Australian
: » National
ey University

THESES SIS/LIBRARY TELEPHONE: +61 2 6125 4631
R.G. MENZIES LIBRARY BUILDING NO:2 FACSIMILE: +61 2 6125 4063
THE AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL UNIVERSITY EMAIL: library.theses@anu.edu.au

CANBERRA ACT 0200 AUSTRALIA

USE OF THESES

This copy is supplied for purposes
of private study and research only.
Passages from the thesis may not be
copied or closely paraphrased without the
written consent of the author.



‘MORAL SENSE’ FROM THE CAMBRIDGE PLATONISTS
TO ADAM SMITH

DAWN ELIZABETH PARTRIDGE

A thesis submitted for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

of the Australian National University

Dzvision of Philosophy and Law
Research School of Social Sciences

May 1992



Declaration

Except where otherwise acknowledged,

this thesis is my own work.,

. £. foa/fa_d{qc,

Canberra

May 1992



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writing a thesis is a large task, and I have incurred many debts of gratitude in doing so.
Without holding them responsible for any of the shortcomings of this work, I would like

to thank a number of people.

First, I thank my supervisor, Knud Haakonssen. He has personified the qualities
of a good supervisor, and made clear what the reciprocal duties of a Ph D student are. He
has fostered the delight in intellectual discovery during the course of this thesis, though

his assistance has not been limited to narrow academic concerns.

I also thank Thomas Mautner, whose scholarship and philosophical precision
have been to the significant improvement of each succeeding draft. Frank Jackson also

read a late draft, and I thank him for his kindness in the final stages of this thesis.

I owe many thanks to Nikki Gerrand, Alan Tapper, Dov Midalia, Joe Mintoff,
Rob Sparrow, David Bennett, Penne Lake, Brian Ross, and especially Andrew Gleeson
for assistance in reading the drafts, and improving them in small and large ways. Kevin
Wilkinson helped with word processing difficulties. Brian Ross gave invaluable

assistance in preparing the final draft,

Julius Kovesi has a special place in this thesis. He was my first teacher in
philosophy, and I hope this thesis shows some of his hand. While he cannot see it
completed, he knew of its general direction, encouraging me with the words, “What a

wonderful topic!’

Finally, this thesis is dedicated to my parents, my brothers, and my sister,

Beverley, to whom I owe more than words can express.

Dawn Elizabeth Partridge
Canberra 1992



ABSTRACT

This thesis traces the development of the notion of ‘moral sense’ from the mid-
seventeenth century to the mid-eighteenth century. Its roots are in the moral writings of
some of the Cambridge Platonists, it flourished as a moral theory with Francis
Hutcheson in the 1720s, and it had many supporters in the decades that followed. Only
with the much more astute philosophies of David Hume and Adam Smith were the basic
presumptions behind the notion of a natural moral sense examined with renewed care.
David Hume, I argue, retains the veneer of a moral sense theory, while providing
arguments able to challenge it severely. Only with Adam Smith, in his Theory of Moral
Sentiments of 1759, is there a direct criticism and rejection of the moral sense theory in
the form that it had held since the third Earl of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson. One of the
important assessments of this period in the history of British moral philosophy, David
Norton's From Moral Sense to Common-Sense: An Essay on the Development of
Scottish Common Sense Philosophy of 1966 (revised as David Hume: Common-Sense
Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician), made no room for Adam Smith’s epistemological
criticisms, nor his retention of some of the elements of the theory that he was so

disparaging about.

After an introductory chapter, chapter two surveys some of the moral writings of

the Cambridge Platonists, especially Benjamin Whichcote and Henry More. An
| unmovable belief in God’s goodness and his beneﬁcen;:e towards mankind was evidence
that the human natural faculties included a moral faculty as its crown. Its proper use
meant that people spontaneously and correctly could apprehend moral qualities in
peoples’ actions and character traits. This ‘boniform faculty’ was happily confused, in
their writings, with a bias towards benevolence and this confusion is still to be found in

Huicheson.

The notion of the moral sense was consolidated by Anthony Ashley Cooper, the

third Earl of Shaftesbury. He is considered in chapter three. His Characteristics of Men,



Manners, Opinions, Times disseminated this optimistic assessment of human nature,

underpinned by appeal to a natural moral faculty of moral discernment and motivation.

Only with Francis Hutcheson was the notion of a moral sense self-consciously
expounded as a theory. In chapter four I deal with the epistemology of Hutcheson’s
account of the moral sense, looking at the details of how Hutcheson describes the activity
of the moral sense, either as a faculty of sense, or as a sensibility. In chapter five I
suggest that his moral-sense theory is supplemented by a virtue theory. The direct objects
of the moral sense are the virtues and vices, but Hutcheson’s interest in developing what
he sees as an adequate epistemology never makes him lose sight of his goal 1o exhort

people to live well and cultivate virtae.

Chapter six surveys some other moral-sense writers. Notable among them is
Joseph Butler. His discussion of conscience in his Fifteen Sermons from Rolls Chapel is

well within the moral sense tradition,

Chapter seven considers the moral sense aspects of David Hume’s moral
writings. His fundamental reassessment of human nature still leaves a place for some of
the terminology of the moral sense, as well as a new emphasis on the non-moral

assessment of others by ‘sympathy’.

It is left to Smith, however, to challenge explicitly some of the arguments brought
to defend the belief in a moral sense. This is the burden of chapter eight. Smith leaves no
doubt as to the flimsiness of Ithis philosophical construction. Yet, in tearing it down; he
retains two very important notions. The first is a secure, if more cautious, role for the
emotions in our moral assessment of others. The second is to secure the impartial
spectator as the personification of ideal moral standards to be aspired to. A short

conclusion follows,
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: ‘MORAL SENSE’ FROM THE CAMBRIDGE PLATONISTS TO
ADAM SMITH

1:1 Introduction

In closing his Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith gives a résumé of the moral
theories he rejected in favour of his own. Francis Hutcheson’s moral sense theory was
among those in disfavour. Smith writes:
It might be expected, perhaps, that if there was any such peculiar principle,
such as this moral sense is supposed to be, we should feel it, in some
particular cases, separated and detached from every other, as we often feel
joy, sorrow, hope and fear, pure and unmixed with any other emotion. This
powever, I imagine, cannot even be pretended. I have never heard any
instance alleged in which this principle could be said to exert itself alone and
unmixed with sympathy or antipathy, with gratitude or resentment, with the
perception of the agreement or disagreement of any action to an established
rule, or last of all with that general taste for beauty and order which is excited
by inanimated as well as by animated objects.!
But despite his rejection of the moral sense theory, Smith acknowledges Hutcheson as a
worthy predecessor. Hutcheson has secured, according to Smith, an indispensable role
for the emotions and approbation and disapprobation in moral assessment. The problem
is that Hutcheson attributes this role to a distinct sense, the moral sense. Smith, by
contrast, considers that approving and disapproving are roles performed by the emotions

more generally.

Recently the most comprehensive assessment of the moral sense theory of the
eighteenth century has been made by David Norton. In both his doctoral dissertation and
the book that it grew into, David Hume: Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical
Metaphysician, Norton examines the moral sense theory, from its origins in some of the
moral writings of the Cambridge Platonists, through to its transmutation into the
common-sense theory of David Hume and Thomas Reid. Norton makes no place for

Adam Smith in this history. Correspondingly, nor does Norton deal with Smith’s

1 Adam S_mitkf, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ed. D.D. Raphael and A.L. MacFie, (1976),
Indianapolis: Liberty Classics (1982), pp. 326-327, (hereafter cited as TMS).
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specific criticisms of the moral sense theory, even though these criticisms culminate in

Smith’s refutation of the moral sense theory in its naive form.

One intention of this thesis is to give an account of the moral sense theory with
Smith, rather than Thomas Reid as its natural closing point. This is to offer an alternative
view to Norton’s contention that the common-sense theory was the only terminus of
moral sense theory in its demise. Smith’s theory of moral sentiments and the ideal
spectator offers a rival end-point. But this intention is only a subsidiary theme. For by
taking Smith’s criticisms of the moral sense theory into consideration, this influences

how the moral sense tradition, including Smith’s assessment, can be understood.

The principal claim of the moral sense theory is that all people have a distinct
sense performing a distinct but diverse range of moral functions, mainly moral
assessment or judgement, and motivation. Smith’s challenge to the theory is not that
these functions are not performed, but that they are not performed by a singular and
specialized sense. The major task of this thesis is to examine all the major claims of the
moral sense writers, whether these are ontological, epistemological or psychological. I
argue that the moral sense tradition, as it understood itself, had to account for variety in
moral sense judgements between different people, without endorsing moral scepticism.
But in conceding variety and error in moral sense judgements, the moral sense theory
exposes its own weakness. Self-interest was taken to be the principal source of variety
and error, and the role of the impartial spectator was devised to answer and correct such
variations in judgements by the moral sense, While the notion of the impartial spectator
has a certain plausibility, the moral sense writers appeal to it essentially in an ad hoc
manner. They take it that, given the moral sense is wrong on this specific occasion, the
erroneous judgement can be corrected by appeal to a normal or impartial spectator. The
unsatisfactoriness of this ad hoc explanation, added to the challenges brought by Smith,
erode the credibility of the moral sense theory. The thesis predominantly traces the
epistemological pressures to do with claims of correctness of moral sense judgements.
This leads naturally, I think, to Hume’s and Smith’s disquiet with the theory, and their

reformation of the theory from within. Smith is the most explicit. He identifies two types
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of moral sense theory, one dependent on a sui generis moral sense, the other rejecting a
single faculty. Smith’s criticism of the former helps to secure what is of enduring worth

in the latter: his theory of the moral sentiments.

Two general difficulties are inherent in this thesis. One is that the theory of morals was
not homogeneous in the hands of various writers. I have emphasized the similarities,
rather than looked for the differences. For I think the theory was unchanging in its basic
form from the Cambridge Platonists in the latter half of the seventeenth century, to Lord
Kames as a contemporary of Hume’s. Second, the theory was held with a degree of
naivety by many of its proponents. The moral sense ethos had a diffuse and widespread
following in the eighteenth century, and I only look at some of its more memorable
adherents. Hutcheson gave the theory its most sustained epistemological underpinning,
and it is for this reason that he occupies the major place in this thesis. I begin by making

explicit my motivating questions in reading the eighteenth century literature.

1:2 Motivating questions

To my knowledge no modern discussion of eighteenth century moral sense theory
accounts for the ways in which the theory is fundamentally contentious. Much literature
is unhistorical to the extent that it looks for precursors to twentieth century emotivism in
the eighteenth century. Debates range over whether Hutcheson, the strongest proponent
of the theory, takes the moral sense to be objective or subjective, and moral attributes to
be like primary qualities or secondary qualities. Other work is much more historically
sensitive. Yet in being so it sees no need explicitly to reject the eighteenth century

contention that different mental operations are performed by different and distinct senses.

Neither of these strands of present-day criticism acknowledges that the moral
sense was a philosophical chimera. For different reasons, they consider it reasonable to

consider the moral sense theory on its merits. The first group look at those aspects of the
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moral sense theory which may attract contemporary attention. The second, historically
minded critics report the theory in its own context, and give less of an analytic criticism.
My own rationale combines both of these approaches, though the analytic approach
predominates. Structurally, the thesis follows the historical line of transmission from the
Cambn'dge Platonists to Adam Smith. However, the thesis is a close consideration of the
basic building blocks of the moral sense theory. For, by making the underlying premises
explicit, I think that we can see that they were related in the thought of the period in a

distinct, but brittle, way.

Norton’s work on the history of moral sense theories in the eighteenth century is
of indispensable importance. It defends the thesis that the moral sense theory of the
eighteenth century was devised to counter sceptical encroachments within the field of
morals. Especially Thomas Hobbes, and later Bernard Mandeville were taken to be the
major proponents of moral scepticism. Norton also identifies sceptical pressures within
epistemological theories of the period. His claim is that the moral sense writers
sometimes conceded intellectual doubt, but were unanimous in rejecting moral
scepticism.? Their major bulwark against ineradicable moral doubt was the appeal to a

natural moral sense shared by all people.

Norton examines the basic points about this sense, as argued for by the moral
sense writers. The moral sense writers, as Norton characterizes them, agree that the
moral sense is a natural faculty that all people have.? With this faculty people discern

moral qualities of right and wrong, virtue and vice.# By ‘natural’ the early moral sense

2 David Fate Norton, From Moral Sense to Common Sense: An Essay on the Development of Scottish
Common Sense Philosophy, 1700-1765, diss, (1966), Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilms
International (1990), pp. 4, 67-69, 99-101, 129,163-164, 189-191 (hereafter cited as From Moral Sense).
Compare also David Fate Norton, David Hume: Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician.
Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press (1982), (cited below as David Hume).

3 Norton’s further claim, which I do not deal with in any detail, is that the moral sense theory provided
the methodology for Reid's common-sense theory. See From Moral Sense, pp. 57-59, especially p. 58.

4 ibid., pp. 81, 120, 137, 167, 208.
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writers mean that God has designed human nature with a set of principles and instincts®
among which virtue and benevolence predominate.é The proper use of the sense allows
people to fulfill their moral capacities to the full,” and in this manner the sense shows
God’s providential design and teleological purposes.® God’s hand in designing the fabric
of the universe is such that, with our moral sense, we apprehend the virtue and vice that
we see in people’s actions, characters and sentiments. These qualities are of an
ontologically real kind,? and our apprehension of such qualities is a cognitive, rather than
a non-cognitive task.10 But the moral sense is involved in more than the discernment of

moral qualities: it also has affective and motivating aspects.!1

Norton also includes the central epistemological claims of the moral sense theory,
though I do not think he discusses them at the length they warrant. Among these is the
idea that the apprehensions or judgements of the moral sense are most often correct.
Those apprehensions which are in error, Norton reports, are able to be corrected by

reason.}? And, being most often correct, the claim is that our moral sense judgements

S ibid., p. 104. Natural' is one of the most unstable terms in the debate about human nature. The 'early’
moral sense writers, from the Cambridge Platonists to Butler and Kames acknowledge God as the creator
of man's nature. Hume and Smith, as is well recognized, implicitly minimize this claim, and attribute to
mankind a nature formed over long periods of time by social pressures. They still atiribute to man
natural’ capacities.

6 ibid., pp. 103-104, 110-111, 136.
7 ibid., 105-106.

8 ibid., p. 105. Hutcheson here considers the question that God could have created mankind with a
different nature, but dismisses the question. God's "love of regular forms and divine goodness' is ground
for our certainty about man's moral goodness.

9 Norton, From Moral Sense, pp. 82, 119-121. See also David Hume, pp. 86-87; and Norton’s
‘Hutcheson’s Moral Realism’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 23 (1985), pp. 397-418.

10 Norton, David Hume, pp. 69-77. See also From Moral Sense, pp. 83, 112-122.

11 On the affective aspect of the moral sense, see From Moral Sense, pp. 108, 112, 121 and 136. The
motivational aspect of the moral sense is discussed by Norton as part of what Butler means by the
‘authority' of our conscience: see ibid., pp. 138-139,

12 Norton, From Moral Sense, p. 117. Compare alse David Hume, p. 75.
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have an authority, a prior suitability to motivate us to action, or least a prior calling to be

recognized as the morally best in that present situation,13

I have no disagreement with these claims of Norton’s on behalf of the moral
sense, and only minor disagreement with his interpretations of how the moral sense
writers took the moral sense to operate. My disagreements with Norton’s interpretation
are at minor points, as will become apparent in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, my
view differs from Norton’s in that I have directly considered what it was that the moral
sense writers claimed in defending the genuineness and the naturalness of the moral
sense. In considering closely what it is for people to share moral sense judgements we
can get an understanding of what it is to claim that the moral sense is correct and
accurate, incorrect or inaccurate. It is upon the shared nature of moral assessments that
the secure status of the sense depends. As we shall find, the moral sense writers
acknowledged and tried to explain occasional or self-interested errors of the moral sense.
In doing so, I postulate, they devised a role for adjudication by competent spectators.
This notion of the impartial spectator develops from within the moral sense theory,
though I suggest that in Hume’s and Smith’s work it is able to stand independently apart

from the moral sense theory,14

1:3 The aims of the work

This thesis can be understood in two ways. Its structure is one of loose historical

transmission and development of ideas from the Cambridge Platonists to Smith.

13 Norton, From Moral Sense, pp. 138-141.

14 My suggestion, though I do not follow it up, is that the moral sense theory tried to answer questions
of residual doubt about the shared nature of moral judgements, rebutting the moral sceptics and egoists.
But to do so they needed a test of what is surface variation in moral judgements, and what is open to
genuine doubt. In doing so, they could either have gone the way of common-sense theories, with their
repertoire of shared beliefs, or towards an independent form of impartial spectator theory. The impartial
spectator gives a malleable test as to what is to count as able to belong to a shared body of beliefs. Thus
common-sense and impartial spectator theories rebut moral scepticism in slightly different ways.
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Nevertheless, its themes are primarily analytic. In the course of this thesis I make five

claims. They are:

(1) that the moral sense theory posits a non-existent entity, the moral sense

(2) that modern interpretations of the moral sense theory as either objectivist or
subjectivist are both incomplete

(3) that Peter Jones’s interpretation of Hume’s aesthetics is of use in
understanding the complexity of claims made of the moral sense

(4) that the moral sense is closely related in the thought of the period to the sense
of beauty

(5) that the legacies of the moral sense tradition include devising of the impartial
spectator and defence of the necessary role of emotions in our moral assessment and

motivation,

The moral sense as a non-existent entity

It may seem unusual to begin a thesis with the express purpose of showing that its topic
is built around a philosophical chimera. But in doing so, emphasis can be placed on
considering the elements of the theory on their own merit. There are two reasons for
wanting to be able to weigh the parts of the theory, as well as the moral sense theory as a
whole. One is that the parts of the theory may have a plausibility which is not dependent
on accepting the theory as a whole. The disentanglement of the idea that emotions have
an indispensable role in moral assessment and moral motivation is of this sort. A second
reason is to understand the assemblage of parts that related moral theories propose.
Forms of moral sense theories, or at least response-dependent theories, are presently
enjoying renewed interest. Writers such as John McDowell, Sabina Lovibond and Mark

Johnston are proposing moral theories which share some elements with the moral sense
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tradition of the eighteenth century.!®> While they do not make the claim of a distinct, sui
generis moral faculty, it is possible that they, judiciously or injudiciously, use elements
of earlier moral sense theory. So, by carefully considering the theory in its eighteenth
century form, we are able to bring a greater critical understanding to related moral

theories.

Structurally, claims for the fundamental unsatisfactoriness of the moral sense
theory are not raised until the later chapters of the thesis. The possibility is raised in
discussing what Hutcheson has to say of virtue (chapter 5), but not followed up until
considering the work of Hume and Smith (chapters 7 and 8). In this way, I hope to have
considered as fairly as possible the claim that there is a distinctive unitary entity, the

moral sense, over and above the various tasks attributed to it

The moral sense theory as both objective and subjective

Especially within the field of Hutcheson scholarship debates have ranged over whether
he endorses objectivism or subjectivism, and whether his theory likens moral attributes
to primary or secondary qualities. These questions are often misleading. As an instance
of this consider the term ‘objectivism’, and its contrasts. In its modern, emotivist guise,
it is one term for the view, itself disputed, that the community has set moral standards
and values.16 It can be likened to ‘intersubjectivism’ and contrasted with ‘subjectivism’.
Subjectivism in the modern view claims that such standards and values are personal

commitments, and need not necessarily be shared by others.

This categorization does not help us understand Hutcheson’s account, for the

‘objective’ claims that Hutcheson makes involve claims for ontological realism, and not

15 John McDowell, *Virtae and Reason’, Monist, 62 (1979}, pp. 331.350; Sabina Lovibond, Realism
and Imagination in Ethics, Oxford: Basil Blackwell (1983); Mark Johnston, ‘Dispositional Theories of
Value’, PASS, 63 (1989), pp. 139-174.

16 1¢ ‘is perhaps more accurate to say that contemporary defenders of objectivism often defend no more
than intersubjectivism.
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the different realism of intersubjective values. Hutcheson’s realism, I claim, is based on
ontological beliefs about the design of nature. While such an ontology may be
compatible with intersubjective values, his claims about intersubjective values are based
on his belief in providential design. It is the ontological commitment to a providential
teleology which is foundational. This can be contrasted to the modern view of
intersubjectivism in the following way. A recent survey proposes two minimal
conditions for moral realism to be met. Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, in his essay, ‘The
" Many Moral Realisms’ writes:

Wherever it is found, I'll argue, realism involves embracing just two theses:

(1) the claims in question, when literally construed, are literally true or false

{cognitivism), and (2) some are literally true.1”
This, I take it, is a modern, and more cautious view of minimal conditions that the
eighteenth century writers would not have understood. Writers such as David Norton,
James Moore and Knud Haakonssen independently argue for the ontological realism of
the moral sense tradition, or at least its major figure, Hutcheson.!® While this is still
under dispute,!? I think that this stronger view of realism is a necessary adjunct to
understanding the manner in which Hutcheson’s ‘objective’ arguments speak to

ontological disputes, not epistemological ones.

Hence, I try to demonstrate throughout this thesis that the body of modern
interpretations of the moral sense theory as either objective or subjective are partial. This

type of interpretation stretches from William Frankena’s influential article in 1955,20 to

17 Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, ‘Introduction: the Many Moral Realisms’, in Essays on Moral Realism, ed.
Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press (1988), p. 5.

18 Norton, ‘Hutcheson’s Moral Realism’; James Moore, “The Two Systems of Francis Hutcheson: On
the Origins of the Scottish Enlightenment’, in Studies in the Philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment,
ed. MLA. Stewart, Oxford: Clarendon Press (1990), pp. 37-59; Knud Haakonssen, ‘Natural Law and
Moral Realism: The Scottish Synthesis’, ibid., pp. 61-85.

19 See, for example, Kenneth Winkler, ‘Hutcheson’s Alleged Realism’, Journal of the History of
Philosophy, 23 (1983), pp. 179-194,

20 Wiltiam Frankena, ‘Hutcheson’s Moral Sense Theory’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 16 (1955), pp.
356-375.
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Elizabeth Radcliffe’s work of 1986.21 Such interpretations pose a choice between
understanding moral sense judgements or values as objective or subjective while
neglecting even to consider the possibility of ontological reasons for values being what
they are. This group from Frankena onwards see the debate about the moral sense
tradition as one between objective or subjective value claims. The view I hold is that this
is a false dichotomy; and that the moral sense tradition makes objective ontological claims
about values, and claims about the necessarily subjective discernment of those values.
For unless we are a human being with a moral sensitivity, how else can morally valuable
things be understood by us, and acted upon or ignored in tarn? My claim is that the
subjective and personal experiencing of such values in no way means that those values
are idiosyncratic. Similarly placed observers see moral situations in similarly pertinent

ways. This is a strength, and not a weakness of the moral sense tradition.

Jones’s triadic unity

In a recent book, Hume’s Sentiments, Peter Jones puts forward an interpretation of
Hume’s claims about an aesthetic sense. Jones suggests that to understand the aesthetic
sense that Hume describes, we need to be aware that he characterizes the sense in a
triadic manner, Seemingly disparate claims are made about the way the sense operates,
but this disparateness resolves itself into three related clusters. According to Jones,
Hurme insists upon the ontological reality of aesthetic objects: there is a sense in which
beautiful objects and beautiful qualities exist independently of being observed.?2
Secondly, there are subjective observer responses; but ‘subjective’ only in the sense

described above of personally experiencing beauty as it is apprehended. The subjective

21 Elizabeth Radcliffe, ‘Hutcheson’s Perceptual and Moral Subjectivism’, History of Philosophy
Quarterly, 3 (1986), pp. 407-421. Radcliffe is critical of Norton’s interpretation of Hutcheson. See pp.
416-419.

22 peter Jones, Hume's Sentiments: Their Ciceronian and French Context, Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press (1982), pp. 108, 111, and p. 113, where Jones writes, 'For Hume, critical judgments
are objective triadic relational judgments, "triadic' because they depend on the work, the critic and the
viewpoint." (Hereafter I abbreviate this to Hume's Sentiments.)
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response is a dependable and replicable response among like-constituted people.??
Thirdly and finally, Hume gives an account of those broader conditions under which
such observaﬁoﬂs take place.?4 For to change these viewing conditions is to change what

any particular observer will notice.

My claim is that this triadic structure helps us to locate the disparate claims made
by the earlier writers of the moral sense. As Hutcheson’s theory is the most detailed, 1
discuss Jones’s structure with regard to his work in chapter 4. Such a structure shows
that the objective and subjective claims made of the moral sense are not irreconcilable,
but are related in specific ways. Jones discusses only Hume on the aesthetic sense: 1
consider whether his views apply to Hume on the moral sense. I find that the two senses

are very similar.

The moral sense and the sense of beauty

One feature of the moral sense tradition that I draw attention to is the similarity it sees
between the moral sense and the sense of beauty. This theme is most predominant in
‘Shaftesbury’s work, though it is found in Hutcheson’s writing as well. It is a feature of

the tradition that is not discussed by Norton at any length.2

The similarity postulated between these senses is significant because the moral
sense tradition based upon it the notion that the moral sensibilitry could be improved.
Thus there are two dominant strands within the moral sense tradition. The first is the idea
that man possesses a basic innate moral capacity irrespective of any cultivation or

training. They often compare this to possessing the basic capacity to see or taste. The

23 ibid., pp. 108-109.
24 jbid., pp. 112-113.

25 Norton notes the similarity in Hutcheson’s work between the moral sense and other internal senses,
including the sense of beauty. But Norton minimizes the importance of this similarity. He writes,
‘Hutcheson’s interest in the sense of beauty is decidedly subsidiary, intended only, he says, to pave the
way for the proof of the moral sense which follows’, David Hume, p. 63.
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second strand is that this basic capacity is open to cultivation, like the sense of beauty.
Depending on this cultivation, some people may develop a moral sensibility more worthy
than that of others. In this manner the moral sense writers hope to account for moral
diversity. This defence against moral scepticism had two immediate advantages. The first
is that in moral disputes, it is the people with a high moral sensibility who can be
appealed to. The second is only mentioned in this thesis, and not taken further. It is the
Platonic idea Shaftesbury puts forward that, by cultivating our sense of beauty, we
inadvertently also cultivate our virtue, or our moral sensibility. Behind this is the idea
that virtue is the most perfect form of beauty, and that by cultivating our aesthetic sense,

we come to appreciate more the beauty of virtue.

This notion of moral sensibility is further confused by the moral sense writers.
Not only do they use the analogy of moral sensibility for virtue, but also for
benevolence. This thought can be identified in the bias which the moral sense writers
claim to exist in human nature. Mankind is capable of moral good and evil, but good is
thought to be more in our nature, or in éur ‘true’ natore. Until Hume and Smith the
whole moral sense tradition takes it that God has the formative hand in human nature,

and as God’s highest perfection is his benevolence, so is this man’s highest goodness.

The impartial spectator and the role of the emotions

This thesis aims to bring a critical analysis to the epistemological claims made by the
moral sense writers. In doing so, T think we are led to consider Smith as a natural closing
point for the theory. For he abandons it in its naive form, and retains elements of the
older theory as an integral part of his own theory of moral sentiments. Indeed, it is in
noticing Smith’s disquiet with the moral sense theory that I think we are led to notice its

endemic problems.

Nevertheless, once we see the constituent elements of the moral sense theory, we
can notice that some are of enduring worth. Smith and Hume demonstrate this in their

own positive work. I suggest that both significantly alter the notion of the impartial
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spectator, while giving it an important role in moral assessment. The change Hume
makes is that he insists that the moral sense is not spontaneously engaged in its
assessment of moral situations. Reason does most of the work, and when we see the
situation as an impartial spectator would, then we can bring our emotions or moral
sentiment to bear, thus completing a moral assessment based on reason. For Hume,
however, reason is not just a corrective faculty brought in when the moral sense is
incorrect. Thus he modifies one of the basic tenets of the moral sense theory, that
sentiment is engaged first, and then corrected if necessary. This is discussed below in

chapter 7.

Smith too broadens the notion of the impartial spectator, but in a different way.
He uses it in his account of a developing moral sensitivity from early childhood to moral
maturity. By bringing the notion of an impartial spectator to bear upon our own
behaviour, we are motivated not just to the morally best in this present situation, but to
gradually improve our moral outlook more generally. Smith specifically acknowledges
Hutcheson as the person who had made clear the respective roles of the emotions and
reason in moral judgement. But Smith does not acknowledge Hutcheson’s hand in his
own work on the impartial spectator. I thus suggest that Smith was correct to see
Hutcheson’s legacy in the thesis about the role of emotions in moral assessment, but that
he should have also noted an indebtedness to Hutcheson, and the moral sense tradition

more generally, on the matter of the impartial spectator.



CHAPTER TWO

THE CAMBRIDGE PLATONISTS
2:1 Introduction

Francis Hutcheson, writing in the 1720s and 1730s, was responsible for the most
methodical exposition of a moral sense theory in the eighteenth century. Yet he was
preceded by the Cambridge Platonists in the mid-seventeenth century, and by the third
Earl of Shaftesbury at the turn of the eighteenth century.! These earlier writers did not
propound a fully-formed moral sense theory, but they did make use of the concept of the
moral sense. This chapter considers the moral sense accounts of the Cambridge

Platonists.

The Cambridge group rank as moral sense writers by including in their
description of human nature a distinct and sui generis moral faculty, one that discerns the
difference between moral good and evil, virtue and vice, It is the nature of this sense, or

the claims made about it, which will exercise us most in this thesis.

The moral sense writers generally take it as an important part of their exposition
that the moral sense is a sui generis sense. They mean to imply that they speak of a
distinct psychological faculty, Without using this more recent terminology, they say that
not only do we have the ability to discern or apprehend the difference between moral
good and evil, but also that this ability or activity is a distinct and separate part of our
psychological framework. This was not a claim made uniquely about the moral sense.
They describe the external senses such as sight and taste in the same way. Nevertheless,

this claim about distinctness has particular consequences with regard to the moral sense.

1 On the Cambridge Platonists see G.R Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason: A Study of
Changes in Religious Thought Within the Church of England 1660 1o 1700, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press (1950), especially p. 60; and James Deotis Roberts, Sr., From Puritanism to Platonism
in Seventeenth Century England, The Hague: Mariinus Nijhoff (1968), especially pp. 242-244 for
Whichcote’s subsequent influence on Shaftesbury. (This is hereafter cited as From Puritanism to
Platonism.) On Shaftcsbury se¢ R.S. Crane, '‘Review of William Alderman’s “Shaftesbury and the
doctrine of moral sense in the eighteenth century.”, Philological Quarterly, 11 (1932) pp. 205 206; and
Norton, David Hume, pp. 33-43.
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The moral sense writers, including the Cambridge Platonists, consider that, as vision is
taken to be within the realm of the sense of sight, so moral apprehension is taken to be

within the distinct realm of the moral sense.

From the Cambridge Platonists onwards many writers in this tradition did not
dispute the reasonableness of claiming a distinct moral faculty. Only with the much later
writers of David Hume and Adam Smith were there questions concerning the basic
nature of this sense and its surprisingly diverse range of tasks raised. The earlier writers’
concerns involved the naturalness of this sense, its perspicuity, its occasional errors, the
notion of correcting these errors, and the status of the things it actnally allows us to

discern.

The chapter falls into five sections including this introductory note. The second
describes the ways in which Calvinism and ethical rationalism provide rival accounts of
human nature. It is against such views of human nature that the Cambridge Platonists
insisted that human nature is capable of moral good. The third section looks at the
providential teleology that is assumed by the Cambridge Platonists. This provides much
of the rationale for their belief that mankind is capable of moral goodness. In the fourth
section we look at their description of man’s moral nature, especially noting that the
Cambridge group attributes to mankind a sui generis moral sense by which people
discern moral good and ill. In the fifth section some of the features attributed to the moral
sense are discussed in more detail. These include the ontological realism assumed by the
writers; the universality, non-willedness and correctness of the sense itself, and finally,

the bias towards benevolence which the Cambridge group attributes to human nature.

2:2 Alternarive accounts of human nature

To understand the Cambridge Platonists’ attraction to a certain description of human
nature, one including the moral sense as its highest faculty, we can consider the
Cambridge group as providing a rival account of human nature to those made current by

the Calvinists on the one hand, and the rationalists on the other. The debate polarized
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around either an optimistic assessment of human nature, or a pessimistic leaning. In no
manner was the debate settled by these late seventeenth century writers. In subsequent
chapters we look briefly at the somewhat similar disagreements between Shaftesbury and

John Locke (chapter 3), and Francis Hutcheson and Bernard Mandeville (chapter 4).

The Calvinists

The Cambridge Platonists attributed to the whole of mankind a well-functioning and
distinctly moral faculty, endorsing an optimistic view of human nature. They wrote
against different opponents, but especially the Calvinists and Puritans. Seventeenth
century England was strongly Puritan. (Scotland was more Calvinist than Puritan, the
difference being principally the degree of willingness to make use of Calvin’s and
Augustine’s writings, The Calvinists were reluctant to do so, preferring to accept only
the authority of the Bible.2) Both Calvinists and Puritans accepted an adherence to the
Westminister Confession, with its doctrine of predestination.® According to this article of
faith, God has ‘ordained from eternity whatever comes to pass’.# Some men are
predestined forr_everlasting life, and are known as the elect. God has fixed their number,
and has ‘foreofdained’ the means necessary for their salvation. Their faith sanctifies their
superior status. The rest of mankind can only look forward to an everlasting death. God
rejects them because of their participation in original sin. God’s power and glory are
served by their abandonment, and no rehabilitation is possible through faith or good

works, This doctrine of predestination and its ramifications were ‘to afford matter of

2 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 46, where he writes ‘English Puritanism may be called
Calvinistic chiefly as a matter of historical reference.’

3 ibid., pp. 45-47.

4 ibid., p. 45.
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pfaisc, reverence and admiration of God, and of humility, diligence, and abundant

consolation to all that sincerely obey the Gospel.’

The elect are justified by faith, though it is God who has given them sufficient
means for this faith. They identified themselves with an inner certainty, and were

generally intolerant of those they saw as not belonging to their number.

The rest of humanity was characterized by the elect as sinful, vicious and
narrowly self-interested or selfish. It is perhaps unsurprising that the strict exclusiveness
claimed by the elect offended many thinkers. The view has been put forward that
Cambridge Platonism was fostered from within the Puritan camp, its radically different
thesis of human nature being a direct reaction against what it saw as a limiting and

oppressive view of man’s moral and religious capabilities.6

The Rationalists

By contrast, the differences between the Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists on
human nature wérc less marked. The rationalists wrote later than the Cambridge
Platonists. I include them here because they share distinct similarities, as well as
differences, with the Cambridge Platonists. We look specifically at Samuel Clarke,
1675-1729, whose Boyle lectures of 1704-1705 gave him a prominence that other
members of the group did not reach. Other writers belonging to the group include
Wollaston, Balguy and Price.” Our starting point will be a general characterization of the

similarities and differences between the Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists.

3 ibid., pp. 45-46, Roberts at this point is quoting from A.F. Mitchell's Minutes of the Sessions of the
Westminster Assembly of Divines.

6 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, ch. 3, 'Controversy With a Puritan’.

7 ibid., pp. 240-241, especially p. 241, fn. 6.
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The Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists share a number of important aspects
in the detail of their accounts of human nature. They agree that God created man with a
set of faculties and ways of behaving that fit him for ongoing social dealings with
others.8 Both the Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists allow that man has both
reason and sense, and they sought to give an account of human nature in terms of
faculties or discrete powers. Crucially though, they differ on the relative roles that they

allow to both reason and sense in our moral life.

The rationalist’s focus is almost exclusively on the positive role that reason has in
our moral life. Tt alone, according to the rationalists, is that mental faculty which discerns
moral good and evil. The rationalists also give the impression that man would be a much
better moral agent if he were not encumbered with a body. According to them, passions
sway us from doing what is morally correct. It is only the destructive, aggressive and
sensual passions that the rationalists dwell upon. In comparison with the Cambridge
Platonists, this leads to the distorted view that we are vicious because of our
intemperance. The Cambridge Platonists wrote that our passions and affections can be
involved in moral good. They speak about the moral worth of love, friendship, gratitude

and charity. This range of emotions was not discussed by the rationalists.

Samuel Clarke illustrates in a clear manner the general issues outlined. His A
Discourse concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth
and Certainty of the Christian Revelation was first presented as a series of sermons, the
Boyle lectures, of 1704 and 1703, For Clarke the central point is that there are ‘eternal

different relations, that different things bear one to another.’ God establishes the fitness

8 Between the Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists there are differences of emphasis whether natural
or revealed religion is taken to be basic, and whether there is perfect congruity between the two, or
whether revealed religion ‘completes’ natural religion. Benjamin Whichcote and Henry More lean towards
a positive assessment of natural religion, whereas Samuel Clarke prefers to see it completed by revealed
religion. See Clarke’s A Discourse of Natural Religion in British Moralists 1650-1800, ed. D.D.
Raphael, 2 vols.,, Oxford: Clarendon Press (1969), vol. 1, § 261, where Clarke writes ‘... moral virtue
is the foundation and the sum, the essence and the life of all true religion: for the security whereof, all
positive institution was principally designed: for the restoration whereof, all revealed religion was
ultimately intended’.

9 ibid, § 225.
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or unfitness of the various relations, himself acting in a way which is ‘agreeable to
justice, equity, goodness and truth, in order to the welfare of the whole universe.’10
These same necessary and eternal relations, continues Clarke, ‘ought likewise constantly
to determine the wills of all subordinate rational beings, to govern all their actions by the

same rules, for the good of the public, in their respective stations.’!!

For Clarke, the crucial point about these eternal fitnesses is that they are known
by our reason or understanding. Clarke speaks generally of a ‘natural sense of moral
obligation’12, referring to the mind, judgement or conscience, While his language is very

broad, sensation, feeling or the emotions do not occur in his list.

In a passage dealing with the vagaries of dissembling or even self-deception,
Clarke puts forward a claim about the role of reason in moral judgement. He writes:

But the truth of this, that the mind of man naturally and necessarily assents to
the etemal law of righteousness; may still better and more clearly and more
universally appear, from the judgement that men pass upon each other’s
actions, than from what we can discern concerning their consciousness of
their own. For men may dissemble and conceal from the world, the
judgement of their own conscience; nay, by a strange partiality, they may
even impose upon and deceive themselves... But men’s judgements
concerning the actions of others, especially where they have no relation to
themselves, or repugnance to their interest, are commonly impartial; and
from this we may judge, what sense men naturally have of the unalterable
difference of right and wrong.’13

10 1oc. cit.
1 joc. cit.

12 This is taken from a marginal heading in Samuel Clarke's, A Discourse Concerning the Being and
Attributes of God, the Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian
Revelation , 2 vols. in one. London: James Knapton (1716), vol. 2 p. 58. (All references to this edition
are to the second volume in this joint work. It’s title on its own title page reads A Discourse Concerning
the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian
Revelation. 1 follow the abbreviated heading as given in the Knapton publication, and refer to this
volume as The Evidences of Natural and Revealed Religion. This is to distinguish it from material in
Raphael’s edition, which will be referred 10 as Natural Religion. 1 follow Raphael’s numbering of
paragraphs, thus *§’. The above marginal heading would be located at Clarke, Natural Religion, § 237.

13 Clarke, Natural Religion, § 237.
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The moral sense writers agree there is a natural sense discerning the unalterable standard
between right and wrong. The major difference is that they attribute this to sentiment or

sensibility, rather than reason or judgement.

Clarke acknowledges that errors of this natural sense occur, and he characterizes
them under four headings: carelessness, inconsiderateness and want of attention;
prejudice and false notions from ‘evil’ education; strong and unreasonable lusts,
appetites, and desires of sense; and blindness introduced by superstitious opinions,
vicious customs, and debauched practices.!4 Clarke discusses these failings at some
length, and his tone is always stern. He writes that people are prodigiously careless in
making use of their reason in just and worthy apprehensions of divine attributes and
perfections!>, and ‘Now Nature has given us only some small Sparks of right Reason,
which we so quickly extinguish with corrupt Opinions and evil Practises, that the true
Light of Nature no where appears.’1é Clarke chooses a biblical text 1o preface his
discourse. It comes from Isaiah v. 20, and warns ‘Wo unto them that call Evil Good,
and Good Evil; that put Darkness for Light, and Light for Darkness, that put Bitter for
Sweet, and Sweet for Bitter.’17 The implication is that moral right and wrong are as

clearly and eternally distin guiS_hablc.

Clarke shares with the Cambridge Platonists and the Calvinists the belief that the
biblical Fall in the Garden of Eden has left mankind in a corrupt state. Unlike the
Calvinists, Clarke and the Cambridge Platonists consider that it is always worthwhile for
individuals to strive for redemption. For Clarke, the immortality of the soul is a
necessary assumption for the correct distribution of rewards and punishments not

obtained in our present life. This correct balancing is a fine detail; the more important

14 Clarke, The Evidences of Natural and Revealed Religion, p. 155.
15 1oe. cit.
16 jpid. p 158.

17 ipid. title page (to vol. 2).
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idea is that by following the dictates of revealed religion we can best hope for the

rewards of virtue, both in the present, and after death.1®

2:3 Providential teleology

The Cambridge Platonists were mostly in agreement with one another in their beliefs
about God’s nature, his benevolence, and his careful design of human nature.l® An
exchange of letters between Benjamin Whichcote and Anthony Tuckney captures the
difference between the Cambridge Platonists and the Puritans on the inseparable issues
of God’s attributes and the true description of human nature.2? Tuckney upheld what
Roberts understands as a ‘Reformation’ view of mankind.2! Its cornerstones are
predestination and man’s depravity. God’s stern, judgmental qualities are emphasized
above other qualities. In temper the Cambridge Platonists were similar to a very different
group, the Renaissance Neoplatonists.2? The Cambridge group spoke highly of the
dignity of mankind, and exalted his use of reason. According to the ‘Renaissance’ view,
God directs all things in a providential manner: there is cohesion, unity and order among
all parts of his creation. God is benevolent and good, and he is especially concerned with

the moral order of mankind.

18 Clarke, Natural Religion, § 248 and § 250.

19 For the purposes of this thesis I have concentrated on the similarities, rather than the differences,
among the Cambridge Platonists. There is current disagreement about how cohesive a group they were,
and how Platonic they were. See Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, ch. 9, especially pp. 206 and
209. Of those writers that I survey, Nathaniel Culverwell was most unlike the Cambridge group in that
held Calvinist views. See Robert A. Greene's and Hugh MacCallum’s ‘Introduction’ to Nathaniel
Culverwell, An Elegant and Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature, Toronto and Buffalo: University
of Toronto Press (1971), p. xiii. (This [ hereafter abbreviate as Light of Nature.)

20 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, pp. 64-65 discusses the irresolvable nature of the debate, and
the seeming agreement that both Whichcote and Tuckney acknowledged their differences amicably.

2% jbid., p. 64.

22 jbid., ch 2, especially p. 33 for the Neoplatonic background. Roberts here suggests that the difference
between the Italian and the English school is that the Continental group were sceptical about matters of
religious faith, whereas the English humanists were not sceptical, but were ‘concerned to further the
interpretation of the sources of Christianity.’
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The whole purpose of the Cambridge Platonists is to argue for important moral
similarities between God and mankind. Hence it is only possible to draw artificial
boundaries between the Cambridge Platonists’ thoughts on God, and on man’s moral
nature, as man is taken to be made in God’s image. By dealing with this material in this
and the next section I draw nominal distinctions. The Cambridge Platonists would find

these distinctions ephemeral.

God’s nature, according to the Cambridge Platonists, consists in perfection. He
has attributes or aspects which divide into two groups; those which people can
understand only incompletely, and those which can be understood perfectly.
Omnipotence (relating to the problem of evil), ubiquity and eternity are among the first
group of attributes. God’s moral aspects form the second group: they include God’s
‘goodness, wisdom, liberty, justice and power.’23 The cornerstone of God’s nature is
his goodness, and it is proper that man too understands and shares in this part of God’s
nature. All of God’s attributes are consistent with his goodness. Our fallibility and
finiteness may cause us to see some attributes as sometimes conflicting, but in reality

they are always perfectly reconciled.

It is the aspect of goodness which explains the existence and the nature of the
whole of God’s creation. The universe and all of its parts form a single entity. Unity,
order, harmony and beauty are its qualities. John Smith (1616-1652), for example,

writes that;

God made the Universe and all the Creatures contained therein as so many
Glasses wherein he might reflect his own Glory: He hath copied forth
himself in the Creation; and in this Qutward World we may read the lovely
characters of the Divine Goodness, Power and Wisdom. In some Creatures
there are darker representations of the God, there are the Prints and
Footsteps of God; but in others there are clearer and fuller representations of
the Divinity, the Face and Image of God. 4

23 ibid., pp. 76-717.

24 John Smith, ‘The Excellency and Nobleness of True Religion” in C.A. Patrides (ed.), The Cambridge
Platonists, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1980), p. 184.
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John Smith thus assumes that the universe forms a teleological order: that it is brought
into being by God to express his ineffable goodness, and that all parts of it express this
goodness as far as they are able. The Cambridge groﬁp never doubt that God performs
this role as the Author of nature, and they are eager to imply that all parts of God’s
universe have worth or value inasmuch as they exhibit God’s goodness. As with Plato

and the Neoplatonists we have here a chain of being, a ladder of perfection.

By identifying the universe as a teleological system the Cambridge Platonists
mean to imply that the whole forms a cohesive unit, and that the parts of this unity,
inasmuch as they fulfill their own nature to the highest degree possible, further the
purpose of the whole unit. Plants grow and provide nutriment for animals, the lower
animals provide food or beasts of burden for mankind, and so on. The teleology is a
providential one. Divine foresight is such that by fulfilling its nature, any animal or any
part of the universe both reflects the glory of God and is sustained and provided for

itself,

Mankind is that which most shares in God’s nature, and it is fitting that God has
special and personal care for every one of mankind. But we are unusual in that we are the
only creatures with a dual nature. Not only are we made in the image of God, but unlike
the angels, we share in the lower nature of the animals too, We have a body with its
needs and desires and a range of instincts fitted to help serve the body’s original
impulses. Unlike the Calvinists, the Cambridge Platonists are sufficiently ambivalent
about the status of the body, its passions and instincts, so that these are not necessarily
destructive and debased. For, they ask, how could God, out of the whole of his creation,

have made mankind imperfect creatures?

Henry More, 1614-1687, discusses the dual nature of the passions in his

Enchiridion Ethicum of 1666, He agrees with Descartes that the passions are “Treasure
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of the Soul’, and that unlike other perceptions, we cannot be deceived in them.23
Moderation is required with our passions, but they animate our life, and aid us to seek
what we require for our sustenance and propagation. Neither the passions nor the desires
must eclipse our reason, but those who propose the rooting out of our passions are
woefully misguided. More writes on this point:

This to me would sound no better, than as if one, to prevent Discord on t'he

Harp, should let down all the Strings; or than as if another should with

Drugs set all the Humors of his Body in a Ferment, for fear of falling sick.

Wherefore Theages the Pythagorean said very elegantly; That it was not the

part of Virtue to discharge the Passions of the Soul, such as Pleasure and

Pain; but to temper them aright.26
Man’s dual nature is unique among creation, and with it God imposes a special
responsibility on mankind. To no other creature has God given free-will, or the genuine
possibility of turning away from the best in their nature. The animals follow their
instincts as and when they arise, and in doing so they follow the whole of their nature.
Their lust or anger deserve no admonition. Mankind is different. We are given the faculty
of reason as well as conscience and moral discernment. It is by embracing these ‘higher’
parts of our nature that we are honourable towards God and morally worthy. This dual

nature allows both the possibility of our fallibility leading to debasement, and at the other

extremity, a genuine communion between ourselves and God.

2:4 Man's moral nature

The Cambridge Platonists were alike in attributing to mankind a dual nature, partaking

both of God’s divinity and the lower nature of the animals. Man’s moral nature involves

25 Henry More, Enchiridion Ethicum. The English Translation of 1690, trans. Edward Southwell,
London (1690), New York: Facsimile Text Society (1930). More writes ‘For altho (say he) we are apt to
be deceived by the many other ways of Perception, and cannot be certain if things be the same ag they are
represented; yet as to the Passions, thers is not room for Deception in them, since they are so annexed {0
the Soul, that it were impossible to feel them, if they were not', p. 39. Descartes is the author referred to
by name on p. 39. (Hereafter I refer to this by its English title, Account of Virtue.)

28More, An Account of Virtue, pp. 41-42. The analogy comparing the body to a musical instrument is
often used throughout the moral sense tradition.
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what this group considered the ‘higher’ faculties of reason, free-will, conscience and
moral goodness (sometimes meaning by this virtue generally, and sometimes
benevolence more specifically). Man’s moral attributes are not unlike God’s moral
attributes, and it is by God’s conscious design that he has given man reason, with which
to comprehend his existence and nature. It is thus reason which makes us most like God,
and because of this similarity the Cambridge Platonists were alike in admonishing
mankind to use their reason to supplement and scrutinize their faith. In speaking of
man’s moral nature, Whichcote, 1609-1683, emphasizes that we are good insofar as we
resemble God.2’ He writes in one of his posthumously published sermons:

God is especially known to us by righteousness and holiness; and if we be

like God, we must be so too; and then we harmonize with God, when we are

in reconciliation with righteousness, goodness and truth. The matter of the

gospel, when received, is an internal disposition and byas upon the mind of

man: for it is inwardly received, so as to dye and colour the soul; so as to

settle a temper and constitution; and in this way it is restorative to our

natures.28 '
This ‘internal disposition and byas upon the mind of man’ is no other than the tailoring
of man’s nature to comprehend and partake in God’s moral designs. Whichcote at this
point implies that this disposition involves the whole of man’s moral nature with its

moral discernment, its genuine concern for the interests of others, its concern for its own

best interests and the like.

In their description of human nature the Cambridge Platonists allow that people
can be both good and bad. Their goodness is in proportion to following their rational

nature, conforming to the truths of natural religion; and their badness is in neglecting to

27 See Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, pp. 93-96 for his assessment that Whichcote is in
difficulties as far as he allows man both the necessity of a good and morally neutral nature. The specific
difficalty is that this seems to deny the genuine possibility of being evil. Roberts writes that Whichcote
never brought the conflicting ideas together, but always assumes that reason and conscience will never
seriously conflict, but will always be in alignment. See also C.A. Patrides, ““The High and Aiery Hills
of Platonisme™: An Introduction to the Cambridge Platonists’, in The Cambridge Platonists, ed. C.A.
Patrides, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1980), pp. 19-23 for the Cambridge Platonists’ claim
that mankind is made in God's image.

28 Benjamin Whichcote, The Works 1751, 4 vols. Aberdeen (1751). Facsimile edition, New York and
London: .Gariand Publishing (1977), vol. 3, p. 77. This collection was not prepared by Shaftesbury,
though his ‘Preface’ is reprinted at the beginning of vol. 3 of this series. The title page to this facsimile

edition gives no editorial information, indicating only that it was printed by J, Chalmers for Alexander
Thomson, Aberdeen.
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live up to the potentialities in their nature. What is implied is that people do not have a
static nature, but one which individuals have responsibility for in developing to the best

of their given ability.

However, there is not too much room for latitude. For the Cambridge Platonists,
all people are given the capacity to behave in morally good ways, and what is seen as
morally good or correct is in no manner open to personal interpretation. The notion of the
prima facie correctness of the moral sense is especially important, for the later moral
sense writers are often interpreted as endorsing subjective moral values. The features of
equal capacity and some form of objectivity give a strong measure of stability to the
notion of what the best in human nature implies. But even the features of an equal
capacity for moral goodness and eternal and immutable moral distinctions are insufficient
to show that the human nature of individual people is unchanging. Whether we have a
static or an educable moral nature is an important question. What is at stake is the later
moral sense writers’ insistence that mankind’s moral sense is of a minimal standard, yet

capable of cultivation,

Reason is man’s highest faculty, according to the Cambridge group. The term
‘reason’ is used by these writers in a wide sense. Roberts, in his account of Benjamin
Whichcote gives us at least four important meanings. Summarizing Whichcote, Roberts
writes:

It would appear that [Whichcote] makes [reason] include both the mental
processes by means of which we arrive at a conclusion, and also the insight
we possess into self-evident principles which condition these processes. It
seems 1o stand, too, for our capacity to acknowledge God, the source and
sustainer of all that is good, beautiful and true. Furthermore, reason
appropriates these values and incorporates them within the soul in such wise

that they form its disposition and become its temper; and so it is the
governing principle which directs our appetites and controls our passions.??

At this point we can see why the Cambridge Platonists and the rationalists are not divided
on all issues. Both the Cambridge Platonists and rationalists attribute to man the power to

discern moral good and evil, and both think that reason has a major role in this

29 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 66.
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discernment. The differences are minor by comparison. The Cambridge Platonists speak
of a ‘sense of right and wrong’, and it it this that later commentators sometimes take to
be incompatible with ‘reason’. In the seventeenth century this line of argument was not
yet made clear. One purpose of this present thesis is to trace the ramifications of the
dichotomy between reason and sense or sensibility into the eighteenth century. The
second point of difference between the Cambridge group and the rationalists is one that
we have already seen: the Cambridge group discern between helpful and destructive
passions, whereas the rationalists consider overwhelmingly that most passions on most
occasions are detrimental to our moral well-being. Both of these differences have to be
recognized if we are to understand what later moral sense writers took from the
Cambridge Platonists, and hence how these later writers took the rationalists to be among

their most stringent opponents.

The broad range of what is meant by ‘reason’ allows the Cambridge Platonists to
support their identification of moral and religious truths. Religion for such writers is not
confined to modes of public worship, but involves the wholehearted pursuit of what is
religiously and morally good. They scorn the notion of religion which does not touch a
person’s behaviour. Whichcote writes that neither religion nor moral behaviour are
served by coolness of religious observance. He writes:

For, this you must understand; that Religion is not satisfied in Notions; but
doth indeed, and in reality, come to nothing, unless it be in us not only
Matter of Knowledge and Speculation; but doth establish in us a Frame and
Temper of Mind, and is productive of a holy and vertuous Life.30
In effect, what is being argued for is both the need for religious observance of a genuine
kind, and the need to behave as morally well as we are able. In another sermon

Whichcote expounds upon a Biblical text from Philippians iv. 8. The text reads:

Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest,
whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things

30 ?{'hichcotc, ‘The Manifestation of Christ and the Deification of Man’ in The Cambridge Platonists,
p- 71.
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are seemly, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, if

there be any praise, think on these things.31
Whichcote charges his audience with thinking seriously on these exhortations to virtuous
behaviour.

It is not barely, have these things in your thoughts; but, in the use of your

reason recommend all these things to yourself; think that you do not acquit

yourself, that you do not do that which becomes you, that you do not raise a

connatural superstructure to the foundation of nature, that you do not do that

which is suitable to a christian, that you have your reason to little purpose; if

you do not in the reason of your mind think all these things worthy of you.??
As Whichcote makes clear, the identity of moral and religious truths is part of the
argument to exhort people to behave in morally good ways. This conception of morality
has no place for the cynical belief that one only acts morally out of prudence. Neither is it
a morality based on fear, one in which we must behave well to placate God and win his
favour. The Cambridge group’s purpose is to insist that morally good behaviour is a
matter of virtuous or benevolent intention, and not a prudential or fearful concern for our
own well-being. As the highest part of God’s nature is his goodness and benevolence,
so the highest part of man’s nature is his use of reason to behave well and to worship his
God. Whichcote has this purpose in mind when he writes:

“To act contrary to the Reason of one’s own Mind, is to do a thing most

unnatural and cruel: it is to offer Violence to a Man’s self; and to act against a

Man’s truest Use and Interest, For, all manner of Wickedness is a Burthen to

the Mind: and every Man that doth amiss, doth abuse himself.’3?
These moral and religious truths are known both by ‘“first inscription’ and by revelation.
By ‘first inscription’ is meant that which God gives to mankind as his moral nature.

According to Whichcote, God communicates himself to us in two ways. The first is by

giving mankind conscience, a ‘connatural’ thing that interweaves into our very frame and

31as quoted by Whichcote, The Works, vol. 3, p. 368.
32 ibid. p. 369.

33 Whichcote, *The Manifestation of Christ’ in The Cambridge Platonists, p. 72.
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constitution the knowledge of God’s law.34 By conscience we comprehend God, and
understand our moral possibilities and responsibilities. Whichcote writes of this first way
in which God communicates with us:

In the moment of the creation; and that we call rruth of the first inscription, or

the light of God’s creation, or the principle of natural conscience, the true

issue of reason. ... For God doth not call any one to an account for that

talent he never gave ... Now by this principle of God’s creation, man is

obliged to all things that are substantially good: all things that are immutable

and unalterable are founded upon this principle: therefore the report of our

faculties, which God made true (and it is impossible a monster should come

out of God’s hands) is true; as sure as God made them true, so sure they are

true. The proper result of a faculty is true, as it is true that the sun is light 33
The second way in which moral truths are known is by revelation. By this the
Cambridge group refer to the Bible. They are acutely aware of the divisiveness of textual
interpretation: even different sects within the Anglican church disagreed perennially on
matters which they took to be irreconcilable. The Cambridge Platonists sought to
minimize these differences, partly by minimizing their dependence on written texts, and
partly by beginning to minimize the relative importance of Church worship. They looked
to what the period contended was the Book of Nature, the natural world, and found there
the moral truths which they felt all right-minded people would agree upon. Whichcote
was thus ill-received when he argued that non-Christians can live up to the truths of
Christianity better than professed Christians.36 What was most abhorred by the

Cambridge Platonists was atheism, for with this, they claimed, there was a purposeful

turning away from moral and religious truths.37

Whichcote writes that there is nothing in real and true religion that does not tend

to either ‘conserve, or restore the Soundness and Perfection of our Minds’, this

34 Whichcote, The Works, vol. 3, p. 122.
35 ibid., pp. 120-121.
36 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 70.

37 ibid., pp. 72-73.
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soundness being a quiet conscience.38 He goes on to describe the sense of good and evil
natural to mankind:

Man by his Nature and Constitution, as God made him at first, being an

intelligent Agent, hath Sense of Good and Evil, upon a Moral account. All

inferior Beings have Sense of Convenience or Inconvenience, in a natural

Way: And, accordingly, all inferior creatures do chuse, or refuse. For, you

cannot get a meer Animal, either to eat or drink that which is not good and

agreeable to its Nature. And, whereas we call this Instince; it is most certai_n

that, in intelligent Agents, this other is INSTINCT, at least. And, for this

Reason, Man is fanlty, when either he is found in a naughty Temper, or any

bad Practice. For, he hath Judgement and Power of Discerning: He is made

to know the Difference of Things: And he acts as a mad Man, that knowing

what is better, chuseth the the worse.”>9
Whichcote constantly returns to his themes that man has conscience and a sense of moral
good and evil. These need not necessarily be the same thing, though there is no doubt
that they both have a motivating role in man’s moral life. It is beyond our present task to
compare closely the notions of moral sense and conscience. What is germane is that both
‘faculties’ presuppose that we have an ability to discern between right and wrong, moral

good and evil.

Whichcote was not alone in attributing some kind of moral sense to mankind. Nathaniel
Culverwell brings up the notion of conscience in An Elegaﬁt and Learned Discourse of
the Light of Nature. For our purposes, Culverwell (71618-?1651) is most atypical of the
Cambridge group. This has to do with his Calvinist leanings. He is less confident than
the other Cambridge Platonists that we achieve any comprehensive understanding of God
in our present life. Only with the aid of God’s freely given grace can we obtain after
death a clear view of God’ nature.#9 However, with the Cambridge group he agrees that

God makes us with a conscience. He writes:

38 Whichcote, “The Manifestation of Christ’, p. 73.
39 ibid. pp 73-74

40 See Greene and MacCallum’s “Introduction’ to Culverwell’s Light of Nature, pp. xiv- xx for their
assessment of the discourse as a Calvinist rebutial to Antinomian arguments for free grace . See p. xlviii
for Greene and MacCallum’s criticism that Culverwell, and even Whichcote, have ‘little claim to
inclusion among even the most broadly defined Platonists.’
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This Law of Nature as it is thus brancht forth, does binde in foro
Conscientiae {in the court of conscience]; for as that noble Author, (whom I
more then once commended before) speaks very well in this; Natuaral
Conscience ’tis Centrum Notitiarum Communium { the centre of general
knowledge], and 'tis a kinde of Sensus Communis [common sense] in
respect of the inward faculties, as that other is in respect of the outward
senses. “Tis a competent Judge of this Law of Nature: ’tis the Natural Pulse
of the Soul, by the beating and motion of which the state and temper of men
is discernible.41
Culverwell discusses in the surrounding material a distinction between natural conscience
and natural laws, Human laws require only external obedience, but natural laws are
welded into the very core of our existence, and to follow them we must willingly consent
with the whole of our being.42 Conscience, for Culverwell, is sometimes satisfied with
only external conformity, and it retrospectively judges, as well as helping us decide how
to act in prospect. In these ways conscience is an adjunct to, but different from our

apprehension of natural laws.

Henry More did not use the terminology of conscience, yet he gave one of the most
extended discussions of that faculty which is is involved in moral assessment and
motivation. More, in his Account of Virtue speaks of a ‘bonifom faculty of the soul’.
This is man’s highest faculty, and that in which he most resémbles divine nature. As
such it inherently involves the use of right reason, but this is not exhausted by what we
would now consider instrumental reason. In this More shares the breadth of meaning that
Whichcote attaches to ‘reason’. More seems to attribute two major tasks to the boniform
faculty. One involves cognitivity, or the recognition and apprehension of those things
which the ‘inward Sense’ is sensible of.43 The other involves the pleasure that right-

minded people necessarily take in what is morally good. More concentrates this material

41 Nathaniel Culverwell, An Elegant and Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature, pp. 56-57. The
square brackets here confain material by the editors, Green and MacCallum, They note that the reference to
‘that noble Author’ is to Suarez, the author of De Legibus.

42 Culverwell, Light of Nature, p. 57.

43 More, Account of Virtue, p. 16. More likens the deliverances of this inward sense to the knowledge
that we have of our own passions.
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in a chapter 5 of the Account, called ‘To shew which are the Faculties whereby we do
find and understand what is simply, and in its own nature good.’** He admits that there
is such a thing as the pleasure and gratification of the animal appetites, but he continues,
that those who confuse these pleasures for true pleasures are in gross error.43 He writes:
IT is now manifest, there is something which is simply and absolutely good,
which in all human Actions is to be sought for. That it’s Nature, Essence,
and Truth are to be judged of by Right Reason; but that the relish and
delectation thereof, is to be taken in by the Boniform Faculry 46
Given the very close association between the roles of right reason and the boniform
faculty, we can see that More considers moral pleasure to be by definition pleasure in the
morally best thing to be done. This sense of pleasure is radically opposed by the sceptics

and egoists, later opponents of the moral sense writers who make the hedonistic claim

that pleasure is in the eye of the beholder.

What begins to emerge is the very clear view that the Cambridge Platonists were
alike in attributing to mankind a natural sense of discernment between moral good and
evil, virtue and vice. The Cambridge Platonists were not concerned to raise finely
grained questions about the psychological status and the tasks of this still vague moral
sense. Their purpose was to insist against rivals such as the Calvinists that mankind did
indeed have this natural discernment of moral good and evil. For, they argued, it is by
means of their moral sense that individuals have a genuine role to play in their moral

behaviour in this life, and their eventual redemption.

2:5 Aspects of the moral sense

The previous two sections have dealt with what the Cambridge Platonists argue for

regarding human nature, its moral faculties and its design by a benevolent God, This

44 ibid., p. 28.
43ibid., pp. 29-30.

48 ibid., p. 28.
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section draws together some generalizations that can be made about the moral sense or
ability. There are five subsections. The first deals more with the metaphysical
presumption that there is a divinely ordained ontological reality which our moral and
sensory discernments match in accurate or inaccurate ways.#7 The second to the fifth
deal with psychological presumptions made about the moral sense. In order, these
involve claims of the universality of the sense, its operation in a non-willed manner, and
its predominant correctness. Often the non-willed aspect of the moral sense is taken in a

confused way to corroborate the correctness of the sense.

The final and fifth section indicates that the Cambridge Platonists were sometimes
inconsistent by overemphasizing man’s goodness, and yet still needing to allow his
viciousness. There is a strain in the Cambridge Platonists” work that mankind, like God,
has a natural bias towards good. The Cambridge group discuss less often the potentiality
towards vice or evil. This helps foster the confusion, also to be found in later writers,

that the moral sense is the whole of virtue, or that the moral sense is benevolence itself 43

Ontological realism

The Cambridge Platonists’ belief in a well-designed human nature is based upon the
view that God has designed all things in the universe, and made us sensitive to those
things which impinge upon our way of living. These views are consistent with
ontological realism. This is an ontological thesis about God’s design of objects as
belonging to eternal categories. The Cambridge Platonists do not explicitly defend this
ontology, but they assume in the strongest possible sense that there are objectively

existing eternal and immutable distinctions to be discerned by all well-designed and

47 This becomes significant in later chapters because it undercuis in a certain way subjectivist
interpretations of the moral sense writers made by such critics as William Frankena, Bernard Peach, and
more recently, Elizabeth Radcliffe. All write with respect to Hutcheson, and it is in chapter 4 of this
thesis that I deal at length with these issues.

48 The confusion between the moral sense and benevolence is something I look at with particular respect
to Huotcheson in chapter 5.
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attentive creatures. Animals’ instincts are sufficient for their mode of life. They are not
misled by the report of their senses, and acting in a manner fitting to their senses is what
God requires of them. Man is not different. We are unlike other creatures in that we
discern differences between moral good and evil, and we have the ambiguous quality of
free will. But people, like the animals too, are made with a sensitivity towards those
things that effect how they live. And it is a sensitivity towards moral matters that is most

human.

The moral realism of the moral sense tradition has been strongly defended by
David Norton in a series of articles and books. Norton identifies what he calls the moral
realism of the moral sense tradition, while noting that specific writers among the moral
sense tradition may or may not support epistemological scepticism.*? Norton
acknowledges the roots of the moral sense tradition lay with the Cambridge Platonists in
the seventeenth century. He discusses Ralph Cudworth’s epistemological theory, with its
rejection of scepticism and its belief in moral realism.5® He contrasts such a theory with
Shaftesbury’s philosophy. Shaftesbury may hold himself at some distance from
epistemological scepticism, but he shares with Cudworth a rejection of moral scepticism.
The minor difference between Cudworth and Shaftesbury, according to Norton, is that
Cudworth takes moral qualities to be like primary qualities, whereas Shaftesbury takes

them to be like secondary qualities.5!

On the matter of epistemological scepticism, it is well recognized that Henry More

was one of the first English philosophers to correspond with Descartes. More became

49 See, for example, Norton, From Moral Sense; David Hume; ‘Hutcheson’s Moral Realism’;
‘Hutcheson on Perception and Moeral Perception’, Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie, 59 (1977), pp.
181-197; and, ‘Shaftesbury and Two Scepticisms’, Filosophia, supplement 4, 19 (1968), pp. 713-724;

50 Norton, David Hume, pp. 27-33 and p 42, fa 30.

5'1 Norton, Dav?d Hume, pp. 26-27. 1 argue in the following chapter that Shaftesbury’s teleological
views support his moral realism. Norton, 1 suggest, does not give sufficient weight to this argument for
ontological realism based on teleological beliefs. He does, however, discuss the issue. See David Hume,
pp. 87-92,
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disenchanted with the scepticism that Descartes entertained.52 It is not too wide of the
point 1o say that, as Descartes felt he had no proof or certainty to bring against his doubt
of the evil genius inverting the moral order without our apprehending it, the Cambridge
Platonists proclaimed triumphantly their belief in God and the moral order. They are so
intertwined that since we cannot doubt God’s existence neither can we doubt the moral

order.?3

In the opening chapter of his book David Hume: Common Sense Moralist,
Sceptical Metaphysician, Norton provides an account of the intellectual currents of the
seventeenth century out of which the moral sense tradition grew. But, he does not
provide any material specific to the Cambridge Platonists, and so does not indicate that
the moral sense tradition believed in moral realism because of a related confidence about
ontological realism. It is this cluster of defences for ontological and moral realism that the
moral sense writers took over from the Cambridge Platonists. Both groups are certain
that God has created pertinent differences between things that are morally good and evil,

and created us with an ability to discern these differences.

This renders some explanation necessary to help us understand Norton’s claims
abbut the scepticism of the moral sense tradition, and their use of an introspective
method. I suggest that one of two things may be the case. Either writers in the early
moral sense tradition embrace epistemological scepticism in a weak manner (Hume is, of
course, a watershed), being more concerned to argue for ontological realism and so
moral realism. Or, we acknowledge that Norton is correct to point to the empirical and
introspective methods of the moral sense writers, but hold that the use of these methods

by such writers does not amount to epistemological scepticism. This appears to be a

52 See Richard H. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, Berkeley, etc.:
University of California Press (1979), chs. 9 and 10 on Descartes’s scepticism, and especially p. 237 for
More’s eventual rejection of Cartesian doubt as a form of atheism. See also Alexander Jacob’s
‘Introduction’ to Henry More, The Immortality of the Soul, Dordrecht, etc.: Martinus Nijhoff (1987),
pp. Ixviii-xxviii for an assessment of More's use of Descartes's psychological theories.

53 Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 73, reports Whichcote'’s view that “The best proof of
G[od‘§ existence is a man's awareness of his self- activity’. Elsewhere, on p. 57, and fn. 4, Roberts marks
his disagreement with de Pauley, arguing for the view that Whichcote was non-Cartesian.
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more cogent alternative, as it acknowledges the concern these early writers have for
defending moral realism, rather than giving a full account of either epistemological
certainty or scepticism. These empirical and introspective methods are not inconsistent,
in the moral sense writers eyes, with the ontological realism that they embrace but never
satisfactorily explain. The suggestion that I make is that Norton is partly right in his
assessment of the later writers, but that he has not taken sufficiently into account the type
of ontological realism embraced by the Cambridge group in defiance of moral scepticism.
Their belief in ontological realism is part of their belief in God and design. The moral
sense writers predominantly share this belief, and while they appeal to introspective
methods of searching out truth, this is not inconsistent with their belief that God is the

First Cause of all things.

Of the moral sense tradition only the later writers, David Hume and Adam Smith,
seriously questioned the role of God in explaining the moral order. Hutcheson in the
1720s and even Kames in the 1750s often appealed to God as the fundamental source of
both moral distinctions, and of a human nature able to discern these distinctions. The
moral realism that they argued for was not just an intersubjective realism, depending on
agreement within a community that certain distinctions and values are such. The moral
realism that the Cambridge Platonists and the majority of the moral sense.tradition

assumed was based on an ontological realism that they had no desire to question.

Roberts remarks that the belief about ontological realism held by the Cambridge
group can be contrasted not with sceptical doubt, but rather with subjectivism or
solipsism. Roberts suggests that a problem might arise that, as truth, for Whichcote, is
heavily emphasized as something that is personally experienced, is there not a risk that
moral and religious truths are subjective? Roberts responds to the possible objection by
reminding the reader that Whichcote believes that truths have an objective reality
answerable to the idea of them in the divine mind.>¢ Roberts writes of Whichcote’s

position:

54 ibid., pp. 68-69.
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When these truths are grasped by the mind, the mind is acting according to
its true nature; for God created the mind to comprehend reality. Truth
belongs to those things which have eternal and immutable existence prior to
the mind’s apprehension of them and the mind’s apprehension of them
properly agrees with their objective reality.5
One of Whichcote’s aphorisms captures the objectivity which is the result of God’s
design, It reads:
Good and Evil are not by positive Institution; are not things arbitrary; or
during any Pleasure whatsoever: but Just Right and Holy, Wicked Impious
and Profane, are so by their own nature and quality. If we understand this,
as we ought, we abide in the Truth: if not, we are Self-flatterers; and live in a

Lye. Things are, as they are; whether we think so or not: and we shall be
judged by things as they be; not by our own presumptuous Imaginations.36

Universality

In virtue of their describing it as a faculty, the Cambridge group claim that every one bas
a moral sense, or the ability to discern between moral good and evil, virtue and vice.
This discernment is basic to each person’s ability to live a moral life. De Pauley, in his
book The Candle of the Lord, picks out Henry More, and considers him responsible for
reifying the discernment of moral good and evil to a distinct faculty, De Pauley writes
‘More is so anxious to delimit his vision of the ideal life, that he assigns it to the care of a
special faculty, known as “the Boniform Faculty™.’3” It is this confinement of our moral

abilities to a distinct moral sense that heralds the beginning of the moral sense tradition.

The moral sense is also understood by the group as a capaciry, one that has to be
properly exercised if it is to be used to the best advantage. It is this ambivalence between
a potential capacity and the full use of the capacity that accounts for some of the obvious

differences in the degree of virtue that people display. The Cambridge Platonists are

55 1oc. cit.

56 Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, in The Cambridge Platonists, ed. C.A. Patrides, p. 328,
Aphorism 116.

57 W.C. de Pauley, The Candle of the Lord: Studies in the Cambridge Platonists, London: Church
Historical Society (1937}, p. 142.
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astute enough to recognize that they have to account for what they see as the wide range

in the use of a universal moral faculty.

Whichcote writes that no person is without this moral faculty. He is born with i,
and over the period of his life he exercises it to a weaker or stronger degree. This can be
seen clearly in a passage dealing with reason’s place in our religious life. The moral
sense is not mentioned, but the close identification between reason and the moral sense
justifies our consideration of this passage. Whichcote writes:

1 will say of all men, and indifferently of all our ancestors, that though they
might acquire inheritances and worldly conveniences, yet they could not
acquire for, or leave to any of us, mental endowments, no habltuz;l
dispositions: but in respect of these ’tis true, that every body is master of his
own fortune under God; every man hath himself, as he useth himself. ... No
one is born to this [proper human nature], more than another: but if you will
be intellectually improved, if you will be refined in your spirits, refined in
your morals; if you will be more than the vulgus hominum, you must set
yourselves in the way of reading, meditation and conference, and self-
reflection, and awaken your intellectuals; or else you shall come to
nothing 58
Here Whichcote makes it apparent that the way to religious and moral improvement is in
our own hands. Unlike the Calvinists with their doctrine of predestination, the
Cambridge group are insistent that all people are morally capable and responsible for
themselves. If they fail to behave well this detracts from their own life and later
worthiness for redemption, and from the quality of the moral community of which they

are a part. Nevertheless, all people are originally made capable of a morally good life,

The Cambridge group recognize that there are unrepentant and vicious people:
their way of dealing with them is to call them moral monsters. Effectively however, this
disguises rather than solves the issue, for it amounts to the idea that such creatures are
not really full moral agents, but those who have in the past consistently turned away
from moral good. Members of this group bar themselves from a full life, and their
estimations of good and evil have no authority. Whichcote writes at one point that :

We are not Men, so much by bodily Shape; as by Principles of Reason and
Understanding: wherefore those, who discharge Reason from having any

58 Whichcote, The Works, vol. 4, pp. 141-142.
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thing to do in matters of Religion, do not true Service to Religion: do rather
pursue the Apostasy of the first Adam, and raze the foundations of God.5?
The unsatisfactoriness is that the contrast between the morally good and the morally
debased is largely uninformative. This is because the Cambridge group make no atterapt
to explicate moral goodness in terms other than what is virtuous, and what is in keeping

with God’s design.

Non-willedness

On the strength of claiming that the moral faculty is natural the Cambridge Platonists
appear to assume that the use of the moral faculty is non-willed or spontaneous. This is
conveyed by the comparison of the moral sense to other senses such as sight and taste.
The implication is that if persons are sufficiently attentive, they will see anything in their
field of vision that is there to be seen. Similarly, the use of the moral sense is

spontaneously engaged as and when it discerns moral situations.

There is an important disanalogy between the sense of sight and the moral sense.
This is implicit in the Cambridge Platonists’ work, though it is never stated explicitly. As
well as occasional errors due to lack of attention, and non-willed errors such as those
caused by diseases such as jaundice, some people are born without a sense of sight. This
lack is obviously beyond their ability to correct. This is not taken to be so in the moral
case. The presumption made by the Cambridge group is that all people have an adequate
capacity to discern real moral distinctions. Moral fallibility or blindness is a lack of use

on the individual’s part, and cannot be attributed to any failing in God.

If the Cambridge Platonists dwell on the use of the moral faculty, then they
recognize that few people use it to the full. This can be seen in Henry More’s Account of

Virtue. In this work More divides people into two categories; those that use their

S9Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, in The Cambridge Platonists, p.335, Aphorism 1004,
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boniform faculty effortlessly, and those who need recourse to right reason.®? The second
group are good insofar as they use right reason, but as their use of it is limited, so is their
 virtue less than perfect. The implication is that right reason, even if its use is not actually
willed, is within our capacity and responsibility. So, while the morally best people are so
spontaneously, those that need recourse to right reason are limited to the extent that, if
they do not realize their moral failings, they will not use their capacity to reason to

improve their virtue.

More describes the boniform faculty as one of ‘sense’, ‘feeling’ and
‘delectation’.6! These have in common the feature of being non-willed or spontaneous in
their exercise. With the broad range of meanings that ‘reason’ can take it is not possible
to generalize about the degree of will or conscious attentiveness that ‘reason’ as a whole
involves.%2 Some meanings of ‘reason’ allow the possibility of practice and the
cultivation of better moral standards. Nevertheless, the important point here is that the
Cambridge group are eager to suggest that the use of the moral sense is by and large

effortless and non-willed.

Correctness

Another feature to be noted has already been dealt with in passing. It is that the
deliverances of the moral sense, whether they are of sense, reason, feeling, judgement,

apprehension, delection or whatever, are most often correct. The consistent claims that

60 More, An Account of Virtue, pp. 15-16, 20.

61 jbid., p. 8 (‘a Sense of Virwe’); p. 16 (‘Sense and Feeling’; an ‘inward Sense, which | confess, 1
should rather have called, The Boniform Faculty of the Soul’); and p. 28 (*... all Moral Good, property
so called, is Intellectual and Divine: Intellectual, as the Truth and Essence of it is defined and
comprehended by the Intellect: and Divine, as the Savour and Complacency thereof, is most effectually
tasted through that high Faculty, by which we are lifted up and cleave unto God ...").

62 More sometimes speaks of ‘right reason’ as a distinct faculty with a moral role. It discerns moral
truths, whereas the boniform faculty either motivates us to moral behaviour, or causes us to feel pleasure
at the sight of virtue. But More also contrasts right reason with other, broader forms of intellectual
rlezaiosn, $0 it is not possible to generalize about the spontaneity of reason. See An Account of Virtue, pp.
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have emerged from this brief consideration of the Cambridge group show they take
mankind to be well made by a designing and benevolent God. Unlike the animals we are
not made solely for survival and propagation. The use of our reason and understanding
in properly worshipping God, in caring for our fellow creatures, and ministering to our
own genuine interests are the highest activities that we can be engaged in. The proper use
of our moral faculty is the foundation with which these tasks are performed. It is
unthinkable that God has made us less than adequate to these tasks. As discussed above,

Whichcote writes that God does not judge us for talents that we do not have.53

The Cambridge Platonists are aware that they speak of a capacity that is exercised
in both a dispositional and occurrent way. Nevertheless, their emphasis is upon the
responsibility each person has to use their faculty to the full. They do not dwell upon the
possibility that the moral faculty is occasionally wrong. In an unusual concession that
moral distinctions are sometimes hard to make because of the nature of the material,
Whichcote writes:

In many cases it is hard to fix the utmost bounds of good and evil, because

these part as day and night which are separated by twilight, so that there is a
dirn day-light between both. Thus it is a very nice point for a man to know

how far he may go and farther he may not.54

Roberts goes on to say on Whichcote’s behalf that the very difficulties involved in
making moral decisions renders the proper development of our moral faculties even more

important than otherwise.55

Bias towards benevolence

Previously we have seen that the Cambridge Platonists describe man as having a dual

nature. They also consider that man has a positive bias towards moral good and

63 Whichcote, The Works, vol. 3, p. 121.

64 Whichcote, quoted in Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 93.

65 Ioc. cit.
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benevolence. On this notion of bias towards benevolence their reasoning seems to be, as
God is good, so man is more likely to be good than evil. This is vtterly unlike the
Calvinists, who believe that mankind is unregenerate, and that God’s grace is necessary
if even the elect are to be saved. Whichcote speaks of a bias towards good that is natural
to mankind. One passage dealing with this idea has already been quoted above. The same
idea can be seen in the following passage by Whichcote:

Nothing is deeper in human nature than righteousness, fairness,

benevolence, and this ingenuity of carriage... Universal benevolence, which

God... did sow in the nature of man when he made man... That universal

benevolence which spirits the intellectual world, doth require each man

towards another, faith and truth,56
Roberts raises two pertinent objections against this view. The first is whether Whichcote
is fair to neglect to mention the inhumanity that people are capable of towards one
another. The second is whether self-interest cannot mix with the motive of benevolence.
Both concessions seem necessary, in Roberts’s mind, to account for aspects of human
behaviour that do not seem explicable in Whichcote’s scheme. However, our present

purpose is not to answer these objections, merely to be aware of them, as we shall find

they are brought against later moral sense writers as well.

The confusion between the proper use of our moral sense and the virtue of
benevolence, seemingly as the most encompassing virtue, is something that is apparent
in later writers, especially Hutcheson. Accordingly we postpone a discussion of this

issue until later,

2:6 Conclusion

To conclude, this chapter has conducted a brief survey of some of the thought of the
Cambridge Platonists to establish their role as a source for the later moral sense writers.

Their intertwining of religious and moral thought is central to their concern to reject a

66 Whichcote, quoted in Roberts, From Puritanism to Platonism, p. 108.
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view of mankind put forward by the Calvinists. The portrayal of man as morally destitute
they found abhorrent, a scandal to both man and God. Other responses to the harshness
of Calvinism were available. The rationalists shared with the Cambridge Platonists a
more optimistic assessment of man’s possibilities. Though the rationalists wrote later
than the Cambridge group, they differed from them in arguing that the passions and
affections were morally destructive. By contrast, the Cambridge group firmly believed

that some of man’s affections were morally good.

The Cambridge Platonists attributed to every person a natural and God-given
ability to discern between moral good and evil, and the freewill with which to choose
either possibility. But, as God’s nature encompasses his goodness, so they found that
man is more naturally inclined to be good. This ability is given equally to every person,
and the Cambridge group consider that its use is what we have called non-willed, and
most often correct. Henry More reified this ability into a sense, a distinct and sui generis
psychological faculty responsible for our moral judgement and delight in what is morally
good. Any consideration of the moral sense theories of the eighteenth century needs to

take into account the thought of the Cambridge Platonists.



CHAPTER THREE

THE THIRD EARL OF SHAFTESBURY
3:1 Introduction

Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Earl of Shaftesbury, 1671-1713, has long been
recognized as one of the preeminent founders of the moral sense tradition. His essays
contained in Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times were an extremely
influential source for almost all of the later moral sense writers. Shaftesbury forms a
bridge between the Cambridge Platonists and the body of the moral sense tradition
exemplified by such figures as Francis Hutcheson and Bishop Butler. Like the
Cambridge Platonists he too describes mankind as having a moral sense, a discernment
between right and wrong. Unlike Hutcheson, he never solidifies his account into
something as stringent as a moral sense theory. Shaftesbury’s account of the moral sense
contains in nascent form many of the themes that later writers dwell upon, as well as

posing many of the problems and tensions that appear inherent in the tradition.

The chapter falls into four major sections. The first introduces Shaftesbury’s
works and his recognition of the Cambridge Platonist group. The second looks at
Shaftesbury’s Stoic providential teleology which animates his optimistic assessment of
human nature. This optimism distances him from John Locke, his former tutor and
friend. The third section looks directly at what Shaftesbury says about the moral sense,
both as a discernment of moral good and ill, and as a natural sense akin to the sense of
beauty. This raises problems whether the moral sense is a natural sense that all people are
born with, or whether it is also open to cultivation. These issues are postponed until we
discuss them in relation to Hutcheson in the following chapter. The fourth section deals
with Shaftesbury’s recognition that there are questions to do with the correctness and the
authority of the moral sense. The most important consequence is that Shaftesbury

discusses the cultivation of virtue, or what he elsewhere calls moral taste.
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Shaftesbury’s writings were numerous, and carefully edited at his own direction. His
first work was an edition of select sermons by Benjamin Whichcote, published in 1698.}
Shaftesbury wrote a preface for the collection. In 1699 there appeared An Inquiry
Concerning Virtue, in Two Discourses; viz. I Of Virtue, and the Belief of a Deity. Il. Of
the Obligations to Virtue, published by John Toland, though without Shaftesbury’s
permission.? This was soon followed by a series of essays on aesthetic, political and
moral subjects, collected together and first published jointly in three volumes under the
title Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times in 1711. The Characteristics
included A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm to my Lord ***¥**_ dedicated in 17073,
Soliloquy: or, Advice to an Author, first printed in 17104; Sensus Communis; An Essay
on the Freedom of Wit and Humour ina Letter toa F rierzd,’ﬁrst printed 1709; and a new
version of An Inquiry Concerning Virtue, or Merit. Formerly Printed from an Imperfect
Copy: Now Corrected, and Publish’d intire.; and Miscellaneous Reflections on the
preceding Treatises, and other Critical Subjects. The Characteristics also included The
Moralists, a Philosophical Rhapsody. Being a Recital of certain Conversations on
Natural and Moral Subjects. This had first appeared anonymously five years earlier in

1704 as The Sociable Enthusiast; a Philosophical Adventure, written to Palemon.3

1 Robert Voitle, The Third Earl of Shaftesbury 1671-1713, Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State
University Press (1984}, p. 111, (This is hereafter abbreviated as Third Earl.)

2 Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, Standard Edition Complete Works, selected Letters

and posthumous Writings, ed. and trans. into German by Gerd Hemmerich and Wolfram Benda, 4 vols.,

continuing series, Stutigart: Frommann-Holzboog (1981-1989), *Editorial Principles of the Standard

Edigon’, vol. L1, p. 12. (I abbreviate the complete volume as Standard Edition. The titles available are

i? twadsgries: aesthetic works are in volumes 1,1 and 1,2; and moral and political works are in volumes
,1and IL2)

3Shaftesbury, Standard Edition, vol. 11, p. 305, This i3 a facsimile reproduction of the 1723
Characteristics first page.

4 ibid., vol 1,1, p. 34.

5 Hemmerich and Benda, ‘Editor’s Note’ in Shaftesbury’s Standard Edition, vol. IL,1, pp. 13 and 17. See
also Voitle's bibliography for references to political tracts and several sources of letters (Third Earl, pp.
417-418); as well as Voitle's reference to a short Latin piece by Shaftesbury entitled “Pathologia’, a
Stoic piece on the emotions ( p. 256, fn. 61).
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Benjamin Rand early in the present century edited some later works of
Shaftesbury, either previously unpublished, or written in 1712-1713.¢ Principally these
include Shaftesbury’s Second Characters or the Language of Forms; and The Life,

Unpublished Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury.

A note of caution is appropriate as we begin our discussion of Shaftesbury’s
thought. His writings are self-consciously literary. He uses devices of style that are not
presently taken to be appropriate to philosophical writing. Occasionally he uses the form
of the dialogue, and it is difficult to be certain whether any single voice is Shaftesbury’s
own. The difficulties in interpreting Shaftesbury are multiple. Nevertheless, T have found
that Shaftesbury provides an interesting and cohesive account of human nature and the

moral sense that is not too distant from what is to be found in the Cambridge Platonists.

It is significant that Shaftesbury began his writing career with an
acknowledgement of the Cambridge Platonists. He shared their optimistic assessment of
human nature, though he accepts a Stoic providential teleology rather than a Christian
one. According to this teleological view hurnan nature is potentially good and all people
are made with an ability to discern genuine distinctions between moral good and evil. It

- is this discernment, and man’s free will, which makes feasible morally good behaviour.

Shaftesbury was responsible for the first edition of select sermons by Benjamin
Whichcote.” Shaftesbury’s preface is exceedingly interesting, because it contains in a
condensed form Shaftesbury’s own position in relation to the intellectual currents of the
period. Basically he joins Whichcote in supporting an optimistic assessment of human
nature against two groups of opposition. He gives an historical account of the debate.

According to Shaftesbury, Hobbes had grossly misdescribed human nature and the

6 This material has not yet become available in the Standard Edition of Hemmerich and Benda.

7 Shaftesbury's selection was published after Whichcote's death, Other selections appeared independently
of Shaftesbury, though Shaftesbury did publish first. See Voitle, Third Earl, pp.111-119 for a discussion
of how the manuscripts reached Shaftesbury’s hands, and Voitle’s assessment of the differences between
Whichcote and Shaftesbury. He suggests that this first work shows Shaftesbury’s antipathy to Hobbes,
and that his first book, the Characreristics, shows his antipathy to Locke (Third Earl, p. 118).
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passions and affections which hold society together. Shaftesbury writes that Hobbes
‘forgot to mention kindness, friendship, sociableness, love of company and converse,
natural affection, or any thing of this kind.’8 In its place Hobbes substituted ‘only one

master-passion, fear’.9

In Shaftesbury’s view, these atheistic and immoral principles should have been
universally challenged, but instead at least one Christian sect supported them for their
own purposes. While this sect is unnamed, Shaftesbury implies the Calvinists of his
time. According to Shaftesbury they found it reasonable to build the strength of their
religion upon this depressed view of human nature. Shaftesbury is caustic: ‘As if good
nature, and religion, were enemies’ he chides.10 Even the heathens are aware that piety

and virtue support one another.

Shaftesbury thus questions the motives of those who deprecate mankind:

Thus, one party of men, fearing the consequences which may be drawn from
the acknowledgement of moral and social principles in human-kind, to the
proof of a Deity’s existence, and another party fearing as much from thence,
to the prejudice of revelation; each have in their turns made war ... even on
virtue 1tself: having exploded the principle of good nature; all enjoyment or
satisfaction in acts of kindness and love; all notion of happiness in temperate
courses and moderate desires, and, in short, all virtue or foundation of
virtue; unless that, perhaps, be called merit or virtue which is left remaining,
when all generosity, free inclination, publick spiritedness, and every thing
else besides private regard, is taken away.!!

Whichcote opposed both currents in his defence of natural goodness, and Shaftesbury

goes so far as to call him ‘the preacher of good nature’ 12 Shaftesbury leaves no doubt

8 ‘Barl of Shaftesbury’s Preface’, as reproduced in Whichcote, The Works, vol. 3, p. iv.
9 loc. cit.

10 ipid., p. v.

1 ipid,, p. vii-viii,

12 ipid., p. ix.
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that he sympathizes with Whichcote’s assessment of human nature, rather than

Hobbes’,13

3:2 Shaftesbury’s account of human nature
Stoic providential releology

Robert Voitle makes the point that Shaftesbury was a Stoic, and that this permeated the
manner of his life and the content of his writings. Shaftesbury’s Philosophical Regimen,
first published only in 1900, contains private exercises and exhortations on such topics
as ‘Deity’, ‘Providence’, ‘The End’ and ‘Good and IlI’. Benjamin Rand, the editor of
this collection, argues that Shaftesbury joins Marcus Aurelius and Epictetus as being one
of the great exponents of stoical philosophy.14 The limited task at the moment is merely
to show that Shaftesbury argues for a providential teleology, and that it is Stoic rather

than Christian in temper.

Both in his published writings and his Philosophical Regimen Shaftesbury argues
that {he universe is created by a single intelligent and benevolent mind. He poses a choice
between chaos and design, finding the former immediately distasteful. He writes:

Where the; principle or cause is chance the product and effect must be

disorder and madness. Where the cause is design and a mind, the effects
must be order and harmony. Which of these is the case?15

13 Shaftesbury rarely makes explicit reference to other Cambridge Platonists. The most direct reference is
in The Moralists, where Shaftesbury likens himself to the author of the ‘Intellectual System of the
Universe’. Ralph Cudworth, though not mentioned by name, is like Shaftesbury in being falsely
charged with atheism. Sece Shaftesbury, The Moralists, in Standard Edition, vol 11,1, p. 132. John
Robertson identifies what he takes 1o be allusions by Shaftesbury to Ralph Cudworth and Henry More.
See Shaftesbury, Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, 2 vols. in one, Indianapolis and
New York: Bobbs-Merrill (1964), vol. 2, pp. 197-198.

14 Benjamin Rand, ‘Prefatory Introduction’ in The Life, Unpublished Letters, and Philosophical
Regimen of Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury, London: Swann Sonneneschein (1900), pp. xi- xii. (This title
1 abbreviate as Philosophical Regimen.)

15 Shaftesbury, Philosophical Regimen, pp. 18-19.
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He finds that the choice between them is obvious. Shaftesbury thus acknowledges a
providential teleology in his belief that this ordering and benevolent mind is responsible
for all that exists; and the nature of this being informs the order and interconnectedness
of all the many parts of this single structure.1% Similar ideas insisting on our sensibility
towards order and harmony are expressed in The Moralists. There Shaftesbury writes
that:

NOTHING surely is more imprinted on our Minds, or more closely
interwoven with our Souls, than the Idea or Sense of Order and
Proportion.17

The principal ideas here are twofold. The first is a confidence that everything is well-
designed and fitting for its ends. Explanations will be found necessary to explain why
things don’t function perfectly according to their nature (in man’s case, his higher
nature). The discrepancies which do occur are never in such numbers as to cause

hesitation or doubt about the purposeful status of things as they stand.

The second point is closely related. As things serve the ends of nature, or the
benevolent mind, they fulfill a whole series of ends that contingently never conflict.
Shaftesbury also sees harmony existing at every level of organization to do with people.
At the i)olitical and individual levels, and even within the emotions themselves there is
harmony to be found.!8 The pursuit of genuine private interests not only will not conflict
with other people’s interest, but it will help to further their genuine interests as well.
Here Shaftesbury’s language is particularly fluid: not only does the pursuit of private
interests secure personal ends, but it secures the good of the person as well. ‘Good’, as

the highest term, implies a moral good in Shaftesbury’s scheme. In effect, this puts

16 See, for example, Shaftesbury, An Inquiry Concerning Virtue, or Merit, 1st ed. (1711). Edition
prepared by G. Hemmerich and W. Benda, Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog (1987). In Standard Edition,
vol. IL2 pp. 44-54. (This I will hereafter abbreviate to Concerning Virtue. Hence the present reference
will be to Concerning Virtue, pp. 44-54.) Another example is in Shaftesbury’s The Moralists, a
Philosophical Rhapsody, 1st ed. (1711). In Standard Edition, vol. 11,1 p. 274 ff. (This will be
abbreviated to Moralists.)

17 Shaftesbury, Moralists, p. 164.

;ﬁfSeg Concerning Virtue, pp. 174-176 for Shaftesbury’s thesis setting out to prove the harmony of the
ections.
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certain questions about the conflicts of interests and the variety of moral good beyond
question. This is because, for Shaftesbury, they are already answered satisfactorily with
the ‘knowledge’ of how a benevolent deity would work. Shaftesbury also puts forward
the view that there is a balance of the affections within a single person, though it is not

always clear what he means by this.

Shaftesbury speaks of the Author of Nature, or the Deity, but he never openly
acknowledges a Christian God as such. Nor does he intimate that there is an afterlife in
which our moral behaviour and deserts are reconciled. In this way he seems to deny the
existence of, or at least the importance of the personal God that Whichcote and the
Cambridge Platonists take as paramount. The impersonal Deity of the stoics has taken

over this role in Shaftesbury’s writings.

Shaftesbury makes the point that we lack the ability to see the whole structure of
the teleological system, QOur knowledge and our power are tailored to each other, and
both are finite.}® Even though we may have a limited ability to be aware of the
constitution and coherence of ‘Nature her-self’” we know that that there is a right and
wrong state of every part of nature, and we can thoroughly understand the good of these
smaller parts. He writes in The Moralists:

NOW as this Difference [between order and disorder] is immediately
perceiv’d by a plain Internal Sensation, so there is withal in Reason this
account of it; That whatever Things have Order, the same have Unity of
Design, and concur in one; are Parts of one WHOLE, or are, in themselves,
intire Systems. 20

Shaftesbury thus acknowledges both limitations in seeing the whole structure, and
confidence in knowing parts of that totality well. He mixes explanations in terms of final
causes, and knowledge to be gained from careful empirical study. He writes:
WHEN we reflect on any ordinary Frame or Constitution either of Art or
Nature; and consider how hard it is to give the least account of a particular

Part without a competent Knowledge of the Whole: we need not wonder to
find our-selves at a loss in many things relating to the Constitution and

19 Shaftesbury, Philosophical Regimen, p. 40.

20 Shaftesbury, Moralists, p. 164,
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Frame of Nature her-self. For to what End in Nature many things, even

whole Species of Creatures, refer; or what purpose they serve; will be hard

for any one justly to determine: But to what End the many Proportions and

various Shapes of Parts in many Creatures actually serve; we are able, by the

help of Study and Observation, to demonstrate, with great exactmess.?!
Shaftesbury’s position with regard to epistemological matters is thus somewhat
ambiguous. He appeals to a seemingly empirical method and self-scrutiny as sources of
knowledge, while generally committing himself to the more ambitious ontological claim
of unity and design behind those limited things that we apprehend. Norton’s
understanding of Shaftesbury is a little different. In an article, ‘Shaftesbury and Two
Scepticisms’, Norton’s main point is that Shaftesbury was like Pierre Bayle in his
epistemological scepticism, while maintaining a view that Norton identifies as moral
realist.22 1 am less sure that Shaftesbury is consistently sceptical with regard to
epistemological matters. Whether or not he is, he still maintains a providential teleology,

a belief that the universe is designed in a purposeful manner, and that we are able to

perceive those categories of things that impinge upon us.

Shaftesbury’s relationship with Locke

Shaftesbury not only takes over from the Cambridge Platonists an optimistic assessment
of human nature, but he specifically follows them in attributing to mankind a moral
sense, a natural ability to discern between moral good and evil. His moral theory is
entirely different from that of John Locke, his former tutor.23 This present subsection
looks at several areas in which Shaftesbury and Locke differ, 1 consider that, despite an

early close association, the two writers differed profoundly in their assessment of human

2t Concerning Virtue, p. 44.

22 Norton, ‘Shaftesbury and Two Scepticisms’, pp. 713-715. On Shaftesbury’s friendship with Bayle,
see Voitle, Third Earl, pp. 86-91.

23 Voitle, Third Earl, pp. 7-11: 64-70.
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nature, and its moral tone. The contrast between the two philosophers will serve to

clarify Shaftesbury’s own positive position.

Shaftesbury and Locke disagree with respect to mankind’s inherent goodness.
Shaftesbury agrees with the benevolent strains in the Cambridge Platonists’ thought:
mankind has a dual nature and is capable of good and evil. Nevertheless, goodness is
more in keeping with our ‘true’ or ‘higher’ nature, and everyone is given the ability to
understand and bring about this higher nature. Locke is much more cautious in his
assessment of human nature. Man is capable of good, but so often he fails to achieve it.
Short-term interests distort our judgement, so that we constantly follow misconceptions
of what good and evil are.?* Shaftesbury can seemingly agree with this, but he does not
condone what he takes to be Locke’s pessimism about our ability to discern intrinsic
differences between good and evil. Locke writes in a vein of realism:

[Wile should take pains to suit the relish of our Minds to the true intrinsick

good or ill, that is in things; and not permit an allow’d or supposed possible

great and weighty good to slip out of our thoughts, without leaving any

relish, any desire of it self there, till, by a due consideration of its true worth,

we have formed appetites in our Minds suitable to it, and made our selves

uneasie in the want of it, or in the fear of losing it.2
Whereas Locke finds that we are overwhelmingly unable in practice to discern and relish
this real good, Shaftesbury will argue that Locke is wrong; that we can discern and relish
this good. Shaftesbury further argues that our knowledge of what is good is often
sufficient to motivate us, and that we don’t need the faculty of will to do the work of
original appetites towards moral good. In a 1709 letter to Michael Ainsworth,
Shaftesbury writes several years after Locke’s death:

Thus virtue, according to Mr. Locke, has no other measure, law, or rule,

than fashion and custom; morality, justice, equity, depend only on law and

will, and God indeed is a perfect free agent in his sense; that is, free to

anything, that is however ill: for if He wills it, it will be made good; virtue

may be vice, and vice virtue in its turn, if he pleases. And thus neither right
nor wrong, virtue nor vice, are anything in themselves; nor is there any trace

24 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter Nidditch, (1975), Oxford:
Clarendon Press (1985), p. 271.

25 ibid. p. 268.
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or idea of them naturally imprinted on human minds. Experience and
catechism teach us all!?6
Shaftesbury here indicates the dépth of his disagreement with Locke. He accuses Locke
of a mixture of moral relativism, in his denial of natural differences between virtue and
vice, and voluntarism, in which the moral worth of actions depends entirely on their

conformity to the commands of God.27

It is possible that Shaftesbury misunderstood Locke’s argument, and that they
actually share the view that there are eternal and immutable differences between moral
right and wrong. Locke’s view, according to Colman, is that people are weak, and not
able to discern these differences with consistent success. Whereas Shaftesbury strongly
argues for a natural difference between virtue and vice, and a closely tailored ability to
discern that difference, Locke is ambivalent. He both argues that moral distinctions are
divine handiwork, and the product of human need and intervention. They are in his terms
‘mixed modes’, or a confluence of real and nominal essences.2® That moral terms,
including virtue and vice terms, are influenced by human needs is insufficient to make
them the exclusive product of mankind. It is at some such point that Shaftesbury is likely
to have misinterpreted Locke as denying stable and divinely ordered differences between

virtue and vice, right and wrong.

In his denial of any innate practical principles Locke denies that as human beings
we are naturally constituted with a moral sense such as Shaftesbury would describe.
Locke points to the evident disagreements between people on all moral matters, and

remarks that in questions of morals it is always reasonable to ask why we should

26 Shaftesbury, Philosophical Regimen, p. 404, Norton quotes this in From Moral Sense, p.72.

27 See John Colman, John Locke's Moral Philosophy, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press (1983),
chs. 1-4, for his assessment of Locke as a theological voluntarist. Colman contrasts Locke’s position

with that of two versions of innate morality, rationalist and moral sense versions. See ch. 3, especially
pp. 59-61).

28 Colman, John Locke's Moral Philosophy, pp. 120-129 and 135-137.



54

conform to standards or obey moral principles.?? Locke draws a distinction between
speculative and practical knowledge. Neither kind is innate. Speculative truths, such as
those whose denial involves self-contradiction, are known by any one careful enough to
consider the relations between the various ideas. Practical moral principles can be true or
false; they are learned by demonstration and experience, even if it requires a degree of
perspicuity to achieve this knowledge. Locke writes:

[M]oral principles require Reasoning and Discourse, and some Exercise of

the Mind, to discover the Certainty of their Truth. They lie not open, as

natural Characters ingraven on the Mind; which if any such were, they must

needs be visible by themselves, and by their own light be certain and known

to every Body.3?
And on the matter of adhering to moral principles Locke concedes that different people
can appeal to different reasons for following what is ostensibly an agreed moral
principle. All men agree that compacts should be kept, and vet some do so for fear of
punishment, either civil or divine, and others say it is below man’s dignity to behave
otherwise. Locke attributes this last view to ‘old Heathen Philosophers’,31 but it is this
view which Shaftesbury will champion as well. Locke’s view is much sterner. He
describes the place of God in our moral life:

I grant the existence of God, is so many ways manifest, and the Obedience

we owe him, so congruous to the Light of Reason, that a great part of

Mankind give Testimony to the Law of Nature: But yet I think it must be

allowed, That several Moral Rules, may receive, from Mankind, a very

general Approbation, without either knowing or admitting, the True ground

of Morality; which can only be the Will and Law of a God, who sees Men in

the dark, has in his Hand Rewards and Punishments, and Power enough to
call to account the Proudest Offender.32

29 Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding. p. 68, where he writes ‘Another Reason that makes
me doubt of any innate practical Principles, is, That I think, there cannot any one moral rule be
propos’d, whereof a Man may not justly demand a Reason.’

30 ibid., p. 66.
31 ibid., p. 68.

32 ibid., p. 69.
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Colman identifies Locke as a theological voluntarist, though he also finds what he calls
intellectualist strands in his work.33 The ideas seem basically to be these: Locke finds
that moral right and wrong are dictated by God, and we ought to obey whatever God
decrees good or right. But extra and motivating reasons for obeying Gods commands are
that they are in keeping with human nature as God has contingently made it. Colman
writes that:

[Locke] is careful to gloss his statement that moral duties arise necessarily

out of the features of human nature with the rider that ‘this is not because

nature or God ... could not have created man differently. Rather, the cause is

that, since man has been made such as he is, equipped with reason and his

other faculties and destined for this mode of life, there necessarily results

from his inborn constitution some definite duties for him, which cannot be

other than they are.’34
Shaftesbury does not mention Locke by name in the body of his work as he discusses
natural faculties. Shaftesbury seems to find that Locke denies innate faculties with his
denial of innate knowledge: Shaftesbury counters this by insisting there is a repertoire of
natural faculties, including the faculty of moral discernment. Locke’s position, as far as
Shaftesbury is concerned, is that moral notions are acquired soon after birth, and that
their proximate source is the community of which any person is a part. Shaftesbury
deflects the issue by conceding that whether the moral sense develops before birth or
shortly after birth is not significant, What is germane is not when a faculty arises, but
whether it is entirely acquired at birth, or modified afterwards by ‘Art, Culture or
Discipline’ 35 Shaftesbury himself does not hold consistently to this point. He
occasionally takes it that the moral sense is an instinct that we are born with, as well as
being an instinct that is modified over time. This seeming concession is not sufficient to
allow Locke and Shaftesbury to agree. Shaftesbury puts forward his own view that we

have impressed on our conscience a discernment of those things that are fair and

beantiful. Not only the outward human form, but the soul with its actions and affections

33 Colman, John Locke’s Moral Philosophy, pp. 37-42, especially p. 42.
34 ibid., p. 43.

33 Shaftesbury, Moralists, p. 340.
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are discerned as being either beautiful or ugly, virtuous or vicious.3¢ Shaftesbury finds
that Loocke denies innate faculties. This difference helps explain Shaftesbury’s reluctance

to positively identify Locke, and discuss Locke’s own account of moral motivation.

In the above argument Shaftesbury does not really do justice to the issue between
himself and Locke. The issue is not one of when a natural faculty develops, but whether
we have more natural appetitive faculties than Locke’s meagre list of desire and aversion,
the sensibility to pursue pleasure and recoil from pain. It is one of Shaftesbury’s major
contentions that we are moved to enjoy and pursue virtue, and to dislike and shun vice.
In giving a much wider list of original motives for action, and giving moral categories as
original motives, Shaftesbury conceives human nature as radically different from

Locke’s conception.37

3:3 Shaftesbury on the moral sense

Shaftesbury is like the Cambridge Platonists in that he wavers between attributing to
mankind both a natural sui generis moral faculty, and more cautiously, merely an ability
to discern between moral right and wrong, virtue and vice. Like the Cambridge
Platonists, Shaftesbury gives an optimistic assessment of human nature, and his
discussion of the moral sense is an indispensable part of this assessment. Nevertheless,
Shaftesbury is not methodical in his description of the moral sense in the way that
Francis Hutcheson later was. Whereas Hutcheson gives a fully self-conscious moral
sense theory, Shaftesbury does not. Shaftesbury consistently appeals to a universal
moral ability, and often remarks that its natural objects are beauty or ugliness. These

comments do not constitute a theory, for Shaftesbury often seems unconcerned with the

36 jpid., pp. 340-344 .

3’_7 Robert Voitle has specifically attributed to Shaftesbury a use of Locke's epistemology, particularly in
his earlier works. I criticize this view, but not until chapter 4, when the matter can be discussed in
relationship to Hutcheson as well. I have suggested here that the disagreements between Locke and
Shaftesbury are heavily ingrained, and involve their whole outlook on human nature.
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inherent weaknesses in his claims and shows no interest in dealing with such

discrepancies for the sake of internal consistency.

Shaftesbury uses a broad range of terminology to discuss aspects of the moral
sense. In what follows I consider four areas of material in which Shaftesbury focuses
upon the moral sense, drawing out themes as they occur. The first subsection deals with
Shaftesbury’s notion that every one has a natural moral sense, the second looks at
Shaftesbury’s ideas on conscience and the third at his discussion of the moral sense as a
sense of beauty. The fourth subsection discusses Shaftesbury’s rejection of moral
egoism and scepticism, giving some background to his insistence on a natural moral

sense.

The moral sense

Shaftesbury attributes to man a natural moral sense or an ability to discern between moral
good and evil, virtue and vice. Sometimes he calls it a sense of right and wrong, and
occasionally he likens it to conscience. The new standard edition by Hemomerich and
Benda contains Shaftesbury’s original marginal headings, and these are an important aid
in identifying sections where Shaftesbury discusses the moral sense and related notions.
Often the marginal headings indicate Shaftesbury’s intention to discuss the moral sense,

even when the body of the work itself employs a much broader range of terminology.

Shaftesbury discusses the moral sense on a number of occasions. The most
iroportant occurrences are in An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit, and The Moralists.
He attributes to the moral sense a number of related tasks, all of which involve the moral
assessment of ourselves or others. The basic task of the moral sense is to make its owner
aware of the moral beauty and deformity that comes within the person’s survey.38

Shaftesbury envisages that the recognition of this moral beauty or deformity has

38 Shaftesbury, Concerning Virtue, pp. 66-68 and 212-222; and Moralists, pp. 344-346.
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ramifications in a person’s behaviour. People are pleased to notice moral beauty in
themselves and others, and motivated to pursue this beauty, and try to bring it about.
Similarly, they have an antipathy for moral deformity, and are naturally disinclined to

instantiate it in their behaviour.

Shaftesbury’s discussion of the moral sense begins in Book I of the Inquiry
Concerning Virtue, or Merit. He is distinguishing goodness from moral goodness. All
creatures are capable of goodness insofar as they contribute to the well-being of their
group or species. By following their natural temper they directly bring about good
simpliciter, rather than bringing about good in a secondary or accidental way.?? When a
creature’s affections and passions are suited to the good of its group then its natural
affections are entirely good.*? Man is different from other creatures because he can form
general notions or reflective ideas. These can span physical objects, actions and
affections. And when persons reflect on their own actions and affections, they can judge
that they are morally worthy or unworthy. Shaftesbury writes:

THE Case is the same here, as in the ordinary Bodys, or common Subjects

of Sense. The Shapes, Motions, Colours, and Proportions of these being
presented to our Eye; there necessarily results a Beauty or Deformity,
according to the different Measure, Arrangement and Disposition of their
several Parts. So in Behaviour and Actions, when presented to our
Understanding, there must be found, of necessity, an apparent Difference,
according to the Regularity or Irregularity of the Subjects.41

Not only are people by the aid of reflection able to understand the difference between

moral beauty and deformity, but they can allow this to affect their behaviour or be

impervious to it. Shaftesbury makes this apparent:

THUS the several Motions, Inclinations, Passions, Dispositions, and

consequent Carriage and Behaviour of Creatures in the various Parts of Life,
being in several Views or Perspectives represented to the Mind, which

readily discerns the Good and Ill towards the Species or Publick; there arises
a new Trial or Exercise of the Heart: which must either rightly and soundly

39 Shaftesbury, Concerning Virtue, pp. 56-62.
40 ibid., p. 64.

4 ipid., p. 66.
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affect what is just and right, and disaffect what is contrary; or, corruptly

affect what is ill, and disaffect what is worthy and good.42
In a condensed manner Shaftesbury seems to be putting forward two important ideas.
The first is that there are ‘sound’ or ‘right’ estimations of what is morally worthy and
unworthy. Shaftesbury consistently opposes himself to those who believe that moral
standards are a matter of personal