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DISSERTATION

ABSTRACT

Prior to the 17th century, it was rarely thought that anybody could be virtuous if they did not believe that God exists.

Following the publication of Pierre Bayle’s (1647-1706) Various Thoughts on the Occasion of a Comet in 1682, the

possibility of virtuous atheists became the subject of one of the deepest philosophical controversies of the Enlightenment.

And, although Baruch Spinoza (1632-77) wrote very little on the subject of atheism, as the most infamous supposed-

atheist of the time, his writings were soon thereafter made a major resource within the debate on atheism and virtue.

To date, no detailed comparison of Bayle and Spinoza’s thoughts on virtuous atheism exists. This thesis offers a rational

reconstruction of their (potential) arguments for the possibility of virtuous atheists. I argue that Bayle’s arguments have

been widely misunderstood, and that Spinoza’s philosophy is wrongly taken to be wholly antipathic to atheism. Instead,

both Bayle and Spinoza provided powerful arguments for rejecting the assumption that religious belief is a prerequisite

for moral virtue. Furthermore, their arguments establish novel positions within a variety of debates that continue to

exercise moral philosophers today, especially those concerning the moral quality of egoistic motivation, and the relation

of happiness to virtue.

CHAPTERS

Chapter 1: Pierre Bayle on Atheist Morality

Pierre Bayle’s argument that it is possible for atheists to be virtuous is commonly interpreted as turning on the premise

that people’s beliefs are not causes of their actions. In this chapter, I argue that this interpretation is incorrect. I begin by

overviewing how ‘virtue’ and ‘atheism’ were commonly understood in Bayle’s time: this explains why the notion of atheist

virtue was even a problem, as well as the depth of the conceptual transformation that needed to take place in order for

the possibility of virtuous atheists to be widely acknowledged, as it is today. In recasting the concepts of both virtue and

atheism, Bayle is largely disagreeing with his Augustinian (Jansenist and Calvinist) contemporaries who relied on Saint

Augustine’s doctrine of splendida peccata. Bayle’s anti-Augustinian argument for atheist virtue proceeds in two stages,

one negative, and one positive. The negative argument, with which this chapter is largely concerned, seeks to establish

that there is nothing which prevents atheists from being virtuous which would not also prevent religious believers from

being virtuous.

Chapter 2: Moral Luck and the Passions in Bayle’s Ethics

Having formulated Pierre Bayle’s negative argument for the possibility of virtuous atheists, this chapter turns towards his

positive argument. According to this argument, atheists can be virtuous because people act according to their passions,

and the passions which result in virtuous actions may be experienced by atheists and religious believers alike. Bayle does

not often explicitly articulate the conception of the passions that he is assuming. In order to draw out his conception,

I introduce philosophical theories of the passions from three likely sources: the French moralists, Nicolas Malebranche,

and Pierre Nicole. According to all three sources, humans are all (and possibly only) motivated by self-love. However,

within the moralist tradition attempts were very often made to accommodate talk of virtue to this supposed fact about

human psychology. In the final part of this chapter, I consider how this understanding of virtue and human nature might

relate to current philosophical debates on ’moral luck.’ I conclude that Bayle is critically aware of the role of luck within

morality as he understands it, and anticipates recent ’externalist’ approaches to moral luck.

Chapter 3: Affects and Acquiescentia in Spinoza

To understand how Spinoza thinks about virtue and atheism, his highly revisionary concept of virtue must be understood.



To this end, the present chapter lays out the justification for, and intention behind Spinoza’s significant departures from

the common sense concept of virtue. These departures belong to his attempt in the Ethics to discover the optimal way

for human beings to live. Because, for Spinoza, virtue is the means by which we achieve the good life, it is helpful to

begin by understanding what he understands that good life to look like. To explain this, I begin by laying out Spinoza’s

theory of the affects from Ethics part III. In the second half of this chapter, I analyse the specific affect which Spinoza

thinks defines the good life: acquiescentia. Overall, I show here that affects are variations in our power of action, and

that Spinoza believes human lives go the best when the affects we experience are those that relate to both the greatest

increases in our power, and the most stable forms of power.

Chapter 4: Virtue, Power, and Atheism

Having set out Spinoza’s motivations for revising the concept of virtue, this chapter presents what Spinoza understands

by ‘virtue’ in detail. Spinoza follow the early modern custom of regarding perfection as essential to virtue, while he also

departs from this custom. Because of Spinoza’s scepticism about perfection, I contend that he should be interpreted as a

value projectivist. I spend most of the first half of this chapter defending my projectivist interpretation of Spinoza against

three main objections: that Spinoza is a moral realist, that projectivism cannot give us the guidance that Spinoza’s virtue

is intended to, and that seeing perfection as imaginary dooms Spinoza’s metaphysics. In the second half of this chapter,

I apply the understanding of virtue previously worked out, in 4 steps. I first present and address the reasons for which

Spinoza’s philosophy was thought, in his time, to destroy morality. I then show how it has previously been claimed that

Spinoza’s moral philosophy applies to atheists. My argument here relies, in part, on the claim that an atheist could

accept Spinoza’s philosophy. I defend this claim by emphasising the role that a concept of God is supposed to play, not

in metaphysical explanation, but in human life.

Chapter 5: Virtuous Atheists: A Libertine Revolution

In closing I offer a critical comparison of Spinoza and Bayle’s arguments on the possibility of virtuous atheists. From both

authors’ systems, it follows that there can be virtuous atheists. But what is the upshot of this? I discuss how Spinoza and

Bayle’s moral philosophies, understood through the lens of virtuous atheism, contribute to several topics in contemporary

philosophy. In particular, I explain the critical positions that their philosophies lead them to adopt in relation to the

following subjects: virtue and happiness, moral and psychological egoism, and secularism and moral values. Spinoza and

Bayle offer somewhat different responses to each of these issues. However, these responses stem from a shared philosophical

commitment to extending participation in moral life towards individuals previously excluded from it. For Spinoza, this

commitment expresses itself through the blend of egoism, eudaimonism, and perfectionism in his moral philosophy. And

for Bayle, it is through a scepticism towards the depth of our knowledge of others, resulting in what has since been termed

‘evaluational externalism.’


