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Foreword

FRENCH free-thought was remarkably consistent and substantial
during the century which preceded the main manifestations of the
Enlightenment. It evolved, but it evolved according to its own
inner nature. It was never dependent upon foreign inspiration. Even
the ideas received from sixteenth-century Italy were rigorously
trimmed according to a peculiarly French model, whilst Spinoza can
hardly be said to have been acclimatized at all and in Locke the
French ‘libertins’ found only what they already knew. That is not
to say that French free-thought was inflexible or impervious to new
matter. It assimilated the information produced in the laboratories
and studies of Europe, keeping well abreast at a time when the total
sum of sound knowledge was rapidly increasing from decade to de-
cade. It never petrified into a creed. The original scepticism gave
ground at first to Epicurean empiricism and Cartesian rationalism,
but by the end of the century these three elements had amalgamated
to form the rational scepticism of Bayle and Fontenelle. Free-thought
was neither aggressive nor dogmatic, though constantly faced with
aggressive and violent enemies who had the civil power at their dis-
posal. The main effect it had on the intellects which surrendered to
it was to keep them open, flexible and mobile. It was this very mobi-
lity, this readiness to question accepted beliefs time and time again
and constantly reassess them, which enabled the French ‘philosophes’
to become Europe’s purveyors of general ideas. England provided
more sound knowledge than did the French, both in the sciences and
in scholarship, but the French were none the less destined to hold
the intellectual hegemony of Europe. Their books, clearly written,
with a minimum of jargon and specialized vocabulary, handled
general ideas courageously and radically, with the lucidity of mind
and expression which the ‘libertins’ had created. French free-
thought was essentially social at all times. This does not mean that
it was the attribute of a particular class, at least not in the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries—later in the eighteenth century
it was adopted by the financial, commercial and industrial ‘bour-
geoisie’; nor does it mean that free-thought was a by-product of a
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drawing-room culture: it was the creation of men of science and
men of learning and of an intelligentsia which kept closely in touch
with men of science and men of learning, but it readily found ex-
pression in the assemblies, academies, salons, taverns and coffee-
houses, where ideas were an eagerly accepted currency. In spite of
a repressive censorship, it produced an intellectual environment in
which men of genius could flourish.

In this book I have attempted to follow the course of French free-
thought from the time when Gassendi began to write to the time
when Voltaire reached maturity. There are no real beginnings and
endings in the constantly-moving panorama of intellectual life, and
the dates I have chosen are no more than convenient dates for the
making of a book. Before the time of Gassendi the Renaissance men-
tality is still so involved that a special guide is needed in order to
tread its maze;! after Voltaire’s Lettres philosophiques comes the main
highway of the Encyclopaedist movement. Between the two lies the
open but varied countryside through which French rationalism and
naturalism are two roughly parallel, but sometimes divergent, some-
times convergent, sometimes intersecting paths, and these I have
attempted to follow.

1959 J.S.S.

1The best we have so far are J.-R. Charbonnel’s La Pensée italienne au seiziéme
siécle et le courant libertin (Paris, 1917) and H. Busson’s Les Sources et le développement
du rationalisme dans la littérature frangaise (Paris, 1922).
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Gassend: and the ‘Libertins






I

The Cirisis of 1619—25: The Erudite
Sceptics

BoTH the English word ‘libertine’ and the French word ‘libertin’,
from which it is derived, were already reserved for the sexually
vicious at the time when Richardson created his Lovelace and Laclos
his Valmont; the term referred to a man’s bad morals and not his
mental outlook, although the belief that chastity is a ‘prejudice’
might conceivably be looked upon as a philosophical tenet.! Voltaire
referred to Helen of Troy as ‘une vieille femme fort libertine’;
Rousseau described himself as ‘polisson mais non libertin’ in his
adolescent years. The word ‘libertin’ had been used to describe loose
morals as early as the end of the sixteenth century and the first
French-English dictionary, that of Cotgrave, published in 1611,
translated ‘libertinage’ as ‘libertinage, Epicurism, sensualitie, licen-
tiousnesse, dissolutenesse’, but ‘libertinage’ was not used only, or
even primarily, to speak of depravity at that time, as it was when
Malthus wrote, in 1798, of women whose ‘libertinage must render
them . . . unfit for bearing children’. The dictionaries, both the
Oxford English Dictionary and the Littré, enable us to follow the
semantic development of the words we have mentioned. In the
middle of the sixteenth century, the name ‘libertins’ was given to a
Protestant sect, in the Low Countries and northern France, whose
characteristic tenet was a belief, based on such texts as Acts xvii. 28
(‘. . . in him we live, move and have our being’), that a divine spirit
permeates all things and is the cause of all things, so that all that is
is good.? This theme, reminiscent of ancient Stoicism, reappears

1 Cf. Duclos: “Cette vertu, si précieuse 3 vos yeux, n’est qu'un préjugé chimérique,
que les hommes, par un autre préjugé, exigent dans leurs femmes ou dans leurs maitres-
ses, et dont ils font peu de cas dans les autres.” (Histoire de madame de Luz, Euvres,
1820-1, ii, p. 234) and the marquis de Sade: ‘Cette vertu dont vous faites un si grand
étalage ne sert A rien dans le monde . . . La chose qui flatte le moins les hommes, celle
dont ils font le moins de cas, celle qu’ils méprisent le plus souverainement, c’est la
sagesse de votre sexe.’ (Justine, Paris, 1950, i, p. 22.)

2 The sect was strongly condemned by Calvin in his Contre la secte fantastique et
Jurieuse des libertins qus se nomment spirstuels, n.p., 1547 (Opera, Amsterdam, 1657, viii,
ppP- 37;—408 : Instructio adversus fanaticam et furiosam sectam libertinorum, qui se spirituales
vocant).
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constantly in the history of libertine thought and, in the Netherlands
particularly, it was still looked upon, in the second half of the seven-
teenth century, as the distinguishing feature of the ‘libertins’, but it
is not possible to establish a link between this early use of the term
and its more general use in the seventeenth century. From before
1600 until the second half of the seventeenth century, it meant first
and foremost a man who refused to accept current beliefs and desired
to free himself especially from the bonds of Christian doctrine.?
From the first, however, the adversaries of the free-thinkers assumed
that from free-thinking followed inevitably free living, and in spite
of efforts made (by Pierre Bayle in particular) to show that this was
a non-sequitur, dissolute morals and free-thinking became so firmly
associated in the public mind that the term ‘libertin’ had lost its
philosophical sense by the beginning of the eighteenth century and
was replaced by the equivalent of the English expression ‘free-
thinker’, namely ‘libre penseur’, or, quite simply, by the word
‘philosophe’. Bayle himself used the term ‘libertin d’esprit’ to mark
the difference, but this expression did not become common and the
word ‘libertin’ came to mean only a debauchee and a profligate. In
the early nineteenth century Victor Cousin hinted that even the
austere Gassendi was morally suspect. As for Vanini, Cousin be-
lieved, on the evidence of a document fabricated by a clever forger,
that he was a wanton sodomite, a slur which still clings to Vanini’s
name, in spite of the fact that such an accusation was not mentioned
by Vanini’s seventeenth- and eighteenth-century biographers.® The
morals of the seventeenth century were not, it is true, of the kind
that a moralist of Cousin’s day was likely to approve of, and one look
at the licentious verses composed by such a staid poet as Malherbe
is apt to make a modern reader’s hair stand on end, if he is not inured
to seventeenth-century coarseness and obscenity, but to maintain
that speculative beliefs are the cause of good or bad moral conduct
would amount merely to re-opening the old question to which Pierre
Bayle gave such a telling negative reply in his Pensées sur la cométe
de 1680.* Only the negative permits of tolerance: to affirm that a

1 Stouppe, La Religion des Hollandass, Paris, 1672, p. 88.

2 H. Busson notes examples earlier than those quoted by Littré. Viret used the word
‘libertin’ in the sense of ‘free-thinker’ in 1585. (La Pensée religieuse fransaise de Charron
@ Pascal, Paris, 1933, pp. 5-6 and ‘Les noms des incrédules au XVlIe siécle’, in Biblio-
théque d’humanisme et renaissance, xvi (1954), p. 281.) 3 See below, p. 29.

4 This was a century in which the following stories were in circulation; true or false
they were told with no obvious anti-clerical intention: ‘L’Angeli étant entré un matin



