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We are already beyond Elias, for the most part  

At this point, a significant number of historians working on emotions in the early 

modern period have little or nothing to say about Norbert Elias. Work on witchcraft, 

battlefields, devotional practices, ritual, and disease, as well as on the history of thought 

about emotions in the period have taken us far beyond the narrow confines of Elias’s 

“civilizing process.” However, a recent anthology of essays on Elias reminds its readers of 

the virtues of having some kind of overarching vision.1  

Among Elias’s many critics, Barbara Rosenwein has urged us, in a recent work, to 

eliminate Elias-style teleology, and think instead in terms of “emotional mosaicism.”2 By 

this view, any specific period displays a large array of emotional styles, pieces of a mosaic, 

and these emotional styles serve as resources for each new generation to build a style of its 

own. Rosenwein grants that there is some influence exerted by economic development, 

                                                

 

1 Quentin Deluermoz, ed., Norbert Elias et le XXe siècle : Le processus de civilisation à 
l’épreuve (Paris : Perrin, 2012). 

2 Barbara Rosenwein, Generations of Feeling: A History of Emotions, 600-1700 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 319-320. 
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social differentiation, and political change—as Peter Stearns, Jan Plamper, and others have 

argued. But she cautions against introducing any kind of teleology, and even suggests that 

there is nothing particularly different about emotional communities under conditions of 

modernity.  

I am happy to subscribe to the notion of “mosaicism,” which lies not very far from 

views I have offered in the past, but with the proviso that, at any given time, many pieces 

of the current mosaic are likely to share significant characteristics. These shared 

characteristics, in turn, have an impact on the way in which a period unfolds. Between 

Elias-style teleology at one extreme and fully independent pieces of a mosaic, at the other 

(which we would have if we pushed Rosenwein’s thesis to its logical extreme), I propose a 

third option: the possibility that emotional history may actively shape, as well as being 

shaped by, trends that have a certain coherence to them.  

To my way of thinking a key facet of emotional experience everywhere is that 

emotions are understood as a domain of effort. The evidence for this is overwhelming, as I 

have argued in previous publications.3 Emotional expression is never just descriptive, 

always an attempt at self-exploration and self-management. Groups or communities seek to 

maintain adequate internal communication by requiring members to strive to conform to an 

                                                

 

3 William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotions 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); idem, “Emotional Styles and Modern Forms of 
Life,” in Sexualized Brains, edited by Nicole Karafyllis and Gotlind Ulshöfer (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 2008), 81-100; idem, “Humanists and the Experimental Study of Emotion,” in Science 
and Emotions after 1945: A Transnational Perspective, edited by Frank Biess and Daniel M. 
Gross, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 2014). 
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emotional style that coheres with the identity and shared purposes that define the group. It 

is in this sense that emotions are inherently political in the largest sense of the term. 

Norbert Elias and Raymond Williams both appreciated this political dimension of 

emotions.  

This is not to say that polities or states will be governed by a single emotional 

style—far from it. But the pieces of the emotional mosaic within any given institutional 

setting have to fit together to some extent; they do not have to be the same—they may have 

to be different, in fact—but they have to cohere. On an early modern sailing ship, for 

example, the emotional style of the captain and officers had to be legible to the crew 

members and vice versa—just as certainly as the emotional styles of officers and crew must 

differ from each other in complementary ways. Similar coherent contrasts could have been 

found in university classrooms, urban printshops, or sharecropper households. 

In my current project, I have been researching the link between early modern 

intellectual history and emotional history. I have adopted the working hypothesis that 

certain kinds of emotional responses are considered appropriate to certain enduring 

paradoxes or antinomies, and that norms governing these responses change over time. The 

paradoxes central to metaphysical speculation—such as the paradox of the prime mover or 

first cause, atomism (whether there are elementary pieces of matter that cannot be further 

divided), whether time has a beginning or space an edge—have been variously interpreted 

as awe-inspiring mysteries, curious problems of formal logic, incentives for political 

critique and activism, or imponderable knots we must contemplate with resignation. In 

Christian theology, the faithful have often been told how they should feel about the central 
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paradoxes concerning the soul and salvation—such as moral responsibility versus 

predestination, or the relation of evil to God’s omnipotence. In the face of such puzzles, 

people often do have strong feelings, and not always in line with what they are told. 

Currently, I am focusing on the period 1517 to 1706, and I have tentatively 

identified a couple of sea changes in emotional history linked to the treatment of paradoxes 

that I have given the working titles of “Luther’s emotional revolution” and “Bayle’s 

emotional revolution.” There are a number of threads linking the two revolutions, but my 

focus is on the thread with the most immediate impact on intellectual history, that 

involving theological debate. 

Luther’s emotional revolution 

Luther’s emotional revolution arose from his unique resolution of the central 

contradiction of Augustine’s doctrine of original sin. According to Augustine, it was 

impossible for the human will, after Adam’s fall, to will the good without God’s direct 

assistance. Nontheless, we remained personally responsible for our wills, so much so that 

we all—automatically—merited eternal damnation.4 The contradiction here is the idea of 

                                                

 

4 Michel Terestchenko, Amour et désespoir: De François de Sales à Fenelon (Paris: Seuil, 
2000), 26-32. 
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merit in relation to the idea of impossibility. Could it be just to punish someone who failed 

to obey the command: “Stop breathing!”  

Luther (1483-1546) struggled for years with intense anxiety at his inability to obey 

God’s commands, and often underwent what he called Anfechtungen, as Lyndal Roper 

indicates in her recent biography, by which he meant attacks or temptations from the Devil, 

during which, as Luther later put it, “day and night was pure howling and despair, that no 

one could steer.”5 A typical impossible command, Luther later suggested, is, “You shall not 

covet.” This is a command “which proves us all to be sinners, for no one can avoid 

coveting, no matter how much he may struggle against it.”6  

However, in 1517, while teaching a course on Paul’s Letter to the Romans, Luther 

found a way to transform his emotional life by reflecting on a set of “promises” found in 

the New Testament. Especially powerful for him was Romans 10: 9-11.  

If on your lips is the confession, “Jesus is Lord,” and in your heart the faith that God 

raised him from the dead, then you will find salvation. For the faith that leads to 

                                                

 

5 Lyndal Roper, Martin Luther, Renegade and Prophet (New York: Random House, 2017), 
especially pp. 43-48. 

6 Martin Luther, On Christian Liberty, translated by W. A. Lambert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
[1520] 2003), 12-13 
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righteousness is in the heart, and the confession that leads to salvation is upon the 

lips. Scripture says, “Everyone who has faith in him will be saved from shame.”7 

Thus, Luther later explained, 

If you wish to filfill the law and not covet, as the law demands, come, believe in 

Christ in whom grace, righteousness, peace, liberty, and all things are promised you. 

If you believe, you shall have all things; if you do not believe, you shall lack all 

things. … Thus the promises of God give what the commandments of God demand 

and fulfill what the law prescribes so that all things may be God’s alone, both the 

commandments and the fulfilling of the commandments.8  

From this good news, there followed an exhortation with an obvious normative emotional 

implication. “What man is there whose heart upon hearing these things, will not rejoice to 

its depth, and when receiving such comfort will not grow tender so that he will love Christ 

as he never could by means of any laws or works?”9  

                                                

 

7 The New English Bible with the Apochrypha (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971). In Jerome’s Vulgate translation, the verses read: Quia si confitearis in ore tuo Dominum 
Iesum et in corde tuo credideris quod Deus illum excitavit ex mortuis salvus eris. corde enim 
creditur ad iustitiam ore autem confessio fit in salutem dicit enim scriptura omnis qui credit in 
illum non confundetur. Other examples of promises mentioned by Luther in On Christian Liberty, 
1520, were: Matthew 4: 4; Mark 16: 16; John 1: 12; 6: 27, 29; 8: 36; 11: 25; as well as Romans 1: 
17; 10: 4; 11: 32. 

8 Luther, On Christian Liberty, 12-13. 
9 Ibid., 31-32. Emphasis added. In Luther’s original German: “Denn wo ein Herz also 

Christum höret, das muß fröhlich erden von ganzem Grunde, Trost empfangen und süß werden 
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Calvin was equally emphatic about the self-confirming character of faith. Like 

Luther, he described his early life as plagued by a troubled conscience, and an “immensely 

anguished” view of God as a rigorous judge. But in retrospect, he saw this as the “bad fear” 

of the Roman Catholic church, bad because it was self-centered.10 The papists think they 

they are pious and love God, but at the bottom of their fear, “obscurely, they hate God, 

whom they constantly suspect is not a God of love.”11 Unconsciously, they struggle with 

God, “This struggle against God translates into the usage of superstitious practices, 

adoration of the pollution that is idols, and many annoyances and ceremonies of no value.” 

The “accountant’s piety” of the Roman Church, is an abyss for the soul, “a labyrinth” 

worse than any other.12  

Thomas Aquinas defined faith as “the act of the intellect when it assents to divine 

truth under the influence of the will moved by God through grace.”13 But Luther and Calvin 

treated faith more like what we would today call an emotion than like an act of the 

                                                

 

gegen Christum, ihn widerum lieb zu haben. Dahin es nimmermehr mit Gesetzen oder Werken 
kommen lassen.” In Luther’s Latin: “Cuius enim cor haec audiens, non totis medullis gaudeat, & 
tanto solatio accepto non dulcescat in amorem Christi? ad quem amorem, nullis unquam legibus 
aut operibus pervenire potest.” 

10 Quoted in Denis Crouzet, Dieu en ses royaumes: Une histoire des guerres de religion 
(Paris: Champ Vallon, 2008), 140 

11 Ibid., 141. 
12 Ibid., 143 
13 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II. II. q. 2 a. 9, quoted in John L. McKenzie, 

Dictionary of the Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1965), 267. 
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intellect. The soul that believes, says Luther, “firmly trusts the promises of God”14 Faith is 

not a thought for them. There are many kinds of faith and degrees of faith. Even the devil 

believes in God, as the Reformers would often remark. But the firmest kind of faith, the 

faith that saves, is a trust (fiducia, as Luther often called it15), a confidence, as Calvin 

called it, that God could not possibly betray the promises he has made. Under the influence 

of Lutheran or Calvinist doctrine, to say “I believe …” is to launch a process of self-

exploration and self-management; a reward of joy awaits any confirming response. And this 

joy can then further boost the growing sense of certainty. There was a potential here to 

create a virtuous circle of self-reinforcing joy and confidence. In one of his table talks, 

Luther later referred to this as a Kunst—that is, an artifact, or technique, I am tempted to 

say a “trick”—that the Holy Spirit had taught him.16 

True faith puts an end to self-centered fear, Calvin taught. “For to have faith,” 

Calvin wrote, “is not to waver, to vary, to be borne up and down, to hesitate, to remain in 

suspense, finally, to despair! Rather, to have faith is to strengthen the mind with constant 

                                                

 

14 Luther, On Christian Liberty, 16; “Gottes Wort festichlich glaubt, in Luther’s German 
version; “firmiter credit promittenti Deo,” in Luther’s Latin version. 

15 Fiducia was “Luther’s favorite term for faith,” according to Barbara Pitkin, What Pure 
Eyes Could See: Calvin’s Doctrine of Faith in Its Exegetical Context (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 14. 

16 Roper, Martin Luther, 87. 
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assurance and perfect confidence, to have a place to rest and plant your foot.”17 And again: 

To believe is “to put all hope and trust in one God and Christ, and to be so strengthened by 

this thought, that we have no doubt about God’s good will toward us.”18  

But there were at least two unanticipated downsides to relying on this powerful new 

instrument of emotional self-management. One of them, as Karant-Nunn, Ryrie, 

Rosenwein, and others have remarked, was a tendency to engage in constant monitoring of 

the state of one’s feeling of faith, breeding a self-consciousness which sometimes led to 

steady anxiety and repeated bouts of despair. To despair might be to give in to temptation, 

but it might also be a sign of belief in the commands of Scripture. But if it was the latter, 

then, in the throes of despair, one was supposed to remember that belief in the commands 

should include belief in the promises—and that did not always happen.19  

The other unanticipated downside was a doctrinal rigidity that directly followed 

from use of this trick of self-strengthening certainty. Richard Popkin remarked on 

                                                

 

17 Quoted by Pitkin, What Pure Eyes Could See, 12; quoting from John Calvin, Institutes of 
the Christian Religion: 1536 Edition, rev. ed., translated by Ford Lewis Battles (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986), 34. 

18 Emphasis added. Pitkin, What Pure Eyes Could See, 14, quoting from Calvin, Institutes 
(1536), p. 43. 

19 Susan C. Karant-Nunn, The Reformation of Feeling: Shaping the Religious Emotions in 
Early Modern Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant in 
Reformation Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 27-49; Rosenwein, Generations of 
Feeling, 248-287. 
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Erasmus’s dismay at Luther’s rigidity. “Human affairs are so obscure and various,” wrote 

Erasmus in The Praise of Folly (1511), “that nothing can be clearly known. This was the 

sound conclusion of the Academics [the Academic Skeptics], who were the least surly of 

the philosophers.”20 But Luther could not afford this kind of detachment. Without the 

certainty of faith, Luther would once again become vulnerable to unbearable anxiety and 

despair. His powerful technique for blocking these emotions and promoting joy and 

certainty would lose its efficacy if he admitted that “nothing can be clearly known.” If the 

certainty were dispensed with, the joy must go as well.  

Defenders of the Catholic cause soon arose; they strove to re-energize the active 

pursuit of holiness through the sacraments, through vows, through self-discipline, prayer, 

blind obedience, and selfless service. In doing so, they firmly committed to the defense of 

the papacy, of the clerical hierarchy, and of the notion of an unbroken apostolic succession. 

As Ignatius Loyola put it, “I will believe that the white object I see is black if that should 

be the decision of the hierarchical Church, for I believe that linking Christ our Lord the 

Bridegroom and his Bride the Church, there is one and the same Spirit, ruling and guiding 

us for our soul’s good.”21 Although sharply contrasting in content, Loyola’s “I believe,” 

like Luther’s, could serve as a self-exploratory and self-confirming expression. 

                                                

 

20 Quoted by Richard Popkin, The History of Skepticism from Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 7-8. 

21 Ignatius Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius, translated by Thomas 
Corbishley, S. J. (New York, 1963), p. 122; quoted by Felix Gilbert, et al., The Norton History of 
Modern Europe (New York: Norton, 1971), 147; see also Popkin, History of Skepticism, p. 6. 
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Obviously, at any given moment, as one looks across the past of Christian Europe, 

one sees a mosaic of tremendous variety; nonetheless, it also seems obvious that Luther’s 

emotional Kunst worked well enough for enough people that, in concert with other 

changing conditions, it contributed very significantly to a profound transformation. 

By 1517, the stage was set for a prolonged intellectual-emotional-political struggle 

crystallizing around certain theological paradoxes. In part because the paradoxes remained 

unresolved and the military struggles produced no winner, what eventually replaced 

Luther’s emotional revolution of faith and the Counter-Reformation’s renewal of 

devotional practice—at least for many members of the European educated elite—was that 

“crisis of European conscience,” as Paul Hazard called it, built in part on what I am calling 

Bayle’s emotional revolution of irony. A brief look at theological debates in seventeenth-

century France is suggestive of the “intellectual” path that led from faith to irony. 

Theologial debate under the aegis of the Edict of Nantes (1598-1685) 

Theological debate was a central feature of European religious life from the twelfth 

century on, but took on a special significance during the Reformation and Age of Religious 

Wars.22 In France with the issuing of the Edict of Nantes in 1598, Henri IV urged his 

                                                

 

22 Some recent works on theological disputation include Alex J. Novikoff, The Medieval 
Culture of Disputation: Pedagogy, Practice, and Performance (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2013); Olivier Christin, Confesser sa foi: Conflits confessionnels et identités 
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subjects to put down their arms and to seek, through public debate, to resolve their 

religious differences. Certain Catholic priests, including a number of Jesuits, soon became 

specialists in debating with Huguenots. With royal permission, they toured the country, 

issuing challenges to the Huguenot pastors of the towns they visited. Both Protestants and 

Catholics saw the temporal and spiritual realms as parallel spheres of honor and glory, and 

felt a deep commitment to defense of God’s glory.23 Few doubted that theological truth was 

the grounds of a males-only honor hierarchy; just as heaven resembled a princely court, 

theologians served as its guardians and defenders. Generally reluctant to debate, Huguenot 

                                                

 

religieuses dans l’Europe modern (XVIe-XVIIe siècles) (Paris: Champ Vallon, 2009); Howard 
Hotson, “Irenicism in the Confessional Age: The Holy Roman Empire, 1563-1648,” in Howard P. 
Louthan and Randall C. Zachman, eds., Conciliation and Confession: The Struggle for Unity in the 
Age of Reform, 1415-1648 (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 228-285; 
Jérémie Foa, “ ‘Aujourd’huy, les disputes se réduisent à disputer comment il faut disputer’: Les 
conférences théologiques entre catholiques et réformés au début des guerres de Religion,” in La 
parole publique en ville: Des Réformes à la Révolution, edited by Stefano Simiz (Villeneuve 
d'Ascq: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2012), 149-166 ; Fabrice Flückiger, “La dispute 
d'Ilanz en 1526: Enjeux et pratiques de la controverse religieuse au début du XVIe siècle,” in Les 
affrontements religieux en Europe: Du début du XVIe siècle au milieu du XVIIe siècle, edited by 
Véronique Castagnet, Olivier Christin, and Naïma Ghermani (Villeneuve d'Asq: Presses 
universitaires du Septentrion, 2008), 179-191 ; Keith Luria, Sacred Boundaries: Religious 
Coexistence and Conflict in Early Modern France (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2005), 73-84 ; Susan Rosa, “Seventeenth-Century Catholic Polemic and the Rise of 
Cultural Rationalism: An Example from the Empire,” Journal of the History of Ideas 57/1 (1996): 
87-107. 

23 Joël Blanchard, “Les hiérarchies de l'honneur: Avatars d'une grille conceptuelle à la fin 
du Moyen Âge, Mézières et le Pseudo-Denys,” Revue historique 310/4 (2008):789-817; Dominique 
Iogna-Prat, Cité de dieu, cité des hommes: L’Église et l’architecture de la société (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 2016). 
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pastors often felt honor-bound to do so. Debates were conducted like duels, with meeting 

times and topics (weapons) determined by seconds in preliminary discussions. Emile 

Kappler, after scouring libraries all over France, found published accounts of 160 debates 

that occurred between 1599 and 1684; he also found references to, or brief summaries of, a 

further 72 debates.24  

The range of topics was well known, and in some ways had changed little since 

Luther’s day. Huguenot debaters frequently targeted the Catholic concept of 

transsubstantiation, for example, the idea that the substance of the bread and wine was 

changed during a Catholic mass into the substance of Christ’s body and blood, making the 

mass into a “sacrifice.” In the Huguenot view, it was absurd, or superstitious, to take 

literally Christ’s words, “This is my body,” “This is my blood” pronounced at the Last 

Supper. Philological research showed that the Greek verb to be was frequently used in 

ancient times in a metaphorical sense.” 

Beginning around 1609, Catholic debaters began using a new strategy that remained 

in favor for several decades. They touted its simplicity in a number of how-to manuals.25 

                                                

 

24 Kappler, Émile, Les conférences théologiques entre catholiques et protestants en France 
au XVIIe siècle (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2011). 

25 Jean Gontery, Copie d'une lettre escritte au roy par le R. P. Gonthery, de la Compagnie 
de Jesus ,sur la conversion d'une dame de la religion pretendüe réformée à la foy catholique 
(Paris: Chez Claude Chapelet, 1609) ; Jean Gontery, Les Conséquences ausquelles a esté réduite la 
religion prétendue réformée après avoir recogneu qu'elle n'avoit aucun fondement en la Saincte 
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One had only to point out that Article 5 of the Reformed Church’s 1559 Confession of 

Faith seemed to be in contradiction with the very existence of an explicit Confession of 

Faith. Article 5 stated that Scripture contained everything that was necessary for salvation, 

and that it was not appropriate for men or even for angels to change it in any way. Yet, the 

Catholic debaters pointed out, one could not find anywhere in the Scripture the exact words 

of the Confession of Faith itself. How could the Confession then be true? Even the idea that 

the Scripture contained everything needed for salvation was not to be found in Scripture 

itself. 

The Reformed debaters’ aswered that there were certain necessary consequences 

that were inherent in the meaning of the words of Scripture, and that these consequences 

were available to any reader of Scripture relying on the natural light of reason, and guided 

by the grace of the Holy Spirit. The Catholics, in turn, took aim at the notion of “necessary 

                                                

 

Escriture... déduictes par le Révérend Père Gonteri,... sur la conférence permise par le roy entre 
ledit père et les ministres de Dieppe en faveur de Monsieur de Sainct Cère (Paris: Jean Millot, 
1609); François Véron, Abrégé de l’art et méthode nouvelle de baillonner les ministres de France 
et reduire les dévoyez à la Religion Catholique … , 12th edition revised by the author (Rouen: 
Joseph Cottereau, 1619) ; Samuel Bochart, Actes de la conférence tenue à Caen entre Samuel 
Bochart & Jean Baillehache, Ministres de la Parole de Dieu en l’Eglise Réformée dudit lieu, d’une 
part, et François Veron Predicateur des Controverses, & Isaac le Conte, Doyen du Saint Sepuchre 
à Caen, de l’autre (Saumur: Jean Lesnier & Isaac Desbordes, 1630) ; Armand-Jean du Plessis, 
Cardinal duc de Richelieu, Traité de la méthode la plus facile et la plus assurée pour convertir 
ceux qui se sont separez de l’Eglise, 2nd ed. (Paris : Cramoisy, 1657). 

 

 



15 

 

 

consequences,” an idea which could not be found either in Scripture or in the Reformed 

Confession of Faith.  

The intensity of these debates cannot be understood from their content alone, 

however. These debates pitted against each other souls that had back doors; or, as John 

Martin has put it, they were “porous” to outside influences, especially in the form of grace 

or temptation.26 Thoughts could enter their minds not just through verbal communication, 

but through direct spiritual messages, that stimulated the passions or spoke “to the heart.” 

While many interpretations of Scripture might seem plausible, the true interpretation was 

supposed to be clear to those who received the grace of the Holy Spirit. Those who 

disagreed with the truth must therefore be among the damned. If they disagreed obstinately, 

they were to be condemned as heretics, consciously and hypocritically doing the devil’s 

work, throwing sand in the eyes of the faithful, hoping to bring additional souls down to 

hell with them. Every word from their mouths was blasphemy, insulting to God.27 This 

presumption explains the specific rules of procedure that these debates were supposed to 

follow, the frequent failure of debaters to stick with the rules, and the frequent intervention 

of government officials to end debates before they threatened public peace.  

Why debate with an agent of the devil at all? Besides the need to defend of God’s 

glory, both sides believed that entertaining doubts and weighing arguments was often an 

                                                

 

26 John Jeffries Martin, Myths of Renaissance Individualism (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004), 37. 

27 Christin, Confesser sa foi, 65-90. 
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important stage in the conversion process. The Holy Spirit often made use of such 

occasions to infuse the gift of grace.   

Given the necessity of debating with an agent of the devil, then, it was important to 

protect oneself with a carefully worked out set of rules for the debate. It was also 

important, if possible, to do more than win the debate by a slight margin. Satan must be 

crushed. An agent of the devil was clever, insincere, lazy; his arguments would be laced 

with traps for the unwitting, misuse of citations, misreadings of Scripture. To win one had 

to trounce him, humiliate him. 

Jesuit Jean Gontery made this point in 1609. God sets the forms and the laws of his 

religion, said Gontery; but Satan “by his subtlety gets in the way.” God relies on “the 

angels of light, the true apostles and doctors to instruct men; the enemy transforms himself 

subtlely and disguises his minions with admirable artifice …” With such opponents in 

debate, not to win clearly was to lose, even “to win with just a shadow of doubt, is to 

lose.”28 

In a 1628 debate held in Caen, Reformed minister Samuel Borchart was obviously 

thinking along the same lines when he offered this typical, if unusually colorful, 

condemnation of his Catholic opponent, the Jesuit François Véron, “He utters grammatical 

                                                

 

28 Gontery, Les Conséquences, 1, 15. 
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curiosities, ill-assorted logical hardware, off-beat consequences, laxatives as defenses, and 

buzzing sounds as the Spirit of God. … Nothing is so pitiful as his ignorance of philosophy; 

when it is time to make a proof he slaps together a number of propositions, one rubbing up 

against the other haphazardly without sequence or interdependence, and insists that it is a 

first-class argument.”29 Even if we produced a text from Scripture that explicitly named 

your views as doctrines of the Devil himself, Borchart charged, “you would obstinately 

stay locked up in that Satan’s shop of yours and from there cry victory and insist we had no 

formal texts as proof.”30 

As Gontery’s warnings and Borchart’s denunciations indicate, the lure of 

condemnation was strong. Seldom were debaters able to respect their initial promises to 

speak with each other “in a spirit of gentleness and charity.”31 More often than not, 

authorities decided to intervene to stop debates because they were beginning to threaten the 

public peace. 

                                                

 

29 (Emphasis in original.) Samuel Bochart, Actes de la conférence tenue à Caen, Preface, 
unnumbered page 30 (approximate) : “Qui dit des pinoches de Grammaire, & des quinquailleries 
Logicales, & des contrepoinctes de consequence & les laxatifs de responses, & des groüillements 
de l’Esprit de Dieu? … Encore n’y a-t-il rien de si pitoiable que son ignorance en Philosophie. Est 
il question d’entrer en preuve, il enfagote certain nombre de Propositions, qui sont comme 
plaquées l’une contre l’autre au hazard, sans suitte ni dependance; & veut que cela passe pour un 
Argument en la premiere figure.”  

30 Ibid. “… doctrine des Diables, vous vous opiniastrerez à demeurer resserré dans cette 
boutique de Satan, & là dessus crierez victoire, & que nous manquons de textes formels.”  

31 “avec esprit de douceur et de charité” (Veron, quoted p. xx of Preface). 
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In this complex discursive context disputants frequently invoked that “force of the 

truth” or “force of natural reason” which would oblige the opponent to abandon his false 

views. However, the aim was not to prove or disprove, it was to unmask. 

Annonay 1625: An exemplary debate 

Olivier Christin has singled out the debate that took place in Annonay, a small town 

in the Ardèche, in 1624-25, because it was governed by the most elaborate set of rules of 

any debate in the period. For Christin, the lengthy discussion over procedure that preceded 

the debate represented a breakthrough “which made the systematic control of the validity 

of utterances into a founding principle, …[and] detached the truth of propositions from the 

qualities of those who advanced them …”32 But the debate itself fell far short of this lofty 

goal. 

Although elaborate, the Annonay rules contained many typical provisions: 

Secretaries on both sides were to keep a complete transcript of the proceedings, and the 

two transcripts were to be checked against each other at the end of each session. Each side 

had a citation checker to make sure that Scripture and authorities were not misquoted. 

                                                

 

32 “qui fait du contrôle systématique de la validité des énoncés un principe fondateur, qui 
substitue l’exactitude des faits et des citations, la rigeur des raisonnements, au respect des 
auctoritates et des règles formelles, qui détache la vérité des propositions de la qualité de ceux qui 
les avancent …” Christin, Confesser sa foi, 31. 
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Disputants were free to argue as they liked, but must sum up each contribution with a 

syllogism. The audience was limited to select local officials and church leaders. But each 

side was free to publish the transcript at a later time.  

The Annonay debate continued through twenty-five sessions, three per week, from 

10 December 1624 to 25 February 1625. 33 The regulations required that “The debaters will 

speak in the sweetest and most respectful terms that they can.”34 But, as time went on, ad 

hominem complaints increased in frequency. 

At the beginning of the session of 14 January, 1625, for example, the Protestant 

debater, Alexandre de Vinay, complained that his opponent, the Jesuit Jean-François 

Martinecourt, had introduced numerous digressions from the assigned subject matter into 

his statement of the previous day. Since these digressions included roughly “sixty 

calumnies,” Vinay felt obliged to digress himself to set the record straight. Vinay therefore 

                                                

 

33 Alexandre de Vinay, Actes de la conférence tenue à Annonay depuis le X décembre 
MDCXXIV jusqu’àu 25 fevrier 1625 entre Alexandre de Vinay, ministre de la Parole de Dieu, et 
Jean François Martinecourt, Jesuite,touchant la creance des peres sur les poincts de la suffisance 
des Escritures, & de l’Eucharistie, Y jointe une continuation tant de l’un que de l’autre Article, & 
un traicté du Purgatoire, par le susdit De Vinay (Geneva: Pour Pierre Chouët, 1626); the 
regulations are reprinted on approximately the nineteenth through the twenty-fifth of the 
unnumbered pages at the beginning of the volume. On this debate, see also Kappler, Les 
conférences théologiques, 635-640. 

34 Ibid., Regulation No. 25: “Les disputans parleront avec les termes les plus doux & 
respectueux qu’ils pourront, & garderont le mesme respect & modestie en leurs actions & gestes.” 
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listed and refuted “seven species” of faults in the opponent’s previous digressions.35 When 

Martinecourt’s turn came the following day, he called on God to help him “to justify my 

accusations against the numerous falsehoods enunciated by M. de Vinay” and to help him 

to “cut the first of the hydra of seven heads,” by which he meant Vinay’s seven-point 

argument.36 

Gradually, the tone deteriorated even further. Vinay began his discourse for the 

session of 24 February with a long list of “censures” of aspects of Martinecourt’s previous 

statements. “I censure the confusion of method … I censure the profane abuse of the sacred 

name of baptism … I censure all the usual logic of M. Martinecourt …” Martinecourt’s 

statement the following day began with the proclamation that he honored the God of truth 

and the Catholic church while “despising my opponent’s calumnies under the name of 

censures couched in propositions without proofs with which he began the previous 

session.”37 

                                                

 

35 “… soixante calomnies,” “estant impossible de refuter une digression sans aucune 
digression …” “[Je] distingue les deffauts du discours contraire en sept especes.” Vinay, Actes de 
la conférence tenue à Annonay, p. 137. 

36 “justifier mes accusations des faussetez nombreuses dictees par Mr. de Vinay …” “Je 
couppe le premier chef de l’hydre à sept testes …” Ibid., p. 160. 

37 Vinay: “… je censure la confusion de la methode …” … “je censure l’abus profane du 
nom sacré de baptesme …” “ie censure toute la Logique usuelle du sieur Martinecourt …” Ibid., p. 
266. Martinecourt: “mesprisant les calomnies de l’adversaire sous le nom de censure couchees par 
propositions sans preuves …” Ibid., p. 281. 
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Following this session, at the request of two local officials—one Protestant, one 

Catholic—the president of the debate, Maistre Seigle, the Lieutenant de Baillif de Vivarets, 

suspended the debate until further notice, given “the sharp and injurious words that had 

been used on both sides.”38  

The tension between argument and denunciation is evident in Vinay’s published 

report on the debate, as in published reports of scores of other debates. No attempt was 

made to designate and official winner of a debate; the parties were left to put whatever spin 

on it they wished. In the Annonay case, Vinay published the transcript in full, introduced 

by a lengthy Preface, and with numerous critical and insulting comments in the margins of 

Martinecourt’s statements. In the left margin of page 14, for example, Vinay comments 

“Humorous remark about a Greek word; ignorance of the Greek language.” 39 On facing 

pages of the transcript of 25 February, Vinay inserted six remarks: “Discourse without 

point”; “Jesuit defeated”; “desperate response”; “the Jesuit makes himself ridiculous, 

contradicting the transcript”; and “Uses Bellarmin to authorize Theodoret.”40 “Obviously 

delirious” Vinay commented at another point.41 Finally, Vinay inserted an essay of 140 

pages, in response to Martinecourt’s arguments of the last session (pp. 305-447).  

                                                

 

38 “ … des grands differents qui sont survenus par plusieurs fois dans l’assemblée par les 
paroles picquantes & iniurieuses qui se sont proferees de part & d’autre …” Ibid., pp. 292-293. 

39 “Plaisante remarque sur un mot grec: Ignorance en la langue grec” (ibid., p. 14). 
40 Ibid., pp. 284-285. 
41 Ibid., p. 283. 
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Thus, while Vinay did publish the whole transcript of the debate, he permitted 

himself to adorn his opponent’s words with unspairing marginal criticisms and insults and 

to frame the transcript with abundant additional material.  

The unprecedented detail of the regulations worked out for Annonay did not prevent 

the debate from turning into what many regarded as a dangerous combat of insults that 

threatened the public peace, as the ordinance suspending the the proceedings pointed out. 

But Vinay scoffed in the margin of the ordinance: The real reason for suspending the 

debate was that the Jesuits were mortified by Martinecourt’s poor performance. 42 

From debate to irony 

Repetitious, intense, personal, competitive—theological debates under the 

protection of the Edict of Nantes in France had a very significant unintended consequence: 

they schooled the hundreds who attended them and the thousands more who read the 

transcripts in an observational stance similar to that of fans at a sporting event. One of the 

striking features of most transcripts is the frequency of commentary by the disputants that 

takes as its subject the dispute itself and its unfolding. I propose to call this “meta-level” 

commentary. I include as meta-level commentary reflections on the character of the 

opponent, on his general use of logic, on his deviation from the rules of debate or the 

agreed topics. To point out a specific contradiction in an opponent’s statement is not meta-

                                                

 

42 “… il est a craindre qu’il en naisse une discorde contraire à l’union laquelle depuis peu 
de jours en çà a esté solennellement juree …” (ibid. p. 293). 
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level commentary by this standard, but to add that such a contradiction is typical of the 

opponent’s whole clouded or crafty style of thinking is meta-level commentary. 

The published transcripts show the debates were replete with this kind of 

commentary about the debaters, their eloquence or befuddlement, the opponents’s woeful 

ignorance or their own dazzling erudition and command of languages.  

Even though both sides crowed about their crushing victories over the agents of the 

devil, cooler heads often evaluated the match-up in more nuanced terms. From habitually 

evaluating the relative merits of various moves and reasonings, of various personal styles, 

of various meta-level criticisms, it appears that many observers began to regard arguments 

as neither right nor wrong in any simple way, but better or worse, more effective or less 

effective, more closely reasoned or less, more closely attuned to Scriptural passages or 

less. Habituated to thinking in this way, it was but a short step to the kind of ironic outlook 

that Pierre Bayle appealed to with such persistence and verve. 

Bayle’s familiarity with theological controversies and live debates from early on is 

easily documented. In all the colleges he attended, student and faculty debates were 

routinely staged. Bayle’s reading of some works of controversy led him to convert to 

Catholicism briefly in the spring of 1669. He enrolled in the Jesuit college of Toulouse in 

March 1669, but returned to the Reformed faith shortly after his graduation in August 

1670. Bayle’s biographer Hubert Bost concludes that a crucial factor for Bayle at that time 

was the Catholic claim that Scripture could not be interpreted clearly in the absence of a 
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guiding tradition and a source of authority to resolve disputes.43 This was the same point 

that Gontery, Veron, and other Jesuit debaters had seized on sixty years earlier.44 

From this point forward, it appears, Bayle was a confirmed opponent of the idea that 

God would not allow a sincere soul to fall into error. Bayle’s own experience was, for 

himself, a living counter-example. His pronouncements on this issue often betray the hurt 

of a young man who, doing his best to sort out who was right, found himself, first, cast out 

of his family and community, and then, on returning to the faith of his father, condemned 

as a felon guilty of apostacy under French law. 

In the Commentaire philosophique of 1686, his first published work following the 

revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the dissolution of the Huguenot church in France, 

Bayle insisted that, with the exception of a few very holy persons such as Luther or Calvin, 

no one really knew for sure if she were saved or not. For the rest of us, to err in good faith 

is quite possible. Further, God obliges us to follow our conscience, even if it is in error. 

It is not necessary for me to remind my reader that I do not exclude grace from that 

act by which we adhere to revealed truths. Would that it were always grace that 

makes us feel (sentir) that such and such a reading of Scripture is true, and grace 

which modifies us in such a manner that precisely the reading that is true appears 

                                                

 

43 On this episode in Bayle’s early life, see Hubert Bost, Pierre Bayle (Paris: Fayard, 2006), 
41-54. 

44 Bayle probably read this argument in the work of Richelieu, Traité de la méthode la plus 
facile, 2nd ed. (Paris : Cramoisy, 1657), esp. Book I, chap. 10, pp. 103-126. 
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true to us. But I do say that the grace which produces this sentiment (sentiment) 

does not, for all that, give us knowledge of any proof that is certain and free of 

objections. We believe it firmly, and even if unable to sustain it against a subtle and 

learned adversary, we remain convinced nonetheless that it is a revealed truth. This 

may well be an effect of grace, if you like. I only add that since faith gives us no 

marks of orthodoxy except an interior sentiment, and the conviction of conscience, a 

mark that can be found among the most heretical of men, it follows that the final 

analysis of our belief, whether it is orthodox or heterodox, is that we sense 

(sentons), and that it seems to us, that such-and-such is true.45 

Already, in an earlier publication, Bayle had addressed the most common objection 

to his cautious attitude toward interior certainty. “Certainly” some say, “the Author of all 

things gives the right of entry into one’s heart and into one’s soul only to the truth?” 

Unfortunately, Bayle responded, “We [Protestants] believe, as far as we are concerned, that 

there is no difference between truth in itself and truth as we see it. Those of the Roman 

Church similarly do not think there is any difference between absolute truth and the truth 

which they think they see. Necessarily, someone must be wrong. … To put it simply, there 

                                                

 

45 Emphasis added. Commentaire philosophique sur ces paroles de l’Évangile selon S. Luc, 
chap. XIV, Part II, ch. 10, in Oeuvres diverses … (1730 edition), II, 439a 
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is a truth that presents itself in the image of a lie—either to the Catholics or to the 

Reformed—and an error that presents itself in the image of the truth, to one or the other.”46 

The tone of theological debate had shifted significantly after the end of the Thirty 

Years War in 1648. Zealous denunciation was falling into discredit. But few theologians, 

Protestant or Catholic, were prepared to go as far as Bayle in 1686. The very idea that “to 

err in good faith” was possible, that God would permit it, remained a scandalous idea to 

many. Although Bayle continued to voice allegiance to a Protestant conception of faith, 

Bayle’s break with the Lutheran emotional revolution was absolute. Even when filled with 

joy and self-confidence by the promises of Scripture, we do not really have any assurance, 

no extra arguments, nothing other than that bare sentiment itself, on which to rely.  

“Would that it were always grace” that makes us feel certain. “Necessarily, someone 

must be wrong.” The apparent modesty of these statements was ironic in view of the 

profundity of the change in worldview Bayle was proposing. Bayle was shutting the back 

door of the interior self. For Bayle nothing in one’s experience of self involved a direct 

connection between consciousness and the spiritual realm. It was this fully disenchanted 

self that had a right to err in good conscience—given the imponderable problems it faced. 

Scripture spoke only to the human senses, just like any other form of communication. On 

more than one occasion, Bayle compared reading the Scripture to the dilemma of Martin 

                                                

 

46 Nouvelles lettres de l’auteur de la Critique générale de l’Histoire du Calvinisme, Lettre 
IX, in Oeuvres diverses … II, 219a. 
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Guerre’s wife who, after decades of separation, found a man at her door who claimed to be 

her husband. She was duty bound to examine his claim with care; if she decided his claim 

was true, she was duty bound to accept that man into her bed and to obey him as her 

husband. Confronted with the Scripture, the dilemma of the individual conscience was no 

different.47 

The disenchanted self required toleration, deserved toleration, in order to search for 

faith in the way God intended, and to obey the erroneous conscience, whenever God 

allowed it to err. 

By undermining certainty in this way, Bayle took up an ironic stance vis-à-vis the 

theological certainty that had been in vogue in Europe since Luther’s day. Bayle’s works 

helped to launch the vogue for that ironic distance vis-à-vis theology found in many 

Enlightenment texts, including The Spectator, Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, or 

Voltaire’s anticlerical sallies.  

Bayle’s bestselling Dictionnaire historique et critique (first edition, 1697, second 

editon 1702) was riddled with fictitious debates, each of which was accompanied by 

commentary that reads like the play-by-play commentary of television announcers at a 

                                                

 

47 Ibid., pp. 224a-225b; Commentaire philosophique, vers. 23, Part II, chap. ix, in Oeuvres 
diverses, II, 427a-428b 
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basketball game or a soccer match. In this way Bayle ironically echoed the constant meta-

level commentary of theological debaters. His text resembled in an exaggerated way the 

texts of many debate transcripts, sprinkled with marginal remarks and inserted essays. 

In Remark D to one of the DHC’s most controversial articles, the entry on the 

Manicheans, Bayle staged a fictitious debate between Melissus, a monotheist, and 

Zoroaster a Manichean dualist. 48  Rather than take sides in the debate, Bayle’s remarks 

begin and end with meta-level commentary. A rough review indicates that over 35 percent 

of the statements that make up Remark D are about the debate, about how it is going, about 

who has the upper hand, about why it is easy or difficult to disprove a given point. The 

weighing of relative strengths and weaknesses is Bayle’s principal goal.49 

Even within the fictitious debate, much of what Zoroaster has to say is also made up 

of meta-level commentary about how the debate is going, and which positions are stronger 

or weaker. In his first contribution Zoroaster tells Melissus that he will renounce one 

objection he could make. He explains what that objection would be, but then concedes the 

point and moves on.  

His next point also leads him to an overall remark about the debate. A priori, said 

Zoroaster, it is more plausible that whatever created the universe is unitary and perfect; but 

                                                

 

48 Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique, 4th edition, 4 vols. (Amsterdam: Chez 
P. Brunel et al., 1730) (hereinafter: DHC), “Manichéens,” III, 302-307. 

49 This impression is further confirmed by Eclaircissement II, an answer to critics of the 
article, appended to the second edition of 1702; in DHC, IV, 620-631. 
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a posteriori, it is more plausible that the evils of the world derive from a contention 

between a good and a bad principle, neither of which is almighty. “You surpass me in the 

beauty of ideas and in the a priori reasons for your view; and I surpass you in the 

explanation of phenomena, and in a posteriori reasons for them.” In saying this 

“Zoroaster” is repeating a remark Bayle himself made earlier. 

After a couple of more exchanges between the two fictional debaters, Bayle offers 

the opinion that, given the positions they have arrived at, any point Zoroaster brought up in 

his defense could be countered by an equally good point from Melissus, and vice versa, “… 

and thus the debate would never come to an end.” (Emphasis added).  

Nonetheless, even though there is no way to close the debate, the Manicheans have 

the upper hand. Any good system ought to be able to explain our “experience,” he claims, 

and, as any six-year-old realizes, we experience the world as including both good and bad 

persons, both happiness and suffering. These experiences being incompatible with the idea 

of an almighty God who is also all-good, all-benevolent, it follows that the Manicheans 

have an advantage that is weakened only by their inability to say where the good spirit and 

the evil spirit have come from.  
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It is no surprise, under the circumstances, that scholars are still debating where 

Bayle himself actually stood on this, and on many other issues. Did the problem of evil 

force Bayle toward pious fideism or outright atheism? for example.50 

Rather than trying to boil Bayle’s views down to affirmative propositions, however, 

it is perhaps better to take seriously Bayle’s many explicit reservations about the power of 

reason, on its own, to do more that analyze, critique, and destroy. As Paul Rateau has 

pointed out, Bayle saw reason not only as standing in contradiction to the dogmas and 

mysteries of faith, but first and formost in contradiction with itself. “Do you want insoluble 

arguments for the infinite divisibility [of matter]?” Bayle asked in one of his last 

publications. “The natural light [of reason] can provide them. Do you want insoluble 

                                                

 

50 Contrast the views of Elisabeth Labrousse, Pierre Bayle: Hétérodoxie et rigorisme (The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964; new edition: Paris: Albin Michel, 1996); Gianluca Mori, Bayle 
philosophe (Paris: Champion, 1999); Ruth Whelan, The Anatomy of Superstition: A Study of the 
Historical Theory and Practice of Pierre Bayle (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1989); Antony 
McKenna, “L’ironie de Bayle et son statut dans l’écriture philosophique” in La raison corrosive: 
Études sur la pensée critique de Pierre Bayle, edited by Isabelle Delpla and Philippe de Robert 
(Paris: Champion, 2003), 245-266; Jonathan I. Israel, Enlightenment Contested: Philosophy, 
Modernity, and the Emancipation of Man, 1670-1752 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 63-
93; Mara van der Lugt, Bayle, Jurieu, and the Dictionnaire Historique et Critique (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016) 
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arguments against infinite divisibility? The natural light will provide them, too. And if you 

want to remain neutral, it will not fail to equip you with everything you need.”51 

Rather than adopting as one’s position what reason said was true (for reason did not 

speak unambiguously), one must (provisionally) adopt the position that seems at the 

moment most likely, the one that can be most effectively defended.52  

Bayle’s ironic stance vis-à-vis rational debate was paired with a curious emphasis 

on the word sentiment. If reason could only destroy, if it could never tip the balance in 

favor of one view or the other on the question of the origin of evil, or the question of free 

will versus predestination, and so on, then the only deciding factor left was “sentiment” in 

Bayle’s view—an inexplicable penchant or preference for one stance over another.  

There is no trace in Bayle of the kind of theories of sentiment that can be found in 

abundance soon after 1700, in the writings of Shaftesbury, Gamaches, Mandeville, Du Bos, 

or Hutchinson. But there is nonetheless an obvious affinity between the master role Bayle 

gives to “sentiment” in solving the unsolvable, and Hume’s later conclusion that “reason is 

and must always be the slave of passion.” For Bayle, the appeal to sentiment was more like 

an admission of defeat, a license to laugh at the efforts of “rationalists,” debaters, and 

systematic theologians to build unshakable edifices of truth.  

                                                

 

51 Entretiens de Maxime et de Thémiste, I, chap. VII, OD IV, p. 20a-b; cited in Paul Rateau, 
“Sur la conformité de la foi avec la raison: Leibniz contre Bayle,” Revue philosophique de la 
France et de l’étranger 136/4 (2011) :467-485, quote p. 472. 

52 Ibid. 
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We are left with the puzzle of what came first. The endless and fruitless religious 

warfare seemed to follow no plan, leaving European Christians more divided in 1660 than 

they had been a century—and several million deaths—earlier. How could this be the will of 

God? If God supported one of these Christian factions and none of the others, why would 

he allow so many heretical kings and princes to advance their own glory at the expense of 

his beloved saints? Of course it was always possible to see these setbacks as tests of faith.  

But, how explain the sterility of theological debate in France over the decades of the 

seventeeth century—the constant repetition of the same points by both sides, the constant 

descent into mutual recriminations, the constant empty claims of victory?53 Where was 

God’s hand visible in all of that?  

This long history of warfare and unresolved debate made better sense if one took the 

leap that Bayle recommended. The soul on its own may be weak and changeful, but the 

soul on its own is all we have. None of us has special knowledge of whether the faith we 

adhere to today is the true faith; we do our best to gather information, let our consciences 

decide, and then follow where conscience leads. The death, destruction, exile, confusion, 

and anguish of the years 1517 to 1685 were the inevitable result of the misplaced—and, in 

                                                

 

53 If these debates were widely seen as going nowhere, it should not be concluded that 
theology itself was in “an intellectually sterile impasse,” as Brad Gregory contends in his The 
Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2012), 47. In France alone, the works of Amyraut, Cappel, Le Clerc 
(Protestants); de Sales, Arnaud and Nicole, Pascal, Fénelon, or Richard Simon (Catholics) can 
hardly be considered sterile. In particular, advances in philology and in church history were 
dramatic, and the influence of Descartes widely felt. 
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effect, downright superstitious—belief that God speaks directly to my soul. The self-

reinforcing sense of certainty that follows when I believe the promise that if I believe I will 

be saved, in Bayle’s view, had no special supernatural status. It was just a “sentiment” that 

might determine individuals to respond to paradoxes in a variety of ways, none of which 

was demonstrably better than the others. 

 


