obscenities, Bayle said that as a historian it was
not his fault that people did such terrible things. He was just reporting what had
happened, and, he insisted, there is no way of explaining certain events without
the reader getting obscene images in his or her mind. Bayle offered the case of ex-
plaining why a royal marriage was called off. He offered dozens of versions of how
one could explain the situation, from the most elegant to the most crude. But they
all amounted to the same explanation, that the princess had been impregnated by
a coachman. Such things happened, and it is not the historian who should be
blamed for reporting it. If one were totally honest, Bayle was suggesting, one
would have to regard the world of the biblical patriarchs as barbaric and immoral,
and if one were totally honest one would have to see that human history in secu-
lar terms from ancient times to the present was also barbaric and immoral. All of
this was to be ammunition for his thesis that a society of atheists could be more
moral than a society of religious people.

Bayle’s Clarification on atheism is another intensification of his theory in
which he said he just did not happen to know any immoral atheists, and he asked
readers if they had any information please send it to him and he would consider
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it. Next, he started presenting his thesis that there was a society of atheists in the
world in his time that was getting on much better than any European society.
Bayle had been following the information coming to Europe about China and ac-
cepted the picture that China was, in fact, a society of atheists, was a highly moral
society, and was much more stable and ethical than any European society. He
even thought that Spinoza’s view was a sort of Chinese philosophy. With China as
the positive model, Bayle could insist that any society that had a religious struc-
ture would soon have religious schisms, religious dogmas, religious persecutions,
religious wars, and all the ills of mankind. The advocacy of the moral atheist soci-
ety could be a way of holding up a mirror to the immorality of Europe as was done
in the whole series of works such as the Persian Letters. Or it could be a serious
claim that morality was independent of religion and that there was something
about religion that made it antagonistic toward morality. In the moral sphere, this
would suggest one could find positive principles that would not be undermined
by sceptical reasoning. Some present-day commentators, like Antony McKenna
and Gianluca Mori, have been developing this picture of Bayle as a complete
sceptic in epistemology and metaphysics and as a positive moralist in human af-
fairs. Some see something like this already in Montaigne, Charron, and La
Mothe Le Vayer.23 This side of Bayle, separating religion and morals, was to be-
come all-important in the French, English, and American Enlightenments. Sally
L. Jenkinson has recently published a new translation of several articles of Bayle
dealing with political philosophy and has given a fine analysis of what might con-
stitute Bayle’s political philosophy in the context of his time.24

An area in which Bayle displays his separation of sceptical philosophizing
and positive moralizing appears in the articles on various prophetic and millenar-
ian thinkers and on millenarian expectations, such as the conversion of the Jews.
In the article on Savonarola, the figure with whom I began this book, Bayle
showed little interest in the friar’s thought but was mainly concerned to straighten
out the historical record, which clearly showed, according to Bayle, that
Savonarola was not really a prophet at all; his predictions did not come true. He
also, according to Bayle, was not particularly heroic and was certainly not a proto-
Protestant, a view that was being touted by Bayle’s opponent, Jurieu. He just turns
out to be a determined fanatic who got condemned due principally to his own
nasty actions. By the time Bayle finished the article, there was really nothing left
in Savonarola’s story to excite any moral approval. It was just a sad case of one
more fanatic getting his just desserts.25

This fits with a series of articles in which Bayle deals with the millenarian
theories of Joseph Mede and others and shows that these theories have no merit as
predictions of what is happening in the world and that the people who believe
these prophetic systems are mentally unbalanced. In some cases, Bayle was too
outraged about the views of figures like John Dury to be able to do more than just
dismiss them as having some sort of mental illness.26

A prime case of this transference of religious thought to simple natural exam-
ination is Bayle’s views on the conversion of the Jews. Pierre Jurieu had made a
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big fuss about the importance of this event in presaging the culmination of world
history. Jurieu was insistent that the conversion should and would occur in the
early eighteenth century and offered lots of evidence from the Bible and from
current events to make out his case. Bayle had several articles on people who con-
verted to Christianity and just treated this as part of the social scene, signifying
nothing more important than an individual’s weakness giving in to social pres-
sure. Bayle sought to show that converts gain nothing by their conversion—no-
body trusted them, either among their original group or their new group. When
one considers that Bayle himself was a convert and he knew what the process in-
volved, in terms of how his Protestant community regarded his actions, and how
the group he converted to had treated him, he could easily apply this to other
cases. Bayle’s second conversion back to Calvinism was never offered as an im-
portant theological step taken by the author but as a correction of a earlier mis-
take, the earlier conversion.

Taking the discussion of conversion out of theological context and making it
an affair of a subgroup of human beings and an example of social pressure by the
dominant group in society, Bayle opened the door to considering so-called reli-
gious phenomena in terms of the human sciences. One could then judge some
human actions better than others on the basis of a common moral attitude shared
by nonfanatical human beings of any persuasion. Bayle thus set the stage for the
development of the social scientific explanations and naturalistic moral evalua-
tions that were to characterize much of eighteenth-century Enlightenment
thought.

Month after month, the French Reformed Church of Rotterdam considered
expelling Pierre Bayle as a member. Jurieu led the attack. Bayle defended himself
and kept insisting that his views were those of John Calvin and also of Pierre Ju-
rieu. When various liberal Protestants tried to defend Bayle, he turned on them
because they were using reason to defend their faith. For the last years of his life
Bayle answered one critic after another and died with pen in hand, having just an
hour before finished his last work against Jurieu and Jaquelot. A note written to a
friend the day he died says, “I feel that I have no more than a few moments to live.
I am dying as a Christian philosopher, convinced of and pierced by the bounties
and mercy of God, and I wish you a perfect happiness.”27 The note contains no
specifics as to what a Christian philosopher believes, no mention of Jesus or any
Christian doctrines. As Elisabeth Labrousse said, people could not be sure if they
were burying a true and believing Christian or one of the first deists, or maybe
even an atheist.28

Bayle’s polemical activities continued until the day of his death, December
28, 1706, when he put the final touches to his last work, the Entretiens de Maxime
et de Themiste (Conversations between Maxime and Themiste). He fought long
and hard “against everything that is said, and everything that is done.”29 Despite
all his destructive efforts, his good friend Shaftesbury could say in tribute: “What-
ever he might be in speculation, he was in practice one of the best of Christians,
and almost the only man I ever knew who, professing philosophy, lived truly as a
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philosopher; with that innocence, virtue, temperance, humility, contempt of the
world and interest which might be called exemplary. Nor was there ever a fairer
reasoner, or a civiler, politer, wittier man in conversation.”30 Bayle’s staunch
enemy Jurieu launched another attack entitled Le Philosophe de Rotterdam, ac-
cusé, atteint, et convaincu (The Philosopher of Rotterdam, Accused, Indicted, and
Convicted). The Catholic Mémoires de Trévoux observed sadly, “What a good for-
tune for the literary world it would be if all those who have read much knew how
to give their compilations the charming turn he gave to his! What a misfortune it
is that, having possessed in the highest degree the precious talent to embellish
what is most dry and in the sciences, he was content to cultivate it only on the
edges of precipices, where he could not be followed without danger.”31 And
Locke’s friend Le Clerc, after piously announcing that he would not argue with a
dead man who could not defend himself any more, could only express dismay
when Bayle’s posthumous attack appeared, showing that, even with the author
resting in his grave, his pen could still do its damage.

The writers of the eighteenth century used the endless arguments of Bayle as
the “Arsenal of the Enlightenment” and thereby wrought monumental changes
in the intellectual world. Many of the philosophes and nineteenth-century figures
concerned with intellectual history assumed that, since Bayle had provided the
Age of Reason with so much critical ammunition to be employed against unen-
lightened theologians and metaphysicians, he must also have shared the avant-
garde views of the Enlightenment. They interpreted him as a precursor of the ir-
religious, empirical, and scientific tendencies that were to destroy the ideology of
the ancien régime.

But, regardless of the effects of Bayle’s work, we can ask if this was what the
author was actually trying to accomplish. From Jurieu and Voltaire, to Feuerbach,
down to the present, there has been a wide range of interpretation. Bayle has been
seen as an atheist, as a critic of traditional religion, an enlightened sceptic, an ad-
vocate of complete toleration, a fideist, a true believer, a man of faith. The task of
reading the heart and soul of Bayle has intrigued and baffled many, and I would
be foolish if I pretended to be ready with the answer. I shall briefly offer my own
answer as a possibility. This is close to some of the interpretations offered from the
middle of the twentieth century onward, and now, in the twenty-first century, my
interpretation, like that of Elisabeth Labrousse, Walter Rex, and Harry Bracken, is
being challenged by new interpretations, such as those of Gianluca Mori and
Antony McKenna, among others.32

There are enough biographical and theoretical details to make it very diffi-
cult to assume that Bayle was insincere in his almost lifelong adherence to
Calvinism. It has always seemed to me that there must have been some degree of
sincerity in Bayle’s adherence to the French Reformed Church of Rotterdam. He
attended it week after week for twenty-five years. In the tolerant atmosphere of the
Netherlands, he could easily have dropped out of that church, joined a more lib-
eral one, or remained unchurched.33 At one point he was looking into moving to
England, where he could have dropped out of the Huguenot world. Labrousse
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has stressed that he was temperamentally a Huguenot through and through. He
came from a persecuted family of martyrs and probably had a strong, automatic
defensive reaction to the non-Huguenot world. This could explain the years of
membership but not the intellectual battle that he carried on against opponents
of the Right, the Left, and the Center.

But there are too many peculiarities in his views, his interests, his interpreta-
tions, to make it easy for me to accept the thesis that he really was a Calvinist in be-
lief. Perhaps religion had no expressed or expressible content for him but was only
“in the heart” in some quite unemotional way, and when he tried to think and
reason about it, he found too much plausibility in Manicheanism. When he went
back to pious study, he could preserve his composure as a “Christian philosopher”
while destroying every form of intelligible Christian theology.

If Bayle was the supersceptic I have been portraying, there seems to be a point
at which he suspended his scepticism and adopted positive moral views. Bayle has
been seen as the father of modern toleration, especially for his early work the
Commentaire Philosophique, where he argued against the Catholic persecution
of the Huguenots by defending everyone’s right to his own personal beliefs. He of-
fered the doctrine of the rights of the erring conscience; as long as one conscien-
tiously believes something, one should be allowed to hold the belief. Basing one’s
faith on one’s consciousness was a basic Calvinist view, in contrast to accepting
any authority as the rule of one’s faith. So Bayle had some basis for claiming that
his analysis was in keeping with the views of Calvin and his followers.

He further argued that there was no way of telling an erring conscience
from a nonerring one. Hence all views should be tolerated. This outlook was
more radical than that proposed by John Locke, since Bayle included every
view as a tolerable one, including those of Jews, Muslims, Socinians, Hindus,
Spinozists, and any other view. All this was developed in the first book of the
Commentaire Philosophique. In the second volume he came face to face with
the problem of what one should do about beliefs that entailed the destruction of
others. If an erring conscience led one to believe that all redheaded people
should be destroyed, should one be allowed to hold this belief and be allowed to
act on it? Bayle was coming very close to the situation envisaged by John Stuart
Mill a century and a half later, namely, that all thoughts could be tolerated
but not all actions. And if thoughts would lead to actions it might be necessary
to have some social and civic restraints. The case that Bayle began to build up
was that some sort of positive natural morality should be protected from those
who might want to destroy it. This came out more forcefully in a claim he had
been making over the years that a society of atheists could be more moral than a
society of Christians. He had been pointing out historically that Christian soci-
eties from ancient times to the present were full of evildoers, corrupt persons,
sex maniacs, liars, and cheats. As he presented the history of Christianity, it was
a terrible picture of man’s inhumanity to man. His picture of the religious soci-
ety of ancient Israel was, in some ways, even worse, as depicted in his article on
King David.
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On the other hand, the few atheists he discussed, such as Diagoras and Spin-
oza, lived exemplary lives, helped their fellow creatures, and showed no signs of
the terrible behavior of religious people. The article on Spinoza is by far the
longest in the dictionary. I think there is much to be figured out about its real mes-
sage. Bayle made a strenuous effort to find out the actual facts of Spinoza’s life. He
read a manuscript of an early biography that no longer exists, he questioned peo-
ple who knew Spinoza, he challenged the hagiography that had grown up about
Spinoza by questioning the so-called nobility of Spinoza’s rejection of a proposal
of a post at Heidelberg and his refusal to visit the prince of Condé. A work that was
circulating at the time called La Vie de M. Spinoza, attributed to one Jean Max-
imilien Lucas, apparently a Huguenot who had been in the circle around Spin-
oza, presented a picture of Spinoza like those of the lives of the saints. Two of the
wonderful items that showed his true spiritual character were that he was offered
a post at the great university at Heidelberg and he nobly said that it was more im-
portant for him to have freedom of conscience and that he did not want to cause
trouble to the university if he expressed his true views and they came under pres-
sure to silence him. So he thanked them for the offer and said that, in good con-
science, he could not accept it. Second, Spinoza had been accused of being in
contact with the great enemy of the Dutch Republic, the prince of Condé, who
had conquered the Netherlands in 1672. Spinoza said that he had been contacted
by the prince and that he, Spinoza, had refused to visit him because he was too
busy philosophizing to deal with worldly affairs.

Bayle found evidence that would suggest that Spinoza only refused the post
at Heidelberg after the offer was withdrawn. Bayle tracked down courtiers who
had been involved in the affair and got from them statements that indicated that
Spinoza made his noble speech only after the job had disappeared because the
authorities had been warned against Spinoza. On the matter of the prince of
Condé, Bayle found witnesses who had seen Spinoza going into the prince’s quar-
ters in Utrecht. A bookseller who had a bookshop across the street from the palace
the prince was inhabiting was one witness. Another was the prince’s surgeon. The
prince had broken his leg and was restricted in his movements for six weeks. He
wanted intelligent people to talk to, and that is why he sent for Spinoza. The sur-
geon told Bayle that he saw Spinoza come in day after day. Bayle’s friend, Pierre
Coste, Locke’s secretary, wrote a life of the prince at the time, in which it just
boldly says in the English edition that Spinoza visited the prince.34 Spinoza was
supposed to have returned from Utrecht with lots of presents from the prince but
still insisted he had not seen him. In Bayle’s Letters, his editor, Pierre Des-
maizeaux, tracked down a couple more people from the prince’s entourage and
gave more details of the prince having offered Spinoza a post in Paris, Spinoza
having discussed the offer with friends, and finally deciding not to go.35

However, while trying to destroy the picture of Spinoza as a noble man,
Bayle was, at the same time, intent on defending him as a person above moral re-
proach, an atheist who did not commit moral errors. Bayle insisted that Spinoza’s
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life was pure, that he was a saintly figure, and that he was an atheist. In fact,
Bayle’s greatest praise for Spinoza was that he was the first modern to make athe-
ism into a system.

At the same time that the article dealt at length with Spinoza’s character, it
made a complete mess of the discussion of Spinoza’s philosophy. Unlike any
other of Bayle’s discussions of philosophical questions, Bayle misunderstood
Spinoza’s assertions over and over again and made no effort to find a clear mean-
ing to what Spinoza was proposing. In the second edition, when people had com-
plained that he had missed Spinoza’s point, he said he had sat down with a Spin-
ozist and they went over the text very carefully. Then Bayle came up with the
same misreadings as well as some new ones,36 so that Spinoza’s superrational phi-
losophy became just a maze of contradictions and absurdities. In the case of every
other philosopher, Bayle strained his ingenuity to find a consistent and plausible
version of what the thinker intended and would only launch his criticisms when
he had given his opponent his best possible standing. With Spinoza he just made
nonsense out of his views without trying at all to see what could be the point.

Unlike his friend Jacques Basnage, who went to various people in the Jewish
community to find out what they made of Spinoza’s theory, Bayle just relied on
his own skewed reading. Basnage, whose History of the Jews came out about the
same time as Bayle’s Dictionnaire, portrayed Spinoza as a central figure in mod-
ern Jewish philosophy, who had presented the Kabbalah in Cartesian terms. Bas-
nage said he had talked to the chief rabbi, Isaac Aboab de Fonseca, who is proba-
bly the same rabbi who read the excommunication against Spinoza. He asked the
rabbi what he thought of Spinoza’s views, and the rabbi said, he just plagiarized
from our kabbalists and tried to make himself appear original by using Cartesian
terminology. Basnage then proceeded to try to interpret the Spinozistic system as
some sort of philosophical Kabbalah.37 Bayle, who had zero tolerance for any-
thing like the Kabbalah, made no such effort and instead just distorted Spinoza’s
texts to make them come out ridiculous.

It is curious that Bayle added to the discussion of Spinoza the news that a
Dutch theologian, Johannes Bredenbourg, had set out to refute Spinoza’s Ethics.
Bredenbourg was going to challenge each step of Spinoza’s argument. Instead, he
became convinced that there was no way of answering the arguments, so he re-
produced Spinoza’s system and just added that by faith he knew it was wrong.
This became another example of the opposition of faith and reason, and Bayle
seemed to describe himself in the notes here about the person who is unable to
sustain the same truths in his mind as in his heart.

I believe that one can also say that there are people who have religion in their
hearts, but not in their minds. They lose sight of it as soon as they seek it by the
methods of human reasoning. It escapes from the subtleties and the sophisms of
their dialectic. They do not know where they are while they compare the pro and
con. But as soon as they no longer dispute, and as soon as they listen only to the
proofs of feeling, the instincts of conscience, the weight of education, and the
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like, they are convinced of a religion; and they conform their lives to it as much
as human weakness permits. Cicero was like this. We can hardly doubt this when
we compare his other books with that of the De natura deorum where he makes
Cotta [the skeptic] triumph over the other interlocutors who maintained that
there are gods.38

Bayle’s completely unemotional statements about faith would indicate that he did
not have “religion in the heart” in Pascal’s sense, although he may well have had
it in his own terms. When he tried to justify or understand it, all became doubtful
and perplexing. When he could give up such rational endeavors, then a kind of
tepid, unemotional religion held sway.

In the interpretation I am offering (which is in disagreement with many oth-
ers, ranging from those who see Bayle as a crypto-atheist or a deist to those who see
him as a fervent orthodox Calvinist), it is in the article “Bunel, Pierre”39 that
Bayle’s statement of faith appears. Pierre Bunel, the Renaissance scholar from the
area of Toulouse who aided the development of modern scepticism by giving
Montaigne’s father a copy of Raimond Sebond’s Natural Theology, is portrayed as
the perfect Christian because he lived the lonely, quiet life of the scholar, caring
not for worldly rewards. Bayle’s dedication to the religious cause was the same as
Bunel’s. He spent his whole life revealing man’s intellectual state through the
most accurate scholarship and the most sceptical argumentation of his day.
Bayle’s version of the Christian life contains none of the fervor of the mystics,
such as St. Francis of Assisi, San Juan de la Cruz, or Madame Guyon, and none of
the anxiety of Pascal, Kierkegaard, or Dostoevski. The quiet Erasmian scholar, liv-
ing out his days in the city of Erasmus, examining man’s intellectual heritage and
intellectual world, could, by his patient erudition, undermine man’s intellectual
frame of reference, while remaining secure and tranquil in his unemotional reli-
gion of the heart.

Until we can actually decide what Bayle did in fact believe and adhere to, we
cannot ascertain the degree to which he was sincere, and the degree to which the
next generation, the philosophes, understood or misunderstood him. The avowed,
the constant, and the continual statement of Bayle’s message was that of the inad-
equacy and incoherence of man’s intellectual endeavors, of the need for a differ-
ent guide—faith and revelation—and of the picture of the Christian life in terms
of the Erasmian goal of pious study. If this is, as I have assumed, at least part of
what he believed, then he was certainly misunderstood by the thinkers of the En-
lightenment. His destruction of certain views was transformed by the Age of Rea-
son into a positive affirmative of other views: into a new theology—scientism—
that was to prove no more coherent or adequate than those Bayle had already
denuded of all their pretensions and glory. Bayle had said at one point, “I know
too much to be a sceptic and too little to be a dogmatist.”

Bayle’s all-out attack on everything that is said and everything that is done
carried scepticism to its ultimate extreme. The other sceptics of the seventeenth
century undermined the Cartesian revolution to prepare the way for a philosophy
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and a science without metaphysics. Bayle undermined all of man’s intellectual ef-
forts and left an incoherent shambles as the legacy of the new philosophy and the
science. He showed that all approaches to all problems soon dissolve into mean-
inglessness and incoherence. The problem was not just the inner structure of the
Cartesian theory of knowledge but the basic irrationality of God’s world that ex-
hibited itself in all efforts at theorizing. Bayle’s method was not just that of the
other sceptics, the various tropes of Sextus Empiricus, but was a method of analy-
sis, in the style of the “subtle” Arriaga and of Leibniz, a method that, in Bayle’s
hands, led only to utter confusion, bewilderment, and perplexity, not to an admi-
ration of empirical study. Every problem and every theory, Bayle showed, ended
in contradictions, absurdities, and paradoxes. Only a new guide—faith and reve-
lation—could lead man out of this morass. But Bayle, like Bunel, could find this
faith only in the mind and could exhibit it only in a quiet life of interminable
scholarly endeavor, instead of in a life of entire religious commitment, like
Kierkegaard’s knight of faith.

In terms of this picture, Bayle has less in common with his Enlightenment
heirs than do the other seventeenth-century sceptics. Gassendi, Sorbière,
Foucher, Huet, and the French translation of John Locke provided the Enlight-
enment figures with a science without metaphysics, a via media between scepti-
cism and dogmatism, that was to answer all of man’s problems by destroying the
Cartesian enterprise of a science based on metaphysical knowledge. Bayle, while
providing the arsenal of the Enlightenment, the weapons and the ammunition
that were to be fired at all of the opponents of the Age of Reason, had no illusions,
himself, about what man’s reason could accomplish.

Bayle’s scepticism was passed on to avant-garde figures of the eighteenth
century. His folio volumes were studied by most philosophers and theologians.
The thinker who carried on the most sceptical side was the Scottish philosopher
David Hume, who went off to write his sceptical masterpiece, entitled A Treatise
on Human Nature, with eight volumes of Bayle in his luggage. He took these vol-
umes to the Jesuit college at La Flèche where Descartes had started from. There
he pored over Bayle’s arguments and modernized them and mostly took them
out of a theological context. Bayle had said he was destroying reason to make
room for faith. Hume, after presenting a range of sceptical arguments in the Di-
alogues Concerning Natural Religion, had his sceptical spokesperson declare
that to be a philosophical sceptic in a man of letters was the first and most essen-
tial step in becoming a true and believing Christian. By Hume’s day nobody took
this as a serious avowal of faith, and those who knew Hume were pretty sure he
never became a true and believing Christian but was rather, as they called him,
the great infidel. Scepticism had come out of any religious or theological context
and was now a critique of human reason alone. The history of scepticism, post-
Bayle, was to take a much more secular form, though some attempts to restate
the fideistic motif by J. G. Hamann, Félicité Robert de Lamennais, Søren
Kierkegaard, and Lev Chestov, among others was a cry to find religious truth out
of immersion in scepticism.40
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This history will end here. Many have written on scepticism in the Enlight-
enment, including myself, and some are beginning to reexamine nineteenth-cen-
tury and twentieth-century thinkers in terms of scepticism. In fact, a recent issue
of Magazine littéraire devoted to “le retour des sceptiques” portrays the emer-
gence of sceptical ideas in the beginning of the twenty-first century and sees scep-
ticism as the most vital force of our time.41 It is, of course, too early to tell if any
new forms of scepticism will emerge and whether twenty-first century scepticism
will prove an enduring antidote to the many ideological dogmatisms that sur-
round us.
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I am most grateful to Arthur Lesley, who has provided me with much of the preceding
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Pico and Gianfrancesco Pico, Lesley, who is working on editing Yohanan Alemanno’s
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of Pisa. Texts they brought from Spain might have accumulated there and been available
to scholars.

Note to Page 24 309



54. Pico, Examen Vanitatis, book 4, chaps. 4, 5, and 7. See Schmitt, Gianfrancesco
Pico, pp. 63–7.

55. Fortunat Strowski, Montaigne, 2nd ed. (Paris, 1931).
56. Pierre Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution des Essais de Montaigne (Paris, 1908), vol.

2, p. 166. See Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico, chap. 6, for detailed examination of Pico’s in-
fluence. Schmitt’s recent article “Filippo Fabri and Scepticism: A Forgotten Defense of
Scotus,” in Storia e cultura al Santo a cura di Antonio Poppi (Vincenza, 1976), pp. 308–12,
adds some new information on Pico’s influence.

57. Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, p. 166, n. 1, shows that it is most unlikely that
Montaigne used Pico’s work. He points out that both authors borrow from Sextus, but usu-
ally Montaigne’s borrowings are more accurate, and Montaigne does not use any of Pico’s
anecdotes, many of which might have appealed to him had he seen them. 

58. Carl Friedrich Stäudlin, Geschichte und Geist des Skepticismus (Leipzig, 1794),
vol. 1, p. 557.

59. This was brought to my attention in various conversations with Robert Westman,
of the University of California at San Diego, who is writing a book on early astronomy.

60. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico, chapter 6.
61. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes Adversus Astrologiam Divina-

tricem, ed. Eugenio Garin, Edizione Nazionale, 2 vols. (Florence, 1952). In the list of Pico’s
manuscripts given in Pearl Kibre, The Library of Pico Della Mirandola, no. 673 and no.
1044 are entitled Tractatus contra arithmeticos et contra astrologos. No. 1044 is attributed to
Sextus in the index.

62. This manuscript is now in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence, ms.
85.11. According to Lucia Cesarini Martinelli, Poliziano made corrections on the mss. of
some of the Greek words. See Martinelli, “Sesto Empirico e una dispersa enciclopedia delle
arti e delle scienze di Angelo Poliziano,” Rinascimento Seconda Serie 20 (Florence, 1980).

63. Eugenio Garin analyzed the content of Pico’s work on astrology and indicated
how much of it is really Sextus Empiricus reworked. See Garin, “Prolusione generale,” in
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola: Convegno internazionale di studi nel cinquecentesimo an-
niversario della morte (1494–1994): Mirandola, 4–8 October 1994, ed. Gian Carlo
Garfagnini (Florence, 1997).

64. Ibid.
65. François Rabelais, Oeuvres de François Rabelais, édition critique publiée sous la

direction de Abel Lefranc, texte et notes par H. Clouzot, P. Delaunay, J. Plattard et J.
Porcher (Paris, 1931), vol. 5, p. 269, 1.112–22. Another, and somewhat more detailed, ac-
count of Rabelais’ discussion of Pyrrhonism occurs in Floridi, Sextus Empiricus, pp. 59–60.

66. Molière’s version of the story is much more true to what Pyrrhonism is, since his
sceptical philosopher applies various standard responses out of the Pyrrhonian tradition to
the question at issue, should Sganarelle marry? And after showing that he is in doubt about
all sides of all questions and is not sure of anything, Molière embellishes the Rabelaisian
situation by having Sganarelle hit Marphurius with a stick. When the Pyrrhonist com-
plains, Sganarelle points out that a sceptic cannot even be sure that he is being struck or
that it hurts him. A later commentator on this, Friedrich Bierling, in his Commentatio de
Pyrrhonismo Historico (Leipzig, 1724), p. 23, pointed out that Marphurius should have an-
swered Sganarelle, “It seems to me that you have beaten me, and that is why it seems to me
that I ought to do the same to you.”

67. Henri Busson, in his Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française de la Renais-
sance (1533–1601) (Paris, 1957), pp. 234–5, used Rabelais as major evidence that Pyrrhonism
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(XVIe–XVIIe Siècles),” in Révolution scientifique et libertinage, ed. Alain Mothu and An-
tonella Del Prete (Turnhout, 2000).

81. Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 166, and Strowski, Montaigne, pp. 130
and 133, n. 1, say so. Paola Zambelli supports this view in her “A propositis della ‘de vanitate
scientiarium et artium’ di Cornelio Agrippa,” Rivista critica di storia della filosofia 15
(1960), pp. 166–80. Schmitt carefully examines the evidence and doubts that Agrippa used
any of Pico’s materials. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico, pp. 239–42.

82. For example, chap. 54 on moral philosophy looks like some of Sextus’ discussions
on the variety of moral behavior. However, where Sextus gives the example that “also
among the Egyptians men marry their sisters,” Outlines of Pyrrhonism, vol. 1, p. 153, and
vol. 3, p. 205, Agrippa wrote: “Emonge the Athenians it was leeful for a man to marry his
owne sister,” Vanitie, p. 72. Several instances of this sort occur. (Villey states it as a fact that
Agrippa borrowed from Sextus, without offering any examples. See Villey, Les Sources et
l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 176.) There are several mentions of Pyrrho by Agrippa, but none indi-
cating much acquaintance with Pyrrhonian sources. Nauert, “Magic and Scepticism in
Agrippa’s Thought,”, n. 30, says that Agrippa does not cite Sextus because his works were
not yet in print.

83. See Strowski, Montaigne, pp. 130 and 133, n. 1; and Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolu-
tion, vol. 2, pp. 176 and 178–80. Villey appears convinced that Montaigne’s borrowings from
Agrippa could have had little to do with the formation of Montaigne’s scepticism. For a com-
parison of the scepticism of Agrippa and Montaigne, see Ernst Cassirer, Das Erkenntnis-
problem in der Philosophie und Wissenschaft der neueren Zeit, vol. 1 (Berlin, 1922), pp. 192–4.

84. Quoted from Corneto’s De vera philosophia in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la
littérature française, p. 94, n. 2.

85. Ibid., pp. 94–106. Busson presents Du Ferron as somewhat of a philosophical dil-
ettante and eclectic rather than a serious fideist. For reasons that are never made clear,
Busson continually calls these various views, derivative from the Academic sceptics,
Pyrrhonism, which creates some confusion regarding how knowledge of and interest in
Greek scepticism developed in the sixteenth century and gives a misleading impression of
the strength and length of the Pyrrhonian tradition prior to Montaigne.

86. See Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus, for a survey of these works.
87. See ibid., p. 95. There is an interesting discussion of this correspondence in

Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique, art. “Bunel,” rem. E.
88. See Jacopo Sadoleto, Elogio della Sapienza (De laudibus philosophiae), trans.

and ed. Antonio Altamura, intro. Giuseppe Toffanin (Naples, 1950), p. 206. This work was
originally published in Lyon in 1538.

89. Jacopo Sadoleto, Phaedrus, in Opera quae exstant omnia (Verona, 1738), vol. 3. A
summary, which I have followed in part, is given in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la lit-
térature française, pp. 100–1. The work is also briefly described in Panos P. Morphos, Dia-
logues of Guy de Brués, p. 78. The material in Phaedrus appears to come from Cicero and
Diogenes Laertius. There is a mention of Pyrrhonism on p. 168, but no indication at all of
any acquaintance with the writings of Sextus Empiricus. Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la
littérature française, says that “these paradoxes are really a resumé of C. Agrippa’s De incer-
titudine scientiarum,” but no evidence is offered to substantiate this.

90. The positive views of Sadoleto are summarized in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans
la littérature française, pp. 101–3, where several citations are also given. See also Morphos,
Dialogues of Guy de Brués, p. 78. Sadoleto’s religious rationalism goes beyond the stated
views of those usually classified as Paduans.

91. See Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française, p. 233; and George T.
Buckley, Atheism in the English Renaissance (Chicago, 1932), p. 118.
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92. An even more far-fetched case is introduced by Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la
littérature française, pp. 233–4, and Buckley, Atheism, p. 118, as evidence that Pyrrhonism
was current in France in the first half of the sixteenth century. They cite the poet Melin de
Sainct-Gelays as having attacked Pyrrhonism in his Advertissement sur les jugemens d’as-
trologie (Lyon, 1546). All that Sainct-Gelays said was that there is only one right way and
lots of wrong ones, and lots of different opinions have been offered on various matters.
“This was the reason that the sceptics said that all matters are in dispute, and that there is
nothing so obvious nor so agreed upon by all that it cannot be debated and made dubious
by apparent reasons, in the way that Anaxagoras exerted himself to prove by sophistical dis-
putation that snow is black.” Melin de Sainct-Gelays, Oeuvres complètes de Melin de
Sainct-Gelays, ed. Prosper Blancemain, Bibliothèque Elzévirienne, 3 vols. (Paris, 1873),
vol. 3, p. 248. This observation hardly constitutes an attack on or even evidence of knowl-
edge of the Pyrrhonian tradition.

93. Louis Le Caron, Le Courtisan second, ou de la vrai sagesse et des louanges de la
philosophie, in Les Dialogues de Loys Le Caron, Parisien (Paris, 1556). This work is de-
scribed in Henri Busson, Les Sources et le Développement du rationalisme dans la littéra-
ture française de la Renaissance (1530–1601) (Paris, 1922), pp. 417–8. On Le Caron, see Lu-
cien Pinvert, “Louis le Caron, dit Charondas (1536–1613),” Revue de la Renaissance 2
(1902), pp. 1–9, 69–76, and 181–8.

94. This matter is discussed in Morphos, Dialogues of Guy de Brués, pp. 78–9. The ci-
tations in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française, p. 101, n. 2, show that the
common illustration of comparing God to the Persian king occurs in other works as well.

95. See Pierre Villey, “Montaigne a-t-il lu le Traité de l’éducation de Jacques Sado-
let?” Bulletin du Bibliophile et du Bibliothécaire (1909), pp. 265–78. The suggestion was
made by Joseph Dedieu, “Montaigne et le Cardinal Sadolet,” Bulletin de littérature ec-
clésiastique, ser. 4, vol. 1 (1909), pp. 8–22.

96. Quoted in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française, p. 143, from
Budé, De Transitu Hellenismi. Busson, p. 143, n. 2, interprets the view Budé is commenting
on as Pyrrhonism, again confusing the two types of sceptical theories.

97. See Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus, p. 106.
98. See Schmitt, “Rediscovery of Ancient Skepticism,” p. 231.
99. Quoted in Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française, p. 235.
100. Cited in ibid., p. 236.
101. Cited in ibid., p. 237.
102. Cited in ibid., p. 268.
103. P. Galland, contra Novam Academicam Petri Rami oratio (Lutetiae, 1551). (There

is a copy of this work in the Newberry Library, Chicago.) Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la
littérature française, pp. 269–71, indicates that Galland held the Paduan position. Thomas
Greenwood, in his “L’éclosion de scepticisme pendant la Renaissance et les premiers apol-
ogistes,” Revue de l’Université d’Ottawa 17 (1947), p. 88, denies this but fails to offer any
convincing evidence.

104. See Busson, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française, pp. 269–71. The pas-
sage quoted appears on p. 271.

105. For a survey of all the known information, plus some conjectures about the biog-
raphy of Guy de Brués, see Patios Paul Morphos, The Dialogues of Guy de Brués, pp. 8–19.

106. On Ramus and de Brués, see ibid., pp. 15–6, and secs. 88 and 113–4 of Morphos’
edition of the Dialogues contained in this work; and Thomas Greenwood, “Guy de Brués,”
Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance 13 (1951), pp. 80 and 181–4.

107. On de Brués and the Pléiade, see Morphos, Dialogues of Guy de Brués, pp. 19–25
and 71–3. Morphos concludes: “In the presence of the available evidence, we conjecture
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that Brués reproduces the setting of the meetings and of the discussions held by Ronsard
and his friends and perhaps the general nature of their talks rather than their real respective
positions,” p. 73. See also Greenwood, “Guy de Brués,” pp. 70–82.

108. De Brués, Dialogues, secs. 5–8.
109. Ibid., secs. 9–10.
110. Ibid., sec. 11.
111. Ibid., dialogue 1, up to sec. 97.
112. Ibid., sec. 50, “all that men have invented, and thought that they knew is only to

be opinion and day-dreaming, except what is taught us by the Holy Scriptures.” Morphos
insists that Baïf’s view here is not true fideism, like that of Agrippa, but is merely an expedi-
ent and temporary conclusion, since Baïf lacks the faith and the ardor of Agrippa and other
ardent fideists. See pp. 35 and 77–8.

113. Ibid., secs. 131–6.
114. Ibid., sec. 139.
115. Ibid., epistre and preface, pp. 87–92.
116. See ibid., p. 7; and Busson, Les Sources et le développement, p. 423. Another dis-

cussion of Brués book, in George Boas, Dominant Themes of Modern Philosophy (New
York, 1957), pp. 71–4, concludes with the suggestion that the thoroughness with which
Brués outlined the tenets of scepticism may indicate that he was really advocating this view
and not refuting it.

117. See, for instance, Greenwood, “Guy de Brués,” p. 268, and Greenwood, “L’éclo-
sion du scepticisme,” pp. 97–8.

118. Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 173.
119. Busson, Les Sources et le développement, pp. 419–23; and Greenwood, “L’éclo-

sion du scepticisme,” pp. 95–8.(This article is almost all taken from Busson, without indi-
cating this. Busson omits this section in his revised edition.)

120. The horrors of scepticism are a constant theme in Greenwood, “L’éclosion du
scepticisme.”

121. Busson, Les Sources et le développement, p. 425.
122. Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 172. The controversies of Talon, Gal-

land, and Brués are examined in detail in Schmitt, Cicero Scepticus, pp. 81–108.
123. Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 165.
124. This thesis is asserted throughout his Sources et le développement du Rational-

isme and the revised version, Le Rationalisme dans la littérature française. See, for exam-
ple, pp. 258 and 438–9 in the former and pp. 233 and 410–1 in the latter. In a more extreme
form, this is the thesis of Greenwood, in “L’éclosion du scepticisme.” Both Villey and
Strowski minimize the importance of pre-Montaignian sceptical thought. See Villey, Les
Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, p. 165, and Strowski, Montaigne, p. 120.

125. See Floridi, Sextus, pp. 109–11. Paez de Castro’s papers were collected by Ambro-
sio de Morales. See P. Miguelez, Catálogo de los Códices Españoles de la Biblioteca del es-
corial, I. relaciones Históricas (Madrid, 1917).

126. The manuscript he used is presently in the Biblioteca Nazionale Universitaria,
Turin. See Floridi, Sextus Empiricus, p. 117.

127. See preface by Henri Estienne to Sextus Empiricus, Pyrrhoniarum hypotyp[o]-
se[o]n (Paris, 1562), pp. 2–8. This preface is translated into French in the Oeuvres choisies of
Sextus Empiricus, trans. Jean Grenier and Geneviève Goron (Paris, 1948), pp. 21–4.

128. For a lengthydiscussionof Estienne’spreface seeFloridi,SextusEmpiricus, pp.66–72.
129. A phrase attributed to the seventeenth-century English Catholic philosopher

Thomas White, in the article “Pyrrhonism of Joseph Glanvill,” Retrospective Review 1
(1853), p. 106.
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130. Sextus Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos . . . graece nunquam, Latine nunc pri-
mum editum, Gentiano Herveto interprete (Paris, 1569), fol. a2v. The translation is
Schmitt’s, given in Gianfrancesco Pico, p. 169.

131. On Hervet’s career, see Louis Ellies Du Pin, Histoire de l’Eglise et des autheurs
écclesiastiques du seizième siècle (Paris, 1703), pp. 446–51; Jean Pierre Nicéron, Mémoires
pour servir à l’histoire des hommes illustres (Paris, 1732), tome 17, p. 187; Antoine Tessier, Les
Eloges des hommes savans (Leiden, 1715), tome 3, pp. 297–302; Biographie Universelle
(Paris, 1817), tome 20, pp. 510–1; and Nouvelle Biographie Générale (Paris, 1858), tome 23,
pp. 536–9.

132. Hervet, preface to the 1569 edition of Sextus’ Adversus Mathematicos, pp. a2–a3.
I have looked at a few of Hervet’s anti-Calvinist writings, which precede his translation of
Sextus, and have not found sceptical arguments being introduced to refute Calvinism.
This preface will be considered later in connection with scepticism and the Counter-Re-
formation in France.

133. Giordano Bruno, La Cena de le Ceneri, in Opere Italiane, ed. Giovanni Gentile,
3 vols. (Bari, 1925–7), vol. 1, p. 36.

134. Bruno, Cabala del Cavallo Pegaseo, in Opere Italiane, vol. 2, pp. 266–7 and 270.
135. Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 289–91. This distinction between the two groups does not con-

form to the usage of either Sextus Empiricus or Diogenes Laertius. Sextus, in Outlines of
Pyrrhonism, par. 7, makes “sceptic,” “zetetic,” “ephectic,” and “Pyrrhonian,” equivalent
terms, and Diogenes, 1.16, uses “ephectic” to refer to the opposite of “dogmatic,” covering
both Pyrrhonists and Academics.

136. Bruno, Cabala, vol. 2, p. 291, and Gentile’s nn. 4 and 6. The passage referred to
in n. 6 is Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 3, chaps. 27–9, pars. 252–6, especially par. 252, which ap-
pears to be almost literally translated.

137. Marsilio Cagnati, Veronensis Doctoris Medici et Philosophi, Variarum Observa-
tionum Libri Quatuor (Rome, 1587), lib. 3, cap. 6, “De Sexto, quem empiricum aliqui vo-
cant,” pp. 203–6.

138. This vexing problem occurs throughout the literature on Sextus from the six-
teenth through the eighteenth century. Cagnati rightly distinguishes Sextus Empiricus
from Sextus Chaeroneae, Plutarch’s nephew.

139. Juste Lipse, Manuductionis ad Stoicam Philosophiam libri tres (Antwerp, 1604),
lib. 2, dissert. 3 and 4, pp. 69–76. Isaac Casaubon also used Sextus for philological and his-
torical information and had his own Greek manuscript, now in the King’s Library, British
Museum, which he took from his father-in-law, Henri Estienne. See Mark Pattison, Isaac
Casaubon 1559–1614, 2nd ed.(Oxford, 1892), pp. 30–1.

140. In the eighteenth century, Valentia’s work appeared in the Durand edition of Ci-
cero’s Académiques as Les Académiques ou des Moyens de Juger du Vrai: Ouvrage puisé
dans les sources; par Pierre Valence. See, for instance, the Paris 1796 edition of Cicero’s
Académiques where Valentia’s book is pp. 327–464. The book was also abstracted and re-
viewed in Bibliothèque Britannique 18 (Oct.–Dec. 1741), pp. 60–146.

141. Petrus Valentia (Valencia), Academica sive De Iudicio erga verum, Ex ipsis primis
frontibus (Antwerp, 1596).

142. Ibid., p. 27.
143. Ibid., p. 123. The discussion of Pyrrhonism is on pp. 27–33.
144. Ibid., pp. 123–4. “Verum enimuerò illud interim his admonemur, Graecos hu-

manumque ingenium omne sapientiam quaerere sibique & aliis promittere, quam tamen
nec invenire nec praestare unquam posse. Qui igitur vera sapientia indigere se mecum
sentiet, postulet non ab huiusmodi philosophia; sed à Deo, qui dat omnibus affluenter &
non improperat. Quod siquis videtur sapiens esse in hoc seculo, fiat stultus, ut sit sapiens:
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Abscondit enim Deus verum sapientiam à falsae sapientiae amatoribus, revelat verò paru-
ulis. Ipsi soli sapienti per Iesum Christum gloria. Amen.” On Valentia, see Schmitt, Cicero
Scepticus, pp. 74–6.

145. Francisco Sanches, Quod Nihil Scitur, in Opera Philosophica, ed. Joaquim De
Carvalho (Coimbra, 1955). In the literature the author’s last name is given both in the Por-
tuguese form, Sanches, and the Spanish form, Sanchez. He was apparently born in Portu-
gal of Spanish Jewish parents who were conversos. He lived in France most of his life; there
the name was spelled Sanches.

146. Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, art. “Sanchez.” Anyone who reads this
far in Bayle’s Dictionary should read the following article on Thomas Sanchez, Jésuite Es-
pagnol, before returning the work to the shelves. This is one of the most amazing articles in
the whole dictionary. The end of rem. C may be the source of Hume’s observations in A
Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, p. 114, book 1, part 3, sec. 9.

147. For biographical details, see the prologue by Marcelino Menéndez’ y Pelayo,
pp. 7–9, to the Spanish translation of Quod nihil scitur, Que Nada Se Sabe, Colección
Camino de Santiago, no. 9 (Buenos Aires, 1944). See also Carvalho’s introductory mate-
rial in his edition of the Opera Philosophica (Coimbra, 1955), where he indicates the date
of birth may be in 1551. A good deal of biographical information is also given in John
Owen’s strange book The Skeptics of the French Renaissance (London, 1893), chap. 4,
and in Emilien Senchet, Essai sur la méthode de Francisco Sanches (Paris, 1904), pp.
i–xxxix. The most extensive collection of data about Sanches is in the boxes of papers of
Henri Cazac, located in the library of the Institut Catholique de Toulouse. These pro-
vide many biographical clues, plus suggestions about the sceptical influence among the
Portuguese New Christians at the Collège de Guyenne that may have affected both
Sanches and Montaigne. Cazac’s papers indicate that many professors and students at
the Collège de Guyenne were Portuguese New Christians and that many radical and
sceptical ideas were considered there. Also, on Sanches, see Carlos Mellizo, “La Preoc-
cupacion Pedagogica de Francisco Sanches,” Cuadernos Salmantinos de Filosofia 2
(1975), pp. 217–29.

148. Sanches, Quod Nihil Scitur, p. 4. An extended summary with citations from the
Latin is given in Strowski, Montaigne, pp. 136–44.

149. Sanches, Quod Nihil Scitur, pp. 4–5. See also Owen, Skeptics of the French Re-
naissance, pp. 630–63. Strowski claimed that this discussion of naming is the source of
Mersenne’s rather odd views on the subject in La Verité des Sciences. Strowski, Montaigne,
pp. 137–81, n. 1. In his Pascal et son temps (Paris, 1907), vol. 1, pp. 212–3, n. 1, Strowski said
that Sanches was the sceptic that Mersenne had in mind in his work. That this is not the
case I will show in the discussion of Mersenne later.

150. Sanches, Quod Nihil Scitur, pp. 5–6.
151. Ibid., pp. 6–9.
152. Ibid., pp. 13–4.
153. Ibid., pp. 15–7.
154. Ibid., p. 17.
155. Ibid., p. 23.
156. Ibid., pp. 47–53.
157. See Joseph Moreau, “Doute et Savoir chez Francisco Sanchez,” in Portugiesis-

che Forschungen des Görresgesellschaft, erste reihe, Aufsätze zur Portugiesischen Kul-
turgeschichte, vol. 1 (1960), pp. 24–50.

158. In his book The Renaissance Concept of Method (New York, 1960), Neal Ward
Gilbert showed that the term method did not exist in the Middle Ages and began to be used
in the early sixteenth century, first writing it in Greek and later transliterating it to desig-
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nate a road or way of getting from one place to another. It began to take on academic refer-
ent with ways of teaching, ways of arguing, and so on. Gilbert did not note that Sanches was
the first to apply method and science together and transform it from a humanistic enter-
prise into an epistemological one. We do not have Sanches’ book to see how far he went
with this. But of course in the next decades Bacon and Descartes were writing on method
in this new sense.

159. Elaine Limbrick and Douglas F. S. Thomson, That Nothing Is Known: Francisco
Sanches (Cambridge, 1988).

160. It is interesting that in a letter of Sanches to the mathematician Clavius, dealing
with the problem of finding truth in physics and mathematics, Sanches signed the docu-
ment “Carneades philosophus.” See J. Iriarte, “Francisco Sánches el Escéptico disfrazado
de Carneades en discusión epistolar con Christóbal Clavio,” Gregorianum 21 (1940), pp.
413–51. The text of this letter appears in Carvalho’s edition of Sanches, pp. 146–53.

161. Carvalho, introduction to Sanchez, Opera Philosophica, pp. lvii–lix.
162. Senchet, Essai sur la méthode de Francisco Sanches, pp. 1, 3, 72–96. The latter sec-

tion compares the material in Sextus with that in Sanches and claims that Sanches em-
ployed and developed a good deal of it. Limbrick denies this and suggests that Sanches’
analysis of the problem of knowing derives entirely from his critique of Aristotelianism. See
Limbrick and Thomson, That Nothing Is Known, p. 24.

163. See Owen, Skeptics of the French Renaissance, pp. 640–1; ed. Adolphe Franck,
2nd ed. (Paris, 1875), art. “Dictionnaire des Sciences philosophiques Sanches (François),”
pp. 1524–5; A. Coralnik, “Zur Geschichte der Skepsis. I. Franciscus Sanches,” Archiv für
Geschichte der Philosophie 27, neue folge 22 (1941), pp. 188–222, classifies him [Sanches] as
a Pyrrhonist; Strowski, Montaigne, pp. 136 and 143–5; and Senchet, Essai sur la méthode,
pp. 89–146.

164. On Sanches’ role in the development of “constructive scepticism,” see Richard
H. Popkin, preface to Henry Van Leeuwen, The Problem of Certainty in English Thought,
1630–80 (The Hague, 1963); review of Sanches, Opera Philosophica, in Renaissance News
10 (1957), pp. 206–8; and review of Gassendi, Dissertations en forme de paradoxe, Isis 53
(1962), p. 414. There is an interesting discussion of the role of the scepticism of both Pedro
Valencia and Francisco Sanches in Marcelino Menendez y Pelayo, Ensayos de Critica
Filosófica (vol. 9 of his Obras completas) (Madrid, 1918), in the chapter entitled “De los
origénes del Criticismo y del Escepticismo y especialmente de los precursores españoles
de Kant,” pp. 119–221.

165. Ulrich Wild, Quod aliquid scitur (Leipzig, 1664); and Daniel Hartnack,
Sanches Aliquid Sciens (Stettin, 1665). Leibniz was apparently interested in Sanches at
this time, too.

166. The possible connections between Sanches and Montaigne are examined in
Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution, vol. 2, pp. 166–9, coming to a rather negative conclusion.
Villey here, and Strowski, Montaigne, p. 145, indicate it is quite possible that Sanches and
Montaigne were related through Montaigne’s mother.(From inspecting the data in the
Cazac papers I would now conclude that Sanches and Montaigne were distant cousins,
since the Sanches and Lopez families intermarried a great deal. Both families were promi-
nent in Spain before the establishment of the Inquisition and the expulsion of the Jews and
were involved in a plot to kill a leader of the Inquisition).

167. Stäudlin, Geschichte der Skepticismus, vol. 2, pp. 53–7.
168. Owen, Skeptics of the French Renaissance, p. 640.
169. Coralnik, “Franciscus Sanches,” pp. 193 and 195.
170. José Faur, In the Shadow of History: Jews and Conversos at the Dawn of Moder-

nity (New York, 1992).
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Chapter 3

1. Donald M. Frame, in Montaigne: A Biography (New York, 1965), said that the 25
percent Jewish blood (Montaigne’s mother was half Jewish) was probably in some measure
responsible for his deep tolerance, “his rather detached attitude typical of marranos and
natural in them toward the religion he consistently and conscientiously practiced; his tire-
less curiosity, mainly but not solely intellectual, the cosmopolitanism natural to the mem-
ber of a far-flung family” (p. 28). For further information about Spanish and Portuguese
Jewish families in South-West France, see Simon Schwarzfuchs, Les Juifs de France (Paris,
1975).

2. Frame, Montaigne, p. 23.
3. See Michael Howard Jordain, “The Collège de Guyenne: Its Significance and Its

Contributions to French Renaissance Education” (master’s thesis, University of California
at Los Angeles, 1960); I. D. McFarlane, Buchanan (London, 1981), chap. 3; P. Hume
Brown, George Buchanan: Humanist and Reformer (Edinburgh, 1890), pp. 105–15.

4. Hume Brown, George Buchanan, pp. 60–1; McFarlane, Buchanan, p. 28.
5. On Buchanan generally, and on his and Gouvea’s career at Bordeaux, see the re-

cent edition of Buchanan’s Latin poems with an introduction by Arthur H. Williamson,
published in 1995 but only put on sale in 2001. George Buchanan: The Political Poetry (Ed-
inburgh, 1995). I am grateful to Arthur Williamson for information he has given me about
Buchanan, the Collège de Guyenne, Buchanan’s possible influence on Montaigne, and
Buchanan’s difficulties with the Portuguese Inquisition. 

6. George Buchanan, George Buchanan in the Lisbon Inquisition. The Records of his
trial with a translation thereof into English, facsimiles of some of the papers and an intro-
duction by Guilherme J. C. Henriques (Lisbon, 1906), p. 3.

7. Ibid., pp. 10–1.
8. McFarlane, Buchanan, pp. 96, 433.
9. McFarlane claims that it is possible that they had one other meeting perhaps in the

summer of 1556. Ibid., p. 95.
10. Raimond Sebond was a professor at the University of Toulouse. In fact, in the Hall

of Honor at the university, its two most distinguished professors of the past appear in por-
traits—Raimond Sebond and Francisco Sanches. Montaigne’s translation of the “Apolo-
gie” has been published: Apologie de Raimond Sebond de la Theologia à la Théologie
(Paris, 1990).

11. See Michel de Montaigne, Journal de Voyage, ed. Louis Lautrey, 2nd ed. (Paris,
1909).

12. Ibid., pp. 285–7.
13. Donald M. Frame, Montaigne’s Discovery of Man. The Humanization of a Hu-

manist (New York, 1955), chaps. 3 and 4. The scepticism in the early essays is treated in de-
tail by Craig B. Brush, Montaigne and Boyle: Variations on the Theme of Skepticism (The
Hague, 1966), chap. 3.

14. Pierre Villey, Les Sources et l’Evolution des Essais de Montaigne (Paris, 1908), vol.
1, pp. 218 and 365, and vol. 2, pp. 164–5.
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Chapter 15

1. The recent work of Jonathan Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the
Making of Modernity, 1650–1750 (Oxford, 2001), contends that Spinoza’s scepticism about
religion must have begun much earlier than his knowledge of La Peyrère and La Peyrère’s
materials. I do not think he has substantiated this claim that Spinoza started much earlier.
Unfortunately, we do not know enough about Spinoza’s early life to tell when he began to
question his religion and religion in general.
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Conn., 1994), pp. 2–10. See also John Christian Laursen, “The Necessity of Conscience
and the Conscientious Persecutor: The Paradox of Liberty and Necessity in Bayle’s Theory
of Toleration,” in Dal necessario al possibile, Determinismo e libertà nel pensiero anglo-
olandese del XVII secolo, ed. L. Simonutti (Milan, 2001).

3. A new and much-augmented edition of Bayle’s correspondence has begun to ap-
pear. Volume 1, which carries the story up to the 1670s, was edited by Elisabeth Labrousse
and others. Subsequent volumes are being edited by Antony McKenna and others. They
are being published by the Voltaire Foundation at Oxford.

4. Jurieu’s views about the Commentaire philosophique and its role in the Bayle-Ju-
rieu quarrel appear in the latter’s Apologie du Sr. Jurieu (The Hague, 1691), Courte revue des
maximes de morale et principes de religion de l’auteur des pensees diverses sur les cometes, &
de la critique generale sur l’histoire du Calvinisme du Maimbourg (n.p., n.d., apparently
1691), and Le philosophe de Rotterdam (Amsterdam, 1706).

5. Louis Moréri, Le Grand Dictionnaire Historique, ou le Melange Curieux de l’His-
toire Sainte et Profane (Lyon, 1681).

6. Letter to David Constant de Rebecque, 31 May 1696, in Bayle, Oeuvres Diverses
(The Hague, 1727), vol. 4, pp. 724–6.

7. On Newton, see Bayle’s articles “Leucippus,” rem. G, and “Zeno of Elea,” rem. 1.
Locke is discussed in several articles; see especially “Dicaerchus,” rem. M, “Perrot,” rem.
L, “Rorarius,” rem. K, and “Zeno of Elea,” rem. 1. Bayle, Historical and Critical Dictio-
nary: Selections.

8. Ibid., art. “Rorarius,” rem. H and L.
9. Ibid., art. “Arriaga” (Roderic de), rem. B and C.
10. Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, Essais de Theodicée sur la bonté de Dieu, la lib-

erté de l’homme et l’origine du mal (Amsterdam, 1710), p. 547.
11. See Leibniz’s letter to the abbé Nicaise on the death of Simon Foucher, cited in

Rabbe, L’Abbé Simon Foucher, p. 19, and Leibniz’s letters to Foucher of January 1692 (an
extract of this appeared in the Journal des Sçavans), in Die Philosophische Schriften von
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ed. C. J. Gerhardt, 7 vols. (Berlin, 1875), vol. 1, p. 402.

12. Bayle used a Latin edition of Buxtorf. See, for example, articles “Bunel (Pierre),”
rem. E, “Manicheans,” rem. D, “Pomponazzi,” rem. G, “Pyrrho,” rem B and C, and the
Clarifications on Atheism, Manicheanism, and Pyrrhonism added to the Dictionnaire.
The title of Munk’s translation, of much later vintage, of course, is Le Guide pour les égarés.
Bayle read Maimonides in Latin and always gives the title as a transliteration of the He-
brew, Moreh Nebochim.

13. Bayle, “Clarification on the Pyrrhonists,” Dictionnaire, p. 421.
14. Jurieu took great pains to describe how a non-Christian might interpret the news

about the Virgin birth and offered various scandalous possibilities that might make sense to
a pagan but not to a true and believing Christian.

15. See, for instance, the quotation from the libertine St. Evremond offered in the
“Clarification on the Pyrrhonists,” a statement on the nature of revealed truth, p. 431.
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16. Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, letter to Mons. Basnage, 21 Jan-
uary 1706, in The Life, Unpublished Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony, Earl of
Shaftesbury, ed. Benjamin Rand (London, 1900), p. 374.

17. Bayle, Dictionary, p. 204.
18. Pensée 434 in the Brunschwicg ed. (pensée 131 in the Lafuma classification).
19. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Pyrrho,” rem. B.
20. Bayle, Dictionary, third clarification, p. 431.
21. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Manicheans,” rem. D.
22. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “David,” rems. A, D, F, and H.
23. See, for instance, the articles in “Le retour des sceptiques,” Magazine littéraire

394 (January 2001), and Elisabeth Labrousse, Pierre Bayle (La Haye, 1963).
24. Political Writings: Bayle, ed. and trans. Sally L. Jenkinson (Cambridge, 1999).
25. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Savonarola.”
26. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Comenius, Ferry” (Paul), especially rem. F, and “Braun-

bom,” rem. C, especially the long section entitled “Calculs prophétiques de M. Jurieu
réfutez.”

27. Labrousse, Pierre Bayle, vol. 1, p. 269.
28. Ibid.
29. In De Boze, “Eloge de M. le Cardinal de Polignac,” the preface to De Polignac,

L’Anti-Lucrece (Paris, 1749), vol. 1, Bayle is quoted as having told the cardinal, when the lat-
ter stopped by to visit him in Holland and asked what religion he belonged to, “Oui, Mon-
sieur, je suis bon protestant, et dans toute la force du mot, car au fond de mon ame, je
proteste contre tout ce qui se dit et tout ce qui se fait.” (“Yes, Sir, I am a good Protestant, and
in the full sense of the term, for, from the bottom of my soul, I protest against everything
that is said, and everything that is done.”)

30. Letter to Mr. Darby, 2 February 1708, in Rand, Earl of Shaftesbury, pp. 385–6.
31. “Mémoires pour l’histoire des sciences et des beaux-arts,” Mémoires de Trevoux

(April 1707), p. 706.
32. See Gianluca Mori, Bayle Philosophe (Paris, 1999); Antony McKenna, “Peut-on

être pyrrhonien et chrétien?” Magazine littéraire 394 (January 2001), and History of Heresy
in Early Modern Europe, ed. Chris Laursen (New York, 2002).

33. K. C. Sandberg’s study, “Pierre Bayle’s Sincerity in His Views on Faith and Rea-
son,” certainly shows that Bayle had no reason to fear persecution or censorship in Holland
and could have lived and written as he pleased. Studies in Philology 61 (1964), pp. 74–84.

34. Pierre Coste, The Life of Lewis of Bourbon, Late Prince of Condé (London, 1693).
See also Richard H. Popkin, “Serendipity at the Clark: Spinoza and the Prince of Condé,”
Clark Newsletter 10 (spring 1986), pp. 4–7.

35. See Pierre Bayle, Lettres de M. Bayle, ed. Pierre Des Maizeaux (Amsterdam,
1729). Bayle’s efforts to destroy the original hagiography have not succeeded since the sto-
ries about the Heidelberg affair and the visit or nonvisit to the prince are still being told in
the history books in spite of Bayle’s attempts to refute them.

36. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Spinoza,” especially rems. N, O, R, and T.
37. Jacques Basnages, History of the Jews from Jesus Christ to the Present Time: Con-

taining their Antiquities, their Religion, their Rites, the Dispersion of the Ten Tribes in the
East, and the Persecutions this Nation has suffer’d in the West. Being a Supplement and
Continuation of the History of Josephus (London, 1708). The work originally appeared in
French in 1707, and the second, greatly enlarged edition in 1716.

38. Bayle, Dictionary, art. “Spinoza,” rem. M, pp. 298–9.
39. Ibid., p. 36.
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40. The second Roman Catholic bishop appointed in the United States, Simon
Bruté, had been the teacher of Lamennais. When his student sent him his work, Les
Paroles d’Incroyant, the bishop rushed back to Paris to denounce the student as being as
bad a sceptic as David Hume.

41. “Le retour des sceptiques,” Magazine Littéraire 394 (January 2001).
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