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Perez Zagorin’s How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West is 
a very readable, general book on the development of one of the most 
fundamental concepts of the modern West. Zagorin considers the idea 
of toleration over a wide period, beginning with the Renaissance humm
manists and ending with the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) and the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on 
Religious Liberty (1965). He correctly focuses, however, on the latter 
half of the sixteenth century and on the seventeenth century—after the 
Protestant Reformation had permanently divided the West into a multimm
plicity of Christian denominations—as the period in which the concept 
was first clearly delineated. The author divides his work into eight chapmm
ters, with the first three establishing the background to the development 
of toleration, initially explicating the idea of toleration and the Christian 
theory of persecution and then providing an account of the Reformation 
and how it both intensified persecution and created the opportunity for 
toleration. The next four chapters are devoted to specific defenders of tolmm
eration and the locations in which theories of toleration were conceived, 
with chapters on Sebastian Castellio (chapter 4), Locke and Bayle (chapmm
ter 7), and the Netherlands and England (chapters 5 and 6), in which 
Zagorin discusses such Dutch and English advocates of toleration as 
Dirck Coornhert, Hugo Grotius, Benedict de Spinoza, Roger Williams, 
John Milton, and William Walwyn. The final chapter covers toleration 
from the Enlightenment to the present.

Zagorin emulates such earlier works on toleration as W.K. Jordan’s 
The Development of Religious Toleration in England and Joseph Lecler’s 
Toleration and the Reformation. His work—like theirs, which he praises as 
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“outstanding” (p. xv)—aims at presenting a broad overview rather than a 
more specialized argument about any particular tradition or stream within 
toleration. But Jordan’s and Lecler’s books are, as Zagorin observes, “largem
scale” works—Jordan’s is four volumes, and Lecler’s is two. and while the 
shorter length of Zagorin’s book makes his work more approachable than 
the longer studies, it also forces him to restrict his analysis, at times a bit 
too much. For example, he refers to Erasmus’ new edition of the Greek 
text of the New Testament, whose annotations “contained some views at 
odds with prevailing theological opinion” (p. 53), but fails to elaborate on 
these views. Even a note summarizing these unorthodox positions would 
have been helpful. Similarly, in discussing the theological disagreements 
between Castellio and Calvin (Castellio’s onemtime mentor), Zagorin notes 
that Castellio dissents from Calvin “on a disputed point in the apostles’ 
Creed” (p. 99). Given that Castellio is the hero of Zagorin’s work, “the first 
champion of religious toleration” (p. 97) and the only thinker to whom 
an entire chapter is devoted, it would have been worthwhile to explain, at 
least briefly, this point of conflict.

Because How the Idea of Religious Toleration Came to the West was not 
intended as an exhaustive study of religious toleration, Zagorin had to be 
selective in deciding which authors to discuss. To this end, he differenmm
tiates between thinkers who developed a “theory of religious toleration 
or of religious freedom as a Christian right” (p. 86) and those who only 
embraced tolerant and humane perspectives, without forming a doctrine 
or theory of religious toleration (p. 49). The first group, mentioned in 
the opening paragraph, is discussed in greater detail, while the second—
whose members include such disparate authors as Desiderius Erasmus, 
Thomas More, Sebastian Franck, Caspar Schwenkfeld, Jacobus acontius, 
Jean Bodin, Francis Bacon, William Chillingworth, John Hales, and Lord 
Falkland—is largely accorded honorable mention.  

It is often unclear, though, what distinguishes the first group from the 
second. Why, for example, is Spinoza considered a fullmfledged defender 
of toleration when in the title of chapter 19 of his Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus he claims that “right over matters of religion is vested entirely 
in the sovereign”? Zagorin himself acknowledges that Spinoza champimm
ons freedom of thought and expression, of which religious toleration is a 
subcategory, “as politically desirable and both appropriate and necessary 
in a free commonwealth” (p. 185). Yet Zagorin differentiates elsewhere in 
his book between the prudential concessions and political expediency 
of men like Michel de L’Hopital and principled opposition to toleration 
(p. 91)—only the latter apparently deserving to be called a theory of tolmm
eration. Using this criterion, it is doubtful whether Spinoza ought to be 
included among the theorists of “true” toleration.  
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Zagorin introduces other criteria to justify inclusion in the group of full 
tolerationists. Jean Bodin, even in his radical Colloquium Heptaplomeres, 
is excluded, because he “can hardly be said to have contributed anything 
to the formation of a doctrine or theory of religious toleration” (p. 49). 
according to Zagorin, a doctrine of toleration must directly address “the 
problem of the internal divisions separating Christians themselves” and 
question “the traditional attitude toward heresy” (p. 49). although I am 
uncertain why a doctrine of toleration must conform to these standards, 
the structure of Bodin’s Colloquium—in which seven representatives of 
different religions (three from Christian denominations) can freely exmm
plain and uphold their religions to the very end of the dialogue—seems 
to meet them. The Lutheran and Calvinist interlocutors, who defend the 
traditional Christian perspective on heresy, appear in the most unfavomm
rable light, in contrast to the other interlocutors, particularly the Jew and 
the natural philosopher, who contend that anyone genuine in his beliefs, 
even if wrong, will be saved.

 In another section of his book, Zagorin implicitly denies that such admm
vocates of toleration as Chillingworth, Falkland, and Hales (members of 
the earlymseventeenthmcentury English “Great Tew Circle”) produced theomm
ries of toleration, because “[n]one of these men… brought into question 
the relationship between the English state and religion or dealt with the 
fundamental problem of dissent and freedom of conscience” (p. 191). But 
these men, particularly Chillingworth, were as advanced and theoretically 
inclined in their defenses of toleration as their contemporaries whom 
Zagorin examines in greater detail, such as Spinoza, Grotius, or Milton. 
Thus, if Zagorin wished to limit his detailed analysis only to those who 
have arrived at a clearly defined right of religious conscience or liberty, 
then he might as well have begun his book at the end of the seventeenth 
century with John Locke. If, however, he desires to include advocates of 
religious toleration who have not yet affirmed an individualistic right to 
religious liberty, then the standards by which he includes some theorists 
in detailed discussion and excludes others seem to break down under inmm
spection. The reader is left, then, largely with a list of Zagorin’s personal 
favorites.

Turning now to the question of the Hebraic contribution to religious 
toleration, Zagorin by and large leaves Judaism out of the picture, whether 
with respect to the development of a theory of toleration or with respect 
to the possession of a theory of persecution. He states: “The modern conmm
cepts of religious toleration and freedom are… Western in origin and the 
offspring of European civilization. They are almost entirely due (the main 
exception is the Jewish philosopher Spinoza) to the work of Christian 
thinkers, mostly unorthodox Protestants, of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
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centuries, all of whom were powerfully motivated by their religious bemm
liefs to fight against the intolerance of both the Catholic and Protestant 
churches” (pp. xii–xiii). Zagorin is correct in assuming that Jewish thinkmm
ers produced no theory of toleration comparable to those developed by 
Christians in the period under discussion—the Jews did not have at their 
disposal the coercive powers of the state that would have made religious 
toleration a practical matter. His statement that there was “no precedent 
[for] the idea of heresy as false and prohibited religious belief [in] conmm
temporary Judaism” (p. 18), however, is at best dubious. Rabbinic Judaism 
has long acknowledged the existence of heresy under a variety of names 
(minut, kefira, and apikorsut, among others), though no consensus exists 
on how to define heresy, because “Jews have never agreed on a genumm
ine catechism, a single set of correct opinions.”1 Even without universal 
agreement on necessary beliefs, the rabbis condemned the Karaites, who 
rejected rabbinic Judaism, as heretics. and Zagorin himself mentions 
probably the bestmknown example of a Jewish heretic, Spinoza, who was 
“excommunicated from the synagogue” (p. 181) in 1656. 

If Jews, with the exception of Spinoza, did not play an important 
role in the development of toleration in the West, the Hebrew Bible was 
sometimes adduced in support of religious toleration by gentile authors. 
Zagorin shows how not only Spinoza, but Grotius too, found principles 
of toleration in the Hebrew Bible, at least in a correct interpretation of 
it (p. 176). For Grotius, true religion, “common to all ages,” could be remm
duced to four universal principles derived from the Decalogue: that God 
exists and is one; that God is “invisible and more exalted than visible 
things”; that God “has a concern for human affairs and judges them with 
the most righteous judgments”; and that he is “the creator of all things 
besides himself.”2 Implied in this section is the idea, later resurrected by 
Rousseau near the end of The Social Contract, of a civil religion in which 
doctrines are to be punished (by war), not because of theological error 
but because they lead their followers to “act most wickedly,” that “those 
who first begin to abolish these [four universal] beliefs may be restrained 
in the name of human society, to which they do violence without a demm
fensible reason.”3 
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Besides finding toleration implicit in the Decalogue, Grotius also 
maintains (in an argument not cited by Zagorin) that the Hebrew law, 
rightly understood, “does not punish with death all who are convicted 
of guilt [in] the worship of false gods…, but merely those whose cases 
present a peculiar circumstance.” Thus, Grotius explains how the passages 
from Deuteronomy that seemingly sentence all idolaters to death are exmm
ceptional, pertaining, for example, only to “[one] who has first led others 
astray,” to “the city which begins to worship gods previously unknown,” 
or to the Canaanites “only when they had increased [their idolatry] by 
heinous crimes.”4 

More often than not, however, Christian defenders of toleration did 
not support their cause with the Hebrew Bible, but rather contrasted it 
with the New Testament, distinguishing between the intolerance of the 
former—suited to a more primitive stage of development—and the tolermm
ation of the latter, reflecting the greater sophistication of Christian liberty. 
Zagorin cites one such example, where Castellio denies Calvin’s claim that 
the magistrate must uphold true religion with the sword. Castellio conmm
tends that the magistrate has no duty to uphold the Mosaic law, with its 
punitive injunctions, because it has been superseded by Christ’s spiritual 
law of love and charity (p. 119).

Zagorin’s overall neglect of the Hebraic tradition in the development 
of religious toleration is not a deficiency in his work per se; it would be 
unfair to criticize an author for not accomplishing what he never set out 
to do. on the contrary, because of its broad character, How the Idea of 
Religious Toleration Came to the West offers readers interested in pursumm
ing particular angles—like the Hebraic tradition—a starting point, with 
its more or less detailed examinations of a range of authors promoting 
toleration in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. as a general work 
on religious toleration, however, Zagorin’s book lacks the coherence of the 
more specialized studies from which he sets apart his own (p. xv). and 
while this work is lucid and informative, it still seems reasonable to me to 
expect the author to provide us with a clearer sense of what distinguishes 
“the notable writers” (p. 13), upon whom he expatiates, from those less 
notable individuals, who receive only abbreviated treatment.

Gary Remer, Tulane University
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