Herbert of Cherbury before Deism:
The Early Reception of the
De veritate

Perhaps more than any other seventeenth-century philosopher, Edward,
Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1582-1648) has become the creature of his
posthumous reputation. Since the middle years of the eighteenth century he
has been widely known as ‘the father of English Deism’. Despite a recent
scholarly effort to question the inevitable association between Herbert and
the English deists — an association forged by Charles Blount’s pillaging of his
manuscripts thirty years after his death — it has proved a remarkably persis-
tent view, and one that continues to inflect modern perceptions of Herbert’s
writings.! In particular, the widespread assumption survives that Herbert’s
purposes were overwhelmingly theological rather than philosophical, and
that Herbert intended his major work, the De veritate (On Truth) exclusively
as a deliberate charter for deism and natural religion.? Modern scholarship,
in short, remains very largely in thrall to the eighteenth-century character-
isation of Herbert as the fountainhead of the deistic movement in England.
This paper, in contrast, develops recent reassessments of Herbert’s relation
to ‘deism’ by examining how early readers of the De veritate read and
responded to it. It aims to get behind the posthumous reputation Herbert
acquired after the emergence of the tendency known as ‘deism’, and to
explain the range of responses that his work provoked.

The deist characterisation of Herbert does not adequately represent the
perceptions his contemporaries and immediate successors had of him. The
suggestion one finds made that Herbert’s early readers ‘had no doubt’ that
his purposes were essentially religious rather than ‘epistemological’ by no
means tells the full story.* The eighteenth-century historians of deism who
placed Herbert at the front of their books were developing an account of his
writings that only arose from the 1670s onwards. Before then, Herbert’s
readers were excited, influenced, and often confused by his writings and their
purposes. For in his lifetime, Herbert was not universally taken as an
unequivocal enemy of Christianity — indeed, his most perceptive modern
scholar, D. P. Walker, has already suggested that ‘Herbert’s reputation as an
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anti-Christian deist began only twenty years after his death’.* Until 16435, the
only published work Herbert’s readers had to gauge his purposes was the
De veritate, which was first printed in Paris in 1624. And even when early
readers of this were suspicious of his intentions, as several were, they did not
level at him the accusations of ‘deism’ and ‘natural religion’ that now sit so
heavily upon him. Herbert’s reluctance to mention Christ and his ingrained
anti-clericalism were indeed suspected by some of those who knew him per-
sonally. But they only became widely known after accounts of his behaviour
on his deathbed in 1648 began to circulate, and after the publication of his
later writings: the De religione laici with its Appendix ad sacerdotes (1645)
and the posthumous De religione gentilium (1663). Before then, Herbert’s
early readers principally understood his De veritate in terms of two principal
contemporary intellectual preoccupations. The first of these was the search
for philosophical concepts of ‘method’ and of an axiomatic foundation for
logic. The second was the elaboration of metaphysical (that is to say, ‘natural’
or non-revealed) proofs of the existence of God. The responses of early read-
ers of the De veritate, in short, were not as unequivocal as those of later
readers and modern scholars have tended to be.

I

It has been assumed that Herbert’s writings were little read in England in the
twenty-five years following his death — although that there was significant
continental interest is well enough known.’ In fact, however, a good number
of early readers of the De veritate can be found, in England as well as across
Europe. It would be wrong, however, to suggest that the book had a wide cir-
culation, for both bibliographic and external evidence suggests that Herbert
himself carefully controlled the distribution of the early manuscripts and
printed copies of the book.

The earliest surviving version of the text is a manuscript dated 20 July
1619. It commends itself to Edward Herbert’s brother, the poet George
Herbert, and to his secretary William Boswell, with the instruction that
they expunge anything contrary to good morals or to the true Catholic
faith.¢ It does not contain the chapter on Revelation that is present in later
versions of the text (although the bare chapter title ‘De Revelatione’ is
present), nor the chapters after this one on the probable, the possible, and
the false (De verisimili, De possibili, De falso). Two further manuscript ver-
sions are extant, dated 15 December 1622,” and 20/30 June 1623 respec-
tively.® Both these versions contain all the chapters of the first printed
edition. It was possibly one of these manuscripts that Herbert submitted to
Hugo Grotius and Daniel Tilenus, both of whom, according to Herbert’s
later autobiographical Life apparently ‘exhorted me earnestly to print and
publish it’.°
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The first printed edition of the De veritate was made in Paris in 1624,
Its circulation was as restricted as its suggestive dedication to ‘all humankind’
is all-embracing. The work, now rare, may well not have been on public sale,
and probably circulated in the manner of a scribally published manuscript.
The second edition of the De veritate was printed in London in 1633, and
it too appears to have been restricted in its circulation: in 1635 Samuel
Hartlib recorded William Wats’ comment that ‘Herbert should suffer his
booke to bee more publike’.!” Herbert also altered the title-page dedication
to encompass a more select constituency: readers of ‘upright and unimpaired
judgement’, rather than ‘all humankind’."

It is possible that there were some difficulties over the licensing of this edi-
tion. In 1648 — which is some time after the event — Samuel Hartlib recorded
that Sir John Coke licensed the book ‘with a greate deale of vndervalewing
because hee found no mention at all in it of the only and best truth Iesus
Christ’.!> Coke was indeed a licenser, but the imprimatur of the 1633 edition,
which in the conventional formula found in it nothing contrary to good
morals or the truth of Faith, is in fact signed by William Haywood — who later
resigned after being accused of allowing through Popish books.” Nonethe-
less, the source for Hartlib’s comment was the licenser G. R. Weckherlin,
who was in the position, at least, to have a reasonably reliable knowledge of
the situation.' Nearer the time, in 1635, Hartlib had only offered this cryp-
tic comment on the business: ‘Something is left out in the preface of Sir Wal-
ter Raleigh new-printed History. So in the booke of Downam of Christian
Liberty. Then mercke the licencing wie sie gestaltet of Lord Herberts buch
[i.e. ‘note how the licensing of Herbert’s book was carried out’].”"

In 1639 a ‘third edition’ of the book was published, in the form of a
French translation most probably made by Marin Mersenne, and several
readers who had struggled with Herbert’s Latin reacquainted themselves
with the book in this form." The final edition of the De veritate published in
Herbert’s lifetime was printed in London in 1645. For it, Herbert made a
number of additions to the text of the 1633 edition, most notably by includ-
ing historical material in his discussion of repentance, and by expanding the
conclusion of the section on the ‘common notions concerning religion’ (dis-
cussed further below)."” It is probable that Herbert bore the costs of all the
lifetime editions: none bears the name of a bookseller, and only one (1633)
records its printer." Furthermore, the final seventeenth-century printing, a
posthumous edition of 1656, is either a Dutch pirate, or an illicit English
printing. That it should have appeared in such a way at a time of consider-
able freedom of the press suggests that the book may have begun to acquire
an irrevocably equivocal reputation.”

Herbert sent many copies of the 1633 edition of his book to prominent
scholars across Europe for their ‘ugement et censure’,* and other copies
passed from hand to curious hand. It was read by Fortunatio Liceti (‘who
hase highly approved of it’),*' Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc (who thought
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the book well worth buying, if it could be found),” Johannes de Laet,”
Marin Mersenne, Pierre Gassendi, and Tomasso Campanella (who disap-
proved of the condemnation of the book at Rome).* Gassendi was disturbed
at the praises he heard lavished on the book, and reported, remarkably, that
Pope Urban VIII thought highly of the work.” Nonetheless, the Cardinals of
the Congregation of the Index apparently ‘made merry with’ it before plac-
ing it on the Index librorum probibitorum in September 1633.%* Thomas
Hobbes was reading it in June 1635, and found it a ‘high point’; so too was
Hobbes’s friend Robert Payne.” Claude Saumaise and Daniel Heinsius, to
whom Herbert had sent copies, both thought little of it, the latter fearing
that he could not give Herbert his opinion of it without displeasing him.?*
Constantin Huygens, on the other hand, complained of the French transla-
tion that he had no time to read ‘quelque grand piece’.”” On the strength of
the book Herbert apparently became one of the ‘3. English great Wits’
whom Samuel Hartlib noted that ‘“The Italians admire’ (the other two were
William Gilbert and Francis Bacon).* Joachim Hiibner, William Boswell,
Pierre Gassendi, and one ‘Padre Mostro’, all wrote critiques of the book for
Herbert.’! Jacob Aretius wrote to Mersenne that ‘we all admire the most
excellent Baron of Cherbury’s treatise De veritate, and (as is just) adorn it
with praise; but scarcely one in a thousand (even of the learned) understand
it’.2 Herbert himself sent copies of the De veritate in Latin and French to
a number of academic libraries, including Cambridge University Library;
St John’s College, Cambridge; and Jesus College, Oxford.* As we shall see,
Franco Burgersdijk conducted a covert refutation of the De veritate in his
Institutiones metaphysicae (1640). Herbert’s book was being read by mem-
bers of his correspondence circle between 1635 and 1641: Samuel Hartlib
assiduously recorded their judgements in his Ephemerides, and there are
other fleeting records of their engagement with the work.** From the mid-
1640s onwards, Herbert’s ideas were drawn upon by philosophers in Cam-
bridge, notably Nathaniel Culverwell and George Rust. John Locke engaged
in a detailed critique of Herbert’s common notions from the second draft of
the Essay Concerning Humane Understanding (1671) onwards. In short,
although early responses were not unequivocally enthusiastic, there is evi-
dence to support Anthony Wood’s judgement that in his day the De veritate

was ‘much valued by learned men’.*

II

The De veritate, like several other works of philosophy of the first half of the
seventeenth century, presents itself as a response to scepticism.*® It begins by
defining different kinds of truth and the conditions under which they can be
perceived. It goes on to argue that these truths are only attainable through
one of four “faculties’: natural instinct, internal sense, external sense, and
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discourse (i.e. mental ratiocination, not speech). The most basic kind of
truths are ‘truths of the intellect’. These are defined as what Herbert calls,
explicitly drawing on Stoic terminology, ‘common notions’ (notitiae com-
munes; koinai ennoiai).”’” These are ‘derived from universal wisdom and
imprinted on the soul by the dictates of nature itself’.** Herbert asserts that
the common notions can only be proved by universal consent. This consent
is universal because it arises from the promptings of the primary faculty of
perception: natural instinct. And the common notions also provide the
means by which to judge perceptions arising from the further faculties: inter-
nal sense, external sense, and ratiocination. For all four faculties, truth con-
sists in ‘the proper conformity of the faculties with their objects’.*

The abstract exposition of the nature of truth and its faculties takes up the
bulk of the De veritate. Towards the end of the book, however, Herbert
applies his theories to religion and revelation. As examples of the common
notions in practice, he offers five ‘common notions concerning religion’
(notitiae communes circa religionem). He took the opportunity to repeat
these — making slight modifications between the 1633 and 1645 editions — in
every one of his subsequent major works, even his History of Henry VIIL.*
The common notions are:

1 There is a supreme being (esse supremum aliquod Numen).

2 The supreme being ought to be worshipped (supremum istud Numen
debere coli).

3 The proven conformity of the faculties is and has always been held to be
the most important part of divine worship (cultus divini).

4 Whatever is vicious and evil ought to be expiated by repentance (vitia et
scelera quaecunque expiari debere ex poenitentia).

5 There is reward and punishment after this life (esse praemium, vel poenam
post hanc vitam).*!

Herbert distinguishes the truth of these common notions, which are available

to everyone, from the truth of revelation. Whereas, he states, the truth of these

common notions derives from the proper application of the four faculties, the

truth of revelation can only depend upon authority. It is, Herbert goes on, a

difficult matter to distinguish authority from probability, possibility, or falsity,

all of which he ends his book by expounding.*

This brief outline of the content of De veritate provides the bones upon
which to hang the flesh of its early reception history. The point to emphasise
is that early responses to it differed widely. In part this is because the De ver-
itate is a generic hybrid. It has elements of works in a number of different
genres: logic and method; the faculties of the soul; metaphysics; and reli-
gious apologetic. The principal obstacle to any straightforward early judge-
ment of Herbert’s purposes, however, was the difficulty of understanding his
work. Many early readers complained about the obscurity of the De veritate,
some in very strong terms.* Even Herbert himself apparently agreed with
Descartes that the French version of 1639 was easier to understand than the
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original Latin.* These factors militated against early readers passing the kind
of over-arching judgement on Herbert’s motives that subsequent scholars
have often sought. A further reason for the diversity of judgements passed
upon the book was that early readers used Herbert’s ideas for their own dif-
ferent purposes. The later-seventeenth-century English deist Charles
Blount’s emphasis on the libertine implications of the ‘common notions con-
cerning religion” was only one of the many available uses of Herbert’s book,
but it is the one that has subsequently become the dominant lens through
which it has been interpreted.

I

The De veritate shares many of the interests of early modern works of logic,
for it lays down principles of reasoning from established truths, a process
Herbert called his ‘“Zetetica’.** A number of early readers were interested in
this aspect of the book. Among members of the Hartlib circle, in particular,
the De veritate was read for the contribution its ‘common notions’ might
make to a universal method of inquiry into man and the world.¥ Herbert’s
work helped inform Samuel Hartlib and Joachim Hiibner’s project of syn-
thesising the findings of a number of logicians and metaphysicians to produce
a ‘true logick’.*

As we have seen, at the heart of the De veritate is the doctrine of ‘common
notions’. Nonetheless, the idea that ‘common notions’ were the basis of rea-
soning was not original to Herbert. The term ultimately derives from Euclid’s
Elements, in which koinai ennoiai are the axiomatic foundations of geome-
try. The demonstrative prestige of this discipline led to the concept being
taken up and applied more widely in early modern logic and the sciences.”
Francis Bacon alluded to this widespread understanding when he spoke in the
1590s of ‘common notions, which we call reason, and the knitting of them
together, which we call logic, or the art of reason’.® Samuel Hartlib praised
Herbert’s book, along with Jacopo Aconcio’s De methodo (1558), for having
made ‘Common Notions to bee the foundation of Logick, which no body
hase done so cleerly heretofore.”s! He also compared Herbert’s philosophy to
that of Francis Bacon, Francisco Sanchez, René Descartes, and Ramon Lull.
In his Orthographia (1645), Jan Amos Comenius also praised Herbert for his
search for ‘common notions’. Comenius took these to be analogous to the
axioms that he himself sought for his scheme of pansophic knowledge; that
is, ‘rules already regulated, not to be regulated still’.> Hartlib’s correspondent
Joachim Hiibner thought that Herbert made a better job of this than Come-
nius.” But Hiibner and Hartlib agreed that Herbert dealt too much with
‘Notions which wee have and may find within ourselves’ and too little with
the ‘Res extra Nos’ (things outside us) that really ‘advance[d] knowledge’.*
Other readers, too, understood Herbert to have written a treatise on method.
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James Howell later published a letter purporting to have been written to Her-
bert from Paris, in which he noted that ‘Divers of the scientificall’st, and most
famous wits here, have spoken of your Lordship with admiration, and of your
great work De veritate’; they wished, apparently, that his ‘excellent notions
and theorical precepts’ might be ‘actually apply’d to any particular Science’.%®

These wits probably included Marin Mersenne, Pierre Gassendi, and René
Descartes. All took a close interest in Herbert’s book, and read it principally
as a work of metaphysics. All, to a greater or lesser extent, disagreed with its
conclusions. In particular, they objected to Herbert’s emphasis on innate
common notions. According to Herbert, these were guaranteed by their
‘marks’ of universality and independence — their appeal to the universal con-
sent of all humankind (consensus omnium). The historical, anthropological
and philosophical appeal to universal consent characterises many works of
this period, but by the middle years of the seventeenth century it was com-
ing under increasingly strong post-sceptical attack. The fiercest assaults
stemmed from writers concerned to undermine religious orthodoxy, such as
Francois de la Mothe le Vayer.*® But others, who lacked or who indeed were
actively combating a libertine agenda, also rejected the appeal to consensus
ommnium and common notions, and such readers criticised the De veritate on
these grounds.

Thus Descartes noted to Mersenne that whereas Herbert took ‘consente-
ment universel’ as the rule of his truths, the only rule that he, Descartes,
took was that of ‘la lumiere naturelle’. Truth was a ‘notion si transcenden-
talement claire, qu’il est impossible de I’ignorer’; universal consent could
lead to a consensus of error.”” (This distinction notwithstanding, Richard
Burthogge later compared Herbert’s view of truth to that of Descartes.)™
Nevertheless, Descartes went on to praise Herbert’s religious common
notions apparently without reservation, finding them ‘si pieuses et si con-
formes au sens commun, que je souhaite qu’elles puissent estre approuvées
par la theologie orthodoxe.’

Pierre Gassendi held a diametrically opposed position to Descartes on the
nature of truth: ‘La Vérité” he noted, ‘est trés cachée aux yeux des hommes’,
and he criticised Herbert strongly for condemning ‘si destroussément’ (i.e. out
of hand) sceptical arguments against universal consent.® If one takes that line
of argument, continued Gassendi, ‘quelle raison pourrait-on rendre de la
grande contrariété des jugements qui se rencontrent presque sur chaque sub-
jet?” Natural instinct, the basis of the common notions, may help in moral
questions — although even then it is formed by laws, customs, and education
— but in the pursuit of natural truths it is ‘un garend bien foible, et un tesmo-
ing bien inconstant’.** Where, Gassendi asked Herbert himself, is the univer-
sal consensus that you say is the alpha and omega of theology and philosophy
to be found? Not among men. Gassendi alludes to Herbert’s common notions
concerning religion only to deny that they are universally held — although he
is careful to note that we know their truth by other means.® Richard Baxter,
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finally, generally approved the ‘very considerable things, in order to the dis-
quisition of truth’ he found in Herbert’s book, but he too wondered whether
‘this consent of all mankind’ should be the test of religious truth, if for
‘Lawyers, Statesmen, Physicians, [and] Philosophers’ it is not.®

AY

The responses examined above pick up upon the ambition suggested by the
De veritate’s title: to investigate and distinguish the nature of truth. Other
readers took up Herbert’s application of this inquiry to truths of religion.
They treated the De veritate as an inquiry into the natural — that is, non-
revealed — knowledge of God. Read in this way, Herbert’s use of the notitiae
communes became a contribution to the long-standing metaphysical search
for natural proofs of the existence of a supreme deity.

The first of these responses is to be found in the Institutiones metaphysi-
cae (published posthumously in 1640) of the Dutch university philosopher
and textbook writer, Franco Burgersdijk (1590-1635).% It occurs in the
course of Burgersdijk’s proof of the existence of God. H. A. Krop has
recently discussed this aspect of Burgersdijk’s metaphysics, and notes that
at a central point in his argument, Burgersdijk departs from his source, the
Disputationes metaphysicae (1597) of Francisco Sudrez.” These departures,
I should like to suggest, are explicable as the ‘Anonymous’ refutation of
Herbert’s De veritate which Sir William Boswell claimed that Burgersdijk
undertook in his book.?

As Locke’s would later on, Burgersdijk’s objection to Herbert turns on the
purported innateness of the common notions. Burgersdijk argues that there
is no universal consensus about the existence of God, and therefore that the
newborn soul is a tabula rasa. Pace Herbert, who emphasises metaphors of
writing,” Burgersdijk asserted that nothing was inscribed on the soul: the
koinai ennoiai of the Stoics, he said, do not exist. The existence of God can
be known from demonstration of the necessary perfection of the first cause,
but he cannot be known innately. According to Burgersdijk, we do often
encounter the opinion that there is a God, that he is to be worshipped reli-
giously, and that he will punish the most hidden sins and repay good deeds
with rewards. These points are remarkably similar to Herbert’s religious
common notions. But Burgersdijk is at pains to emphasise that whilst knowl-
edge of them renders those who deny the existence of God inexcusable, they
are nonetheless not sufficient for salvation.®

The textbooks of Burgersdijk and his Leiden successor Adriaan Heerebord
soon became staples of undergraduate education in Cambridge, and it was in
that university that Herbert found some of his most serious English readers.
His works were studied there by a loosely-affiliated group of intellectuals
that included Nathaniel Culverwell, George Rust, Benjamin Whichcote,
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Ralph Cudworth, and Henry More.” (There are also connections between
several of these writers and Hartlib, and a ‘lost” work of Rust’s survives in
the Hartlib papers.)” These scholars are often referred to as the ‘Cambridge
Platonists’, but in his Learned and Elegant Discourse of the Light of Nature
(written 1646; published 1652), Nathaniel Culverwell in fact explicitly
preferred Herbert’s account of innate natural instinct to what he called the
Platonic ‘phansy’ on the question.” Culverwell treated Herbert as a propo-
nent of the thesis that notitiae communes should be the basis of ethics.”> And
like Hartlib, Culverwell was interested in Herbert’s critique of logical ‘dis-
course’ — a point on which Herbert was, thought Culverwell, unduly harsh.”

Culverwell’s most extensive engagement with Herbert comes, like Burg-
ersdijk’s, during a discussion of the natural knowledge of God. Culverwell
presents Herbert as a proponent of an intermediate position between, on the
one hand, the ‘Platonical’ view that the soul is born stamped with ‘connate
Species’, and the opposite Burgersdijkian argument that God is known ‘in a
discoursive way’, rather than innately. It was the latter view that Culverwell
preferred. In this regard, Herbert interested Culverwell as a theorist of the
faculties by which the soul perceives divine and spiritual species.” Despite
a single moment of suspicion of Herbert’s denigration of revelation,”
Culverwell was happy to draw upon his writings for the purposes of
advanced post-Calvinist Protestant apologetic.

A similar position obtains in the case of Culverwell’s younger contempo-
rary George Rust (c. 1630-1670). Rust co-opted Herbert as a contributor to
what now tends to be known as the ‘rational religion’ of Restoration England
(although Rust was writing during the Interregnum).” Remarkably, Rust —
who was tangentially linked to the Hartlib circle through John Worthington
— drew on Herbert’s book for his Discourse of the Use of Reason in Matters
of Religion: Shewing that Christianity Contains nothing Repugnant to Right
Reason; Against Enthusiasts and Deists (written at some point before 16535,
but only published in 1683). The work was given this title by its editor, Rust’s
quondam student Henry Hallywell. But the title takes its authority, including
the reference to ‘deists’, from Rust’s text.”” This apparent paradox — a trea-
tise written against deists employing the ideas of a writer who has become
known as a ‘deist’ — has been the source of some confusion.”

Rust, however, perceived no paradox. The explicit association of Herbert
with ‘deism’ was some time in the future. By the time of Dryden’s Religio
laici (1682), ‘deists’ were associated with a rejection of revealed religion and
a denial of God’s intervention in the world. But Rust seems to be using the
word in the 1650s in an opposite sense: to characterise theological volun-
tarists who assert the arbitrary power of God over morality and nature. This
position was associated with counter-Remonstrant Calvinism, but also, and
more pressingly after 1651 in England, with Thomas Hobbes and, to a lesser
extent, with Descartes. Rust asserts more than once that right reason depends
upon the ‘Common Notions’ of ‘Natural Instinct’ to operate correctly.”
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These statements appear to have a direct origin in Herbert’s theories. Rust
also broadly endorses Herbert’s work in a reference to the ‘Notion or Idea
of God which we have implanted in our Minds’.** But he principally treated
the De veritate as a work on the faculties of the soul. In this respect Rust’s
understanding of the De veritate develops Culverwell’s. He cites approvingly
Herbert’s account of the facultates of natural instinct, internal sense, exter-
nal sense, and discourse.®! This approbation, however, is at the cost of tacit
infidelity to Herbert’s theories: whereas Herbert had repeatedly emphasised
the fallibility of mental discourse, Rust discreetly alters his framework to
make internal sense the faculty most prone to err.

Rust’s rearrangement allows him to bring Herbert to bear on his real targets:
not Blountian ‘deists’ but, on the one hand the divine voluntarists he appar-
ently calls deistae, and on the other, ‘Enthusiasts’. It is the Polish Socinian
Szdlovius and Hobbes in first camp, and those who laid claim to the “Testimony
of the Spirit’ in the other, that the Discourse attacks.”? Herbert served Rust as
an useful alternative philosophical authority to the unacceptably voluntarist
Hobbes and to neo-scholastic accounts of the faculties of the soul. Unlike Burg-
ersdijk, Rust in fact found Herbert a useful ally in his defence of Christianity.
Herbert played this part because his account of the faculties proved the best
weapon Rust could find to wield against those who claimed the inspiration of
the inner light.

Among later writers of the Cambridge school, the ‘common notions’
become divorced from any explicit association with Herbert. In his notes to
Rust’s so-called Discourse of Truth, published in incomplete form by Rust’s
friend Joseph Glanvill in 1677, Henry More alluded to the Euclidean sense of
koinai ennoiai and wrote: ‘it is our Impatience, Carelessness or Prejudices that
we have not more conclusions of such certitude than we have in other studies
also.”® This could be read as an endorsement of Herbert’s broad project, but
it is certainly not a ringing endorsement of the ‘common notions concerning
religion’. Rust’s friend Joseph Glanvill also gave the common notions an
orthodox afterlife in his apologetic essays. His Reason and Religion (1676)
defines ‘Fundamentals of Religion’ that are reminiscent of Herbert’s religious
common notions. Glanvill also defends a conception of reason explicitly pred-
icated on the ‘Fundamental Notices, that God hath implanted in our Souls’.
Several of the examples that Glanvill gives of these are identical to the those
that were cited as notitiae communes in logic and philosophy more generally:
for instance, that a whole is greater than its parts.* These endorsements of the
‘common notions’ are perhaps as much a reminder that Herbert’s own use of
them was not unique to him as of any direct influence of his ideas.*

Herbert’s Cambridge readers generally evinced an interest in the ethical
consequences of his ideas. This emphasis was taken up by their critic John
Locke, who treated the De veritate above all as a contribution to ethics. In
the second draft of what became the Essay concerning Humane Understand-
ing, Locke recorded that Herbert had been mentioned to him as a theorist of
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the koinai ennoiai or ‘Innate principles’ that Locke had by then set out sys-
tematically to ‘call in question’. Locke (who read the illicit 1656 printing of
the De veritate and De religione laici) was concerned, like Burgersdijk, to
deny any innate universal acknowledgement of God or of moral precepts.
Unlike Burgersdijk, however, Locke criticised Herbert by name. Indeed, he
quotes in full the ‘common notions concerning religion’. But he does not
appear to find in them an implicit threat to revealed religion. Instead, Locke
discusses their claims as innate precepts of practical morality; he read Her-
bert as a potential contributor to his project for a demonstrative ethics.** He
did not reject Herbert’s common notions because he thought they were irre-
ligious, but because they assert the necessity of virtue whilst offering no
means of discovering what it is.*” And despite Herbert’s steadily declining
reputation in the latter years of the seventeenth century, Locke still felt able
to discuss his common notions in these terms openly in print when he finally
published the Essay in 1690.%

v

Herbert’s religious motives in writing the De veritate were not, however,
entirely unsuspected. In Italy the book was placed on the Index. In France,
Descartes strongly dissociated himself from Herbert’s mixing of ‘la religion
avec la philosophie’ — something that was, he said, ‘entierement contre mon
sens’.* In England Henry Gellibrand commented that, ‘Herbert de Veritate
is judged to bee a good booke if the divinity of it were left out’. William Wats
thought Herbert ‘one of the rarest philosophers et so his booke De Veritate’,
but noted ‘a feare it will leade to Atheisme’. The basis for this fear — which
Richard Baxter shared — was that Herbert had made faith in the Scriptures
merely a function of probability, by discussing them in the chapter ‘De
verisimili’ of the De veritate.® Samuel Hartlib, too, was suspicious of Her-
bert’s religious motivation. He thought Herbert’s argument that the Ten
Commandments derive their authority from being common notions rather
than as scriptural Revelation implied a ‘secret atheism’. He mistrusted
Herbert’s separation of truth derived through the facultates from the author-
itative truth of Revelation. And he questioned Herbert’s argument that all
claims to Revelation should be be tested against the common notions, which,
he feared, ‘Dose much embase the dignity of the Scriptures’. A similar point
worried Nathaniel Culverwell: he noted seriously that it was not Herbert’s
‘common notions ... upon which the Church is built’, but scripture.”

Thus it was only after Herbert’s death that his principal motive in writing
the De veritate came to be seen as attacking revealed religion. There seem to
be two main reasons for this. The first was the circulation of accounts of his
behaviour on his deathbed. When Archbishop Ussher, who was attending
Herbert, ‘asked him about Christ’ he was told ‘I beleeve so much as I can’.
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For this and other ‘atheistic’ reasons Ussher refused him the sacrament.*
The second reason for the sharp decline in Herbert’s reputation was the
publication of the late works for which the De veritate, which had left its
readers uncertain, was a preparation. These were the De religione laici and
the Appendix ad Sacerdotes that were published with the 1645 De veritate,
and the posthumously-published De religione gentilium, edited by Isaac
Vossius in Amsterdam in 1663.

After these works appeared, attacks on Herbert’s religious principles gath-
ered strength. In 1664 Meric Casaubon exposed what he identified as the
central purpose of the De veritate: “The design was to shew, that there is no
need of a Christ: (though he durst not openly profess it;) and what opinion
he had of the Gospel, is not unknown to them that knew him.”* Casaubon
returned to his theme in 1669:

It is well known that before the late troubles, a Noble-man of this Realm wrote a
book intituled De Veritate: the end and drift whereof was, out of the Religions of
mankind to extract a Religion that should need no Christ.** And though they that
licensed it did not apprehend it so, it seems; (I did at first sight) yet himself after-
wards during the troubles in his Epistola [sic] ad Sacerdotes, printed with the rest
of his works, did pretty well unmask himself and openly shewed what opinion he
had of Christianity.”

The English nonconformist Richard Baxter published his ‘Animadversions on
a Tractate De Veritate’ as the second part of More Reasons for the Christian
Religion (London, 1672). Baxter had received his copy of the De veritate
from the dedicatee of More Reasons, Edward Herbert’s brother Sir Henry
Herbert, and his criticisms of the De veritate turn on the necessity of belief
in revelation and the saving power of Christ.” But Herbert only became
irrevocably associated with deism in England through the use Charles Blount
(1654-1693) made of his Nachlass.”” It was this aspect of his reputation that
was confirmed in the eighteenth century by Thomas Halyburton and John
Leland.”

A further distinct phase in Herbert’s later reception, which there is no
scope to discuss here, began in Lutheran Europe in 1666. From this date
onwards Herbert’s work came under attack in a number of dissertations and
refutations published in Denmark and northern Germany.” The best-known
of these, Christian Korthold’s De tribus impostoribus magnis, published in
Cologne in 1680, ranked Herbert as an atheistic ‘impostor’ alongside
Hobbes and Spinoza.'® It was from Korthold that the author of the libertine
De tribus impostoribus manuscript derived his knowledge of Herbert."! But
it was in large part only their knowledge of the De religione gentilium and
the ancillary material published with the 1645 De veritate that allowed Her-
bert’s German critics to attack the De veritate itself, and to concentrate their

fire on the ‘common notions concerning religion’.'”
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VI

We still await thorough studies of Herbert’s theories in relation to the ideas
of Philip Melanchthon, Jacopo Aconcio, Sebastian Castellio, and Fausto
Sozzino;'® to theories of ‘common notions’ in later sixteenth-century logic
and metaphysics; and to accounts of the faculties of the soul in
De anima commentaries and related writings. There is also scope for a
reassessment of the genesis (rather than the reception) of the De veritate in
the light of Herbert’s surviving correspondence of ¢. 1619 with his kinsman
Sir Robert Harley, a source not yet tapped by Herbert scholars.'* Neverthe-
less, the evidence presented here about readers and editions of the De veri-
tate presents a more detailed picture of the work’s early reception than
has hitherto been offered.'” It is evidence, furthermore, that casts doubt on
the assertion that Herbert’s writings were little read in England in the years
following his death.

Several readers, we may conclude, found Herbert’s silence about Christian
orthodoxy suspicious. Only Franco Burgersdijk, however, seems to have
engaged in a deliberate refutation of him on this point, but Burgersdijk did
little to alert his readers to the fact that he had Herbert in mind. Few among
Herbert’s earliest readers thought that his central purpose in writing the De
veritate was to attack revealed religion. Although they found aspects of its
treatment of religion problematic or even threatening, they did not find the
book the manifesto for natural religion that it later became. The comments
scattered throughout Samuel Hartlib’s Ephemerides portray Herbert as a
man whose motives were suspected and whose orthodoxy was questionable.
But all of the readers whose responses I have discussed here found other
things in the work besides an attack on revealed Christianity. These readers
included Roman Catholics such as Descartes, Gassendi, Mersenne, and
Protestants such as George Rust, Samuel Hartlib, and his circle. Rust read
Herbert as a treatise on the faculties of the soul and ignored the denigration
of Revelation that others noticed in order to take over Herbert’s ideas for his
own attack on religious ‘enthusiasm’ — a phenomenon that perhaps appeared
a more dangerous threat in 1650s England than French-influenced libertin-
isme. Hartlib, like Hiibner and Comenius, principally read Herbert’s book as
a treatise on philosophical method.

Thus Walker’s suggestion that Herbert’s anti-Christian reputation arose
only after his death has, with some modification, much to recommend it. It
is for this reason that defining Herbert’s philosophy exclusively in terms of
‘deism’ may be as misleading as it is convenient.'® Herbert certainly became
identified with deism. But it is doubtful whether he would have done so on
the basis of the De veritate alone, or perhaps indeed without the help of
Charles Blount. No early reader of the De veritate explicitly identified it as a
‘deist’ work; and one, George Rust, used it to attack the divine voluntarists
he called ‘deists’.
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There is a further reason why the ascription of ‘deism’ to Herbert is mis-
leading. As we have seen, the De veritate was written, and read by its early
audience, in the context of a philosophical theology that sought metaphysi-
cal proofs for the existence of God and the immortality of the soul.'” Several
early readers of the De veritate published works that addressed, in whole or
in part, these two questions: Burgersdijk; Descartes (in the Meditationes);
and Culverwell.'® This tradition had coexisted with orthodox theology with-
out presenting the threat of supplanting it, and the De veritate could be
accommodated within it. By the later seventeenth century in England, how-
ever, the Renaissance ambition of seeking natural proofs for the immortality
of the soul and the existence of God was in decline, and the emergence of
early Enlightenment free-thought meant that Herbert could no longer safely
be co-opted for orthodoxy.

One way in which Herbert should be seen, in fact, is as a religious apologist
who did not apologise quite enough. Herbert was by way of being an evange-
list for the common notions he repeated so often, and in his correspondence
with Harley he couches his ideas as a return to a pure primitive religious unity.
Herbert’s readers certainly recognised this apologetic tendency in his writings.
Richard Baxter acknowledged it when he wished that those who had since
gone much farther than Herbert might at least recognise the force of his reli-
gious common notions.'” This was the way in which Herbert was understood,
too, by the author of the libertine Cymbalum mundi manuscript.'® In short,
we can see Herbert both as the ‘father of English deism’, and as a philosopher
with other, and broader purposes. Indeed, Samuel Hartlib’s note that Herbert
himself wished ‘to speake with Aristotle et Plato to know of them what they
would have judged of his De Veritate’, suggests that we may be underestimat-
ing the depth of Herbert’s own philosophical vanity if we restrict his ambitions
exclusively to articulating a deism avant la lettre.""!

Trinity College, Cambridge R. W. SERJEANTSON

Notes

I am grateful to Nicholas Dew, Kristine Haugen, Winfried Schréder, and to audiences
at the Universities of London and of Cambridge for valuable help and advice con-
cerning this article.

1 For efforts to distance Herbert from his deist heritage, see R. D. Bedford, The
Defence of Truth: Herbert of Cherbury and the seventeenth century (Manchester,
1979), pp. 239-60, and R. A. Johnson, ‘Natural Religion, Common Notions, and
the Study of Religions: Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648)’, Reli-
gion, 24 (1994), 213-24. The association between Herbert and the later English
deists was forged by Thomas Halyburton, Natural Religion Insufficient (Edin-
burgh, 1714) and John Leland, A View of the Principal Deistical Writers that have
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