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alexander broadie

Introduction

The Scottish Enlightenment, a remarkable intellectual flourish that
lasted for much of the eighteenth century, was an event of great
importance for western culture. During it scientific, economic,
philosophical and other advances were made which had an imme-
diate impact in Europe, America and beyond, and the impact is
still felt. The seminal writings of the time are discussed by schol-
ars who return to them in search of insights that can then be put
to work in ongoing debates. Hence, though there is an antiquarian
interest in the Scottish Enlightenment, interest in it is by no means
solely antiquarian, as witness the numerous references we find to
Hume, Smith, Reid and other Enlightenment thinkers in present-
day discussions of contemporary issues. In this book the historical
circumstances of the Scottish Enlightenment will be described; and
thereafter attention is focused on the leading ideas, without how-
ever losing sight of the fact that the Scottish Enlightenment is a
historical event located in a set of historical circumstances that
were essential to the movement’s birth and growth. Attention
is also focused on the highly social nature of the movement.
The writers were held together by bonds of friendship; they
argued and debated with each other, and created many clubs
and societies designed to facilitate discussion. This aspect of the
Scottish Enlightenment is a crucial feature of it, and will be duly
noted in the following pages. But these historical and social
considerations would hardly hold our attention if it were not for
the brilliant ideas that were the products of all this high-level
clubbing. In the end, it is because of what they said, not because of
whom they talked to, that Hume, Smith, Millar, Black, Hutton
and others matter to us. And since the Scottish Enlightenment is

1



2 the scottish enlightenment

essentially about ideas this book is in large measure an investiga-
tion of those ideas.

The authors in question are numerous. Among the leading protag-
onists of the Scottish Enlightenment were Francis Hutcheson, David
Hume, Adam Smith, Thomas Reid, Henry Home (Lord Kames),
Dugald Stewart, Adam Ferguson, John Millar, William Robertson,
Hugh Blair, Colin Maclaurin, James Watt, Joseph Black and James
Hutton. Among the fields to which major contributions were made
are philosophy, natural theology, economics, social science, law, his-
toriography, linguistics, mathematics, chemistry, engineering and
geology. Although this might seem a very disparate set of fields,
within the Scottish Enlightenment the unity of the set was empha-
sised, and the principle of unity was itself a matter of philosophical
discussion. In this volume the range of fields is on display, and atten-
tion is also given to the unity of the overall movement.

Nevertheless the very existence of the Scottish Enlightenment
has been questioned, and even among those who do not question
its reality there has been considerable dispute about its nature. Its
existence has been disputed on the grounds that the Enlightenment
was an international movement with a distinctly international char-
acter, and that in the countries which participated in the movement
the Enlightenment did not take on a national character, from which
it would follow that though Scots participated they did not do so
in such a way as to produce a distinctly Scottish Enlightenment.
Nevertheless, the Enlightenment in Scotland was distinctively
Scottish, and this is surely to be expected if the matter is consid-
ered in terms of the large structures that define us. A Scot writing
on politics, economics, social structures, education, law or religion
will think in terms of the politics, economics, society, education,
law or religious dimension of his country, and it is impossible for his
thought not to be affected by these distinctive features of his national
context. The point is not that the Scottish models contribute irre-
sistibly to the agenda from which Scottish thinkers work, though
those models surely will be on their agenda. It is rather that the
thinkers write as Scots, who have therefore lived in, worked with,
and in large measure been formed by those institutions. Since there
is demonstrably something distinctively Scottish about the large in-
stitutions the Kirk, the legal system and the universities which
inform the experience that supports and motivates the thinkers’
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reflections, there will also be something distinctively Scottish about
those reflections upon the concepts which the institutions embody,
and upon the values of the institutions. The Scottish dimension of
the reflections is particularly to be expected in view of the fact that
most of themajor figures of the Scottish Enlightenment were leading
actors within the great institutions they were professors, lawyers
or preachers, and so were naturally likely to reflect deeply on the
institutions they were helping by their activities to sustain.

The answer to the second of the two questions mentioned ear-
lier, that concerning the nature of the Scottish Enlightenment, is of
practical importance for this book. For of course the answer must
affect the contents, both as regards which fields are to be included
and as regards the relative weight that should be assigned to each of
them. Something must therefore be said about this matter. The term
‘Scottish Enlightenment’ was coined in 1900 by William Robert
Scott, who spoke of Francis Hutcheson as ‘the prototype of the
Scottish Enlightenment, that is, the diffusion of philosophic ideas
in Scotland and the encouragement of speculative tastes among the
men of culture of the generation following his own’.1 But though
Scott’s coinage is in common use his account of it has been sup-
planted. Among the many alternative accounts three in particular
have real strength. They may, perhaps tendentiously, be labelled the
political economic, the scientific and the inclusive. This ordering
is due to the order in which the classic statement of each position
was first put into the public domain. The earliest of these was by
Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre), who defined the Scottish Enlight-
enment in terms of ‘the social mechanism of progress’, and subse-
quently, and apparently without changing his position, defined it in
terms of the development of the discipline of political economy.2

In this he has been followed by John Robertson, who has however
taken the analysis further, arguing that the three central disciplines
of the Scottish Enlightenment are moral philosophy, historiography
and political economy, and that the most important of these for the
Scottish Enlightenment’s grand project of the analysis and advocacy
of progress in society is political economy.3 In this book several
of the chapters, most conspicuously those by Luigi Turco, Murray
Pittock and Andrew Skinner, focus upon the fields that Trevor-Roper
and John Robertson have identified as central, while other chapters,
by Christopher Berry, Aaron Garrett and Fania Oz-Salzberger, have
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focused on social scientific fields closely cognate with those high-
lighted by Trevor-Roper and Robertson.

But there is reason to pause before assenting to the view of Trevor-
Roper and Robertson. For if what is truly important about the anal-
ysis and advocacy of progress in society is that such activities might
actually lead to such progress, then it is arguable that science is
crucially important to the Scottish Enlightenment, perhaps more
important than were moral philosophy, historiography and politi-
cal economy. It is not merely that the hugely successful scientific
enterprise of the Scottish Enlightenment, led by thinkers and doers
such as William Cullen, James Watt and Joseph Black, was driven by
the perceived need to better the material conditions of the country
(which at the beginning of the eighteenth century were in desperate
need of improvement), but that scientific ways of thinking the
deployment of scientific methodology and scientific concepts and
categories were at work across the whole range of intellectual
disciplines. Science was even deployed, on all sides, in debates on
the existence and nature of God. This view concerning the scienti-
fic nature of the Scottish Enlightenment is represented in this book
in several chapters, especially those by Roger Emerson and Paul
Wood, while other chapters, such as those by M. A. Stewart and
A. Broadie, emphasise the centrality of science in debates in seem-
ingly non-scientific fields.

These two positions, privileging in the first case the social
sciences and in the second case the natural sciences (such as
physics, chemistry, medicine and botany), seem mutually incom-
patible though each is supported by substantive arguments. A third
way, seeking to rescue the valuable insights of each position, has
been developed. It seeks inclusivity by focusing on the culture
of the enlightened ones of Scotland, the so-called ‘literati’, those
‘Scottish men of letters who placed a high premium on polite learn-
ing as well as on humane and humanitarian values, such as cos-
mopolitanism, religious toleration, sociable conviviality, and moral
and economic improvement’.4 Richard Sher, who formulated this
cultural definition,5 sees as one of its chief virtues the fact that it
accommodates the insight that science and medicine were activi-
ties integral to the Scottish Enlightenment, while at the same time
not privileging those activities at the expense of the no less integral
investigations into ethics, history and political economy.
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I have reported these three hard-defended positions not in order to
adjudicate, but because it is necessary to justify the range of topics
covered in this book. I have chosen to be inclusive because one fea-
ture of the debates conducted in eighteenth-century Scotland is the
fact that they were conducted by thinkers who were, each of them,
able to draw on a wide range of disciplines and who did in fact use
their wide-ranging knowledge in the course of developing their posi-
tions, and attacking alternatives. For example, philosophers working
on questions regarding both the means by which we come to form
beliefs and also the reliability of powers through which we acquire
beliefs, commonly deployed ideas concerning scientific methodol-
ogy, concepts in physics and even advanced mathematics. (Heiner
Klemme’s chapter gives some examples of this.) This illustrates the
fact that although it is of course possible to distinguish different dis-
ciplines or fields investigated during the Scottish Enlightenment,
no attempt was made in practice to keep the separate disciplines
in their separate boxes. A holistic approach to intellectual problems
was characteristic of the literati, and I believe that an account of the
Scottish Enlightenment should take due account of the formidably
wide range of intellectual disciplines which were enriched by the
Scottish thinkers of the eighteenth century.

It is noteworthy that most of the leading contributors to the
Scottish Enlightenment lived in the three university cities of
Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen, cities in which there was also
a rich extra-academic life, thus giving the professors opportunities,
grasped with enthusiasm, to exchange ideas with lively minded
people who, as agents and not just as spectators, had well-informed
insights into people and institutions. As one instance of this we
might note Adam Smith, moral philosophy professor at Glasgow,
who engaged often with the local merchants then trading across the
world, and especially with America. Smith’sWealth of Nations was
a product of many things, amongst which was Smith’s close con-
tact with the merchant class of Glasgow. Contact between town and
gown was facilitated by the numerous societies and clubs, such as
the Wise Club in Aberdeen, the Literary Society in Glasgow and the
Select Society in Edinburgh.

Eighteenth-century Scotland was wide open to ideas from else-
where. The Enlightenment was a Republic of Letters, a multi-
national company dealing in ideas, in which people put their ideas
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into the public domain to be criticised and improved, or criticised
and sunk. Within this market place Scotland contributed a great
deal, and was also the beneficiary of ideas which it then took up
and tranformed into something appropriate to the Scottish con-
text, as happened, for example, in the case of Scots who took up
ideas of Grotius and Pufendorf, and developed those same ideas in
characteristic ways. Chapters hereafter by Knud Haakonssen and
John Cairns make clear Scottish indebtedness in this area, as does
Andrew Skinner’s chapter in dealing with Adam Smith’s relation
to French thinkers, particularly the physiocrats. Scottish openness
to ideas from elsewhere can be illustrated across the board, as can
the Scottish contribution to debates in the international Republic of
Letters thus we find that David Hume and Adam Smith were
two of the most influential members of the wider Enlightenment
movement.

The diffusion of the Scottish Enlightenment is an important topic
both because it indicates the importance of the movement for west-
ern culture and also because it enables us to explain the direction
of progress in the many countries that were beneficiaries of this
Scottish invisible export. The Scottish Enlightenment might be con-
sidered Scotland’s chief export to America. From the early mid-
eighteenth century, Scots educated by Francis Hutcheson, Thomas
Reid and others voyaged to North America where they taught in and
helped to run collegeswhich in due course became great universities.
The students of these immigrants, as Samuel Fleischacker demon-
strates in chapter sixteen, thus came to receive an education in the
leading ideas of the major Scottish thinkers of the period, and the
‘Scottish philosophy’ became widely diffused through the American
education system. And in Continental Europe the influence of the
Scottish thinkers, especially those of the common sense school, was
no less great, as Michel Malherbe shows.

There is disagreement on the question when the Scottish Enlight-
enment ended, but most answers place its conclusion in the late
eighteenth or early nineteenth century. Nevertheless the Scottish
school of common sense philosophy flourished at least into the
middle of the nineteenth century. Thereafter what happened is not
so easily stated, largely because the philosophical scene in Scotland
in the nineteenth century has hardly been documented. In the
final chapter Gordon Graham traces the nineteenth-century story in
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terms of what he sees as the unravelling of the great philosophical
project that had animated the eighteenth century.

While philosophy is only one of the many fields discussed in this
book, philosophy had a central place in the Scottish Enlightenment,
informing debates in all areas, and its centrality is properly repre-
sented here in the fact that the perspective of the book is throughout
a philosophical perspective broadly conceived.
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roger emerson

1 The contexts of the Scottish
Enlightenment

I

There is no single context for the Scottish Enlightenment but there
are several which were important. Let us start with the most basic,
Scotland’s geography, which made Scots poor but which also en-
dowed them with the means of improvement and posed questions
which the enlightened studied and sought to answer.

Of Scotland’s 30,000 square miles less than 10 per cent was arable
land in the eighteenth century. Somewhat more was comprised of
grazing land of varying quality (more or less 13 per cent) and perhaps
3 per centmade up forest which was cuttable; perhaps a bit more was
usable in some fashion.1 The possible uses of this land were deter-
mined by altitude, by the kinds of soils, and by the micro-climates,
of which Scotland has many.2 Scotland was and would remain a poor
country. Agricultural improvement, to produce both more food and
the materials for industries (such as wool), was a concern which
was recognised in the seventeenth century and grew in importance
throughout the eighteenth century.

Physical geography informed the country’s prospects in other
ways. Scotland has long coastlines and Scots were an ocean-going
people, but the river systems they possessed were not as useful for
inland navigation as were those in England or France because of the
short distances to the fall lines. Scottish waterfalls might power in-
dustry along the Water of Leith near Edinburgh and at New Lanark,
but they did not generally become the sources for power in the early
industrial revolution since the fall lines were often not located near
enough to raw materials or to population centres. The solution to
these problems for the Scots was the steam engine, coal and better

9
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transport, but these developments had to wait until the first quarter
of the nineteenth century. Fully exploited, they would largely bene-
fit people in the middle of the country, those in or near Glasgow and
Edinburgh. While not determining Scottish prospects, geography
limited improvements while focusing attention upon what Scots
needed to know to best utilise and improve their resources for agri-
culture and industry. Scots became chemists in order that theymight
find better fertilisers, bleaches and dyes for their fabrics, and geo-
logists as they sought to find their mineral wealth. At the same
time, they had to consider the social and political-economic changes
required for improvements.

The land and the resource base limited the population which the
country could carry. Despite emigration, the population rose from
about 1,100,000 in 1700 to 1,625,000 in 1801 (c. 50 per cent).3 People
were distributed around the edges of the country, along the river val-
leys and in low-lying fertile regions where the best lands lay. In 1700,
somewhat over a third lived in the Highlands and Islands. By 1800
the percentage was much less. By 1765, although many Highlanders
were still monolingual in Gaelic, about 75 per cent of the whole pop-
ulation spoke a Scots of some description.4 Perhaps 50 per cent lived
in the central part of the country with the rest in the Borders and
outlying areas. Scotland was a culturally diverse land because of its
geography.

The land carriedmore people in the eighteenth century than it had
before partly because of declining standards of consumption, but also
owing to increased efficiency in land use and to changes in the struc-
ture of markets.5 Still, there was a precarious balance; Malthusian
thinning occurred in the 1690s, perhaps in 1740 and was threatened
in the 1780s. Demographic pressures on resources can be lessened
by finding more resources, by using what exists more efficiently or
with new technologies or by lowering the level of population. All
four strategies characterised the Enlightenment period.

Scots had long moved around within their country and had
travelled abroad to seek work, often as mercenary soldiers. Such
migrants, all over Europe, usually came from the poorest areas
in Scotland, the Highlands and Borders. Skilled migrants tended to
come from Lowland areas and from the towns, of which Scotland
had a relatively large number.6 Indeed, it was surprisingly urbanised7

and the proportion of city dwellers grew rapidly in the eighteenth
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century. Moreover, within its burghs there were perhaps more
schools than most Europeans enjoyed.8 Scottish interest in edu-
cation, particularly vocational education, rested on the fact that
people, particularly men, had to leave to make a living. During the
eighteenth century, 3,500 to 6,000 trained Scottish medical men left
the country.9 They were not the only educated men to do so. For the
lower orders after 1707, the Empire provided opportunities in the
army, navy and colonies. The export of people somewhat curbed
population growth.

Scots had recognised by the 1680s that if the country were to pros-
per, men would need to be trained, the economy improved and sci-
ence brought to bear on problems. Much of what the enlightened did
only continued the plans and improvement schemes of men like Sir
Robert Sibbald and his friends.10 To reclaim land, find new mineral
deposits, develop industries and new markets, to open fisheries and
to increase trade were objectives not only of the late seventeenth
century but throughout the Enlightenment. The enlightened con-
tinued to respond to constant underlying problems and sought the
social changes which would allow meliorative changes.

II

Scotland had a complex religious-political-economic context which
changed markedly between c. 1680 and 1800.

Scots were forced by worsening conditions towards the end of the
seventeenth century to discuss the long list of causes for them.11

Partly owing towars, trade had been in a long decline.12 Scotlandwas
ceasing to be a viable state able to pay for its independence. Indeed,
it could not be really independent while it was united to England
through a commonmonarch. Religious tensions in the country were
unresolved. In the 1690s all these problems were compounded by
several years of famine and the costly failure of the effort to establish
a Scots colony at Darien.

Between about 1690 and the Union of 1707, Scots discussed in-
tensely their future as a nation. They debated the conditions under
which economic growth might take place and considered both
mercantilist and freer-trade solutions. The role of banks and the
state in this process was canvassed. What was needed was more
investment, more efficient industries13 and larger markets. It was
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clear to many by 1707 that the solution to Scottish economic woes
was closer union with England and access to the English and im-
perial markets in which Scots were already successful interlopers.14

Economics and politics went together, as they continued to do in the
works of eighteenth-century Scottish social thinkers and political
economists. The social theory of the Scottish Enlightenmentwas not
just a set of ideas and practices principally imported from the south
or fromHolland and France; it had native roots in the country’s prob-
lems and in the analyses and solutions proposed to deal with them
byWilliam Paterson, Sir Robert Sibbald, Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun
and others. These would-be reformers, improvers and intellectuals
were among those who began the processes of enlightenment, and
there are clear links between their discussions and later writings
and actions. The various schemes for a Council of Trade which John
Law and others set out for Scotland between about 1690 1707 res-
onate still in the promotion by one of Law’s sponsors, the 3rd Duke
of Argyll, of the Board of Trustees for Arts, Fisheries and Manufac-
tures, established in 1727, and in Argyll’s banking schemes of 1728
and 1743. It is equally clear that this early literature was known to
Hume and helped to shape his economic thought.15

If economicmatters were one part of the political context, another
concerned Scotland’s relations with the English. What was needed
was the settlement of long-standing political problems centring on
power: who was to be king? What powers should he have? How
should the state be constituted and run? What would, could, or
should be Scotland’s relation to England? Issues about the gover-
nance of Scotland were set out in a protracted debate involving the
rights of the crown and of the estates in Parliament. Inseparable from
these issues were questions about Scottish independence and about
possible conditions of union with England. Scots explored many of
the republican and civic humanist ideas held by men like Andrew
Fletcher of Saltoun.16 They also thought about the nature of their
Highland and Lowland societies, of their state and its history, which
seemed so different from that of the English. Freedom and its mean-
ing, the sources of change, the limits which should be placed on
power, the ways in which climate andmanners created or influenced
institutions, how those interacted these were all themes which had
been noticed by Scots between the appearance of Lord Stair’s Insti-
tutions of the Laws of Scotland (1681) and the efforts to prepare a
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well-researched narrative history of Scotland on which Sibbald’s
friends laboured in the early decades of the eighteenth century. These
discussions, like the activities they provoked, reflected the pride
which Scots felt in their past and the shame with which they re-
garded their present. Shamed by their apparent backwardness, but
patriotically resolved to improve their circumstances in every way,
Scots intellectuals, entrepreneurs and some politicians resolved to
better conditions in their country. Their concerns led to the incor-
porating Union with England in 1707 and later to social theories and
theoretical histories.

The first step to the permanent resolution of these problems came
with the less than glorious revolution of 1689. This ended the reign
of James VII, brought William and Mary to the throne and settled
the succession in Scotland, England and Ireland. However, 1689 also
brought conflict and produced an exchange of exiles as Jacobites17

went often to the places from which triumphant Whigs returned.
Union with England finally came in 1707, when it was entered into
largely for economic advantages which were not forthcoming until
after about 1725.18 But this was not the end of the story.

Attempts were made to end the Union in 1712; other discon-
tents fuelled the rebellions of 1715 and 1745. Politically, Jacobitism
remained significant for another generation.19 Religious and anti-
union feelings, economic and political discontents coalesced around
loyalty to the former ruling family. This partly reflected the dif-
ferences between Highland and Lowland societies, but repressed
Scottish Episcopalians everywhere held the Hanoverian regime and
its established church to be illegitimate. Those feelings were shared
by many who did not take up arms. Such sentiments also impelled
men to consider over a long period the profound differences between
the society of the Gaelic-speaking Highlanders, which seemed to
outsiders archaic and disorderly, and that of their Lowland cousins,
which seemed much more modern and polite. After 1745 moves
were made to solve the Highland problem by ousting many of its
leading families from their land and repressing the outward signs of
clanship. This was to go hand in hand with the introduction of new
industries and better agriculture, of towns and fishing ports, and of
more soldiers to police the area. These policies largely failed, but
they set off changes leading in time to the Highland clearances, the
last great forced enclosuremovement in Britain.20 The consequences
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for the Scottish Enlightenment were much theorising about society,
social change and the nature of freedom.

The Union was an ongoing problem to the enlightened, who
attempted to remain Scottish while assimilating aspects of English
culture. For politicians, like the 3rd Duke of Argyll, this meant keep-
ing as much of the old Scotland as one could, keeping Englishmen
out of Scottish offices, and making the most of opportunities in
Britain and the Empire. The melding of English administrative pro-
cedures in the collection of taxes and themanagement of affairs with
Scottishways, institutions and lawswas never easy andwas not fully
accomplished until the time of Henry Dundas, who was nationally
prominent by 1778. For others in the political classes, the Union
entailed equality with the English when it came to opportunities
and matters of honour, such as the acquisition of a militia to protect
a country left relatively defenceless at the time of the Seven Years
War. Scots never wanted to give up their Scottishness andwere sensi-
tive to English slights. They remained defensive about their society’s
accomplishments even while they tried to speak a more correct
English and write Addisonian prose.21 The enlightened felt these
tensions and expressed their hopes by calling themselves ‘North
Britons’.

The Union also had religious consequences for Scots. The Kirk
had been restored to the Presbyterians in 1690, but after 1707 it
was clear that it could not continue its persecuting ways: Thomas
Aikenhead, who was hanged for blasphemy in 1697, was the last to
be so treated. By 1712, toleration of Episcopalians and others had
been forced on Scots by English Tories and patronage rights had been
returned to the gentry and the Crown. In the long run this made
for a more docile church, but also one in which the men appointed
to Church livings would become more moderate and enlightened in
outlook as they came to resemble their patronsmore than their pious
parishioners. These clerics differed from those of an earlier ideal. By
about 1730 the Kirk had begun to change, partly because Argathelian
politicians22 had saved the Glasgow Professor of Divinity, John
Simson, from the efforts of evangelicals to discipline him for teach-
ing his students that God was not only just but also loving, and for
encouraging them to think for themselves. After the Simson case,
the evangelicals were in retreat and would not be able to control
the teaching of theology anywhere.23 When the Moderate Party
triumphed in the mid-1750s the Established Church, under the
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administration of men like Edinburgh University’s Principal
William Robertson, could and did become an agency for enlight-
ened change, sponsoring Highland surveys and, in 1779, even toler-
ation of Catholics. The costs were continual dissension in the Kirk
and the draining away from it of the very orthodox and rigid who
joined splinter groups which had begun to form in the late 1720s
and 1730s.

After the Union, Scots were not forced to think of themselves as
a subject people. Their laws, universities and Kirk, like their man-
ners and customs, remained different. However, by the 1730s, men
like Henry Home, later Lord Kames, were hoping for a convergence
of Scottish law and institutions with those of the English. Manners
changed as more and younger men decided they wished to be North
Britons. English standards of farming and of living were now what
many Scots sought to emulate. Even the divinity taught at Glasgow,
Edinburgh, Aberdeen and St Andrews, between c. 1710 and 1760,
approached the liberal standards of the English Latitudinarians and
DutchArminians fromwhomitwassometimesborrowed.TheUnion
mattered very much; few enlightened Scots ever condemned it.

III

Power and control in Scotland were exercised through patronage as
much as through the formal mechanisms of the state or church.
Scotland’s patrons, its political class, were familiar with conditions
in eighteenth-century Europe, where patronage formed an important
context for Enlightenment. Everywhere patronage worked to give
local élites much more power than highly centralised states wanted
them to have, or would allow them when power could be gathered
to a centre kept in touch with its regions through better commu-
nications and a more efficient use of force. One result of this was
that the political regime imposed on Scots, particularly by Robert
Walpole and the 3rd Duke of Argyll after about 1723, was one in
which Scots were left largely to rule themselves but with English
supervision.24

Patrons were few in number because Scotland was governed by
a very small class of landowners and merchants perhaps 1,300 in
1700 and no more than double that number in 1800. This meant
that when changes were perceived as good by those groups, they
could come rapidly. Great men would be followed by those in their
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queues, which were long. Tenants and dependents were forced to
accept the wishes of their patrons. Without the endorsement and
sanction of patrons, little happened. The men who counted most
between about 1690 1710 included Sibbald’s many friends and pa-
trons members of the Hamilton family, the Duke of Roxburghe, the
Marquises of Tweeddale, Atholl and Montrose, the Earl Marischal
and Earl of Cromarty, lesser landlords and politicians and profes-
sional men like himself.25 By the early 1700s, the names of John and
Archibald Campbell, successively the 2nd and 3rd Dukes of Argyll,
have to be added to this list. Archibald was particularly important
because of his personal interests.

The 3rd Duke, Lord Islay until 1743, was a book collector and
omnivorous reader, a competent amateur scientist, an improver and
banker, a botanist and gardener and amoderate, tolerant and secular-
minded lawyer who had little use for evangelicals in the Church.
Handling first the political interests of his family and then those of
the Walpolean government in Scotland, he was, with the exception
of a period of about four years, the chief patron of the country from
about 1723 until his death in 1761.26 He filled Scottish institutions
not onlywith his own nominees but withmen of whomhe approved,
menwho, as timewent on, became increasingly like himself. Among
those whom he and his friends helped to offices were law lords like
the younger Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, Charles Erskine and Henry
Home; men of letters such as Francis Hutcheson and Adam Smith;
clerics like William Wishart i i , William Robertson, John Home,
Adam Ferguson, William Wilkie and George Campbell; and medi-
cal men, like the founders of the Edinburgh medical school and
such successors as William Cullen and Joseph Black.27 Argyll also
patronised artists like William Adam and Allan Ramsay, senior and
junior, and scientists and businessmen like Alexander Wilson and
James Hutton. If anyone was the father of the Scottish Enlighten-
ment, the 3rd Duke of Argyll deserves the title, because he did more
than any other person to open careers to men of talent who then
institutionalised enlightened ideas.

When Argyll died, he was followed by his nephew the 3rd Earl of
Bute,28 a man of the same kidney, and he in turn was followed by a
collection of men of liberal views and scientific interests. By 1778,
patronage power had fallen into the hands of the political machine of
Henry Dundas, who could himself be enlightened when he found it
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in his interest.29 His close friends edited the influential periodicals
The Mirror (1779) and The Lounger (1785). The success of the en-
lightened in Scotland derives, then, from their sponsorship by men
who shared many of their views and had the power to impose their
values and ideas on an often reluctant society.

IV

The wider world and its Republic of Letters provided another con-
text for the Scottish Enlightenment. The traumatic crises of the
late seventeenth century seemed to men in the Republic to be
both complex and requiring action, whether they experienced these
in Bordeaux, Edinburgh or elsewhere. What was needed were new
methods and a determination to change. Such men, whether in
London, Amsterdam, Paris or Oxford, helped to set the agenda for
enlightened Scots. They wanted to survey and improve their coun-
tries. They saw renovated educational systems and the application
of the sciences as keys to progress and change. They believed that
a nation’s past was worthy of study and presentation in modern
narratives resting on critically researched sources. They were keen
to create institutions, such as Royal Societies, and to use them in
statist ways as development agencies. They were generally tolerant
and worldly in attitude and eager to find the fruits of religion in
good works. Scottish virtuosi in the late seventeenth century were
part of this European world of virtuosi who communicated with one
another, swapped seeds and information and who saw themselves as
menwho could restore some of Adam’s original nature andmake life
better for all.

The signs of an outward-looking Scotland can be found in many
places by the end of the seventeenth century.Work byRichard Simon
was published in Edinburgh in 1685; some Scots were reading Pierre
Bayle and Newton not long after.30 Others were keenly interested
in the medicine taught at Leiden or in English literature. The read-
ing of Hume and of his friends around 1725 points to a familiar-
ity with continental literature and thought.31 Some Scots had been
abroad as exiles; many others had been educated in Holland; still
more had been on the increasingly popular grand tour which took
them to Catholic as well as Protestant countries. Genteel Scottish
professional men also had a long tradition of going abroad for their
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educations in divinity, medicine and law, a tradition which contin-
ued in these fields until, respectively, the 1720s, 1730s and 1740s.
Many Scots were more familiar with Holland and France than with
England and knew Paris better than London. This changed over the
course of the century, but even at the end of the eighteenth century,
Scots were still very cosmopolitan. After about 1740 fewer stud-
ied outwith Scotland, and those who did usually went to London
or Paris for medical training, but more went on the grand tour and
more yet into the armed services. Their heritage, the Scottish present
and their travels made them interested in innovations, emulative
of other Europeans and not servile imitators of the English. Scots
looked to London and the English for fashions, politics, literature
and science, but we should never think of the Scottish Enlighten-
ment as a set of ideas and practices principally imported from the
south. Philosophical, medical and scientific ideas came from France
and Holland as readily as from England; toleration and liberal theo-
logy were Dutch and Swiss as well as English; polite standards of
taste owed as much to the French as to Addison.32

Increasing numbers of Scots also explored the rest of the world.
They went to the Carolinas and to Delaware in the 1680s and
over the ensuing hundred years to most of North America and
the Carribean.33 Africa34 and the Far East opened to them after
1707. By the end of the century, India was absorbing many Scots.35

Scots read travel literature with great interest and contributed
important items to it: one thinks of Cadwallader Colden’s History
of the Five Nations (1727, 2nd edn 1747), William Douglass on
New England (1756, 1757), and various accounts by soldiers of
Indians, both American36 and South Asian.37 The Scottish experi-
ence in Russia evoked a wonderful book, John Bell’s A Journey from
St Petersburg to Pekin, 1719 1722 (1763).38 Later, James Bruce and
Mungo Park produced books on Africa at which readers wondered.
All of that fuelled the speculations of the conjectural historians and
the social theorists.

V

The institutional context for the expression of the Scottish
Enlightenment had almost completely come into being by the end
of the seventeenth century, and what had not, was there by about
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1730. University reforms in Edinburgh, sponsored in the 1680s
by James VII, came to little,39 but between 1690 and 1720, new
chairs were added in humanity (Edinburgh and Glasgow), Greek
(Glasgow, Edinburgh), history (Edinburgh, Glasgow) and mathemat-
ics (Glasgow, King’s College, Aberdeen). Regenting (the instruction
of an arts student by onemaster for the boy’s entire university career)
was abolished: at Edinburgh in 1708, at Glasgow in 1727, twenty
years later at St Andrews, in 1753 atMarischal College and at the end
of the century at King’s. Professional education was strengthened
by the addition of chairs of oriental languages (Glasgow, Edinburgh),
ecclesiastical history (Glasgow, Edinburgh, St Andrews), law (two at
Edinburgh, one at Glasgow), botany (Edinburgh, Glasgow), medicine
and chemistry (Edinburgh) and medicine (Glasgow).40 More chairs
in law and medicine had been demanded and would be created when
the country could afford them, andwhen patronswere strong enough
to push them through or found it in their interest to create them.
The universities tended to expand as patrons struggled to control the
colleges.

These changes recognised a need for professional education but
also paid some attention to polite subjects. They had the further
effect of making the universities less seminary-like in nature and
more open to new ideas. Newtonianism came in the wake of math-
ematicians and doctors, while the study of man and society derived
from the moralists and lawyers. The universities steadily added to
their libraries41 and instrument collections.42 By 1730, the universi-
ties were mostly formed and had a new generation of more forward-
looking teachers than those of the 1710s and 1720s.

As those developments took place, the thinkers and improvers
one should not separate them too sharply became numerous
enough to change the institutional mix in the country. Scots had
had intellectual clubs since at least the 1680s, but the first club
which may have made any real difference to the country (none of
the others had lasted long) was the Honourable the Improvers in the
Knowledge of Agriculture in Scotland (1723 1746). This association
of around 300 landowners and intellectuals interested in agriculture
and its dependent industries provided a forum for the discussion of
economic changes in a society still overwhelmingly agrarian. What
may have mattered as much as its discussions and occasional publi-
cations were the demonstrated benefits of what it argued for. These
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could be seen in the increased productivity of those estates which
had begun to increase arable land through the introduction of more
animals, better crop regimes, and the adoption of practices such as
longer, restrictive leases.

The 1720s saw other important cultural initiatives. The Cale-
donian Mercury began publishing in 1720. Three years later the
Edinburgh Assembly was revived, created to cater to the needs of
upper-class youth and their parents.43 The Musical Society, which
had existed in some form since 1701, was ‘formally constituted in
1728’.44 A year earlier, in 1727, the Royal Bank of Scotland, an inno-
vator in banking practices, was established. The Board of Trustees for
Arts, Fisheries andManufactures, the vehicle towhichmen like Lord
Kames looked for the improvement of the economy, opened in 1728.
In 1729 the Royal Infirmarywas started in Edinburgh and in 1738 the
foundation stone of a purpose-built hospital was laid. The Academy
of St Luke, Edinburgh’s first effort to create an art school, began
teaching in 1729.45 By 1731 Edinburgh had a Medical Society which
produced the Edinburgh Medical Essays (1732 44) in six volumes.
These announced to the world (in several editions) the importance
of the Edinburgh Medical School, which can be said to date from
1726. The Medical Society soon ceased to function as a society, but
it was followed by the Philosophical Society of Edinburgh (1737 83),
which in turn became the Royal Society of Edinburgh (1783 ). Many
other adult and student societies followed, creating fora for the
discussion of ideas and sometimes for action on them.46 Some of
these bodies also created significant libraries.47 By 1737 Edinburgh
had a theatre, although it did not get a proper building for some
years. The city bustled as the most active centre of Enlightenment
in Scotland.48 What Edinburgh had was wanted elsewhere and was
largely created, in some form, by the 1760s.

VI

Glasgow and Aberdeen provided other contexts for the Scottish
Enlightenment. By around 1700 each had virtuosi who shared
Sibbald’s interests and had been in contact with him and others
in Edinburgh and elsewhere. Despite some similarities, the three
towns had differing enlightenments largely because they recruited
their enlightened men from different bases and in differing numbers.
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Aberdeen’s came almost exclusively from the city’s two small uni-
versities, King’s College andMarischal College. The city’s churches,
its medical community and the area’s gentry supplied a few others.
At Glasgow, university men, merchants and lawyers were repre-
sented, along with some learned tradesmen. Such men were all
present in Edinburgh but so, too, were othersmore peculiar to capital
cities: military men, genteel judges, civil administrators and office
holders. They were joined by noblemen and gentry who made the
capital their resort and marriage market. This meant the devel-
opment of differing interests, ideas and emphases in these diverse
settings.

Aberdeen in 1700 was a port town of about 10,000 people; by
mid-century it had grown to 22,000 and it would rise to 27,000 by
the century’s end. Until the mid-century, it had many members of
the Scottish Episcopal Church who were sympathetic to Jacobitism.
Men like the philosopher George Campbell had attended college
with boys like George Hay, who was to become a Roman Catholic
bishop in Scotland. Aberdeen lacked Glasgow’s Presbyterian intoler-
ance and had closer relationswith the Baltic, France and London than
did Glasgow. Aberdeen’s enlightenment took a decisive turn around
1720with the appearance at Marischal College of three young teach-
ers Colin Maclaurin, George Turnbull and Thomas Blackwell Jr.49

Maclaurin arrived in 1717 to reinforce the Newtonian ideas which
had been brought to the city ten years earlier by Professor Thomas
Bower, MD; Maclaurin came with interests in Shaftesbury and mod-
ern philosophy. So too did Turnbull, who had been a member of
Edinburgh’s Rankenian Club and had corresponded with the deist
John Toland. Turnbull believed that all knowledge and standards
of taste and morality were based on experience; he later tried to
demonstrate this claim in works on natural law, ancient art and ed-
ucation. Blackwell, the Marischal College professor of Greek, wrote
important works on Homer, Greek mythology and Roman history
and, like his colleagues, was impressed by Shaftesbury. Their most
distinguished student was to be Thomas Reid, who, along with
James Beattie and George Campbell,50 would articulate the Scottish
common sense philosophy partly in reaction to the immaterial-
ism of George Berkeley and the more sceptical philosophy of David
Hume, which they sought to refute in the interests of common sense
and Christianity. Their philosophy was to become the distinctive
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Scottish philosophical empiricism, and was taken by Reid to
Glasgow, where he taught after 1764, and polished in Edinburgh by
his protégés James Gregory and Dugald Stewart.51

By the 1750s, the Aberdeen enlightenment was best found in the
Aberdeen ‘WiseClub’ or Philosophical Society (1758 73).52 Its papers
centred on the epistemic andmoral topicsmade pressing by the scep-
tical writings of Hume, but they also show that the members were
aware of and engagedwith theworks ofmany British and continental
thinkers. Dr David Skene, the Club’s best naturalist, supplied speci-
mens to Linnaeus; a number of others learnedly debated the views of
Buffon, organised observations of the Transit of Venus and discussed
other scientific matters. There were discussions of genius, style, lan-
guage, the characteristics of human nature and evidence. All these
topics surfaced in the works they published. Later in the century,
professors such as James Dunbar and Robert Hamilton made con-
tributions to the study of society and political economy. Hamilton,
a mathematician, and Patrick Copland, a natural philosopher, were
useful to the burgh’s manufacturers and businessmen, the first by
doing the actuarial mathematics for the first of the city’s insurance
companies, the second as a consultant for manufacturers and the
teacher of classes for artisans. Suchmen were concerned to be useful
improvers, as is shown by the work of the Gordon’s Mill Farming
Club (1758 after 1765), to which several of them belonged.53 This
group listened to papers on agricultural experiments and discussed
such things as leases and ploughs, roads and markets. Aberdonians,
like the enlightened elsewhere, protested against slavery James
Beattie in lectures given from 1760 on and some of them even
favoured both the American and the French Revolutions. They also
supported the Aberdeen Musical Society (1748 after 1800), which
gave concerts in the town after 1753 and which could boast a local
composer or two as well as a notable list of scores by Handel,
Corelli, Gluck, Rameau and other Europeans. Aberdeen may have
been small, but it had an enlightenment and itmade lasting contribu-
tions through the philosophy of Thomas Reid and George Campbell,
who also wrote a widely used rhetoric book and an ecclesiastical
history which praised Gibbon.

Glasgow in 1700 had perhaps 12,000 people, a figure which had
burgeoned to 80,000 by the end of the century.54 This growth was
attributable to the increase of trade and the industrial developments
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which occurred as the shippers tried to find cargoes to send out in
ships which would bring back sugar, tobacco, cotton and other goods
which were processed in the city. This was a merchants’ town, but
the merchants had little to do with the polite professors until near
the end of the century, and what brought them together tended to be
not polite literature but science, which was useful. By 1800Glasgow
had developed two enlightenments: one oriented to the university,
the other to the concerns of godly utilitarians. The first was not
unlike Edinburgh’s and found a large place for the moralists and
academic scientists.

The Edinburgh-like enlightenment of theGlaswegians is best seen
in the work of the Glasgow Literary Society (1752 c. 1803). This
club listened to papers in which the scientific ideas of Maupertuis,
Buffon, Linnaeus, and d’Alembert were discussed. It heard others
reporting novelties such as Black’s discovery of latent heat, T. C.
Hope’s discovery of strontium, or JohnAnderson’s essays on firearms
and how to improve them. (He was later to send a cannon to the
French Revolutionaries.) There were papers and debates on language,
the faculties of the mind, criticism, politics, history, education and
much else. Most of Thomas Reid’s work after 1764 was read to
the Society, as were works published by other professors. William
Richardson read poems as well as discourses. As much attention
seems to have been given to continental thinkers as to the English.
Beccaria, Buffon, Condillac, Rousseau and Voltaire all occasioned
papers by men who, in many cases, had met one or more of them.

This amalgam of polite literature, philosophy and science char-
acterised the enlightenment of the university men, but Glasgow’s
other, rather different, evangelical enlightenment was supported by
Professor Anderson and some local professional men andmerchants.
These Calvinists were, like Locke, willing to tolerate all but
Catholics and atheists, whose political allegiance was not thought
to be assured because their oaths could not be trusted. This enlight-
enment was less Tory than that of the Literary Society and supported
theAmerican rebels and, initially, the FrenchRevolutionaries. These
men hoped for more freedom in Britain, along with better and
cheaper government. They tended to think that freer trade was
good so long as theirs was not hurt. They had interests in science
and improvements and thought that good letters and learning should
always be useful and support true religion. The best guide to their
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thinking is the published testament of John Anderson, which sought
to establish in Glasgow another university which would provide
more useful learning and train ministers for every denomination of
Presbyterian worship in Scotland. This university was not created,
but theUniversity of Strathclyde is the successor to his foundation.55

The views of Anderson and his friends were close to those of many
in the American colonies, where Glaswegians found friends in men
like John Witherspoon, an emigré who became President of what is
now Princeton University and an American Founding Father.

Outside the larger towns there were few other centres of en-
lightenment. St Andrews University possessed some distinguished
men, such as the historian Robert Watson and the liberal theologian
George Hill, but the town seemed to have few others. Perth, by the
1780s, had a small group of local ministers and teachers gathered
around the Morison Press. No other towns could claim an enlight-
enment. A few enlightened landowners, Sir James Steuart for one,
worked from their estates, but most of the enlightened were asso-
ciated with the largest towns, their club life and conviviality, their
libraries and schools. The enlightenment everywhere was an urban
movement and it was equally a movement dominated by men. In
Scotland women shone only in the drawing room, at the keyboard
and in the writing of poems and songs. They were in the background,
and hardly formed any part of the intellectual gatherings, whichwere
often in taverns. Also in that background, everywhere in Scotland,
was natural and revealed religion. Like most of the enlightened in
Britain, Scots were generally sincere Christians who found it virtu-
ally unthinkable that there might be no God requiring duties of us.
David Hume, driven by the hatred of religious belief which informs
most of what he wrote, profoundly differed in outlook from most of
his contemporaries.

The contexts shaping the Scottish enlightenment differed from
those elsewhere. Geography had made Scots poor, culturally diverse
and unable to sustain an independent modern state. Poverty chal-
lenged men to pursue the sciences of nature, in order both to under-
stand God’s world and to improve their lives. Scots elaborated the
sciences of man to understand and change social conditions both in
Scotland and abroad. They did so mindful of the intellectual trends
which influenced the European Republic of Letters, but also with
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eyes on local conditions. Union with England changed them, but so
did the ideas they found elsewhere or which they produced at home.
By 1800, they could boast of an Enlightenment to which belonged
several of the century’s best philosophers, its most accomplished po-
litical economist andmany notable social thinkers, important scien-
tists and medical men, even rhetoricians and theologians. Scottish
artists had been among the best portrait painters and architects of
the time, with the Adam brothers even having an international style
named for them. Scots had written textbooks which were used not
only in Britain but also in continental and American universities.
Their literary accomplishments resonated among the readers of ro-
mantic literature. Those things formed parts of a single development
which had engendered excitement in Scotland; excitement marked
the larger and unique context of the Scottish Enlightenment.56
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2 Religion and rational theology

introduction

To a modern readership the leading, and most provocative, figure
writing in the philosophy of religion in eighteenth-century Scotland
was David Hume. To Scots contemporaries too he was no doubt the
most provocative, but he was far from leading. They sought to min-
imise his impact and played down his significance, and in the short
term they succeeded. This was less because they had other major
players than because the main traditions of thought ranged against
Hume could count on enough broad support within their respec-
tive spheres to counteract a challenge that was not seen at the time
particularly to tax their wits. If posterity has been less sure that
they were entitled to be so complacent, it is important to be clear
where the strength of opinion at the time actually lay. Accordingly,
this chapter falls into three parts. The first explores the state of
the subject before Hume wrote, distinguishing between an ortho-
dox tradition for which theology was the primary science that could
dictate terms of reference to philosophy, and a new, largely imported
(English and Dutch), tradition of ‘rational’ religion that subjected
the whole framework of religious belief to the same rational cri-
tique as other forms of knowledge and belief. Within the universi-
ties, this was part of a recognised adjustment of interests between
divinity and arts faculties, but outside academia it generated bitter
conflicts between conservative and progressive parties in the Kirk.
With the context established, the second part of the chapter will con-
cernHume, represented especially by two essays in his Philosophical
Essays (later called An Enquiry) concerning Human Understanding
(1748), his Natural History of Religion (1757), and his Dialogues

31
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concerning Natural Religion (first published in 1779 but known to
some in manuscript from the 1750s). His Treatise of Human Nature
(1739 40) was the seminal work that first presented his sceptical phi-
losophy and its supporting psychology, and it had implications for
religious as for any other belief; these implications were suppressed
prior to publication, but were not lost on contemporaries who ex-
pected an analysis of the human mind to culminate as a matter of
course in an account of the foundations of religious belief. The final
part of the chapter will summarise the Scottish response to Hume
(but not the more extensive English response)1 in the debate over
a rational theology. In his appraisal of arguments for the existence
and attributes of God, and arguments about the credibility of ancient
revelation, Hume’s philosophy almost inevitably brought him into
conflict with ministers of the Kirk.

the early eighteenth-century debate

At the beginning of the century, Scotland was a largely Calvinist
country, and had been for over a century, regardless of which protes-
tant interest presbyterian or episcopalian had the ascendancy.
Aberdeenshire was an exception, where an episcopalian tradition
had been infiltrated on the one hand by the Arminianism of the
seventeenth-century Cambridge Platonists and on the other hand
by a strain of Flemish mysticism;2 but episcopalianism was a weak
force for much of the eighteenth century because of its suspected
Jacobitism and the legal constraints it suffered as a result.3 Catholic
enclaves in the highlands and islands were another exception; their
centres of learning were abroad and they had no influence on the
movement of thought in Scotland.

Calvinism did not deny the possibility of natural religion in the
sense of a potentiality in humankind to detect something of the
existence and nature of God in the evidence of Creation and in
the urgings of the human heart. The opening sentence of the
Westminster Confession of 1648, whose teaching was authoritative
for presbyterians, acknowledges that ‘the Light of Nature, and the
Works of Creation and Providence do so far manifest the Goodness,
Wisdom, and Power of God, as to leave Men unexcusable’, and bib-
lical texts reinforce the message. But this is not a matter of collect-
ing evidence in propositional form, as premises for an inference. To
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the Confession’s authors that would have been putting God rather
than humanity on trial. Human nature is depraved and reason cor-
rupt. Calvinist theologians inherited fromCalvin a concept of sensus
divinitatis, the idea that much as we have unmediated knowledge of
the natural world by using our senses, so, even in our fallen state, we
have the residue of a sense, a religious sense, by which we have an
unmediated knowledge of things divine. From this perspective, the
Book of the World and the Book of the Word are equally open to in-
spection, but the Word the Bible is the primary source for God’s
attributes.

The classic exponent of this standpoint at the dawn of the Enlight-
enment is Thomas Halyburton (1674 1712), minister of Ceres, and
from 1710 briefly professor of divinity at St Andrews. As a student
Halyburton had found the metaphysics and natural theology of the
classroom disquieting. It catered to human vanity, offering prospects
of knowledge, but served only to induce doubt.

My Disturbance was from Reasonings, and I thought to relieve my self by
my own Reasonings. Nothing more, did I foolishly think, can be requisite
to establish my Mind about this Truth, and for ever to quiet my Mind in a
firm Assent to it, than to obtain Demonstrative Arguments for the Being of
a god .

The arguments, however, brought only momentary assent. They ex-
ploited ‘the Absurdity of the contrary Conclusion’, but this purely
intellectual technique gave no positive notions of deity and had
no lasting practical effect.4 He learnt to find such practical effect
in ‘hearing the Word’, and came to construe the fruitless search
for rational argument as the temptations of Satan. The temptations
were renewed during two years as chaplain in an aristocratic house-
hold, where ‘Persons smooth, sober, and who opposed the Truth
with rational Arguments’ challenged his confidence in scripture and
providence.5 This was the challenge of deism, a system founded
solely on natural reason, which had begun to attract attention south
of the Border.6 Deists would embrace the existence and some of the
attributes of deity, and often a humanitarian ethic, but held diver-
gent opinions about the soul, immortality and a last judgement.
Exploiting older sectarian battles, they tended to explain away
naturalistically, often contemptuously, the supernaturalist claims
made for competing revelations, and therefore lacked any doctrinal
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theology. Halyburton studied the deist and anti-deist literature, and
again failed adequately to counter reason by reason. Eventually
he found his ‘outgate’ in a spiritual conversion that left him per-
manently alienated from philosophy. He nevertheless did engage
with the logic of those he opposed, and wrote to arrest the deist
threat. Two significant works, Natural Religion Insufficient and
Revealed Necessary to Man’s Happiness and An Essay concern-
ing the Reason of Faith, issued together, posthumously, in 1714,
were reprinted throughout and beyond the Enlightenment period.
The first is directed against Edward Herbert and Charles Blount and
unnamed English pamphleteers of the late seventeenth century; in
arguing that natural reason is inadequate to demonstrate the divine
nature, human duties, the afterlife, and the conditions of salvation,
Halyburton condemned the unwitting encouragement these writ-
ers received from a too philosophical approach to theology among
English latitudinarian divines. He drew support from the English
thinker John Locke to show the impossibility of faith without rev-
elation. In An Essay concerning the Reason of Faith, however, he
criticised Locke and the AmsterdamHuguenot Jean Le Clerc for sub-
jecting the revealed Word to historical appraisal and undermining
the certainty of faith. For Halyburton, the Bible speaks with a dis-
tinctive, consistent voice that shows it is no human artifact, and this
is his only counter to Locke’s challenge that without public signs
claims to revelation are mere ‘enthusiasm’. When, in the second and
third decades of the century, John Simson (c. 1668 1740), professor of
divinity at Glasgow, was thought by opponents to set human judge-
ment over scripture, a new generation of critics developed a position
similar to Halyburton’s.7

Halyburton confronted deism privately among educated Scots. As
a public phenomenon it is harder to document. The only Scottish
deist identified by him in Natural Religion Insufficient is Thomas
Aikenhead (1676 97), his former classmate before Halyburton trans-
ferred from Edinburgh University to St Andrews in 1693. In 1696
the General Assembly of the Kirk responded to ‘credible’ hearsay
with an ‘Act against the Atheistical Opinions of the Deists’, and
the Privy Council ordered the searching of Edinburgh bookshops
for irreligious importations. This was the prelude to two blasphemy
trials of John Frazer and, fatally, of Aikenhead; both admitted im-
bibing ideas from Blount.8 By the end of his life Halyburton was
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also aware of Archibald Pitcairne’s anonymous Epistola Archimedis
(c. 1706), and directed his inaugural lecture against it in 1711.
Pitcairne (1652 1713), the leading Scots physician of the day, had
no time for Calvinism. Pretending to the character of Archimedes,
he accepted that the reducibility of natural philosophy to a mathe-
matical system was proof of a unitary deity, but thought that only
the common factor in different religions was likely to be true; their
distinguishing doctrines were imposed on an ignorant populace by
self-interested leaders and wonder-workers. After Pitcairne, William
Dudgeon (1706 43) put out a series of tracts in the 1730s, most of
them posthumously collected in his Philosophical Works (1765).
Dudgeon was hostile to institutional religion and the sourness of the
Calvinist ethic, but defended an ethical religion that he considered
underlay all systems of belief, and justified it from the two common-
est arguments for the being and attributes of deity from the impos-
sibility of the causal chain without a first cause or necessary being,
and from signs of design in the natural world.9 From the perfection
of the necessary being and the goodness of the design, he argued the
unreality of evil. Human nature is imperfect but open to correction
and self-discipline, and if our obligations to God and humanity can-
not be discharged within this life there must be another.10 Another
dissident tradition, however, involving young anti-Calvinists who
had trained for the ministry at Edinburgh but bridled at confes-
sions and catechisms in the early 1720s and wished the church
to be less intrusive in politics and education William Wishart
the younger (1692 1753), George Turnbull (1698 1748) and Robert
Wallace (1697 1771) still defended revelation against the deists.11

After Halyburton’s death, somemodification in theCalvinist hard
line starts to show among orthodox writers. His friend William
Wishart the elder (1660 1729), in Theologia (1716), continued to
deny that the scriptures need appraisal: ‘there are more clear Marks
and Characters of a Deity stamped upon the holy Scriptures, than
upon all the Works of Nature’. The written word, the ‘external
Instrumental Cause’ by which we attain saving and practical knowl-
edge of God, derives its efficacy directly from the divine spirit work-
ing ‘by and with the Word in our Hearts’. At the same time, no one
will reach this point who does not acknowledge God’s existence, and
here it is legitimate to invoke reason alongside potentially direct in-
sight, to meet the waverer on his own ground. Wishart agreed with
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Halyburton that the ‘moral and transient assent’ that reason elicits
is not the ‘saving fixed assent’ required by religion. It is, however,
a precondition: ‘Unless we firmly believe that God is, how can we
believe any Revelation from him?’ Wishart accordingly summarises
the first-cause and design arguments as if they are one and the same,
and arguments from providence (the ability of non-rational nature
to seek and attain its ends), universal consent, universal yearning
and the fulfilment of prophecy. From these he proceeds to the divine
attributes in seemingly random order. His evidence is an awkward
amalgam of a priori principle, natural data, and biblical citation, but
the intention is in part to show how the Bible gives credence to natu-
ral reason.12 Archibald Campbell (1691 1756), a St Andrews theolo-
gian, considered the discrepancy between the fact (as he judged it)
of early monotheism, the inadequacy of ancient theistic argu-
ments, and the natural tendency of depraved minds to polytheism.
He argued that monotheism must have been initially founded on
angelic revelation, against the deist view that a rational basis for
belief has always been available to natural reason. Campbell never-
theless believed that the explosion in scientific knowledge in the late
seventeenth century had transformed the evidence of design, and
that it was no longer realistic to maintain the permanent hopeless-
ness of reason.13 The influence of the Royal Society whose very
research was motivated by the design evidence was starting to be
felt.

This helps to explain a tendency, common among educated
orthodox divines during the eighteenth century, to move to a middle
ground on natural religion. Campbell’s friend and teacher, Simson,
suffered for holding out too strenuously and too early for the promise
of demonstrative certainty in the exceptionally detailed formulation
of the first-cause argument by the English divine, Samuel Clarke, at
a time when others were still scandalised by Clarke’s rationalising
interpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity.14 It is no accident, how-
ever, that Demea, Hume’s orthodox stereotype in theDialogues, de-
fends the metaphysical certainty of the first-cause argument against
the probabilism of the new ‘rational’ theologian. Most supporters of
a rational theology embraced themethods and discoveries of the new
science and sought to make natural religion respectable by provid-
ing an experimental foundation. Clarke, however, seemed to hold
out the prospect of something better the certainty of a formal
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demonstration although probably only a few of those who sup-
ported or criticised his argument followed its subtlety. Despite its
formal character, in which a carefully ordered sequence of proposi-
tions is derived by reductio ad absurdum through seemingly self-
evident axioms, it starts from the same kind of empirical basis as
any other version of the argument the contingency that something
now exists in Clarke’s case; the fact of one’s own existence in the
formulations of Descartes and Locke; the existence of a chain of
cause and effect in others. It is important to realise that arguments
for the basis of theism were never arguments simply for the exis-
tence of God, as classroom caricatures of two and three centuries
later portray them. They were about existence and attributes, and
were traditionally directed not at atheists but at infidels. Something
of a stated character for Clarke, an independent or non-contingent
being was proved, and either from this character, or from the same
evidence as proved the character, further attributes of this beingwere
inferred. It is the ability to derive the attributes that shows if one has
established theism or not; and the way they are derived a priori
or a posteriori makes a difference to how one addresses the prob-
lem of evil. Clarke had a sharper sense of the issues here than many
more popular writers, for while he believed that from the concept
of ‘one unchangeable and independent being’ he could infer self-
existence, eternity, infinity, omnipresence and unity, he required the
empirical evidence of the created world before he could add intelli-
gence, and from that go on to infer wisdom, liberty, power and moral
perfection. Several Scots writers seem to have seen the signifi-
cance of this distinction between a priori and a posteriori attributes,
although they do not employ it consistently.15 But this perhaps ex-
plains why, half consciously, the first-cause and design arguments
are often presented together, as if mutually supportive, in textbooks
and lectures of the period.

In the classroom, natural religion featured as a branch of pneuma-
tology, the science of mind and spirit, in the study of moral philoso-
phy; the analysis of divine and human nature and the relationship
between them often provided a framework for conclusions about
our obligations to God, self and humanity. Gershom Carmichael
(1672 1729) at Glasgow published his Synopsis TheologiaeNaturalis
at the end of his life. He started, like Clarke, from the existence of
something contingent and inferred the existence of an independent
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or necessary being; unlike Clarke, he judged that it must already be
a being whose essence is to think, and the argument merges im-
perceptibly into one to explain the empirical fact that the system
of dependent nature does not collapse.16 He adds standard English
and Dutch sources for the design data, and further evidence of
cosmic intelligence from the existence of created intelligence in
humans, and he criticises the arguments supplied by Descartes.
His successor, the Ulster-Scot Francis Hutcheson (1694 1746), in
Synopsis Metaphysicae17 is again critical of Descartes. Part i i i of
the Synopsis concerns the being, attributes, will and operations of
God, and ends with the briefest comment on the support which mir-
acles give to revelation. The argument for God’s existence is a design
argument, citing both celestial and terrestrial evidence, but concen-
trating on man and on the evidence of the life sciences. Hutcheson
pushes the cosmological argument into a subordinate role and avoids
the complexities of Clarke’s formulation.18 Both Carmichael and
Hutcheson retain the traditional Reformed distinction between the
incommunicable and communicable attributes: the former, like in-
finity and necessity, humans can neither share nor grasp; the latter,
like knowledge and beneficence, are reflected but imperfectly under-
stood in analogues in human nature.

The same distinction occurs in an Edinburgh student’s note-
book recording unidentified natural religion exercises from the early
1740s, which show the kind of argument circulating among students
at the time.19 ‘A Scheme of Natural Religion’ has an epistemologi-
cal base, with a summary theory of evidence and probability. God’s
existence is proved from universal consent, design and providence
and the supposed evidence of ‘testimony’ for the recent origin of the
world and the still more recent rise of arts and sciences. ‘An Argu-
ment for the Christian Religion’ makes the heroic claim, against
deism, that Christianity is perfectly adapted to counter the ills in-
duced by those who disregard its message of universal charity an
apparent variant on the design theme. We can also document George
Turnbull’s labours in natural religion in the graduation theses he
published for his students at Marischal College, Aberdeen, in 1723
and 1726.20 He commends the subtlety of the metaphysicians who
have demonstrated the ultimate truth about causation and neces-
sary being, but recommends those of ordinary talents to address the
evidence uncovered by natural philosophy.
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Independently of the curriculum, a number of Scots were writing
their own books. Two exponents of the design argument who were
practising scientists influenced Hume’s portrayal of the experimen-
tal theologian, Cleanthes, in Parts i i i i i of the Dialogues. George
Cheyne (1671 1743), an Aberdeenshire episcopalian who moved to
England, attracted a wide following through his writings on nervous
diseases and diet. His Philosophical Principles of Religion, Natural
and Revealed (1715) had reached a fifth edition by 1736. It was
an influential compendium of natural philosophy, and despite its
Newtonian roots goes well beyond mathematical astronomy, draw-
ing substantially on the life sciences. Hume borrowed Cheyne’s pic-
ture of nature as ‘this vast, if not infinite,Machine of theUniverse . . .
consisting of an infinite Number of lesser Machines, every one
of which is adjusted by Weight and Measure’.21 Cheyne’s world
view here is not mechanistic a ‘machine’ is any contrivance or
structure, but mechanism alone cannot explain animal nature or
rationality; and whatever can explain them must be self-existent.
He also argues the existence of rational beings on other planets
from the evidence of design that is there to confront them.22 Colin
MacLaurin (1698 1746) alsoprepareda compendium ofnatural philo-
sophy in his posthumous Account of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosoph-
ical Discoveries (1748), viewing the Newtonian system historically.
A final chapter, ‘Of the Supreme Author and Governor of the Uni-
verse, the True and Living God’, again goes beyond the celestial
data of Newton’s telescopic world to consider living things, while
using the poverty of present cosmological knowledge to argue for a
future existence. Hume drew on MacLaurin’s portrayal of the im-
patience of those for whom ‘a manifest contrivance immediately
suggests a contriver. It strikes us like a sensation; and artful reason-
ings against it may puzzle us, but it is without shaking our belief’.23

MacLaurin’s own ‘reasoning’ is more properly a first-cause argu-
ment, but he regularly appeals to the evidence of nature to give con-
tent to his character of the necessary being.

Others with less scientific expertise, like Hutcheson and
Turnbull, would nevertheless have considered themselves experi-
mentalists in their pneumatology. Besides his teaching materials,
Hutcheson brought natural religion into the Inquiry concerning
Beauty, Order &c. (1726) of his early Dublin period. This is mis-
read if seen simply as an exercise in analysis: it is a study in the
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metaphysics of beauty. Hutcheson’s theory of beauty, in terms of
the relative proportions of uniformity and variety, takes him from
the beauty of shapes and of mathematical proofs to the beauties
of art and artifacts and of nature. Beauties in human creations
lead us to admire their creators, and beauties in nature direct our
minds not just to a superior intelligence, but to providential wis-
dom. What we find attractive in nature is found to serve the ends
both of the agent and of the object, and is also beneficial to the
well-ordering of human life.24 The whole scheme of beauty there-
fore betokens purpose. This becomes the basis for a full-scale design
argument in the work of Hutcheson’s friend and fellow Ulster-Scot,
John Abernethy (1680 1740). In Discourses concerning the Being
and Natural Perfections of God (1740), Abernethy argued the ex-
istence of God from those features of nature that Hutcheson had
identified as the determinants of beauty. Uniformity is inconsistent
with chance, variety with necessity, and these features are traced
through the ‘frame’ of the material world, the nature of animal and
rational life, and the intelligent and moral nature of mankind. In a
companion volume he carried further than Hutcheson the sublima-
tion of the problem of evil within a thoroughly optimistic view of
Creation.25

Turnbull’s fullest exposition of natural religion is in the open-
ing sections of his Christian Philosophy (1740), a sequel to The
Principles ofMoral Philosophy and later jointlymarketed with it. He
argues from the existence of derived power to the existence of unde-
rived, unlimited and independent power; and from the nature of the
orderedworld to a unitary, benevolent andmoral agent. But Turnbull
is also significant for raising philosophical issues about the founda-
tions of belief in revelation. Questions about the validation of his-
torical, including biblical, testimony had been raised in the previous
century in the Port-Royal Logic and by Locke, and explored at
length by Edward Stillingfleet and other English theologians.26 They
got short shrift from Halyburton, but neither Calvinist nor anti-
Calvinist in Scotland saw historical validation as the major prob-
lem, until the work of Hume. Turnbull, in his Philosophical Inquiry
(1731), took the gospel narratives as history, and used the fact of mir-
acles to show how they confirmed the powers towhich their workers
testified. Jesus’s teaching about a future state was open to ‘exper-
imental proof’ in this life from miracles that were ‘natural proper
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samples’ of the power and knowledge they confirmed, to raise the
dead and promote long-term well-being and happiness.

Although the first-cause argument, with or without Clarke’s so-
phisticated elaboration, was more important to the Scottish debate
than readers of Hume have supposed, few Scots were inclined to
compete with Clarke’s formulation. The one exception is the ex-
patriate Andrew Michael Ramsay (1686 1743), whose two-volume
Philosophical Principles of Natural and Revealed Religion, writ-
ten in France, was published in Glasgow in 1748. Ostensibly direc-
ted, like Clarke’s, against Spinoza’s work, it has the same kind of
axiomatic framework, but Ramsay is obsessed with mystical triads,
including an a priori proof of the Trinity, that try the reader’s
patience. He claims by this means to solve a problem other proofs
cannot solve, of how God can already be said to have moral (other-
directed) qualities prior to the Creation: ‘the eternal, permanent,
consubstantial idea God has of himself, produces necessarily in
him an infinite, eternal, immutable love’ (proposition 12). Consider-
able historical creativity goes into demonstrating that a non-deistic
Christianity is as old as the Creation. Thus, Adam and Noah as con-
scientious patriarchsmust have realised the need to preserve sound
religion for posteriority: Adam would have educated his offspring,
and Noah would have committed all to writing, on a water-resistant
surface. After this, one can almost face with equanimity Andrew
Baxter’s prolonged weaving of a first-mover version of the cosmo-
logical argument in and out of his Enquiry into the Nature of the
Human Soul (1733). But he abandoned this in favour of the design
argument in his later educational work,Matho (1740).

hume on religion

Hume had drafted ‘some Reasonings concerning Miracles’ before
December 1737 for possible inclusion in the Treatise,27 and had com-
posed some sections for either the Treatise or a lost work, detailing
objections to ‘the System of Theism’.28 In the end, he seems to have
published nothing on these subjects until the first Enquiry. There
Hume confronts the rational grounds for believing in reported mira-
cles (Section x ) and the proper limits of natural religion (Section xi ).
The juxtaposition is an admission that there are two sides to the
Judeo-Christian tradition, and that the foundations of doctrine are
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just as significant as belief in God. But not all believers did, or do
now, consider that doctrine derives its validation from miracles
Halyburton and other evangelicals argued that the biblical miracles
rarely attended doctrinal pronouncements and that they served other
purposes, like rekindling a wavering faith or enforcing a sense of
dependency. Nor did, or do, they all consider that the evidence
underlying belief in God is of the form of premises for an argument.
Those who did adopt these positions had felt the influence, at first or
second hand, of writers like Stillingfleet, Boyle and Locke; but those
writers often attached more weight than Hume acknowledges to the
purported place of prophecy in history. Prophecy was a subject tailor-
made for a Humean critique, but he dismissed it in the last paragraph
of Section x as nothing more than another purported miracle, as if
the issue were one of the credibility not of prophecy, but of reports
of prophecy.29

The belief which Hume investigates is the belief that miracles
were historically necessary to validate a revelation as ‘the founda-
tion of a system of religion’. The notion of a system is important.
Miracles were not proofs of divinity in general; rather, for those
already disposed to believe, they confirmed a specific historical dis-
pensation such as Judaism or Christianity. Hume does not consider
how we would handle a putative miracle in our present experience.
He draws on the seventeenth-century tradition about probability and
testimony and the quasi-legal criteria of sound evidence developed
in that tradition. Applying the criteria the number of witnesses,
their expertise, their disinterestedness, the consistency and circum-
stances of their reports, and an even-handed application of the same
criteria to contrary testimony he finds all historical reports ofmira-
cles unsafe, and thus, by implication, the biblical reports: the sources
were unsophisticated, superstitious, uncorroborated and untested,
and the documentation comes after private interest and other de-
fects of human nature have intervened. This appears to be meeting
the proponents of miracles on their own ground the assessment of
the a posteriori evidence and Hume does this in Part i i of his dis-
cussion, effectively repeating standard moves, and with much of the
same dismissive contempt, that one finds in the deist literature.

Hume’s own contribution is an a priori argument in Part i that
shows why the contempt is justified: the defenders of miracles have
not begun to grasp the magnitude of the task confronting them. The
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kind of logic that had been sketched in the Port-Royal Logic and
developed by Locke in his Essay was a logic that worked for or-
dinary cases of human testimony, but appeared to go into reverse
where the testimony, though human, pertained to divine action.
The normal method was to consider the antecedent likelihood of an
event of the kind described, according to whether events of that kind
occur consistently, inconsistently or never in our experience and in
the recorded experience of others. We come closest to certainty in
respect of those matters that appear to be part of the uniform course
of nature, which we attribute to steady and regular causes, and we
rarely demur when something of a kind that has any tendency to
occur is reported. The importance of the particular evidence from
testimony is inversely proportional to the strength of the general evi-
dence from common experience, andwhere testimony conflicts with
experience the credentials of the witnesses become crucial in the
‘proportioning’ of assent.30 Since Locke believed that ‘where such
supernatural Events are suitable to ends aim’d at by him, who has
the Power to change the course of Nature, there, under such Cir-
cumstances, they may be the fitter to procure Belief, by how much
the more they are beyond, or contrary to ordinary Observation’, he
effectively set up Hume’s problem for him. Can there be witnesses
so credible that they outweigh the incredibility of the event?

Hume’s definition of miracle as ‘a transgression of a law of nature
by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some
invisible agent’ (Enquiry, Sect. x , Part i , note) takes the possibil-
ity of supernatural intervention as given, though what Hume gives
in one section he may take away in another. There is nothing here
that entails that miracles do not or cannot happen, or that the con-
cept is incoherent. The problem is epistemological.31 We need all
the evidence of experience, including history, that nature follows a
given uniform course as proof that the regularity is a law, but must
pit against that a piece of evidence that on at least one occasion
the course was not followed. The evidence needed to establish the
natural uniformity transgressed by a miracle thus gets in the way
of evidence that will establish the supernatural transgression. That
the inconsistency is epistemological, not logical, is shown by the
essay ‘Of Suicide’. ‘Every action, every motion of a man innovates
in the order of some parts of matter, and diverts, from their ordinary
course, the general laws of motion.’ A law of nature describes not
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a blanket uniformity, but the course that nature takes if ‘particular
volition’ does not intervene; in God’s case, however, ‘if general laws
be ever broke by particular volitions of the deity, ’tis after a manner
which entirely escapes human observation’.32 But if this is a problem
for the believer, there is a problem too for Hume, who employs past
testimony to establish the laws of nature and must therefore filter
the historical evidence, which cannot be done without begging the
question.33 What he does is to assume, per impossibile, the law of
nature proved by actual observation, then mount against it the tes-
timony in favour of a hypothetical counterexample. The case for the
counter-example would be established where the weight of the
witnesses exceeded the evidence for the uniformity, and even then
only in proportion to the excess on the side of the witnesses. He
concludes that the acceptance of a revelation must be due to a faith
that ‘subverts all the principles’ of the understanding.

Plainly, in no realistic case will the witnesses outnumber the in-
stantiations of the law of nature, so the believer appears to be in a
bind; but it is a different bind from the oneHume sets up.No believer
seriously envisaged the quantitative contest required by Hume’s
theory of belief: it is always a contest between quantity (the regu-
lar course of nature) and quality (the contrary witnesses), and that
is where the sceptic should be addressing the disparity. Hume does
indeed impugn the quality; but by portraying the central issue as a
narrowly quantitative one he does not explain howwe can recognise
freaks of nature, and what the eighteenth century called ‘monsters’.
In casting about to explain the exception we do not abandon the
uniformity a point he concedes near the end of the section in
discussing a hypothetical failure of the sun to rise.

In considering the arguments of natural religion in Section xi ,34

Hume makes two points. Assuming for argument’s sake that the
evidence of nature warrants belief in a being exercising some degree
of design and other attributes, he argues through an alter ego that
the degree should be proportional to the effect; data derived from
‘the present scene of things, which is so full of ill and disorder’
cannot be inflated as they pass through the argument, to imply a
‘superlative intelligence and benevolence’. This is fair criticism if
the only consideration is the empirical design data, but overlooks
that the ‘inflation’ commonly derived from a different source: the ar-
gument for the attributes of a first cause or necessary being. His other
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criticism concerns the uniqueness of the universe, as assumed by
those who seek a unique cause. Hume seems to doubt both whether
the cause of the universe is entirely dissimilar to all other causes
known to us, and whether we could reason about it if it were, causal
reasoning being dependent on our ability to subsume things under
types or species. This seems only to require what the design theorist
will readily grant, although the pursuit of similarities may drive him
to a less than edifying picture of his deity.

In Section x Hume challenged the foundations of the belief in rev-
elation without directly considering the existence and attributes of
the deity; he now raised questions about the latter independently
of the evidence of revelation. Clearly, two independently weak argu-
ments cannotmake a strong one, andHume is entitled to target them
singly as the readiest way to expose their weakness. But were they
ever meant to be independent? That is, at best, a deist agenda, and
when handled sceptically, it leaves the two pillars of belief so individ-
ually weakened that neither can effectively come to the other’s sup-
port. But the believing Jew or Christian who considers the totality
of the evidence would see the metaphor differently, and liken Hume
to someone trying to test the pillars and arches of a bridge in iso-
lation from each other. This fragmentation has parallels elsewhere.
Hume considers the powers of reason in isolation from the senses,
and the powers of the senses in isolation from reason; each singly
leads to scepticism, first with regard to reason, then with regard to
the senses (Treatise, i .iv.1 2). But sense and reason, and feeling or
sentiment also, are all parts of our make-up, and Hume shows how
with the combination we can make sense of the world; if we do not
exactly reconcile the elements, at least we keep them in a kind of
constructive tension. The beliefs he rescues are fundamental beliefs
upon which thought, action, communications and social relations
depend: the mechanisms of the mind compensate for the deficien-
cies of reason and experience with regard to the external world, the
self, causality and the uniformity of nature. These associations of
ideas are the foundation of ‘common life’, the sphere within which,
once the foundation is laid, causal reasoning can be effective because
it relates to recurrent experience. Religion, however, projects us
beyond our regular orbit for effective reasoning, as Hume indicates
both in Enquiry xi and in the Dialogues,35 and it opens up legiti-
mate questions about our ability to understand what lies beyond. In
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this context scepticism is not the incoherent position it would be in
common life.

This raises the so-called ‘problem’ of the Dialogues, where in
Part xii Hume seems to permit the sceptic, Philo, to relent, and
to present a compromise in which a religious outlook is built upon
the ruins of scepticism (DNR 116). He would then seem to side
with Cleanthes, who earlier tried to make a virtue of the logical
weaknesses exposed by Philo, by self-consciously emphasising the
‘irregularity’ of the argument (57), that is, its power to carry more
conviction than its logic justifies. Some have used this to argue that
Hume, regardless of the logic of his position, finds some residual
religious belief as inescapable as the beliefs of common life.36 But
Philo’s compromise has no content, and the believer is not going to
accept that the dispute between theism and atheism is purely verbal
(118 19, cf. 121 note). The real message of the Dialogues remains
a substantive one. All parties to the debate accept the existence in
principle of a ‘first cause’, that is, a point where explanation would
run out (43 4), but Hume’s consistent position is that the ultimate
principles in any subject of enquiry are unknown. Calling the first
cause ‘God’ is a concession to convention, but when his characters
agree that the attributes, not the existence, of such a being are the
issue, this is not irony. Hume barely alludes to the quantities of de-
sign data that constitute the mass of the evidence for other thinkers.
That is because the ‘adapting of means to ends, throughout all
nature’ is never disputed. The question is what hangs on it, and one
issue stands out. Experience reveals many ‘springs and principles’ in
nature, and different kinds of order, none being an adequatemodel for
all of nature; it cannot prove the ultimate priority of ordering mind
over ordered matter, because the essence of both is unknown, and
the possibility has to remain that the ultimate principles of nature
are internal to the system, not external to it. Hume issues an impor-
tant challenge to the metaphysics that had prevailed from Descartes
to Clarke and Cheyne the a priori demonstration that the prop-
erties of matter logically preclude the power of thought, which is
therefore external. But he does not adequately address it at the point
where it comes into their system in the context of a debate on
the causal principle, the nature of efficient causation, and the limit-
lessness of an independent being, which in Part ix of the Dialogues
Hume misrepresents.37
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In challenging the basis of belief in miracles, Hume did not expect
to eradicate the belief, and when he exposed the logical weakness of
‘philosophical’ theism he did not expect to eradicate religious atti-
tudes. His Calvinist upbringing had taught him to believe in deep
irrationalities in human nature. The Natural History of Religion ex-
plores some of these. It is an important second prong to his critique
of religious belief, but it is addressing a new target the non-rational
instead of the rational believer and calls for different tools. It pro-
vides a none-too-favourable exposé of the psychology of the belief
that underlies popular and institutional religion, which arises and
prospers in Hume’s view chiefly by stimulating the negative pas-
sions. His 1741 essay ‘Of Superstition and Enthusiasm’, identifying
the two extremes of popular religion, laid the groundwork. Hume’s
argument in the Natural History is under-documented historically,
but is consistent with familiar stereotypes of the fall of man and of
sectarian corruption. Unsophisticated people do not understand the
normal processes of causation; they are terrified by untoward events,
posit unknown agents, magnify their powers, and seek appeasement.
Thosewho are inclined to authority take on the role ofmediators and
come to be surrogates for the powers themselves, usurping control of
people’s lives. A situation born of ignorance, hope and fear becomes
one of servitude, corrupting society,morality and the human spirit in
equal measure, and the effect is particularly insidious when philoso-
phy itself becomes an accessory to this social control. Even if Hume
is right about the psychology of popular belief, however, his analysis
cannot of itself show that there is no legitimate object for the popu-
lar fears, any more than his critique of rational religion could show
that there is no legitimate object for the attempted proofs. This is
the sceptic’s dilemma, and commentators disagree on whether the
place-marker left by Hume’s rare references to a potentially ‘true
religion’ or ‘genuine theism’38 are anything more than a recogni-
tion of the need for an ethical society. Since, however, beliefs that
could not be justified appealed to something deep in human nature, it
was important that they should be beneficial rather than harmful to
society; and in the History of England (1754 62), despite a regularly
unsympathetic portrayal of the motivation of religious leaders, and
of religion’s role as a source of social evils, Hume supports the view
that ‘there must be an ecclesiastical order, and a public establish-
ment of religion in every civilized community’ (History i i i .134 5)
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to avoid factional fighting. He commends a somewhat unhistorical
idealisation of the English Reformation as non-fanatical, suggesting
that the Anglican reformers under the eye of themonarch carried the
people with them by slow, piecemeal change, retaining much that
was familiar in both ceremonial and doctrine (iv .119 20). But
though controlled public management can avert the turbulence
that uncontrolled religion fosters, the Stuarts learnt that it can only
do so by avoiding persecution and practising toleration (vi .165 6).
A well-regulated civil religion is thus part of the cement of society.
There is a subtext here intended to back theModerate interest in the
Scottish church.

after hume

Scepticism is a philosophy that questions and, if necessary, suspends
judgement; it avoids dogmatism, including negative dogmatism. So
it should not be surprising that Hume could be on social terms with
liberal clerics, and yet it is doubtful if many of them understood
him. Little was known or understood about philosophical scepticism
in eighteenth-century Scotland. The religious and philosophical de-
bates of post-Reformation Europe, in which sceptical techniques had
been a significant weapon,39 were largely played out and forgotten;
the negative assessment of human knowledge that once motivated
pioneers of the Royal Society40 had lost its edge. Hume’s searching
critique of our faculties and our fundamental beliefs addressed ques-
tions few were inclined to ask, with a subtlety few could fathom. He
seemed full of contradictions, and contradictionwas the unbeliever’s
tool. Well-educated Edinburgh ministers vetoed Hume’s candidacy
for a philosophy chair in 1745 when he was seen as undermining
the grounds of religious belief;41 others futilely contemplated ex-
communicating him in the 1750s from a church he did not attend.
By the 1760s, the clerical literati of Aberdeen took a more detached
view: Hume’s challenge to religion challenged all belief, and if one
could establish a sound general theory of knowledge, religion would
recover its place. Frequently under fire wasHume’s account of causa-
tion. His analysis of our experience of causality was read as a dissolu-
tion of causality itself, and his inability to demonstrate the principle
of universal causation seemed like a denial of the whole causal order
and a reduction of the world to chance.
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An important transitional figure is Hume’s early friend and men-
tor, the lawyer Henry Home, Lord Kames (1696 1782). An idio-
syncratic thinker, he sought to reconcile orthodox belief with a
scientific world view, including the perfect uniformity of nature, but
critics thought they saw toomuch of Hume in his system.His Essays
on the Principles of Morality and Natural Religion (1751) was signif-
icantly revised in 1758. Drawing on some of the same psychological
foundations as Hume and sharing much the same scepticism with
regard to demonstrative reason, Kames nevertheless thought he had
found in our native resources of ‘sense and feeling’ the answer to
most of Hume’s sceptical dilemmas, with regard both to common
life and to religion. They include a sense of power or cause, and in
some cases of design, and experience teaches us when we are beyond
the range of human design. Divine design, being established, then
provides a framework to understand the faculties by which it was
discovered; it is invoked to counteract appearances that seem to run
counter to scientific knowledge and to generate scepticism, by show-
ing their planned usefulness. One such ‘deceptive’ appearance is that
of human liberty, if considered as something more than the ‘moral
necessity’ whereby people consistently act in conformity with their
‘motives’. Both this and Kames’s wider natural theology were at-
tacked by an uncomprehending George Anderson (c. 1677 1756) in
An Estimate of the Profit and Loss of Religion (1753), a work
that occasionally also targets ‘Esquire’ Hume’s Enquiries. Many of
Anderson’s philosophical views, and some of his criticisms of Kames
and Hume, are repeated in A Remonstrance against Lord Viscount
Bolingbroke’s Philosophical Religion (1756).42 An interesting rever-
sal of the conservative stereotype, Anderson defended reason against
the new ‘sensitive’ philosophy both in ethics and inmetaphysics. He
had developed a broad sympathy for the natural theology of English
thinkers like Cudworth, Clarke andWollaston. He supported Clarke
on the inertness of matter and the demonstrability of a necessary
being, although in Remonstrance, section vi , he confused Clarke’s
argument with the ontological argument of Descartes, failing to see
the anomaly in defending the latter on causal principles. Anderson
defended the argument from universal consent, answering standard
objections, but he discounted the design argument, as demonstrat-
ing nothing but ‘skill’ and ‘power’. If wisdom and goodness cannot
be proved a priori, we are at a loss. Order and symmetry in nature
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tell us nothing of the ‘ultimate end and use’ of the parts of creation
(Remonstrance 89); we therefore have no a posteriori basis for infer-
ring the divine attributes. Anderson was less confident of an a priori
ethic, while sharing Clarke’s view that ethical principles are time-
less principles of ‘eternal fitness’. Anderson rejected any ethic that
was not founded in the law of a lawgiver, which he discovered only
in revelation.

Kames’s views stimulated the ‘common sense’ reaction to Hume,
the chief exponents of which Thomas Reid (1710 96), George
Campbell (1719 96) and Alexander Gerard (1728 95) had been
mutual allies from early in their careers. By the 1760s they had
developed a common front against Hume on miracles. Campbell’s
Dissertation on Miracles (1762) offers no stronger a defence of bib-
lical history than Gerard’s Dissertations on Subjects relating to the
Genius and the Evidences of Christianity (1766), and the latter’s
defence, being less ad hominem, raises deeper theoretical issues than
Campbell’s riposte to Hume’s often slapdash use of sources. Both
support the orthodox position that monotheism originated in rev-
elation rather than reason, but Gerard renovates Turnbull’s theory
of ‘proper samples’ and makes much of the distinction between evi-
dence and argument. ‘Evidence perceived is the immediate cause of
belief; reasoning is but one mean of bringing men to perceive the
evidence’ (Dissertations 43). Both Campbell and Gerard develop the
same theory of evidence and testimony that Reid was enunciating
in his logic lectures in the same period, lectures whose main sub-
stance was of longer standing and predates any interest in Hume’s
Enquiry.43 Campbell’s work was not then unique, but he had the
greatest impact of the three, popularising the thesis that testimony
is ‘a natural and original influence on belief’, moderated rather than
proved by experience. The burden of proof lies with someone who
wants to contest rather than accept a testimony (Dissertation 15 16),
and then the weight of contrary testimony on the particular occa-
sion is more significant than the extraordinary nature of the event
attested (19). A witness to a disaster does not lose credibility from
the fact that no such disaster has occurred before, but only from a
proven record of unreliability (21 8); unreliability cannot, however,
be established by opposing putative testimony to the experienced
course of nature since, on the contrary, our knowledge of the latter
embodies testimony (38).
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The common sense response to Hume on natural religion is less
clear from published works, but apparently none of them before
Dugald Stewart (1753 1828) considered that the Dialogues meri-
ted an answer.44 James Oswald (1703 93), in his earlier Appeal to
Common Sense in Behalf of Religion (1766), accepted Hume’s cri-
tique of reason so completely as to credit unexamined ‘common
sense’ with the solution to every problem in philosophy, but he was
never part of the Aberdeen philosophical circle.45 He is no more sig-
nificant in this connection than James Beattie (1735 1803), whose
condemnation of the religious implications of Hume’s philosophy in
An Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth (1770) is unsub-
stantiated bombast.46 Reid, in Essay vi of Essays on the Intellectual
Powers of Man (1785), tried to show what followed on common
sense principles and simple logic from the recognition of signs of
design in the world. But his lectures show that he reached that
recognition by the traditional induction from empirical data; he con-
ceded, moreover, that even if we grant the signs of intelligent causes
across nature, the evidence does not show there is just one such
cause, or that its intelligence reaches perfection. He gets those re-
sults from the proof of a necessary being. Reid too, then, belongs to
the tradition that runs the cosmological and design arguments in
tandem; so does Gerard.47 So up to a point does Campbell’s suc-
cessor, the Dutch-trained William Laurence Brown (1755 1830), but
Brown was prepared for different individuals to find conviction in
different proofs and cautioned against leaving religion entirely to
reason. He drew widely on eighteenth-century natural theology, in-
cluding English and Irish dissenters, and had the benefit of William
Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), the highly successful English
riposte to Hume. ‘That Philosophy [Hume’s], as far as it relates to
Religion, and Morals, has been exposed, as utterly false, by men
of the most distinguished talents’, so Brown could safely ignore it.
Hume’s writings ‘are, now, very seldom perused, and will soon be
forgotten’.48 The Secessionist preacher John Ballantyne (1778 1830)
was perhaps the only Scot of his day who had sufficient grasp of
Hume’s arguments to realise that Paley’s rebuttal had loopholes, but
his perceptive appraisal appeared only posthumously.49

In other pedagogic contexts, we have outlines of Adam Ferguson’s
(1723 1816) pneumatology lectures at Edinburgh. The existence of
God is founded on universal assent, on the same design data as
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had been standard since the seventeenth century, and particularly
on the appearances of providence operating as a kind of divine
language, in which the signs are natural and the interpretation
instinctive.50 In deriving the attributes Ferguson emphasises induce-
ments to morality embodied in the design. For Ferguson’s succes-
sor, Dugald Stewart, we have the actual substance of his lectures on
natural religion, firmly embedded in his theory of duty in Book i i i
of The Active and Moral Powers (1828). He reserved judgement
on Clarke’s cosmological argument, beyond saying that Clarke’s
handling of space and time helped in understanding the concept of
necessary existence. Stewart put his faith in universal consent and
in the design argument, which he represented as a simple exercise
of the reasoning powers from two ‘first principles’, that ‘everything
which begins to exist must have a cause’ and that ‘a combination of
means conspiring to a particular end implies intelligence’. He shows
more sympathy for Hume than earlier common sense writers, and
judges much of Beattie’s critique ‘extremely frivolous’. He considers
Hume’s analysis of causal power incomplete rather than pernicious
and shows how common sense principles can reconcile it to natu-
ral religion (i i i . ii. 1). But he thinks it unnecessary to proliferate the
usual design data, except so far as a representative section proves
the unity, wisdom and goodness of the designer. Stewart is thus
another who believes that the problem of evil is resolvable within
the framework of an a posteriori argument (i i i . ii. 2, i i i . iii. 1). But
he is unusual among Hume’s critics in agreeing that monotheism
is a philosophical conception and that polytheism is our natural
primitive condition (i i i .ii.3).

It is worth noting what happened to the evangelical John
Witherspoon (1723 94) after he emigrated to Princeton in 1768 and
had to present moral philosophy to arts students. He taught Clarke’s
demonstration and the design argument: ‘There is, perhaps, at bot-
tom no difference between these ways of reasoning, because they
must in some degree, rest upon a common principle, viz. that every
thing that exists must have a cause. This . . .must itself be taken for
an original sentiment of nature, or’ hedging his bets ‘an impres-
sion necessarily made upon us, from all that we see and are con-
versant with’. He nevertheless warns against Hume, ‘who seems to
have industriously endeavoured to shake the certainty of our belief
upon cause and effect’ and other matters. The common sense writers
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have answered these ‘metaphysical subtleties’. More distinctive is
Witherspoon’s use of the distinction between natural and moral
attributes a classification popularised by Clarke and adopted by
Hume, but less common in the eighteenth century than in later
philosophy of religion.51

Finally, acknowledgement should be made of a more substan-
tial pedagogic aid: George Gleig’s contributions to the third edition
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1788 97). Gleig (1753 1840), the
future primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church, prepared the mas-
sive essay ‘Metaphysics’, of which Part i i i , chapter vi , is ‘Of the
Being and Attributes of God’. He also wrote ‘Theology’, half of which
is devoted to natural theology, including ‘the duties and sanctions of
natural religion’; and almost certainly also ‘Miracles’. Gleig’s argu-
ment for God’s existence is an original version of the argument for
a necessary being. He devotes particular attention to the impossibil-
ity of an infinite series, the kind of necessity involved in a necessary
being, and the singleness of a necessary being. He springs a surprise
in his discussion on singleness: for all we know there could be other
necessary beings with other domains. But one is both necessary and
sufficient to explain our existence, so no other can have meaning for
us. Like Clarke (whom he criticises on detail), Gleig derives some
of the attributes a priori, some a posteriori; unity was an a priori
attribute for Clarke but is a posteriori for Gleig, inferred from the in-
tegrated nature of the natural system. Gleig is another who employs
the distinction between natural and moral attributes, but unlike
Clarke he thinks the moral attributes derivable a priori. Through-
out this discussion there is no mention of Hume, but Hume is un-
mistakably a presence in the article on miracles. Gleig argues from
examples that we discover empirically ‘the established constitution
and course of things’ and can distinguish things simply extraordi-
nary (‘miraculous’ cures) from things truly contrary to the course of
nature (as would be the resurrection of someone dead and decayed).
Only the last, he reasons, are impossible without deity, who will
intervene only on occasions of great moment for humankind as a
whole, ‘the principal creature in this world’. In particular, miracles,
including prophecy, are the essential evidence when ‘a religion, or
any religious truth, is to be revealed from heaven’. Gleig endorses
Campbell’s criticisms of Hume but goes further, calculating that the
falsehood of the apostles’ testimony ‘would have been a deviation
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from the laws of nature less probable in itself’ (Hume’s ‘greater
miracle’) than the miracles recorded in the Gospels, thus vindicating
theGospel record. This argument recurs in another Scots theologian,
George Cook (1772 1845), later professor of moral philosophy at
St Andrews. Cook additionally sharpens the common sense response
of those for whom the biblical record is convincing, arguing that
Hume sets a ‘doubtful conclusion’ about an unexampled event
against ‘a law of our constitution, an inclination to assent to unex-
ceptionable testimony, a law . . . instituted by the Supreme Being, and
discovered by experience, although experience does not, asMrHume
supposes, create it’.52

In the 1750s, Scots who opposed Hume saw his work as an affront,
though they would have considered it a threat too, if he had held a
university post. By 1762, however, he is described as ‘so well known
for the incredible mischief he has done to this age, by his loose and
sceptical writings’.53 Beattie in 1770 claimed that ‘many, to my cer-
tain knowledge’ had adopted Hume’s ‘tenets’ though they did not
understand ‘the grounds of them’. ‘His philosophy hath done great
harm. Its admirers, I know, are very numerous; but I have not yetmet
with one person, who both admired and understood it.’54 By 1805
a vocal minority of ministers, following James Finlayson, professor
of logic at Edinburgh, persuaded themselves, but few others, that
anyone who endorsed Hume’s account of causation in a treatise on
heat was an atheist and unfit to profess mathematics;55 and in 1816
William Laurence Brown looked back to a time when Hume’s phi-
losophy ‘which did so much mischief to the young and volatile’ was
‘in high fashion in Scotland. To sneer at Religion was deemed to be
genteel.’56 It was, however, sneering at Hume that was deemed gen-
teel. Perhaps he did have closet supporters Adam Smith up to a
point, and certainly William Cullen among intellectuals who were
as capable as he was of reading and thinking for themselves. But no
evidence has been found that he ever had a popular following, among
Scottish youth or any other part of the community. On matters
pertaining to religion, he was a voice in the wilderness.
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alexander broadie

3 The human mind and its powers

introduction

Scottish Enlightenment discussions of the human mind and its
powers developed from areas of investigation that on the face of it
could hardly have been more disparate. Among them were angel-
ology and scientific methodology. I shall comment on perceived
relations between these various fields and shall then discuss some
of the salient features of the studies on the mind and its powers.
I shall pay particular attention to the fact that philosophers writ-
ing on the human mind saw themselves as natural scientists in
exactly the sense in which physicists, botanists and physiologists
were natural scientists. For they were all investigators of the nat-
ural world, a world which includes not only bodies, human and
otherwise, but also human minds, and they all sought to work
within themethodological constraints that characterise good natural
science.

pneumatology and natural science

Under the heading ‘pneumatology’, theologians had for centuries
written on the nature of spirits, divine, angelic and human. It was,
however, common for suchwritings to focus on angels, the good ones
and the bad. In the Scottish universities through the seventeenth
and into the eighteenth century angels slipped down, and in some
cases off, the agenda of pneumatological studies as the focus shifted
to humans, and pneumatology was transformed into the systematic
study, particularly the philosophical study, of the human mind be-
cause that is the kind of mind into which we have the most insight.

60
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Thomas Reid (1710 96), who lectured on pneumatology at King’s
College, Aberdeen from 1752 to 1764, describes the subject as ‘the
branch [of philosophy] which treats of the nature and operations of
minds’,1 and adds that though we are in no position to say howmany
varieties of mind there may be in the universe, we do at least have
certain knowledge of three, the brute animal, the human and the
divine. Of these, Reid attends almost entirely to the human mind in
the development of his pneumatology.

In this respect he follows George Turnbull (1698 1748), his
teacher at Marischal College, Aberdeen. Turnbull’s discussion on
the mind and its powers in The Principles of Moral and Christian
Philosophy2 is in a sense the product of a religious consciousness,
for he held that nature and nature’s laws exist by divine will, and
that a scientific investigation of nature can lead us to the discov-
ery of the divine purpose for which things, including human minds,
were created. As regards the human mind we can learn that it is a
belief-forming mechanism whose purpose is to enable us to grasp
truths. That is, such faculties as sense perception, memory and con-
sciousness not only by their nature enable us to form beliefs, but also
are reliable in the sense that they can be relied on to produce beliefs
which are true.

Evidently, therefore, Turnbull thought that a scientific account of
nature that was not placed in systematic relation to certain theolog-
ical positions missed much of the point of doing the science. He was
not alone in this. His colleague ColinMaclaurin (1698 1746), profes-
sor of mathematics first at Marischal College, Aberdeen, and then at
Edinburgh, declared:

But natural philosophy is subservient to purposes of a higher kind, and is
chiefly to be valued as it lays a sure foundation for natural religion andmoral
philosophy; by leading us, in a satisfactory manner, to the knowledge of the
Author and Governor of the universe. To study nature is to search into his
workmanship; every new discovery opens to us a new part of his scheme.3

Hence the better the science the better it serves the interest of theol-
ogy, by giving us a truer insight into the created order and therefore
into the mind of the creator. But if scientific study of the physical
world can yield up knowledge of God, then scientific study of the
human mind can be no less effective at yielding up such knowl-
edge, and perhaps would be even more effective, as enabling us
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to extrapolate from a scientifically grounded understanding of the
nature of the human mind to the nature of God’s.

As regards the scientific nature of the study of mind, Turnbull is
clear about it in general terms. An enquiry into ‘the parts and pro-
portions of the human mind, and their mutual relation and depen-
dency . . . is an enquiry into a real part of nature, which must be
carried on in the same way with our researches into our own bodily
contexture, or into any other, whether vegetable or animal fabrick’.4

Some flesh is put on these bones when he declares elsewhere that

every Enquiry about the Constitution of the humanMind, is asmuch a ques-
tion of Fact or natural History, as Enquiries about Objects of Sense are: It
must therefore be managed and carried on in the same way of Experiment;
and in the one case as well as in the other, nothing ought to be admitted as
Fact, till it is clearly found to be such from unexceptionable Experience and
Observation.5

The empirical science of natural history, to which Turnbull here
refers, focuses on the composition of substances and also on the pro-
cesses or changes proper to them. In this sense during the Scottish
Enlightenment the study of the mind came under the heading of
‘natural history’, since not only were the various powers of the mind
and their interrelations investigated empirically, but attempts were
made to trace the development of the mind as it passes through its
natural span.

the newton of the moral sciences

From the earliest years of the Scottish Enlightenment, therefore, the
human mind was seen as located in nature, and as no less available
for empirical scientific study than are other phenomena that are part
of nature. Though Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739 40)6

was groundbreaking in many ways, it was not groundbreaking in
respect of the intention signalled in its subtitle ‘being an attempt
to introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral sub-
jects’ for the first volume of Turnbull’s Principles of Moral and
Christian Philosophy, based on lectures Turnbull delivered during
the middle years of the 1720s, more than a dozen years before the
publication of the Treatise, could with no less propriety have had
the same subtitle as the Treatise. Nor did Hume think of himself
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as the first to apply the experimental method of reasoning to moral
subjects, though he did see himself as applying the method with par-
ticular rigour and as being able, in consequence, to go further than,
for example, Locke, Shaftesbury, Mandeville, Hutcheson and Butler,
whomhe saw as likewise respecting the need for a properly scientific
approach.

The famous description of Hume as ‘the Newton of the moral
sciences’ should not be allowed tomask the fact thatmost of his con-
temporaries and near-contemporaries who wrote on mental philo-
sophy saw themselves asNewtonians. Reid declared of Newton: ‘His
regulae philosophandi are maxims of common sense, and are prac-
tised every day in common life; and he who philosophizes by other
rules, either concerning thematerial system or concerning themind,
mistakes his aim.’7 Humewas rare, not in being a Newtonian, but in
the extent to which he saw himself as accomplishing for the moral
sciences what Newton had accomplished for the physical.

As regards what makes the Humean science of man a science,
Hume tells us that it is ‘impossible to form any notion of its [the
mind’s] powers and qualities otherwise than from careful and exact
experiments, and the observation of those particular effects, which
result from its different circumstances and situations . . .we cannot
go beyond experience’ (Treatise, xxi). The reference to ‘experiments’
should be handled lightly. Hume is not referring to acts similar to
the experiments carried out in laboratories by modern cognitive
psychologists experimenting on human beings. Instead he means
little, if anything, more than ‘observations’, including introspective
observations.

Hume’s ‘observations’ are extensive. They have to be because he is
constructing a science and therefore aims to reach some propositions
that make a universal claim, one about the nature and workings of
the mind of every person. In that case it is better if his propositions
are grounded on many observations, and the more the better since
additional observations tend to confirm (or disconfirm) hypotheses.
Also, the wider the range of observations the better. Observations
in widely separated places and at widely separated times are more
helpful to the construction of a science ofmind than are observations
which are clustered around the here and now. Historical studies are
therefore especially important to Hume, as a means of extending our
powers of observation by seeing not only present human acts here
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through our own eyes, but also distantly past acts through the eyes
of the distantly past eyewitnesses.

Humewrites of history: ‘These records of wars, intrigues, factions,
and revolutions, are so many collections of experiments, by which
the politician ormoral philosopher fixes the principles of his science,
in the samemanner as the physician or natural philosopher becomes
acquainted with the nature of plants, minerals, and other external
objects, by the experiments which he forms concerning them.’8 That
Hume refers to records of wars, intrigues, and so on, as ‘so many col-
lections of experiments’ demonstrates that by ‘experiment’ hemeans
little more than ‘observation’.

The historical approach to the compilation of data contributory
to a science of the mind essentially requires a third-person perspec-
tive, the scientist as a spectator of another person’s acts. Hume also
speaks of the need for a first-person perspective, that is, introspec-
tive observation, ‘spectating one’s own mind’. Hume tends how-
ever to privilege the third-person case, as witness his discussion of
human freedom. He notes that when we act we feel free and thereby
have evidence of our freedom gleaned by introspective examina-
tion, but that ‘a spectator can commonly infer our actions from our
motives and character; and even when he cannot, he concludes in
general, that he might, were he perfectly acquainted with every cir-
cumstance of our situation and temper, and the most secret springs
of our complexion and disposition’.9 Hume sides with the specta-
tor’s judgement as against the agent’s. The reason for this is Hume’s
belief that within the field of human liberty the spectator’s judge-
ment about the mind of a third person is more properly scientific,
for he is judging in light of a much wider and richer database than is
the agent, who instead relies chiefly on an immediate feeling of lib-
erty, and who fails to deploy the array of evidence concerning past
regularities in his behaviour. Indeed, unlike the spectator the agent
may even have failed to notice the regularities in his own behaviour
and so his belief is grounded in nothing more than his immediate
feeling. When that one feeling is weighed in the scientific balance
against a large batch of observational reports of past regularities, it
is clear that the wise man, proportioning his belief to the evidence,
would support the spectator’s judgement.

Nevertheless Hume does not totally disregard the evidence yield-
ed by introspection, though he advises caution. Suppose I want to
know the feelings and thoughts I would have if in a given situation.
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If I then place myself in that situation with a view to attending to
my feelings and thoughts I will, by that very act of attention com-
bined with the motive for that attention, affect my thoughts and
feelings, and hence the results are distorted. In short the experiment
is bad science. As Hume says: ‘’tis evident this reflection and pre-
meditation would so disturb the operation of my natural principles,
as must render it impossible to form any just conclusion from the
phaenomenon.’10 Two points are in order here, the first emphasised
by Thomas Reid, the second by Reid and Hume. First, most kinds of
mental act are by their nature directed away from the mind and the
acts in which it is engaged. Engrossed in the objects of the mental
acts, we almost never attend to the mental acts themselves.11 So, for
example, we have thousands of memories, but perhaps have never
tried to focus on the act itself of remembering through which we
have immediate insight into past events. This is because it is the
past events that matter to us, and not at all the act of remembering
by which we gain access to them. So we knowmuch more about the
past than about the mental acts by means of which we gain access
to it.

The second point is that introspection has a natural tendency to
annihilate the mental act we are trying to introspect. Where the act
is directed to an object then the object sustains the act, as for exam-
ple an act of memory is sustained by the event being remembered, so
that my act of memory is destroyed if my attention shifts from what
I am remembering to, say, a flying saucer hovering overhead. Conse-
quently the act that we are trying to introspect also disappears, and
introspection has worked against itself.12 What is required, accord-
ing to Reid, is the development of our power of reflection. Reflec-
tion is more than mere consciousness. We can be conscious that we
are remembering something even though we are not reflecting upon
the recollective act, because in being conscious of something we
may be barely noticing it, whereas in reflecting on something we are
focused upon it and scrutinising it. Without such scrutiny, of which,
in Reid’s view, few of us are capable,13 we can never have a distinct
notion of the powers of the mind. Plainly mere consciousness of a
mental act does not necessarily involve scrutiny of the act of which
we are conscious.14

Despite such reservations, which were common currency, con-
cerning introspection as a scientific tool for delivering up truths
about the mind, Hume acknowledges in his practice the need to rely
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on it for establishing certain facts. Salient amongst these are the facts
that we have ideas, and that our ideas tend to associate in accordance
with certain principles. I shall now consider his teaching on ideas,
and shall then turn to the principles of association.

the theory of ideas

Although Hume has a good deal to say about perception he does
not have what we would now call a theory of perception, a theory
about how external objects so affect the mind that we have sensory
perceptions. Such a theory starts on the outside, with the external
objects, and works inward to explain the mind’s reaction to those
objects. Hume cannot comfortably make such a move, since for him
themetaphysical status of external objects is problematic. Instead he
starts on the inside and proceeds to an explanation of how, starting
with certain items in our mind, we come by our beliefs about the ex-
ternal world: ‘All the perceptions of the human mind resolve them-
selves into two distinct kinds, which I shall call impressions and
ideas .’15 Impressions are those perceptions that have greater liveli-
ness or vivacity, and these include ‘all our sensations, passions and
emotions, as they make their first appearance in the soul’. Ideas, on
the other hand, are ‘the faint images of these in thinking and reason-
ing’. Hume’s belief that it was not necessary for him to employmany
words explaining this distinction was over-optimistic. But the broad
picture is clear enough, for we know the distinction between looking
at something and later remembering what it looked like, or feeling
a pain and later recalling what we felt. In each of these two pairs
of perceptions something is first really present to us and is then
re-presented, that is, is presented again, but this time only in our
mind. In each pair the first perception is an impression and the
second an idea.

Ideas, whether complex that is, composed of several ideas in
relation or simple, form the content of acts of memory and of imag-
ination, which differ, we are told, in two respects, the first being that
ideas of memory are more lively and strong than those of imagina-
tion, and the second being that ‘the imagination is not restrain’d
to the same order and form with the original impressions; while
the memory is in a manner ty’d down in that respect, without any
power of variation’.16 Here I want to focus onHume’s teaching on the
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imagination, a mental power that is worked harder than any other
in his system, and to attend in particular to ‘the liberty of the imagi-
nation to transpose and change its ideas’.17 Even though we cannot,
according to Hume, have a simple idea which does not resemble an
antecedent corresponding simple impression, we can conjoin ideas
to form a complex idea of something of which we have not previ-
ously had a unitary impression.18 In making these new imaginative
associations we are only giving assistance to something that is in any
case happening, namely that ideas are associating with each other. It
is only because the situation in our mind is by nature dynamic
with ideas on the move because the imagination is by nature an
associative power that we can by an act of will make a contribution
to this ideational swirl by affecting the direction of change.

But even when the will is not engaged the associative process will
proceed on its way. Hume knows this by introspection and, again
by introspection, he discovered the three associative principles of
resemblance, contiguity and causation. He here applies the ‘experi-
mental method of reasoning’ to moral subjects; that is, he is doing
empirical science on the basis of his observation that ideas come
together in the imagination not randomly, but in an orderly fashion.

There is a Newtonianism at work in Hume’s account not just
in respect of the methodology deployed but also in respect of the
content of the scientific doctrine. The law of gravity concerns the
attraction of particles: every particle of matter in the universe
attracts every other particle with a force which varies directly as
the product of their mass and inversely as the square of the distance
between them. For Hume simple ideas are analogues of Newtonian
particles as particles attract each other, so also do ideas. There is,
therefore, in the humanmind an analogue of the law of gravity. There
are differences, of course, but the analogy is there, and is recognised
by Hume, and might well have shaped his thinking on this matter:
‘Here is a kind of attraction , which in the mental world will
be found to have as extraordinary effects as in the natural, and to
shew itself in as many and as various forms.’19 As the law of gravity
is universal in the natural world, so also there are some ‘universal
principles’ by which the imagination is guided and which ‘render it,
in somemeasure, uniformwith itself in all times and places’.20 Since
each principle of association is ‘a gentle force which commonly pre-
vails’, what is at issue here with respect to principles of movement
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of ideas in our minds is only an analogy of gravity in the physical
universe, for gravity always, and not merely ‘commonly’, prevails
according to the Newtonian picture.

Philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment had already put the
concept of a natural principle of association of ideas to use. Francis
Hutcheson ascribed a central role to association in the course of
his discussions of disagreement in matters of ethics and of taste.21

George Turnbull also, in his lectures at Marischal College in the
1720s, deployed the doctrine of association of ideas in a significant
way. Turnbull’s first move is to make clear what he means by the
phrase ‘association of ideas’. Whenever we think of a peach we imag-
ine something of a particular shape, colour, and so on. But this com-
plex idea is not a product of an associative act, because the qualities
corresponding to these simple ideas really do by nature co-exist in
the object. If certain qualities naturally belong to an object then the
idea of one of those qualities is not associated with the idea of the
object, because it is too late for such an association to occur. To
have an idea of the object is thereby already to have an idea of the
object’s constituent qualities. On the other hand, if the object has
always been presented to us in pleasant circumstances so that we
have always been in a happy frame of mind when we have met with
the object, then when the object is next presented to us it brings to
mind the pleasure we had felt on previous occasions. By this means
an association has been established between the idea of the object
and the idea of our pleasure. The pleasure is not a component or
constituent of the object, but by the repeated conjunction of the two
things, the object and the pleasure, an association of ideas has been
formed linking the object and the pleasure. The idea of the pleasure
is, as Turnbull puts the point, ‘added by the mind itself’.22 The mind
has to do the work, because the associated idea, the idea of pleasure,
is not given as part of the idea of the object with which the idea of
pleasure is associated.

Turnbull has a good deal to say about the importance of princi-
ples of association for our practical lives: ‘what indeed is the whole
of our labour in regulating the passions, in correcting, informing, or
directing them; but an endeavour to render our passions suitable and
proportioned to the nature of things as they are in themselves dis-
tinguished from all wrong associations?’23 In respect also of sensory
perception the law of association is essential if we are to learn to
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perceive the world in a characteristically human way, for it is only
by the establishment of associations between the data of sight and
touch that we learn to judge magnitude and distance on the basis
of sight. Furthermore it is on the basis of associations established
by repetitions that we learn to connect causes with their effects,
and effects with their causes. Turnbull is therefore able to conclude
that without the power to associate ideas, ‘we would plainly con-
tinue to be in old age, as great novices to the world as we are in our
infancy; as incapable to foresee, and consequently as incapable to
direct our conduct’.24

Other philosophers also, from the earlier years of the Scottish
Enlightenment, could be cited on the subject of association. Hence
by the time Hume wrote the Treatise the topic was recognised as
of major importance in the wider area of the scientific investigation
of the mind. What is perhaps distinctive about Hume’s treatment of
the association of ideas is his rhetoric, the explicit comparison with
particles in Newtonian space, as if the mind is a kind of mental
space in which association occurs when mental particles gravitate
to each other in a principled way. The Newtonian rhetoric needs
watching, however, for Hume also deploys an alternative metaphor:
‘what we call a mind, is nothing but a heap or collection of differ-
ent perceptions, united together by certain relations, and suppos’d,
tho’ falsely, to be endow’d with a perfect simplicity and identity’.25

Hume does indeed appear to reject this doctrine, for he declares:
‘The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions succes-
sively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle
in an infinite variety of postures and situations.’26 This metaphor is
suggestive of a Newtonian conception of space as the place of par-
ticles in motion, but Hume immediately withdraws the metaphor:
‘The comparison of the theatre must not mislead us. They are the
successive perceptions only, that constitute the mind; nor have we
the most distant notion of the place, where these scenes are repre-
sented, or of the materials, of which it is compos’d.’27 The experi-
mental method of reasoning is being deployed here. Hume has no
impression, nor therefore an idea, of a mind unless mind is nothing
more than perceptions in mutual relation. His experience cannot
take him beyond impressions and ideas to something which is nei-
ther an impression nor an idea but is instead that to which impres-
sions and ideas belong or in which they inhere. Perceptions must
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therefore be what mind is; it is not some perception or other, but the
bundle.

reid’s account of the mind

Hume’s account of mind duly came under attack from the direc-
tion of common sense. Reid affirms: ‘By the mind of a man, we
understand that in him which thinks, remembers, reasons, wills.’28

Later he makes it clear that he is not ducking the issue: ‘Again, if
it should be asked, What is mind? It is that which thinks. I ask not
what it does, or what its operations are, but what it is. To this I can
find no answer; our notion of mind being not direct, but relative to
its operations.’29 We are conscious of the operations of mind. But
why should we add ‘of mind’? Surely what we are conscious of are
the operations themselves, and if we are not conscious of the mind
engaged in these operations then by what right do we refer the opera-
tions to a mind? Indeed if we are not conscious of a mind then what
dowemean by the term?We presumablymean something by it since
if we know we are not conscious of it we must know enough about
the mind to know that none of the things we are conscious of is a
mind.

In an early manuscript (dated 22 October 1748) Reid expressed
ignorance on the question of what the mind is: ‘When my thoughts
and Ideas and passions change what it is that continues and is called
theMind I know not. I seem to have no Idea of it and yet am under an
invincible Necessity of believing there is some such thing.’30 There
are obscurities in this passage, and in others quoted earlier, but it
is plain that Reid’s expression of ignorance is not unqualified, for
he has in fact formed a concept of mind, that is, a concept of ‘that
which thinks, remembers, reasons, wills’. He has been able to do this
though he is not directly conscious of his mind, nor knows what it
is about his mind as a result of which it is able to perform such acts
as thinking, remembering, reasoning and willing.

It is necessary to emphasise Reid’s use of the phrase ‘not direct,
but relative’ in the passage cited above. We know our mental acts
directly, for we are conscious of them and consciousness gives us
direct or unmediated knowledge of its object. But other things can
be known only indirectly or in a mediated fashion, and Reid holds
that knowledge of mind is relative, being relative to knowledge of
its acts.31
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Reid, who regards our languages, especially their syntax, as a route
to philosophical truth, finds ample support in linguistic usage for his
doctrine that our minds are agents. He writes:

There are certain common opinions of mankind, upon which the structure
and grammar of all languages are founded. While these opinions are com-
mon to all men, there will be a great similarity in all languages that are to
be found on the face of the earth. Such a similarity there really is; for we find
in all languages the same parts of speech, the distinction of nouns and verbs,
the distinction of nouns into adjective and substantive, of verbs into active
and passive . . . This similarity of structure in all languages, shews an unifor-
mity among men in those opinions upon which the structure of language is
founded.32

For example: ‘In all languages, we find active verbs which denote
some action or operation; and it is a fundamental rule in the grammar
of all languages, that such a verb supposes a person that is, in other
words, that every action must have an agent.’33 Since we normally
refer to the mind with the aid of the active voice of the verb, as when
we say that we think, remember, imagine, suppose, wonder and so
on, the implication is that we operate with a conception of the mind
as an agent, something whose nature is to perform acts. For Reid,
investigation of language was part of the battery ofmeans we employ
in the course of a properly scientific investigation of mind.

The fact that for Reid mind can be investigated scientifically
should not be permitted to mask the fact that he believed mind to be
as different frommatter as any two things in the created order can be.
In short he held that mind is essentially active and matter passive. It
is only because material things, such as groves, seas and winds, were
once thought of as containing a principle of activity, namely the spir-
its that inhabited them, that the verbs employed to speak about such
material things were employed in the active voice.34 The awesome
range of scientific methodology could not, for Reid, be demonstrated
more definitively than by showing that it is no less applicable to
mind than to matter.

reid, dugald stewart and mental acts

In a lecture note dated 6 February 1765, Reid affirms that ‘as far
as Reasoning is used in Pneumatology it must commonly be of the
Inductive kind.’35 He hereby signals his belief that the study of mind



72 the scottish enlightenment

must be in large measure empirical and scientific. Thirty years later
he was still firm in this belief, as we learn from an interesting
manuscript, composed c. 1790, in which he has critical things to
say about doctrines concerning memory that were formulated by his
former student Dugald Stewart.36 The latter discusses memory in
relation to acts of attention. Stewart believes that our attention span
is more limited than we realise, and that our failure to realise its lim-
itations is due to the fact that our memory is working harder for us
than we suppose it to be. On this account we can attend to only one
thing at a time, and when we appear to attend to several things at
once this appearance is due to the speed at which the mind works.
Thus, while it might seem that a person with a good musical ear
can attend simultaneously to several parts of a piece of music, what
is actually happening is that the mind is continually redirecting its
attention from one part to another and doing so with such speed that
the redirections are imperceptibly fast.37 Likewise, with respect to
vision, according to Stewart, though the mind seems able take in
a geometric figure all at once, it does not in fact do so. Instead it
attends successively to the various points in the figure but performs
these acts of attention so fast that, as Stewart puts it, ‘the effect, with
respect to us, is the same as if the perceptions were instantaneous’.38

Since in each of these cases we are dealing with a succession of acts,
and are not taking in several things simultaneously, there must be
a series of acts of memory, even if these are so fast that we do not
notice that they occur.

Stewart’s willingness to countenance the occurrence of mental
acts of which we are not conscious is also evident in his explanation
of the fact that we can recognise the truth of a theorem instantane-
ously even thoughwe cannot state immediately what our conviction
is based on. The explanation, in short, is that there is ‘an intellectual
process, which, as soon as it is finished, vanishes almost entirely
from the memory’.39 Plainly, therefore, Stewart sets considerable
store by his hypothesis that we have recollections of which we are
unconscious, or at least which are irretrievably lost by the time we
come to give an acount of our mental acts or processes.

But Reid will have none of this, because he thinks Stewart is doing
bad empirical science he is positing hypotheses under the guise
of presenting facts. Reid finds a target for this criticism early on in
Stewart’s Elements, where the latter discusses the case of a person
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who is in a room in which a clock strikes though he is unable to say a
moment later whether he heard the chimes. Stewart thinks that sen-
sation and perception occurred and that due to inattention there was,
a moment later, no recollection of these acts. Reid wants to know
how Stewart knows this. Reid thinks it probable that the sound
makes an impression on the ear, but argues that, for the occurrence
of a sensory perception, at least two further things must be in place,
first an auditory sensation and secondly a belief in the occurrence of
the physical sound. And if we have no recollection of sound, then
how are we to decide whether we heard it or not? ‘If therefore one
Man says, that in this Case we had both the Sensation & Perception
but were not conscious of them; another that we had both with
Consciousness, but without any degree of Memory; a third that we
had the sensationwithout the perception;& a fourth thatwe had nei-
ther; I think they all grope in the dark, and I would not trust much
to conclusions built upon any of these Hypotheses.’40

This response by Reid is formally the same as his response to
all Stewart’s examples of mental acts of which we are unaware:
‘Every thing in this Discourse that I dissent from is grounded upon
the Hypothesis of hidden trains of thinking of which we have no
Remembrance next Moment upon the most attentive Reflection.
This after considering all you have said seems to me a Hypothesis
which admits neither of proof nor of refutation. And I wish you to
be much upon your guard against Hypotheses.’41

Yet Reid also, no less than Stewart, posits mental events or men-
tal acts of which we are unconscious. He holds that a perceptual act
has three parts, a sensation, a conception of a quality in the thing
that causes the sensation, and a belief in the existence both of the
conceived quality and of the thing that has the quality.42 Of these
three elements the sensation functions purely as a natural sign of
the quality that we conceive. We do not naturally attend to it, and
most of us go through life not knowing of the existence of visual
sensations, as opposed to our perceptions of visible objects. But
although we get by without noticing them we can train ourselves
to notice them, by persistent reflection, inner scrutiny, over a long
period of time. Herein lies the difference between Reidian sensations
and the fast mental processes which Stewart posits. We can access
Reidian sensations, and bring them under scrutiny, but we cannot
bring under scrutiny the processes that Stewart posits. In the one
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case there is good empirical evidence available, to the few if not the
many, and hence Reid’s philosophy of perception is not based on a
mere hypothesis; and in the other case Stewart lacks good empirical
evidence for the occurrence of unconscious rapid mental acts, and
instead he hypothesises them, nothing more.

Reid’s deployment of Newton’s scientific methodology was as
extensive as that of any philosopher of the eighteenth century, and
it was guided by a profound grasp of Newton’s scientific work.
Arguably Reid’s grasp of Newtonian methodology was more pro-
found than Hume’s, and if indeed it was then a likely explanation
for this would be that Reid, in contrast to Hume, had spent many
years in close study of Newton’s scientific writings, and in working
intensively in the mathematical and natural sciences.

a common sense approach to power

Reid uses the term ‘power’ in at least two senses, one general and the
other more specific. First the general sense. Any operation implies
a power to perform such an operation. As he affirms: ‘to suppose
any thing to operate, which has no power to operate, is manifestly
absurd’.43 The mind has many powers, some of which are part of
the original constitution of the mind, such as the power to imagine,
to remember, to conceive, to judge. As with the power of sight or
hearing, we can be taught tomake these other powersmore effective,
but if we lack one totally we cannot be taught to acquire it. This is
to be contrasted with powers, of the kind Reid terms ‘habits’, that
we can acquire by use, exercise or study, such as the power to speak
Latin. Those powers of themind which are not habits but are instead
part of the original constitution of the mind are termed ‘faculties’ by
Reid.44

Any power, whether a faculty or a habit, is known indirectly, in
the sense indicated earlier when we were considering our knowledge
of the existence of our own minds. That is, our powers are known
only in virtue of their relations to other things which are known
directly. In particular, we know a power only through our knowledge
of the actswhich constitute the exercise of the power. Power is there-
fore not an object of consciousness, for such objects, for example our
acts of mind, are, unlike powers, known directly. It is true that we
can reason our way from the existence of an act to the existence of a
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power to perform that act, but this does not imply that we are after
all conscious of powers of mind, for reason is a different faculty from
consciousness.

I turn now to the more specific sense of ‘power’. In this latter
sense, ‘power’ is the central concept in Reid’s Essays on the Active
Powers.45 Traditionally a distinction has been made between active
and passive power, for example the power to heat something and
the power to be heated. Reid however rejects this kind of language.
He thinks that the sun’s heating a stone is not an exercise of power
because the sun is wholly unable to do anything whatsoever about it.
It heats the stone by necessity, and its inability to refrain from doing
what it does is a form of powerlessness, not of power. Reid devel-
ops a concept of freedom or liberty in light of these considerations.
Beings that are able to do and also to refrain from doing what they
do have active power, and it is such beings, and such only, that are
free. As to what it is about a being that enables it to be free, Reid
focuses on two powers, those of intellect and will. As regards will,
Reid affirms: ‘Every man is conscious of a power to determine, in
things which he conceives to depend on his determination. To this
power we give the name of Will.’46 The exercise of such a power
cannot proceed without a corresponding exercise of intellect, for we
cannot will without willing to do something, and we must therefore
have a concept of the ‘something’. Since the formation of concepts
is an act of intellect, for this reason, if no other, will cannot operate
without intellect.47 Intellect proposes and the will disposes.

It follows from this analysis that there is no active power in dead
matter; but we human beings have active power, and centrally what
it permits us to do is to pause between alternative lines of action
and then to perform one and not the other, though in that very cir-
cumstance we could instead have performed the one that we did not
choose. The act that is performed has, therefore, contingent exis-
tence, in the sense that had the agent so willed he could instead
have performed the other act to which he was open. According to
this account the cause of the act is neither a desire that the agent
has, nor any other of his motives; it is instead the agent himself,
exercising active power and therefore free not to do whatever he does
and whatever the strength of his motive.

This power does not lift us human beings out of the natural realm,
but it does give us a special place in it, in so far as we have an
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openness to contraries that appears not to be a feature of the nature
of other things around us. From a Reidian perspective this last point
implies that even though we are free beings we are not any the less
appropriate objects of empirical scientific investigation than are all
the other things that wemeet with in the natural order. And it is just
such an empirical investigation of human agency that we find in the
Essays on the Active Powers. Reid’s conception of philosophy is thus
identical to Hume’s. It would be a pity if this identity of conception
weremasked by the fact that they reached very different conclusions
on so many other matters.
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aaron garrett

4 Anthropology: the ‘original’ of
human nature

the natural history of man

In a number of thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment1 David
Hume, Adam Ferguson, Adam Smith, and others less well known
the philosophical analysis of human nature and the ‘empirical’ anal-
ysis of human societies, human history and the natural worldmerged
in a distinctive synthesis that led to the rise of the human and social
sciences. This was not the only eighteenth-centurymixture of philo-
sophy with history and anthropology; some equally famous fusions
are Gibbon’s ‘philosophical history’ (which was influenced by Hume
and Smith), Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws and Rousseau’s
Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les
hommes (both of which were influences on the later Scottish En-
lightenment). Yet the combination brewed in Aberdeen, Edinburgh
and Glasgow, though akin in important ways to these works, was
also quite distinctive.

One aspect of the manner in which Scottish authors analysed
human nature has come to be called ‘conjectural history’. Dugald
Stewart coined the term ‘conjectural history’ to describe themethod-
ology adopted by Adam Smith in ‘Considerations concerning the
First Formation of Languages’ and by Hume in the Natural History
of Religion.2 Conjectural history responded to a basic problem:

Whence . . . the different forms which civilized society has assumed in dif-
ferent ages of the world? On most of these subjects very little informa-
tion is to be expected from history . . . A few insulated facts may perhaps
be collected from the casual observations of travellers, who have viewed the
arrangements of rude nations; but nothing, it is evident, can be obtained
in this way, which approaches to a regular and connected detail of human
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improvement . . . In such inquiries, the detached facts which travels and voy-
ages afford us, may frequently serve as land-marks to our speculations; and
sometimes our conclusions a priori, may tend to confirm the credibility of
facts, which, on a superficial view, appeared to be doubtful or incredible.3

Some of the best-known Scottish intellectuals did not approve of
a priori history, and in fact ‘strong’ conjectural history was not com-
mon even in the works of Smith and Hume. Adam Ferguson, and fol-
lowing him William Robertson, criticised ‘conjectures’ that moved
from observations about our present state to inferences about what
rude man must have been like.4 Yet Ferguson did not reject histori-
cal speculation as such but rather the unwarranted conjectures found
in Rousseau’s Discours sur l’inegalité, since although we have lim-
ited access to man in his rude state it was important to know some-
thing about this state and not just give way to fancy, as Rousseau
did. We ought instead to base our judgements on warranted claims
about man’s unequal development and first-hand reports of less
developed societies in places remote from Europe. Consequently,
Ferguson drew on works such as Lafitau’s Mœurs des sauvages
ameriquains comparées aux mœurs des premiers temps (1724) and
Buffon’s Histoire naturelle (1749 88) that provided information
about men in rude climes and a comparative model on which to
build. He also drew on ancient histories such as Tacitus’ Germania
(as did the contentious Gilbert Stuart in A View of Society in Europe
(1778)) as credible accounts of man’s early state.

Smith’s student (and Hume’s admirer) John Millar provided one
of the best statements of the underlying assumptions of many of the
Scottish theorists. In The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, Millar
made a case that ‘the common improvements which gradually arise
in the state of society’ lead to the transformation in ‘the manners,
the laws, and the government of a people’.5 For Millar these changes
were almost entirely positive, the emancipation of social inferiors,
women, slaves and children from their barbarous conditions in rude
times through the emergence of liberal societies and governments.
In the ‘Preface’ he remarked:

When illiterate men, ignorant of the writings of each other, and who, unless
upon religious subjects, had no speculative systems to warp their opinions,
have, in distant ages and countries, described the manners of people in sim-
ilar circumstances, the reader has an opportunity of comparing their several
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descriptions, and from their agreement or disagreement is enabled to ascer-
tain the credit that is due to them.6

Acomparative historicalmethod can establish regularities in tem-
porally and geographically discontinuous accounts offered by differ-
ent peoples in remote times and places, and use these regularities
to collect general characterisations of a given epoch or state. This
was not to serve as a base for a priori conjectures. Ferguson would
probably have accepted Millar’s description despite the fact that the
particularities of the history as well as the politics it warranted
(civic republicanism versus classical liberalism) were quite different.
But both Millar and Ferguson agreed like Lafitau, Montesquieu
and others before them that a general picture of man in his rude
state could be accessed by comparisons of travel narratives, histo-
ries and other sorts of information, and that the comparison was
predicated on man’s unequal development. And even Ferguson, who
was wary of separating ‘man’ from particular ‘men’, emphasised cer-
tain consistent passions in rude societies, like the praiseworthiness
of fortitude,7 despite the variations wrought by climate. A paradig-
matic example of this sort of analysis of man’s initial state was
Robertson’s History of America with its description of the many
commingled features of the savage state the passionate tempers
of savages and their lack of capacity for abstraction, their love of
equality and community (as in Tacitus’ Germania), listlessness and
fortitude under torture, the unequal status of women, etc.8

This could even be independent of a progressive theory of history.
Although the best-known Scottish historically based philosophical
arguments about human nature offer a series of progressive stages of
development, each superior in some specifiable economic, political
or cultural particulars to the prior stages fromwhich they developed,
this was not mandatory. Ferguson strongly criticised the excesses of
Hume’s arguments on behalf of commercial society, and emphasised
the importance of civic virtue that flourished and decayed in differ-
ent times and places without a strictly specifiable telos. Criticisms
can also be found in Lord Kames, William Smellie and John Gregory,
among others. Even the historical arguments of Hume, Smith and
Millar are not completely linear.

Lord Monboddo, though, makes for a particularly striking ex-
ample. Monboddo, an unabashed admirer of the ancients, argued
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in two repetitive works of six lengthy volumes each The Origin
and Progress of Languages and Antient Metaphysics that modern
philosophy and culture were at best derivative of and at worst
destructive of the ancient wisdom derived from the Greeks and
Egyptians. Yet, whenMonboddo analysed human nature, like Millar
and Ferguson he presented a stadial theory built on the works of
ancient and modern historians, travel narratives, natural scientific
works and observations (some first hand) of ‘wild children’ and
orang-utans who were representatives of man in his ‘rudest’ pre-
societal state, alongside metaphysical considerations on man’s eter-
nal essence. Each source when properly analysed could be seen
to display different features of the historical stages through which
humans had passed.9 Thus male orang-utans whom Monboddo
considered, like Rousseau, to be not animals but wild humans were
swifter than Achilles and thus were examples of a historical stage
of man prior to the Trojan War. Female orang-utans exhibited great
modesty, showing the proper mores and sentiments of the earliest
stages of society. The Wild Girl of Songi provided an example of an
even earlier stage than either Peter the Wild Boy or the socialised if
pre-linguistic orang-utan tribes. And so on. So, despite Monboddo’s
disdain for the corrupting influence of the ‘experimental philosophy’
and his arguments for eternal neo-Platonic universals, he was also an
‘experimental’ philosopher, although quite ‘conjectural’ in Stewart’s
sense. Monboddo makes clear the enormous range of what could
be considered fodder for such a theory, including the natural world
as well as ‘living experiments’ like Peter the Wild Boy (whom he
studied first hand). Granted civilisation has been on a slide since the
Egyptians, but the means for investigating it are all around us in the
empirical survey of the uneven development of man and the inter-
connection of stages in a stadial history.

There were many ways of delineating the stages. In Adam Smith,
who would appear to be the clearest case, although the four stages
of society are famously delineated in terms of the need to alter the
means of subsistence due to population pressure, as Smith develops
them they are overlaid with many other considerations including
religion, science and culture.10 Millar’s Origin makes for an even
more striking case, as his four stages at first appear to be delineated
economically but come to be differentiated more in terms of forms
of political authority. Dunbar argued for a three-stage theory built
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around the emerging intellectual capacities of man. In Ferguson’s
Essay many variables are intertwined in the discussion due to the
complexity of contemporary civil society. All assumed some cross
cultural and trans-historical needs and functions that allowed for the
comparison of various historical stages, and all assumed an initial
state.

In the remainder of this chapter, I will consider a few of the ways
Scottish philosophers accessed and characterised the initial state,
the original of human nature. I will first discuss some background
assumptions about the ‘human frame’, and then consider the ways
in which historical and observational evidence was used by Scottish
philosophers to try to understand human nature.

the ‘human frame’ and the history of sentiment

The Scottish thinkers I have mentioned had a wide range of in-
tellectual influences, from philosophers such as Montesquieu and
Rousseau to natural lawyers such as Barbeyrac and Pufendorf to
speculative historians such as Lafitau and Charlevoix. Two British
progenitors were also centrally important: Bernard Mandeville and
Lord Shaftesbury. Mandeville and Shaftesbury agreed little on the
content of the human frame11 a defence of Shaftesbury from
Mandeville’s harsh criticisms in ‘A Search into the Nature of
Society’12 was the ostensible motive for the first major work of the
Scottish Enlightenment, Hutcheson’s Inquiry into the Original of
our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725). But both agreed that the frame
was composed of passions that were the basis of our relations with
others, our mores, our conventions and our morality: to understand
the frame one must understand the mores, and vice-versa.

Hutcheson and Hume construed this in very different ways13 and
against different background assumptions about human nature. In
Hutcheson’s case a teleological Christianised Stoicism meant that
our frames were created to harmonise with other humans and
even animals, as I will discuss shortly in various social institu-
tions made providentially to maximise human happiness. Yet,
although Hutcheson’s influential emphasis on benevolent senti-
ments was contra Mandeville, he was in substantial agreement
with Mandeville on the motivating character of the passions and
their central place in human life. In Hutcheson’s work this was
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closely wedded to a natural-law theory derived from Pufendorf and
Barbeyrac, which delineated the various social and familial duties
and offices of man in thriving moral communities. In Hume’s case a
combination of Epicurean naturalism and scepticism led to the argu-
ment that humans create and organise their mores, institutions and
morals; and ‘providence’ is just the end result of the historical pro-
cess of individuals seeking their interest and aiding those for whom
they have benevolent sentiments.

This difference in Hutcheson’s and Hume’s respective attitudes
toward the economy of the passions can be seen in the manner
in which the philosophers considered animals. Hutcheson was the
first consistent British theorist of animal rights. He considered ani-
mals, within a natural-law scheme, as falling between property and
servants, and emphasised that man’s superiority entailed duties to
inferiors. Domestic animals and humans form providentially guided
associations that are structured by the needs of the superiors. As all
such associations aspire towards happiness, animals as associates too
have a ‘right’ to happiness and ‘a right that no useless pain or misery
should be inflicted on them’.14

Although few took up Hutcheson’s theory of animal rights,15 his
providentialism as well as Shaftesbury’s and Butler’s in consid-
ering the animal world had a different legacy. If the animal system
reflects the ends of nature and the fitness of these ends, and if man
is the perfection and goal of nature, then we can learn something
about man by looking at the animal system and the ‘animal oecon-
omy’. John Gregory’s A Comparative View of the State and Facul-
ties of Man with those of the Animal World (1765) argued, in a way
deeply influenced by Rousseau, that human artifice had alienated
us from our instinctual capacities, and in order to understand in-
stinct we could by analogy investigate animal nature. Thus in the
Comparative View conjectural history as a natural history of man is
pursued, quite literally. Gregory believed that by examining human
and animal physiology one can access human instinct, which lies
behind and beyond human history.

Gregory’s method had some surface similarities with Hume,
although the analogy he proposed, as well as the critique of luxury
and the elevation of ‘natural man’, is thoroughly un-Humean as
is Gregory’s philosophy in general. For Hume, unlike Hutcheson,
although animals may merit our benevolent temper, they cannot
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extract our benevolence as a right, since they are incapable of artifice
and of the human institutions like obligation, promises and justice
which are built on such artifice. Consequently there is no obligation
between men and brutes. For Hume animals functioned not as a
mark of the richness of providence and our pre-existent teleologi-
cal duties but rather as a sceptical razor. As we share our passions
with animals, any philosophical explanation of human passions that
is too complex or baroque to apply equally to animal passions can be
ruled out. Thus, although the consanguinity of animal and human
passion cannot be the basis of a moral duty, it does check exces-
sive speculation and human pride and thus functions much like an
account of man in his ‘rude state’. If you think your pride makes you
special just look at the pride of the peacock.16

Despite their differences Hutcheson, Gregory and Hume agreed
that the analysis of our passions and sentiments and their social,
natural historical and human historical manifestations provided
access to the basic stuff of human nature, Hume with a far more
Mandevillean slant than Hutcheson and Gregory.17 Even Thomas
Reid, who would seem to be completely at odds with historical ac-
counts of man in his criticisms of Humean and Lockean empiri-
cism, shares some of this picture.18 Reid implicitly accepted the
Hutchesonian argument that themanner inwhich the passionsman-
ifested themselves in different times and places tells us something
about human nature and its providential purpose. He also accepted
that the human passionate frame was essential to human nature,
and could not be dispensed with. In certain ways he also has much
in common with Ferguson.

If, for Hume, animals provided a sceptical check on our tendency
towards wild conjecture and a bulwark against our corruption by
metaphysical schemes, he had to look elsewhere for a way to evalu-
ate and delineate historical stages, as well as the differences between
the ancients and the moderns. His influential essay ‘Of the Origin
and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’ (1742) was the first major
Scottish presentation of a theory of historical stages in tandem with
an empirical analysis of human nature. He argued that there were
fundamental, natural differences between the sexes, and these differ-
ences anchored powerful affections between men and women. Since
men had strong passions for women, who were weaker by nature and
of more polite temper, men created a variety of different social and
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political institutions that provided an artificial corrective to natural
differences. But the artificial correctives political protections in
marriage, chivalry, the culture of politeness and the consequent rise
of the arts, etc. were predicated onmen’s natural desire for women,
arising from the natural differences between them. The treatment
of women is thus a basic index of historical progress: ‘the ancient
Muscovites wedded their wives with a whip instead of a ring’ and
ancient Greek men had absolute dominion over women, whereas
in civilised nations men defer to women. In both cases men have
natural authority but in modern societies it expresses itself not as
physical violence but in general rules and social mores.

For Hume a constant set of passions taking different forms under
differing social and historical forces is a basic key to the character
of the stages of human history. Furthermore it can be used to judge
the progressive character of diverse times and cultures. This points
to another interesting aspect of the Scots’ discussions of human
nature: that although it is assumed by many that human nature is in
some sense uniform, it is also assumed that there are fundamental
disuniformities between different sorts of humans men andwomen
(as well as the races of men which I will discuss below). The differ-
ence between men and women is taken as the ‘motor’ of the arts for
Hume, and as having far reaching positive political effects, notably
the tempering of modern absolutist monarchy making it far less
coercive in character than ancient despotism. This line was taken
up both by Millar and Smith:

Of all our passions, it should seem that those which unite the sexes are
most easily affected by the peculiar circumstances in which we are placed,
and most liable to be influenced by the power of habit and education. Upon
this account they exhibit the most wonderful variety of appearances, and, in
different ages and countries, have produced the greatest diversity of manners
and customs.19

The constancy of this passion allows it to be a consistent trans-
historical unit of analysis and a reliable metric of progress re-
vealing the drastic differences in authority in successive historical
eras. Ferguson similarly analysed the progress of the passion, but
within a framework derived from Montesquieu that in opposition
to the Hume Smith Millar line emphasised the impact of climate
on the passions between the sexes.20 Part of what culture tempers,
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though perhaps never entirely, is the dominion of climate over the
passions.

There were numerous others who considered this passion and its
history. William Alexander wrote a history of women,21 and the re-
lations between women and men figured, at least tangentially, in
most of the Scottish arguments being considered here. Kames and
Gregory in particular were deeply influenced by Rousseau’s Emile
and viewed the sentimental differences between men and women as
far more dramatically and constitutively different than even Hume
and Millar did.22

Sometimes the use of animals to get at the original of man and
the passions between men and women were mixed together, as was
the case in Monboddo’s discussions of orang-utan mores. William
Smellie, printer, editor of the first edition of the Encyclopaedia
Britannica, translator of Buffon and author of the Philosophy of
Natural History claimed, following Buffon’s arguments against
domestication in Histoire naturelle, that love is generally destroyed
by human institutions and artificial distinctions between the ranks.
These distinctions draw beautiful women to marry ‘puny’, wealthy
men leading to ‘debilitated races’ and ‘universal degeneration’.23 One
can see hownaturalmonogamy falls into artificial polygamy by look-
ing towards the animal world: ‘[t]he dunghill cock and hen, in a nat-
ural state, pair . . . [i]n a domestic state, however, the cock is a jealous
tyrant, and the hen a prostitute’.24

The analogy between the animal world and humans was also im-
portant in discussions of the ‘races ofman’ which considered another
issue of man’s origins. Throughout the eighteenth century in France,
Germany, England and Scotland there was a great deal of equivo-
cation about the difference between race and national character.25

‘Race’ was generally used to discuss variations among populations
due to climates, while ‘national character’ expressed cultural varia-
tions. It was not until the late eighteenth century that systematic
theories of racial difference were developed based on human fea-
tures independent of climate skull types, skeletons, cranial nerves,
etc. Buffon’s ‘Variété des espèces de l’homme’ was the paradigm of
an eighteenth-century climactic racial theory, and by far the most
influential. Buffon claimed that just as all dogs belonged to one
species and varied dramatically according to climate, so too didmen.
Despite their phenotypical differences and the relative merits of
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these differences they were all ultimately descended from the same
stock.

The Hume Smith Millar strand of the Scottish Enlightenment
emphasised ‘moral causes’ as against ‘physical causes’, arguing that
human variation was not rooted in climate or terrain but rather in
differences in moeurs and institutions that arose from human arti-
fice and were transmitted via contagions of the passions.26 Hume
claimed, in an infamous footnote appended to the 1748 edition of
‘Of National Character’, that the non-white races are too amorphous
and impoverished to exhibit sufficient regularities in their passions
to serve as useful objects for the study of human nature. This was
a fairly unusual position among Scottish Enlightenment intellec-
tuals and was vocally criticised by Monboddo and James Beattie.
Hume’s idiosyncratic position on race was of course independent
of the Hume Smith Millar economic (and in Smith’s and Millar’s
cases political) argument against slavery. George Wallace, perhaps
the most important eighteenth-century Scots legal critic of slav-
ery, cited Hume’s ‘Of the Populousness of Ancient Nations’ and its
argument against slavery with approbation on this issue, unaware of
or uninterested in the scandalous footnote.27 For Hume the white
race showed the greatest distinctness of character witness the dif-
ference in mores between a Frenchman and an Englishman and
consequently the most developed moral causes. National character
was thus an achievement of human populations cultivating moral
causes, and the more society progressed the more character was
diversified. Race was a failure to do so.

Most philosophers did not completely deny the explanatory value
of physical causes particularly Robertson and Ferguson and those
who were influenced by them, such as James Dunbar and John
Logan. To what degree, then, was climate the basis for racial differ-
ence and to what degree mores? Were the great variations in dogs
considered by Buffon due solely to climate?28 The most interest-
ing and the oddest response is to be found in Lord Kames. Kames
argued that dogs did not belong to one species but were a clus-
tering of diverse species. If dogs were shown not to belong to one
species then, by analogy, ‘there are different species of men as well
as of dogs: a mastiff differs not more from a spaniel, than a white
man from a negro, or a Laplander from a Dane’.29 In order to allow
for this, Kames posited many Adams and Eves ‘fitted by nature for
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different climates’.30 All were human andmade in the image of God.
Their variations were due to divinely implanted qualities given to
humans in order that they might successfully cope with their orig-
inal climates. In this way the sort of theory of man’s teleological
nature found in Hutcheson and others was applied to the problem of
racial diversity. Climate only altered racial groups when the progeny
of an Adam and Eve suited to one region migrated to another region,
resulting in degeneration as opposed to their original suitedness to a
particular climate.

This diversity of species also meant a diversity of mores that was
due not to climate but rather to inborn qualities for the good of each
species. Kames saw the enormous variety of racial characters, in sim-
ilar stages of society, as proof of the empirical falsity of most of the
linear progressive or anti-progressive theories that took all men as
having a similar sort of character at the simplest stages of society.31

This went against the argument, made by Hume and most of the
other historically based Scottish philosophers, that there was a uni-
form character of ‘savage man’. If man was diverse in his first stage,
the history of mankind was irremediably sketchy and conjectures
had to proceed along very general lines. Progress was intermittent
and complicated.32

conclusion

The combination of the empirical analysis of the human passions
and the argument for a series of empirical stages as arising from
this analysis is particularly identified with Scottish Enlightenment
thinkers, and took numerous forms. But there was a core commit-
ment for many Scottish philosophers to examining man in his rude
state and using a variety of sources to access the said state in order
to anchor a historical account of human nature. The sources ranged
from the ‘living experiments’ of wild children to anthropological
information on the races of men. Similarly, the differences between
men and women and humans and animals offered regularities for
analysis of the ways in which passions and mores manifested them-
selves over the course of human history and dictated diverse and
interrelated stages. When taken together they demonstrate the wide-
ranging and extraordinarily creative character of Scottish anthropol-
ogy. They also point towards its influence in the many naturalistic
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and historical studies of man: social psychology, the social sciences,
cultural anthropology, the evolutionary study of human beings and
the human sciences.33

notes

1 The idea of ‘Scottish Enlightenment’ goes back to the later eighteenth
century. Gibbon famously extols Hume, Robertson and Smith as provid-
ing ‘a strong ray of philosophic light [which] has broken from Scotland
in our own times’ (Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, ed. David Womersley (London: Penguin, 1994), i i i .728
n. 69 [ch. 51]). For Gibbon this was an extraordinary consequence of the
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5 Science in the Scottish
Enlightenment

During the past thirty years the role of the natural sciences and
medicine in the Scottish Enlightenment has been hotly debated.
Elaborating on the interpretation of the Scottish Enlightenment
advanced by Nicholas Phillipson, John Christie argued in a series
of influential essays that the pursuit of natural knowledge was one
of the ‘major elements whose combination formed the culture of the
Scottish Enlightenment’.1 Stronger claims for the importance of sci-
ence and medicine were subsequently made by Roger L. Emerson,
who contended that if we are properly to understand the origins and
defining characteristics of the Scottish Enlightenment then wemust
see the cultivation of natural knowledge as being central to enlight-
ened culture in eighteenth-century Scotland.2 On the other hand, fol-
lowing the lead of Hugh Trevor-Roper (Lord Dacre), John Robertson
recently insisted that the Scottish Enlightenment should be defined
in terms of a core of related enquiries in moral philosophy, history
and political economy, and that the natural sciences and medicine
were peripheral to the intellectual preoccupations of enlightened
savants in Scotland and in the Atlantic world more generally.3

Richard Sher likewise rejects Emerson’s claims, and suggests that
the Scottish Enlightenment can be more fruitfully defined in terms
of the ‘culture of the literati’ which, for Sher, encompassed science
and medicine but was not rooted in these fields.4 While it would
be inappropriate here to enter into the complexities of this debate,
we should recognise that the points at issue are far from trivial be-
cause they raise serious questions not only about how we charac-
terise the Enlightenment as an historical phenomenon but also about
how we conceptualise the genesis of our own world. In answering
these questionswe are led to confront the problemof locating natural
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knowledge in the making of modernity and identifying the place of
science in contemporary society, and our answers thus speak to our
own views of both past and present.

In this chapter, I trace the growing prominence of science and
medicine in Scotland during the long eighteenth century, that is,
the period from roughly 1660 until 1815. In so doing, I align myself
with scholars like Christie and Emerson who see natural knowl-
edge as being a pivotal component of the intellectual culture of the
Scottish Enlightenment. As I attempt to show in what follows, sci-
ence and medicine played a conspicuous part in both the transfor-
mation of the curricula in Scottish academies and universities and
in the formation of the public sphere in Scotland. The ‘new science’
born in the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century also
provided methodological inspiration for the ‘science of man’ con-
structed in the Scottish Enlightenment, and posed a number ofmeta-
physical and epistemological problems that puzzled Scottish savants
during the course of the long eighteenth century. Furthermore, nat-
ural knowledge was used as a cultural resource in the ongoing reli-
gious disputes of the period, and occasioned periodic anxieties about
atheism and irreligion which focused public attention on the broader
meanings of the scientific enterprise. Lastly, the desire to improve
Scottish society on the part not only of the landed classes but also
of merchants and manufacturers was bound up with the perceived
need to apply the knowledge and techniques of Scotland’smen of sci-
ence to practical ends. Science and medicine were central to, and in
some cases the driving force behind, the intellectual changes encom-
passed by the term ‘the Scottish Enlightenment’, and hence were
instrumental in shaping modernity in Scotland as elsewhere. The
story narrated in this chapter is therefore of the broadest historical
significance and consequently has implications for the stories told
elsewhere in this book.

mathematical practitioners and the virtuosi

Two figures, George Sinclair (d. 1696) and Sir Robert Sibbald
(1641 1722), can be taken as representative of the generation that
in the late seventeenth century laid the groundwork for the achieve-
ments of Scottish men of science during the Enlightenment. Sinclair
was a regent at the University of Glasgow who was ousted in 1666
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because of his loyalty to the Presbyterian cause, and reinstated fol-
lowing the Glorious Revolution before becoming professor of math-
ematics in 1691. The twists and turns of his career tell us much
about the cultural changes then taking place in Scotland. Sinclair’s
contact with the Royal Society of London in 1662 via the expatri-
ate Scot, Sir Robert Moray, exemplifies the new links being forged
between savants in Scotland and England following the Restoration;
such links became progressively stronger, so that by the early eigh-
teenth century increasing numbers of Scottish medics and scientists
were heading south in search of success.5 Moreover, Sinclair’s pub-
lications, including his best known work, Satan’s Invisible World
Discovered (1685), show that he was well versed in the writings of
English authors such as Joseph Glanvill, and that he championed
the form of experimental philosophy developed by Robert Boyle and
members of the early Royal Society.

Moreover, Sinclair’s career pattern exhibits all of the hallmarks
of that of a mathematical practitioner. Historians of the Scientific
Revolution have recently come to recognise the importance of the
many individuals across Europe, such as Galileo, who taught math-
ematics either extramurally or in schools and universities and who
applied their mathematical skills, inter alia, to constructing better
scientific instruments or completing civil or military engineering
schemes.6 From the 1650s onwards, Sinclair lectured on mathe-
matics at Glasgow and extramurally in Edinburgh and participated
in various practical projects, including the improvement of both
Scottish mining techniques and Edinburgh’s water system. But he
was not the only figure in Scotland to engage in this range of ac-
tivities. Other mathematical practitioners plying their trade at this
time included James Corss(e), David Gregory of Kinairdy and his
brother James Gregory i , the inventor of the reflecting telescope.
All of these men sought to apply natural knowledge to some useful
purpose. They were all in touch with the latest scientific develop-
ments in London and on the continent, and were partly responsible
for the shift in the curricula of the Scottish universities away from
Aristotelian natural philosophy, first to the system of Descartes in
the 1660s and 1670s, and then to that of Newton at the turn of the
eighteenth century.7

Lastly, Sinclair was apparently the first in Scotland to give public
lectures on mathematics and natural philosophy. In November 1670
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he was licensed by the Edinburgh Town Council to ‘profess severall
usefull sciences’ in the burgh, including mechanics, pneumatics,
hydrostatics, astronomy and the many branches of mathematics,
using demonstration experiments performed with air pumps and
other scientific apparatus.8 Nothing else is known about these lec-
tures, but even if they were short lived they were among the earliest
of their kind in Europe, and they show that Sinclair sought to present
natural knowledge and illustrate its uses in the newly emerging
public sphere of late seventeenth-century Scotland.9 The origins of
extramural public instruction in the sciences in Scotland can there-
fore be traced back to Sinclair’s efforts to market his knowledge and
expertise in the 1670s, which mark the beginnings of the integration
of natural knowledge into Scottish public culture.

Working alongside and sometimes in collaborationwith themath-
ematical practitioners were Scottish virtuosi like Sir Robert Sibbald.
Educated in Leiden as a physician and in Paris as a botanist, Sibbald
had wide interests in natural philosophy, medicine, natural his-
tory, civil history, chorography and antiquarianism that weremelded
together not only by a Baconian view of the relations between the
various branches of knowledge but also by a Baconian belief in
the cultivation of learning for human benefit. More than any other
figure of his generation, Sibbald helped to gain social legitimacy
in Scotland for the pursuit of natural knowledge, not least because
of his knighthood and his appointments as Geographer Royal and
Physician to the King in 1682. Thanks to the efforts of Sibbald
and his associates, a number of institutions fostering the natural
sciences were established in Edinburgh.10 In conjunction with his
kinsman Robert Balfour and their mutual friend Patrick Murray of
Livingstone, Sibbald helped to establish a physic garden in 1670
which later transmuted into the Edinburgh Botanical Garden, and
the physic garden’s first keeper, James Sutherland, was made profes-
sor of botany at the University of Edinburgh in 1695. Balfour and
Sibbald also spearheaded the establishment of the Royal College of
Physicians of Edinburgh in 1681 and, in 1685, Sibbald was appointed
as a professor of medicine at the University by the Town Council,
along with Drs James Halket and Archibald Pitcairne. Although this
trio did little or no teaching, the move by the Council was nonethe-
less significant because it underlined the Council’s desire to remodel
the college along the lines of continental universities such as Leiden,
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where many Scottish medics went to study. Sibbald subsequently
made an important contribution to the improvement of the facili-
ties at the University of Edinburgh when, in 1697, he presented his
substantial collection of natural history specimens, whichwere then
combined with those bequeathed by Balfour to form a museum.

But Sibbald’s improving vision was not focused exclusively on
Edinburgh. Rather, he sought to advance the interests of the nation
as a whole, largely through his attempts to compile a natural his-
tory of Scotland modelled on those produced earlier by English
Baconians like Robert Plot. Using his extensive correspondence net-
work (which also extended to virtuosi in England), Sibbald issued
standardised questionnaires to his contacts in order to elicit infor-
mation about the flora, fauna, topography, natural resources and peo-
ple of Scotland which could then be used as the basis for economic
improvement schemes and political policy making. Complement-
ing these surveys were Sibbald’s attempts to map Scotland using
the skills of Martin Martin and the mathematical practitioner John
Adair.11 Unfortunately for Sibbald, and perhaps for the Scots more
generally, much of this work bore little fruit. Apart from publish-
ing his Scotia Illustrata, sive Prodromus Historiae Naturalis (1684),
Sibbald did not produce the comprehensive catalogue of the nation
he initially projected and thus failed to realise his Baconian dream
of translating knowledge into power. Moreover, despite the success
of a number of the virtuoso and medical clubs he belonged to in
Edinburgh, his proposals to found a Royal Society of Scotland in
the years 1698 to 1701 likewise came to naught.12 Nevertheless,
Sibbald’s activities had a lasting impact. Through his correspon-
dence network he managed to foster a sense of community among
hitherto isolated individuals in Scotland, and he strengthened the
links between Scottish virtuosi like Robert Wodrow and their coun-
terparts in England. The Botanical Garden and the Royal College
of Physicians in Edinburgh served as institutional foci for the ad-
vancement of medical and natural historical knowledge throughout
the Enlightenment, and he thus contributed to the process through
which the natural sciences and medicine became a constitutive part
of the public sphere. Later naturalists were keenly aware of, and em-
ulated, his work as a natural historian and patriotic improver. Hence
Sibbald left a rich legacy to Scottish men of science of the eighteenth
century.
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newtonianism

In the period 1690 to 1720 the Scottish universities were trans-
formed. Although there had been periodic rumblings of reform
earlier in the seventeenth century, in 1690 a Parliamentary Com-
mission of Visitation was struck to ensure that all those teaching
in the Scottish universities were loyal to the new political regime,
and to consider changes to the curricula and pedagogical practices
of the colleges. In the end, little was accomplished apart from root-
ing out those who remained sympathetic to Episcopalianism and
the Stuarts and establishing chairs of Greek in each of the univer-
sities. Still, the very fact that the Commission was formed at all
acted as a stimulus for a public debate about the nature of higher
education. Perhaps the most interesting contribution to this discus-
sion is the anonymous 1704 pamphlet, Proposals for the Reforma-
tion of Schools and Universities (commonly attributed to Andrew
Fletcher of Saltoun), which outlines an ideal curriculum for the uni-
versities in which mathematics and natural knowledge figured more
prominently than they actually did in the classrooms of the Scottish
universities at the turn of the eighteenth century. Whereas most stu-
dents were given only rudimentary instruction inmathematics and a
basic introduction to natural philosophy, the author of the Proposals
recommended that during the initial four years of a six-year course
they should be ‘taught Arithmetick, Geography and Chronology, to
greater Perfection, the first six, with the eleventh and twelfth Books
of Euclid, the Elements of Algebra, [and] the Plain and Spherical
Trigonometry’, which would prepare them for their final two years
which would be ‘spent in Learning mixt Mathematicks, or Natural
Philosophy, viz. The Laws of Motion, Mechanicks, Hydrostaticks;
Opticks, Astronomy, &c. and Experimental Philosophy’.13

Although none of the universities or the Parliamentary Commis-
sionwent as far as the author of the Proposals suggested in increasing
the proportion of the curriculum given over to mathematics and the
natural sciences, efforts weremade to enhance teaching and research
in these fields. Chairs in mathematics were either newly founded
or re-established in St Andrews (1668), Edinburgh (1674), Glasgow
(1691) and King’s College Aberdeen (1703) to add to the professor-
ship founded at Marischal College Aberdeen by the distinguished
Scottish mathematician and astronomer Duncan Liddell in 1613.
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Observatories were built at St Andrews (c. 1677), King’s (1675) and
Marischal (1694), while all of the universities enlarged their stock
of scientific apparatus. New professorships in medicine were also
created at Marischal College (1700), Glasgow (1713) and St Andrews
(1722), as well as a chair in medicine and chemistry at Edinburgh
(1713). In addition, Glasgow opened a physic garden in 1704 and ap-
pointed a local surgeon, John Marshall, to maintain it. Edinburgh,
however, remained in the forefront of efforts to promote the study of
medicine. Although the chairs established in 1685 amounted to little
more than sinecures, the original hopes of the Town Council were
finally realised by Provost George Drummond (1687 1766), who en-
gineered the formation of the University’s medical school in 1726.
As Drummond intended, by the 1740s the school had displaced
Leiden as the primary academic site in Europe for medical edu-
cation which in turn transformed Edinburgh into one of the lead-
ing centres for the cultivation of natural knowledge in the Atlantic
world.14

These institutional changes created new pedagogical and career
opportunities which were exploited by a phalanx of disciples and as-
sociates of Isaac Newton, led initially by members of the Gregory
family, who variously held the chairs of mathematics at St Andrews
and Edinburgh almost continuously from the 1660s to the 1720s.15

Among the Scottish professors of mathematics, only the ageing
George Sinclair and his successor at Glasgow, Dr Robert Sinclair,
remained outside Newton’s orbit. But in 1711 Glasgow too became
part of the Newtonian network with the election of Robert Simson
to the mathematics chair. Prior to his appointment, Simson
had gone to London for a year to improve his skills as a mathe-
matician, and there he was befriended by the Newtonians William
Jones, Humphrey Ditton and Edmond Halley.16 Back in Glasgow,
Simson took Newton’s avowed preference for the geometry of the
ancients as a point of departure, and devoted his scholarly life to
the study and editing of Greek mathematical texts.17 As a teacher,
Simson trained a whole new generation of Newtonian men of sci-
ence, including Matthew Stewart (Edinburgh Professor of Math-
ematics, 1747 75), William Traill (Professor of Mathematics at
Marischal College, 1766 79), and John Robison (Glasgow Lecturer in
Chemistry, 1766 70, and Edinburgh Professor ofNatural Philosophy,
1773 1805).
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Also linked to Glasgow was the greatest Scottish mathematician
and natural philosopher of the eighteenth century, Colin Maclaurin
(1698 1746). Maclaurin graduated from the University of Glasgow in
1713, defending a highly sophisticated thesis in which he expounded
Newton’s theory of gravitation and sketched out a research pro-
gramme which involved the use of the concept of an attractive force
operating on particles of matter to explain fermentation, crystalli-
sation, precipitation, the behaviour of fluids, electricity and other
natural phenomena, much as Newton had done in the Queries of
the Opticks.18 Following a period in which he briefly studied theol-
ogy and acted as a tutor, the scientifically precocious Maclaurin was
chosen as the Liddell Professor of Mathematics at Marischal College
Aberdeen in 1717. At the time of his election, Marischal was just
reopening after the disruption caused by the ’15 and the ejection
of all but one of the faculty by a Royal Commission of Visitation
which purged the Scottish universities of suspected Jacobites. The
Commission ensured that the colleges were all staffed by men who
were loyal Presbyterians and Hanoverians like Maclaurin, and these
new appointees typically proved to be enthusiastic spokesmen for
the Newtonian system as well as promoters of the value of natu-
ral knowledge more generally.19 Maclaurin and his new colleagues
turned Marischal into a bastion of Newtonianism, but despite his
success in Aberdeen, he was soon looking for greater rewards else-
where and began to cultivate the friendship of Newton and other
prominent members of the Royal Society. This finally bore fruit in
1725, when Maclaurin left Marischal to become assistant and suc-
cessor to the ailing James Gregory i i in Edinburgh.20

Maclaurin’s career blossomed once he moved to Edinburgh. Each
year he had an onerous teaching load: an introductory class on the
basics of arithmetic, geometry and algebra, as well as surveying, for-
tification and geography; a second class on algebra, solid geometry,
spherical trigonometry, conic sections, gunnery and ‘the elements
of Astronomy and Optics’; a senior class on fluxions, perspective,
astronomy, optics, Newton’s Principia and experimental philoso-
phy; and ‘sometimes a fourth, upon such of the abstruse parts of the
science as are not explained in the former three’, which was most
likely a private course for his most advanced students.21 Nonethe-
less he remained an extremely active man of science, publishing
papers, textbooks and hisTreatise on Fluxions, in which he answered
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the objections to Newton’s fluxional calculus raised in George
Berkeley’s The Analyst (1734).22 In 1737 Maclaurin was one of
the founders of the Edinburgh Philosophical Society, which even-
tually became the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1783, and he was a
member of the Honourable the Society of Improvers in the Knowl-
edge of Agriculture in Scotland, which was formed in 1723 with the
aim of turning agricultural practice into a rational applied science.23

He also collaborated with a network of astronomers across Scotland
who made observations which were relayed via Edinburgh to the
Royal Society in London (of which Maclaurin was a Fellow); to faci-
litate his work as an observational astronomer, he proposed to the
Edinburgh Town Council that an observatory be built, but nothing
came of the plan.24 In addition,Maclaurin provided advice on various
schemes involving the practical application of mathematics, and he
and his students gave public lectures on experimental philosophy to
the ladies and gentlemen of Edinburgh.25 His life was, however, cut
tragically short in June 1746, and it was left to his family to publish
his magisterialAccount of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophical Discov-
eries, which ranks as one of the most adept popular expositions of
Newtonian natural philosophy published in the Enlightenment. In
sum, Maclaurin was arguably the most capable and energetic expo-
nent of Newtonianism working in Scotland, if not in Britain, during
the first half of the eighteenth century. He helped not only to con-
solidate the Newtonian hold on Scottish academe, but also to create
public science in the Scottish Enlightenment.

Individual initiative and institutional factors, such as the creation
of new teaching positions, thus conditioned the rise of Newtonian-
ism in Scotland. But so too did changing cultural values and religion.
In the late seventeenth century, the rejection of Aristotelianism and
scholasticism within the universities led to a reconceptualisation
of the norms and values associated with the pursuit of learning.
Inspired by the writings of Sir Francis Bacon and a host of commen-
tators, figures like the anonymous author of the Proposals for the
Reformation of Schools andUniversities called for an end to scholas-
tic pedantry, dogmatism and disputatiousness in education and for
the inculcation of polite and gentlemanly standards that would
better equip students to engage in the affairs of the world around
them. The author of the Proposals memorably remarked that ‘the
natural Tendency of our present Methods is to unfit a Scholar for a
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Gentleman, and to render a Gentleman ashamed of being a Scholar.
And, till we reconcile the Gentleman with the Scholar, it is im-
possible Learning should ever flourish’.26 Natural knowledge and
mathematics were increasingly presented as polite forms of learn-
ing and gentlemanly accomplishments, which meant that the study
of the natural sciences could be seen as exemplifying the values now
thought to be appropriate to academe. Newtonianism, in turn, ben-
efited from this shift, because it too was construed as a branch of
knowledge fit for a polite gentleman, as Locke had observed in Some
Thoughts concerning Education (1693).27

Moreover, natural knowledge was also increasingly regarded as
being genuinely useful. Utility was prized by educational reformers
from the late seventeenth century onwards, although their notion of
utility was somewhat broader than the simplistic view espoused by
many pundits and politicians in our own day. In the Enlightenment,
the concept of ‘usefulness’ encompassed both practical, economic
benefit and a sense of utility related to the moral or intellectual im-
provement of the individual. One of the legacies of the Scientific
Revolution of the seventeenth century was that natural philosophy
was presented as being of practical benefit, and this themewas taken
up by those who taught in the Scottish universities to justify offer-
ing new courses in natural or experimental philosophy, and acquiring
more instrumental hardware.28 From the beginning, Newtonianism
was marketed as being useful in terms of economic improvement,
and Scottish Newtonians like Maclaurin and the eminent mathe-
matician James Stirling likewise presented their brand of natural
philosophy as being applicable to mining and other forms of eco-
nomic activity.29 Men of science in Scotland, as elsewhere, played
the improvement card, and in so doing enhanced the status of natu-
ral knowledgewithin both the universities and Scottish societymore
generally.

Moral utility was, however, equally important in conditioning the
spread of Newtonianism in the early eighteenth century. Although
the Scottish colleges were no longer regarded as mere seminaries
for the training of clerics, they were still expected to instill their
students with sound Christian principles. Thanks to the writings
of Robert Boyle and the apologists for the early Royal Society, nat-
ural knowledge was widely thought to bolster religion because it
served to illustrate God’s providential governance of nature and
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consequently could be mobilised for the broader purposes of a
university education. Beginning with the Boyle Sermons delivered
by Richard Bentley in 1692, Newtonianism offered itself as the
best defence of Christian belief, the heterodoxy of Newton and his
closest disciples notwithstanding. In Scotland, the compatibility of
Newton’s natural philosophy with Christianity was urged by no less
a figure than Colin Maclaurin, who affirmed that ‘natural philos-
ophy is subservient to purposes of a higher kind, and is chiefly to
be valued as it lays a sure foundation for natural religion and moral
philosophy’. In a revealing letter from 1714, Maclaurin said that he
had wanted to establish the universality of the law of gravitation in
his graduation thesis ‘because it is of the greatest importance & use
seeing it furnishes us with a most clear & mathematical proof of the
existence of a god and his providence’, and observed that ‘ ’tis a sort of
impiety to have no regard to the course and frame of nature as indeed
it is a piece of real worship to contemplate the great beautiful drama
of nature, the admirable law by which the world’s great Lord rules
this his workmanship’. Similar sentiments informed his Account of
Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophical Discoveries.30 Hence Newtonian-
ism, and natural knowledge more generally, were accorded a promi-
nent role in both the academy and public culture because they could
be used to consolidate religious belief, and even though tensions later
appeared between the natural sciences and religion, for much of the
Scottish Enlightenment natural knowledge was used to underwrite
Christianity. Those searching for the inspiration behind the irreli-
gion of David Hume must, therefore, pass over the natural sciences
because he was a heterodox thinker in spite of, not because of, the
Newtonian texts he read.31

This is not to say that Newtonianism was without its opponents.
The Lord President of the Court of Session, Duncan Forbes, was a
convert to the religious ideas of the Englishman John Hutchinson,
who developed a system of natural philosophy in opposition to that
of Newton, while Henry Home, Lord Kames, had a life-long aver-
sion to Newtonian metaphysics, as did his fellow law lord, James
Burnett, Lord Mondboddo, who was highly critical of Newton in his
Antient Metaphysics.32 Even the most dedicated of Newton’s fol-
lowers like Thomas Reid were aware that the great man was occa-
sionally mistaken and that some natural phenomena could not be
explained in terms of the attractive and repulsive powers associated



Science in the Scottish Enlightenment 105

with matter.33 But it would not be an exaggeration to say that
Newtonianism (in all of its many guises) provided the conceptual
inspiration for much of the research carried out in mathematics and
the natural sciences during the course of the eighteenth century, and
that Newton’s writings also had a profound impact on the develop-
ment of the moral sciences in the period.

In mathematics, David Gregory, Colin Maclaurin and James
Stirling were part of the research programme in Britain spawned
by Newton’s formulation of the fluxional calculus, while the work
of Robert Simson and Matthew Stewart was inspired by Newton’s
preference for geometrical as opposed to algebraic analysis. In the
past, historians have maintained that the ‘mathematical Hellenism’
of Simson and Stewart defined the style of enquiry cultivated by
Scottish mathematicians in the eighteenth century. More recent
scholarship, however, has indicated not only that Simson and
Stewart were atypical in their avoidance of algebraic techniques, but
also that there was a dynamic tension in Newton’s own work be-
tween the ancient geometrical ideal and a recognition of the power
of modern algebra which played itself out in the mathematical
researches of Maclaurin and later figures like John Playfair.34

Closely related tomathematicswere the allied fields of astronomy
and optics which were likewise cultivated by Newton’s Scottish dis-
ciples. We have seen that Maclaurin was a dedicated observational
astronomer, and in the 1730s he, as well as James Stirling, sought
to prove the validity of Newton’s contested claim that the earth is
an oblate spheriod.35 Other prominent Newtonians who carried out
astronomical investigations included the first Glasgow Professor of
Practical Astronomy, AlexanderWilson, who won a goldmedal from
the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters for his detailed
observations of sun spots, and who published, inter alia, a pamphlet
in which he argued on the basis of Newton’s theory of gravitation
that the universe as whole must have a regular motion about a cen-
tral point.36 One problematic area, involving both astronomy and
optics, that generated a considerable amount of research among the
Scottish Newtonians in the second half of the eighteenth century
was the aberration of light. Prompted by the theory of aberration
advanced by the Astronomer Royal James Bradley, Thomas Melvill
was led to consider the vexed issue of refractive dispersion, while the
writings of Roger Joseph Boscovich subsequently led John Robison,
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Reid and Wilson’s son Patrick to see that the dispute between pro-
ponents of the undulatory and projectile theories of light could be
resolved through the investigation of aberration. As adherents to
Newton’s projectile theory, they closely scrutinised the opposing
view of Boscovich and succeeded in showing the flaws in his
reasoning.37 Robison also applied his formidable skills as a mathe-
matician and experimentalist to the study of electricity, and perhaps
as early as 1769 formulated the inverse-square law of electrical force
that is otherwise credited to Coulomb.38

The protean nature of eighteenth-century Newtonianism is well
illustrated by the research tradition in chemistry initiated in
Scotland byWilliamCullen and Joseph Black, and carried forward by
William Irvine and a host of other chemists based largely in Glasgow
and Edinburgh.39 Cullen and Black were concerned with the quanti-
tative analysis of heat and other chemical phenomena, and can thus
be seen as adopting a style of enquiry modelled on that championed
by Newton. Yet they also took up another, more speculative strand
of Newtonianism, namely the notion of an etherial medium, espe-
cially as formulated by the Dublin physician Bryan Robinson, who
elaborated on Newton’s ether Queries added to the 1717 edition of
theOpticks.40 These two aspects of the Newtonian legacy were then
blended together with a third, the experimental study of ‘air’ based
on the innovative experiments first undertaken by Stephen Hales,
who (like Newton) assumed that the atmosphere is made up of var-
ious airs consisting of material particles possessing attractive and
especially repulsive forces.41 While the groundbreaking discoveries
of Cullen and Black regarding fixed air and latent and specific heats
were thus firmly rooted in Newtonianism, identifying the various
Newtonian elements combined in Scottish chemistry highlights the
complexities involved in defining the Newtonian tradition in the
Enlightenment.

The use of Newton’s ideas was, however, by no means restricted
to mathematics and the physical sciences. In the 1690s, Archibald
Pitcairne began a new phase of physiological theorising in Scotland
by advancing a form of Newtonian iatromechanism, and he was
soon joined by physicians like George Cheyne, who likewise mined
Newton’s writings for clues to explain the workings of the human
body. By the 1740s, iatromechanism had fallen into disrepute, but
Newton’s works continued to serve as a resource for Robert Whytt,
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William Cullen and other physiologists caught up in debates over
the role of the soul in the functions of the body.42 Their work was
complemented by that of anatomists like the Monros, whose inves-
tigations of the nervous system similarly raised questions about the
interactions of mind and matter. The relations between mind and
body in turn posed problems regarding the notion of causality, and
Scottish thinking about causation in the Enlightenment was also in-
formed by the Newtonian legacy.43 Indeed, it is arguable that the
exchanges between Leibniz and Samuel Clarke over the philosophi-
cal foundations of Newtonian natural philosophy, first published in
1717, setmany of the parameters formetaphysical debate in Scotland
for the remainder of the century. Moreover, Newton’s proclaimed
nescience about the cause of gravity served to reinforce the message
regarding the limits of human knowledge which Scots like David
Hume and Thomas Reid derived from the writings of Locke. More
importantly, Scottish moralists ostensibly modelled their meth-
ods of inquiry on those articulated by Newton. Maclaurin’s col-
league at Marischal College, George Turnbull (1698 1748), was the
first to advocate in print that moral philosophers ought to adopt
the Newtonian methodology employed by natural philosophers; his
views were subsequently echoed by Hume, Reid and many others.44

Yet some caution needs to be exercised when assessing the impact
of ‘moral Newtonianism’ in eighteenth-century Scotland, for the
Scots who constructed the ‘science of man’ also drew on an array of
methodological models, including mathematics, anatomy and natu-
ral history.45 Nevertheless, theNewtonian corpus shaped the pursuit
of the human sciences in the Scottish Enlightenment to a far greater
extent than is often recognised.

natural knowledge in the late scottish
enlightenment: 1783 1805

The founding of the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1783marks a pe-
riod of change in the cultivation of natural knowledge in Scotland,
for in the late eighteenth century, the natural sciences were becom-
ing increasingly specialised (and medicine professionalised), as can
be seen in the growing independence of chemistry and botany. This
meant that the Baconian map of learning, which had informed the
activities of earlier generations of Scottish men of science, was no
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longer a reliable guide to the topography of human knowledge. With
the emergence of the brave new world of the ‘scientist’, the era of
the virtuoso was effectively at an end.46 There were also signs of the
dissolution of the Newtonian consensus of previous decades, most
notably in the interest in continental analytical mathematics dis-
played by John Playfair and the growing awareness of the profound
theoretical implications of the new system of chemistry developed
at the hands of French chemists led by Lavoisier.47 But amid the
changes, some continuities stand out, not least in the continued col-
lective commitment to agricultural improvement, whichwas finally
given academic recognition with the establishment of a Chair of
Agriculture at the University of Edinburgh in 1790.48 The related
field of natural history also remained of considerable interest to the
Scots, due in part to its inclusion in the curricula of the universities
and to the creation of a Regius Chair of Natural History at Edinburgh
in 1767. During the eighteenth century, Scottish natural historians
not only worked to the agenda earlier established by Sibbald, but
also responded to the initiatives of the two major naturalists of the
European Enlightenment, Buffon and Linnaeus, and to the discov-
ery of the puzzling reproductive properties of the fresh water polyp
by the Genevan naturalist Abraham Trembley. Moreover, Scottish
natural historians made significant contributions to debates in the
science of man, as can be seen in William Smellie’s The Philosophy
of Natural History.49 Furthermore, natural history served as a fertile
matrix for the birth of geology as a distinct science at the turn of the
nineteenth century.

The earliest evidence we have for Scottish interest in the recon-
struction of the history of the earth is a pamphlet published by
the Aberdeen surgeon MatthewMackaile in 1691 attacking Thomas
Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Earth.50 Descriptions of the earth
were later a standard part of university natural history courses, and
Buffon’s cosmogony outlined in the first volume of his Histoire
naturelle sparked off a debate amongst Scottish naturalists in the
1750s over the validity of his ideas.51 But the 1780s saw an up-
surge of publication and dispute, beginning with William Smellie’s
English translation of Buffon’s Histoire, which apparently acted as a
stimulus for the heterodox geological speculations of the Edinburgh
medical student George Hoggart Toulmin (1754 1817), who in
1780 argued that both the earth and humankind had existed from
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eternity.52 Shortly thereafter, the great Scottish natural historian
James Hutton (1726 97) sketched his revolutionary theory of the
earth before the Royal Society of Edinburgh, prior to publishing his
vision of a world in which ‘we find no vestige of a beginning, no
prospect of an end’.53 Hutton’s claim that the age of the earth can-
not be known struck at the heart of the (sometimes uneasy) alliance
between Genesis and geology that had been forged earlier in the
century, and, in the shadow of the French Revolution, his avowed
nescience was taken as a sign of covert religious unbelief. Hutton
was, however, no atheist. He held firm to a deistic belief in a bene-
volent Creator who had allotted humankind a privileged moral
status in the natural order. Nonetheless, the hostile reaction which
Hutton’s system elicited in some quarters showed that the relations
between natural knowledge and Christianity were being renegoti-
ated and were again a matter of serious public concern.

The fact that Hutton’s theory was scrutinised in such a public
manner also tells us something about the wider place of natural
knowledge in Scottish culture at the end of the Enlightenment.
During the course of the eighteenth century, mathematics and the
natural sciences figured ever more prominently in the curricula
of the academies and universities, and, through the efforts of pro-
fessors such as John Anderson in Glasgow, university classrooms
were opened up to increasing numbers of artisans and towns-people
who wanted to study chemistry and natural philosophy. Joseph
Black eventually lectured to some 200 in his chemistry course at
Edinburgh, while his successor, Thomas Charles Hope, occasionally
addressed over 500 auditors. Within the academic setting, therefore,
natural knowledge was conveyed to an audience far in excess nu-
merically of what it was in 1700, and this was also true outside
academe, where many of the clubs and societies formed in the eigh-
teenth century promoted the discussion of the natural sciences, as
did the courses of itinerant lecturers and the publication of books,
newspapers and periodicals.54 Furthermore, instruments such as the
barometer were more widely available, which meant that subjects
like meteorology became a gentlemanly avocation along with the
compilation of a natural history cabinet. More importantly, natu-
ral knowledge also began to circulate among women, who had been
part of the audience for the natural sciences in Scotland since at
least the 1740s. In the 1790s, John Anderson came to recognise that
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academic courses in natural philosophy ought to be targeted at
women, and when his educational brainchild, Anderson’s Institu-
tion (now the University of Strathclyde), first opened in 1796, a large
number of women attended the lectures of the first Professor of Nat-
ural Philosophy, Dr Thomas Garnett.55 By the end of the Scottish
Enlightenment, then, natural knowledge had truly become public
knowledge, with all of the costs and benefits that this transformation
entailed.
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6 Scepticism and common sense

introduction

Scepticism has taken many forms in the history of European
thought. Around the middle of the eighteenth century, there were
four different versions that were especially significant, two of which
were of ancient origin.1 The first was Pyrrhonian scepticism. It was
taken to claim that we have no evidence for any proposition, because
any proposition may be contradicted by another proposition of equal
probability. Pyrrhonism so understood leads to the suspense of judge-
ment. The second form of scepticism derived from Academic scep-
ticism. The members of the so-called ‘New Academy’ had argued
against Pyrrhonism that scepticism cannot be founded on the claim
that there are contradictory propositions of equal probability; rather,
it is the result of the fact that we can never overcome deception
with certainty. The threat of deception, however, did not exclude, for
them, the possibility that some judgements are more probable than
others: indeed, they thought that we could not live our lives with-
out accepting at least some judgements as being warranted. Thirdly,
in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) Descartes introduced
the idea of methodological doubt as a means to overcome doubts
and uncertainties. Descartes argued that knowledge of ourselves was
the most fundamental kind of knowledge, and that only things we
perceive as clearly and distinctly as the cogito (‘I think, therefore I
exist’) can count as true knowledge. A fourth kind of scepticism is
related to John Locke, who rejected much of Cartesian metaphysics
and especially the concept of innate ideas that was inherent in it.
Locke claimed that the faculties of our understanding are very lim-
ited indeed. We have intuitive or ‘clear and certain Knowledge’2 in
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geometry and arithmetic, but our thought concerningmatters of fact
amounts only to probabilities. Some of these probabilities ‘border so
near upon Certainty, that we make no doubt at all about them; but
assent to them as firmly, and act, according to that Assent, as reso-
lutely, as if they were infallibly demonstrated’ (Essay, 655). They are
absolutely sufficient for the conduct of our lives (Essay, 652). While
Locke himself was certainly not a sceptic, he did reduce all empiri-
cal evidence to different degrees of probabilities. His theory of ideas
and his concept of probability in particular thus prepared the way for
a new version of scepticism, famously expressed in the first book of
David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739).3

Hume’s scepticism itself had at least two aspects. Hume not only
argued (like Locke) that the powers of our understanding are limited,
and that we should, accordingly, be modest in our assertions, but he
also threw doubt on all empirical evidence by arguing that we find
manifest paradoxes and contradictions at the centre of our abstract
as well as of our experimental reasoning. This sceptical conception
of Hume’s marks a turning point in the history of modern episte-
mology. His Treatise seems to have been written in the hope that
experimental philosophy would contribute significantly to the sci-
ence of man, but the argument of Book i of that work can actually be
taken to prove that Pyrrhonism is at the heart of ‘the most profound
philosophy’.4 This scepticism has always been considered one of the
key features of his philosophy.5

The two most important reactions to Hume’s scepticism were
those by Thomas Reid and by Immanuel Kant. Kant considered
scepticism philosophically important, but he never offered a direct
refutation of Hume. In his Critique of Pure Reason (1781), he an-
swered him indirectly by arguing that certain pure forms of intu-
ition and thinking are necessary conditions of our knowledge about
the world. For Reid, the very idea of paradoxes and contradictions
was unattractive; and any philosophical system that allows them
had to be wrong for him just because it allows them. The general
strategy endorsed by Reid in hisAn Inquiry into theHumanMind on
the Principles of Common Sense (1764), in the refutation of Hume,
might be best described as a philosophical argument for the claim
that at the foundation of our beliefs and knowledge about the world
is a set of common sense principles. Scepticism is refuted neither
by experience nor by reason but by some original principles of our
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constitution that make reason and experience possible. Reid’s com-
mon sense theory was occasioned by David Hume’s scepticism in
the Treatise, and there can be no doubt that he regarded his own
philosophy as the only alternative to Hume’s scepticism.

Thomas Reid’s own assessment of his relation to Hume has not
always been accepted. Thomas Brown6 argued relatively early that
the two only emphasised different aspects of the same solution, and
more recently Norman Kemp Smith7 advanced a similar thesis. Fol-
lowing the lead of those who had argued that an exclusively sceptical
reading of Hume overlooks his positive and naturalistic account of
human knowledge, Kemp Smith claimed that he was really also a
common sense philosopher.8

To be sure, Hume argued that human nature provides a way out of
a total or Pyrrhonian scepticism. Because we share some instinctive
principles with animals, Pyrrhonismmay prove to be true in theory,
but not in practice. It is this naturalism9 that explains, for Kemp
Smith, why Hume never publicly answered Reid and Beattie. While
Kemp Smith’s interpretation is controversial and cannot be accepted
without important qualifications, one might concede that there are
interesting similarities between the two Scottish doctrines.10 Not
only do they endorse a number of common sense convictions, they
also advance different versions of naturalism.

In this chapter I will first provide a detailed account of Hume’s
exposition of the different meanings of scepticism in An Enquiry
concerning Human Understanding (1748) (hereinafter EHU).
Secondly, I will discuss some aspects of Hume’s epistemological
scepticism in the Treatise that cannot be found in the Enquiry.
Thirdly, I will reconstruct the basic elements of Reid’s critique of
Hume’s scepticism as well as Reid’s concept of common sense, and
finally I will compare significant aspects of Hume and Reid.

the nature of hume’s scepticism

Hume discusses scepticism most explicitly in ‘Of the Academical
or Sceptical Philosophy’, the final section of his Enquiry. He dis-
tinguishes in this context between one species of scepticism that is
‘antecendent to all study and philosophy’ (EHU 149) and another
species, ‘consequent to science and enquiry’ (EHU 150). The first
species is identical with the scepticism forwarded by Descartes. It
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seems to have two possible outcomes. If this sceptical method is
taken to amount to a recommendation of universal doubt, then noth-
ing will ever convince us of the truth of anything. Hume claims,
however, that it is not possible for human beings ever to be in such a
state. The scepticalmethod proves useful only if one takes it tomean
that we should self-critically and impartially evaluate our thinking
at all times.

The second species of scepticism is for Hume philosophically
more interesting. Once we have tried to provide a secure foundation
for our knowledge but have failed, scepticism about the possibility of
philosophical justification seems only appropriate. Still, this kind of
scepticism proves fruitful, if only because the ‘paradoxical tenets’ of
the sceptics (EHU 150) excite our curiosity and lead us to examine
their arguments more closely, even if we know that we will never
solve them. For Hume not only metaphysics and theology are sub-
ject to this kind of scepticism, so also are the maxims of our daily
lives.

What exactly, then, gives rise to this scepticism consequent to our
studies? Hume starts with a discussion of scepticism with regard to
the witness of our senses. Modern philosophy is among other things
an attempt to show that while secondary qualities (such as colours,
tastes, smells and sounds) exist only in the perceiving mind, primary
qualities (such as shape, velocity and number) are properties of ex-
ternal objects. But arguments for the existence of external objects
lead us to contradict ourselves. Our natural belief in the existence of
external objects is contradicted by reason, since the ‘slightest philo-
sophy’ shows us that nothing is ever present to our mind ‘but an
image or perception’ (EHU 152). But our rational arguments, based
on abstraction, are likewise unsound because the concept of abstrac-
tion is itself an absurd idea (EHU 154). On the other hand, if primary
qualities are not properties of any external object, then an external
object is nothing but an ‘inexplicable something’ (EHU 155). How
this ‘something’ could be the cause of our perception will be forever
mysterious.

Hume argues that arguments, which undermine reasoning itself,
are at the very centre of scepticism. As far as abstract reasoning is
concerned, our sceptical doubts are mainly founded on our ideas of
space and time. In the case of space, it is the concept of the infinite
divisibility of extension, which ‘shocks the clearest andmost natural
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principles of human reason’ (EHU 156). This concept is contrary to
common sense, yet it rests on the clearest chain of reasoning. Here,
we have a real contradiction in the concept of reason itself.

Hume argues that the result of such thinking is a total scepticism
with regard to reason. This does not mean, however, that radical
scepticism is victorious. We must also be sceptical about our scep-
ticism, because we do not understand how first level scepticism
as we might call it is itself possible. This scepticism ‘arises from
the paradoxical conclusions of geometry or the science of quantity’
(EHU 158) but how any clear and distinct idea contradicts another
clear and distinct idea is totally incomprehensible to us. Scepticism
at the metalevel is the natural result of our ignorance in this regard.

A second type of scepticism about science concerns reason-
ing about matters of fact or existence, what Hume terms ‘moral
reasoning’. The objections to such reasoning are either popular or
philosophical. The popular objections are for Hume weak and philo-
sophically uninteresting. Pyrrhonians offer standard arguments,
such as that human understanding has but narrow capacities, that
our judgements concerning matters of fact vary in different situa-
tions and circumstances, and so on. If we took these objections seri-
ously, however, we could no longer handle even the slightest affairs
of our daily life (EHU 159).

The philosophical form of scepticism arises from our profound
researches. All our testimony, which leads us beyond the immedi-
ate evidence of our sense and memory, rests, according to Hume,
on causal judgements. As our idea of the relation between cause and
effect is entirely based on the observation that two objects have been
frequently conjoined, it is custom alone which makes us believe
that they will also be conjoined together in the future. The sceptic
therefore gains total victory because we have no a priori grounds
or justifying reasons to believe that the future will resemble the
past. But even the more profound reasonings of Pyrrhonism are only
of speculative interest; they ‘admit of no answer and produce no
conviction’ (EHU 155n). As human beings, we lie under the neces-
sity to judge, to breath, and to feel; nature gains victory over philo-
sophical speculations (EHU 160).

As we have seen, Hume argues with regard to our first level scep-
ticism in the abstract sciences that we should be sceptical about this
scepticism itself. It is interesting to note that he does not likewise
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plead for second level scepticism with regard to Pyrrhonian scepti-
cism concerningmoral evidence. In themoral sciences we go beyond
the immediate testimony of our senses and the mere comparison of
ideas. Our reasonings concerning matters of fact are based on our ex-
perience and custom, and not on reason alone. Because custom can
never afford a clear proof, we have reason to question the sustainabil-
ity of all our judgements concerning matters of fact. The appropriate
reaction to Pyrrhonism with regard to moral evidence, therefore, is
provided by nature itself. As human beings, we must pay tribute to
our nature and suspend our philosophical doubts.

Hume’s insight into the function of nature in overcoming, al-
though not refuting, Pyrrhonian scepticism with regard to our
moral evidence leads him to a new concept of scepticism, which
is the causal product of Pyrrhonism and natural instinct.11 ‘There
is, indeed, a more mitigated scepticism or academical philosophy,
whichmay be both durable and useful, andwhichmay, in part, be the
result of this Pyrrhonism, or excessive scepticism, when its undis-
tinguished doubts are, in somemeasure, corrected by common sense
and reflection’ (EHU 161).

Hume distinguishes between two kinds of mitigated scepticism.
The first species is directed towards dogmatic philosophers, who
consider things from only one perspective. Because our natural
capacities are very limited, we have to consider things from differ-
ent perspectives and be cautious in our thinking. The second kind is
more important, however. It consists in a lesson we can learn from
the theoretical persuasiveness of Pyrrhonism: we should limit ‘our
enquiries to such subjects as are best adapted to the narrow capac-
ity of human understanding’ (EHU 162). Even if this is easier said
than done, because our imagination takes delight in remote and ex-
traordinary subjects, we should strive to confine our judgement ‘to
common life, and to such subjects as fall under daily practice and
experience’ (EHU 162).

Hume’s discussion of scepticism has an objective and a subjective
side. The objective side is constituted by the reasons we have to be
epistemological sceptics. The subjective side consists in the reasons
we have for engaging in philosophical reasoning. Nothing can free us
from the desperate mood arising from our Pyrrhonian doubts except
a ‘strong power of natural instinct’ (EHU 162). We prolong our philo-
sophical studies because, first, they afford us immediate pleasure,
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and second, ‘philosophical decisions are nothing but the reflections
of common life, methodized and corrected’. Philosophers ‘will never
be tempted to go beyond common life, so long as they consider
the imperfections of those faculties which they employ, their nar-
row reach, and their inaccurate operations’.12 If we leave our philo-
sophical armchairs, nature necessitates us, like everyone else, to
believe in the existence of an external world. Pyrrhonism can even
be of advantage because it frees us from those purely speculative
enquiries, which admit of no answer and produce no conviction.

Scepticism, Hume claims, is also advantageous in the abstract sci-
ences. The lesson we can learn from second level scepticism is simi-
lar to the lesson we learn from scepticism about moral evidence. We
should confine our enquiries to those subjects which are best suited
to the narrow capacities of our understanding. We can never go fur-
ther in our enquiries and reflections than to observe the equality or
inequality of quantity and number. No form of scepticism can make
us believe that ‘the cube root of 64 is equal to the half of 10’ because
this proposition ‘can never be distinctly conceived’ (EHU 164). But if
we apply our thinking to the ideas of space and time, for instance, and
introduce the concept of infinite divisibility, all certainty vanishes.
Scepticism, in other words, is ineffective when directed at matters
we conceive clearly and distinctly and without contradiction. In this
context nature is not required for the formation of beliefs. Nature
must supply this need only in the moral sciences, which lack strict
demonstrations.

In the Treatise (hereinafter T ), Hume does not mention the con-
cept of ‘mitigated’ scepticism, nor does he refer to the ancient
concept of ‘Pyrrhonism’.13 In 1739, ‘moderate scepticism’ (T 224,
cf. T 272) is Hume’s answer to ‘total’ or ‘excessive’ scepticism. It
is a subject of dispute whether ‘moderate scepticism’ is identical to
‘mitigated skepticism’. Although there is certainly no radical break
in Hume’s thinking about scepticism, there are some striking dif-
ferences between 1739 and 1748. Hume did not argue in 1739, as
he did in 1748, that we should confine our abstract and experimen-
tal arguments to subjects untouched by paradox and contradiction.
Rather, ‘moderate scepticism’ seems to amount in 1739 to nothing
more than the recommendation that we should at times change the
perspective of the philosopher to that of a citizen of the common
world.14 As philosophers, our arguments undermine all evidence we
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may possess, but if we return to the common affairs of life, we will
feel the impact of nature on us. Indeed, common sense and careless-
ness are the only remedies to the sceptical malady (T 218).

This change of perspective does not mean, however, that we can
import common sense evidence into the moral sciences by restrict-
ing them to subjects free from contradictions. On the contrary, it
only shows that there is a radical opposition of reason and sense
(or feeling). This is the lesson Humemeans to teach in Treatise iv .iv.
We can learn it from the fundamental principle of modern philoso-
phy, which is that primary qualities alone resemble external objects.
For Hume this principle is altogether implausible, because it does
not leave us with a satisfactory idea of solidity and matter. It may
be true that in touching any object we seem to feel its solidity and
independent existence, but this method of thinking is actually ‘more
popular than philosophical’ (T 230). We seem to feel the independent
existence of bodies, but our reasoning from cause and effect shows
that qualities are nothing but perceptions. The result of this con-
sideration is that our reason and the senses (or feeling) oppose each
other directly, even if our doubts are not strong enough to cancel out
our practical beliefs (T 238).

Hume’s discussions of our knowledge with regard to ‘our internal
perception, and the nature of themind’ (T 232), and in the concluding
pages of Book i (T i .iv.vii) are also of great interest for understanding
his conception of scepticism in the Treatise. As regards the nature
of our minds, Hume is willing to concede that though this subject
involves infinite obscurities, our mind is not perplexed by such con-
tradictions as it is by contradictions connected with thinking about
thematerial world. Contradictions only arise on the false hypothesis
of the immateriality of the soul (T 232). Although we have, there-
fore, no purely cognitive reason to hold a Cartesian concept of the
substantiality of our soul, there might be a sensitive ground to assert
the existence of a continuing self. Hume distinguishes between the
problem of personal identity in thought and imagination on the one
hand and ‘our passions or [the] concern we take in ourselves’ (T 253)
on the other. He never questions personal identity on the basis of
our passions.15

As Hume famously argues, there is no sensitive basis of personal
identity based on thought and imagination, and the very concept
of personal identity itself leads us into a ‘manifest contradiction’
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(T 251). The self is nothing but a bundle of perceptions. Personal
identity is a fiction, based on our imagination (T 254). From the scep-
tical point of view, it is of special interest that Hume renounces
his thesis, that this subject is free from contradictions, in an ap-
pendix to book three of the Treatise (1740). Looking again at his
section on personal identity, Hume states, ‘I find myself involv’d in
such a labyrinth, that, I must confess, I neither know how to correct
my former opinions, nor how to render them consistent’ (T 633).
The contradition arises because we subscribe to two different views,
namely that we have no notion or idea of the self, distinct from all
our particular perceptions on the one side, and our feeling of personal
identity arising from our thought about the connections of our past
perceptions. This connection is felt to be necessary. Hume writes:
‘Most philosophers seem inclin’d to think, that personal identity
arises from consciousness; and consciousness is nothing but a re-
flected thought or perception. The present philosophy, therefore, has
so far a promising aspect’ (T 635). But Hume sees himself as unable
to provide any theory that would explain the principle, which unites
all our distinctive perceptions. Such a theory is only possible on the
assumption either that our perceptions are not distinct existences
or that the mind can perceive some real connection between percep-
tions. Hume cannot renounce either of these principles, because they
are the very centre of his empiricism. For this reason he declares the
problem of personal identity as too difficult for his understanding,
although it is not ‘absolutely insuperable’ in principle (T 636).

In the Treatise Hume did not claim that there is a contradiction
between reason and sense, to be overcome by nature, nor does he
plead for modesty in judgement or argue for a second level scepti-
cism as he does in the Enquiry. But he seems to admit that his own
theory of human understanding is defective16 and that there is some-
thing profoundly problematic about the very basis of his philosophy,
because he cannot account for our strong belief in personal identity
on the basis of thought and imagination. One of the deep differences
between Hume’s conceptions of scepticism in the Treatise and the
Enquiry is not that Hume has overcome these sceptical doubts of
the Treatise, but that he is no longer willing to admit them in the
Enquiry.

In the ‘Conclusion’ of Book i , Hume rethinks the journey he has
made into human understanding. It is perhaps his most personal
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piece of writing, in which he uses ‘I’ frequently. Looking at the
results of his arguments, ‘total scepticism’ (T 268) seems to be
the natural outcome. Hume finds contradictions, absurdities and
confusion everywhere. If we rely on our imagination alone, illu-
sions arise everywhere; if we rely instead on our understanding
(our more established properties of the imagination), not even the
lowest degree of evidence is left in philosophy and common life
(cf. T 267 8). Hume is personally struck by philosophical or meta-
physical scepticism and is willing to renounce even the slightest
degree of probability.

Taking into account what Hume actually had argued in the pre-
ceding sections of the Treatise, he certainly overemphasises the
sceptical implications of his philosophy. But there seems to be a
reason why he does so. The stronger philosophical scepticism is, the
stronger must be the means by which we are healed of our scepti-
cal malady. It is nature itself which leads Hume back to common
life: ‘Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of
dispelling these clouds, nature herself suffices to that purpose, and
curesme of this philosophicalmelancholy and delirium, either by re-
laxing this bent of mind, or by some avocation, and lively impression
of my senses, which obliterate all these chimeras’ (T 269). Although
philosophy is a valuable weapon in the fight against superstition,
which can so easily arise from popular opinions and false philo-
sophy (T 271 2), we do not have sound arguments that show why
we should do philosophy any longer. Hume argues therefore that a
genuine sceptic would even be sceptical about his scepticism (T 273).
Indeed, he feels that he would be a ‘loser in point of pleasure’ if he
gave up philosophy altogether; and he goes so far as to claim that
‘this is the origin of my philosophy’ (T 271).

In the Treatise, Hume’s sceptical doubts about scepticism are not
confined to scepticism with regard to the abstract sciences. Rather,
moderate scepticism seems to be a form of life, or a stance for
all those who, despite their first level scepticism, take a personal
interest in philosophical speculations. A true sceptic achieves his
aim, namely calmness or the ease of mind that the ancients called
ataraxia, by being ‘diffident’ about his sceptical doubts. We not
only should indulge our inclination to philosophy, we also ‘shou’d
yield to that propensity, which inclines us to be positive and cer-
tain in particular points’ (T 273). Indeed, the sceptic, Hume argues,
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is likely to forget his scepticism and his modesty. We might sus-
pend our judgements in many controversial subjects, but we cannot
and should not suspend them in all matters, as classical Pyrrhonism
suggested.

reid’s common sense philosophy and his
critique of scepticism

For Reid, Hume’s Treatise marks the final step in the history of the
‘ideal system’ (Reid, Inquiry, 23), first defended in modern times by
Descartes and then taken up and modified by Malebranche, Locke,
and others. According to ‘the Cartesian system’ (Inquiry, 208), we
do not know anything about objects except by ideas, which resem-
ble them. This theory, Reid claims, leads directly to scepticism. The
first step towards this scepticism was taken by Locke, who argued
that only primary qualities resemble external objects, while sec-
ondary qualities are nothing but perceptions in the perceiving mind.
Berkeley took the second step by claiming that there are no mate-
rial objects existing independently of the perceiving mind. The final
step was taken by Hume, who showed that we do not even have rea-
sons to believe in our own existence. After reading the Treatise, Reid
wrote, ‘I see myself, and the whole frame of nature, shrink into fleet-
ing ideas, which, like Epicurus’s atoms, dance about in emptiness’
(Inquiry, 22).

Reid does not question the validity and applicability of the argu-
ments put forward by Berkeley and Hume (cf. Inquiry, 4, 19, 69,
217). On the contrary, he openly acknowledges that it was Hume
who first convincingly worked out the true implications of the ideal
system. The problem is that Hume never questioned the basic prin-
ciples of the ideal system. Hence Reid takes the sceptical results
of the Treatise as a sign of the system’s fundamental mistake. He
characterises the author of the Treatise as an absolute, if somewhat
inconsequent, sceptic, and this because Hume did not question the
basic principle that all our perceptions are either ideas or impressions
(cf. Inquiry, 4, 71). Hume’s attempt to limit his scepticism by natural
principles of our mind and common sense is to no avail. Even mod-
erate scepticism ‘leaves no ground to believe any thing rather than
its contrary’ (Inquiry, 4). The lesson we must learn from Hume is
that we should resist inventing systems altogether.
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Reid does not altogether ignore Hume’s endorsement of natural
instincts and common sense, but to him, Hume’s common sense is
nothing but an expression of pyrrhonism. If sceptical principles were
to take too strong a hold of him, this would have disastrous conse-
quences. Hume did not realise that he could not live his scepticism
even in solitude and that his philosophy is nothing but sophistry
(cf. Inquiry, 20 1).

In Reid’s view the contest and opposition between common sense
and philosophy that is characteristic ofmodern philosophy should be
given up altogether (cf. Inquiry, 68). The sceptics have undermined
the authority of common sense through philosophy. Common sense,
however, is in no need of philosophical hypotheses. The dictates of
common sense are first principles of all thinking, and they cannot
be proven to be true, nor do they need such a proof.17 Therefore true
philosophy ‘has no other root but the principles of Common Sense;
it grows out of them, and draws its nourishment from them: sev-
ered from this root, its honours wither, its sap is dried up, it dies and
rots’.18 The principles of common sense are the principles we take
for granted in the common concerns of life because of the original
constitution of our human nature (Inquiry, 32). Whereas the ideal
system postulates that ‘every object of thoughts must be an impres-
sion or idea’ (Inquiry, 33), on the basis of the principles of common
sense we can place our trust in the evidence of our senses and of our
memory, both of which teach us that there is more to the world than
just things in our mind.

While the province of common sense is to judge by means of self-
evident principles, the province of reason is to draw conclusions
from them, conclusions which themselves are not self-evident.19

This does not mean, however, that we should not be cautious
about what really are first principles (cf. Essays on the Intellectual
Powers, i .ii, 41, 46). Still, we cannot be as sceptical about them as we
can be about our observations and arguments. Some of our presumed
principles might be nothing but ‘vulgar prejudice’, (Essays on the
Intellectual Powers, i .ii, 41) some might hide their evidence; but
at least some of them seem to be beyond any reasonable doubt. Reid
counts among the latter the beliefs in our own existence, in the exis-
tence of material objects, and in the reliability of our faculties.20 The
only rational ground for scepticism about the first or original princi-
ples of human nature is that it might turn out upon further enquiry
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that these principles resolve into some more general principle of our
constitution; they are true principles of our constitution, but they
might not be original and truly ‘first’ principles (cf. Inquiry, 61).

The concept of ‘suggestion’ (Inquiry, 38) is of central importance
to Reid’s philosophy of mind. He claims that modern philosophers
overlook it. There are some ‘suggestions’ which are original and nat-
ural, and others which are the result of experience and habit. Our
sensations naturally, for instance, suggest the notion of present exis-
tences and the belief in what we perceive or feel; thoughts and sen-
sations suggest the concept and belief in our own existence. On the
other hand, it is only through experience that a certain sound sug-
gests the belief that a coach is passing the street right now.Wemight
be wrong with regard to the coach, but we cannot be mistaken in
our belief that the perception of a tree amounts to a clear proof of its
mind-independent existence.

Reid distinguishes between three different types of natural signs.
The first class comprehends those signs ‘whose connection with the
thing signified is established by nature, but discovered only by expe-
rience’ (Inquiry, 59). Natural signs of the second class are likewise
established by nature, but discovered by principles which are natural
to us. By such natural principles an infant is soothed by a smile and
frightened by an angry face. The third class comprises those natural
signs which suggest the existences of the things signified ‘by a natu-
ral kind ofmagic, and at once give us a conception, and create a belief
of it’ (Inquiry, 60). The first class of signs are the ‘foundation of true
philosophy’, the second of taste and the fine arts, and the third class
‘is the foundation of common sense; a part of human nature which
hath never been explained’ (Inquiry, 61). It is therefore futile to hope,
as Hume did, that our belief in the existence of external existences
might be the result of habit and experience. That is to say, all nat-
ural signs of the first class are totally unsuitable to produce such a
conviction. Basic beliefs suggested by the original constitution of our
nature stand on their own.

scepticism and common sense

It is uncontroversial that Hume undermined the traditional concept
of reason and true knowledge by arguing that all our judgements are
based on belief. If belief is nothing but a peculiar feeling or sentiment
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produced by habit, there is no clear difference between reason, imag-
ination, feeling and sense, or so Hume argues. Rather, even reason is
based on imagination and feeling. If this is true, then the Cartesian
project has lost its foundation, for then we cannot have any a priori
knowledge of substances (body andmind), nor dowe have any a priori
guarantee that the general law of causality is true. ‘Whatever ismay
not be. No negation of a fact can involve a contradiction’ (EHU 164)
is the battle cry of his empiricist philosophy. There might be, there-
fore, events in the world which are not even caused by anything.
Hume never questioned the ‘elements’ (T 13) of his philosophy,
nor did he ever have any sceptical reservations about his attack on
traditional metaphysics.

It is also uncontroversial that Hume personally regarded himself
as a sceptic. In a series of essays, he argued that there are four differ-
ent kinds of philosophers:21 the Epicurean, the Stoic, the Platonist
and the Sceptic. It is clear where Hume’s preferences lie. As scepti-
cal philosophers, we must mistrust a priori arguments as well as any
kind of dogmatic assertion. Our natural faculties are very limited and
our arguments may exhibit manifest contradictions, but this does
not mean that we should suspend all our judgements, as traditional
Pyrrhonism claimed. On the contrary, suspending all judgement
would result in self-destruction. Luckily, nature makes us reason on
the basis of experience and custom.

Controversies have arisen over the nature of Hume’s scepticism.
Is his ‘moderate’, ‘mitigated’ or ‘academic’ scepticism to be viewed in
opposition to the ancient form of Pyrrhonism, or did he misinterpret
Pyrrhonism? Is his naturalism, a word he himself never used, part of
his scepticism, or does it lead beyond epistemological scepticism? Is
his naturalism an expression of common sense principles? There is
no consensus on these issues.

Leaving aside the historical questions of whether Hume under-
stood the ancient forms of scepticism correctly or whether he
perhaps misrepresented them intentionally, some preliminary clar-
ification of his epistemology might run as follows: (1) In terms of
method, Hume is a descriptive naturalist, because he wanted to de-
scribe the workings of our faculties in belief formation.22 (2) Hume
is a normative naturalist, because he claims that we have good rea-
sons to believe certain things (for instance, that the sun will rise
again tomorrow). Good reasons are based on custom and habit. These
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reasons may also be called justifying reasons because they are rea-
sons in whichwe place our trust in doing science and in the common
affairs of life. (3) Where, however, justifying reasons are understood
as conceptual reasons, Hume is a sceptic. Conceptual reasons are
reasons we have independently of our believing anything because of
habit and custom. Descartes, Reid and Kant thought that we
have conceptual (or formal) reasons, while Hume clearly did not.
(4) Normative naturalism has not only a positive, but also a nega-
tive side. It shows (a) that Cartesian metaphysics is wrong, (b) that
we should be sceptical or modest about our causal judgements, and
(c) that some people hold unfounded or unreflective beliefs about
what is the case. Common sense, therefore, cannot stand on its own;
it needs the critical inspection of philosophy. (5) There are no justify-
ing reasons within normative naturalism to overcome the contradic-
tions and paradoxes inherent in our thinking. Because we cannot live
Pyrrhonian scepticism, nature ensures that in the common affairs of
our lives we disregard the contradictions and paradoxes. We are not
left with any choice in this matter if we are to avoid self-destruction.

It has been argued that Reid misrepresents Hume’s position by
ignoring its positive and naturalistic elements. But though onemight
admit that aspects of Reid’s characterisation of Hume’s philosophy
are exaggerated, his reading of Hume as a total sceptic makes perfect
sense. Because Hume did not accept that there are principles prior to
experience or reason, he must hold that ultimate justifying reasons
cannot be found. Reid on the other hand was not willing to accept
that Hume’s normative naturalism is all we need in the sciences and
in the common affairs of life. He might have been willing to accept
Hume’s second, more innocent, version of a scepticism antecedent
to study and sciences.

Reid’s common sense philosophy also has a naturalistic outlook,23

but it is different in kind from Hume’s. First, the original prin-
ciples of our constitutions are not found with a method that can
be called descriptive naturalism. Rather, they are based on intu-
itions (Essays on the Intellectual Powers, i .ii, 41). Secondly, Reid,
like Turnbull, is a ‘providential naturalist’:24 he is of the opinion
that we can trust our faculties because we are God’s creatures. But
this interpretation of Reid is not unproblematic either. Important as
‘providential naturalism’ is for Reid, it is not the normative basis
of his philosophy. If we accept the infallibility of first principles
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because of the goodness of God, our common sense principles are
either based on faith or they are based on a circular argument
(because our knowledge of God is also based on first principles). With
a fully developed ‘providential naturalism’, Reid would thus under-
mine common sense philosophy. At one point of his Inquiry, how-
ever, he claims that if God deceived us in the belief in first principles,
there would be no remedy (Inquiry 72).

Reid and Hume ‘shared a common philosophical culture’25 and
were engaged in what they took to be the ‘anatomy’ or ‘geography’
of the humanmind. But there are decisive differences between them.
Hume was a thoroughgoing empiricist, Reid was not.26 For Hume,
judgement is based on feeling; for Reid, we have knowledge about
first principles that is based neither on feeling nor on demonstra-
tion. Hume’s acute comment on a draft of Reid’s Inquiry was that it
‘leads us back to innate Ideas’.27 But the most important difference
between the two Scots is their personal stance towards philosophy.
Hume was at the same time fascinated and disturbed by paradoxes,
and philosophy was for him a means not only to advance our knowl-
edge in the moral sciences, but also a personal expedient to ease his
mind by suspending judgement on subtle and sublime subjects. Reid
never seemed to be disturbed in this way. Being a preacher and prac-
tising Christian, he started his philosophical journey on firm ground,
wanting only to show that scepticism is altogether absurd. Hume
was surely aware of this side of Reid’s philosophy. In the famous con-
cluding passage of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion,
Philo ironically argues that a person ‘seasoned with a just sense of
the imperfections of natural reason, will fly to revealed truth’, while
the ‘haughty dogmatist’ erects a system of natural theology ‘by the
mere help of philosophy . . .To be a philosophical sceptic is, in a man
of letters, the first and most essential step towards being a sound,
believing Christian’.28

The lesson we can learn from these discussions is that Hume’s
naturalism is ‘fully compatible with his skepticism’,29 and that our
arguments are on firm ground if, as Hume argues in the Enquiry,
we restrict our science of man to the domain of common sense.
‘Common sense’, however, does not mean the same thing in Hume
and in Reid. For Hume, our flight to common sense is the result
of our ignorance about first principles; for Reid, common sense is
nothing other than the domain of the original principles of our
human nature; it is the fount of true philosophy.
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7 Moral sense and the foundations
of morals

hutcheson and moral sense

Francis Hutcheson, David Hume and Adam Smith were the main
Scottish participants in the British debate on the foundations of
morals. Here their moral theories will be outlined as three rival sys-
tems, and thenThomas Reid’s critical attitude towards their theories
will be discussed.

Francis Hutcheson (1694 1746) was the first Scottish philosopher
to approach the problem of the foundations of morals in an origi-
nal way. His strategy was to construct a unitary doctrine drawing
both on Lord Shaftesbury’s teachings on the relation between natural
affection and morality, and on Locke’s new empirical epistemology.
In response to Hobbes’s theory that human nature is fundamentally
selfish and anti-social, Shaftesbury had argued that God provided
human nature with a number of generous forms of affection, from
family affection to a love for mankind, that naturally predispose
men to live together. Human beings are also provided with a nat-
ural capacity to feel attraction to these affections and a dislike for
the contrary ones.1 In Shaftesbury’s works it is not clear whether
moral distinctions derive from reason or sentiment,2 an omission
that Hutcheson was to remedy.

From Locke, Hutcheson took the doctrine that men lack innate
ideas, and that they derive their complex ideas of things and acti-
ons from experience, compounding, enlarging and abstracting from
simple original ideas.3 According to Locke, man derives these orig-
inal ideas from the action of bodies on the external senses, or from
reflecting on the operations of his mind.4 To this basic structure
Hutcheson added new senses which produce simple ideas as the

136
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sense of beauty or the moral sense, conceiving these internal senses
on analogy with the external senses. There are other parts of Locke’s
theory that are seminal for Hutcheson: Locke’s doctrine that sec-
ondary qualities are only powers in external objects to produce
certain ideas or sensations in us (e.g. tastes, smells, colours); his per-
vasive attention to pleasure and pain as feelings that accompany not
only many sensible perceptions, but also most of our thoughts; and
finally his observation that men are more motivated by the law of
reputation than divine law or civil law.5 Hutcheson compares the
perceptions of the moral sense (as well of the sense of beauty) to our
perception of secondary qualities;6 he argues that God has given us
the peculiar pleasure of moral sense to direct our actions; and he
describes virtue as a quality that procures approbation towards the
agent from the beholders.7

In his Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue
Hutcheson distinguishes three kinds of good connected with three
different kinds of pleasure. The feelings of pleasure connected with
the ideas produced in us by external objects provide us with the first
or original idea fromwhich we construct our complex ideas of happi-
ness or ‘natural good’.8 The feelings of pleasure connected with the
ideas of objects that present uniformity with variety provide us with
the idea of beauty. Finally, the feelings of pleasure connected with
the ideas of human actions that reveal kind or benevolent intentions
in the agent, that is the desire to procure happiness to others, provide
us with the idea of moral good.9

‘Interest or self-love’ is the natural inclination to pursue the plea-
sures provided by external objects, or themeans that is used to satisfy
it.10 A disinterested natural inclination directs men to appreciate
beautiful objects of nature or art, the elegance of theorems in ge-
ometry, regularity and order in nature.11 Benevolence drives us to
seek the natural good or happiness of others. It is an ‘instinct’ that is
‘antecedent to all reason from interest’,12 and is weaker than self-
love.13 However it is important to note that benevolence is also
conceived as the common quality inherent in many affections or
passions that motivate human actions. Fundamental to Hutcheson’s
moral philosophy is the doctrine that benevolence underpins every
virtue. The cardinal virtues of temperance, courage, prudence
and justice, which were supreme in the classical and Christian
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traditions, constituting the sum of all virtues, are approved by our
moral sense only if practised in order to promote public good.14

Hutcheson stresses as well the disinterested character of our
moral approbation. Moral sense is a kind of sense because, like ex-
ternal senses, it is independent of our will, is common to mankind
and, above all, it is immediate, that is to say, its deliverances are not
conclusions mediated by premises. In particular it is not mediated
by considerations of personal advantage or harm. It is on account of
this last feature that we are able to admire actions that took place
in remote times and regions and even actions that are contrary to
our own interests. Nor is it necessary to have the learning and the
arguments of a Cumberland or a Pufendorf to appreciate virtues.15

However the analogy between the pleasures afforded by external
objects and those afforded by moral sense has produced many prob-
lems of interpretation both in Hutcheson’s time and in our own. The
reference to pleasure seems to lay his doctrine open to the accusa-
tion that he is a hedonist. Perhaps the best interpretation is given by
Hume when he says: ‘We do not infer a character to be virtuous, be-
cause it pleases: But in feeling that it pleases after such a particular
manner, we in effect feel that is virtuous.’16 It is the particular char-
acter of the moral pleasure that makes us approve of benevolence,
admire the moral agent and love him.17

As every man has a capacity to make moral distinctions, so the
weighing of moral virtue is within the competence of every man.
With the aid of a kind of moral algebra, Hutcheson seeks to show
that the amount of public good produced by an action is directly
proportional to the degree of benevolence and is inversely propor-
tional to the natural abilities of the agent, that is to his mental en-
dowments and external resources, fromwhich Hutcheson concludes
that moral excellence can be attained by any person, independently
of his learning, power or riches.18

The concept of benevolence is not, however, always at the centre
of Hutcheson’s stage. He affirms that from the moral sense ‘we
derive our ideas of rights’, including ideas pertaining to the doctrine
of natural law.19 The criterion he adopts, however, is not the qual-
ity approved by moral sense, that is benevolence, but public util-
ity. It is not universal benevolence that induces us to work, but
the strong ties of friendship and of natural affection for offspring.
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Industriousness, from which, according to Hutcheson, nine-tenths
of human resources derive, can be encouraged only by guaranteeing
property rights.20

Hutcheson’s Inquiry was almost immediately subjected to crit-
icism as being religiously heterodox, and he subsequently clarified
his doctrine in his Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the Passions
and Affections. With Illustrations on the Moral Sense (1728). The
broad thrust of the attack on him was to the effect that his concep-
tion of virtue seemed to be incompatible with religious piety, and
that his moral sense appeared to reduce moral good to a mere senti-
ment of human nature. It will be instructive to consider the matter
in some detail.

John Clarke (1687 1734), master of the Grammar School in Hull
and author of a successful Latin grammar and many translations
from the Latin, judged that the idea of a totally instinctive and dis-
interested benevolence contradicts the hypothesis of moral sense:
should we not be induced by the pleasure of moral sense to be
benevolent?21 On the other hand, if moral sense makes us love
virtuous people, their happiness or unhappiness becomes part of
our own happiness or misery, and our benevolence is therefore not
disinterested.22 Joseph Butler’s moral sermons of 1726 seem at first
sight to come to Hutcheson’s support on this matter. His concept of
moral conscience has very similar functions to Hutcheson’s moral
sense.23 Butler agrees with Shaftesbury and with Hutcheson that the
gratification of sociable dispositions is essential to human nature.24

However, Butler distinguishes between, on the one hand, a reason-
able self-love, which under the direction of moral conscience estab-
lishes an individual’s real interest, and, on the other hand, the
particular passions.25 In this way, he denies that the particular pas-
sions have moral value and also, in contrast to Hutcheson, largely
rejects the idea of the spontaneity of virtue. In reply to John Clarke
and on the basis of Shaftesbury’s authority Hutcheson proposes
a ‘public sense’ along with the moral sense. This is a ‘Determina-
tion to be pleased with the Happiness of others and to be uneasy
at their Misery’, and it leads us to desire the happiness of all sen-
sible creatures.26 In reply to Butler and drawing on Cicero and
Malebranche he distinguishes calm desires or pure affections,
dictated by inner senses, from passions, that are always violent,
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produced by false associations of ideas.27 He is not disposed, how-
ever, to deny that generous passions have moral value, while he
admits the role played by reason in curbing our passions.28

The intellectual relations between Hutcheson and Gilbert Burnet
(1690 1726), son of the famous historian of the Church of England
and chaplain to George I, is no less significant. Their public exchange
of letters in 1725, together with the Illustrations on the Moral Sense
that concluded it, is one of the most sophisticated and interest-
ing episodes in the eighteenth-century debate on the foundations of
morals. Burnet accepts benevolence as the ultimate end of action,
and the pleasure of moral sense as a pleasure that accompanies the
discovery of truth, but he is not willing to make moral sense the
basis for moral distinctions. One can always ask, Burnet points out,
whether benevolence or moral sense is reasonable: thus the judge-
ment of morality rests ultimately on reason.29 Hutcheson responds
that Burnet reveals himself to be a disciple of Samuel Clarke and
William Wollaston in his use of terms such as ‘reasonable’, ‘right’,
‘fit’, ‘conformable to truth’ and ‘ought’.30 These expressions have
either a relative meaning or, if used in their absolute sense, a hidden
evaluative meaning, and thus presuppose the very moral sense they
are supposed to ground.

The disagreement between the two disputants is actually founded
on a difference in the concept of reason that each deploys. Reason for
Hutcheson is the neutral, formal one of the empirical tradition. Spec-
ulative reason discovers the relations between things, while practical
reason identifies the objects that are suitable for giving us pleasure
and also the means required to obtain them. For any being lacking
benevolence and moral sense it is, therefore, quite reasonable to pur-
sue his own personal interest at the expense of others’ happiness.31

According to Burnet, on the other hand, speculative reason discovers
the truth that the pleasure or happiness of twenty people is greater
than the happiness of only one person. Practical reason reveals that
I must prefer the happiness of twenty people to that of the single
person, even when a benevolent inclination is lacking.32 Hutcheson
replies that twenty stones are more than just one, but that this does
not drive us to accumulate stones if we have no desire to accumu-
late them.33 He uses the authority of Aristotle in support of the claim
that it is pointless to ask oneself about the reasons for an ultimate
end of action.34 Thus benevolence is justified by, or based on, moral
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sense, while moral sense can find no further justification than can
the sense of taste for distinguishing between sweet food and bitter
food.35

In his Illustrations Hutcheson sums up the disagreement with
Burnet, insisting on the absurdity of basing reciprocal obligations be-
tween rational beings on the relationships among things, as Samuel
Clarke does.36 He admits that reason can correct both the moral
sense and the external senses, but just as it would be absurd to main-
tain that it is reason that permits us to perceive colours and exten-
sions, so it is absurd to claim that it is reason that lets us perceive
moral good.37

Hutcheson considered the Essay on the Nature and Conduct of
the Passions and Affections. With Illustrations on the Moral Sense
to be an integral part of his moral system. In due course he proposed
corrected versions of his Inquiry and Essay, and also attempted to
integrate them more into his System of Moral Philosophy, which
was published posthumously. As Hume pointed out, he recognised,
following Butler, the power that moral sense has over the various
powers of the mind.38 However, more explicitly than Butler and
contrary to Shaftesbury’s doctrine, Hutcheson maintained through-
out that the object of moral sense, namely benevolence, cannot be
subordinated to self-love.

hume and utility

Hutcheson’s Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue and his Essay on the Passions defend the reality of virtue
against Bernard Mandeville’s claim that it is an invention of legis-
lators and politicians. Mandeville had argued that by exalting the
excellence of virtue, politicians flatter men’s pride and make them
useful to society, while Hutcheson defended the claim that virtue is
natural.39 When Hume puts forward the main doctrine of Book i i of
his Treatise of Human Nature (Of the Passions), namely the double
relations of ideas and impressions, he does not directly address this
recent controversy betweenHutcheson andMandeville.40 Neverthe-
less, his stance of scientific neutrality does not prevent him from
making claims that become important for his own moral theory,
which he develops later, in Book i i i of the Treatise. When he in-
troduces pride and love as fundamental passions at the beginning of
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Book i i , he re-examines the principles that underlie the traditions
of morals represented by the views of Hutcheson and Mandeville,
namely the British Christian Neo-Platonist tradition on the one
hand, and the French tradition on the other. On Hume’s view
the two have the same underlying problem: if Mandeville’s ‘pride’
(or ‘self-liking’)41 or Hutcheson’s universal benevolence were in-
stincts or the first principles of conduct, one’s own self would be the
cause of both of these passions. But the self (or the other’s self) is not
the cause, it is the object of pride and love, and since they have their
opposites, humility and hatred, the cause must lie in some pleasant
or unpleasant quality of the object that arouses them.42

The analysis of these four fundamental passions requires some
explanation. Hume divides all our perceptions into impressions and
ideas. The difference between them is a difference in force and
vivacity, which is the same as the difference between feeling and
thinking.43 Impressions are either sensations, bodily pains, pleasures
or passions. Passions are direct or indirect, that is they arise imme-
diately from pains or pleasures, like desire, joy or fear, or require in
addition the intervention of some ideas, as is the case with pride,
love and their contraries.44 Ideas tend to associate themselves in our
imagination according to the relations of resemblance, contiguity in
time and place and causality.45 Impressions link to each other ac-
cording as they are pleasant or painful. Indirect passions require a
double association of ideas and impressions, and therefore they arise
from a ‘regular mechanism’ of the mind.46 For instance a beautiful
house, if it is mine, arouses pride. Pride is a pleasant passion that
directs our attention to our self. In this case the idea of property,
which expresses the close and manifest tie that the house has with
myself, is associated with the idea that we form of our self; the plea-
sure produced by its beauty naturally gives way to the pleasant pas-
sion of pride.47 In order to understand Hume’s mechanism for the
generation of the four indirect passions one needs only to change
the pleasant qualities of the cause into painful ones, or to substitute
another person for oneself. One can also substitute other causes for
that of the house: mental or bodily qualities or even an incidental
physical resemblance with a famous person.48

Thus passions, as in the Cartesian tradition,49 always contain an
evaluative component and, in the case of the four passions men-
tioned, they also contain esteem or contempt for oneself or for the
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other. Though pride is a passion ‘unattended with any desire’, love
is always followed by a desire for the happiness of the person loved.
Because this relation between love and benevolence is part of the
original constitution of the mind, Hume speaks of an instinct of
benevolence, an instinct restricted to those we love.50 Indeed, Hume
reinforces the limited nature of our benevolence when he explains
that ‘relations of blood’ and acquaintance in themselves suffice to
arouse love and benevolence, whatever a person’s qualities.51

Hume’s account of our love of praise and our esteem of the
rich and powerful further complicates the consideration of passions
because by this account they require the intervention of the mecha-
nism of sympathy. It is by that mechanism that through our obser-
vation of another person’s action we come to have a passion of the
same kind as the passion we believe the other to have.52 As spec-
tators, we can feel the passions of the agent and also those of the
person affected by his action.53 Sympathy will have a central role in
the third book of the Treatise.

Passions direct our conduct by means of their regular mechanism,
andHume’s determinism can be clearly seen in the famous thesis ac-
cording to which ‘reason is, and ought to be a slave of the passions’.
Among other things, it implies that if, as Locke and Hutcheson
claimed, reason cannot give rise to a passion, neither can it stop a
passion, a claim which is opposed by Locke and Hutcheson.54 On
Hume’s analysis the alleged combat between reason and passions is
nothing but a struggle between calm and violent passions. Every pas-
sion, Hume held, in contradistinction to Hutcheson, can be calm or
violent. Hume now adds that once a passion has become a settled
principle of action it becomes imperceptible. So calm passions are
not necessarily the weakest but, on the contrary, can be the strongest
and dominate one’s character. In this way, Hume substitutes Butler’s
theory of the ruling or hegemonic role of conscience with his own
theory of the dominant passion.55 Together with the theory of the
four fundamental indirect passions it is a sound basis for justifying
the variety of characters, virtues and moral feelings to be found in
Of Morals, the third book of the Treatise.

It should be recalled that the third book of the Treatise was pub-
lished twenty-one months after the first two.56 Within a fortnight
of the publication of the first two books, Hume already had doubts
about their success and suggested a sad dilemma: that anyone who
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is accustomed to reflecting about abstract subjects is already totally
prejudiced, and anyone who is not prejudiced has no knowledge of
metaphysical subjects. He added that nobody would bother to read
‘a book, that does not come recommended by some great name or
authority’.57 Twenty months later, the first part of Book i i i , Of
Morals, included an ingenious strategy: in the first section Hume
reconsidered the arguments proposed by Hutcheson against Clarke
and Wollaston to show that moral distinctions are not derived from
reason.58 In the second section, he seems to accept the claim that
moral sense has an instinctive immediacy and that moral senti-
ment has a peculiar quality that allows us to distinguish between
moral good and evil.59 Not surprisingly modern interpreters hear
Hutcheson’s voice in these doctrines.60 Here Hume kills two birds
with one stone: he presents himself as a disciple of Hutcheson, so
that he may be taken seriously by the reader, and then holds his
master responsible for making morals depend only on ‘our senti-
ments of pleasure and uneasiness’.61

Once it had been established that moral distinctions depend only
on feeling, the paths of Hutcheson and Hume separate. Far from
deriving justice from moral sense, as Hutcheson seeks to do, Hume
immediately points out that no interested or generous inclination
will oblige me to pay back a debt.62 A rational theory of morals, he
had already warned,63 must connect an inner disposition of themind
with a quality of the external world; on the basis of this considera-
tion he proceeds to develop an account of the foundation of justice.
The central thesis is that justice is an artificial virtue, one we em-
brace both because of a condition of the external world, namely the
scarcity of goods and their easy transfer, and also because of a disposi-
tion of the mind, namely our limited benevolence, limited in that it
is restricted principally to relations and acquaintances. If universal
benevolence did exist, justice would become totally superfluous.64

The security on which peace in society depends lies, therefore, in the
invention of justice; self-interest underpins the natural obligation to
respect the rules of justice, while ‘sympathy with public interest is
the source of themoral approbation, which attends that virtue’.65

In the third part of Book i i i , moral sense and sympathy come into
conflict. Having ascertained that moral distinctions are based on the
approval or disapproval of the observer, it must next be determined
whether the distinctions are the immediate effect of a moral sense
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or the natural outcome of a reflection on utility and pleasure, for
oneself or others, brought about by virtue.66 Sympathy is basic to this
evaluation. Through sympathywe participate in others’ feelings, and
it also permits us to have an impartial point of view, since we can
consider the utility and pleasure given by virtues both to the person
possessing them and to the person they affect.67 And even though
our sympathies can change, experience and conversation enable us
to establish general rules and to create a stable, common language of
moral praise and blame.68

While Hutcheson had held that benevolence underpins all the
virtues, Hume ascribes an independent moral value to greatness of
mind, to natural abilities and even to good manners, as Mandeville
had done.69 After a careful examination of all the virtues according
to the four criteria of usefulness to self or others and agreeable-
ness to self or others, Hume is hardly disposed to admit the ex-
istence of a moral sense that acts without prior reflection. In
addition, he is not disposed to acknowledge any peculiarity in moral
sentiment:70 indeed, he underlines how variable our moral senti-
ments are, to the point of marvelling in the end that ‘a convenient
house, and a virtuous character, cause not the same feeling of ap-
probation; even tho’ the source of our approbation be the same, and
flow from sympathy and an idea of their utility’.71 However, this
strangeness is common to our passions and sentiments, Hume re-
marks, since he had already explained that approbation or blame ‘is
nothing but a fainter and more imperceptible love or hatred’.72 At
the end of the Treatise, we understand that an original moral sense
like that of Hutcheson and like the one proposed by Hume in the
first part of Book i i i is entirely superfluous. Our sense of moral-
ity has become the product of history and society. Moreover, buried
under the quality and number of artificial virtues and natural abili-
ties, Hutcheson’s benevolence is no longer the cement of society, but
simply the virtue that makes a man ‘an easy friend, a gentle master,
an agreeable husband, or an indulgent father’. Above all, Hume rec-
ommends the search for knowledge and ‘ability of every kind’.73 It
would be difficult to imagine any ethic that is more naturalistic or
more open to the values of the Enlightenment.

When Hume reconsiders the controversy concerning the foun-
dations of morals in the first section of his Enquiry Concerning
the Principles of Morals he maintains, though provisionally, and in
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Butler’s somewhat Solomonic manner, the agreement of reason
and sentiment in moral decisions.74 Hume does not use the term
‘moral sense’ in the Enquiry, and the term ‘sympathy’ used in the
Treatise now seems to coincide with the sense of humanity and even
withHutcheson’s benevolence.75 The truth is thatHumehas learned
from Hutcheson the art of warmly defending the cause of virtue and
of putting forward his theses concretely, by means of examples, ob-
servations and clear-cut solutions. Moreover, he turns his own old
strategy around: if the principle of sympathywas used in the Treatise
to reveal the criteria of moral approbation, here the consideration
of virtues according to the criteria of utility or pleasure for oneself
or others proceeds alongside the defence of sympathy. The utility
of justice and benevolence is approved of, in fact, because we sym-
pathise with the interests of those who benefit from it.76 As far as
the virtues useful to the person possessing them are concerned, he
maintains that the ‘sentiments of morals’ and the sense of human-
ity, that is to say sympathy, ‘are originally the same’ sentiment.77

The egoistic theorist may well maintain, however mistakenly, that
benevolence is praised because it is useful to the society to which he
himself belongs, but he will never be able to turn into self-love ‘the
merit which we ascribe to the selfish virtues’.78 Thus Hume’s sense
of humanity excludes the egoist far better than Hutcheson’s moral
sense does. In the first Appendix to the Enquiry, Hume’s solution
to the problem of the foundations of morals is disarmingly simple:
‘Reason instructs us in the several tendencies of actions, and hu-
manity makes a distinction in favour of those which are useful and
beneficial’.79 However, for the sake of argument he considers what
the situationwould be if his positionwere false,80 and the hypothesis
prompts him to give five lengthy arguments, in which, once again,
the expert will hear Hutcheson’s voice.81 As in the Treatise Hume
makes Hutcheson responsible for confining moral good and evil to
the ‘internal frame and constitution of animals’,82 that is, to beings
that have sentiments or feelings.

smith and sympathy

The immediate success of Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Senti-
ments (1759) is probably the fruit of the attention Smith paid in his
earlier days to rhetoric and the popularisation of science. The Theory



Moral sense and the foundations of morals 147

of Moral Sentiments is based on a single and familiar principle, that
of sympathy. Smith manages to connect, in an apparently unified
perspective, three successive and conflicting discussions of morals
in Britain in the eighteenth century: the ethics of Samuel Clarke’s
‘fitness’ or ‘propriety’, Hutcheson’s benevolence and Butler’s moral
conscience.

Smith is also very close to Hume. But it should be noted that
although Smith accepts many of Hume’s doctrines, Smith’s moral
theory has a quite distinctive relation to the theories of the Ancients.
As against Hume’s obvious predilection for Epicurean doctrines,
Smith prefers Stoic and Ciceronian ethics, in which respect he is
rather close to Hutcheson and Butler. In the Treatise Hume had
already shown that it is possible to sympathise with both the agent
and the recipient of an action, and he warned that sympathetic par-
ticipation is an imaginary, unreal process, in the sense that the in-
formation and the circumstances of the observer do not coincide
with those of the protagonist of the action.83 Smith takes these char-
acteristics of sympathy from Hume, but he calls the sympathy for
the person performing the action ‘direct sympathy’, and that for the
person who is acted upon ‘indirect’.84 Sympathetic participation is
raised by an illusion of the imagination, which leads us to feel pas-
sions that the agent does not feel and is even incapable of feeling:
for example we can sympathise with a madman or a dead person.85

Smith and Hume differ in one fundamental respect: for Hume the
imaginary placing of the observer in another’s situation means shar-
ing the pleasures or advantages of the agent or the recipient of the
action; for Smith, on the other hand, it means feeling, to a lesser
degree, the passions of the agent or recipient of the action in order to
carry out a comparison with the passions that they really display.86

After offering a very sophisticated description of the phenomenon
of sympathy Smith explains the pleasure of mutual sympathy. His
eloquence succeeds in persuading us that it is equally enjoyable to
share both pleasant and painful passions, although in the end it is
not clear whether sympathising is a pleasure, a need or a duty.87

Smith explains that we hold passions to be appropriate when the
passions of the protagonists of the action fully agree with those pro-
duced by sympathy, and that we must consider both the motive, or
the cause arousing passion, and the end, or the effect produced by the
passion.88 He adds that not only does the spectator assume the guise
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of the agent, but the person carrying out the action also assumes the
guise of the spectator. In thisway Smith is able to reproduce the same
catalogue of virtues presented by Hume, although he does not accept
the latter’s criterion of utility. The ‘effort of the spectator to enter
into the sentiments of the person principally concerned’ is the foun-
dation of ‘amiable’ or benevolent virtues, and the ‘effort of the person
principally concerned to bring down his emotions to what the spec-
tator can go along with’ is the foundation of the ‘respectable’ virtues,
or the virtues that display greatness of mind.89 It is interesting to
make a comparison between Hume’s and Smith’s different accounts
of the admiration for the virtue of greatness ofmind. Themore some-
onewho inherits a great fortune seems indifferent to this, the happier
we are for him, Hume remarks; conversely, the more someone bears
a misfortune with dignity, the more pained we feel. According to
Hume, we learn from experience the level of passion normally con-
nected with a certain type of misfortune and we form a general rule;
imagination, influenced by this general rule, makes us conceive of,
or rather feel, a greater passion than that actually felt. ‘The commu-
nicated passion of sympathy sometimes acquires strength from the
weakness of the original.’90 Hume presupposes greatness of mind in
his explanation of sympathy, whereas Smith presupposes sympathy
in his explanation of greatness of mind. Smith’s magnanimous per-
son, the person with the virtue of greatness of mind, is aware of the
fact that we are not much inclined to sympathise with an unfortu-
nate person, and hence attenuates his manifestation of the passion
to the degree that the observers can sympathise with, and therefore
approve of it.

The fact that it is not possible to feel equal sympathy with all
passions leads Smith to a detailed classification of the passions as
the basis for his explanation of many virtues. For example, temper-
ance or fortitude are required because we are not very sympathetic
towards physical pain. In the case of the unsocial passions of anger
and resentment, self-command is particularly necessary, because the
spectator is equally well-disposed towards both direct and indirect
sympathy. In case of injury, the less we give vent to our anger while
letting our true feelings of resentment be felt, the more we gain the
esteem of the spectator.91

The recourse to sympathy to explain the ‘merit’ of virtue is less
convincing. I approve of an action as benevolent, or I disapprove of
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it as unjust, if by means of indirect sympathy I am able to feel an
appropriate gratitude or resentment. Yet it is evident that the real
gratitude, or resentment, on the part of the recipient of the action
in this case is quite irrelevant.92 In fact, Smith uses the concepts of
gratitude and resentment that are deployed in Butler’s sermons to
support his doctrine that benevolence and justice are virtues and to
refute Hume’s doctrine of utility, as well as Hume’s doctrine of the
artificiality of justice.93

The principle of sympathy and the dual role of agent and impartial
spectator allow Smith to recovermore easily the hegemony and dom-
inance of Butler’s conscience, and to resolve, at the same time, the
problem of obligation. Following Hutcheson, Smith distinguishes
the desire for praise from the desire to be worthy of praise.94 If we are
the natural judges of our behaviour, the desire to be worthy of praise
is the foundation of the tribunal of our conscience.95 The distinction
is based on the difference between the amount of information pos-
sessed by the agent and by the spectator. As in Butler, conscience
is capable of balancing egoistic and generous affections. In light of
our capacity for self-deceit we need to construct general rules of
conduct.96 We frequently feel that we have to conform to these gen-
eral rules, even when sentiments deriving from sympathetic partic-
ipation are lacking. These general rules become sacred in the face of
conscience, as if they were the divine commandments themselves.97

Smith’s attachment to Stoicism leads him to dedicate a whole sec-
tion, in the 1790 edition, the last in his lifetime, to the virtue of
self-command, a distant relation of the Stoics’ apathy.

One great merit of Smith’s Theory is that it provides a social justi-
fication for the emergence of moral values by means of a systematic
exploration of the resources of the principle of sympathy. His rejec-
tion of Hume’s criteria of what is useful and pleasing as the basis of
morals is, however, equally evident in the fact that he systematically
replaces them with the criterion of propriety. It is not the comfort of
a house, the ease of wealth or the citizens’ advantages derived from
a sound political constitution that is the object of our approval and
admiration, but rather the precise ‘fitness’ of the means that meet
the aims for which an object has been conceived, that is to say the
‘love of system’.98 The Humean idea that it is the utility of virtue
that makes virtue acceptable to the imagination derives from an ab-
stract, philosophical consideration of human behaviour. It is only



150 the scottish enlightenment

through the relations between the passions of the agent and those of
the spectator in the concrete circumstances of life that the principle
of sympathy and the criterion of propriety are of any worth.99

reid and the sense of duty

Reid’s attitude towards the eighteenth-century debate on the nature
of virtue is well summarised in the following passage:

[T]he formal nature and essence of that virtue which is the object of moral
approbation consists neither in a prudent prosecution of our private in-
terest, nor in benevolent affections towards others, nor in qualities useful
or agreeable to ourselves or to others, nor in sympathizing with the pas-
sions and affections of others, and in attuning our own conduct to the tone
of other men’s passions; but it consists in living in all good conscience
that is, in using the best means in our power to know our duty, and acting
accordingly.100

No opinion about the doctrines of Hutcheson, Hume or Smith
could be expressed in less flattering terms. In hisOratio, with which
he took up his teaching post in Aberdeen in 1751, Reid fully es-
pouses the doctrine of the Stoics, as expounded by Cicero in the
De Officiis. He adds that all those, whether Ancients or Moderns,
who asked themselves about the origins and nature of the virtues,
used their subtleties to make what was clear and obvious obscure
and confused, and he awards Butler first prize for the clarity of his
ethics.101 Reid’s Essays on the Active Powers of Man (1788) confirm
this opinion. He distinguishes here the ‘system of morals’ from the
‘theory of morals’, practical ethics from the foundations of ethics.102

Through the course of history systems of morals have been quite re-
liable. A system of morals resembles a botanical system, in which
classification facilitates the assimilation and recollection of all our
duties. A theory of morals, on the other hand, is an account of our
moral powers by which we distinguish the just from the unjust. This
is a complicated matter and has little to do with knowledge of our
duties.103

This is not to say that Reid was not interested in the founda-
tions of ethics. In the early years of his teaching in Glasgow his
view that the perception of external objects always implies a judge-
ment had already paved the way for the doctrine that ethics has a
rational basis.104 His manuscripts and lecture notes prove that he
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had read Hume’s Enquiry and Smith’s Theory carefully and with a
suspicious eye.105 In the 1780 lectures he goes back to criticism of
Smith’s Theory, which can be found in four earlier manuscripts.106

Reid recognised that Smith’s system did not haveHume’s ‘licentious
tendency’ and contained some excellent parts; however, he main-
tained that Smith tried to reduce sympathy to self-love, and moral
approbation to sympathy. The former is an unfounded criticism. The
only sympathy that Reid is willing to recognise is the involuntary,
contagious type, which results from love, affection and esteem for
people. As imagination, on Reid’s account, is a voluntary power of
the mind, he views Smith’s imaginary placing oneself in another’s
shoes as a deliberate, egoistic act, which, ‘while it lasts, puts an end
to our sympathy’.107

The second criticism is better founded: if the approval of conduct
depends on the observation of the agreement between another’s pas-
sion and what we imagine we should feel in the same circumstances,
the term ‘should’ is ambiguous. It can mean both ‘what we ought to
feel’ and ‘what we actually would feel’.108 In the former case it is
presumed that we have a moral faculty that judges the rightness of
our feelings; in the second case moral approval is made to depend
on what we do, not on what we should do. The criticisms do not
end here, and many are addressed to Hume, but there would be little
point in mentioning them. It is more interesting to note that the
disagreement with Hume gives Reid an indication of how to con-
tinue his own line of thought. In order to demonstrate, for exam-
ple, the artificiality of justice, Hume criticises a vicious circle: no
action can be virtuous unless it arises from a virtuous motive, so a
virtuous motive must precede the respect for virtue. The essence of
Reid’s reply consists in distinguishing between the goodness of an
action, considered abstractly, and the moral goodness of the agent.
The moral goodness of the agent is the very ‘regard to virtue’ that
Hume condemns.109

Taking his concepts from Cicero, Reid maintains that when we
require that human behaviour should be rational, we are referring to
honesty and utility.110 What is useful is identified with what is good
‘upon the whole’ for a rational being; what is honest is identified
with duty or with what one ought to do. Duty, or moral obligation,
is a simple and therefore indefinable notion. It is neither a quality
of the action, considered abstractly, nor of the agent considered
independently of the action, but is rather the relationship that ties
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the agent to the action.111 Man’s rational actions are thus preceded
by the judgement that this or that action is right or wrong. This sense
of duty has the same capacity as has Butler’s conscience to order our
numerous powers and direct our behaviour.112 However, Reid prefers
to call it a moral sense because he wants to recover the analogy with
external senses that Hutcheson propounded. Sight not only provides
uswith the sensations of colour, but also permits us to judgewhether
this is red or that is green. Analogously, ‘by our moral faculty, we
have both the original conceptions of right and wrong in conduct, of
merit and demerit, and the original judgments that this conduct is
right, that is wrong; that this character has worth, that demerit’.113

In a well-known note that concludes his Essays, Reid points out that,
while in the case of the outer senses, sensations precede judgement,
in the case of moral perception, ‘the feeling is the consequence of
the judgment, and is regulated by it’.114 Thus, in Reid’s doctrine of
perception, colour suggests a real physical quality, while it is evi-
dent that the sentiment the heart approves of comes afterwards and
hence can suggest nothing. By saying that moral approbation in-
cludes moral judgement accompanied by esteem, benevolent affec-
tion and sympathy, Reid does not differ much from Gilbert Burnet.
Esteem, with its consequent benevolence, is once again presented
as a duty, whereas sympathy is merely a consequence of benevolent
affections.115

There is no doubt that Reid’s account of moral judgement is dra-
matically different from that of Hutcheson, Hume and Smith, and
chiefly this is because of the role that Reid ascribes to moral judge-
ment as against feeling in the moral dimension of our lives. Because
of the attention devoted to Hutcheson, Hume and Smith, there is
a tendency to associate the Scottish Enlightenment with the moral
doctrine of sentimentalism. It is salutary to recall that the predom-
inant philosophy in Enlightenment Scotland was that of common
sense, and that those who subscribed to it regarded sentimentalism
as a fatally flawed moral doctrine.
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8 The political theory of the
Scottish Enlightenment

Scotland’s singular voice within the polyphony of the European
Enlightenment has attracted a great deal of debate. As histori-
ans attempt to weigh local varieties of Enlightenment, informed
by disparate religious, political and cultural settings, against the
transnational concerns and cosmopolitan aspirations of ‘the’ En-
lightenment, Scotland posits a remarkable case in point. Scotland’s
European contexts have often been overlooked; by the same token,
its distinct features can only be mapped against the contours of
the European Enlightenment. David Hume, Adam Smith, William
Robertson, John Millar and Adam Ferguson were subtle disciples
of European intellectual traditions, and conversant with a range of
Enlightenment cultures. At the same time, their writings convey a
powerful sense of Scotland’s incomparable position as a kingdom
within the British union, set apart by its church and jurisprudence,
and by its singular decision to trade sovereignty for empire. Nowhere
is this apparent tension more pronounced than in the field of
political theory.1

politics and the scots

Taken as a field of enquiry, politics is a conjuncture of mind-sets
responding to contemporary political issues, critical perusals of in-
tellectual traditions and cross-fermentation with other sciences.2

The balance between these elements may differ according to era and
culture; but eighteenth-century Scottish thinkers were able to draw
vigorously on all three sources of inspiration. Their political thought
was accordingly shaped by three sets of problems: Scotland’s vol-
untary loss of sovereignty in an age when statehood and statecraft
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steadily gained importance; the need for a viable modern theory of
politics amid clashing idioms of the good life and the good polity; and
the tall order set by the natural sciences for standards of certainty,
regularity and predictability in the study of human affairs.

Scotland’s union of parliaments with England (1707) and its
recognition of the Hanoverian succession embodied in the Act of
Settlement (1701) did not only decide its political course for the
century to come, but also determined the climate in which a new
political theory was to emerge. Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, who
was the most distinct voice of scepticism in the Union debate,
yet was perfectly willing to redraw Scotland’s borders and regime
within a new confederacy of European republics, bequeathed to
the Scottish Enlightenment a complex legacy. Its effect lies less in
the essence of his political suggestions than in their theoretical
tenor and mood. Scotland’s political future was to be determined
against a new European horizon, where all traditional idioms of
polity must be reworked to accommodate the rise of modern com-
merce and urban refinement. Consequently, the value of sover-
eignty could be weighted against justice, peace and prosperity.3

If, as J. G. A. Pocock put it, in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Scottish political discourse ‘ ‘‘nation”and ‘‘monarchy”are organizing
concepts’,4 then new organising concepts were urgently in demand.
No classical model, not even the Machiavellian republicanism close
to Fletcher’s heart, could fully account for Scotland’s position in a
world of centralising commercial states and emerging metropolitan
modernity.

Prior to the recasting of political idiom, however, it was impor-
tant to state that political theorising itself had become requisite as
never before. Scotland’s place within the Union, its unique position
as a willing terminator of its own sovereignty, suggested that its
‘politics’ must henceforth be conducted on a different level. Beyond
the immediate wrestling with Jacobitism and loyalty, with the
changing fortunes of Whiggism, with issues of patronage and repre-
sentation, a new ‘politics’ was to be drawn on a more abstract scale.
In one sense, what emerged was a distinctly modern cultural politics
(as we would put it today), struggling to create a Scottish literature,
theatre and philosophy distinct from the English and conversant
with the European.5 In another sense, a theory of politics was to be
pulled like a delicate string out of the fabric of moral philosophy,
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and carefully woven to accommodate Scotland’s distinctly modern
rationale for its willingness to join England’s empire.

Andrew Fletcher opened his Discourse of Government with Re-
lation to Militias (1698) by saying that bad governments account for
so much human misery that political ignorance is morally hard to
condone as well as intellectually inexplicable. ‘For though mankind
take great care and pains to instruct themselves in other arts and
sciences’, he wrote, ‘yet very few apply themselves to consider the
nature of government, an enquiry so useful and necessary to both
magistrate and people’.6 Heralding Hume, Fletcher suggested that
bad governments were able to lean on false pretences of their propo-
nents and on self-delusion on the part of some of their subjects. From
Fletcher onwards, the Scottish Enlightenment’s engagement with
politics was often played out as an exercise in verbal, conceptual and
analytical clear-headedness. Politics, as Fletcher implied and Hume
elaborated, was about opinion: about the ways people think and
publicly work out their thoughts.

In one respect, eighteenth-century Scottish discourse did not have
to reinvent its key concepts. It could draw on the idea of ‘Britain’
envisaged by seventeenth-century Scots since the Union of Crowns
in 1603. As Pocock and several other historians have shown, ‘[t]he
union of crowns diverted Scottish self-fashioning into a British con-
text’, complete with a ‘discourse of Britain’ to underpin the project
of political and economic union.7 Yet the concept of ‘Britain’ that
became a political and juridical reality in 1707 was itself in need of
a political theory to support it. The key to such a theory, as David
Hume clearly spelled out, was not the ‘vulgar’ debate betweenWhigs
and Tories on the legitimacy of the Glorious Revolution, the Act of
Settlement and the recasting of England as a parliamentary monar-
chy. Nor was it the debate between eighteenth-century ‘court’ and
‘country’ factions over national debt and agrarian policy. Looming
behind the British scene and its fleeting terminology of current
affairs was the new European system of states, monarchic central-
isation and the growth of modern manufacture, commerce, interna-
tional trade and individual affluence. These grand-scale processes in
European history were not merely a question of individual volition,
ambition or virtue. They transcended dynastic quarrels and self-
styling of regimes.Moreover, they could not be captured by the avail-
ablemodels of governmental classification and political explanation.
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Thus, the urgent need to create a new language of politics8 was not
merely an outcome of historical contingencies such as the Glorious
Revolution and the Union of Parliaments; it came from a crisis in
the Scottish perception of historical causality itself. Markets did not
change because of kings, and social mores were not transformed by
humanist rhetoric. Other forces were at work, forces unimagined
by Aristotle, Epictetus or even Machiavelli. By the first third of the
eighteenth century, these forces were ready for naming.

The rise of a new Scottish political philosophy owes important
debts to Andrew Fletcher’s wrestling with the Machiavellian idiom,
and to the influential teachings of Francis Hutcheson, professor at
Glasgow, who taught politics firmly but distinctively within the
contours of moral philosophy. But it was David Hume who carried
theNewtonian challenge, as he understood it, to its logical end: to re-
move politics, once and for all, off its feet of clay and provide it with
scientific respectability. Hume’s famous demand ‘that politics may
be reduced to a science’9 was a polemic statement: it subjected his-
torical and current political events to the organising hand of philo-
sophy, imposed models of enquiry from the natural sciences upon
human affairs, and also entailed that assertive choices be made from
the available political idioms.

In his introduction to A Treatise of Human Nature (1739 40),
Hume gave a misleadingly simple definition of political theory.
‘[P]olitics’, he wrote, ‘consider men as united in society, and depen-
dent on each other’.10 This is a brief but pregnant statement, suggest-
ing that no pre-social condition (and hence no primeval contract) is
relevant to politics as far as Hume was concerned. But even prior
to Hume’s contractarian reservations, it is noteworthy that Hume
took the term ‘politics’ to mean political theory and not political
practice. This (proper but partial) usage, in the Treatise and else-
where in Hume’s works, conveys his idea that only through rigor-
ous philosophical treatment, through the purge of clear reasoning,
can political practice be redeemed from the dimming inconsisten-
cies and fuzzy thinking of everyday life.11

Accordingly, ‘Politicians’ in Hume’s vocabulary are never states-
men, always philosophers (with Machiavelli so denoted only in the
latter capacity).12 By contrast, Adam Smith, in accordancewithmod-
ern usage, shifted the word from would-be scientists to their exas-
peratingly shifty objects, ‘that insidious and crafty animal, vulgarly
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called a statesman or politician, whose councils are directed by the
momentary fluctuations of affairs’.13 Vulgarity, for both Hume and
Smith, went beyond the aesthetic dimension of common usage: it
was, as Duncan Forbes has shown, a byword for conceptual fuzzi-
ness, for short-term unpredictability, for the weaknesses hindering
actors and observers alike from approaching politics as a science.14

There is a deep connection, Hume asserted, between the rigour
and consistency of thinking about politics, and the political realities
that philosophymay help to understand, alter and improve. ‘The sci-
ences, which treat of general facts’, he wrote, ‘are politics, natural
philosophy, physic, chemistry, &c. where the qualities, causes and
effects of a whole species of objects are enquired into.’15 Such sci-
ence, fully up to Newtonian scratch, would harbour more than one
‘universal axiom’.16 In true empiricist vein, its facts could be col-
lected from history and brought to scientific scrutiny: ‘These records
of wars, intrigues, factions, and revolutions, are so many collections
of experiments, by which the politician or moral philosopher fixes
the principles of his science, in the same manner as the physician or
natural philosopher becomes acquainted with the nature of plants,
minerals, and other external objects, by the experiments which he
forms concerning them.’17 But does political reality behave like the
physical world? ‘How could politics be a science,’ Hume rhetorically
asked, ‘if laws and forms of government had not a uniform influence
upon society?’18

Fortunately, they do. The perennial layers of human nature can
furnish the politician with mineral-like consistency. Political regu-
larities are decipherable. ‘So great is the force of laws, and of partic-
ular forms of government, and so little dependence they have on the
humours and tempers of men, that consequences almost as general
and certain may sometimes be deduced from them, as any which
the mathematical sciences afford us.’19 Perhaps the keyword in this
passage is the giveaway ‘sometimes’. Hume knew that his science
was still some steps away from mathematical constancy and astro-
physical precision. His selective approach to history and to current
political analysis suggests that Hume was aware of the vast tracts of
fuzziness, of ‘noise’, of theory-resistant facts, stretching between the
decipherable lines of meaningful political narrative. But this did not
weaken his insistence on treating politics scientifically. Observation
and analysismay take awhile longer Hume cheerfully granted ‘that
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the world is still too young to fix many general truths in politics’20

but that was amatter of time alone. Upon the tripod of political prac-
tice, intellectual political traditions and the new sciences, the latter
prevailed for Hume. It was Newtonian science that was to enforce
ultimate sense and order on current affairs and on political legacies.

On the scientification of politics, as on other matters, Adam
Ferguson was one of Hume’s most adamant, if understated, ad-
versaries. Ferguson noted that the very scholarliness of Hume’s
approach, his unapologetic vita contemplativa, is a phenomenon
lamentably distinguishing the modern world from the ancient. ‘It is
peculiar to modern Europe, to rest so much of the human character
on what may be learned in retirement, and from the information of
books.’21 In Ferguson’s vocabulary, where politics was a lively prac-
tice aswell as a scholarly pursuit, aman of actionwas no less entitled
than a retiring scholar to be called a politician.22

The ancient classics of political thought, Ferguson argued, were
created in the midst of an active political life. Set to motion by a
vita activa, Cicero and the Stoics, as well as their Greek predeces-
sors, produced texts that perforce shed much of their meaning in the
reclusive calm of modern libraries. Politics, for modern men, has be-
come an imagined practice and idle theory: ‘[W]e endeavour to derive
from imagination and thought, what is in reality matter of experi-
ence and sentiment: andwe endeavour, through the grammar of dead
languages, and the channel of commentators, to arrive at the beau-
ties of thought and elocution, which sprang from the animated spirit
of society, and were taken from the living impressions of an active
life’.23 Echoing the rationale of the Encyclopédie, Ferguson there-
fore suggested that politics must not be reduced to a science, but,
rather, enhanced to the level of a self-conscious and well-informed
practice. ‘Our attainments are frequently limited to the elements of
every science, and seldom reach to that enlargement of ability and
power which useful knowledge should give. Like mathematicians,
who study the Elements of Euclid, but never think of mensuration,
we read of societies, but do not propose to act with men: we repeat
the language of politics, but feel not the spirit of nations: we attend
to the formalities of a military discipline, but know not how to em-
ploy numbers of men to obtain any purpose by stratagem or force.’24

Thus, if Hume’s politics is the theory of men socially united
and mutually dependent, Ferguson suggested that these men should
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include, as in classical Rome, the political philosopher himself;
and that theory, particularly the political, is not entitled to divorce
action. If the mathematical certainty desired by Hume leaves the po-
litical philosopher ‘feeling not the spirit of nations’, then Ferguson
forcefully questioned its desirability. But this activist critique of the
‘noble science of politics’ did not prevail. The last word, as far as
the Scottish Enlightenment is concerned, was said by Ferguson’s
direct successor at theUniversity of Edinburgh, Dugald Stewart, who
developed the Humean paradigm for the use of nineteenth-century
political scientists.

canon and segments

The Scottish Enlightenment did not produce a shelf, or even half a
shelf, of books dedicated to politics alone. Despite Hume’s bid to re-
duce politics to a science, very few texts can be seen as specialist
works in political theory. Hume’s political essays clearly count, as
well as Ferguson’s Principles of Moral and Political Science (1792).
More typically, however, a great deal of Scottish political theory is
parcelled out sometimes in designated chapters but more often in
pregnant passages or lengthy excursions within contributions to
other fields of enquiry. Political theory surfaced in works on moral
philosophy and the science of man;25 on the history of nations26

and universal history,27 jurisprudence,28 and political economy.29

In some respects, this treatment of politics came from Scotland’s
unique intellectual climate. In other respects, its contexts are found
in the history of European learning.

Aptly recognised (since Aristotle) as a specific area of knowledge,
politics was nevertheless segmented and interwoven within other
fields of enquiry for several sets of reasons. In the European universi-
ties of the early eighteenth century, politics was not yet an indepen-
dent academic discipline; only during the second half of the century
did the University of Göttingen begin to experiment with Statistik
as an autonomous area of scholarship. In university teaching, poli-
tics was ancillary to moral philosophy, while the study of govern-
ment remained firmly within the confines of jurisprudence. A dif-
ferent interweaving was part of the Enlightenment’s philosophising
drive (counter to the tradition of humanist ‘erudition’) to incorporate
all aspects of human behaviour within the contours of philosophical
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history. Scottish authors were particularly prone to incorporate their
political discussion into historical writings, be they in the form of
‘national’ or imperial histories, notably Hume’s History of England,
or in ‘conjectural’ histories of mankind, as in Millar. Ferguson and
Robertson contributed to both genres.

Political economy was the most distinct Scottish alternative to
Aristotelian politics as a high science of government. The ensuing
admixture of jurisprudential and economic discourse with politics
is explored elsewhere in this volume. The essential question, how-
ever, is whether the Scottish Enlightenment did not remove its the-
oretical onus away from political theory altogether. As one scholar
recently put it, human improvement, economic advance, personal
liberty and individual choice ‘were not particularly political goals’.30

Other historians view political economy as a creative extension of
the traditional borders of politics.31

available idioms and pivotal issues

The debate on the scientification of politics, represented here by
Hume and Ferguson, reflected a clash of political idioms and, deeper
still, a philosophical disagreement about the mechanisms operating
a stable polity and about the weight of human volition in political
history. Man’s social nature, the kernel of Hume’s brief definition of
politics, lay at the heart of Scottish political philosophy. Born into
society, men have always shaped their political and cultural institu-
tions according to their evolving expectations and needs, and were
in turn shaped by these institutions. There was no pre-social state,
no conscious moment of entering a social pact: Hume’s withdrawal
from the contractarianmodel associatedwithHobbes and Locke, and
his adoption of the natural lawyers’ evolutionary, stadial account of
economic and political change, set the stage for the Scottish Enlight-
enment almost as a whole.

Two major fault lines run across the Scottish discussion of man’s
sociability: the right balance between the social and unsocial ele-
ments of human nature, and the part-overlap and part-incongruity
between society and polity. The first of these lines marked the limits
of the civic, or Machiavellian, idiom of republican virtue and opened
up new possibilities of accounting for non-virtuous, yet socially ben-
eficial, behaviour. The second line involved a conscious expansion
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of political theory beyond the core issues of government and con-
stitution. What was common to both sets of problems was the need
to incorporate commerce, a factor unaccounted for by Machiavelli
and Hobbes, into political theory.Man’s social nature was reassessed
against the rise of modern trade and manufacture, consumerism and
material refinement, as the distinctive attributes of modern states.
Here, Scotland’s unique perspective as a post-sovereign member of
the British union, a state that traded independence for empire, proved
invaluable.32

In an important respect, the stage was set by a pre-Enlightenment
thinker, Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, whose prominence in the
Union debate (1703 7) was based on a last-ditch attempt to
reconcile Machiavellian republicanism with modern statehood.33

Fletcher, like the English revolutionary JamesHarrington in themid-
seventeenth century, drew directly on the great early moderniser
of classical republicanism, the Florentine Niccolò Machiavelli in
his Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livius (completed
in 1519). This neo-republican tradition challenged monarchical
autocracy in its insistence on the participation of public-spirited,
property-owning citizens in the defence and government of their
country. In a mitigated form, more accurately labelled ‘neo-Roman’,
it hailed the civic alertness of a political nation offsetting any
absolutist aspirations of the English monarchs.34 England’s insular-
ity vis-à-vis continental Europe was thus celebrated on two scales,
the geo-political and the constitutional.

Up to a point, the neo-republican idiom seemed better applic-
able to Scotland than the alternative anti-absolutist discourse, the
‘old Whig’ idea of an ancient constitution that posed a unique coun-
terbalance, gleaned from England’s baronial past, against modern
continental-style monarchy. Scottish history was rich in feudal up-
heaval but unable to provide a tenable Magna Carta of its own. The
Scottish humanist and legal tradition, on the other hand, accommo-
dated Ciceronian and Stoic political rhetoric more easily. This set
of ideas proved especially relevant to Scotland on two occasions: the
debate preceding the Union of Parliaments in 1707, and the agitation
for a Scottish militia prior to the Union, and again in the second half
of the eighteenth century.

The vision of an independent classical polity run by propertied
citizen soldiers clearly went against the tenor of Scotland’s union
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with England and its ensuing rise to commercial prominence. Hume,
in particular, found the Machiavellian idiom wholly wrong for the
state of post-Union Scotland. Machiavelli’s crucial error, unfor-
givable even for an early sixteenth-century author once he could
enjoy the excellent vantage point of Florence, is that he was blind
to the stability and staying power of modern monarchies. Worse,
Machiavelli and his contemporaries had ignored the political mean-
ing of commerce.35 Eighteenth-century neo-republicans, supporters
of the ‘Commonwealth’ agenda, did not understand that neither
civic virtue nor landed property could serve as the mainstays of a
modern state. The social consequences of manufacture and com-
merce were public and private opulence on a new scale, complete
with cultural refinement that allowed liberty to reside in large
monarchies. Agrarian landholding was no longer the sole thresh-
old leading into the political nation. Wealth made by commerce,
and spent in sophisticated urban settings, introduced political in-
terests far removed from those of the Ciceronian ‘citizen’ (cives) in
his latter-day guise as an English or a Scottish country gentleman.
These novelties, Hume asserted, were largely unintended outcomes
of complex economic processes. They made the classical, polis-
confined republican model all but obsolete.36

At stake was the appropriate use of history in the service of po-
litical philosophy. For Hume, Scottish political history could not
underscore a viable philosophical analysis of modernity, because
Scotland’s baronial and monarchical past led nowhere; Scotland
did not even have the kind of imagined ‘ancient constitution’ on
which the English could draw a (false) justification for their genuine
but quite novel constitutional achievement. If politics is gleaned
from history, if ‘history is public time’, it was nevertheless English,
not Scottish, political history that could furnish a truly theoretical
understanding of what politics is about.37

Yet Scotland’s ‘Machiavellian moment’ was more complex and
more fertile than Hume’s critique may suggest. Andrew Fletcher of
Saltoun, the last true (and even so, not unqualified) standard bearer
of Machiavellian virtù, was a formative voice for eighteenth-century
Scottish political thought not primarily because of his civic commit-
ment. Fletcher in his later political essays was one of the earliest
thinkers to acknowledge the need to adapt the Machiavellian legacy
for the new age of commerce and refinement. More poignantly,
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Fletcher offered a political analysis of contemporary Scotland from
a European perspective.38

Fletcher’s vision of a European confederacy of city-states was not a
viable legacy for the Scottish Enlightenment. His fear of a ‘universal
monarchy’, the idea that one (probably Roman Catholic) ruler could
come to govern vast tracts of Europe enjoying the dynastic luck of
a Charles V, and wielding the arbitrary powers of an oriental despot,
no longer haunted the Scottish Enlightenment. The Peace of Utrecht
in 1714 left a political landscape in which states of varying sizes,
monarchies as well as republics, enjoyed several decades of relative
security. Forms of government, the crucial differentiating factors in
classical political theory, were considerably less relevant than a gen-
eral modern commitment to the rule of law and to the new dynamics
of international trade. Fletcher’s republicanism was thus overshad-
owed by amore prevailing insight of his: that Scotland’s place within
the British union subtly corresponded to the balancing factors within
the European system of states.

Between the wars of the Spanish and the Austrian Succession,
Scotland was able to share England’s peaceful economic aggrandise-
ment, revelling in the new conceptual environment of ‘liberty’ and
‘security’ vouchsafing ‘justice’. It could also begin to envisage its
new cultural politics as a distinct European province. Provided, that
is, that the Jacobite challenge was promptly derailed. By the time
Charles Edward Stuart arrived in Edinburgh for a brief and stormy
sojourn in 1745, the Scottish Enlightenment, made from almost one
Whig, lowland, and Presbyterian-moderate skin, was equipped with
the theoretical tools to reject Jacobitism from a ‘scientific’ stance,
brushing away the ‘vulgarity’ of more partisan interests. Jacobitism
was the stuff of yesterday’s politics (and of tomorrow’s cultural-
political imagination, but not yet). Not only was it closely identi-
fied with Catholic absolutism, evoking outdated fear of universal
monarchy; it was contrary to the desirable course of modern Scottish
history from both the Machiavellian perspective and the emerging
philosophical Whig analysis. The failure of the Stuart cause was not
just (or, rather, not interestingly) a question of dynastic legitimacy
and military force. It was a victory of Hume’s new politics of inter-
est, a politics involving property and security, public opinion and
justice. Scotland’s full and wholehearted participation in the British
state meant, for Hume, Smith and Robertson, membership in the
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most fortunate (but by no means anomalous) of modern European
states, where strong institutions defend an ever-improving exchange
of opinions and goods.

Adam Ferguson, the last ‘neo-Roman’ of eighteenth-century
Scottish thought, an adamant Whig (but not fully a Lowlander),
offered a partial correction of this analysis by overturning Fletcher’s
balance of concerns. His Essay on the History of Civil Society puts
forward a theory of commercial modernity with classical-republican
linchpins. Ferguson pointed at the moral loopholes of a politics
devoid of virtuous civic alertness and over-dependent on the
essentially apolitical ideas of ‘unintended consequences’ in eco-
nomic and social processes and perennial constitutions of either the
‘ancient’ or the philosophical brand. There are no self-regulating
mechanisms in politics, Ferguson argued. Even the Habeas Corpus
Act, the vaunted patrimony of English freedom, ‘requires a fabric
no less than the whole political constitution of Great Britain, a
spirit no less than the refractory and turbulent zeal of this fortunate
people, to secure its effects’.39 When a Scottish militia bill was pre-
sented to Parliament in the 1760s, Ferguson and his colleagues at the
Edinburgh ‘Poker Club’ used a full republican artillery, inspired by
Fletcher, to promote the bill, but in vain.40

On this point Ferguson’s ‘zeal’ clashed head on with Hume’s
dreaded ‘enthusiasm’, a byword as Hume developed it for any irra-
tional approach to politics, be it overridden by mysticism or by emo-
tion. At stakewas the role of impassioned human intervention in the
institutionalised legal mechanism of themodern state. In Ferguson’s
view, constant civic alertness the irreplaceability of citizens in
the classical sense is one Machiavellian insight that modern pol-
itics cannot leave off. Ferguson thus opposed Whiggism of both the
‘vulgar’ and the ‘scientific’ brands, to use Duncan Forbes’s distinc-
tion. Britain could rely neither on theman-made clockwork of its po-
litical institutions, nor on the natural mechanism of self-regulating
interests converging in the well-balanced commercial state. Nature
and constitution were good but not enough; self-interest and pro-
fessionalisation were historical explicatory factors but not political
guarantors. All good states needed some degree of manual operation
by keen amateurs.41

This Scottish Machiavellism was encumbered by an outdated
moral philosophy. Echoing the Stoics, it regarded luxury and
‘effeminacy’, the mental corruption of the powerful, as the vices
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naturally threatening the simple and manly virtues of the active
citizen-soldier. It was obliged to denounce ‘corruption’, in Stoic and
Machiavellian vein, where a modern onlooker would find consump-
tion and refinement conducive to commercial prosperity and politi-
cal stability. Wealth, in the modern European state, could no longer
be opposed to virtue; ‘virtue’ itself was being transformed into a civil,
rather than civic, moral framework.42

Ferguson tried to push somemodern conceptual demons back into
their etymological bottles, summoning the ‘polished’ back to politics
and reminding the ‘civilised’ of their civic origin. Yet the modern
denotations of ‘politeness’ and ‘civilisation’ had new power of their
own. Delicacy, sensibility, even luxury, were aspects of an advanced
civil life which in some crucial ways surpassed the classical mod-
els. The traditional republican discourse had no answers for the new
respectability of wealth and social refinement, which eighteenth-
century Scots came to associate with the modern age. A choice had
to be made: the civic values had to be radically adjusted to the new
ethics of sociability, commerce and freedom under the law; or else
new proof was required for their relevance to the modern state.

Onemainspring for theHumean rejection ofMachiavellian repub-
licanism was the modern theory of Natural Law expounded in the
works of Hugo Grotius and Samuel Pufendorf. Most effective was
the latter’s account of the emergence of property as a formative social
institution, and his theory of economic progress from primitive com-
munities to sophisticated commercial societies. The development
of legal and political systems, Pufendorf suggested, was informed by
patterns of production and trade. Technological advance and com-
mercial exchange, these defining features of modern society, were to
be taken on board any novel attempt to construct a political theory.
It was from this starting point that Hume constructed his politics as
the ‘science of a legislator’, positing justice, rather than forms of gov-
ernment ormodes of participation and representation, as themodern
politician’s subject matter. In an important sense, Hume opted for
law, not politics, as the idiom for modern government.43

The idea of the modern polity as a society resting on solid
political institutions, freedom from governmental encroachment,
and individual accumulation of wealth, acquired further coherence
from another source. Bernard Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees (1714)
suggested an appealing type of historical causality, one which could
explain why self-interested actions of private individuals, bent on
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accumulating wealth, could amount to increasing comfort and lib-
erty in the public sphere. Moreover, it provided a justification for
the replacement of political virtue with time-tested institutions.
Both the growth of these institutions and the beneficial outcome
of individual selfishness could be seen as the fruit of subtle histori-
cal mechanisms. Political and economic progress was grasped as an
accumulation of the unintended consequences of numerous human
actions: that, for amodernmind, was part of its beauty. It is therefore
no accident that all themajor thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment
drew a great deal of inspiration from Mandeville’s metaphor.44 The
question was, as Ferguson put it, to what extent could communities
of men be compared to beehives?45

Adam Smith’s qualified understanding of the Mandevillian fable
was different from Ferguson’s. In Smith’s Wealth of Nations, spon-
taneous order stopped at the threshold of magistrates rather than
citizens. Smith retained a transformed Machiavellian commit-
ment to wilful governmental intervention in human affairs where
education and security were concerned.46 In the last account,
Hume’s political theory too retained a powerful ingredient of human
volition. For Hume, the free and fermenting agent in politics was
neither the classical-republican citizen-soldier, nor the just magis-
trate, but the modern interlocutor in the public sphere, the purveyor
of ‘opinion’. Politics is thus alwaysmore than the sum of unintended
consequences of historical processes. Its issues transcend the di-
chotomy of in Humean terms ‘liberty and necessity’. Mandeville
had provided an insight, an explicatory device. But the decisive
positive theoretical context for the political thought of the Scottish
Enlightenment was provided by Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de
Montesquieu.

The direct impact of Montesquieu’s De l’Esprit des lois (1748) on
his contemporaries Hume, Smith, Millar and Ferguson makes him
the single most important source of Scottish political innovation.47

Montesquieu offered the Scottish theorists three different, and very
useful, insights. In ascending order of importance, these were a
renovated taxonomy of governments bringing both democracy and
aristocracy under the rubric of ‘republic’, a powerful justification for
a modern type of political freedom in a large commercial state, and
a comparative geographic-cultural approach to political societies as
reflected by their laws.
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Montesquieu’s treatment of republican themes allowed Smith
and Ferguson to feel at ease with the discreet, less-than-
Machiavellian, republican residue of the British state.48 Conti-
nental panegyrics to ‘English freedom’, such as Voltaire’s and
Montesquieu’s and Lichtenberg’s, were seldom taken at face value
by informed denizens of the ‘fortunate island’ themselves, not least
because neither Voltaire nor Montesquieu took the trouble to view
the archipelago beyond the island. But Montesquieu condoned both
the aristocratic element of the British constitution and its large-
state viability, providing ammunition against Rousseau’s small-
state republican purism. Here was a theory of modern freedom
inspired by England and geared for Britain: economic progress,
social refinement and a well-balanced constitution could ultimately
replace the freedom of the classical republic, whose chief resource
was its virtuous citizen-soldiers. From a Scottish perspective, how-
ever, Montesquieu’s pièce de résistance was the idea of ésprit, the
anthropological-cultural analysis of politics. Here was a ‘system of
political knowledge’, as Hume celebrated it, showing that ‘the laws
have, or ought to have, a constant reference to the constitution of
governments, the climate, the religion, the commerce, the situa-
tion of each society’.49 Montesquieu’s Scottish disciples were quick
to abandon his simplistic climatology and geographic determinism.
Putting mores and manners before temperature and geology, they
were now equipped with the tools for analysing modern European
politics in the terms of a histoire des mœurs. William Robertson’s
‘View of the Progress of Society in Europe’ (1769) and John Millar’s
Origin of the Distinction of Ranks (1771), along with Ferguson’s
Essay, are direct beneficiaries of ‘the President’ from Bordeaux.

Hume’s corrective went further. In order for Montesquieu’s
method to be ‘reconciled with true philosophy’, the French author’s
theory of political right must be replaced by a politics of interest,
where both sentiment and justice are accounted for. Justice does not
correlate to social or political relations, but to interest.

Property is allowed to be dependent on civil laws; civil laws are allowed
to have no other object, but the interest of society: this therefore must be
allowed to be the sole foundation of property and justice. Not to mention,
that our obligation itself to obey the magistrate and his laws is founded on
nothing but the interests of society.50
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Yet Montesquieu’s historical and anthropological insight is crucial
precisely because property, and all ‘interest’, can only be deter-
mined by ‘recourse to statutes, customs, precedents, analogies, and a
hundred other circumstances’.51 Furthermore and here Hume’s
corrective applied to the natural lawyers too ‘opinion’, in modern
commercial states with a degree of political freedom, is as important
as property in determining interest.52 The legal historian is thus the
alter ego of Hume’s ‘politician’, so long as the latter a philosopher
to boot remains in control of the terminus of political theory: re-
minding legislators (and lawyers and historians) that ‘the ultimate
point’ of all statutes and customs and precedents is ‘the interest and
happiness of human society’.53

concluding remarks

The creative use made by the Scottish thinkers of Montesquieu
(and to a lesser extent of Turgot and Rousseau) was a conscious
application of new European theory to the political contingencies
of eighteenth-century Scotland, and to its particular intellectual
climate. The effects of Hume, Smith and Ferguson as political
theorists on contemporary European writers is a more complex
and less-studied topic. The French and the German receptions of the
major Scottish thinkers tended to subject their politics, often seen
as pertaining to the ‘fortunate accidents’ of British political history
and ‘English liberty’, to other aspects of their thought. Following the
American and the French revolutions, Scottish political thought was
often interpreted within the narrow confines of anti-Jacobinism and
proto-conservatism.54

The American case projects a more variegated (and more amply
researched) light on the political theory of the Scottish Enlighten-
ment at its late eighteenth-century terminus.55 Personal and intel-
lectual contacts between Scots and Americans with a particular
input by Scots turned Americans such as John Witherspoon, the
most famous mediator between the two Enlightenments made the
founding fathers of the United States better readers of Scottish pol-
itics than any of their European contemporaries.56 The emphasis
placed by Hume on the constitutional machinations of free govern-
ments in large states was taken up by James Madison and Alexander
Hamilton as a major source of inspiration, along with Montesquieu,
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for designing the checks and balances of the American constitu-
tion and reworking, within a heavily institutionalised and legalised
setting, what remained of ‘the Machiavellian Moment’.57 At the
moment of truth in 1776, admittedly, JohnWitherspoon was obliged
to work hard, and not quite successfully, to disperse American
mistrust in the Scots; and neither the dying Hume, nor the very
lively Ferguson, could accept the American upheaval as an apogee
of their respective political teachings.58 Yet the Scottish Enlighten-
ment bequeathed to the newAmerican republicmuch ofwhat has re-
mained usable of its political theory: the new collation of politics and
the ‘science of man’, leading on to the nineteenth century’s social
sciences; the growing emphasis on constitutional machination as
opposed to individual political intervention of the monarchic or the
civic brand; and the signification of public opinion as a key to the
new sociability of self-interested individuals in commercial moder-
nity: not a revival of Machiavellian virtù, but yet a remainder of the
homo politicus residing in the breast, as it were, of the homo eco-
nomicus of the late eighteenth century.
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9 Economic theory

introduction

In 1954 A. L. Macfie gave a lecture to the revived Scottish Eco-
nomic Society on the subject of the ‘Scottish Tradition in Economic
Thought’,1 which has produced a considerable debate.2 While it
seems doubtful that a tradition can be identified, there is ample ev-
idence of a particular Scottish approach to the study of the social
or moral sciences in the eighteenth century, which laid great stress
on socio-economic aspects. In particular, Macfie noted the empha-
sis on the history of civil society, a procedure which has been neatly
described by Donald Winch as involving ‘the pursuit of the origins
and development of civil society from rudeness to refinement by
means of a form of history in which universal psychological prin-
ciples and socio-economic circumstances played twin illuminating
roles’.3

The impact of Montesquieu’s L’Esprit des lois (1748) has been
noted by numerous commentators. For example, Terence Hutchison
has confirmed that ‘the great significance of L’Esprit des lois for the
development of political economy in the eighteenth century, and
after, lay in its fundamentalmethodological approach, which is espe-
cially important in Scotland’.4 A second major influence on Scottish
writers at the time is represented by Isaac Newton, whose ideas were
disseminated much earlier than was at one time supposed.5 But later
there was a significant attempt to make Newton’s ideas more acces-
sible, one notable contribution being Colin Maclaurin’s AnAccount
of Sir IsaacNewton’s PhilosophicalDiscoveries.6 Maclaurin, latterly
Professor of Mathematics in Edinburgh, and much admired by New-
ton, made three influential points.

178
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First, Maclaurin accepted Newton’s argument that we may ‘infer
from the structure of the visible world, that it is governed by one
Almighty and All wise Being’.7 Secondly, he drew attention to the
issue of methodology: to the classic procedures of induction, deduc-
tion and verification.8 Finally, he emphasised the Newtonian ideal
the comprehensive system of thought which was designed to explain
complex phenomena in his case the system of astrophysics. There
were many contributors to the Scottish Enlightenment who shared
the preoccupations and interests outlined above. Adam Ferguson,
Henry Home, Lord Kames and John Millar are obvious examples.
Moreover their writings are of interest to the student of political
economy in that they show an interest in particular topics such as
the analysis of the division of labour and, in the case of Kames, the
theory of taxation. However, they tended to address specific topics:
the treatment of political economy in a systematicway is now asso-
ciated with Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, Sir James Steuart and,
of course, Adam Smith.

The idea of system was important. As Smith noted: ‘Systems in
many respects resemble machines. A machine is a little system, cre-
ated to perform, as well as to connect together, in reality, those dif-
ferent movements and effects which the artist has occasion for. A
system is an imaginary machine invented to connect together in the
fancy those different movements and effects which are already in
reality performed.’9

The four men who contributed so much to the development
of Scottish political economy in the period were interconnected.
Hutcheson, Smith’s teacher, is now known to have exerted a great
influence on his lectures on economics.10 Hume corresponded with
Hutcheson, and it is well known that he was a close friend of both
Sir James Steuart and of Adam Smith. While both Steuart and Smith
were profoundly influenced byHume’s Political Discourses (1752),11

they were to produce works on economics which were so different
in perspective as to make dialogue between the men (and the texts)
extremely complex.

david hume: economics

Hume’s Discourses contain nine essays on economic topics. They
cover such subjects as money, the balance of trade, the rate of
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interest, public finance, taxation and population. As Rotwein has
shown,12 the essays are marked by a unity of purpose and of method.
They also enable us to identify a number of particular interdependent
themes.

The first theme is broadlymethodological and arises fromHume’s
conviction ‘that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less, to
human nature, and that however wide any of them may seem to
run from it, they still return back by one passage or another’. The
study of human nature was thus to be based upon empirical evi-
dence: as Hume himself made clear, the Treatise of Human Nature
constituted an attempt to introduce the ‘experimental method of
reasoning into moral subjects’. The approach also allowed Hume to
state a proposition which was profoundly influential in the eight-
eenth century, namely: ‘It is universally acknowledged that there is
a great uniformity among the actions of men, in all nations and ages,
and that human nature remains still the same in its principles and
operations.’

Among these ‘constant principles’ Hume included a desire for
action, for liveliness and, of particular interest to the economist,
avarice or the desire for gain; a constant principle of motion which
allows the commentator to offer scientific generalisations at least in
the sphere of political economy (Essays, 113).

A second major theme in the Discourses relates to Hume’s em-
ployment of historical materials. From one point of view this per-
spective is straightforward, in the sense that the study of history is
an ‘invention’ which ‘extends our experience to all past ages, and to
the most distant nations’ (Essays, 556). But from the point of view
of our understanding of economic phenomena, broadly defined, the
picture which was to emerge from the ‘economic writings’ was in
fact a complex one.

If Hume argued that the principles of human nature were con-
stant, he also appreciated that the way in which they found expres-
sion would be profoundly affected by the socio-economic environ-
ment which might happen to exist, and also by habit, customs and
manners. While this theme runs throughout the essays, perhaps two
examples will suffice for the present purpose.

In the long essay ‘Of the Populousness of Ancient Nations’,
a work which has scarcely received the attention it deserves,
Hume addressed a proposition which had been advanced by both
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Montesquieu and RobertWallace, to the effect that population levels
had been higher in ancient as comparedwithmodern times. In decid-
ing in favour of modern society, Hume drew attention to the use of
slavery in the classical period as ‘in general disadvantageous both to
the happiness and populousness of mankind’ (Essays, 396), pointing
also to the incidence of military conflict and of political instability.
But perhaps the most striking aspect of the argument is the atten-
tion given to the point that ‘[t]rade, manufactures, industry, were no
where, in former ages, so flourishing as they are at present in Europe’
(Essays, 416). Population is ultimately limited not just by political
factors, but also by the food supply, and this in turn by the type of
economic organisation prevailing. The same basic theme emerges in
the essay ‘Of Money’, where Hume rejected the conventional wis-
dom that money can be regarded as wealth (Essays, 281) and stated
the famous relationship between changes in the money supply and
the general price level; a relationship which remained substantially
unchallenged until the 1920s.

Less familiar is the point that Hume consistently contrasted the
situation of a primitive economy with a more sophisticated version.
It is, he argued, ‘the proportion between the circulating money, and
the commodities in the market, which determines the prices’ (Es-
says, 291). In the primitive economy, ‘we must consider that, in the
first and more uncultivated ages of any state, . . .men have little oc-
casion for exchange, at least for money, which, by agreement, is the
commonmeasure of exchange’. But in the state of commerce, in con-
trast, ‘coin enters into many more contracts, and by that means is
much more employed’.

On the other hand, the changed form of economic organisation
had given a greater scope to individual effort andmust thereforemas-
sively increase the supply of commodities which are subject to ex-
change. Hume therefore concluded that although prices in Europe
had risen since the discoveries in the West Indies and elsewhere,
these prices were in fact much lower than the extent of the increase
in the money supply might of itself suggest: ‘And no other satisfac-
tory reason can be given, why all prices have not risen to a much
more exorbitant height, except that which is derived from a change
of customs and manners’ (Essays, 292).

The technique which we have just considered enables us to con-
trast and compare the operation of certain economic relationships in
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different institutional environments. But there was another dimen-
sion to Hume’s historicism which, if loosely articulated, is none the
less more explicitly dynamic in character. The theme of historical
dynamics is addressed primarily in the essays ‘Of Commerce’ and
‘Of Refinement in the Arts’, where it is noted:

The bulk of every state may be divided into husbandmen and manufactur-
ers. The former are employed in the culture of the land; the latter work up
the materials furnished by the former, into all the commodities which are
necessary or ornamental to human life. As soon as men quit their savage
state, where they live chiefly by hunting and fishing, they must fall into
these two classes; though the arts of agriculture employ at first the most
numerous part of the society. (Essays, 256)

It was Hume’s contention that there had been a gradual progres-
sion to a situation where the two main sectors of activity are fully
interdependent, supported by merchants: ‘one of the most useful
races of men, who serve as agents between those parts of the state,
that are wholly unacquainted, and are ignorant of each other’s
necessities’ (Essays, 300).

The argument is rooted in Hume’s deployment of a favourite the-
sis of the eighteenth century, namely that men have natural wants
which gradually extend in a self-sustaining spiral. The tone is best
expressed in the essay ‘Of Refinement in the Arts’, where Hume also
contrasts the form of government found in ‘rude and unpolished na-
tions’ with that likely to be associated with themodern state. In pas-
sages which are likely to have caught the attention of both Smith and
Steuart, Hume observed that ‘where luxury nourishes commerce and
industry, the peasants, by a proper cultivation of the land, become
rich and independent; while the tradesmen and merchants acquire a
share of the property, and draw authority and consideration to that
middling rank of men, who are the best and firmest basis of public
liberty’ (Essays, 277) a development whichmay be expected further
to encourage the rate of economic growth.

The final major theme in Hume’s thought relates to the prob-
lem of international trade; a theme which, here as elsewhere, un-
folds on a number of levels. To begin with, Hume drew attention
to the general benefits of foreign trade. In the essay ‘Of Commerce’,
for example, he made the point that if ‘we consult history, we shall
find, that, in most nations, foreign trade has preceded any refine-
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ment in home manufactures, and given birth to domestic luxury’. In
the same context he drew attention to induced changes in taste
and to the point that imitation leads domestic manufactures ‘to em-
ulate the foreign in their improvements’. Hume continued by noting
that the encouragement of domestic industry would further enhance
the opportunities for trade and economic growth.13

The second aspect of Hume’s argument supports his repeated
claim for freedom of trade on grounds that are essentially techni-
cal. Building upon the analysis in the essay ‘Of Money’, Hume ex-
amined the case of two or more economies with no unemployed
resources with a view to demonstrating the futility of themercantile
preoccupation with a positive balance of trade. Against this, Hume
contended, a net inflow of gold would inevitably raise prices in the
domestic economy, while a loss of specie would reduce the general
price level elsewhere thus improving the competitive position in
the latter case and reducing it in the former. In the essay ‘Of the
Balance of Trade’, Hume concluded that ‘money, in spite of the ab-
surd jealousy of princes and states, has brought itself nearly to a
level’, just as ‘all water, wherever it communicates, remains always
at a level’ (Essays, 312).14

The third dimension of Hume’s treatment of foreign trade ismuch
more complex. It is based upon the premise that countries have dif-
ferent characteristics and different rates of growth, and thus opens
up a different and distinctive policy position compared with those
so far considered. The argument effectively introduced what Hont
has described as the ‘rich country poor country debate’. Hont
has identified no fewer than twelve aspects of the argument.15 But
for the present purpose, we may approach the matter in a slightly
different way.

While critical of Montesquieu’s thesis regarding the role of phys-
ical factors, Hume was nonetheless conscious of the fact that dif-
ferent countries could have different factor endowments, and aware
that climate could have some influence upon economic activity. But
there is also a sense in which the rich country poor country thesis
reflects strands of thought which we have already identified in deal-
ing with the comparative static and dynamic branches of Hume’s
argument. In this context it is worth recalling that the compara-
tive static technique involves the comparison of different economic
types, while the dynamic element draws attention to the importance
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of individual effort and to an accelerating rate of change as institu-
tions and manners themselves change. On the one hand the reader
is reminded of the phenomenon of a ‘diversity of geniuses, climates
and soil’, while on the other attention is drawn to the point that the
extent to which men apply ‘art, care and industry’ may vary in one
society over time, and between different societies at a given point in
time. Other factors which will affect the rate of growth and cause
variations in rates of growth in different communities include the
form of government and the degree to which public policies such
as trade regulations, taxes and debt are deployed with intelligence.
Hume illustrated this new phase of the problem by referring to the
issue of regional imbalance (a concern which he shared with Josiah
Tucker), citing the case of London and Yorkshire (Essays, 354). The
regional dimension is just as relevant to the rich country poor coun-
try debate as is the international, although it was upon the latter that
Hume chose to place most emphasis.

Hume’s treatment of the performance of the modern economy,
especially in the context of the essays ‘Of Money’ and ‘Of Interest’,
implies an increase in productivity which may give the developed
economy an advantage in terms of the price of manufactures. He also
recognised that an inflow of gold in the context of a growing econ-
omy need not generate adverse price effects. But Hume clearly felt
that rich countries could lose their competitive edge, in noting that
England feels ‘some disadvantages in foreign trade by the high price
of labour, which is in part the effect of the riches of their artisans, as
well as of the plenty of money’ (Essays, 265). It was thus recognised
that advantages may be eroded, causing the loss in turn of particular
industries, unless care is taken to preserve them.

Hume also seems to have felt that the tendency for the prices of
labour and provisions to rise over time could lead to a general loss of
markets and that this could involve a policy of protection to support
employment levels, a situation which he contemplated with calm
objectivity, noting that ‘as foreign trade is not the most material
circumstance, it is not to be put in competition with the happiness
of so many millions’ (Essays, 265).

Hume concluded, in the essay ‘Of Money’, ‘There seems to be
a happy concurrence of causes in human affairs, which checks the
growth of trade and riches, and hinders them from being confined
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entirely to one people’ (Essays, 283). The point was to be elaborated
in correspondence with Lord Kames, and reflects an old preoccupa-
tion with the classical thesis of ‘growth and decay’.

sir james steuart

The major difference between Steuart and Hume is that the former
attempted to offer a systematic treatment of political economy, link-
ing the most interesting branches of modern policy, such as ‘popula-
tion, agriculture, trade, industry, money, coin, interest circulation,
banks, exchange, public credit, and taxes’ (PPO1 i :7; PPO2 i :7).16 As
Paul Chamley has pointed out, Steuart’s attempt to produce a sys-
tematic treatise shows that he sought to include economics in the
body of organised science, and that as such it conforms to the design
of the Encyclopédie as described by d’Alembert.17

In approaching the problems involved, Steuart chose to adopt the
broadly historical perspective associated with David Hume. Steuart
too had taken a hint from what the recent revolutions in the politics
of Europe had indicated was the regular progress of mankind, from
great simplicity to complicated refinement (PPO1 i :28; PPO2 i :34).
The approach was to find expression in a number of areas which
included sociology, politics and economics.

Steuart made use of a theory of stages, now recognised as a piece
of apparatus which was central to the historical work of the Scottish
School in particular. He cited, for example, the Tartars and Indians
as relatively primitive socio-economic types of organisation, while
concentrating primarily on the third and fourth stages the stages
of agriculture and commerce. In the former case, Steuart observed
that those who lacked themeans of subsistence could acquire it only
through becoming dependent on those who owned it; in the latter,
he noted that the situation was radically different in that all goods
and services command a price. He concluded, in a passage of quite
striking clarity:

I deduce the origin of the great subordination under the feudal government,
from the necessary dependence of the lower classes for their subsistence.
They consumed the produce of the land, as the price of their subordina-
tion, not as the reward of their industry in making it produce. (PPO i :208;
PPO2 i :257)
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He continued, ‘I deduce modern liberty from the independence
of the same classes, by the introduction of industry, and circula-
tion of an adequate equivalent for every service’ (PPO1 i :209; PPO2
i :257). The change in the distribution of power which was reflected
in the changing balance between proprietor andmerchant led Steuart
to the conclusion that ‘industry must give wealth and wealth will
give power’. As an earnest of this position, he drew attention, sig-
nificantly in his Notes on Hume’s History, to the reduced posi-
tion of the Crown at the end of the reign of Elizabeth: a revolu-
tion which appears ‘quite natural when we set before us the causes
which occasioned it. Wealth must give power; and industry, in a
country of luxury, will throw it into the hands of the commons’
(PPO1 i :213n).

Against this background, it can be noted that the first economic
problem to which Steuart addressed himself, following Hume, was
that of population, where his stated purpose was ‘not to inquire what
numbers of people were found upon the earth at a certain time, but
to examine the natural and rational causes of multiplication’ (PPO1
i :31; PPO2 i :36). In so doing he stated that the ‘fundamental princi-
ple’ is ‘generation; the next is food’, fromwhich it follows that where
men live by gathering the spontaneous fruits of the soil (the North
American Indian model), population levels must be determined by
their extent.

Where some effort is applied to the cultivation of the soil (the
agrarian stage), Steuart recognised that the output of food and there-
fore the level of population would grow. But here again he drew a
distinction between cultivation for subsistence, which was typical
of the feudal stage, and the application of industry to the soil as found
in the modern situation.

The modern context was dominated by interdependent sectors of
activity (manufacture, agriculture, trade) which in effect maximised
the opportunities for economic growth and therefore the level of pop-
ulation. Hume and Steuart were well aware of a doctrine, later asso-
ciated with J. B. Say, namely that it is products which open a demand
for products. Steuart in particular noted that ‘Agriculture among a
free people will augment population, in proportion only as the ne-
cessitous are put in a situation to purchase subsistence with their
labour’ (PPO1 i :40; PPO2 i :46).
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The exchange economy

The preceding parts of Steuart’s analyses imply a view as to the na-
ture of the exchange economy. It is significant that Steuart made
little use of the division of labour in the Smithian sense of the term
(although he does cite the example of the pin (PPO1 i :158; PPO2
i :200). On the other hand, he gave a great deal of emphasis to the
social division of labour, noting that ‘we find the people distributed
into two classes’ those engaged in agriculture and in manufactures
(PPO1 i :43; PPO2 i :49).

The main theme is that of the interdependence of economic phe-
nomena as a consequence of institutional structures and of the activ-
ity of individuals. As Steuart put it, no doubt following Hume, ‘The
principle of self-interest will serve as a general key to this inquiry;
and it may, in one sense, be considered as the ruling principle of
my subject, and may therefore be traced throughout the whole. This
is the main spring’ (PPO1 i :142; PPO2 i :182). This theme brought
Steuart quite logically to the treatment of price and of the allocation
of resources.

Having defined supply price in terms of the ‘real expence’ of mak-
ing a product, with a ‘small addition’ for profit to themerchant or the
manufacturer (PPO1 i :189; PPO2 i :235), Steuart noted that the pro-
cess of price determination would be affected by competition among
and between buyers and sellers. Steuart was thus able to offer a def-
inition of equilibrium, but also a statement of a stability condition,
in noting that ‘[i]n proportion therefore as the rising of prices can
stop demand, or the sinking of prices can increase it, in the same
proportion will competition prevent either the rise or the fall from
being carried beyond a certain length’ (PPO1 i :177; PPO2 i :221).

Steuart, in the same manner as Smith much later, would also ap-
pear to have been aware of the link between ‘equilibrium’ in a ‘micro-
economic’ sense and macro-economic considerations. It was in this
connection that he expanded his analysis to include a consideration
of aggregate demand and supply, where the interaction of the latter
variables would contribute to the determination of the general price
level and of the level of employment.

It is also readily apparent that Steuart saw no reason to doubt
the potential for economic development in the context of the
exchange economy. Here, and for the first time in an institutional
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sense, ‘wealth becomes equably distributed; for by equably dis-
tributed I do not mean, that every individual comes to have an equal
share, but an equal chance, I may say a certainty, of becoming rich in
proportion to his industry’ (PPO2 i i :131 2). Steuart also argued that
the potential for economic growth was almost without limit or cer-
tain boundary in the current ‘situation of every country in Europe’
and especially France, ‘at present in her infancy as to improvement,
although the advances she has made within a century excite the
admiration of the world’. An equally dramatic confirmation of the
general theme is to be found in the chapter on machines, which
he considered to be ‘of the greatest utility’ in ‘augmenting the pro-
duce or assisting the labour and ingenuity of man’.

The argument taken as a whole is not lacking in sophistication
and can be regarded as taking us beyond Smith’s Lectures. And yet,
like Smith, it must be noted that Steuart did not clearly distinguish
between factors of production (land, labour, capital) or categories of
return (rent, wages, profit). Nor is there any evidence of a macro-
economic model of the kind which was developed by the French
economists from the late 1750s. It is intriguing to think what effect
the work of the French economists might have had on Steuart’s
Principles had he not felt obliged to quit Paris just prior to the first
appearance of the new Tableau.

Economic policy

Yet Steuart’s position was not without its subtlety. The modern
economy, based upon interdependent sectors and upon a system
where all goods and services command a price, could be described
quite graphically as involving ‘a general tacit contract, from which
reciprocal and proportional services result universally between all
those who compose it’. But later he noted, ‘Whenever . . . anyone is
found, upon whom nobody depends, and who depends upon every-
one, as is the case with him who is willing to work for his bread,
but who can find no employment, there is a breach of the contract
and an abuse’ (PPO1 i :88; PPO2 i :101). There is a real sense in which
this sentiment brings the reader to the core of Steuart’s problem; that
of public policy, reflecting in large measure his understanding of the
problemswhich he confronted in Europe, and in Scotland at the time
of writing. In Steuart’s view, the true purpose of political economy
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is to secure a certain fund of subsistence for all the inhabitants, to obviate
every circumstance which may render it precarious; to provide every thing
necessary for supplying the wants of the society, and to employ the inhabi-
tants (supposing them to be freemen) in such a manner as naturally to create
reciprocal relations and dependencies between them. (PPO1 i :17; PPO2 i :21)

As in the case of Smith, the justification for intervention ismarket
failure, although Steuart’s position with respect to the functions of
the state in fact arises directly from the areas of analysis and policy
with which he was primarily concerned.

Looking back over the arguments which we have reviewed, it is
appropriate firstly to recall Steuart’s interest in pre-modern societies
and in the emergence of the exchange economy. Steuart’s concern
with society in a process of transition is reflected in his attempt
to formulate policies designed to deal with the problems generated
by historical developments; developments which had caused cities
to expand, and feudal retainers to be dismissed. It is in this con-
text that the statesman is invited to consider the employment of
redundant nobles and of the ‘multitudes of poor’, together with the
all-important issue of the means of communication (such as good
roads). In a striking passage which reminds the reader of his remark-
able range of experience, Steuart observed,

Pipers, blue bonnets, and oat meal, are known in Swabia, Auvergne,
Limousin and Catalonia, as well as in Lochaber: numbers of idle, poor, use-
less hands, multitudes of children, whom I have found to be fed, nobody
knows how, doing almost nothing at the age of fourteen . . . If you ask why
they are not employed, their parents will tell you because commerce is not
in the country: they talk of commerce as if it was a man, who comes to re-
side in some countries in order to feed the inhabitants. The truth is, it is not
the fault of these poor people, but of those whose business it is to find out
employment for them. (PPO1 i :108; PPO2 i :123 24)

Steuart’s general interest in regional issues is also a marked fea-
ture of the Principles and was to find further expression in his Con-
siderations on the Interest of the County of Lanark in Scotland,
which was first published in 1769 under the name of Robert Frame.
This short work was explicitly designed to illustrate general princi-
ples by reference to a particular case; namely that of the backward
county in which Steuart resided. In particular he contended that
the infant-industry argument which merchants had applied to the
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textiles of Paisley should be extended to agriculture.18 He also ad-
vocated high and stable prices for agricultural products, while call-
ing for a granary scheme which would in effect secure supplies and
stabilise incomes at a level which could be consistent with improve-
ment. Steuart, who was deeply conscious of the imperfections in the
markets for grain, and who had witnessed the suffering in Spain in
the late 1730s, advocated a managed market in his Dissertation on
the Policy of Grain: with a View to a Plan for Preventing the Scarcity
or Exorbitant Prices in the Common Markets of England (1759). In
this important document Walter Eltis finds evidence to suggest that
Steuart had anticipated themodern recommendations of the EC. The
contrast with Smith’s position could hardly be more marked.19

Steuart’s position is also distinctive in that, following Hume, he
emphasised that trade takes place not merely between regions, but
also between economies whose economic conditions are likely to
vary (PPO1 i :296; PPO2 i i :21). The contrast with Smith is remark-
able: as Friedrich List remarked, the former’s ‘book is a mere treatise
on the question:How the economy of the individuals and ofmankind
would stand, if the human race were not separated into nations, but
united by a general law and by an equal culture of mankind.’20

Steuart handled the large number of possible ‘combinations’ sug-
gested by his thesis in developing Hume’s treatment of the problems
presented by trade between rich and poor countries with differen-
tial rates of growth.21 It is also significant that he chose to develop
the policy implications which were involved by elaborating upon
the stages of trade which Mirabeau had identified: the stages of in-
fant, foreign and inland trade, each with its own distinctive policy
implications.
Infant Trade represents a situation where the economy requires

protection in order to develop industries and infrastructures which
will enable the country, at some stage, to compete effectively. It was
this policy which attracted the attention of Alexander Hamilton,
faced as he was with the problems likely to confront the infant
American economy following the Peace of Paris in 1783.

In the case of Foreign Trade, where a given economy can com-
pete, Steuart recommended freedom of trade and an unrestricted
monetary policy. In the case of inland trade, where a mature eco-
nomy has (temporarily) lost its competitive edge (Hume’s case),
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protection of the level of employment becomes paramount as does a
restrictive monetary policy.

But it is sometimes forgotten that Steuart’s ‘stages of trade’ apply
not only to national economies, but also to particular industries and
regions within them. Indeed, it is fair to claim that the state of ‘for-
eign trade’ may be interpreted as involving a capacity to compete
within the framework of a system of organised markets. The state
of ‘infant trade’ may be restated to mean that active policies must
be followed so that the necessary infrastructure is in place in order
to ensure that markets are properly established, while ‘industries’
are sufficiently developed to enable a capacity to compete. In short,
economic policy must always be related to circumstances.

Schumpeter’s description of thework done by FerdinandoGaliani,
whose Della Moneta (1751) was described by Hutchison as one of
the ‘peak achievements’ of the period,22 applied equally to Steuart
(and Hume): ‘one point about his thought must be emphasised . . . he
was the one eighteenth century economist who . . .was completely
free from the paralysing belief, that crept over the intellectual life of
Europe, in practical principles that claim universal validity’.23 The
influence of Montesquieu is evident. But this line of thinking would
be followed by Steuart, rather than Smith fellow disciples though
they were in respect of Hume.

adam smith

However relevant questions such as these may have been to the
practical economist, they were not Smith’s central concerns. As
Hutchison has pointed out, ‘from his observation and experience,
both at home in Scotland, and during his travels in Europe where
he had studied economic problems more closely than any other
English or Scottish economist of his time Steuart had come
to view policy from the standpoint of smaller and less advanced
economies, and to develop his ideas regarding policy for infant
trades’.24

Yet Smith was not unaware of many of Steuart’s concerns. He
readily acknowledged the benefit which he had received from his
residence in a ‘mercantile town [Glasgow] situated in an unimproved
country’ (WN i i i .iv.3). Earlier, in a letter to Lord Shelbourne, he had
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spoken of his admiration for the attempt (in Ireland) ‘to introduce
arts, industry and independency into a miserable country, which has
hitherto been a stranger to them all. Nothing, I have often imagined,
would give more pleasure to Sir William Petty, your Lordship’s ever
honoured ancestor, than to see his representative pursuing a Plan so
suitable to his own Ideas which are generally equally wise and public
spirited’.25 Smith, who ignored Steuart in the Wealth of Nations, is
said to have ‘understood Sir James’s system better from his conver-
sation than from his volumes’.26 Unfortunately, there is no record of
a conversation which might have reflected credit upon both men.

Adam Smith resigned his chair in Glasgow in February 1764, by
which time he was already in France. The visit, which took place
between 1764 and 1766, was the result of his appointment as tutor
to the young Duke of Buccleuch, an appointment which owed much
to the statesman Charles Townshend. From the standpoint of the
development of economic theory, the most interesting part of the
story is the visit to Paris which took place between February and
October of 1766. In this period Smith met many of the philosophes,
but especially François Quesnay and the great Minister of Finance
(yet to be), A. R. J. Turgot. Quesnay was the founder member of the
‘Physiocratic School’ of French Economists, whose original model of
the Tableau Economique (1758) was undergoing a further revision,
the Analyse, in this period. At the same time, Turgot was preparing
his Reflections on the Formation and Distribution of Riches.

In due course, Smith was to recognise that the system, ‘with all
its imperfections, is, perhaps, the nearest approximation to the truth
that has yet been published upon the subject of political oeconomy,
and is upon that account well worth the consideration of every man
who wishes to examine with attention the principles of that very
important science’ (WN iv .ix.38). The reason for this assessment
may be found in the Physiocrats’ definition of wealth, in their lib-
eral attitude to trade policy, but above all else in the quality of the
basic model. Quesnay’s purpose was both practical and theoretical.
As Meek has indicated, Quesnay announced his purpose in a let-
ter to Mirabeau which accompanied the first edition of the Tableau:
‘I have tried to construct a fundamental Tableau of the economic or-
der for the purpose of displaying expenditure and products in a way
which is easy to grasp. And for the purpose of forming a clear opinion
about the organisation and disorganisation which the government
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can bring about.’27 But the model in question sought to explore the
inter-relationships between output, the generation of income, ex-
penditure and consumption or in Quesnay’s words, a ‘general sys-
tem of expenditure, work, gain and consumption’,28 which would
expose the point that ‘the whole magic of a well ordered society is
that each man works for others, while believing that he is working
for himself’.29 As Meek put it: ‘In this circle of economic activity,
production and consumption appeared as mutually interdependent
variables, whose action and interaction in any economic period, pro-
ceeding according to certain socially determined laws, laid the basis
of a repetition of the process in the next economic period’.30

The model which Quesnay (and Mirabeau) developed provided
a ‘picture’ of an economic system with distinct sectors of activity
(agriculture, manufacture, trade) and the appropriate socio-economic
classes. Significantly, the model introduced the importance of both
fixed and circulating capital, in the context of a model where all
magnitudes are dated. Turgot went further in offering a distinction
between factors of production (land, labour and capital) and cate-
gories of return (rent, wages and profit). Schumpeter described the
basic model as marking ‘the great breach’ and went on to point out
that only ‘with the help of such an analysis was it possible for fur-
ther knowledge of the economic life process of society to develop and
were scholars enabled to survey all the general factors and their func-
tions as well as all the elements which have to be considered in every
economic problem’.31 Elsewhere, Schumpeter noted that the model,
so admired by Smith (WN iv :ix), represented the ‘first method ever
devised in order to convey an explicit conception of the nature of
economic equilibrium’.32

That Smith benefited from his examination of the French system
was quickly noted by Cannan. In referring to the theories of distribu-
tion and to the macro-economic dimensions, Cannan noted: ‘When
we find that there is no trace of these theories in the Lectures, and
that in the meantime Adam Smith had been to France . . . it is diffi-
cult to understand, why we should be asked, without any evidence,
to refrain from believing that he came under physiocratic influence
after and not before or during his Glasgow period’. He added: ‘Adam
Smith, as his chapter on agricultural systems shows, did not appreci-
ate the minutiae of the table very highly, but he certainly took these
main ideas and adopted them as well as he could to his Glasgow
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theories’.33 Smith’s debts to the physiocratic model may be seen
in the content of the analytical apparatus which was developed in
the first two books of WN. In these books, Smith in effect trans-
formed his earlier, sophisticated, analysis of the interdependence of
economic phenomena in such a way as to permit him to create a
system which was at once descriptive and analytical.

Smith: a model of conceptualised reality (the wealth of
nations)

The concept of an economy involving a flow of goods and services
and the appreciation of the importance of intersectoral dependen-
cies were familiar in the eighteenth century. Such themes are dom-
inant features of the work done, for example, by Sir James Steuart
and David Hume. But what is distinctive about Smith’s work, at
least as compared with his Scottish contemporaries, is the emphasis
given to the importance of three distinct factors of production (land,
labour, capital) and to the three categories of return (rent, wages,
profit) which correspond to them. What is distinctive to the modern
eye is the way in which Smith deployed these concepts in provid-
ing an account of the flow of goods and services between the sectors
involved and between the different socio-economic groups (propri-
etors of land, capitalists and wage-labour). The approach is also of
interest in that Smith, following the lead of the French economists,
worked in terms of period analysis the year was typically chosen,
so that the working of the economy is examined within a signifi-
cant time dimension as well as over a series of time periods. Both
versions of the argument emphasise the importance of capital, fixed
and circulating.

Taking the economic system as a whole, Smith suggested that the
total stock of society could be divided into three parts. There is,
first, that part of the total stock which is reserved for immediate
consumption, and which is held by all consumers (capitalists, labour
and proprietors) reflecting purchases made in previous time periods.
The characteristic feature of this part of the total stock is that it
affords no revenue to its possessors, since it consists in the stock of
‘food, cloaths, household furniture, etc., which have been purchased
by their proper consumers, but which are not yet entirely consumed’
(WN i i .i.12).
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Secondly, there is that part of the total stock which may be de-
scribed as ‘fixed capital’ and which will be distributed between the
various groups of society. This part of the stock, Smith suggested,
is composed of the ‘useful machines’ purchased in preceding peri-
ods but currently held by the undertakers engaged in manufacture,
the quantity of useful buildings and of ‘improved land’ in the posses-
sion of the ‘capitalist’ farmers and the proprietors, together with the
‘acquired and useful abilities’ of all the inhabitants (WN i i .i.13 17),
that is, human capital.

Thirdly, there is that part of the total stock which may be de-
scribed as ‘circulating capital’, and which again has several compo-
nents, these being:

1 The quantity of money necessary to carry on the process of circulation.
2 The stock of provisions and other agricultural products that are available
for sale during the current period, but are still in the hands of either the
farmers or merchants.

3 The stock of raw materials and work in process, held by merchants, un-
dertakers, or those capitalists engaged in the agricultural sector (includ-
ing mining).

4 The stock of manufactured goods (consumption and investment goods)
created during the previous period, but which remain in the hands of
undertakers and merchants at the beginning of the period examined.
(WN i i .i.19 22)

The logic of the process can be best represented by separating the
activities involved much in the manner of the physiocratic model
with which Smith was familiar. Let us suppose that, at the beginning
of the time period in question, the major capitalist groups possess
the total net receipts earned from the sale of products in the pre-
vious period, and that the undertakers engaged in agriculture open
by transmitting the total rent due to the proprietors of land for the
current use of that factor. The income thus provided will enable the
proprietors tomake the necessary purchases of consumption (and in-
vestment) goods in the current period, thus contributing to reducing
the stocks of such goods with which the undertakers and merchants
began the period.

Secondly, let us assume that the undertakers engaged in both sec-
tors, together with themerchant groups, transmit to wage-labour the
content of the wages fund, thus providing this socio-economic class
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with an income that can be used in the current period. It is worth
noting in this connection that the capitalist groups transmit a fund
to wage-labour which formed a part of their savings, providing by
this means an income that is available for current consumption.

Thirdly, the undertakers engaged in agriculture and manufactures
will make purchases of consumption and investment goods from
each other, through the medium of retail and wholesale merchants,
thus generating a series of expenditures linking the two major sec-
tors. Finally, the process of circulation may be seen to be completed
by the purchases made by individual undertakers within their own
sectors. Once again, these purchases will include consumption and
investment goods, thus contributing still further to reducing the
stocks of commodities that were available for sale when the period
under examination began, and which formed part of the circulat-
ing capital of the society in question. Looked at in this way, the
‘circular flow’ could be seen to involve purchases that take goods
from the circulating capital of society, which are in turn matched
by a continuous process of replacement by virtue of current pro-
duction of materials and finished goods where both types of pro-
duction require the use of the fixed and circulating capitals of in-
dividual entrepreneurs, while generating the income flows needed
to purchase commodities (and services). Smith elaborated on the
argument.

The expenditure of the consumers of particular commodities in ef-
fect replaces the outlays of those who retail them, just as the capital
of the retailer replaces, together with its profits, that of thewholesale
merchant from whom he purchases goods, thereby enabling him to
continue in business (WN i i .v.9). In turn, the capital of thewholesale
merchant replaces, together with their profits, the capitals of the
farmers andmanufacturers of whom he purchases the rude andman-
ufactured products which he deals in, and thereby enables them to
continue their respective trades (WN i i .v.10). At the same time, part
of the capital of the master manufacturer is ‘employed as a fixed cap-
ital in the instruments of his trade, and replaces, together with its
profits, that of some other artificer of whom he purchases them. Part
of his circulating capital is employed in purchasingmaterials, and re-
places, with their profits, the capitals of the farmers and miners of
whom he purchases them. But a great part of it is always, either an-
nually or in a much shorter period, distributed among the different
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workmen whom he employs’ (WN i i .v.11). The farmers perform a
similar function with regard to the manufacturing sector.

A conceptual analytical system: a modern analysis

The ‘conceptual’model which Smith had in mind when writing the
Wealth ofNations is instructive and also helps to illustrate the series
of separate, but interrelated, problems which economists must ad-
dress if they are to attain the end which Smith proposed, namely an
understanding of the full range of problemswhich have to be encoun-
tered. Smith in fact addressed a series of areas of analysis which be-
gan with the problem of value, before proceeding to the discussion of
the determinants of price, the allocation of resources between com-
peting uses, and, finally, an analysis of the forces which determine
the distribution of income in any one time period and over time.

The analysis offered in the first Book enabled Smith to proceed di-
rectly to the treatment of macro-economic issues and especially to
a theory of growth, which provides one of the dominant features of
the work as a whole.34 The idea of a single all-embracing conceptual
system whose parts should be mutually consistent is not an ideal
which is so easily attainable in an age where the division of labour
has significantly increased the quantity of science through speciali-
sation. But Smith becomes evenmore informative when wemap the
content of the ‘conceptual (analytical) system’ against a model of the
economy, which is essentially descriptive.

Perhaps the most significant feature of Smith’s vision of the ‘eco-
nomic process’, to use Blaug’s phrase, lies in the fact that it has a
significant time dimension. For example, in dealing with the prob-
lems of value in exchange, Smith, following Hutcheson, made due
allowance for the fact that the process involves judgements with re-
gard to the utility of the commodities to be received, and the dis-
utility involved in creating the commodities to be exchanged. In the
manner of his predecessors, Smith was aware of the distinction be-
tween utility (and disutility) anticipated and realised, and, therefore,
of the process of adjustment which would take place through time.
Jeffrey Young has recently emphasised that the process of exchange
may itself be a source of pleasure (utility).35

In an argument which bears upon the analysis of the Theory
of Moral Sentiments, Smith also noted that choices made by the
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‘rational’ individualmay be constrained by the reaction of the specta-
tor of his conduct a much more complex situation than that which
more modern approaches may suggest. Smith makes much of the
point in his discussion of Mandeville’s ‘licentious’ doctrine that pri-
vate vices are public benefits, in suggesting that the gratification of
desire is perfectly consistent with observance of the rules of propri-
ety as defined by the ‘spectator’, i.e. by an external agency. In an in-
teresting variant on this theme, Etzioni has noted the need to recog-
nise ‘at least two irreducible sources of valuation or utility; pleasure
and morality’. He added that modern utility theory ‘does not recog-
nise the distinct standing of morality as a major, distinct, source of
valuations and hence as an explanation of behaviour’, before going on
to suggest that his own ‘deontological multi-utility model’ is closer
to Smith than other modern approaches.36

Smith’s theory of price, which allows for a wide range of changes
in taste, is also distinctive in that it allows for competition among
and between buyers and sellers, while presenting the allocative
mechanism as one which involves simultaneous and interrelated
adjustments in both factor and commodity markets. As befits a
writer who was concerned to address the problems of change and
adjustment, Smith’s position was also distinctive in that he was not
directly concerned with the problem of equilibrium. For him the
‘natural’ (supply) price was ‘as it were, the central price, to which
the prices of all commodities are continually gravitating . . .whatever
may be the obstacles which hinder them from settling in this center
of repose and continuance, they are constantly tending towards it’
(WN i .vii.15).

The picture was further refined in the sense that Smith introduced
into this discussion the doctrine of net advantages (WN i .x.a.1). This
technical area is familiar to labour economists, but in Smith’s case it
becomes evenmore interesting in the sense that it provides a further
link with the TMS, and with the discussion of constrained choice.
It was Smith’s contention that men would only be prepared to em-
bark on professions which attracted the disapprobation of the spec-
tator if they could be suitably compensated in terms of monetary
reward.37

But perhaps the most intriguing feature of the macro-economic
model is to be found in the way in which it was specified. As
noted earlier, Smith argued that incomes are generated as a result of
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productive activity, thus making it possible for commodities to be
withdrawn from the ‘circulating’ capital of society. As he pointed
out, the consumption of goods withdrawn from the existing stock
may be used up in the present period, or added to the stock reserved
for immediate consumption, or used to replace more durable goods
which had reached the end of their lives in the current period. In a
similar manner, undertakers and merchants may add to their stock
of materials, or to their holdings of fixed capital while replacing the
plant which had reached the end of its operational life. It is equally
obvious that undertakers and merchants may add to, or reduce, their
inventories in ways which will reflect the changing patterns of de-
mand for consumption and investment goods, and their past and cur-
rent levels of production.

Smith’s emphasis upon the point that different ‘goods’ have differ-
ent life-cycles means that the pattern of purchase and replacement
may vary continuously as the economy moves through different
time periods, and in ways which reflect the various age profiles of
particular products as well as the pattern of demand for them. If
Smith’s model of the ‘circular flow’ is to be seen as a spiral, rather
than a circle, it soon becomes evident that this spiral is likely to
expand (and contract) through time at variable rates.

It is perhaps this total vision of the complex working of the econ-
omy that ledMark Blaug to comment on Smith’s sophisticated grasp
of the economic process and to distinguish this fromhis contribution
to particular areas of economic analysis.38 Blaug noted:

In appraising Adam Smith, or any other economist, we ought always to re-
member that brilliance in handling purely economic concepts is a very dif-
ferent thing from a firm grasp of the essential logic of economic relation-
ships. Superior technique does not imply superior insight and vice-versa.
Judged by a standard of analytical competence, Smith is not the greatest of
eighteenth-century economists. But for an acute insight into the nature of
the economic process, it would be difficult to find Smith’s equal.39

Joseph Schumpeter, not always a warm critic of Adam Smith,
yet regarded the Wealth of Nations as ‘the peak success of (the)
period’: ‘though the Wealth of Nations contained no really novel
ideas, and though it cannot rank with Newton’s Principia or Dar-
win’sOrigin as an intellectual achievement, it is a great performance
all the same and fully deserved its success’.40 Writing from a different
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perspective, Macfie noted that ‘the Scottish method was more con-
cerned with giving a broad, well balanced comprehensive picture,
seen from different points of view than with logical rigour’. The ap-
proach was not narrowly ‘mathematical’ at least in style.41

the aftermath

On the side of policy, the general impression left by the historical evidence is
that by 1826 not only economists but a great many other influential public
menwere prepared to give assent and support to the system of natural liberty
and the consequent doctrine of free trade set out by Adam Smith.42

Black recorded that the system of natural liberty attracted atten-
tion on the occasion of every anniversary. But a cautionary note was
struck by Jacob Viner in 1926. Having reviewed Smith’s treatment of
the functions of the state in ‘Adam Smith and Laissez Faire’, a sem-
inal article, Viner concluded: ‘Adam Smith was not a doctrinaire of
laissez faire. He saw a wide and elastic range of activity for govern-
ment, and he was prepared to extend it even farther if government,
by improving its standards of competence, honesty, and public spirit,
showed itself entitled to wider responsibilities’.43 But this sophis-
ticated view, which is now quite general, does not qualify Lionel
Robbins’s point that Smith developed an important argument to the
effect that economic freedom ‘rested on a twofold basis: belief in
the desirability of freedom of choice for the consumer and belief in
the effectiveness, in meeting this choice, of freedom on the part of
producers’.44 Smith added a dynamic dimension to this theme in his
discussion of the Corn Laws (WN iv .v.b). The thesis has proved to
be enduringly attractive.

Analytically, the situation is also intriguing. Teichgraeber’s re-
search revealed that there ‘is no evidence to show that many people
exploited his arguments with great care before the first two decades
of the nineteenth century’.45 He concluded: ‘It would seem at the
time of his death that Smith was widely known and admired as the
author of the Wealth of Nations. Yet it should be noted too that
only a handful of his contemporaries had come to see his book as
uniquely influential.’46 Black has suggested that for Smith’s early
nineteenth-century successors, the Wealth of Nations was ‘not so
much a classical monument to be inspected, as a structure to be
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examined and improved where necessary’.47 There were ambiguities
in Smith’s treatment of value, interest, rent and population theory.
These ambiguities were reduced by the work of Ricardo, Malthus,
James Mill and J. B. Say, making it possible to think of a classical
systemwhichwas dominated by a short-run self-equilibratingmech-
anism and a long-run theory of growth. The new system was essen-
tially mathematical in character.

Smith thus came to be regarded as the ‘founding father’ of a new
discipline, an outcome which might have given him little pleasure,
had he known it. If this was the perception of the early proponents
of a classical system, the result was to prove unfortunate, not least
because the history of the subject was seen to date from 1776. Donald
Winch quotes an important passage from the French economist J. B.
Say, a committed disciple, to the effect that ‘whenever the Inquiry
into the Wealth of Nations is perused with the attention it so well
deserves, it will be perceived that until the epoch of its publication,
the science of political economy did not exist’.48

This prevalent view caused problems. As Hutchison has argued,
‘the losses and exclusions which ensued after 1776, with the subse-
quent transformation of the subject and the rise to dominance of the
English classical orthodoxy were immense’.49 Among these losses
were many of the issues identified by Hume and Steuart. The use of
the historical method in addressing theoretical issues was one such
loss; another was the concern with unemployment and the model of
primitive accumulation, while in addition the classical orthodoxy
showed little interest in the problems presented by differential rates
of growth or of underdeveloped economies.

Ironically, the conventional perception of Smith’s own contribu-
tion also suffered as a result of the developing orthodoxy. Here at-
tention may be drawn to Smith’s concern with time; his concern
with processes of adjustment rather than equilibrium states. Nor did
Smith’s vision of the ‘circular flow’ feature broadly in the new ortho-
doxy, with its complex focus on period analysis and on the fact that
all commodities have different life-cycles.

More serious still was the fact that the classical orthodoxy made
it possible to think of economics as quite separate and distinct from
ethics and jurisprudence, thus obscuring Smith’s true purpose. As
Terence Hutchison noted, Adam Smith was unwittingly led by an
Invisible Hand to promote an end that was no part of his intention,
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that of ‘establishing political economy as a separate autonomous
discipline’.50
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10 Natural jurisprudence and the
theory of justice

common features

Natural jurisprudence in the Scottish Enlightenment was first of
all a theory of justice. Understood in this way, there are at least a
couple of characteristics which give Scottish natural jurisprudence
a specific difference from other major schools of thought and lend
it a certain coherence for a century or more. One of them is that
justice was not seen as a particular state of affairs or condition of
the world in general. Scottish justice is not directly a matter of the
distribution of goods or relations between classes of people. Nor
is justice a formal quality of law in the abstract, a criterion for
whether a rule in some sense really is ‘valid law’. To put it more di-
rectly, eighteenth-century Scottish natural jurisprudence is neither
Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomistic, Kantian nor utilitarian. In several
of its expressions, it does have features in common with the empir-
ical and naturalistic sides of Aristotelianism and utilitarianism, but
neither suffices to characterise it. The common feature of the var-
ious Scottish theories of natural jurisprudence is that justice is to
be treated as a characteristic of the individual person. Of course, a
society or a world consisting of people with this feature is just,
but that quality derives from the individuals making up the collec-
tive, and in the same way the justice of just law is a matter of the
character of the individuals who adhere to such law.1

In other words, for the Scottish theorists, justice was primarily
a personal virtue.2 By virtue they meant two things, the propen-
sity to a certain type of behaviour, and the ability to appreciate the
moral worth of such behaviour both in oneself and in others. The
behavioural aspect of their theory was seen as and sometimes
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called their practical ethics, while the concern with moral judge-
ment was considered to be purely theoretical or ‘metaphysical’, a
part of the theory of the mind. Natural jurisprudence was that part
of practical ethicswhich dealt with the virtue of justice, and a central
task for this intellectual and academic discipline was to explain why
justice was distinguished from the rest of the virtues by being the
subject of the institutions of justice, namely adjudication, law and
legislation. For the second thing that is distinctive for the Scottish
theories of justice is the apparent paradox that their idea of justice as
a characteristic of the individual is intimately connected with their
social explanations of justice as an institutionalised practice.

divisions

Aswe have already seen, natural jurisprudence conceived as a theory
of justice must be seen as part of what the Scottish thinkers thought
of as a science of human nature or a moral science. While super-
ficially another common factor among them, this was in fact the
point at which their most fundamental division occurred or, it is a
perspective from which the most important philosophical diversity
can be seen with particular clarity. The point is that ‘science’ (or
‘philosophy’), both natural and moral, meant quite different things,
and it was theology that made the difference. While all the Scottish
thinkers saw themselves as ‘Newtonians’, concerned with the em-
pirical demonstration of the regularities of the physical and the
moral realms, some of them the large majority took these reg-
ularities to be evidence of a divinely instituted order and purpose in
the world (thus following Newton himself and going a step further).
Stretching from Francis Hutcheson in the 1720s to Dugald Stewart
a century later, these people considered the sciences to have a moral
mission, namely to teach humanity the way in which individual
things and events, not least people’s lives, had a role in the over-
all providence for God’s creation.3 However, outside of this main-
stream of thought were a few thinkers, namely David Hume and
Adam Smith, who took a far more agnostic attitude to these matters
and for whom, accordingly, the morally prescriptive role of the sci-
ences in general and of the moral sciences in particular was an issue
of a quite different order, as we will see.
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the moral system

Central to the argument of the ‘providentialists’ in moral science
was the idea of a moral system. They thought that humanity natu-
rally forms an ordered moral community, not in the sense that such
a community ever has been realised, but in the sense that itwould be
realised with the moral perfection of human nature in each individ-
ual and that it will be realised to the extent that we understand this
possibility. A moral community is, at one and the same time, the
natural goal and the natural motivation for people’s moral develop-
ment. The task of the science of morals is to explain this possibility
and thus to encourage its realisation. This was one of the most im-
portant rationales for the pervasive practice of teachingmoral philos-
ophy, including natural jurisprudence, as the basis for all academic
study. It was within the framework of this general concept of a moral
order, an ideal system of humanity, that the Scots set about the em-
pirical investigation of actual forms of order and system societies
and economies and of how they arise from the activities of their
component parts, namely individuals.

hume’s and smith’s dissent

This concern with empirical explanation was, of course, shared in
fact, led by David Hume and Adam Smith, but neither of them
endowed their scientific endeavours in morals with the kind of pre-
scriptive task so characteristic of their contemporaries.4 Both of
them strongly criticised teleological explanations, and Hume was
explicitly agnostic about a providential understanding of human life,
while Smith made the (supposed) human susceptibility to providen-
tialist thinking into a subject of explanation in its own right, thus
side-stepping the question of its validity. For these two thinkers,
therefore, any formation of human communities was not of morally
prescriptive significance in its own right; moral community did not
have transcendent, objective value; it was simply an empirical, his-
torical fact. For thinkers such asHutcheson the ultimatemoral value
of individual actions lay in their contribution to the perfection of the
moral system of humanity (in the end of all moral beings); for Hume
and Smith, no moral system could have such validating power. In
fact, for the latter two men, actions, systems and moral judgements
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were empirical occurrences to be understood like all other parts of
nature.

the moral faculty

A central concern for all the Scottish thinkers in their ‘Newtonian’
endeavour was the moral faculties of the individual and on this
topic, too, they put forward a variety of theories. From the point
of view of the theory of the mind, the great dividing line was be-
tween those who saw the moral power in sensory terms and those
who understood it as a power of judgement. For the former, such as
Hutcheson,5 Hume, and Smith, morality was a matter of a percep-
tive power which, in analogy with the external senses, stimulated
the response of the sentiments and thus directed action. For the lat-
ter, notably Thomas Reid, James Oswald, James Beattie and Dugald
Stewart, morality was amatter of judgement not inherently different
from other forms of reasoning.6 Several others George Turnbull,
Lord Kames, David Fordyce tried to find compromise solutions
in which sentiment and reason were balanced, though for most of
them reason was the ultimate authority.7 However, if we change the
perspective from mental philosophy to natural jurisprudence, then
Scottishmoral theory can usefully be divided by a different criterion,
namely whether the virtue of justice was an inherent part of human
nature or whether it, somehow, was superadded to that nature.

morality as nature or artifice

The question whether morality in general was natural or whether
it was an artificial device invented to regulate man’s passions and
thus make social life possible was an ancient one raised with par-
ticular sharpness by the Epicureans. A similar question was made
urgent by some strands of Reformation theology according to which
fallen human nature was so depraved that it was incapable either
of understanding or of following divine injunctions or of both. Ac-
cordingly, it was thought, humanity was left to invent its own po-
litical and juridical means of living in peace. In some major natural
lawyers of the seventeenth century who were of great significance to
the Scots, notably Thomas Hobbes and Samuel Pufendorf, such ideas
were developed into a radically conventionalist view of morality,
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society and politics.8 Furthermore, in the latter half of the seven-
teenth and in the early eighteenth centuries, neo-Epicureans, espe-
cially French, further accentuated the discussion of the foundation
of morality by denying that morality had any hold in nature, a provo-
cation that reached a high point in Bernard Mandeville’s argument
that all morality is a matter of vanity.

The reactions to these developments were many and varied. To
mention just a few, within English moral thought in the seven-
teenth century the Cambridge Platonists, Benjamin Whichcote,
Henry More and Ralph Cudworth, and the later ethical rationalists,
Samuel Clarke and William Wollaston, were of particular impor-
tance; and within natural jurisprudence, there was a strong reasser-
tion of basically scholastic ideas by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and
Christian Wolff. However, in our context an especially significant
factor was a Christianised Stoicism which in Scotland was devel-
oped by Hutcheson.

natural justice: hutcheson

Hutcheson took up, most directly from the English natural lawyer
Richard Cumberland, the idea of a moral systemwhich was outlined
above and combined it with the notion of a native moral sense for
which he found particular inspiration in Anthony Ashley Cooper,
Lord Shaftesbury.9 The basic argument was that human nature in-
cludes a moral sense which recognises benevolence as the core of
moral action; further, that when the moral sense is enlightened and
not distorted by selfish passions, a person’s judgement and behaviour
will tend to contribute to the overall happiness of society and hu-
manity. In other words, harmony between the moral life of the indi-
vidual and perfection of the moral community is a possibility and,
hence, a moral, ultimately a religious, duty for humanity. In this
scheme of things, justice was a support of or contributary to benev-
olence, and, accordingly, it was as much part of humanity’s natural
potential as the rest of morality. This combination of a theory of in-
dividual judgement with a theory of an overarching moral system
was the framework for the whole of Hutcheson’s thought from the
early works on themoral sense to the late textbooks on natural juris-
prudence and it was perhaps his most fundamental legacy to the
moral philosophy of the later Enlightenment in Scotland.10
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This idea of justice as a natural virtue, and as a fundamental part
of the moral development of which man was naturally capable and
to which he was providentially appointed, remained central to what
I earlier called the mainstream of Scottish thought. It cut across the
divisions over the ‘metaphysical’ concern with the specific character
of themoral faculties of themindwhichwe indicated above.We thus
find the same sort of argument concerning the natural character of
justice in Kames and Reid as in Hutcheson and Turnbull.

nature and artifice: hume

It was a line of argument, however, which was severely challenged
by Hume and, in his own way, by Smith. Basing his argument on
what he considered empirical facts about human nature and its en-
vironment, Hume suggested that one part of morality was ‘natural’
to the species, another ‘artificial’.11 From the hand of nature, or con-
sidered in abstraction from social life, people exhibit a combination
of benevolence towards those who are close to themselves and self-
interested exclusion of those further removed. Hume details this ba-
sic thought in well-known analyses of the natural virtues and their
limitations, the central point here being that these qualities are the
foundation for small, close social groups, especially the family, but
that they are incapable of supporting lasting society among people
who are strangers to each other.

To this latter purpose, justice is needed but justice is not part of
our nature. A virtue such as benevolence is simply a sentiment that
comes naturally to our mind when we are faced with particular in-
dividuals qua human beings who somehow touch us; it is natural in
the sense that it is spontaneously shared with others in the same sit-
uation. Justice is an attitude which is always directed to objects that
already presuppose a belief in the virtue of justice. Thuswhen I justly
repay a loan, the justice of my action presupposes that loan repay-
ment is a just form of behaviour; and the justice of such behaviour
presupposes the justice of private property from which loans can be
made; while the justice of private property presupposes the justice of
dividing up the world between people at all. However, we can have
no common notion of the justice of such division unless we already
have agreed on it in which case we have to have the notion before
agreeing on it! In other words, while the objects of the natural virtues
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are natural persons, the objects of justice are human creations or ar-
tifices. But these cannot be of the sort that are brought into existence
by deliberate human action for in that case they would be the result
of virtuous just behaviour, thus creating the circle of argument
indicated.

Justice is an ‘artificial’ virtue because its objects typically prop-
erty must be brought into the world by human actions which do
not have these objects as their intended object. It was the logic of this
argument that led Hume to the most original contribution of all the
Scots to the theory of justice, namely that the objects of justice as
a virtue are the unintended creations of people. Humanity by luck,
chance and necessity falls upon certain forms of behaviour, such as
trusting strangers with one’s goods. As such behaviour ‘works’ i.e.
serves the self-interest of most members of the group in question
and thus the ‘public interest’ of the group as a whole it becomes
an observable pattern of behaviour. This will tend to be seen as a
rule which can be the object of common sentiments of regard, moral
sentiments. Not least, the failure of such behaviour on the part of
individuals who break the rule can become the object of common
displeasure and thus instil a sense of duty. In this way justice is
superimposed upon human nature as a quality of character along
with those issued to us by nature herself, such as benevolence or
cleanliness.12 However, justice is not superimposed by the scheming
of reason; it has a firm anchor in nature, first, by being a practice
that is necessary for the life of the species; secondly, by being a
sentiment about such practices.

smith’s synthesis

Hume’s denial that justice is a natural virtue on a par with the rest of
moralitywas a serious provocation to the rest of the Scottish Enlight-
enment community and was one of the reasons why he was never
allowed into a university.13 In the case of Adam Smith, however,
the provocation was not moral but intellectual. Continuing where
Hume left off, Smith basically argued that not only justice, but the
whole of morality supervened upon human nature in somewhat the
manner that Hume argued for justice. Onemight say that Smith sug-
gested that morality in general was ‘artificial’ but that it was an
artifice that, as it were, was ‘natural’ to humankind. In other words,
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Smith tried to sidestep the controversy by showing that the old dis-
tinction between nature and artifice was spurious. At the core of
Smith’s intricate argument was the idea that people’s personhood,
their ability to be self-conscious agents vis-à-vis other persons and
vis-à-vis their own past and future self, was something acquired in
the social intercourse with others. As a consequence, it was impos-
sible to conceive of a ‘natural’ person, a person in a pure state of
nature such as that imagined by Rousseau. All our qualities as per-
sons, including those we normally call moral, are derived from living
socially with others.

This is one of the most important aspects of Smith’s theory of
spectatorship. The argument is that if the activity of a person is to
be seen by others and by the person herself as belonging to that
person inmore than the sense of being physically caused by her, then
the activity in question has to be seen from a standpoint that is com-
mon to both spectators and the person who is active. At least, there
has to be awareness of an attempt to reach such a standpoint. With-
out a common perspective or the will to get one there can be
no judgement of the activity as anything other than a causal event
in time and space to which anyone may react subjectively or which
may be explained in causal terms as a natural event. In order for the
event to be an action of a person, it has to be seen as the sort of thing
that is subject to common assessment by ‘any’ agent in a similar sit-
uation. The moral life of the species can be seen as the search for
such common standpoints from which the propriety or suitability of
actions to their situation can be judged.14 Over time certain regulari-
ties can be discerned in this search and these are commonly specified
in terms of the qualities of character that lie behind, that is in terms
of the virtues, including justice.15

Although Smith boldly rejected the distinction between natural
and artificial virtues which was the premise for Hume’s theory of
justice and for his profound differences with the rest of the moral
thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, it is nevertheless the case
that Smith in important ways was closer to Hume than to the rest
in the theory of justice. For Hutcheson, just behaviour was an im-
mediate expression of a natural sentiment; just as for Reid it was an
effect of a common sense judgement. For Hume justice concerned
three artificial extensions of the natural person, namely relations to
things, other persons and events (property, promises and contracts)
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which were amoral in abstraction from conventional forms of be-
haviour. This, however, meant that justice was dependent upon gen-
eral rules, as we have seen; consequently it was a virtue which was
much more precise than the other virtues in its requirements of our
behaviour. The good of another person, let alone of society at large,
was a much vaguer notion than the idea of what is yours and what
is mine because the latter is determined by the rules of the social
group to which we belong.

This idea of the precision of justice was given a different, or at
least a clearer, justification by Smith.16 According to him the rea-
son why individual questions of justice were open to clearer answers
than individual questions of, say, benevolence, was not that the for-
mer were subject to general rules. The reason was, rather, that ques-
tions of justicewere about injury and it was amatter of empirical fact
about the human mind that it much more readily recognised what
was injurious than what was beneficial to others. What was more,
people tended to react with much greater strength against acts of in-
jury than they did in favour of acts of benevolence; they were more
willing to take action to suppress the former than to promote the
latter. It was thus out of the general tendency of particular actions
that general rules of justice, including punishment, arose and the
precision of the latter derived from the certainty of the individual
judgements. For this reason, Smith thought that the common law of
England was more likely to achieve natural justice than the statute
law of legislatures.17

justice among the virtues

Against this background we can look again at the major dividing
lines among the Scots concerning the status of justice among the
virtues. The comparisons are at first confusing because all of the
thinkers concerned maintained that justice was significantly dif-
ferent from the other virtues. As already mentioned, they all saw
justice as the basis for law, which is to say as enforceable, and the
reason for this was that ‘mere’ justice was the requirement for the
minimal order that made society possible. In this Hume and Smith
completely agreed; but behind the agreement were significant dif-
ferences. For thinkers such as Hutcheson, Kames, Reid and Stewart,
the special status of justice was a necessity arising from the less than
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satisfactory moral record of the species, a situation to be overcome.
Through moral education humanity could and should be lifted to a
stage where society did not rest on ‘mere’ justice but maintained a
much richer common morality by political and legal means, as re-
quired by the greatest happiness or perfectibility of society and ulti-
mately of the moral creation as a whole. In Hutcheson and Kames,
the political implicationwas taken to be the promotion of an enlight-
ened and civic-minded landed class, while Reid nourished a utopian
vision of a moral commonwealth, a vision which Stewart turned
into an historicist scheme of the march of the mind towards moral
perfection.18

These lines of argument are entirely absent from Hume and
Smith. For them civil society rested upon the enforcement of jus-
tice the maintenance of the twelve judges, as Hume’s hyperbole
has it.19 This is not to say that they did not agree that justice often
was a less than admirable virtue, a purely negative virtue, as we have
seen; one which we oftenmay honour by sitting still and doing noth-
ing, as Smith put it.20 And in their ways Hume and Smith were as
keen on a richer moral life as any of their contemporary compatri-
ots. But they did not think that it was possible for people to discern a
moral plot in the life of the human world that would justify a moral
agenda for government. Governments might well have reasons for
doing specific goods, such as promoting literacy, even on occasions
when the good promoted was at the expense of justice, such as
preventing starvation. But government could not have well-founded
reasons for making people good.

the question of rights

It is an important feature of Scottish theories of justice in the En-
lightenment that neither of the major lines of argument which
were outlined above gives rights a fundamental role. This is de-
spite the fact that modern natural jurisprudence was introduced
into Scottish philosophy by a significant proponent of rights the-
ory, namely Gershom Carmichael. In a major edition of Samuel
Pufendorf’s De officio hominis et civis, Carmichael, in notes and
appendices, argued in the mode of Reformed scholastics in Holland
and Switzerland that GodwithHis brief to humanity, namely to seek
the highest beatitude in the love of God through love of His creation,
had issued man with the right to pursue this love in his own way,
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which meant first of all a right to take care of his own life and of that
of people dependent upon him.21

Hutcheson’s emphasis is quite different. For him the basic as-
sumption is God’s love of humanity which entails that people, in
the image of God, will love each other. This is what he formulates
in philosophical terms as the moral sense and the basic virtue of
benevolence. In such a scheme, the idea of rights was of secondary
importance.22 Hutcheson certainly thought that people have a right
to the virtuous behaviour of others; in the case of the positive virtues
such as benevolence, the right was ‘imperfect’, that is to say, it could
not justifiably be enforced; in contrast, the negative virtue of justice
could be demanded as a matter of ‘perfect’ right, meaning that it
was legally enforceable. However, in neither case was the right itself
the ultimate justification of action. The claimed rights themselves
rested upon the promotion of the highest good in situations where
the moral sense of the agent had failed in virtuous behaviour, or in
doing what was duty. Rights were a secondary device which was to
be invoked in situations of moral malfunction and the moral ideal
was to make them superfluous. Much the same can be said of the
theories of Reid and Stewart. If morality is conceived as natural to
humanity, then rights are either nothing but a different conceptuali-
sation of virtue, or they are a demand for the restoration of virtue in
cases of failure.

Hume found no use whatever for the concept of rights in his the-
ory of justice. He did not explain why; nevertheless, it is possible
to make a reasonable conjecture. Disregarding legal rights rights
in positive law the concept of rights was commonly given a reli-
gious basis. In strong-rights theories such as inCarmichael and,more
generally, in Calvinist resistance theory, the basic right of humanity,
namely the right to free conscience, essentiallymeant God’s voice in
man. In weak-rights theories, such as that of Hutcheson’s Christian
Stoicism, rights were rather lowly means to the realisation of the di-
vinely appointed happiness and perfection of the moral community.
The former, strong-rights theory, was, to Hume’s mind, nothing but
a form of religious ‘enthusiasm’, while the latter, weak-rights the-
ory, was tied up with the idea of a divine providence for humanity,
an idea anathema to him.

It was left to Smith to rethink the matter of rights in light of his
spectator theory of morals.23 As we have seen, Smith stressed that
justicewas a ‘negative’ virtue, a virtue primarily of omission, namely
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omission of injury. The negative virtue of avoiding harm or injury
was justice, which was the foundation of law and the subject of ju-
risprudence. The personal attributes and actions that are protected
in each person when others show them justice, i.e. abstain from in-
juring them, are their rights. A right is a sphere of freedom to be or
do or have something that the individual can maintain against all
others because the spectatorial resentment of infringement of this
sphere is so strong that it has been institutionalised in the form of
the legal system. This was simply a different way of putting the idea
of justice as something negative. The clarity and forcefulness with
which we recognised and responded to injurious behaviour were the
qualities that made rights special. Smith acknowledged that tradi-
tionally legal thinkers also talked of ‘rights’ to the performance of
the positive virtues, but he clearly thought of this as less than per-
spicuous thinking.

As we saw above, Smith regarded moral personality as a product
of socialisation; there was no room for the idea of a ‘natural per-
son’. Consequently injury and right would always be social concepts;
there was no theoretically justified dividing line between natural
rights and socially founded rights. The concepts of ‘rights’, ‘injury’
and ‘personality’ were linked. Themoral imagination depends on so-
cial experience and hence varies from one stage of society to another.
All consideration of ourmoral characteristicsmust therefore include
the social setting; this applies not least to subjective claim-rights as a
primary characteristic of humanity. Even so, certain minimal rights
appear to be common to all social living. A social group is only viable
if it, in general, recognises rights to physical, moral and some kind of
social personality. These may accordingly be considered ‘universal’
and ‘natural’ rights in the sense that life without themwould not be a
recognisably human one. But it is important to appreciate that basic
rights and, hence, justice in no other sense are necessary or have any
special metaphysical status. They are as dependent upon the spec-
tatorial recognition in social intercourse as are all other, ‘positive’,
parts of morality. On this basic question, Smith is a completely
consistent conventionalist.

jurisprudence and history

The divisions which we have traced in Scottish natural jurispru-
dence in the Enlightenment may be pursued, finally, into the aspect
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of that intellectual culture which, perhaps, is most commonly
known, namely its concern with history. The Scots took an histori-
cal view of, so to speak, all social and cultural phenomena but none
was more important in the formulation of their historical view than
law, as explained in John Cairns’s chapter in this book. This raises
the question of whether justice itself, as the moral foundation for
law, also was subject to an historical view. While this was the case,
it is complicated by the circumstance that there was more than one
historical view. In the moral theories which built upon a providen-
tialist idea of a moral community, or a moral system, as the goal
of the moral life, history was basically a record of past attempts at
moral perfection. But the moral perfection aimed at was a transcen-
dence of history. In other words, morality in its pure form was above
history.

In Hume and Smith, this was quite otherwise. Hume’s theory of
justice as a set of spontaneously emerging rule-bound practices for
which people generate and internalise a regard was in its nature the
framework for particular historical accounts. Even more radical in
this regard, Smith’s spectator theory made morality as a whole an
historical phenomenon. The types of personality which were possi-
ble depended upon the available situations in which people could be
spectators of each other and an important aspect of Smith’s work
was to create a rough typology of societies, namely the four stages
theory, which indicated the major roles or forms of personality that
were conceivable. The hunter could not see himself or his neighbour
as a landowner, just as the nomad could not include in his notion
of agency the control over paper money. From this it followed that
rights and, hence, justice were temporal and historical phenomena.
This historical perspective was developed in depth by Smith’s great-
est pupil, John Millar.24

Natural jurisprudence was first of all an academic subject in En-
lightenment Scotland. It was taught extensively as a central part of
the basic courses onmoral philosophy.Overwhelmingly thiswas in a
philosophical form which we here have sketched in terms of natural
moral powers with the potential to be educated to serve the common
good of society and humanity. As for Hume, he was debarred from
teaching his theory of justice, or anything else. And Smith’s empiri-
cal and historical analyses were close enough in content to those of
the mainstream for it to be overlooked that, unlike them, he never
provided any validating basis for the empirically and historically
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given practices of humanity. The common factor in all of the Scots
was the concern with empirical studies of human nature and for this
reason the courses in natural jurisprudence became the seedbeds for
empirical social science and especially for political economy. This
spectacular and often controversial crop has tended to obscure the
ground from which it sprang, and the distinctiveness as well as the
complexity of the theories of justice that were at the centre of Scot-
tish natural jurisprudence have often been difficult to discern.
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11 Legal theory

Three features stand out in the legal theory of the Scottish Enlight-
enment: the engagement of the legal profession generally in such
theorising; a strong interest in history and law, leading on to investi-
gations of a proto-anthropological and proto-sociological nature; and
the move away from an emphasis on legislation to one on devel-
opment of the law through the formulation of new rules through
the decision of specific cases. In all of these there was a complex
interplay between legal theory and legal practice. Some of this was
common to legal theorising in general in the period; some, however,
was distinctive to the Scottish Enlightenment, arising not only out
of the particular circumstances of the Scots lawyers themselves (par-
ticularly of the bar, the Faculty of Advocates), but also out of certain
developments in ethics in Scotland.

To explore these features it is necessary to examine the develop-
ment of thinking about law under the impact of the natural law tra-
dition, focusing not so much on the natural law theories in detail,
but rather on the institutionalisation among lawyers of an approach
to law that valued natural law theorising in legal education and
practice. This chapter will thus examine the intellectual culture that
had arisen among Scots lawyers by 1700 and their education, show-
ing how, through the eighteenth century, their training came to priv-
ilege learning in natural law in some form or another over an older
legal humanism. It will then argue about the importance of legal
theory in legal practice in Scotland, showing how the form of pro-
cess in Scotland led to reliance on legal theory to develop the law.
Finally, it will demonstrate how legal theorising led to a criticism of
the current structure of the courts as inhibiting the just and efficient
development of the law.

222
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natural law and the history of scots law

The years around 1600 were a turning point in Scots law.1 The me-
dieval era had seen the development of a common law, based around
feudal land law, inmanyways similar to early English common law.2

One notable feature of the medieval Scottish legal system was,
however, the lack of a central civil court and a very substantial
devolution of royal justice to local lords. Alongside the secular
courts with their inquests and juries developed a complex system of
ecclesiastical courts, with an extensive jurisdiction, applying the
universal Canon law of the church, found in the Decretum Gratiani
of the twelfth century, and the later Liber Extra, Sext, Extravagantes,
and other papal legislation (or decretals). Lower church courts also
followed precedents of the Papal court, the Rota. These courts
followed Romano-Canonical procedure, which originated in the
Emperor Justinian’s Codex of 534 AD and was further elaborated
and refined in the Canonist legal texts and literature. The sources of
Civil or Roman law, inherited by the Middle Ages from Justinian’s
Byzantium, were, as well as the Codex, the Institutes, the Digest or
Pandects (the most important in this era with the Codex) and the
Novels. With these was commonly associated a collection of
Lombardic feudal laws known as the Libri Feudorum.3

The Civil laws were seen as supporting the Canon and were
widely studied by churchmen.4 This was so for Scotland. Indeed, de-
tails of the faculties of 230 Scottish students, all supported in study
abroad by benefices, survive from before 1410: 200 ended with a de-
gree in law. Such men generally returned home to take up the offices
of the higher clergy.5 The Civil and Canon laws (both the laws, the
utrumque ius in Latin) were together seen to constitute a universal
system of European ‘common law’, generally referred to by the Latin
term ‘ius commune’ (to distinguish it from the English common
law), that was applicable failing suitable local law.6

Through the later Middle Ages, Scottish common law started to
be influenced and enriched in practice by the Civil and Canon laws.
This was because it was common that men skilled in the European
‘common law’ or ius commune not only advised secular judges but
also aided individual litigants. Indeed, by 1500, it is clear that the
lawyers acting in the secular courts and the ecclesiastical courts
were becoming interchangeable, as trained Canonists practised in
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the local royal and franchise courts. At the same time, a central
court, eventually known as the Session, developed in Scotland out of
various expedients to deal with the legal business brought before the
king’s Council in the later fifteenth century. The lead in dealing with
this legal business was taken by Canon lawyers on the Council, such
as William Elphinstone, Bishop of Aberdeen, educated in Canon law
in Paris and Civil law in Orléans. The Session, reconstituted as the
College of Justice in 1532, adopted the Romano-Canonical proced-
ure of the Church courts. A substantial proportion of its personnel
were trained Canonists, while those admitted to plead before it were
commonly university graduates in Civil and Canon law.7

By the 1540s, the most important book in practice before the
Session was probably the commentary by Nicholas de Tudeschis
(1389 1445) on the Decretals. This was primarily because of its
authoritative analysis of Romano-Canonical procedure; Canon law,
however, strongly influenced the Scottish action for recovery of pos-
session of property, probably themost common action in Scots law at
this period, as well as some other areas of the law. In practice before
the Session, where Scots law was seen to consist of statutes and
customs, the most important sources for decision-making were un-
doubtedly the texts of Canon and Civil law with their glosses and
interpreters. The Civil and Canon laws, considered as the European
‘common law’, were what the court relied on automatically, failing
‘native’ material, or where they disliked an alleged custom.8

The significance of this cannot be overestimated. The law prac-
tised in Scotland’s central court became imbued with Canonist no-
tions of good faith and equity. For two generations, the potential
direct applicability of Canon and Civil law was generally unques-
tioned in practice. Thus, in 1596, the Lords of Session issued an Act
of Sederunt (an authoritative ruling on procedure) reinforcing the use
of written pleadings called ‘Informations’, in which they promised
to ‘try quhat is prescryveit or decidet thairanent, als weill be the
common law as be the municipall law or practick of this realme’.9

The term ‘common law’ here means the European ‘common law’
the Civil and Canon laws. This universal law was valuable in assess-
ing the arguments of the parties.

The influence of Canonist principles meant that, in Scotland, law
was seen as embodying a divine plan. This was to bear interest-
ing fruit, first seen in the treatise, Jus Feudale, of Thomas Craig
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(1538? 1608), the first work on Scots law to present a coherent
account of Scots law related to political theory and philosophy.10

Strongly influenced by the De Republica of Jean Bodin (1530 96),
Craig, writing around 1600, argued that law-making was an attribute
of sovereign power, so that only Popes and princes who acknowl-
edged no superior could authoritatively legislate.11 Craig had an
essentially Thomist view (probably derived from his education in
Paris) that human beings had an innate capacity to use their reason
to know the equitable and the good and that exercise of this right rea-
son allowed knowledge of natural law. This natural law was binding
and ‘neither the legislation of a kingdom, nor prescription of even the
longest time, nor custom has force against this law’.12 After natural
law, the law of nations (in Latin, ius gentium) had to be followed. By
this Craig meant not only the law that governed relations between
nations, but also principles of law common to all or many nations.
This meant that ‘everything all nations observed ought to have force
with us, nomatter what the civil ormunicipal law’. In particular, the
law of nations had to be observed in dealings with foreigners, even if
contrary to a statute of the kingdom, while ‘among citizens it would
have authority unless some statute or specific law opposed it’.13

For Craig, therefore, it was no longer a simple matter of resolv-
ing difficult disputes by reference to the texts and literature of the
European ‘common law’. In cases of difficulty, recourse was first to
be had to the natural law, then the laws common to all nations, then
to Scottish statutes, and then to the custom of the courts. Civil law
was relied on as a matter of fact, according to Craig, because there
was so little written law in Scotland; he argued, however, according
to his neo-Thomist approach, that ‘we are bound by the Roman laws
only in so far as they are congruent with the laws of nature and right
reason’.14 That is, Roman law was authoritative, not in itself, but
only insofar as it represented right reason.15 This approach poten-
tially challenged traditional Scottish reliance on the Civil law; yet,
this initially was not so. This was because:

There is surely no broader seedbed of natural equity, no more fertile field
of articulated reasoning and arguments from those principles of nature than
the books of the Roman jurists; fromwhich ought to be drawn, as if from the
very fountain, what is equitable and what inequitable by nature and what
most agrees and what disagrees with right reason.16
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So long as Civil law could be identified with right reason, the scope
for reliance on it in legal argument was very great, especially since
the law of nature (and to some extent that of nations) had a greater
authority than municipal law.

Nonetheless, the change in attitude signified by Craig’s justifica-
tion for the use of Civil lawmarked the start of a re-evaluation of the
role of Roman law. This encompassed not only the issue of its formal
authority, but also its subjection to an historical and philological cri-
tique. At the same time, developments in discussions of sovereignty
and politics led to a renewed emphasis on the older Scottish sources,
with their publication by Sir John Skene in 1609, while there were
also determined efforts to collect the statutes and the decisions of the
courts.17 This meant that, by 1700, Scotland was a country in which
the current practice of Roman law (that is Roman law as used and
relied on in contemporary legal systems) had become blended with
Scottish source material to form what one might call the Roman-
Scots law.18 The results of this could be presented in works such as
Institutions of the Law of Scotland in 1681 by James Dalrymple,
Viscount Stair (1619 95) and Laws and Customes of Scotland, in
Matters Criminal of 1678 by Sir George Mackenzie (1638? 91).19

Both these works took account of the custom and decisions of the
courts and Scottish statutes, while also attempting to rationalise
the traditional habit of drawing on the Civil law in practice. They
depicted the law as a coherent and logical whole integrated as
a hierarchical series of norms, justified and made obligatory by
a higher authority. In this, they were comparable to the other
‘institutional’ writings of this era, marking the creation of national
laws in Europe.20

natural law, legal education and scots law

From the initial development of universities in Europe, Scots had
travelled abroad to study Civil and Canon law. Even when laymen in
significant numbers started to study law from around 1500 onwards,
the degrees they took were in Canon law and Civil law, while the ed-
ucation of judges and advocates in the European ‘common law’ was
maintained after the Reformation.21 For much of the seventeenth
century, the preferred country for law students was still France,
where there remained a relatively traditional curriculum of Civil law
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and Canon law leading to a licentiate in both the laws.22 In the later
seventeenth century, however, especially after the revocation of the
Edict of Nantes in 1685 and William of Orange’s accession to the
throne, Scots turned in increasing numbers to the Dutch universi-
ties to study law, particularly to those of Utrecht and Leiden.23

This move to the Northern Netherlands was of profound impor-
tance. The Dutch universities were still at an intellectual peak in
this period, with many of the most renowned professors of the era
on their faculties; moreover, it was possible to follow a much freer
and more innovative curriculum in law. This was because the tra-
ditional sequence and series of lectures had been supplemented or
replaced by private classes (in Latin, collegia privata) given by the
professors for a fee.24 In these, for example, they might cover the
whole Digest of Justinian teaching from a compendiary textbook.
In such private classes, the professors also had scope to introduce
new subjects, such as local law, and devote specialist classes to pub-
lic law. Of particular interest were the laws of nature and nations.
Not only did the new compendiary textbooks frequently emphasise
those Roman texts that mentioned the laws of nature and nations,
but specialist courses were developed based on the De iure belli ac
pacis libri tres (Three Books on the Law of War and Peace) (1625) of
Hugo Grotius (1583 1665) and the De officio hominis et civis juxta
legem naturalem libri duo (Two Books on the Duty of Man and Cit-
izen according to the Law of Nature) (1673) of Samuel Pufendorf
(1632 94). It was common for Scots students to take such a private
class on Grotius or Pufendorf, when offered. Thus, for many years,
Ph. R. Vitriarius (1647 1720), Professor at Leiden, was the teacher
in that University most favoured by Scots law students, despite a
number of his colleagues being men more favoured by history. He
taught a class on Grotius based on his own textbook, Institutiones
juris naturae et gentium. . . ad methodum Hugonis Grotii conscrip-
tae (The Institutions of the Law of Nature and Nations . . .written
according to the Method of Hugo Grotius) (Leiden, 1692). Gerard
Noodt (1647 1725), Vitriarius’s more distinguished colleague, also
taught a course on natural law that Scots attended.25

The interest in natural law reflected the seventeenth-century
developments in Scots law. Stair’s Institutions, for example, was
heavily influenced by Grotian jurisprudence in placing Scots law in
the framework of the law of nature and nations.26 Stair wrote that
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‘[w]here our ancient law, statutes, and our recent customs and prac-
tiques are defective, recourse is had to equity, as the first and univer-
sal law, and to expediency, whereby laws are drawn in consequence
ad similes casus’.27 Natural law ‘equity’ was obligatory, although
municipal laws could depart from it for good reason.28 He also ar-
gued that the law of Scotland had an ‘affinity’ with the civil law
and that ‘though it be not acknowledged as a law binding for its au-
thority, yet [it was], as a rule, followed for its equity’.29 Stair thus
considered civil law to have no special authority in itself; any au-
thority it might have only derived from its embodiment of a rule of
natural law. The influence of Roman law in the Institutions was,
however, sufficiently obvious for it to have been perfectly plausible,
if inaccurate, for a contemporary to say of the work that it was
‘a system of the civil law, intermixt with the law of Scotland’.30

Thus, Stair’s Institutions was a typical institutional work of its era,
validating the use of the Civil law by reference to the law of nature
and nations.

Such reliance on natural law to justify Scottish reliance on Roman
law in legal practice had no immediate impact on thinking about
law in general at the beginning of the eighteenth century.31 It es-
sentially justified and explained what happened. Nonetheless, nat-
ural law was regarded as significant. The first chair in law to be
founded in Scotland after 1700 was that of Public Law and the Law
of Nature and Nations in Edinburgh in 1707, from which it was in-
tended, as the title suggests, to expound Grotian natural law. While
there was undoubtedly a greater desire to have a chair in Roman law
founded (which followed swiftly in 1710, in any case), the establish-
ment of this chair reflected the way in which the law of nature and
nations was seen as foundational to law and legal study.32 It was
not only the lawyers who were interested in natural law. Gershom
Carmichael (1672 1729), who taught at Glasgow from 1694 1729,
relied on Pufendorf’s textbookDe officio hominis et civis as a teach-
ing text for moral philosophy, producing an edition with an ex-
tensive commentary in 1718. While not an uncritical admirer of
Pufendorf, Carmichael recognised the significance of his identifi-
cation of moral philosophy with natural jurisprudence. Carmichael
helped firmly establish the tradition of natural jurisprudence in the
Scottish universities.33
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the form of process and natural law

By 1700, Romano-Canonical procedure had developed in Scotland
into a largely written form of process. The Court of Session had for
long been divided into an Inner and Outer House. The President and
the Ordinary Lords sat together in the Inner House, deciding by vote
on any issue before them. In turn, the Lords Ordinary would sit in
the Outer House as Lord Ordinary of the Week, Lord Ordinary on
the Bills, Lord Ordinary on Oaths and Witnesses, and Lord Ordinary
on Concluded Causes. These were separate offices, but the Lord
Ordinary of the Week would commonly also act as Lord Ordinary on
the Bills (dealing with bills suspending the decrees of lower courts
or advocating causes from them to the Session).34

The Ordinary of the Week dealt with the ordinary actions en-
rolled before him for that week on the basis of the pursuer’s libel (or
summons) and the defender’s defences. The parties’ counsel would
debate the cause before him viva voce and he could dispose of the
matter by interlocutor if it was unnecessary to take the evidence
of witnesses. It was, however, common for the Lord Ordinary to re-
quire the parties to reduce their arguments to writing in the form of
what were called Memorials if he considered there was a legal point
of difficulty. He could also report any matters of difficulty to the
Inner House for decision: this would generally require the produc-
tion of written (printed) documents for the Inner House, embodying
the parties’ arguments. These were generally known as Informa-
tions. Where proof was necessary in a case because facts were in
dispute, this would be taken by the Lord Ordinary on Oaths and
Witnesses. Such proof could only be taken if the Ordinary of the
Week had passed an act of litiscontestation; this act decided both
issues of relevancy and which matters of fact required to be proved.
The Ordinary on Oaths and Witnesses would either examine wit-
nesses himself or order them to be examined on commission. Such
evidence would be reduced to written form.35 (Until 1686, the ev-
idence had been taken by the judge in private and sealed up to be
made available to the Court when it advised the cause; after 1686,
the parties and their advocates could be presentwhenwitnesseswere
examined and could have access to the written depositions.)36 Once
witnesses had been examined, the process would pass to the Lord



230 the scottish enlightenment

Ordinary on Concluded Causes who would prepare an ultimately
printed document, setting out the pleadings of the parties and the
evidence of the witnesses, generally called a Statement of the Cause.
This was the basis on which the Inner House would decide the case.
It would also be accompanied by further Informations prepared by
the counsel for the parties.37 The extent of written pleading is what
is significant here. The collections of such pleadings preserved indi-
cate that citation of natural lawwas common. It was quite typical for
advocates to argue from divine law, natural law and Roman law as
well as presenting arguments drawn from Scottish municipal law.38

The Scottish criminal courts did not use Romano-Canonical pro-
cedure as such; but there the practice had also developed of an exten-
sive legal argument over the relevancy of the libel in the indictment
or criminal letters analogous to the legal argument in the process
prior to litiscontestation in the Court of Session.39 Before 1695, the
advocates had commonly dictated their legal arguments to the clerk
who entered them in the record in a rather formal debate. From 1695,
the debate was to be viva voce, but the advocates had later to give in
written Informations covering the material debated. This was obvi-
ouslymodelled on the growth of written pleading in the civil court.40

Again one finds a similar return to first principles of Scots law in
such Informations; this was so normal that the style given for an In-
formation in a criminal case started off with the basis of the crime
in the law of nature and the law of God, and also discussed the ‘Laws
of other Countries, particularly the Law of England’ (that is, the law
of nations), as well as Scottish authority.41

It is clear that Scots lawyers were interested in the law of nature
and nations for practical as well as theoretical reasons. It is no sur-
prise that, from the later seventeenth century, individual lawyers
and institutional libraries started to collect the works of Grotius and
Pufendorf and commentaries on them. New publications, such as
an edition of Grotius by Jean Barbeyrac (1674 1744) and the trans-
lation of Pufendorf by Basil Kennet (1674 1715) with Barbeyrac’s
notes were advertised in the Edinburgh newspapers when they ap-
peared. By the 1760s, so standard and normal had such knowledge
become that the Faculty of Advocates advised all intending advo-
cates to study the law of nature and nations, announcing they would
examine them on it.42 Natural law had become significant in the
construction of arguments before the superior courts.
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natural law, moral sense, history and law

In 1773, the Institute of the Law of Scotland of John Erskine
(1695 1768), sometime Professor of Scots law in the University of
Edinburgh, was posthumously published.43 It provided a rationalist
and voluntarist view of natural law ultimately deriving from the
thinking of Pufendorf, though influenced by more modern authors.
Erskine had been admitted as an advocate in 1719, perhaps after stud-
ies in Edinburgh and the Netherlands. His thinking was formed in
that period and must have seemed very old-fashioned in 1773. This
was because of developments in ethics in Scotland.

From the work of Francis Hutcheson (1694 1746), Carmichael’s
successor as Professor of Moral Philosophy in Glasgow, rational-
ist natural law theories in the tradition of Pufendorf had been
progressively superseded in Scotland by versions of moral sense the-
ory. A follower of the philosophy of Lord Shaftesbury (1671 1713),
Hutcheson attempted to ground ethics in observation and study of
the thinking and behaviour of human beings. He argued that hu-
manity was able to judge of the rightness or wrongness of an action
by virtue of a moral sense. In other words, the foundation of moral
judgement was not in the reason, but in the senses, as morally beau-
tiful actions gave pleasure.44 Among lawyers, Henry Home, Lord
Kames (1696 1782), a judge and prolific author, was the most noted
follower of Hutcheson’s rejection of ethical rationalism and espousal
of a moral sense as the best explanation of howmoral judgement was
possible. He refined Hutcheson’s views, however, as he disapproved
of some of their (potentially utilitarian) consequences. Rather, he ar-
gued that the moral sense had two aspects, a sense of duty and a
sense of propriety or fitness. Justice was derived from the sense of
duty: manymoral actions were right and fitting to be carried out, but
could not be compelled, while just actions could be.45 David Hume
(1711 76), in his Treatise of Human Nature (1739 40), had provided
the most radical version of moral-sense theory, mounting a devas-
tating attack on ethical rationalism and natural law. He rejected the
approach of Hutcheson to the virtue of justice, however, arguing that
it was not derived from themoral sense, but was an ‘artificial’ virtue.
By this he meant that it originated solely in social convention. This
was not the natural lawyers’ idea of a social contract; Hume thought
that rules for the allocation of the scarce resources necessary for life
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developed out of customary practices on the basis of expediency and
necessity. In his later Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(1751), he stressed emphatically that the sole origin of justice was
utility.46

The publication in 1748 by Charles de Secondat, Baron de
Montesquieu (1689 1755), of his large and diffuse work, L’Esprit
des Lois (The Spirit of the Laws), aroused considerable interest in
Scotland. In the 1750s, in both France and Scotland, a theory that
society developed through various stages of differing modes of
subsistence was developed out of Montesquieu’s insight that there
were links between the laws of a nation and whether it lived by
trade and navigation, or by cultivation of the soil, or by keeping
flocks and herds or by hunting.47 A seminal work here was Lord
Kames’s Historical Law-Tracts of 1758, in which he blended his
version of moral-sense theory (developed partly in opposition to
Hume’s utilitarianism) with a theory of development derived and
adapted from Montesquieu.48 Kames’s work carried a distinctly
modernising message: Scots law required reform to make it a law
suitable for a commercial nation.49

Kames’s views, however, were part of a new approach to Scots law
that had developed out of moral-sense theory. Prior to 1700, there
had been a considerable desire for reform of Scots law in order to
reduce it to a series of statutes. While the impulse to do this can
be traced back to the later Middle Ages, in the last two decades of
the seventeenth century it was twice proposed to establish commis-
sions to produce digests of the statutes, decisions of the courts and
practicks, and acts of sederunt (rules of procedure).50 These were not
essentially proposals to reform the substance of the law (although
the later seventeenth century in fact saw a great deal of impor-
tant law reform), but to render it in a statutory form. Sir George
Mackenzie wrote in 1686 that ‘our Statutes . . . be the chief Pillars
of our Law’.51

Kames, however, stressed the importance of courts, rather than
legislatures, in developing the law. He described them as possessing
an equitable jurisdiction, whereby the judges, drawing on the moral
sense, developed the law on the bases of justice and utility. His argu-
ment was, to put it somewhat simply, that historical development
constantly turned duties of beneficence into duties of justice. The
courts had to recognise this and develop the law accordingly.52 In
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this Kames was in line with general thinking about law in this pe-
riod in Scotland. In the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), Adam
Smith (1723 90) presented a view that moral judgement was poss-
ible by our ability to judge the propriety and merit of the behaviour
of others through the mechanisms of sympathy and the concept of
the impartial spectator. He used these ideas to develop a notion of
justice that did not rely on some special moral sense or that was
derived from our ‘reason’, but arose from the confrontation of indi-
viduals with episodes that aroused our sense that an individual had
beenwronged and that thewronged person’s sense of resentmentwas
appropriate and ought to have an outlet in a due measure of punish-
ment of the individual who committed the wrong.53 On this basis,
Smith developed an argument that the rules of justice generally arose
from the moral sentiments. It is also obvious that he thought that
the best way for such rules of justice to be transformed into laws
was not through the intervention of legislation, but rather through
the operation of precedent, with courts deciding such questions as
and when they arose.54

Such an approach to law reform inevitably emphasised the need
for adequately educated lawyers: philosopher lawyers, in a word. It
is no surprise that Kames thus emphasised the need for suitable legal
education. He argued that ‘[l]aw in particular only becomes a rational
study when it is traced historically, from its first rudiments among
savages, through successive changes, to its highest improvements in
a civilized society.’55 Such an approach allowed the law student to
see the historical development of law with its close links to social
changes. He concluded:

Were law taught as a rational science, its principles unfolded, and its con-
nection withmanners and politics, it would prove an enticing study to every
personwho has an appetite for knowledge.Wemight hope to see our lawyers
soaring above their predecessors; and giving splendor to their country, by
purifying and improving its laws.56

Smith’s pupil and Kames’s protégé, John Millar (1735 1801), Regius
Professor of Civil Law in Glasgow, drew on this mode of thinking
in his influential classes. The duties of his chair were defined as
offering a course on Justinian’s Institutes twice a year and one on
Justinian’s Digest once a year. Millar turned the second course on
the Institutes into a course on Adam Smith’s jurisprudence. It was
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described as a class ‘in which [Millar] treated of such general princi-
ples of Law as pervade the codes of all nations, and have their origin
in those sentiments of justice which are imprinted on the human
heart’. His jurisprudence directed ‘the enlightened Legislator . . . in
the noble, but arduous, attempt, to purify and improve the laws of
his country’. Moreover, that Millar’s legal theory was historical in
orientation prevented ‘inconsiderate innovation, and indiscriminate
reform’, since it demonstrated that ‘no institutions, however just in
themselves, can be either expedient or permanent, if inconsistent
with established ranks, manners, and opinions’.57

The new approach identified with Kames, Smith and Millar also
emphasised the need for appropriately structured courts. Indeed a
major theme running through Smith’s lectures on jurisprudence to
his class in Glasgow was the consideration of what made for suc-
cessful courts (in the sense of courts that managed to inscribe into
rules of law the needs of justice as identified by the moral sense or
moral sentiments by responding appropriately to individual cases).58

Much of Smith’s account there can be read as a criticism of the con-
temporary Court of Session and its procedures. Judges were rendered
irresponsible by the Romano-Canonical procedure of the Court and
the spectatorial and sympathetic mechanisms on which his theory
of justice was founded could not operate to produce just decisions of
lasting value in the law.59

conclusion

‘Enlightenment’ is an elusive and contested term. But one feature
of the period and thinking associated with it is a desire to legislate
to improve the lot of humankind: to promote its happiness. The
work of the Englishman Jeremy Bentham (1748 1832) is an evident
example.60 In continental Europe one can point to projects such
as the Codex Theresianus juris civilis, the legislative ambitions
of Joseph II, and the work of Franz von Zeiler (1751 1828), just to
take the example of the Austrian lands.61 The standard general legal
history for the modern period, admittedly with a German bias, Franz
Wieacker’s History of Private Law in Europe, states that, in law, the
Enlightenment is marked by the translation of the modern ‘law of
reason’ into the codification projects of the Enlightened absolutists
of Prussia and Austria. Building on the seventeenth-century natural
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lawyers, such as Pufendorf and his school, the work of the legal
philosopher Christian Wolff (1679 1754) is seen as providing the
necessary theoretical underpinning for such legislative projects of
codification.62 Peter Stein has likewise commented: ‘The rationalist
natural law philosophy proclaimed that a complete set of laws could
be stated simply and rationally, with existing complexities elimi-
nated, and all that was needed to enact it was thewill of the prince.’63

In 1700, Scottish writers strongly valued legislation; Grotius and
Pufendorf were themost important general thinkers about law; Scots
law, legal procedure and legal education were generally comparable
with those of much of continental Europe in the era of the contem-
porary usage in Roman law (the usus modernus pandectarum). Yet
Scotland diverged in the eighteenth century; its Enlightenment did
not lead to codification projects, but to piecemeal incremental re-
form of the law through the operation of the courts in elaborating
law in their decisions.

In part, this failure to stay on the same path as Scots law’s con-
tinental cousins to some extent reflected the political consequences
of the Union with England of 1707; Scots looked more to London
and intercourse with the Continent became less frequent. This is
not entirely satisfactory as an explanation, however, since Scots did
continue to study law in the Netherlands in reasonably substantial
numbers until about 1750. The ending of this practice reflected not
only the successful development of Scottish law schools, particu-
larly at Edinburgh, in this period, but also indeed the refocusing of
legal concern away from Roman law to natural law. A large part of
the attraction of the Netherlands in the later seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries was that the Scots fully participated in the late
humanistic culture found there based on study of the classics and
the ancient world, including the historical and philological study of
Roman law.64 As such study became of less concern in the course
of the eighteenth century, Dutch universities, starting in any case to
enter on a decline, simply becamemuch less interesting to the Scots.
As Scots turned away from the Roman law, they did not move to-
wards codification. Instead, the development of ethics through ideas
of a moral sense focused on the significance of individual judgement
in historical and social context in elaborating rights; systematic a pri-
ori reasoning was rejected. What such thinking did lead to, however,
was an immense and progressive programme of legislative reform of
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the courts and their procedures in the early nineteenth century. This
was necessary to allow the best law to emerge out of the competi-
tive litigation of individuals seeking resolution of their individual
disputes.65
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12 Sociality and socialisation

James Dunbar commented that humans are sociable long before they
are rational.1 In this chapter we shall explore the implications, both
negative and positive, of that remark. The negative implications of
Dunbar’s remark concern the fact that certain prominent accounts of
the role of reason in society must be rejected if Dunbar is correct. In
particular, a major theme of writings on society and politics from the
middle of the seventeenth century up to and beyond the end of the
Enlightenment concerned the question whether, or to what extent,
society and civic life were a product of people reasoning about what
would be best for them. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau all wrote on this question and it was impossible
for anyone else dealing with the topic to proceed as if these three
had not spoken. The Scottish response to the three was in the main
strongly hostile, and in the first section of this chapter their reaction
will be considered. The positive implications of Dunbar’s remark
concern the way in which our being social affects us as individuals,
and concern also the principles that produce and sustain social co-
herence. These implications are importantly linked in the writings
of the Scots and constitute one of the most salient and characteristic
features of their thought. It is to these positive implications that the
remainder of the chapter will be devoted.

was there a social contract?

The claim that humans are social before they are rational means that
it is wrong to explain human social living as the product of rea-
son, that is, of a process of calculation. Such an explanation was
said by the Scots to have been made by thinkers who subscribed
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to the doctrine that society was established by a contract accepted
by people who calculated that their lives would be better in society
than otherwise. It should be said, however, thatmainstream versions
of the contractarian doctrine dealt not with social living as such,
but with civic or political living, and therefore with the establish-
ment of government. Indeed it was central to the argument of main-
stream contractarians that the pre-political condition was social.
What they were centrally interested in was the legitimacy of gov-
ernment what gave that individual, or group, the right or authority
to command others? And the contractarian answer was that govern-
ment and civil society existed not by nature but by deliberate choice.
This choice, prompted by the ‘inconveniences’ (to use Locke’s ter-
minology) of the pre-political condition, the State of Nature, took
the form of a contract whose chief term had the form: I shall lay
aside my natural right to govern myself and shall obey your rule
provided that you protect me and do not interfere withmy other nat-
ural rights. This is a cost/benefit analysis that makes the role, even
the existence, of government a function of an exercise of reason.

The Scots criticise this whole account on the grounds that there
is no empirical warrant for the claim that there was ever a State of
Nature. Adam Ferguson, for example, opens the Essay on the His-
tory of Civil Societywith a chapter entitled ‘Of the question relating
to the State of Nature’. In that chapter he accuses those who talk of
such a condition as deviating from the practice of the ‘natural histor-
ian’, who thinks the ‘facts’ should be collected and general tenets
should be derived from ‘observations and experiments’. By contrast,
contractarians (he clearly has Hobbes and Rousseau in mind) resort
to ‘hypothesis’ or ‘conjecture’ or ‘imagination’ or ‘poetry’. To these
Ferguson juxtaposes, respectively, ‘reality’, ‘facts’, ‘reason’ and
‘science’, and it is the latter list that ‘must be admitted as the founda-
tion of all our reasoning relative to man’.2 We must, in other words,
turn to evidence. This reveals that we have no record of any pre-
social state (HCS 6); all the evidence reveals that ‘mankind are to be
taken in groupes, as they always subsisted’ (HCS 4; cf. 3, 16).

All the Scots rejected both the idea that people originally lived
in a State of Nature and also the corollary, that society was brought
into existence by means of a contract. Hume outlines a straightfor-
ward historical critique: that government originated in a contract
is ‘not justified by history or experience in any age or country of
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the world’.3 And he judges the contractarian account of origins to be
even less tenable when it claims that the legitimacy of current gov-
ernment rests on consent (EOC 469), since if ‘these reasoners’ were
to examine actual practice and belief they ‘would meet with nothing
that in the least corresponds to their ideas’ (EOC 470), for neither
rulers nor subjects believe that their relationship is the effect of some
prior pact. This is a damaging line of argument, since the very core
of contractarian doctrine is that it is by some ‘act of mind’ (making a
deliberate choice) that legitimacy is constituted. Hence the fact that
any such act is ‘unknown to all of them’ is fatal to the theory.

Hume’s refutation of contractarianism was widely followed. John
Millar, for example, argues that merely obtaining some form of pro-
tection does not warrant the conclusion that this is the consequence
of a promise.4 Ferguson holds that the idea of men coming together
as equals and deciding their mode of government is ‘visionary and
unknown in nature’.5 Gilbert Stuart thinks there is no evidence and
‘it is absurd to suppose that the original contract ever happened’,6

while Adam Smith picks up Hume’s point that no contemporary
obligation can stem from a past contract.7

It is within this rejection of the State of Nature/Original Contract
that the seeds of the Scots’ positive account are to be found. In the
opening chapter of the Essay, Ferguson comments that ‘all situations
are equally natural’. This means, as he goes on to illustrate, that the
State of Nature is ‘here and it matters not whether we are under-
stood to speak in the island of Great Britain, at the Cape of Good
Hope, or the Straits of Magellan’ (HCS 8). It equally follows that it
matters not whether it is eighteenth or eighth century Britain. Since
the ‘natural condition’ of humans is life in society the norms that
bind us, for example our obligation to obey the law, must have their
origin within society. It is still possible to talk of ‘natural rights’, as
Ferguson and other Scots do, but given that we are by nature social
beings these rights cannot be divorced from actual social existence.

why are we social?

If humans are not social as a consequence of an act of reason, what
then does account for human sociality? One common account was
that our sociality is instinctive or appetitive. Kames declared that
it has never been called into question that man has ‘an appetite for
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society’.8 There was, however, a marked reluctance to push this re-
course to instinct too far. To a large extent this stemmed from the
desire to insist on qualitative differences between humans and ani-
mals and, of course, the possession of reason is one such difference
the fact that human sociality cannot be attributed to rational deci-
sion does not mean that humans do not reason. What is vital is not
the possession of reason, nor the fact that it is purposive or calcu-
lative in its operation, but the fact that the faculty of reason takes
time to develop. Whereas the infant antelope (say) is able within a
few hours of birth to join and follow the herd, the newborn human
baby is helpless.

In virtue of this dependence, humans require extensive nurture
and Dunbar explicitly draws attention to the fact that, as a con-
sequence, the parent/child bond is more durable than in animals
(EHM 18). This durability results in family or kin ties extending be-
yond mere instinct, and Ferguson fastens upon this to account for
the family’s minor role as an explanation of sociality (PMPS i :27).
The affection that children have for their parents does not disap-
pear, as it does in animals, once physical independence has been
reached; rather, it grows closer ‘as it becomes mixed with esteem
and the memory of its early effects’ (PMPS i :16). The affective basis
here is what is important. Children do not esteem their parents
because they are honouring their part of a bargain or contract, the
parents having already fulfilled their part. Family life, and by exten-
sion social life, is not reducible to rationalistic or instrumentalist
explanations.

Ferguson makes much of this point. For him, there was more
to human sociality than either ‘parental affection’ or an appetitive
‘propensity . . . to mix with the herd’ (HCS 16). Once some durabil-
ity has been established, the independent principles of friendship
and loyalty come into play. In each case they represent a sphere
of human conduct that is not reducible either to animal instinct or
to self-interested rational calculation. Ferguson indeed declares that
the bonds formed by these principles are the strongest of all, and
this is precisely because they transcend the self-centred quality of
the other two. They are for that reason the most genuinely social.
As supporting evidence he offers the observation that ‘men are so far
from valuing society on account of its mere external conveniencies
that they are commonly most attached where those conveniencies
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are least frequent’ (HCS 19). Indeed, to lay down one’s life for one’s
friend or country is not some mental aberration, as Hobbes would
have it, but is the very stuff of humans as social beings.9

In his argument that sociality is not reducible to the familial
(a point also made by Dunbar10), Ferguson remarks that, as a fur-
ther consequence of the durability of the child/parent relation, the
instinctive attachments ‘grow into habit’. This reference to habit is
to a principle that plays a central role in the Scots’ social theory. The
very fact that humans are social creatures who require extended nur-
ture means that they are exposed to the formative force of habit
they are, as Ferguson put it, ‘withal in a very high degree susceptible
of habits’ (HCS 11, cf. PMPS i :209).

Habits are repeated responses that are made possible by a stable
set of circumstances. This repetitiveness leaves its mark. In a com-
mon but revealing phrase, habits become ‘second nature’. As such
they share some of the key features of ‘first nature’ or instinct. Reid
quite explicitly linked them. Both are ‘mechanical principles’ that
‘operate without will or intention’.11 They can both in this way also
be contrasted with rational action. In a straightforward sense ratio-
nality can be associated with maturity, whereas a baby’s behaviour
is largely instinctive (Reid prominently includes breathing, suck-
ing and swallowing in his examples of instincts12). Picking up the
earlier point that it is the delayed employment of reason that is
vital, habits are especially potent in childhood; as Hume puts it, by
‘operating on the tender minds of the children’, they ‘fashion them
by degrees’ for social life.13 There is a consolidating dynamic at work
here. Hume once again is instructive: ‘whatever it be that forms the
manners of one generation, the nextmust imbibe a deeper tincture of
the same dye; men being more susceptible of all impressions during
infancy, and retaining these impressions as long as they remain in the
world’.14 This is a crucial argument because it is central to the Scots’
appreciation of the significance of the effects of sociality and their
understanding of the factors underpinning social coherence, what
I shall call institutional stickiness.

By stressing habit formation in childhood (what Turnbull terms
‘early accustomance’15), the Scots are emphasising the importance
of socialisation. A good example of this process in operation is
provided by Hume in his positive alternative to the contractar-
ian account of legitimation. He argues that if human generations
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(like silkworms) replaced themselves totally at one moment then
that might give credibility to the contractarian theory, but the facts
are different. Human societies are comprised of continually chang-
ing populations, so that to achieve any stability it is necessary that
‘the new brood should conform themselves to the established con-
stitution and nearly follow the path which their fathers, treading in
the footsteps of theirs, had marked out to them’ (EOC 476 7). The
‘brood’ conforms not as a consequence of any deliberate decision but
because there is a pre-existent path. This path they follow because
that is the way of their world, the one into which they have been
socialised and whose institutions are correspondingly sticky.

The implications of this stickiness are that habits or customary
ways of behaving, and the institutions thus constituted, not only
stabilise they constrain. Ferguson remarks that habits ‘fix theman-
ners ofmen’ (as instinct fixes the behaviour of animals) (PMPS i :232).
Echoing Hume’s argument about stability, Ferguson goes on to ob-
serve that without that fixity ‘human life would be a scene of inex-
tricable confusion and uncertainty’ (ibid.). This fixity constrains by
circumscribing the range of effective or discernible options. What
might appear a ‘rational’ solution runs up against the ‘fact’ that so-
ciality precedes rationality, so that, as Kames observed, it is ‘a sort
of Herculean labour to eradicate notions that from infancy have
been held fundamental’.16 These ‘notions’ are the socialised/habitual
second nature; and ‘the force of habit’, as Millar felicitously terms
it, is the ‘great controller and governor of our actions’ (HV iv :290).
He cites, as an example, the way in which the ‘power of habit’, as
it ‘becomes more considerable as it passes from one generation to
another’, explains hereditary authority.17

Hume’s discussion of chastity reinforces this point. For Hume,
though not for all his fellow Scots, since women are not naturally
chaste then they must be taught to be so. This teaching is nothing
other than a process of socialisation: ‘education takes possession of
the ductile minds of the fair sex in their infancy’ (THN 572). As he
says of the related case of ‘sentiments of honour’, by taking root in
‘tender minds’ they ‘acquire such firmness and solidity that they
may fall little short of those principles which are most essential to
our natures and the most deeply radicated in our internal constitu-
tion’ (THN 501). It is the ‘tenderness’ or ‘ductility’ of the infantmind
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that makes ‘custom and education’ so powerful, as they inculcate
‘principles of probity’ and ‘observance of those rules by which soci-
ety is maintain’d as worthy and honourable’ (THN 500). It is through
families, and the societies withinwhich they are embodied, that girls
learn the value of chastity. This becomes so deeply ‘radicated’ that
they will look upon extra- or pre-marital sex as conduct unbecom-
ing a lady. They will know (will have internalised) the social conse-
quences of the ‘smallest failure’, they know they will become ‘cheap
and vulgar’, will lose ‘rank’, will be ‘exposed to every insult’; they
know, in short, that their ‘character’ will be ‘blast[ed]’.18 Chastity is
a sticky institution; it is difficult for an individual to ‘break free’, and
even if one does defy convention the obloquy that would follow is
likely, in fact, to strengthen what has been defied.

the explanation of social change

The awareness of the ‘stickiness’ of institutions expresses itself in
various ways in the Scots’ writings. A significant case in point is
their explanation of social change. Since customs are creatures of
time, then time, that is gradual alterations in the sentiments of
people, is what changes them. In contrast to any glib confidence in
‘progress’ the ever-increasing efficacy and transparency of reason
the Scots are more cautious.19 They do believe in improvement, but
it is not guaranteed and it is a gradual process.

It follows from this gradualism that it is not the case that social
institutions upon being perceived as irrational can then simply be
changed overnight, as it were. Institutions are ‘sticky’; they are the
repository of socialised norms and values. Robertson, referring to
trial by combat, observes that no custom, ‘how absurd soever it be’,
was ‘ever abolished by the bare promulgation of laws and statutes’;
rather, it fell into disuse with the development of ‘science’ and
‘civility’.20 Smith, in a well-known account, argues that the destruc-
tion of feudal power was ‘gradually brought about’ not by legal edict
but by the ‘silent and insensible operation of foreign commerce and
manufactures’ or, more generally, by changes in the form of ‘property
and manners’.21 ‘Manners’, in fact, have a salience precisely because
as a ‘mode of behaviour’ (SHM i :181), as the socialised way of behav-
ing, they are too complex for law.22 Millar puts this principle into
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effect when he uses the changing lot of women to illustrate the ‘nat-
ural progress’ from ‘rude to civilized manners’ (OR 176), thus adding
an historical dimension to Hume’s discussion of chastity.

This recognition that change takes time also restricts the scope for
individual, rational initiative. Much was made of this in the Scots’
critique of the tradition of ‘great legislators’, Brama, Solon, Romulus,
Lycurgus and Alfred, who were traditionally portrayed as the source
of constitutions. But the role attributed to them is sociologically im-
plausible. Millar comments that before any Legislator could have
the requisite authority ‘he must probably have been educated and
brought up in the knowledge of those natural manners and customs
which for ages perhaps have prevailed among his countrymen’ (OR
177). Ferguson argues that if today in an age of ‘extensive reflection’
we ‘cannot break loose from the trammels of custom’ then it is very
unlikely that in the times of the Legislators, when ‘knowledge was
less’, individuals were more inclined to ‘shake off the impressions of
habit’ (HCS 123).

The consequence of this ‘entrammelling’ is that, according to
Millar, the Legislators will ‘be disposed to prefer the system already
established’. From the effects of this socialisation it follows that it
is ‘extremely probable’ that they will have been ‘at great pains to
accommodate their regulations to the spirit of the people’ and ‘con-
fined themselves to moderate improvements’ rather than ‘violent
reformation’. Millar thinks the case of Lycurgus bears this out, be-
cause his regulations appear ‘agreeable to the primitive manners of
the Spartans’ (OR 178). Alfred too fits this picture. Millar notes that
his interpositions have been identified as ‘the engine’ to explain the
origin of various English institutions (HV i :271), but this is to up-
root him implausibly from his social environment. Hence, for ex-
ample, the institution of juries rose from the ‘general situation of
the Gothic nations’ (ibid.) and the military institutions were not the
product of some ‘political projector’ (HV i :181); rather they stemmed
‘imperceptibly’ from ‘the rude state of the country’ (HV i :179).23

Ferguson argues that the supposed Legislator in fact ‘only acted a
superior part among numbers who were disposed to the same insti-
tutions’ (HCS 124).24 For Ferguson the ‘rise’ of Roman and Spartan
government came not from ‘the projects of single men’ but from
‘the situation and genius of the people’ (ibid.). Millar adopted the
same line ‘the greater part of the political system’ derived from the
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‘combined influence of the whole people’ (OR 177). Dunbar allows,
as Millar had done, that some individuals have had some impact but
states that institutions are ‘more justly reputed the slow result of sit-
uations than of regular design’ (EHM 61). In his account of language,
for example, he regards it as a ‘fundamental error’ to refer to ‘great
projectors’ in order to explain the development of the different parts
of speech (EHM 93).

A sociological/institutional rather than rationalist/individualist
explanation is being offered here. The Scots criticise the latter as
superficial and simplistic. When confronted with a particular insti-
tution or social practice the ‘simplest’ explanation is to attribute it
to some ‘previous design’, that is, to attribute it to some individual’s
will or purpose as the cause of the institution as an effect; as Stuart
observes, ‘it is easy’ to talk of the deep projects of princes but it is
‘more difficult to mark the slow operation of events’.25 Because in-
dividualistic explanations are simplistic they are misleading. They
remove individuals from their social context, and since humans are
naturally social then this removal is a distortion. From the perspec-
tive of the history of social theory this is an important conclusion:
social institutions are to be explained by social causes. Stuart neatly
summarises this point when he remarks that the disorders between
the king and the nobles which affected the whole of Europe in the
high Middle Ages are ‘not to be referred entirely to the rapacity and
the administration of princes. Theremust be a cause more compre-
hensive and general to which they [the disorders] are chiefly to be
ascribed’.26 From the earlier discussion we can identify these general
causes as ‘situation and genius’ (Ferguson), or prevalent ‘manners
and customs’ (Millar), or the ‘slow result of situations’ (Dunbar) or
‘slow operation of events’ (Stuart).

There is a juxtaposition here between the general (social) and the
particular (rational individual), and the Scots thinkers held that of
these two the former explains a much wider range of phenomena.
Hume notes that from one roll of a biased die the outcome is
‘chance’, but from a ‘great number’ the bias will reveal itself as a ‘de-
terminate and known’ cause.27 Millar adopts a similar image, and
aptly applies the example of a die in his assault on the ‘legislator
theory’. In one or two rolls the results will be random, but over time,
that is, over many rolls, the results will be ‘nearly equal’. The former
case is like the impact of a legislator, the latter is like ‘the combined
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influence of the whole people’, which provides a more certain or
‘fixed’ causal explanation of a nation’s ‘political system’ than any
‘casual interposition’ by a particular individual (OR 177).

As this last phrase suggests,Millar, Ferguson and the others do not
deny that humans are purposive, but they nonetheless believe that
individual deliberate action falls short of explanatory power when it
comes to institutions. In perhaps the best-known expression of the
point, Fergusonwrites: ‘nations stumble upon establishments which
are indeed the result of human action, but not the execution of any
human design’ (HCS 122).28 The insight was not his alone: Hume, for
example, provides a good illustration of the point. He remarks that
the first leader achieved the position because hewas an effectivemil-
itary commander, and that in due course, through time and custom,
this ad hoc position solidified into a monarchical form of govern-
ment. Hume comments on this process that though it ‘may appear
certain and inevitable’, in fact government commenced casually
because it ‘cannot be expected that men should beforehand be able
to discover them [that is, principles of government and allegiance]
or foresee their operation’.29

This recognition of the limitations of individual rationality and
of the associated resistance, or stickiness, of institutions to rational
‘quick-fixes’ is only to be expected from a group of thinkers who, as
social theorists, take the ‘social’ seriously. Human experience is ex-
perience of social life. As products of socialisation, individuals are
embedded within their societies. To speak generally, the Scots plot-
ted societies on to a temporal grid (the four-stages theory is the most
famous instance of this), and then this grid was ‘read across’ to dis-
cern the ways in which the different institutions cohered. This is
of central importance in understanding how the Scots’ social the-
ory generated a conception of society as a set of interlocked institu-
tions and behaviours. A society of hunter gatherers will thus have
little in the way of personal possessions, nothing to speak of in the
form of governmental machinery, and few status distinctions except
the inferiority of women, and will live in a world populated with a
multiplicity of gods. These savages would also respond to this en-
vironment in a speech abounding in vivid and animated images and
would likely bedaub themselves and/or indulge in self-mutilation
(cf. EHM 389; SHM i i :437). They would have been socialised into
accepting this conduct as normal. Millar acknowledges this clearly:
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‘individuals form their notions of propriety according to a general
standard, and fashion their morals in conformity to the prevailing
taste of the times’ (HV iv :246).30 However, as moralists the Scots
do not merely accept the diversity of social experience and thus the
diversity of moral beliefs was not merely accepted they have no
doubts that life in a free and civilised society is a better life than all
that has gone before. The way in which they avoid inconsistency is
by treating as axiomatic the uniformity and universality of human
nature and then attributing to it the capacity to improve or progress
(HCS 8; OR 176, etc.).

society and morality

The point just made regarding the relation between morality and so-
ciety can be illustrated with reference to Smith’s moral theory. In
a famous passage he likens society to a mirror.31 The force of this
comparison is that moral judgements are generated by social inter-
action learning how to behave through seeing how others react
to our behaviour. To give one of Smith’s own examples: if I see a
grief-stricken stranger and am informed that he has just learned of
his father’s death then I, via sympathy, approve of his grief. What
makes this possible is that I have learnt from experience that such
misfortune excites such sorrow (TMS i .i.3.4). The experience can
only come from ‘common life’, from the fact that humans are social
creatures. The importance and centrality of sociality is once again
underwritten.

In line with the earlier argument, this now seems to imply that
moral judgements are the socialised product of a particular society.
Smith even seems not to exempt the principle of conscience from
this process, since he declares that the authority possessed by con-
science is the effect of ‘habit and experience’ (TMS i i i .3.3). The fact
that it is habitual, so that ‘we are scarce sensible’ that we do appeal
to it, means that it too is a learnt resource. However this does not
mean that it, or moral judgement more generally, is a mere reflex
of prevalent social norms.32 His account of infanticide provides the
concluding illustration.

While openly admitting that virtues differ between ‘rude and
barbarous nations’ and ‘civilized nations’ (TMS v .2.8), Smith
nonetheless believes that ‘the sentiments of moral approbation and
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disapprobation are founded on the strongest and most vigorous pas-
sions of human nature; and though they may be somewhat warpt,
cannot be entirely perverted’ (TMS v .2.1). Infanticide is his case in
point. He accounts for this by the fact that ‘in the earliest period
of society’ it was commonplace, and the ‘uniform continuance of
the custom had hindered them [the practitioners] from perceiving
its enormity’ (TMS v .2.15). He does allow the practice to be ‘more
pardonable’ in the rudest and lowest state of society, where ‘extreme
indigence’ obtains, but the practice was inexcusable ‘among the po-
lite and civilized Athenians’. Smith is adamant that just because
something is commonly done does not mean it is condonable when
the practice itself is ‘unjust and unreasonable’ (ibid.).

What this example underlines is the fact that the thinkers of the
Scottish Enlightenment combined a ‘scientific’ appreciation of the
complexity of social life with an evaluative assessment of the rela-
tive worth of forms of social experience. On the one hand this com-
bination makes them fully members of the Enlightenment family
but, on the other, their insight into the limits of individual rational
action, the stabilising yet constraining power of customs, and the
stickiness of social institutions means that they never subscribed
to that aspect of Enlightenment thought which could confidently
envisage the conquest of dark irrationality by the irresistible force
of the light of reason.
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murray g. h. pittock

13 Historiography

The historiography of the Scottish Enlightenment has had an un-
paralleled influence on the way history has been understood in
the United Kingdom, North America and throughout the erstwhile
British Empire. It is to the Enlightenment that we owe the ideas
of historical progress, of state development through time and, ulti-
mately, the whole teleological apparatus which for many years sus-
tained what was known as the school of Whig history: the analysis
of the past not on its own terms, but in the light of what it could
contribute to an account of progress towards the present. In the last
century historiography has diversified from this model, but the tele-
ological vision still exercises a hold on both the popular imagination
and some areas of historical scholarship, particularly in the narrative
history still dominant in media programmes and school textbooks.
When, for example, some of the new British History traces the past
foundations of our country ‘for the sake of the present’ and its con-
temporary anxieties over Britishness rather than ‘making the past
our present and attempting to see life with the eyes of another cen-
tury’, then in Herbert Butterfield’s words, we are partaking in ‘the
subordination of the past to the present’, and this vision was central
to the Enlightenment. When in The Whig Interpretation of History
(1931), Butterfield argued of the past that ‘their generation was as
valid as our generation, their issues as momentous as our issues
and their day as full and vital to them as our day is to us’ he
was striking not only at posterity’s condescension, but at issues
which lay at the heart of the complex world of the historiography
of David Hume (1711 76) and William Robertson (1721 93) among
others.1

258
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introduction

The Enlightenment was particularly concerned with the applica-
tion of reason to knowledge in a context of quantifiable improve-
ment. In Scotland, partly because of its relative poverty, the nature
of that improvement was often material, financial or technological:
the New Town of Edinburgh as ‘earthly paradise’, the innovation of
John Law’s dematerialised monetary economy or the steam power of
JamesWatt.2 Underlying the idea of improvement lay, as a necessary
corollary, the premiss of the possibility of progressive change. The as-
sumptions of quantifiable improvement which underpinned the En-
lightenment were clearly spelt out by Adam Ferguson (1723 1816)
in his Principles of Moral and Political Science (1792), which argued
that ‘the generation, in which there is no desire to know more or
practice better than its predecessors, will probably neither know so
much nor practice so well’ and that ‘to every generation the state of
arts and accommodations already in use serves but as ground work
for new inventions and successive improvement’.3

Change was and is the universal premiss of human affairs. But al-
though Greek thinkers such as Thucydides had recognised this in
the study of human society, and later writers of the Renaissance had
developed it, the idea of Progress was not inherited from the classical
world, and that world was still the measure of contemporary society,
even in the late seventeenth century with its controversies between
Ancients and Moderns. The pastoral poetry of Virgil and Horace
formed part of an ideological bulwark for those who sympathised
with the landed interest against the newmoney of the Financial Rev-
olution in the cities, the heartlands of the Enlightenment in Scotland
in particular.

In historiography, it was Giambattista Vico (1668 1744) who in La
Scienza Nova [New Science] (1725) argued that ‘all nations proceed
through the same sequence of human institutions, according to the
principles of ideal eternal history’. These developed through a priest-
controlled society of gods, oracles and auspices through a heroic,
aristocratic society towards more democratic models of ‘popular
commonwealths and . . .monarchies’. Vico developed Plato’s ideas of
change and cyclical alteration in history into a descriptive model of
human societies.4
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Such ideas helped to fuel one of the key intellectual drivers of
the Scottish Enlightenment, that of the teleology of civility: the idea
that society’s material and intellectual improvement was also a de-
velopment towards higher standards of culture and refinement, such
‘high standards’ usually being predicated on metropolitan norms of
speech and culture. The Union of 1707 had put intense pressure on
Scottish society, institutions, language and culture to draw closer
to English models. In order to begin to succeed in British society,
Scots had to conform more closely to the public standards of gen-
teel Englishness. Some, particularly north of the Tay and among the
Episcopalian nobility, remained dedicatedly patriotic towards the old
Scotland, and sought to destroy theHanoverian state by force of arms
and the old way of Continental alliance: their challenge ended at
Culloden in 1746, and they were marginalised by the historians of
the Enlightenment, whose assessment of them still proves influen-
tial. Many abandoned traditional ways slowly and grudgingly; a few
gifted individuals like Allan Ramsay (1684 1758) tried to find a place
for Scottish culture in the new order. Others, particularly in central
Scotland, either out of enthusiasm or faute de mieux, sought ways
andmeans to accommodate themselves to Englishmodels, andmade
‘civility’ the goal not only of their own personal ambition, but of
their country’s (and indeed theworld’s) history. As the Aberdeen pro-
fessor James Beattie said in the 1770s, ‘I am one of those who wish
to see the English spirit and English manners prevail over the whole
island: for I think the English have a generosity and openness of
nature which many of us want.’ With the professoriate (the back-
bone of the Enlightenment) endorsing such views, it was little won-
der that the university curriculum in places such as Aberdeen should
endorse and promote the British state and constitution.5 The para-
dox of the Scottish Enlightenment was that so many autonomous
ideas rose from this paradigm of conformity.

The idea of progress towards a better thought out society was
arguably first developed in Britain by Englishmen. The idea of the
ancient constitution of Saxon liberty found in seventeenth-century
Whig thought and the idea that England was emerging from under
the Norman yoke of feudalism and monarchical power to regain
this liberty (a process completed in 1688), lay at the core of Whig
ideology. Present in the ideas of Sir Edward Coke (1552 1634) and
William Prynne (1600 69) (who argued in 1642 that kings had been
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elected), the idea of Saxon liberty was to be profoundly influential
both on English radicalism and Scottish historiography. In England
it was Henry St John, Viscount Bolingbroke (1678 1751) who appro-
priated it for history, although Sir Walter Raleigh (1552 1618) has
been seen as ‘the first Whig historian’.6 Bolingbroke united a Tory
sensibility with the Whig ‘spirit of liberty, transmitted down from
our Saxon ancestors’ in his Dissertation upon Parties (1733 4), and
argued that Britain was at risk of the fate of Rome.7

In Scotland, Thomas Blackwell (1701 57) conceived society as
growing in refinement from early times, while Francis Hutcheson
(1694 1746) drew history into the ‘social context’ of moral decision.
In France, Charles, Baron Montesquieu (1689 1755) in De l’Esprit
des lois (1748) offered ‘a taxonomy of the three basic forms of
government’, despotism, monarchy, republic and their relation to
human nature,8 and Anne-Robert-Jacques, Baron Turgot (1727 81) in
his 1750 discourse at the Sorbonne, ‘On the Successive Advances of
the Human Mind’, clearly stated for the first time the accomplish-
ment and expectation of progress in technology and history. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, by contrast, helped to shape the contrary view
of the authenticity of the primitive. Both views were influential on
Scottish thought, from James Boswell to Robertson, and Sir Walter
Scott combined the two in literature.

Montesquieu anticipated Adam Smith (1723 90) and other
Scottish Enlightenment writers in arguing that ‘the natural effect
of commerce is to lead to peace’, and even identified the core prob-
lem of teleological history before it was written, saying that ‘to carry
back to distant centuries the ideas of the century in which one lives
is of all sources of error the most fertile’. Montesquieu’s identifica-
tion of the ‘free’ nature of the Germans and England’s striving for lib-
erty were no doubt also supportive of the sociological history which
followed him. But the Scottish Enlightenment historians (with the
possible exception of Ferguson) may have laid an undue emphasis on
this aspect of Montesquieu’s work. They ‘amplified and restructured
the second half of The Spirit of the Laws so that it illustrated the de-
velopment of the conditions of a modern free government. Unlike
Montesquieu, they were not interested in the complex of passions,
beliefs, and practices that supported other kinds of governments’.9

Montesquieu’s view of ‘English liberty’ was no doubt particularly
congenial to those such as Hume and Robertson, who wanted to
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recast Scotland’s past, though Turgot, whose ‘On Universal History’
came out in 1753, was also no doubt influential in his insistence on
the progressive nature of history.10

the scottish enlightenment

It was in Scotland that the demands of teleology of civility ensured
that this approach reached its most complex pitch of development.
Scotland’s constitution had massively altered since 1603, possibly
more than that of any other unconquered European country: the
king had moved his capital, the court had left, Parliament had been
abolished, restored and abolished again; heritable jurisdictions and
powers of regality, the last echoes of the great Celtic mormaers, had
vanished; the taxation system had completely altered, and the es-
tablishment of the church had changed five times, from Catholic to
Presbyterian/Episcopalian to Episcopalian to Presbyterian to Episco-
palian and back to Presbyterian again. The intellectual élite of what
was still in domestic matters a separate country under its own politi-
cal management had to make sense of this extraordinary turbulence:
in Bolingbrokian terms, to learn the lessons of its history. David
Hume, William Robertson and Adam Smith all focused on tracing
‘human development through certain common stages of progress
from barbarism to refinement’. To this there was a natural concomi-
tant: the ‘dismissal of much of the . . . past as mere barbarism and
superstition’.11

Adam Smith provided one of the earliest models of this ‘human
development’, arguing in ‘The Four-Stage Theory of Development’
in his 1762 lectures on jurisprudence, that ‘there are four distinct
states which mankind pass thro: 1st, the Age of Hunters; 2ndly, the
Age of Shepherds; 3dly, the Age of Agriculture; and 4thly, the Age of
Commerce’. In each, society grew closer to civility.12 Awarlike aris-
tocracy (in the Scottish Enlightenment’s terms, a problem which
was particularly acute in Scotland) should give way to a society
pursuing personal betterment in a commercial environment. For
such betterment, peace is better than war: not least because in war
the ogres of traditional state, aristocratic and institutional power,
can turn the clock back. Equality of opportunity, essential to the
model of American society, derives from this classic Enlightenment
position.13 The view of Tom Paine (1737 1809) in the immensely
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influential Common Sense (1776), written in support of the
AmericanWar of Independence, was that the best government is less
government. This was consonant with Smith’s views, and formed
the basis of mainstream US attitudes to big government from that
day forwards. Smith’s model was also to be exceptionally influential
in his own country, and had an immediate impact on the thought of
Adam Ferguson (1723 1816), John Millar (1735 1801), Lord Kames
(1696 1782) and Dugald Stewart (1753 1828).

Stewart, in his idea of ‘theoretical or conjectural history’, devel-
oped Smith’s ideas,14 addressing the problem of how we can con-
jecture historical change for which no evidence exists by examining
the same stage in development for a society where the evidence does
exist. Human nature, Stewart in commonwithmany Enlightenment
thinkers believed, was common everywhere and at all times, and so
we can extrapolate. Conjectural history was itself a philosophical
version of the stadial history of historians such as Robertson, where
it is presumed that society advances through stages: Robertson pro-
vides this kind of analysis of the Native Americans, and conjec-
tural history in Stewart’s terms is implicitly present throughout
Robertson’s work. For the philosopher, though, the purpose of his-
tory was something more than civility: Stewart believed in the ‘nec-
essary progress and perfectibility of humanity through education and
social reform’.15

The idea that society advances through the same stages, though
not necessarily at the same rate, had a major impact on the strong
Scottish contribution to early anthropology, notably in the work
of Sir James Frazer (1854 1941), whose seminal Golden Bough
(1890 1915) depended heavily on this concept, since Frazer claimed
to be able to understand the religious beliefs of societies in the an-
cient world by studying the behaviour of nineteenth-century tribes
in what was projected to be the same stage of development. The debt
to Smith’s and Dugald Stewart’s notions of staged development and
conjectural history is clear.

Henry Home, Lord Kames, was one of the early exemplars of con-
jectural history in his Historical Law-Tracts (1758), which also bear
a close relationship to Bolingbroke’s work,16 and provide the begin-
nings of a sociology of law through the ‘successive changes’ they
seek to chart: Kames also has the goal of underpinning beneficial
mutual borrowing between English and Scots law.17 His Essays on
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British Antiquities (1747) had already promoted the idea of a com-
mon Britishness, and he was of one mind with Robertson (see below)
in his view that ‘the withering away of the feudal baronage was one
of the marks of modernity’.18 The abolition of heritable jurisdictions
in 1747 could be seen as marking that transition in the Enlighten-
ment’s view: the old patriot nobilitywere defeated for the last time at
Culloden, and modernity, Britain’s gift to an ungrateful Scotland,
could supervene. In what he hoped would be his crowning work,
Sketches of the History of Man (2nd edn, 1778), Kames attempts
a universal history of the ‘progress toward maturity in different na-
tions’, covering man in and out of society, commerce, arts, manners
and the sciences.19

John Millar, Professor of Law at Glasgow, who was under the
patronage of Smith and subsequently Kames, and who served as
tutor to Kames’s son, wrote inTheOrigin of theDistinction of Ranks
(1779 (first published asObservations concerning the Distinction of
Ranks in Society (1771)) of ‘differences in situation’ in terms which
offered the beginning of a different anthropological reading of the
development of society. Millar ends the book with a discussion of
the 1778 Scottish judgement against slavery, the first to state that
‘the dominion assumed over this negro’ was itself ipso facto ‘unjust’,
as against previous judgements which had centred on the extent of
master’s rights. Millar is proud of the decision, which itself points
forwards to a new state of society in a world beyond that in which
he writes.20

hume and robertson

The particular role of Scotland in any generic statement of sociolog-
ical history was not far from the surface. Scotland was ‘the rudest,
perhaps, of all European Nations’ in Enlightenment eyes. Its conver-
sion to civility must involve in part the despising of its own past,
in which it had once revelled. Hume and Robertson each wrote a
history which was no longer one of ‘defensive patriotism’, but was
instead constructed ‘for English readers’. Hume, who ‘sought to ad-
dress a new audience . . .who aspired to participate in polite conver-
sation’, ultimately made over £6,000 from his History of England,
and Charles V alone earned Robertson £4,500 over £400,000 at
today’s prices.21
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Both Hume and Robertson sought to adapt their use of Tacitus,
adopted from earlier defensive patriotism, to propound the idea of
the ‘personal liberty and independence’ of the Germanic peoples as
a whole, the ‘freedom and independence’ of the Huns and Alans
and so on.22 This idea, which had become popular as an underpin-
ning to the centrality of the individual judgement in the Protes-
tant Reformation, and which was introduced to England by Richard
Rowlands/Verstegan (fl. 1565 1620),23 was to form an almost un-
questioned denominator in much of the work of Hume and
Robertson. With the exception of Scotland (soon to be partially
Teutonised by Enlightenment historiography) and Wales, almost
every country in reformed Europe could be seen as Germanic or
with a strong Germanic component: north Germany and the Baltic,
Holland, Switzerland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and England. The
equation of liberty with Protestantism, in themind of many Enlight-
enment figures (if not altogether that of Hume, though he regarded
‘the Reformation as a constitutional event of great, though not delib-
erate wisdom’) reinforced the basic point.24 If the Germanic peoples
had a predisposition to liberty, if liberty and equality of opportunity
were necessary for commerce, and if commercewas the highest stage
of human development (though the Enlightenment writers realised
that it could have its own problems), then therewas bound to be great
virtue in the Teutonic peoples. Scotland must be Germanic to be
civilised. Its discarding of its feudal nobility and ‘savage’ Highland/
Catholic past was at the core of this process. Some Enlighten-
ment writers even ‘discovered’ the struggle for Germanic liberty in
Scotland’s past, as for example did John Millar, who thought there
had been a pre-feudal Witenagemot in Scotland, as in Anglo-Saxon
England. Millar wrote of ‘our Saxon forefathers’ with their ‘com-
prehensive notions of liberty’, although he suggested that the
‘insular situation’ of Britain had done much to succour English
liberty, which otherwise was not so common among primitive peo-
ples (in his Historical View of the English Government, the terms
‘English’ and ‘British’ tend to slide into each other).25 English histor-
ical models were transferred to Scotland, and Scotland’s own history
provincialised in a discoursewhere ‘England representedmodernity’.
Robertson among others displayed an ‘implied acceptance of the
Anglican interpretation of the Scottish dark age’, which so many of
the controversialists of the Union period had struggled against.26
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This stress on Germanicity in the work of Hume and Robertson
was important. Robertson stressed German unruliness, but also
stressed German ‘liberty’.27 Scotland could be seen as a nation partly
Germanic (Saxon Lowlanders though this was in part a piece of
ethnic mythology) and partly Celtic (Gaelic-speaking Highlanders):
it was thus constructed by Sir Walter Scott, Enlightenment histo-
riography’s greatest interpreter. Although writers such as Gilbert
Stuart (1743 86) and James Macpherson (1736/8 96) linked Celtic
and Saxon struggles for liberty,28 the general trend was towards the
marginalisation of Celtic Scotland as a serious contributor to his-
tory, as opposed to (as it became in the Romantic period) a com-
forting locale of ‘old, unhappy far-off things, and battles long ago’
(Wordsworth, ‘The Solitary Reaper’).

The perceived Germanicity of Protestantism also contributed
to the paradigm whereby Highlanders/Celts were stereotyped as
Catholic, which most were not. This in turn helped reinforce the
mythology, sedulously fed by many of the Enlightenment writers
themselves, in which Lowland Scotland was ethnically Germanic,
and Highland Scotland Celtic. Thus John Pinkerton (1758 1826)
divided ‘ascendant Goths’ from ‘slavish Celts’, Robert Knox
(1791 1862) lectured on ‘the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race’
after his medical career was damaged by his association with Burke
and Hare, and George Combe (1788 1858) ‘was a Teutonist who
thought that ‘‘the Scotch Lowland population . . . has done everything
by which Scotland is distinguished”’, though the view, derived from
Tacitus, that the ancient Celts were themselves Germanic, compli-
cated these positions.29 But given this model of an ethnically divided
Scotland, it could be argued that Scotland, until the Union linked
its Saxons with those of England, was too divided between liberty-
loving Teuton and feckless Celt to unite in the pursuit of liberty.
This constructed tension in Scottish history is visible in many of
Scott’s novels, which contrast the settled life of the Lowland burgh
with the instability of internecine private war among the clans.
Just as importantly, it lay at the core of much nineteenth-century
historiography.

When Hume writes, ‘I am of no party, and have no bias’,30 this
ringing claim ofmodern historiographymust be understood in terms
of the values which underpin it. Hume is not writing a ‘party’ history
in the English or British sense, but he is writing teleological history:
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it would be an anachronism to call it ‘Whig’, but this is what it
became. That is not to view it crudely, for

Hume approached his subject as a moral philosopher already deeply inter-
ested in the peculiarities of human nature, the unpredictable yet decisive
rule of beliefs in motivating human action . . .He also adopted the stand-
point of a social philosopher searching (like Gibbon after him) for the secular
origins of religious belief, the political effects of economic change, and the
cultural basis of political stability.

Hume thought he was ‘very moderate’, and certainly his History
of England (1754 62, final edn 1778) could not readily be convicted
of party bias in the terms of the 1750s, though it upset many Whigs
by being insufficiently partisan.31 Hume had read Montesquieu at
Turin in 1749, had subsequently corresponded with him, and shared
with him the view of history as a ‘continuing process’. In this sense
among others, the History was more philosophical than partisan.32

It was certainly nothing like Catherine Macaulay’sWhig History of
England from the Revolution to the Present Time (1778) or the mag-
isterial Whiggism of her greater namesake and his successors in the
Oxford school. Nonetheless, Hume’s immensely influential work,
which went through 55 editions by the early nineteenth century,
helped to create the climate in which much of what followed was
possible. His ‘philosophical distinctions’ were more balanced than
T. B. Macaulay’s insistence on England’s consistently lofty ‘view of
human liberty’, but Hume’s historiographical model was one where
the barbarities of English history were exceptional, but those of
Scottish normative.33 The constant nature of human desire, which
Hume, in common with other Enlightenment thinkers, observed,
nonetheless allowed of progress, and still more the elevation of
norms or desirable goals. The picture is strongly teleologised: ‘the
diversities of British history came to matter less to Hume than his
desire to bring them into focus under the perspective of a more
general history of the rise of modern liberty’. A brief examination
of Hume’s language brings this into perspective.34 At the begin-
ning of Volume i of his History, Hume writes: ‘of all the barbarous
nations . . . the Germans seem to have been the most distinguished
both by their manners and political institutions, and to have carried
to the highest pitch the virtues of valour and love of liberty’(i :15).
Their government ‘was always extremely free’ (i :160). When the
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Saxons came to invade ‘Britain, as they enjoyed great liberty in their
own country, [they] obstinately retained that invaluable possession
in their new settlement’ (i :161): although the Celts had been ‘free’,
the now ‘degenerate’ Britons were ‘destitute of all affection to their
new liberties’ (i :5, 18). Despite the ‘deep obscurity’ of the ‘uncer-
tain traditions’ of this period (i :17), Hume confidently asserts that
Scotland is Germanic: ‘all the lowlands, especially the east-coast . . .
were peopled in a great measure from Germany’. To say otherwise is
to descend to the ‘fabulous annals . . . obtruded on us by the Scottish
historians’ (Hume, writing the History of England, rhetorically
constructs himself as ‘English’ in opposition to these ‘Scottish’
historians). Then in true Enlightenment style, Hume presents his
evidence: ‘the expeditions’ of the Germans to Scotland, he tells
us, ‘have escaped the records of history’ (i :23) thus obliquely
confessing that his, too, is a ‘fabulous annal’, conjectured only from
the linguistic evidence of his own times. In Saxon times, Hume
proceeds, there are the makings of an ‘ancient democracy’ (i :172).
He further feeds English particularism, the idea of the uniqueness of
the ‘island race’ (Sir Henry Newbolt’s phrase) by stating that before
the Norman Conquest, ‘this island’ (Hume appears to elide England
and Britain) ‘was as much separated from the rest of the world in
politics as well as in situation . . . the English . . . had neither enemies
nor allies on the Continent’ (i :297). Not Guthrum, nor Sweyn
Forkbeard, nor Canute, neither the jarls of Orkney nor the kingdom
of York features in Hume’s view of untroubled Anglo-British
insularity. John Millar also emphasised this, and yet only fifty years
before, Scottish historians had been pointing out how often England
had been invaded!

In this new Anglocentric history, Scotland and Ireland fare less
well. The Irish, described as one people with the Scots by Robert the
Bruce,35 a people whose soldiers had been found in Scottish armies
as recently as Culloden in 1746, are in Hume’s words ‘from the
beginning of time . . . buried in the most profound barbarism and
ignorance (i :339) . . . savage and untractable’(i :345): so bad were they,
that the ‘inroads’ of Viking ‘barbarism’ ‘tended rather to improve
the Irish’ (i :340). They are only now becoming ‘a useful conquest
to the English nation’ (i :345). Although Hume does acknowledge
English injustice in Ireland (i i :159), he sees this in part as ‘joining
the ardour of revenge’ to the ‘as yet untamed barbarity’ of the Irish,
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whom the English settlers have let down by going native themselves
(i :344 5; i i i :311). Emphasis on Irish ‘sloth and barbarism’ is a fea-
ture of Hume’s work, while the Scots are ‘more uncultivated and
uncivilized’ (than the English), while Scots Highlanders are ‘most
disorderly and least civilized’. In dealing with Scotland’s attacks on
England, Hume has a tendency to attach disapprobatory adjectives:
hence the ‘barbarous devastation’ of David I, and the ‘horrible de-
pradations’, ‘wantonly’ war and ‘great devastations’ of William the
Lion contrast with the simple ‘ravage’ and ‘burn’ of English activity
in Scotland and the lack of violence and injustice by which Henry II
is specifically characterised as against William (i :285, 354, 355, 358;
i i i :145). Hume notes the propensity to fanaticism in the Scots and
Irish,36 and though he condemns the Popish Plot, seems to see it as
ultimately atypical of English society. Fanaticism is the normative
property of fanatical countries, but an aberration in tolerant ones,
even if it reaches the same or higher levels.37

Hume’s History pushes gently but repeatedly in this direction:
he could be sympathetic to James VI and Charles I, and could ex-
press reservations about the British Constitution, but his view of
the ‘Glorious’ Revolution and the years that followed place him ‘on
the side of the Walpolean Whigs’.38 As Hume advised Boswell on
28 October 1774, Boswell ‘should write the history of the Union’
so that he ‘might with great justice to my countrymen please the
English by my account of our advantages by the Union’. Even in
‘ill feudal times’, Hume inaccurately observed to Boswell, ‘we never
gained one battle but Bannockburn’ and ‘our great improvements are
much owing to the Union’. This latter may in large part be true, but
it is one side of a parti pris. Boswell also observed Hume’s bias in a
conversation on 6March 1775, when Hume told him that the High-
landers were ‘continually concerned to keep themselves from starv-
ing or being hanged’, andmade a simple opposition between starving,
thieving, credulous primitives and the civil English, who ‘would not
be so ready to support such a story’ as Ossian. Hume’s virtues as a
historian should be observed from outwith his own paradigm, for by
no means all of his contemporaries shared such views.39

William Robertson (1721 93) was perhaps influenced by native
Scottish intellectual traditions to a greater degree than Hume.
There are ‘traces of . . . classical republican vocabulary which re-
veal Robertson’s disquiet’ at aspects of the history of Scotland.40
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Robertson was also influenced by Montesquieu and François-Marie
Arouet de Voltaire (1694 1778). Robertson was certainly at the core
of the Scottish establishment, Principal of Edinburgh University
from 1762 andModerator of the General Assembly in 1766. As a his-
torian his methodology was more careful than Hume’s, who could
be casual about sources and did not update his scholarship for sub-
sequent editions of his History. Robertson, by contrast, although he
did not travel nor check awide geographical range of archives, ‘prided
himself on his exact documentation, and published original material
in supplementary volumes’.41

Robertson’sHistory of Scotland (1759) ‘exemplified and promoted
the idea of Scotland as a place of learning, polite culture, and re-
ligious and political moderation’, a country in other words much
changed from what it had been, and for the better. Nonetheless,
Robertson could still allow ‘some emotional allegiance to the endur-
ing virtues of Scottish culture, such as its martial spirit of indepen-
dence and self-reliance’. The key word here is ‘emotional’: the limits
of Robertson’s consent to the traditional values of Scottish nation-
ality were those set by sentiment and nostalgia. In particular, in his
portrayal of Queen Mary ‘as a sentimental heroine rather than as a
fully responsible political agent . . .Robertson laid the ground for the
subsequent reinvention of Jacobitism, by Walter Scott and others,
as an aesthetic attitude only’.42 Robertson certainly begins his
History of Scotland with a claim which almost seems to negate the
point of writing such a history at all, and which has arguably had a
profound influence on the subsequent status of Scotland’s national
history: ‘Nations, as well as men, arrive at maturity by degrees, and
the events which happened during their infancy or early youth, can-
not be recollected, and deserve not to be remembered.’ In the con-
struction of the teleology of civility, the ‘maturity’ of Scotland is that
it is Scotland no longer, but part of Britain. Hence anything that is
particularly Scottish belongs to a youth, which one may recall with
sentiment, but which cannot be revisited: and this well describes
the state of much popular history in Scotland since Robertson and
Hume wrote. Britain could evolve into civility; Scotland could not
as a separate entity. How could this be shown? By stressing Scottish
barbarism as normative. Small wonder that in his preface to the
1827 edition of Robertson’sHistory, Dugald Stewart noted that ‘such
is the effect of that provincial situation to which Scotland is now
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reduced, that the transactions of former ages are apt to convey to
ourselves exaggerated conceptions of barbarism’.43

With regard to Scotland, Robertson in Book i stresses its barbaric
chieftains, ‘the fierce and mutinous spirit of the nobles’, men ‘of un-
polished manners, surrounded with vassals bold and licentious’, a
nation clearly, as were the Jacobites in Hanoverian propaganda, both
sexually disordered and lawlessly belligerent. Robertson follows the
same broad path as Smith in finding the growth of civility in a move
away from the power of feudal aristocratic heroism towards com-
merce and peace, with its implicit (at least for the middle class)
equality of opportunity: ‘as the nobles were deprived of power, the
people acquired liberty’ (Robertson i i :247). Robertson also endorses
what became a very marked feature of Scottish historiography: in
order to demonstrate Scotland’s inability to reach civility on its own
as a nation, he emphasises what he chooses to portray as the almost
incurably disorderly nature of the Scottish aristocracy. The land-
scape, want of great cities, history of warfare and clannishness were
all features which were seen by Robertson as rendering the Scottish
nobility especiallymutinous. Scotland as a nationwas stuck in retro-
grade feudalism because ‘among the great and independent nobility
of Scotland, a monarch could possess little authority’ (i :235). Thus,
James V could not deliver the beginnings of peace and commerce, as
Henry VIII could:

His [Henry’s] rapaciousness, his profusion, and even his tyranny, by depress-
ing the ancient nobility, and by adding new property and power to the com-
mons, laid or strengthened the foundations of the English liberty. His other
passions contributed no less towards the downfal of Popery, and the estab-
lishment of religious freedom in the nation. (Robertson,History of Scotland,
i :97)

This passage evidences another feature of Robertson’s History:
because England/Britain is progressing towards civility, even the
rapacity, tyranny andwar of the past serve the ends of progress; but in
Scotland, they hinder it irretrievably. Thus Henry’s tyranny is prov-
idential, while kings of Scots were doomed to failure, whatever they
did: ‘Never was any race of monarchs so unfortunate as the Scottish’
(Robertson i :27). Indeed, despite his status as a Presbyterian minis-
ter, Robertson questionswhether the Scottish Reformation itself can
be ‘part of an authentic history of liberty’.44 Scottish history, doomed
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to disappointment in its quest for progress on its own terms, is cast
by the teleological historian as unlucky and unfortunate. It is a prob-
lem with only one solution:

The union having incorporated the two nations, and rendered them one
people . . . the Scots . . .were at once put in possession of privilegesmore valu-
able than those which their ancestors had formerly enjoyed; and every ob-
struction that had retarded their pursuit, or prevented their acquisition of
literary fame, was totally removed. (Robertson, History of Scotland, i i :254)

In other words, Scottish history can only be properlywrittenwhen
it is over. Robertson’s rhetoric is telling: he writes of ‘the two na-
tions’ becoming ‘one people’, but the manner in which he does so
clearly indicates the predication of teleology of civility: that Scotland
gains from the normative and superior civilised values of England.
Robertson ‘argued that the post-Union Anglicisation of Scottish life
and institutions had been a major contribution to Scotland’s civil
liberty’.45 The dramatic finale to Scotland’s struggle against the in-
evitable was the Jacobite Rising of 1745, a view further developed
by later historians, who described the Scottish Jacobites as engaged
in ‘a fantasia of misrule . . . in defiance of Parliament and the laws’
(G. M. Trevelyan (1952)), as ‘a savage Highland horde’ (Charles
Chevenix Trench (1973)) or ‘as savage and as desperately courageous
as Sioux or Pawnees’ (Justin McCarthy (1890)).46

Robertson’s The History of the Reign of the Emperor Charles
V (1769) and still more his History of America (1777) break new
ground. In the former work, he provides a tour-de-force ‘View of the
Progress of Society in Europe’, and the replacement of the feudal sys-
tem by rising commercial cities: an anticipation of Marx or Braudel.
Robertson’s Tacitean inheritance clearly shows through in his de-
scription of ‘the dominion of the Romans’, which ‘like that of all
great Empires, degraded and debased the human species’ (Charles
V, 3). Those whom the Romans ‘denominated barbarians . . .were
nonetheless brave and independent. These defended their ancient
possessions with obstinate valour’ (1). This is a historiographywhich
complicates Robertson’s view of the Scottish situation, for it is
surely Scotland’s history that is speaking here, through the language
of Calgacus from Tacitus’ Agricola. The old school of ‘defensive pa-
triotism’, visible as early as the Declaration of Arbroath, makes a
reappearance where empire is at issue, for it was deeply ingrained in
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the Scottish historiographical tradition that empire was a bad thing.
In the Preface to his History of America, Robertson states that he
will avoid modern history in view of the War of Independence: ‘in
whatever manner this unhappy contest may terminate, a new order
of things must arise in North America, and its affairs will assume
another aspect’. Cautious as this is, it sounds as if the status quo
is not an option, and, when in 1796 Robertson’s son published a
fragmentary third volume on the early colonial administration of
Virginia and New England from his father’s posthumous papers, it
offers the occasional reflection on the restrictive nature of colonial
government, and the lack of rights the Americans had in Virginia.47

Yet the temptations of teleology could prove too strong, and com-
mentators have again detected Robertson placing history’s losers in
a prejudiced light. In the History of America, Bruce Lenman notes
a ‘sustained prejudice against Amerindian and creole’, one not in-
evitable at the time, as Edmund Burke, who wrote to Robertson that
he had ‘hardly done justice to the savage character’, exemplifies in
this comment and in his public speeches.48

ferguson and other thinkers

Other writers had a stronger sense of the mixed blessings of progress
than Robertson. Gilbert Stuart saw a greater mixture of ‘wisdom and
accident’ underlying human history, and was more sympathetic to
traditional Scottish accounts of popular sovereignty; he also believed
that Robertson was narrow and simplistic as a writer, undervalu-
ing ‘legal and military inquiry’.49 James Burnett, Lord Monboddo
(1714 99) continued to challenge the notion of teleological change
itself, inheriting ideas of decline from classical times mixed with a
Providentialism which relates him more closely to his English than
to his Scottish contemporaries. Nonetheless, the author of Of the
Origin and Progress of Language (1773 92) andAntientMetaphysics
(1779 99) believed that civil society was necessary to contribute to
the recuperation of humanity.50

Monboddo came from a Jacobite background in the north-east of
Scotland,51 and perhaps this coloured not only his views but those
of Adam Ferguson, the only major Enlightenment figure to come
from the Gaidhealtachd, the Gaelic-speaking part of Scotland. In his
Montesquieu-influenced Essay on theHistory ofCivil Society (1767),
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Ferguson combines the idea of progress with the idea of different fea-
tures of people in different societies, all seen through the sensibility
of a man who clearly saw both losses and gains in historical change.
The primitive, according to Ferguson, is not merely ‘rude’, but has
its strengths, the strengths that Rousseau and Boswell would else-
where identify as those of the noble savage or epic hero: ‘freedom of
mind’, ‘a delicious freedom from care . . .where no rules of behaviour
are prescribed, but the simple dictates of the heart’ with ‘that vigour
of spirit’ which ‘qualifies men . . . to lay the basis of domestic liberty
as well as to maintain against foreign enemies their national inde-
pendence and freedom’.52 Ferguson, in keeping with the values of
an older patriot historiography sees a tension between material and
moral advance; unlike other Enlightenment thinkers, he also sees
‘highly developed societies’ as ‘in near and clear danger of retreating
into barbarian despotism’ (Essay, xx).

Nonetheless, society does advance, and change is requisite: ‘not
only the individual advances from infancy to manhood, but the
species itself from rudeness to civilization’ (Essay, xxi, 7, 17). The
idea of the infancy of entire peoples, found also in Robertson, can
be clearly traced in later thinkers: it occurs, for example, in John
Stuart Mill’s On Liberty (1859), which withholds liberty of action
from ‘children, or . . . those backward states of society in which the
race itself may be considered in its nonage’.53 The teleology of
civility had become embedded in Victorian liberalism: it also
became systemically embedded in the Positivism of Auguste Comte
(1798 1857) and his successors.

If Scotland is not the specific exemplar in the Essay, it is close
to the surface. Ferguson provides an almost utilitarian explanation
for the Union, stating that ‘the sense of a common danger’ causes
nations to unite ‘more firmly together’ (Essay, 26), and arguing that
this situation has been particularly prevalent in modern times, with
a tendency to move away from small nations visible in ‘modern
Europe’:

Where a number of states are contiguous, they should be near an equality . . .
When the kingdoms of Spain were united, when the great fiefs of France
were annexed to the Crown, it was no longer expedient for the nations of
Great Britain to continue disjointed. (Ferguson, Essay, xxi, 61)

This ‘enlargement’ also helps to control rude nations,
though Ferguson, perhaps influenced by the tradition of patriot



Historiography 275

historiography, strongly warns against ‘the ruinous progress of
empire’ and cautions that the ‘admiration of boundless dominion is
a ruinous error’ (Essay, 61 2) interesting sentiments in the wake of
the prolonged and expensive Seven Years’ War (1756 63). More im-
mediately, Ferguson is endorsing the Enlightenment view that one
of the key benefits of the Union is its eventual success in terminat-
ing the civil war of the seventeenth century: but he does so in terms
which do not establish it as a simplemove from barbarism to civility,
but one which was ‘expedient’, ‘useful’ to the parties concerned
(Essay, 26, 61, 104 5). In short, An Essay on the History of Civil
Society pursues a view of human and social development which is
both sensitive to the past and the processes of political history, and
arguably provides a less clear-cut contrast between the ‘primitive’
and the present than do some other Enlightenment writings. If
Ferguson has learnt from Montesquieu, he at least nods towards
Rousseau. In this breadth of approach, it can be argued that it is
Ferguson, among the first rank of Enlightenment thinkers, who
most clearly points beyond the teleology of civility towards ‘total
history’, towards the inclusivity and breadth which more modern
practitioners of the discipline believe they seek. In his emphasis
on the ‘Influence of Climate and Situation’ (Essay, 106), Ferguson,
building on earlier models, almost anticipates Fernand Braudel’s
longue durée; in the sophistication and many-layered nature of
his sociological history, he provides an extraordinarily rich sense
both of the gains and losses of change, and of the provisionality of
progress itself.54

conclusion

The historiography of the Scottish Enlightenment remains of pro-
found interest partly because it has shaped our own. If Ferguson
provides a model arguably more suitable to Continental theory and
the sophisticated historiographies of our own day, both Hume and
Robertson provided a powerful impetus for the rise of British empir-
ical history. Their achievement was enormous, so great in its legacy
that commentators on their work can still stand in the shadow of
their paradigm. It is, however, important to interrogate it, notmerely
comment upon it, for its effect on Scottish history, as Colin Kidd and
others have shown, has been partial and dismissive. Robertson’s in-
ternal narrative tone varies more than Hume’s, and he is thus, as
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a historian though not as a philosopher, more sophisticated; but it
is perhaps Ferguson who, of this great trio, is most sensitive to the
demands of historical change not as a moral imperative or a deter-
ministic broadening of liberty, but as a matter of sociological shift
and political decision.
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alexander broadie

14 Art and aesthetic theory

Philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment did not invent aesthet-
ics, the philosophical study of beauty, the sublime, and related cate-
gories, but they did make a highly significant contribution to it. The
two most important writers in the field were Francis Hutcheson1

and David Hume,2 though others, such as George Turnbull, George
Campbell, Alexander Gerard, Allan Ramsay (the painter), Henry
Home (Lord Kames), Adam Smith, Thomas Reid, Hugh Blair and
Archibald Alison,3 were significant writers on the subject. Indeed,
the sheer number of truly inventive works on aesthetics was a dis-
tinctive feature of the Enlightenment in Scotland. In section one
I offer some critical reflections on Hutcheson’s work, paying par-
ticular attention to the role that the doctrine of the association
of ideas plays in his thinking. Hume’s work on aesthetics owes a
great deal to Hutcheson’s though he reaches different conclusions.
Section two explores Hume’s conclusions regarding the existence
and identification of the standard of taste. In the writings of the two
men moral and aesthetic categories are often combined. A particu-
larly interesting exercise in the combination of these categories is
to be found in the writings of George Turnbull,4 regent at Marischal
College, Aberdeen between 1721 and 1727, and section three con-
tains a discussion of his contribution to this field. In the final sec-
tion I consider the views of George Turnbull and his pupil George
Campbell on truth in the arts. Aesthetic theory in the Scottish
Enlightenment is a field filled with a rich variety of good things, and
in this chapter I shall cover only a small area of this field and shall
attend to only a very few of the thinkers who made a significant
contribution.

280
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hutcheson on aesthetic judgement

Hutcheson raises questions about the nature of beauty and about the
means by which we know whether a given object is beautiful. The
influence of Lord Shaftesbury is clearly discernible in his replies,5

though Hutcheson undoubtedly takes matters a good deal further.
And the influence of Locke is yet deeper since Hutcheson took from
him his entire epistemological framework, including the theory of
ideas, the doctrine of association of ideas and the idea of the mind’s
reflective awareness of its own operations. As regards the means by
which we are aware of the beauty of things, Hutcheson affirms that
we sense beauty not with any of the five external senses, but with
our aesthetic sense, also called an ‘internal sense’. Hutcheson uses
‘sense’ as a technical term referring to a ‘Determination of ourMinds
to receive Ideas independently on our Will, and to have Perceptions
of Pleasure and Pain’.6Myvisual sensing is an immediate and natural
effect ofmy openingmy eyes. It is not a consequence of an act of will,
even though I canwill to redirect attention from the natural object of
vision without redirecting my eyes. Two elements are in play here,
the immediacy of the visual experience and the fact that the will
is not engaged the act of perception is achieved by natural means
only.

It is Hutcheson’s contention that in his sense of ‘sense’ we have an
aesthetic sense. He discusses the following sequence. First the oper-
ation of the external senses upon an object produces in us an idea of
the object, and then our internal or aesthetic sense operates on that
external sensory idea, producing in us, immediately and unbidden,
the idea of the object’s beauty.7 Associated with that latter idea, and
perhaps one part or even all of it, is the pleasure that we take in the
thing. We enjoy beautiful things, and our enjoyment is not merely
incidental to our aesthetic sensing, for we are told: ‘it plainly appears
that some objects are immediately the occasions of this pleasure of
beauty, and that we have senses fitted for perceiving it’.8 This pas-
sagemight imply that Hutcheson identifies beauty with the pleasure
that wells up in us when we perceive objects that we judge beauti-
ful, but it is hardly firm evidence that he makes this identification,
as opposed to holding that the pleasure and the sense of beauty are
distinct things which are bound to each other by a natural necessity.
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In either case Hutcheson appears to hold that beauty is in the
beholder rather than in the thing beheld. For he tells us that beauty
is an idea,9 and ideas are certainly in the mind: ‘the word beauty is
taken for the idea raised in us, and a sense of beauty for our power of
receiving this idea’. Given the distinction between primary qualities
(such as figure and number, which our ideas are said to resemble) and
secondary qualities (such as colour and taste, which our ideas are said
not to resemble) we are bound to wonder whether the idea of beauty
is of a primary or secondary quality. Unfortunately Hutcheson seems
to imply that it is almost, but not quite, both:

The ideas of beauty and harmony, being excited upon our perception of some
primary quality, and having relation to figure and time, may indeed have a
nearer resemblance to objects than these sensations [namely of cold, hot,
sweet, bitter], which seem not so much any pictures of objects as modifica-
tions of the perceiving mind; and yet, were there no mind with a sense of
beauty to contemplate objects, I see not how they could be called beautiful.10

It remains a matter for debate whether a clear answer is to be
extracted from Hutcheson concerning the nature of the relation
between pleasure, the idea of beauty and the distinction between
primary and secondary qualities.11

As regards the features, or elements, of a thing that cause us to see
it as beautiful and to take pleasure in it, Hutcheson affirms: ‘The fig-
ures which excite in us the ideas of beauty seem to be those in which
there is uniformity amidst variety.’12 The underlying insight appears
to be that if a work has too much uniformity it is simply dull or bor-
ing, and if too much variety it is a jumble, a confused mixture. It is
therefore only an object perceived to occupy the intermediate posi-
tion that gives rise to a sense of beauty. Hutcheson’s examples, such
as the aesthetic superiority of a square over an equilateral triangle
and of a pentagon over a square,13 now strike us as bizarre and cer-
tainly do not help his case; but the point that excessive uniformity is
boring and operates against aesthetic merit, and that a mere jumble,
excessive diversity, is no more attractive, has something to be said
in its favour, though there is room to wonder whether the doctrine
that beautiful objects display uniformity amidst variety can in the
end escape the charge of vacuity.

It should be added that Hutcheson’s account of beauty in terms of
uniformity amidst variety is not the whole part of his story, since he
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makes a distinction between absolute and comparative beauty, and
it is only beauty of the absolute kind that is analysed in terms of
uniformity amidst variety. Comparative beauty, ‘that which we per-
ceive in objects commonly considered as imitations or resemblances
of something else’,14 is the beauty that a painting or statue may have
when considered as a representation of something else, an original,
where the imitation is being judged as an imitation and indepen-
dently of the beauty of the original. A painting may be beautiful,
in the comparative sense, even if the original is ugly; though, as
Hutcheson adds, the beauty of a painting may be more ‘abundant’
if it is a fine imitation of an absolutely beautiful original.15

I shall examine one aspect of Hutcheson’s account of our judge-
ments of absolute beauty by considering how to deal with what
appears to be a serious problem with it. The problem is this: there
is surely little room for dispute over whether or not an object dis-
plays uniformity amidst variety, fromwhich it would seem to follow
that there is little disagreement amongst us in our judgements about
whether given objects are beautiful. In addition, granted that there
are degrees of beauty, and that ‘variety increases the beauty in equal
uniformity’ and ‘[t]he greater uniformity increases the beauty amidst
equal variety’,16 there must surely be general agreement about how
beautiful something is. We can all observe the uniformity and the
variety displayed by things. Yet in fact there is a good deal of disagree-
ment both about whether something is at all beautiful, and about the
level of beauty of beautiful things.

Hutcheson’s solution starts from the fact that whether or not we
find something beautiful depends not only on whether we perceive
uniformity amidst variety in the thing, but also on the associations
that the thing arouses in our mind. If an object that we had found
beautiful comes to be associated in our mind with something dis-
agreeable this will affect our aesthetic response; we might even find
the thing ugly. Two of Hutcheson’s examples will suffice. One con-
cerns wines to which men acquire an aversion after they have taken
them in an emetic preparation: ‘we are conscious that the idea is
altered from what it was when that wine was agreeable, by the con-
junction of the ideas of loathing and sickness of the stomach’.17

Secondly, Hutcheson refers to a face which is in itself beautiful but
which has something about it that prompts us to think its owner
morally bad, in consequence of which judgement we do not find
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the face attractive.18 Later we might discover that the person was
in fact morally exemplary, in which case, thinks Hutcheson, our
aesthetic judgement of the person’s face will correct itself thus
providing evidence that the association of ideas had distorted our
aesthetic judgement. And our aesthetic response can also be af-
fected in the opposite direction. It is this mechanism of association
that Hutcheson invokes to explain the fact of disagreements over
aesthetic matters.

This doctrine is not free of problems. Hutcheson affirms: ‘But
there appears no ground to believe such a diversity in human minds,
as that the same simple idea or perception should give pleasure to
one and pain to another, or to the same person at different times,
not to say that it seems a contradiction that the same simple idea
should do so.’19 It is, however, difficult, perhaps impossible, to give
an empirical disproof of this claim, since if two people do in fact
disagree about the aesthetic merit of an object, it is always open
to Hutcheson to say that the object produces different associations
in the two spectators. This may be a way of saying that Hutcheson’s
position is empirically vacuous that he has so described what
occurs that nothing can count as evidence against his claim.

Since Hutcheson believes that our disposition to form associa-
tions in respect of aesthetic properties is a cause of error in our
aesthetic judgements, it is reasonable that he should conclude, as
he does, that one route to the truth on aesthetic matters is to locate
the accidental associations and, so to say, to factor them out of the
judgemental process.We hear very little fromhim about associations
that are helpful to that process, and much about those that are the
opposite.

There is an interesting question as to why Hutcheson has so
little to say in favour of associations in respect of our aesthetic
judgements, especially given his acknowledgement that some of
our associations of ideas are natural and do not lead to error. For
in that case why does he not explore the associations that do not
impede sound aesthetic judgement and can readily be seen to support
and enhance it? Our knowledge and experience concerning the his-
tory of the various art forms determine the quality of our aesthetic
judgements, and indeed make the difference between our having
something worth saying on these topics and our uttering inani-
ties. A person unacquainted with the western tradition of musical
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composition can have nothing worthwhile to say about Bartok’s
string quartets. Informed judgement on such a matter requires an
ability to bring to bear an immense collection of associated ideas
that are integral to the western compositional tradition. Not to have
this background set of ideas is to leave you listening to Bartok as you
might listen to a speech in a language you do not know.

In this point concerning the importance of association for in-
formed aesthetic judgement there is no suggestion that aesthetic sen-
sibility is reducible to the disposition to associate, though later in
the century Archibald Alison and Dugald Stewart held precisely this
view, for we might still agree with Hutcheson’s claim that our sense
of beauty is natural to us and that we are therefore capable of passing
aesthetic judgements antecedent to any associated ideas that might
be factored into the judgement. But if we are to make aesthetic
judgements that are not worthless we need a battery of associated
ideas. Since Hutcheson created an opening for such development
by distinguishing between accidental and non-accidental association
his failure to develop this line is the more puzzling.

hume and the standard of taste

I turn now to the idea of a ‘standard of taste’ and shall explore it in the
company of Hume.20 I shall first consider whether such a standard
exists, and shall then probe the question of what it is (if it exists).
Hutcheson is not however left far behind; as we shall see, Hume
wrote in his shadow.

There are arguments for the claim that there is a standard of taste,
and others, equally strong, for the claim that there is not. Supporting
the former claim is the general belief that not everyone’s opinion
is as good as everyone else’s; we each think that we are right on
manymatters of taste and that thosewho disagree with us are wrong.
And since they are wrong we dispute with them in an effort to draw
them to the truth. Surely we would neither think themwrong nor be
disposed to put them right unless we had in mind a standard that our
judgementsmeasure up to, and that the judgements of our opponents
do not.

Supporting the claim that there is not a standard of taste is the
very fact just noted, that there is so much dispute on matters of
taste, for if there is a standard to which we all appeal, why is there



286 the scottish enlightenment

so much disagreement? The situation therefore is curious; opposite
conclusions are being plausibly drawn from the same premiss. At
the start of his essay ‘Of the standard of taste’, Hume emphasises
the fact of disagreement. Our acquaintances disagree on matters of
taste: ‘But those, who can enlarge their view to contemplate distant
nations and remote ages, are still more surprized at the great incon-
sistence and contrariety.’21 Hume here brings his empirical method
to bear. The evidence regarding the existence of a standard of taste
is the stronger the more the search for evidence is extended to dis-
tant places and distant times; and the broader perspective adopted
by Hume leads him to the conclusion that disagreement in taste is
widespread. Hence if there is a standard of taste it is unlikely to apply
across great spans of space or of time.

It should be said therefore that Hume believes there to be a sort
of standard of taste, and bases this belief on the consideration with
which I started, the fact that we think that we are right in our judge-
ments of taste and that therefore people who disagree with us are
wrong. This is an empirical fact about us and of course the empiricist
Hume, attempting ‘to introduce the experimental method of reason-
ing into moral subjects’,22 respects this empirical fact. He therefore
affirms: ‘It is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by
which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least,
a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning
another.’23 Of course, the fact that it is natural for us to seek a stan-
dard does not imply that a universally valid standard is anywhere to
be found. The standard that Hume identifies is of parochial rather
than universal validity.

Hume holds that in relation to any work of art some aesthetic re-
sponses are demonstrably more appropriate or fitting than others
‘demonstrably’ given the role of argument in discussions on the
aesthetic merits of works of arts. In the arguments we produce we
seek to demonstrate the propriety, indeed the reasonableness, of our
judgements. If you judge a painting beautiful and another person
judges to the contrary, you can defend your position by pointing out
things about the painting that the other might have missed, such as
the fact that the colouring is proper to the subject, that there arewell-
chosen contrasts, and that one part of the painting is a nicely judged
counterpoint to another part. With such observations, and therefore
by rational means, you can induce the other to revise his judgement
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of the painting. If you succeed, this surely implies that he has de-
cided that his previous judgement failed to measure up to a standard
on which you both agree. What standard?

Hume’s assertion, ‘Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the
passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and
obey them’,24 was deployed in the course of a discussion of moral
judgements, judgements which are ‘more properly felt than judged
of’. But Hume believed reason to be the slave of the passions in
almost every aspect of our experience, and certainly in our aesthetic
experience. In our judgements of taste it is our feelings, sentiments
or passions that are in the driving seat. Nevertheless we believe a
rational defence of our aesthetic judgements to be a proper response
to criticism.

Hume was prepared to mount such a defence on behalf of the
claims that John Bunyan is inferior to Joseph Addison, and that John
Ogilby, a seventeenth-century verse translator of Homer and Virgil,
is inferior to Milton: ‘Though there may be found persons, who give
the preference to the former authors; no one pays attention to such
taste; and we pronounce without scruple the sentiment of these pre-
tended critics to be absurd and ridiculous.’25 Light is cast on Hume’s
own literary values by the fact that he thinks it absurd and ridicu-
lous to say that Bunyan is better than Addison, but here I shall attend
instead to his reference to ‘these pretended critics’. Their ‘absurd and
ridiculous’ literary claims are proof of the hollowness of their claim
to be critics, for a good critic would be able to demonstrate the supe-
riority of Addison over Bunyan. We therefore need to identify some
good critics; for if we are not confident about an aesthetic judgement
that we have passedwe can evaluate it by seeingwhether itmeasures
up to the judgement of a good critic. But how are we to recognise a
good critic? This question is at the heart of Hume’s aesthetic theory,
for in effect his doctrine is that the judgement of the good critic gives
us the standard of taste. Hume therefore enumerates the qualities of
the good critic.

There are rules, learned through experience, regarding the kinds
of thing that give aesthetic pleasure. The rules are ‘general observa-
tions, concerning what has been universally found to please in all
countries and in all ages’,26 and though Hume does not enumerate
the rules, it may be supposed that he has in mind the sorts of fea-
tures of works of art that were invoked earlier, such as the fact that
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the colouring is proper to the subject, that there are well-chosen con-
trasts and that different parts of the painting are in nicely judged
counterpoint. There is however no suggestion in this that works
which accord with the rules will always please us. It is the finer, not
the grosser emotions that are engaged in our adequate response to the
beauties of a work of art, and a person in an unsuitable frame of mind
will not judge well. He will not be duly receptive to the subtleties,
the delicately balanced relationships, the finely judged distinctions,
in the work of art. Delicacy of sentiment, the first quality of a good
critic, is excluded by strong emotion. In clarification of his concept
of delicacy of sentiment Hume invokes an incident in Don Quixote
when two brothers tasted wine in a hogshead; one said it tasted of
iron and the other said it tasted of leather. The bystanders scoffed,
but when the hogshead was drained an iron key on a leather thong
was found at the bottom.27

The second quality of the good critic is his long practice in the
exercise of his critical powers. He has considerable experience of
works of the relevant kind, and by such experience has learned what
to look out for. In addition he frequently gives close attention to
an individual work and, if there is more to be seen in it, then each
time he will see something more. The third quality of the good critic
is this, that he is experienced in making comparisons with other,
related kinds of works of art. Without such experience the critic
might well give undue weight to superficial or frivolous features
of the work being judged. Fourthly, the good critic is unprejudiced
in his judgement. If the poet is a dear friend of the critic, then the
latter must somehow distance himself from this relationship as a
prerequisite to a fair judgement of the poem. In this sense, the good
critic is an ‘impartial spectator’. If the critic fails in this, ‘his taste
evidently departs from the true standard; and of consequence loses
all credit and authority’.28 Fifthly, and finally, the critic must have
‘good sense’ if he is to judge the fittingness of works of art in relation
to their end. For example, in assessing a rhetorical performance the
critic’s good sense should tell him that he should take into account
the nature of the audience for whom the performance was originally
intended. Thus Hume sums up the character of the good critic in
these terms: ‘Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved
by practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can
alone entitle critics to this valuable character; and the joint verdict
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of such, wherever they are to be found, is the true standard of taste
and beauty.’29

This position is not however without its difficulties. In particu-
lar it has been suggested that Hume’s argument in support of the
standard of taste is circular.30 He enumerates the virtues of a good
critic, since his aim is to identify the standard of taste with the ver-
dict of people who have those virtues. Yet he arrives at the list of
virtues by noticing that it is people with those virtues who make
sound judgements of taste. Apparently, therefore, criteria for sound-
ness of judgement must precede Hume’s criteria for the qualities of a
good critic, though he appears to be arguing that we reach the criteria
of soundness of judgement via the criteria for good critics. We need
to know therefore whether Hume bases the idea of sound aesthetic
judgement on the idea of the good critic, or the idea of the good critic
on the idea of sound aesthetic judgement, or (and this is the circle)
both.

I believe that if there is a circle here it is not of the vicious variety.
Let us agree with Hume that if a work of art is good then good critics
will approve of it and that if good critics jointly approve of a work of
art then it is a good work of art, and let us also accept Hume’s list of
the five qualities that characterise a good critic: ‘Strong sense, united
to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, perfected by compari-
son, and cleared of all prejudice’. Of these five, all but the second
plainly concern matters of fact, for it is a question of fact whether a
person has good sense, a record of practice, has experience of many
types of example and is free of prejudice.

What of the questionwhether someone has delicacy of sentiment?
Hume’s reply is that this also is a question of fact. Those who have
delicacy of sentiment have the greatest sensitivity to the qualities in
works of art that make the works good ones. The qualities in ques-
tion are determined by empirical means. They are the qualities that
have consistently pleased through the ages, qualities to be found in,
say, the Homeric poems or Virgil’s Aeneid. A person with delicacy
of sentiment will tend to be pleased by these qualities even if they
are present in a work in only a small amount, or present with other,
louder, more attention-seeking qualities.

Evidently, therefore, Hume’s account of the standard of taste pre-
supposes that the most famous, lasting and esteemed works really
are good, and he regards the standard as a means to settling disputes
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over other cases. In short, Hume presupposes that certain works are
good, those that have pleased through the ages; and he holds that a
newer work can reliably be supposed to be good if the good critics all
pass that judgement on it. Evidently therefore the charge of circular-
ity is based on a misinterpretation of Hume’s objectives in the essay
on the standard of taste.31

turnbull’s treatise on ancient painting

The relation between art and morality was a major topic in the
Scottish Enlightenment, and I shall open up the topic here with the
help of George Turnbull, whose chief work on art, A Treatise on
Ancient Painting, was written expressly for those about to set out
on the Grand Tour.32 Turnbull had two main objectives.

First, the best answer to the question: ‘Why go on the Grand
Tour?’, is ‘education’; a tourist should learn to appreciate objects of
high cultural value. Turnbull’s first objective therefore was to enu-
merate and discuss the works of the painters of ancient Greece and
Rome. The tourist, armed with Turnbull’s book, would thus learn
what to look at, and also what to look out for in those works in order
to get a due sense of their quality.

Turnbull’s second objective was the promotion of moral, and par-
ticularly civic, virtue among the élite of Scottish civic life. The idea
of attaining that objective bywriting on ancient paintingmight seem
strange to us; but we need to attend to Turnbull’s arguments, and
therefore should note that he believed there to be two sorts of object
of human enquiry. First there are truths, ‘that is, real Connexions in
Nature or Facts’, and secondly there are the various ways in which
we can be brought to understand the truths or feel them. These ways
are linguistic, in a broad sense of the term ‘linguistic’, because among
the languages Turnbull lists as a means of bringing us to grasp the
truth are oratory, poetry, all the arts of design, painting and sculpture.
Next he articulates a principle: ‘And therefore if right Education
ought to teach and instruct in Truths, and in the various good Meth-
ods or Arts of conveying Truths into the Mind; no sooner is one
led to the Discovery of any truth, than he ought to be employed in
comparing and examining several different ways by which it may be
unfolded, proved, embellished, and enforced by Oratory, Poetry, or
Painting.’33 Among the truths that Turnbull has in mind are those
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concerning morality: ‘But one Point aimed at in this Treatise is to
shew how mean, insipid and trifling the fine Arts are when they
are quite alienated from their better and nobler, genuine Purposes,
which, as well as those of their Sister Poetry, are truly philosophical
and moral: that is, to convey in an agreeable manner into the Mind
the Knowledge of Men and Things; or to instruct us in Morality,
Virtue, and human Nature.’34

Turnbull believed ancient paintings to be a priceless resource for
eighteenth-century Scottish society on account of their portrayal of
morality, virtue and human nature. The ancient painters found their
own way of representing the virtues so forcefully, in such attrac-
tive colours, that the paintings were, in Turnbull’s view, a powerful
argument for adopting the corresponding lifestyle. We can of course
appreciate beauties in a painting while yet giving no thought to the
moral significance of what is portrayed, but thatwould be tomiss the
rhetorical significance of the painting. Rhetoric is the art of persua-
sion by speech, and since Turnbull believes that painting is a kind of
language, and believes also that a painting can persuade us of a moral
truth, he is committed to the view that a painting can be a piece of
rhetoric, a persuasive argument on behalf of virtue. He hoped that by
a proper education in painting, young Scots on theGrand Tour would
hear the rhetoric of ancient painting and be persuaded of the merits
of such classical virtues as dignity and humanity, courage and mag-
nanimity, temperance and justice. To be persuaded of such things is
more than merely intellectual assent; it is an assent of feeling, and
those persuaded will therefore be motivated to embody those virtues
in their lives.

art and truth

Turnbull writes about nature as seen by the artist, who is turned
outward to what is aesthetically pleasing and turned inward to an
idea of a composition which, even if not found in nature, is natural
and is aesthetically pleasing:

. . .what superior Pleasures one must have, who hath an Eye formed by com-
paring Landscapes [i.e. landscape paintings] with Nature, in the contem-
plation of Nature itself in his Morning or Evening Walks, to one who is
not at all conversant in Painting . . . he will feel a vast Pleasure in observing
and chusing picturesque Skies, Scenes, and other Appearances, that would
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be really beautiful in Pictures. He will delight in observing what is really
worthy of being painted; what Circumstances a good Genius would take
hold of; what Parts he would leave out, and what he would add, and for
what Reasons.35

There are two kinds of object here, one the actual scene spread out
before the spectator, and the other a mental composition, a concept
of what is physically before the spectator except for changes he has
mentally made to it. The latter exercise is of interest to Turnbull,
for the ability to conceive things which do not exist in nature but
are congruent with nature is an ability of the creative imagination.
The painter can paint the landscape that is before him, yet alter the
relative sizes of the fields, or make the hills seem closer, or bathe the
whole in a different light. But the changes must be within bounds.
Even if the painting is not exactly faithful to the landscape, it must
be credible; a scene like the one he paints must be possible in nature.
Otherwise the aesthetic value of the painting will be diminished.

This concept of nature, which includes what can occur naturally
even though it does not in fact do so, allows Turnbull to develop
the idea of painting and poetry as more philosophical than history
is. For history is constrained to a faithful representation of what
actually happened, and therefore eschews the amplitude of vision
characteristic of painters and poets, who can deal directly with uni-
versal features of experience. On the other hand, a painter explores
human nature; he imagines people in a variety of naturally poss-
ible situations, and considers the ways in which in those situations
they might express their humanity. Thus, the painter, within the
bounds of the naturally possible, can explore the gamut of emotions.
As Turnbull affirms: ‘the imitative Arts become Magnifiers in the
moral way, by means of chusing those Circumstances which are
properest to exhibit the Workings and Consequences of Affections,
in the strongest Light that may be, or to render them most striking
and conspicuous. All is Nature that is represented, if it be agreeable
to Nature.’36 Since painting functions as a magnifying glass to the
moral dimension of our lives Turnbull can regard the study of paint-
ing as part of moral education; and since he finds in ancient painting
so many examples of appropriate portrayals of virtue and vice, that
is, virtue portrayed in a good light and vice in a bad, he sees the study
of ancient painting as a beneficial educative force.
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It may be noted that Turnbull’s doctrine on the relation between
painting and the possible is no less applicable to the arts of language
than to painting, as his student George Campbell knew. Campbell
discusses uses of speech, and the different ways inwhichwe evaluate
the truth of what is said.37 Truth is not to be sought in poetry or in
fictional writings as it is in history, for history aims to report events
that actually occurred, whereas novels do not and in general neither
do poems. Yet novels, works of fiction, articulate truths, and must
do so if they are to be acceptable even as works of fiction. This idea
is explored by Campbell:

Nay, even in those performances where truth, in regard to the individual
facts related, is neither sought nor expected, as in some sorts of poetry, and
in romance, truth still is an object to the mind, the general truths regard-
ing character, manners, and incidents. When these are preserved, the piece
may justly be denominated true, considered as a picture of life; though false,
considered as a narrative of particular events. And even these untrue events
may be counterfeits of truth, and bear its image; for in cases wherein the pro-
posed end can be rendered consistent with unbelief, it cannot be rendered
compatible with incredibility. Thus, in order to satisfy the mind, in most
cases, truth, and in every case, what bears the semblance of truth, must be
presented to it.38

It is necessary to distinguish between being believed and being cred-
ible, and between being disbelieved and being incredible. If we do not
believe that an episode in a novel could have happened, the episode
will not satisfy us. Since the work is fictional we do not insist that
it contain nothing but the truth, but the story must not exceed the
bounds of possibility. Similarly a fictional character must be cred-
ible the character sketch will not satisfy us unless we think that
even if no such person, one precisely answering to the description
in the novel, ever lived, there could have been such a person. The
reason the portrayal of such possibilities is sufficient to satisfy us is
that we humans are naturally truth-seeking creatures, and fiction at
a certain level of abstraction contains truths, perhaps not individual
or singular truths, whether about this event or this person, but at
any rate universal truths. When Campbell speaks about statements
that have a semblance of truth, he has in mind truth of the universal
sort, which is important for us in countless contexts where it is a
message of universal validity that we are seeking to convey. Great
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fictional characters, Ulysses, Hamlet, Don Quixote, are great partly
because they are archetypal. They embody in a supreme way a qual-
ity which we all embody or for which we all by nature strive, and in
that sense they are not fictional. If anything they are even larger than
life. That is why we find great works of fiction so satisfying. To call
the characters ‘fictitious’ is to miss their point. The novelist must
aim for universal truth, though not for truth at a level at which the
historian aims.

Campbell’s remarks point to a whole theory of literature. But they
are no less applicable to painting, and are foreshadowed in Turnbull’s
Treatise. Painting is an immensely powerful resource for moral ed-
ucation because a painting can speak at a universal level about fun-
damental moral truths, such as the immeasurable value of justice,
temperance,mercy and humility, and it can convey the contemptible
nature of moral vice, the cruel, lecherous, cowardly dispositions that
form the corrupt soul. A painting conveys a moral message, not
merely by representing virtuous or vicious acts, but by represent-
ing them in such a way that the painting persuades us of the truth
of moral universals. Hume opens his first Enquiry with a descrip-
tion of two kinds of ‘moral philosopher’. What he says of one kind is
particularly apposite here:

As virtue, of all objects, is allowed to be the most valuable, this species
of philosophers paint her in the most amiable colours; borrowing all helps
from poetry and eloquence, and treating their subject in an easy and obvious
manner, and such as is best fitted to please the imagination, and engage the
affections . . . They make us feel the difference between vice and virtue; they
excite and regulate our sentiments; and so they can but bend our hearts to
the love of probity and true honour, they think, that they have fully attained
the end of all their labours.39

In this sense of moral philosophy, the paintings to which Turnbull
directs the attention of those going on the Grand Tour are works of
moral philosophy, and it is precisely therein that their chief value
resides.

Behind Turnbull’s doctrine there lies a large agenda. His hope was
that Scottish Grand Tourists, most of whom came from the upper
rungs of society, would return to Scotland eager to exercise power
in the name of civic virtue and would therefore help to ensure that
Scottish society proceeded along the path of sound morality. From
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this perspective Turnbull’s Treatise on Ancient Painting must be
classed as a contribution to the general programme of improve-
ment that characterised the Scottish Enlightenment from its earliest
days.
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15 The impact on Europe

the broad picture

Hippolyte Taine relates the following story: on an autumn morning
in 1811, Pierre-Paul Royer-Collard, newly appointed professor of
philosophy at the Sorbonne, is strolling along the banks of the
Seine, thinking over the content of his teaching. He is dissatisfied
with the philosophy of Condillac and his followers, the Idéologues,
which seems to him too sceptical and materialistic. He happens
to pass a bookshop where a title catches his eye: Recherches sur
l’entendement humain d’après les principes du sens commun, par
le docteur Thomas Reid (the first translation, published in 1768, of
Reid’s Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common
Sense). He opens the book, reads a few pages and his mind is filled
with light. Taine concludes: ‘He had just bought and founded the
new French philosophy.’1 Among Royer-Collard’s first students was
Victor Cousin, dedicatee of Sir William Hamilton’s The Works of
Thomas Reid.

This anecdote might be too nice to be true in fact, Thomas Reid
was already known to the French but we can draw a lesson from it.
When we study the impact or influence of one nation upon another,
of one philosophical tradition upon another, we cannot ignore the
various accidents and circumstances which intervene in the causal
connections of a sequence of events. We have to consider the role
played by translations (and the ability of the translator), the reception
given by philosophical or literary journals, the import of themessage
in such and such intellectual contexts, the position of people, the
pliability of doctrines, the ability of a philosopher to assimilate a
new idea or a new way of ideas, and so on.

298
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It is a fact that Scottish philosophy exercised an ascendancy over
Continental Europe from about 1760 to about 1840; mainly over
Germany and France, later on over the rest of Europe, mixed up
with the Continental Enlightenment. But there is no official begin-
ning or ending to this. And what do we mean by Scottish philo-
sophy? Shall we exclude Hume, whose scepticism met with most
resistance, or Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations is commonly
separated, by scholars, from his Theory of Moral Sentiments? Shall
we restrict our study to the threesome of Thomas Reid, James Beattie
and James Oswald? And let us compare France and Germany in
1760: in Germany the philosophy of Christian Wolff was faltering,
though still holding on in a few universities, and there was a kind
of philosophical void which would not be filled until Immanuel
Kant’sCritique of Pure Reason in 1781. In France Etienne Bonnot de
Condillac, an inventive disciple of John Locke, offered a reliable and
influential doctrine; the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert,
in spite of its diversity and weaknesses, was a great success and
was becoming known all around Europe, and though perhaps it
contained no new doctrines, it certainly conveyed a new sense of
philosophy. Montesquieu was a sage, Voltaire a master and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau a paradoxical but admired writer. But by the start
of the nineteenth century the Kantian philosophy was dominant in
Germany and spreading across Europe; young and brilliant philo-
sophers, Fichte, Schelling and then Hegel, were questioning the
master. At the same time, in France, Condillac’s nephews, the
Idéologues, had won and lost the political and ideological war; they
seemed too sensationalist and analytical for the new sort of feel-
ings which were excited by the Napoleonic adventure or fostered by
the royalist reaction. Thus, if it is unquestionably true that Scottish
philosophy made an impact during this period, it is also true that
it meant different things at different times and in different places,
that it permeated various trends of intellectual life or systematic tra-
ditions, and that it contributed to philosophical movements which
might themselves compete with one another.

the material evidence

Some of the best-known authors, such as Diderot, Hamann, Jacobi
and Cousin, could read English, but others, such as Kant, could not.
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Nor could many of the reading public.Translations therefore were
needed, and several of them, though by nomeans all, were very good.
Not all of those that were good would meet our contemporary stan-
dards, since they were more faithful to the authorial intentions than
to the words; besides, the same collected works could have several
translators. Texts in these translations are not always presented in
exactly the same order as in the original.

Some of the translators deserve special mention. The most note-
worthy is Christian Garve, who was very influential in the diffu-
sion of Scottish philosophy. He translated Lord Kames’s Elements
of Criticism, with J. N. Meinhard, in 1763 6, Ferguson’s Institutes
of Moral Philosophy in 1772, and Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations
in 1794 6. To these translations he added prefaces and explanatory
footnotes which occasionally amount to a true commentary, and
dispersed throughout his own works he gives many exegeses of the
Scots’ writings.2

The first influential translations were those of Hume’s collected
works. Translations from Hutcheson appeared at almost the same
time, but were scattered, and had a more diffuse, if powerful,
impact mainly in Germany. Hutcheson’s Inquiry into the Original
of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, his first book, was translated
into French in 1749, but not into German until 1762. A translation
of Hutcheson’s A System of Moral Philosophy was made in 1756
by young Gotthold Lessing himself, and it attracted a wide reader-
ship. One might be surprised that the Scottish influence entered
the Continent by means of the collected works of Hume after the
successful Political Discourses, but it should be remembered that
these collected works contained only the Essays and the Enquiries
written in the style of ‘easy philosophy’, and that the Treatise of
Human Nature was not translated into German until 1790 2, nor
into French until 1878! The translations of the successive volumes
of theHistory of Great Britain appeared quickly both in France (from
1760) and in Germany (from 1763), and Hume was soon known as
one of the best historians of his time.

After the 1750s a new period began which lasted till 1800. A
striking feature of this period was the notable success of Scottish
philosophers in Germany: more than forty titles were translated into
German between 1760 and 1800, and the delay between publication
in Britain and translation in Germany became shorter and shorter.
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By contrast, French production was much more modest, amounting
to approximately one third of German translation and publication.

If we turn to the details, the landscape is varied. Unexpectedly,
Reid is not prominent. It is true that the Essays on the Intellectual
Powers of Man and the Essays on the Active Powers of Man were
not published until 1785 and 1788 respectively, rather late in the
period which we are considering. But although the Inquiry into the
HumanMind had real success in Britain andwas soon translated into
French (1768), it did not appear in German until 1782, andwe have to
wait for Théodore Jouffroy’s translation of the CEuvres complètes of
ThomasReid to offer full access to Reid’s philosophy in France.3 This
fact is all the more remarkable when we compare the rather modest
reception of Reid with the very great success of James Beattie.
Beattie’s Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth (1770) was
not translated into French, but C. Reidinger published a German ver-
sion as early as 1772. The role played by this German translation
was very important, since it provided access to Reid’s Inquiry and to
Hume’s Treatise; German translations of Beattie’s other works also
appeared regularly. But Beattie does not seem to have beenmuch read
in France, and the first (and only) French translation of his Elements
of Moral Science was not published until 1840.

The good fortune of Beattie abroad is related to another note-
worthy fact: the numerous translations into German and French of
books concerning literary criticism. Alexander Gerard’s Essay on
Taste (1759) appeared in both French and German in 1766.4 Lord
Kames’s Essays on the Principles of Morality and Natural Reli-
gion (1751) and his Elements of Criticism (1762) soon appeared in
German. A German translation of George Campbell’s Philosophy of
Rhetoric appeared in 1791, and of Hugh Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric
and Belles Lettres (1783) in 1785 9. The latter work appeared in
French in 1797.5 Only Adam Ferguson couldmatch Kames’s success.
His Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) and the Institutes of
Moral Philosophy (1769) were quickly translated into German and
French, although translations of his Principles ofMoral and Political
Science (1792) took longer. The general picture is of public interest
in rhetoric and belles lettres going in step with philosophical studies
of human nature.

This popular reception was greatly helped by the many literary
journals and philosophical reviews which were read at that time. We
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can chart their influence by comparing the number and the length of
reviews after the publication of a title in English and after its German
or French translation. A very short review, sometimes with a lap-
idary comment, is first given to inform the readers of new publica-
tions in a foreign language, in the spirit of the Republic of Letters.
Then, either because some interest is aroused or because one person
or institution takes the initiative, the translation is made and news
of the book is spread wide, often by the same journals.6

Lastly, special mention must be made of the reception of Adam
Smith’s works. The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) was imme-
diately popular, not only in Britain but also in France and Germany.
French translations appeared in 1764, 1774 and 1798. The first
German translation appeared in 1770, followed by a second in
1791 5 which included the revisions of the sixth English edition.
The Wealth of Nations (1776) had the same instantaneous success,
but very soon had an independent life, the severance of eco-
nomics from moral philosophy being under way. Garve’s transla-
tion (Breslau, 1794 6), the second German translation, achieved
widespread recognition and was re-edited several times. In France
there were also translations by Blavet, Roucher and, especially,
Germain Garnier.

After 1800, the number of new translations falls drastically. Blair’s
Lectures on Rhetoric are an exception,7 as is the aforementioned
CEuvres complètes de Thomas Reid by Jouffroy. Historical works by
Hume or Millar were still of interest: Hume’s History was newly
translated by G. Timaeus at Lüneburg (1806 7) and in France by
J. B. Després (Paris, 1819 22) and M. Langlois (1829 32), while a
Spanish translation was made by Don Eugenio de Ochoa (Barcelona,
1842 45).

The same decline can be observed among the Scottish philoso-
phers of the following generations. Dugald Stewart was almost
ignored in Germany, though he was undoubtedly popular in France.
He had visited France in the first years of the Revolution and was in
constant correspondence with people on both sides of the political
divide; and later on, after the Restoration, he established relations
with younger people, especially Victor Cousin. Most of Stewart’s
works were translated. Sir William Hamilton fared less well, for
though he too was a correspondent of Victor Cousin, only some
fragments of his writings were made available in French. Scottish
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philosophy had become a matter of scholarly discussion, and had
vanished from the field of public reading and conversation.

the reception of hume and reid

When le bon David (or Saint David) arrived in France in 1763, his
reputation had preceded his person and everybody wanted to see
him. His fame had spread well beyond the circle of les philosophes.
He was invited to Parisian salons and was surprised and delighted
by the welcome he received. His reception can be explained in sev-
eral ways. Although his essay ‘On Miracles’ and, later, The Natural
History of Religion alarmed the orthodox party which ranked him
among the philosophes, and his CEuvres philosophiques were reg-
ularly condemned,8 his works were widely read and he was wel-
come in the best political circles, where he could meet people who
were very close to the heart of royal power. Scandalous as he might
appear on matters of religion, he was appreciated for the shrewd-
ness and sagacious moderation of his moral, political and economic
essays. ‘Mr Hume is small minded when he attacks religion; but he
deserves to be listened to, when he talks politics, morals, history,
and all that concerns taste and letters. On these topics, he should
be taken as one of the leading writers of this century.’9 Indeed,
he was in tune with l’air du temps which both the philosophes
and their learned adversaries breathed. The other side of this situ-
ation was that, although Hume could attend a banquet given by the
Encyclopedist Baron d’Holbach, Hume’s name appears only a few
times in the Encyclopédie (whose first volume, it is true, appeared in
1751), even if occasional allusions are made to his political and his-
torical writings. One can go through the complete works of Diderot
without finding any explicit mention of a philosophical argument
borrowed from the Enquiries or the Essays.10 The notable exception,
and it concerns religion, is Président de Brosses, who, in his Culte
des dieux fétiches (Cult of the Fetish Gods) (1760), reproduced the
content of Hume’sNaturalHistory of Religion in the third part of his
book and justified his borrowing in a later correspondence with the
Scottish philosopher.11 Anyone searching for a discussion of Hume’s
doctrine of causation would find only Friedrich Grimm’s rather neg-
ative comment on the Enquiry, praising the sections onmiracles and
on providence but warning his reader against the preceding essays:
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‘You will not be very satisfied with the first eight essays of the first
volume. Mr Hume is wordy here; He turns over the same idea, again
and again.’12 As a philosopher, even for the philosophes, Hume was
what he was in his own country: a sceptical metaphysician; but as a
man of taste and learning, he could be honoured and applauded.13

Until 1800 this philosophy of taste provided the general frame-
work for the reception of Scottish authors in France, at least on
the surface, and it perhaps explains the apparent lack of success
of Reid’s Inquiry. The book’s whole polemical aspect was ignored
for three reasons. First, Hume’s Treatise was known to very few, so
Reid’s anti-Humean polemic did not serve a widely perceived need.
Secondly, Hume’s scepticism appeared excessive to people whowere
not in the habit of discussing either their own certainties or, gen-
erally speaking, the possibility of an experimental science of man,
so that Reid’s critique seemed useless. Thirdly, Reid’s claim against
the theory of ideas could not get much purchase on French minds,
which were Cartesian at bottom, Lockean on the surface. Of course,
there were parallels to be drawn between Condillac’s Traité des
sensations (1754) and Reid’s Inquiry (1764). But quite apart from
the lapse of time which separated the two books, there was also a
difference of philosophical spirit. The genealogy of Condillac’s
‘operations of the mind’ is more consonant with Hume’s arguments
(apart from his scepticism) than with Reid’s, and Reid’s opportunity
for a rendezvous with the French was missed.

Nevertheless, that rendezvous would happen. Let us leap forward
to the first years of the nineteenth century. In December 1802Maine
de Biran’s secondMémoire sur l’habitude appeared in bookshops. In
themarginal notes of his own copy,Maine de Biranmakes a fewwell-
informed references to Hume, Reid and Smith; the same thing can be
observed in his Mémoire sur la décomposition de la pensée (1805).
In 1815, Maine de Biran wrote the Comparaison des trois points de
vue de Reid, Condillac et Tracy sur l’idée d’existence et le jugement
d’extériorité (A Comparison of the Three Points of View of Reid,
Condillac and Tracy on the Idea of Existence and the Judgement of
Exteriority), giving a summary of various remarks in a note on La
Philosophie de Reid au sujet de la vue (The Philosophy of Reid on
the Subject of Sight), and describing Reid as ‘a profound and highly
judicious writer’ whose philosophy is ‘a good, solid starting point’.
Reid was at the centre of the polemics conducted between Maine de
Biran and Ampère on the essence of perception and the relationship
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between touch and sight. We can see from this that the philosophical
context had changed, that Beattie was now forgotten, and that Reid
and Hume, and Reid especially, were known for their own merits
and would henceforth play a part in the epistemological debate on
such topics as sensation, perception and causation.

scottish philosophy and the idéologues

In 1802 Maine de Biran became known to the Idéologues, heirs of
Condillac, who were in most cases steady and moderate supporters
of the ideals of the French Revolution and who played an influential
role, during the Directoire and Bonaparte’s Consulat, in the estab-
lishment of intellectual foundations for the new systems of teach-
ing and of law. The original impact of the Scottish philosophers had
been mainly in the fields of aesthetics and moral philosophy; now
political events required that a new sense of sociability come into
being, especially after the convulsions of the Terror and the dra-
matic upheavals of the civil war and the European wars. This must
partly account for Smith’s success at that time. Sophie de Grouchy,
Marquise de Condorcet added Huit lettres sur la sympathie (Eight
letters on sympathy) to her new translation of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments and Considerations concerning the First Formation
of Languages, a work that was much cited and discussed. Pierre
Prévost, who in his youth had attended the Berlin Academy and
who later became professor at the University of Geneva, met the
Idéologueswhile he was translating Smith’s Essays on Philosophical
Subjects (1795).

Commentators began to introduce the translated texts into con-
temporary debates. For instance, Madame de Condorcet underlines
the importance of sympathy in social relationships, but reproaches
Smith for entertaining the idea of moral sense and for taking insuf-
ficient account of physical factors. And Georges Cabanis comments
in these terms:

These [sympathetic] tendencies are, then, reallywhat is understood bymoral
sympathy, a celebrated principle in thewritings of the Scottish philosophers.
One of them, Hutcheson, had recognised its great power to produce senti-
ments, and another, Smith, made an analysis which, though full of sagacity,
was incomplete because he was unable to bring it into accord with physical
laws.14
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This question of moral and physical law is related to the
Idéologues’ more general attempt to develop a new psychology and
linguistics, for the purposes of their lectures at the Ecole Normale
and elsewhere. Condillac had bequeathed the doctrine of trans-
formed sensation, as expounded in Le Traité des sensations (1754).
But he was not a materialist; and if he later appeared to be so, this
is because he was seen through the lens of some of the Idéologues
who had an interest in medical topics. Reid’s Inquiry was therefore
of interest on account of its descriptions of the various operations
of the mind, descriptions which matched those given by Condillac.
In addition, Reid’s commitment to experiment was well received.
Nevertheless, he was criticised on two counts: his concept of com-
mon sense and the kind of idealist consequence to which this con-
cept condemned any philosophical enquiry into the principles of
human nature.

Among the people who played a part in bringing the Scottish
philosophy to bear in this new philosophical atmosphere were the
aforementioned Pierre Prévost, as well as François Thurot and Baron
Degérando. Thurot is an interesting figure, since on the one hand he
had studied Reid (as we can see from his De l’Entendement humain
[On Human Understanding] (Paris, 1830)) and translated several
works by Dugald Stewart, but on the other hand he tried, in accor-
dancewith Condillac’s teaching, to emphasise the strong connection
between linguistics and psychology. Degérando is less closely tied to
Condillac and contests the idea of a transformed sensation, since in
his view, each operation of the mind must be taken as being origi-
nal and described as such. But Degérando is chiefly known for his
considerable Histoire comparée des systèmes de philosophie (Paris,
1804), written (supposedly) in accordance with Bacon’s experimental
method. The book is divided into two parts: the first expounds the
different systems of philosophy,while in the second the different sys-
tems are compared in the light of their answer to what is posited as
the fundamental philosophical question: the origin and formation of
human knowledge. In this tableau historique, the Scottish school
(that is, the Reidian school) takes its place alongside the French
school (Condillac and the Idéologues) and the German school. Reid
‘attacked the very foundations of Hume’s reasoning; he brought to
light the long-lasting mistake of philosophers, who assumed that
there must be something intermediate between the act of thought
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and the object of thought, and he looked, in the mind itself, for a
more immediate and secret relationship (between the thought and
its object)’.15 Degérando is not a passive historian; he offers a critical
evaluation of Reid’s performance.

This book is of interest because it shows us, in outline, a profound
change that was taking place. Its review of philosophical systems,
understood as natural history but with the purpose of illustrating
and promoting the onward march of the human spirit, is to inform
the reader in an inductive way of the answer to the problem
of the origin and formation of human knowledge. This problem,
formulated in France by Condillac, reiterated more urgently by the
Idéologues, and for some time thereafter considered the most impor-
tant question of philosophy, is dealt with in a tableau, and the French
tradition (traceable back to Descartes) is compared with other trad-
itions, English, Scottish and German, in a way that is rather eclectic,
but adds up to a general historical schema. Hume’s scepticism is pro-
nounced to be the outcome of the errors of preceding philosophies;
this scepticism, however, cannot be accepted and philosophy must
resolve its internal problems. Two answers are offered: the Scottish
one, which continues to use the experimental method but is com-
pelled to acknowledge the priority of the most fundamental prin-
ciples of the human mind; and the Kantian one, whose source is in
the Leibnitzian tradition, and which posits a priori principles but
limits knowledge to the realm of possible experience. Each answer
is a real advance, but they are unable to prove their claims. In Reid,
the first principles are based upon an overly naturalistic account of
the human constitution and in Kant, they are still unable fully to tri-
umph over scepticism. The next generation of French philosophers
propose a new and metaphysical solution, le spiritualisme, in order
to resolve this. But, before telling this story, we must come back
to what was going on in Germany before the publication of Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason in 1781.

scottish philosophy in germany

We have seen that Scottish thought had a wide readership in
Germany after 1760, although not quite as extensive as in France.
In both countries there was intense interest in moral, historical and
aesthetic issues, but in Germany, the breakdown of metaphysics,
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following a decline of Wolffianism (Christian Wolff’s revised ver-
sion of the philosophy of his teacher Leibniz), led to a per-
ceived need for a new approach. Scottish philosophy was a welcome
means of combating scepticism, the new and dangerous consequence
of the loss of metaphysics. Of course, the fight against scepticism
was not a new one, the pernicious consequences of scepticism for
morals and religion having already been thoroughly aired. But from
now on the wormwas inside the fruit. Humewas questioning a prin-
ciple which is essential to human knowledge and therewas no longer
a reliable metaphysical answer.

The French translation of Hume’s collected works appeared in
1758 60, a few years after the German one (1754 6), and was under-
taken by J. B. Mérian at the behest of Pierre Louis Maupertuis
and Jean Henri Formey, president and permanent secretary of the
Prussian academy. Formey’s introduction to the first volume16

reminds the reader of the purpose of the undertaking: to check and
control sceptical arguments. But this statement was ambiguous, be-
cause Maupertuis and Formey were themselves arguing sceptically
against the dogmatism of Wolffians and French materialists, since
scepticism also meant free enquiry. It should be noted that Mérian,
though at first a mere translator, later presented to the Prussian
Academy (in 1793) a very shrewd paper, ‘Le Phénoménalisme de
Hume’, in which he discussed Hume’s doctrine of empirical ele-
ments, inductive method, causation and substance. This suggests
that with the passage of time Hume’s texts, including the Treatise,
could and did have a deep impact.

This ambivalence in the reception of Hume is a striking feature
of the whole period. He could be regarded as the model of a gen-
uinely popular philosopher, whose style was admired and whose
essays were paradigms of civil and polite philosophy. He was also
the sceptic to be fought against, and it is likely that the incred-
ible success of Beattie is partly explained by the possibility that his
violent critique of the Treatise satisfied a felt need for certainty.
For more thoughtful philosophers, though, Beattie’s attacks were no
answer to Hume’s tough questions about causality, and the Germans
were more receptive than the French to this epistemological pres-
sure. In one sense, therefore, Hume can be seen as part of the Scottish
Enlightenment, but in another sense he stands alone by comparison
with Reid, Beattie and the other common sense philosophers.
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Reid’s Inquiry and the books of Beattie and Oswald were reviewed
almost immediately,17 and their defence of common sense against
abstruse systems was generally applauded. But there were still prob-
lems. The claim that we perceive objects directly and immediately,
that is, without any mediating representation, ran counter to a long
idealistic tradition, and many who espoused the anti-sceptical cause
were not ready to give up on representationalism. Secondly, the ques-
tion of how to identify first principles was made more urgent by
the uncritical way in which Beattie and Oswald, acting in the name
of common sense, produced more and more such principles. Many
philosophers were not satisfied by this appeal to common sense,
and insisted on a rational investigation of the credentials of the
alleged first principles. Thirdly, there are two kinds of rationalism,
the a posteriori or experimental kind and the a priori ormetaphysical
kind, and the fatal tendency in the common sense school to separate
internal sense and reason from each other emphasised the shortcom-
ings of Reid’s experimental method. Scottish philosophy, therefore,
prompted more questions than it provided solutions in the form of
philosophical tenets.

Of course, suggestive philosophical texts could be interpreted in
several ways, some of themmutually antagonistic.Manfred Kuehn18

distinguishes five main groups. The first one, the ‘Berlin Enlighten-
ment’, is the best known, since it includes Gotthold Lessing, Moses
Mendelssohn, Johann Georg Sulzer and Johann August Eberhard;
it still belonged to the declining tradition, and tried to open new
avenues for Wolffian philosophy; for instance with Mendelssohn’s
attempts to show that all the judgements of ‘good sense’ can be re-
duced to reason, and even moral judgements can be analysed into
rational and distinctly expressed principles. The second group, the
Göttingen philosophers, Johann Feder andChristianMeiners, are not
as distinguished, but their profile is interesting. Wavering between
Wolffian dogmatism and scepticism, they considered themselves to
be moderate sceptics; and, in comparing philosophical systems, they
drifted in a rather eclectic spirit towards a common sense position,
for they held it to be necessary to defend the first principles which
are essential to morals. The third group, which included Dietrich
Tiedemann, Karl Franz von Irwing, Christian Lossius and Ernst
Platner, moved the empiricism that they had in common with the
Göttingers towards physiological explanations, being convinced that
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sensation and its corporeal root were the key to a scientific under-
standing of human nature; but they did not go so far as to present
themselves as materialists, like Claude-Adrien Helvétius, Julian
Offray de La Mettrie or Baron Paul Henri d’Holbach. The fourth
group, still on the side of Enlightenment, consists of philosophers of
consequence such as Christian Garve, Johann Heinrich Lambert and
Johann Nicolaus Tetens. These were the German philosophers most
influenced by the Scots. This group also includes the pre-critical
Kant. All of them were very alive to the difficulty of combining
British empiricism with German rationalism, even if Tetens in his
Uber die allgemeine speculativische Philosophie (On General Spec-
ulative Philosophy) (1775) and Philosophische Versuche über die
menschliche Natur und ihre Entwicklung (Philosophical Investi-
gations on Human Nature and its Development) (1776 7) tried
to reconcile speculative philosophy and common sense. In the view
of this group the main shortcoming of the Scots was their inability
to solve the question of objective existence. The last group is made
up of the so-called ‘counter-enlighteners’, who were close to the
literary movement of Sturm und Drang (storm and stress) in the
seventies, and who rejected the idea of a rational foundation of
knowledge. In their partial critique of the German Enlightenment,
these philosophers Johann Georg Hamann, Johann Gottfried
Herder and Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi found Scottish sources very
helpful, as is apparent in Jacobi’s David Hume über den Glauben,
oder Idealismus und Realismus (David Hume on Belief, or Idealism
and Realism) (1787).

The publication of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason in 1781
was a considerable event, even if it did not disarm all opposition.
Henceforth there would be a before and an after, a fact which makes
it all the more difficult to assess the impact of Scottish philoso-
phy on Kant’s philosophy. This question is much disputed because
it closely affects our understanding of the evolution of Kant’s crit-
ical philosophy. ‘Hume was not understood by anybody. It is pos-
itively painful to see how utterly his adversaries, Reid, Oswald,
Beattie and lastly Priestley, missed the point of the problem.’ This
well-known comment from the introduction to his Prolegomena
zu einer jeden künftigen Metaphysik (Prolegomena to all Future
Metaphysics) (1783) offers us a valuable insight into Kant’s critique
of Scottish philosophy. It points up the sharp opposition between
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Humean scepticism and common sense, and it points to the weak-
ness Kant observed in Reid and his followers, namely their inability
to give a rational justification for their list of first principles. That
comment acknowledges Kant’s formal debt to Hume, and particu-
larly toHume’s attack on causation, and it indicates the Scottish fail-
ure to find a general solution to the problem of knowledge (a solution
which Kant develops in the Transcendental Analytic in the Critique
of Pure Reason).

the teaching of scottish philosophy in france

Back in France, from 1811 onward, Scottish philosophy was not
only read, cited and discussed it was taught in universities. In
his 1811 12 lectures, Paul Royer-Collard taught the anti-systematic
method of the Scots, which extrapolates from facts to causes and
accepts the plurality of primary principles; he commented on Reid’s
Inquiry, and concentrated on the existence of the external world, in-
sisting along with Maine de Biran and against Condillac that sensa-
tion and perception should be sharply distinguished. In 1815, Victor
Cousin was appointed to Royer-Collard’s chair, and in 1819 20
he devoted twelve lectures to Scottish philosophy. These lectures,
published in 1829 under the title Philosophie écossaise (Scottish
Philosophy), analyse the main works from Hutcheson to Ferguson
(but do not include Hume). Jouffroy, Cousin’s disciple, taught
Scottish principles and values at the Ecole Normale, where future
teachers were schooled, andwhen this school closed, he continued to
teach at home. As early as 1816, at the beginning of the Restoration
(the return of the Bourbon Monarchy in post-Napoleonic France), it
was suggested that Scottish philosophy should be taught in schools,
since it had managed to join free enquiry with the essential values
of human life, and that this would counter the pernicious influ-
ence of the Idéologues while a new French philosophy, for a new
era, came into being. Further political upheavals prevented the ac-
complishment of this project. But after the July Revolution, Victor
Cousin, who was appointed conseiller of the University, had a new
programme drawn up (by Laromiguière and Jouffroy) for schools,
which was promulgated in 1832,19 and in this programme the
spirit of Scottish philosophy was intermingled with a more French
tradition.
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Scottish philosophy, especially Reid’s, is often seen as parallel to
Kantian philosophy, and this conjunction is apparent not just in the
eclecticism of thinkers such as Cousin. Let us consider the general
outline given by Hyppolite Taine in his Les Philosophies classiques
du XIXème siècle. During the first half of the nineteenth century
French philosophy is dominated by the opposition between la
philosophie positiviste of Bichat, Lavoisier, Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire,
Cuvier, and later on by Auguste Comte, and la philosophie spiritu-
aliste. The former is the true heir to Condillac’s philosophy (and, in
a way, to Hume’s); its methods require an analysis of the ideas in the
mind, a critique of language, and a theoretical system, using signs for
expressing ideas. There is no knowledge of general facts, other than
abstract knowledge that arises from the phenomena. Science does
not know the inner principles of things or events, and causation is
only a correlation between facts or series of facts. These facts can be
physical or spiritual, and there is no difficulty in linking a spiritual
fact to a physical one. Against such a doctrine, which is epistemo-
logically sceptical andmetaphysically materialist (or supposedly so),
themain claim of spiritualism is that the force and the activity of the
mind cannot be obliterated andmust be acknowledged as a first prin-
ciple of which we are intimately conscious. Positivism is philosoph-
ically disastrous: it is unable to give a just account of the activity
of knowledge and it encourages the abandonment of moral duties,
since it affirms that the mind is passive. Here Reid and Kant are
useful. Both of them acknowledged the value of the activity of the
mind, Reid by laying down the first principles of common sense,
Kant by building up the system of categories and principles. In oppo-
sition to a philosophymainly concerned with objects or phenomena,
they reinforced the need for a subjective philosophy, where the act
of the subject is the foundation of the determination of the object.
And they never lost sight of the practical ends of philosophy. They
can thus be considered reliable guides for the foundation of a new
psychology.

We must, however, go beyond Reid and Kant. Reid is unclear on
common sense and on method. On common sense he is satisfied
with taking first principles as being inscribed in the human consti-
tution, which is something he leaves undefined. On method, he re-
mains committed to the experimental method; and for this reason,
Cousin, sensitive to the Scot’s practice of describing discoveries
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made by introspection, does not hesitate to assign him Descartes
as an ancestor and make him an ardent supporter of the reflexive
(or reflective) method. Kant is systematic, but with the doctrine of
the Transcendental Deduction he is still committed to a kind of phe-
nomenalist scepticism, since principles of the faculty of understand-
ing must be connected with empirical data, the science of things in
themselves being regarded as impossible. But it must be said in his
defence that he did not entertain such a scepticism inmoral matters.
The challenge for spiritualist philosophy was to strive to provide a
rational foundation to the first principles of the mind in such a way
as to ascertain the reality of human knowledge: in a word, to provide
psychology with a metaphysical basis. This development, which
becomes more and more evident in Cousin’s philosophy, is taken
further by Jouffroy. Scottish philosophy includes, to its credit, the
defence of the idea of science against both speculative metaphysics
and excessive analysis. On one side, it restricted the field of philo-
sophy to the study ofmental phenomena and restricted itsmethodol-
ogy to observation and induction (which were easily justified as first
steps of the reflexive method); on the other side, it sought to iden-
tify the conditions for the possibility of knowledge of objects. But
the Scottish philosophers did not exactly realise their aims, because
they claimed that questions concerning the mind cannot have a
satisfactory answer, though they did not go so far as to declare, as
Kant did, that these questions should be rejected.

According to Jouffroy, the whole story can be read in the follow-
ing way: the starting point was Hume’s scepticism, which destroyed
not only the old metaphysics but also the dogmatism of the French
materialists and encyclopedists. But the humanmind cannot remain
in a sceptical state indefinitely, which is why Reid tried to restore
certainty by a new approach which restricted the scope of philosoph-
ical enquiry. Then came Kant in Germany who rationally justified,
but critically and unduly limited, our claim to knowledge. But from
now on the new French philosophy, starting withMaine de Biran and
Royer-Collard, would realise the aim of a new ontology.

In his essay The Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences, Hume
affirms: ‘Nothing requires greater nicety, in our enquiries concerning
human affairs, than to distinguish exactly what is owing to chance,
and what proceeds from causes; nor is there any subject, in which
an author is more liable to deceive himself by false subtleties and
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refinements.’20 The warning is a good one, but how is the balance to
be struck? It is a matter of reason, but also of taste, i.e. of sense. This
precious ambiguity may be the best legacy of Scottish philosophy to
the history of philosophy.
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samuel fleischacker

16 The impact on America: Scottish
philosophy and the American
founding

Over the past half century or so, there has been an outpouring of
literature on the many ways in which Scottish thinkers influenced
America in the period of the founding.1 For social and cultural his-
torians, this literature has meant a deeper understanding of the
‘outlying provinces’ of the British Empire; for historians of ideas,
it has meant a better understanding of the reception of Scottish
thought in its time; and for political theorists, it has inspired a rein-
terpretation of the political vision represented by the founding of the
American republic.

As a political philosopher, I am primarily interested in this last
project. The Scottish influence has been used to counter an earlier
picture of the founders, according to which they were putting into
practice the natural-rights theories, and concomitant radical individ-
ualism, to be found in Hobbes and Locke. So the debate between the
Scottish and the Hobbesian Lockean view of the founders is part of
a larger controversy over whether the political philosophy expressed
in the American Declaration of Independence and Constitution is
primarily a ‘liberal’ or a ‘civic republican’ one. Like most scholars
who attend to the role of the Scots, I agree that the Hobbes Locke
picture, still very common in schools and popular literature, is badly
misleading. But I do not think the distinction between, especially,
Locke’s political philosophy and the political vision to be found
among the Scots is quite as sharp as it has been taken to be. This
is but one instance, moreover, of a general tendency of the liter-
ature on the Scots and America to draw distinctions that are too
sharp. It is also something of an error to speak of ‘Scottish views’, in
a comprehensive way: there were many important intellectuals in
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eighteenth-century Scotland, who disagreed vehemently with one
another on many things.

Accordingly, this chapter will be devoted to the relations between
certain specific Scottish thinkers and certain specific American
ones, and to a set of philosophical distinctions, suggested by these
relationships, that I think need more careful consideration. After
a quick overview of the history of intellectual exchange between
Scotland and America, I will make forays into three aspects of that
exchange. These forays are intended to present, by way of example,
both some of the respects in which attention to the Scots can help
illuminate American thinking, and some of the difficulties in the
way of saying exactly what role the Scottish influence played.

A large number of people moved from Scotland to America on the
eve of the Revolution, including several who participated promin-
ently in the Revolution. John Witherspoon, who began his career
as a leading Scottish cleric, emigrated to America to become pres-
ident of the College of New Jersey (later called ‘Princeton’), and was
a signer of both the Declaration of Independence and the Articles
of Confederation. His countryman James Wilson signed both the
Declaration and the Constitution, helped shape the debates at the
1787Constitutional Convention, served on the first Supreme Court,
and gave the first set of lectures on American law. Another immi-
grant from Scotland, Francis Alison, became the first Rector of the
College of Philadelphia in 1752, and his compatriot William Smith
was made its first provost.

Other names to conjure with were not Scottish themselves but
were students of Scots. Jefferson had a Scottish teacher as a boy,
and regarded his conversations at William and Mary college with
William Small, an emigré from Aberdeen, as having first opened
him up to ‘the expansion of science, and . . . the system of things in
which we are placed’.2 Madison was a pupil at the boarding school of
Donald Robertson, a Scot who had studied at Aberdeen and
Edinburgh,3 and then went to study under Witherspoon, as did
many other future American leaders.4 John Marshall, the first Chief
Justice, was educated by a Scots deacon named James Thompson and
by Archibald Campbell, who also taught James Monroe.5 Benjamin
Rush, another signer of the Declaration, a participant in the rati-
fication debates, and an important early promoter of education in
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America, attendedmedical school in Edinburgh, where he persuaded
Witherspoon to come to America. Benjamin Franklin became ac-
quainted with both David Hume and Adam Smith during his stay in
Britain, andmay have discussed early drafts ofTheWealth ofNations
with the latter.

Intellectual historians have drawn on this overall context to
help underwrite specific claims for the importance of Hutcheson to
Jefferson, of Hume to Madison, and of Reid to several eighteenth-
century leaders of American education.6 The first two of these
claims, but not the last, are controversial. I shall revisit the
Hutcheson Jefferson and theHume Madison theses,more to expand
them in various ways than to rebut them, and turn subsequently to
Reid’s influence.

hutcheson vs locke: sociability and rights

In 1978, Gary Wills published Inventing America, his book on the
Scottish roots of Jefferson’s thought, which simultaneously received
widespread acclaim in the non-academic world and a series of harsh
scholarly reviews.7 Some of the criticism was unfair, but the critics
did pick up on an issue with important ramifications for both the
history and the philosophical significance of the American found-
ing. That issue can be put historically by asking whether Locke’s
Second Treatise8 was really as unimportant to the Declaration of
Independence as Wills suggests, and it can be put philosophically
by asking whether Jefferson’s conception of politics really cen-
tres around Hutchesonian sociability, as Wills would have it, or is
centrally concerned, as more traditional accounts have held, with
protecting Lockean individual rights.

Wills clearly overstates his case for the importance of Hutcheson
vis-à-vis Locke. Two passages in the Declaration resemble Locke so
closely that Jefferson, were he presenting the document as a schol-
arly paper today, could be convicted of plagiarism:

1 all experience hath shewn thatmankind aremore disposed to suffer while
evils are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to
which they are accustomed. (Jefferson)
till the mischief be grown general . . . the people who are more disposed
to suffer than right themselves by resistance are not apt to stir. (Locke)9
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2 But when a long train of abuses and usurpations . . . pursuing invariably
the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despo-
tism it is their right, it is their duty to throw off such government, and to
provide new guards for their future security. (Jefferson)
But if a long train of abuses, prevarications, and artifices, all tending
the same way, make the design visible to the people, . . . it is not to be
wondered that they should then rouse themselves and endeavour to put
the rule into such hands which may secure to them the ends for which
government was at first erected. (Locke)10

Wills acknowledges these ‘verbal echoes’, but dismisses them as
‘good Blackstone doctrine, shared by all whigs and voiced in ear-
lier documents of the Congress nothing distinctively Lockean’.11

This is implausible: there are no such echoes either in Blackstone
himself or in the earlier Congressional documents Wills cites.
Elsewhere Wills tries to graft the passages on to Hutcheson rather
than Locke,12 but again there are no similarities of language between
the passages and his quotations from Hutcheson. However fond
Jeffersonmight generally have been of Hutcheson, here he is quoting
Locke.

And for good reason. There was something Jefferson could find
in Locke of great importance to his purposes that he was unlikely
to find elsewhere. Wills presents the Declaration too much as a
statement of philosophical principles. Only the first two preliminary
paragraphs are devoted to such principles, and they, as Jefferson fa-
mously said, are supposed to be stating ‘the common sense’ of the
subject the accepted, standard view of the purposes of government
and the right of resistance to governments that do not fulfil their
purposes. The rest of the document takes up the much more diffi-
cult, much more controversial question of whether the situation in
the American colonies, at the time of writing, properly fitted the de-
scription of a case in which resistance is justified. The Declaration is
a legal brief, more than a philosophical statement, laying out the evi-
dence for the claim that what the King and Parliament were doing to
the colonists amounted to the kind of illegitimate governance that
warranted revolution. And this claim was a difficult, controversial
one precisely because there had been no overwhelming imposition of
tyrannical rule, comparable to the excesses of a Nero or Caligula, or
even a Cromwell, that any eighteenth-century thinker could recog-
nise as a perversion of government. What had occurred instead just
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as had occurred, according to Locke at least, in Britain in the 1680s
was ‘a long train’ of laws and policies that offended against freedom
or defied the people’s will. Jefferson’s central argument is that this
series of relatively small betrayals of political legitimacy, when
taken as a whole, added up to evidence that complete tyranny was
on its way:

The history of the present king of Great Britain is a history of unremitting
injuries and usurpations, among which appears no solitary fact to contradict
the uniform tenor of the rest but all have in direct object the establishment
of an absolute tyranny over these states.13

The Declaration continues, famously: ‘To prove this let facts be sub-
mitted to a candid world’, and the rest of the document is devoted
to proving ‘this’. But ‘this’ the claim that the arrival of absolute
tyranny could be foreseen from small insults to freedom, along with
the implicit claim that rebellion can be justified before tyranny fully
arrives is something Jefferson could find only in Locke, not in
Hutcheson. Locke had lived through similar times, and had justified
a similarly pre-emptive rebellion.

Having said this against Wills, I still find his case for the impor-
tance of Hutcheson to Jefferson more convincing than the views of
his critics. On the few occasions when Jefferson wrote on fundamen-
tal questions of moral philosophy, he seems clearly to have identi-
fied his views with Hutcheson’s moral-sense doctrine rather than
with the views ofHobbes and Locke, Clarke andWollaston, or indeed
either of the two other major moral-sense philosophers, Hume and
Smith.14 And there is good reason to believe that Jefferson first came
to these views very early, in the 1760s or ’70s.15 So it is perfectly
reasonable to see Hutcheson’s influence behind the appeals to senti-
ment that Jefferson put into his draft of theDeclaration, and itmakes
excellent sense to say, as Wills does, that Jefferson had intended, in
a passage omitted by Congress, to rest a fundamental argument for
independence on the damage Britain had inflicted on the commu-
nity of sentiments between her people and the colonists. More gen-
erally, Jefferson seems throughout his life to have wanted America
to have institutions nurturing fellow-feeling, and, like Hutcheson, to
have seen the achievement of virtue as more or less independent of
intellectual accomplishments. Hence his strong egalitarianism, his
abiding trust in the common people.
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What mars bothWills’s case and the criticisms of Wills is a failure
to recognise the extent to which Hutcheson was himself indebted
to Locke’s political philosophy. Daniel Walker Howe rightly says
that ‘the Scots always honored Locke and considered themselves to
be working within his tradition’.16 Hutcheson, Hume and Smith all
begin from Locke, if only to disagree with him, when they discuss
property, the state of nature, the functions of government and the
right to resistance. All three, moreover, accept Locke’s conclusion,
as against Hobbes, that resistance to government is sometimes legit-
imate, although Hume rejects Locke’s reasoning to that conclusion
and offers his own alternative.17 And all three accept the general con-
ception of government to be found in Locke, according to which the
primary function of government is to protect certain conditions for
individual liberty, rather than to represent, or lead people towards,
any thick conception of religious or moral virtue. Despite their em-
phasis on sociability, they are all thus rightly thought of as primarily
having a liberal, rather than a Christian or civic republican, concep-
tion of politics.

Hume is the furthest from Locke of the three, referring to Locke’s
accounts of property and the state of nature mostly in order to attack
or ridicule them. Hutcheson is, by far, the closest to Locke. Unlike
his successors, Hutcheson believes in the reality of the state of
nature and in a contractual account of political legitimacy.18 One
excellent chapter of the System is devoted to defending Locke’s
version of the state of nature against Hobbes’s, although on a moral-
sense basis alien to Locke’s thinking.19 Hutcheson also affirms
the importance of rights, although, again, he provides a new basis
for them.20 The Inquiry, Compendium and System all contain de-
tailed lists of natural rights, which articulate the general notion
that Hutcheson, followed by Smith, calls ‘natural liberty’. And
Hutcheson famously defends the right of resistance to government
in passages that several scholars have argued had a direct impact on
the American founders.21

But of course, as I have said, Hutcheson tends to recast Locke in
his own terms. That means, for instance, that the state of nature
becomes no longer a state of ‘absolute solitude’ that Hutcheson,
like Hume and Smith, regards as impossible and that the law of
that state (‘natural law’) has roots in our sentiments rather than in
our reason. ‘Natural rights’ become a projection of our care for one
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another: we grant each other certain absolute protections because
it would be cruel or callous of us not to. But this derivation does
not make individual rights any less important for Hutcheson than
they were for Locke. Others were to come along, in the utilitar-
ian tradition especially, who would take the idea that good political
action reflects care for other people to imply that ‘absolute rights’ are
a ridiculous idea: why focus on one person’s rights if that makes it
difficult to promote the well-being of many other people? Hutcheson
did not say anything like this. He maintained, rather, a vocabulary
of ‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’ rights in which the perfect ones could be
used as trump cards against casual appeals to ‘public interest’.22 He
did believe that we should each do our best to extend our benevo-
lence to the entire human species, but he also had great respect for
the degree to which human life is fundamentally an individual affair.
Rights and obligations are grounded, he says, in ‘some tendency
either to the general happiness, or to that of individuals consistently
with the general good, which must result from the happiness of
individuals’,23 and he elaborates the nature and importance of this
individual happiness in thoughtful detail. Our ‘sense of natural
liberty is so strong’, he says, ‘and the loss of it so deeply resented by
human nature’, that it is generallymuchworse to override that sense
than to put up with the imprudent, inefficient and amoral conduct
that may come of allowing people to act on it.24 Hutcheson criticises
religious coercion on this ground, insisting that we all need to come
to our own ‘opinions about the Deity, religion, and virtue’, even
if that means many people will arrive at false opinions.25 He also
uses the importance of our sense of natural liberty to defend private
property. We have within us ‘a strong desire of acting according to
our own inclinations, and to gratify our own affections, whether self-
ish, or generous’ and it is ‘morally evil’ to obstruct designs based on
this desire, unless those designs are themselves directed against the
liberty or happiness of other people.26 On this basis, Hutcheson con-
siders it far better for people to acquire property on their own than
for magistrates to attempt to distribute property or for property to
be communally owned, as in the schemes of Plato and Sir Thomas
More. About these latter Hutcheson notes, following Aristotle, that
they would ‘exclude . . .much of the loveliest offices of life, of lib-
erality and beneficence, and grateful returns; leaving men scarce
any room for exercising them in the distribution of their goods’.27
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Far from being a natural extension of our sociability, communal
ownership would offend against beneficence.

So a moral philosophy based on our concern for other human
beings, in what today we might call our ‘connectedness’ as opposed
to our individualism, was in Hutcheson’s hands quite compat-
ible with a concern precisely for the individuality so important
to each human being, and therefore with a respect for individual
rights. To trace Jefferson’s thought to Hutcheson, then, does not
necessarily make the former a ‘communitarian’ as opposed to a
‘liberal’, in today’s political terms. Jefferson follows Hutcheson in
combining a strong commitment to rights in the opening of the
Declaration and, later, in his correspondence with Madison about
the Constitution with his appeals to sentiment. The modern
dichotomy between ‘liberal’ and ‘communitarian’ does not illumi-
nate much about Hutcheson and Jefferson; they both, for one thing,
recognise the importance of protecting individual rights to themain-
tenance of community itself. Imposed community is not true com-
munity, does not grow out of the natural human inclination to care
for other people, and certainly does not meet the end of true com-
munity, which results, as Hutcheson says, from ‘the happiness of
individuals’. This careful balance between a recognition of the deep
ways in which human beings are and want to be enmeshed in rela-
tionships with others and a recognition that, for all the importance
of these social bonds, we all in the end live out individual lives, is
a characteristic mark of Scottish thinking that Hutcheson passed
down to his successors. Hume came dangerously close, when he dis-
cussed personal identity in the Treatise, to dissolving individuality
into a social construct, but even he did not pursue this thought in
his moral writings, and Smith and Kames emphatically reiterated
that individuals take moral priority over the society they constitute,
even if those individuals are at the same time heavily shaped by their
society. Kames, perhaps, best put the view that all four shared: ‘Man
by his nature is fitted for society and society by its conveniences
is fitted for man. The perfection of human society consists in that
just degree of union among the individuals, which to each reserves
freedom and independency.’28

Unsurprisingly, Jefferson entered this passage into his Common-
place Book.29 It represents beautifully both the extent and the limits
of Jefferson’s commitment to a socialised conception of humanity a
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conception that can certainly be called ‘Scottish’ but can be even
better characterised as what resulted from the peculiar Scottish
embrace of Locke. Wills is both right and wrong. Jefferson, with his
belief in the moral sense and tendency to trust ‘the Heart’ over ‘the
Head’,30 is deeply Hutchesonian, but he is equally Hutchesonian in
the prominent place he gives to ‘inalienable rights’. One does not
need to choose between Locke and Hutcheson; sociability and rights
can go together.

smith vs hume overcoming faction

In a famous article, Douglas Adair argued for the influence of Hume
on Madison’s Tenth Federalist Paper.31 Adair’s thesis has been chal-
lenged in recent years,32 but while he may have exaggerated the
extent of Hume’s influence, the verbal parallels he cites make it
hard to doubt that he was, at least in general, right. One thing that
should always have struck readers as a bit perplexing, however, both
in Adair’s original piece and in the many scholarly works that have
relied upon it, is why an investigation of Madison’s reliance on
Hume was never extended to Smith.33 Hume and Smith have such
similar views, on so many topics in moral, political and economic
philosophy, that the extension seems a natural one.

Adair’s argument eventually faces a problem, moreover, to which
Smith would have given him a solution. That problem is the fact
that central to Madison’s paper is an extended analysis of competing
economic interests in a nation ‘a landed interest, a manufacturing
interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, . . . [which] divide
[civilised nations] into different classes actuated by different senti-
ments and views’ for which there is no parallel in Hume. There is,
however, a close parallel in Smith’s Wealth of Nations: at the end
of Book i , where Smith explains how ‘every civilized society’ nat-
urally divides into ‘three great orders’ ‘those who live by rent, . . .
those who live by wages, and . . . those who live by profit’ and how
the contribution each of these orders makes to public deliberations
will be shaped by their economic interests.34 Furthermore, one ex-
ample Madison gives of the sort of thing over which competing eco-
nomic interests might divide could have come straight out of Smith:
‘Shall domestic manufactures be encouraged, and in what degree,
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by restrictions on foreign manufactures?’ Adair, oddly, treats all this
as if it were completely new with Madison, an original addition to
what the American had found in Hume: ‘[Madison] had his own
ideas about the importance of economic forces’.35 But if Hume is a
plausible source for Madison’s defence of large republics, Wealth of
Nations is a yet more plausible source for Madison’s economic
views.

A deeper connection to Smith, however, comes at the heart of
Madison’s most famous argument. In a large republic, Madison says,
the very fact that there will be more ‘distinct parties and interests’
means that none of those parties and interests can be as danger-
ous as they would be in a small republic. The greater the number
of factions, the more difficult it will be for a majority to form around
any ‘common motive’, and the more difficult it will be for groups
to communicate among themselves, and to coordinate their actions.
This will be particularly difficult, moreover, if the purpose they are
pursuing is a dishonourable one, one that involves ‘invading the
rights of other citizens’, since ‘where there is a consciousness of
unjust or dishonorable purposes, communication is always checked
by distrust’.36 The multiplicity of factions thus makes each faction
less dangerous than it would otherwise be.

But this is just an extension of the argument Smith offers in
Wealth of Nations for the advantages of a multiplicity of religious
sects. Against Hume, who had defended the establishment of a
church on the grounds that members of an established clergy tend
to be lazier, hence less fanatic, in the promotion of their beliefs than
the clergy of small sects, Smith argues that a world in which small
sects proliferated would be one in which their very conflict with one
another would reduce the danger each presented. The ‘zeal’ of each
fanatic religious teacher could not do much damage where society
‘is divided into two or three hundred, or perhaps . . . as many thou-
sand small sects’, and would probably in the long run be replaced
with ‘candour and moderation’, since each teacher would have to
compete for disciples with so many others:

The teachers of each little sect, finding themselves almost alone, would
be obliged to respect those of almost every other sect, and the concessions
which they would mutually find it both convenient and agreeable to make
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to one another, might in time . . . reduce the doctrine of the greater part of
them to that pure and rational religion . . . such as wise men have in all ages
of the world wished to see established.37

Amultiplicity of sectsmakes it difficult for any religious group to be-
come large enough to threaten the whole society, and puts pressure
on each group to use honourable and decent means, about which
they can communicate openly. The competition for believers will
thus bring about better results for society than any government
establishment of religion would have done. When governments
refrain from putting their powers at the disposal of any religion, an
invisible hand guides the free market of competing religious sects to
promote the public good.

Not only does the structure of this argument closely resemble
Madison’s argument about political factions, but there is reason to
believe that Madison alludes directly to Smith. In the penultimate
paragraph of Federalist x (¶ 22),38 he says the following: ‘a religious
sect, may degenerate into a political faction in a part of the
Confederacy; but the variety of sects dispersed over the entire face
of it, must secure the national Councils against any danger from
that source’. And he argues similarly, in Federalist li : ‘In a free
government, the security for civil rights must be the same as that
for religious rights. It consists in the one case in the multiplicity of
interests, and in the other, in the multiplicity of sects’ (¶ 10).39 In
the second case it is clear, and it may be implicit in the first, that
religious sects are less an example of factions than a comparison to
them. The point in li is that some protection of freedom, known
to follow from the multiplicity of religious sects, can be brought to
bear on the comparable case in which political ‘sects’ compete with
one another. What protection is that? The one Smith had analysed
so nicely in his argument for religious disestablishment.

Now the point of Smith’s invisible-hand accounts of social
phenomena is that individuals generally promote the public good
whether or not they intend to do so. This point is supposed to
hold regardless of whether the individual’s own interest is furthered,
harmed or left alone by his or her actions: individuals will promote
the public good even when they thereby defeat their own interests.
The reason for this is nothing mysterious it is just that society
structures both the means available for any individual to attain
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his ends and his very conception of those ends. The opening chap-
ters of Wealth of Nations show that opportunities for an individual
to ‘better’ himself are normally made possible by the needs of
his society, and chapters i .iii and i i i .i iii of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments40 make clear that the notion an individual has of what
will count as ‘bettering’ himself normally arises out of the influences
upon him of his friends and neighbours. There is therefore an asym-
metry between an individual’s good and the society’s: even when
social forces lead us to a false conception of our ends, what we do to
pursue these illusory goods will benefit the society that has misled
us. Thus while Smith uses the phrase ‘invisible hand’ in Wealth of
Nations for a case in which the individual’s interest and the public
good are jointly benefited, the passage in which that phrase appears
in Theory of Moral Sentiments describes a case in which agents con-
tribute to the public good without advancing their own good, and
the famous account of the decline of feudalism in Book i i i ofWealth
of Nations presents us with agents who foolishly destroy their own
favourite good (power over their vassals) but thereby promote a good
for society as a whole.

Smith’s analysis of what happens to religious sectswhen left alone
by government follows this last pattern. Each sect will quickly fail
to achieve its self-set end the promotion of a fanatical and rigid
doctrine when faced by similarly fanatical sects with different doc-
trines. Instead they will all have to show respect for one another
and ‘reduce’ their doctrines to ‘pure and rational religion’. This is a
good for society, but it is an abandonment of what the sects took to
be their own good. Competition makes them all less successful in
‘selling’ their fanatical product: which is, in this case, a good thing
for everybody. In one sense the logic of the market is thus exactly
inverted competition slows down, rather than stimulates, the
‘sales’ of the relevant product but in another sense the logic of the
two cases is the same: competition results in a good for society.

And just this logic underlies Madison’s analysis of factions. In
their mutual conflict, all factions become weaker, and less capable
of achieving what they regard as their good. But this very decline is
good for society, and it is brought about by deeply entrenched facts
about human beings and their societies: the fact that people generally
want to be addressed in truthful, decent terms, rather than with the
accent of passion and prejudice; the fact that the emotions driving
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fanaticism tend to overcome people only for short periods of time,
and are discouraged in normal social intercourse; and the fact that
people have economic and other interests that connect them, across
groups, to practically everybody else in their society, and therefore
in the long run do not want to be committed to a group that defines
itself against other people. Like Smith, Madison sees factions as
growing out of the social nature of human beings and as likely, there-
fore, to be tempered by the very social forces that make them possi-
ble. Like Smith, he is also willing to trust these social forces to do
that jobwhere, as will usually be the case, ‘enlightened statesmen’ to
reconcile ‘clashing interests’ cannot be found.41 And like Smith, he
sees the liberty that thus gives rein to ‘interest’ as compatible with
a republic concerned, for the most part, to foster virtue.

reid vs hume common sense and conservatism

The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution are two of
the three pillars of the American founding; the American academy
is the third. Breaking free from Britain and setting up a viable polit-
ical structure were two essential tasks for the new republic, but its
founders believed firmly that these acts would not succeed unless
Americans were also educated to think like republicans. We need ‘to
convert men into republican machines’, Benjamin Rush notoriously
said,42 andwhile the word ‘machine’ maymake us wince today, it re-
mains widely accepted that democratic political institutions require
an education for democratic citizenship.

But if it is reasonable to suggest Scottish influence on the Dec-
laration of Independence and the Constitution, the Scottish im-
pact on the structure and content of the American university is
indubitable. William Smith, the first provost of the College of
Philadelphia, and Francis Alison, its first Rector, were both Scots, the
first from Aberdeen, and the second a student at both Edinburgh
and Glasgow. Smith drew up the first systematic curriculum in
America, stressing modern rather than classical knowledge, as the
Scots did, and using Hutcheson as the basis for the upper-level
ethics classes. Alison knew Hutcheson in Britain and remained in
touch with him after coming to America; he may also have influ-
enced his friend Ezra Stiles, the president of Yale, to incorporate
Hutcheson into the Yale curriculum.43 Jonathan Edwards, whose
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own works were widely read in philosophy courses and who served
as a senior tutor at Yale and, briefly, as the president of the
College of New Jersey, developed a sophisticated philosophical argu-
ment to show that Hutcheson’s moral system required Christian
conversion.44 John Witherspoon satirised Hutcheson in Scotland,
but when he came to America his moral lectures incorporated
Hutcheson’s moral sense theory, as well as the ideas of other Scots.
This immersion in Scottish thought continued after the Revolution,
moreover, with the arguments of Thomas Reid, in particular, being
used to shore up a generally conservative attitude towards matters
of faith and virtue. Samuel Stanhope Smith,Witherspoon’s successor
at Princeton, saw in Reid a way ‘to show the compatibility between
good science and true religion’; Benjamin Rush found Reid’s follower
Beattie useful for the same reason.45

It is thus with good reason that Lundberg and May say that
‘the Scottish moralists [were] . . . used in America for conservative
purposes’.46 But they seem insufficiently struck by the oddity of this
fact. In their own context, the Scots were quite radical. Hutcheson
was accused of heresy, Hume, Smith and Kames were all suspected
of being atheists, and Reid was a political utopian who supported the
French Revolution enthusiastically until 1792. How did these people
turn into bulwarks of conservatism in the United States?

Well, in the first place, it is not entirely true that they did. As
Douglas Sloan points out, Stanhope Smith was accused of heresy,
Rush developed for himself a peculiar combination of ‘New Side’
Calvinism and Scottish scientific, moral and political thought, and
both Alison and Witherspoon used Hutcheson to support the right
of resistance to oppressive rulers.47 But on the whole it seems that
the leaders of the American academy looked to Scottish texts while
either ignoring or toning down the Scots’ more radical doctrines,
especially as regards religion. Edwards, Witherspoon and Alison all
managed to minimise the optimism in Hutcheson that clashed with
the doctrine of original sin. And Reid was already well suited for the
project of reconciling Enlightenment thought with Christian faith.
I want in this concluding section to explore a little the uses of
Reid, who was by far the most important Scot to the American
university from the late eighteenth century onwards, and who was
employed, above all, to refute the doctrines of his fellow Scot, David
Hume.
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It is important to be clear about exactly how Reid was used
against Hume. Shannon Stimson argues persuasively that James
Wilson drew a radically democratic approach to politics and jurispru-
dence out of Reid, and suggests that Reid helped undermine Humean
elitism. But Stimson overstates Reid’s differences with Hume. She
attributes to Hume the belief that ‘the vast majority of our moral
rules . . .must be supplied by long chains of reasoning and demonstra-
tion’ and says that he therefore ‘placed the claim tomoral knowledge
well out of the reach of common men, who must rely on others to
extrapolate for them’.48 This misrepresents Hume’s moral philoso-
phy, however, with its great stress on the superiority of feeling to
reason in morality, and constant appeal to how we view things in
‘common life’. And the passage Stimson uses to support her claim
in fact says nothing about either moral rules or the need for common
people to rely on others for moral guidance.49

Stimson thus misreads Hume, but her misreading reflects a deep
problem about how exactly to contrast Hume and Reid. After all,
Hume’s affirmation of our ‘common life’ beliefs, at the end of Book i
of the Treatise, looks a lot like something Reid might say, as does his
attack on excessive philosophical abstraction, there and throughout
his writings. Reid, on the other hand, tends more to reject than to
refute Hume’s philosophical scepticism, to acknowledge that the
principles of common sense cannot be philosophically defended but
then to embrace common sense in defiance of philosophy. Insofar as
philosophy has not the power to dispel the clouds of scepticism, he
says, ‘I despise Philosophy, and renounce its guidance: let my soul
dwell with Common Sense’.50

But now it becomes hard to tell Hume and Reid apart. As
the nineteenth-century Edinburgh philosopher Thomas Brown
remarked:

‘Yes’, Reid bawled out, ‘We must believe in an external world’; but added in
a whisper, ‘We can give no reason for our belief.’ Hume cries out, ‘We can
give no reason for such a notion’; but whispers, ‘I own we cannot get rid of
it.’51

Of course, this is a bit too crude. Reid had an intriguing argument
for free will, against Hume’s determinism,52 and buttressed his rejec-
tion of Hume’s scepticism with a diagnosis of the ‘way of ideas’ that
he considered, rightly, to underlie the Humean position. Hume, on
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the other hand, believed that we can at least momentarily suspend
the beliefs of common life, that philosophy, therefore, need not be
entirely ‘root[ed in] the principles of Common Sense’, as Reid was to
maintain,53 and that our common beliefs do not in any case form a
coherent, systematic body. These are important philosophical differ-
ences. But do they make a difference in practice? For Hume, philo-
sophical scepticism can be conjoined with a full-bodied acceptance
of the beliefs we employ in the course of ‘common life’, and indeed
philosophical scepticism is supposed to help underwrite the claim
that our common-life beliefs are the best foundation we can have for
science (including, importantly, the science of history), for ordinary
moral practice, and for politics. Famously, Hume stresses the impor-
tance of ‘opinion’ ordinary people’s beliefs to the resolution of all
moral and political questions.54 He was certainly more élitist than
Reid in many ways, and he was more sceptical of the superiority of
republics to monarchies. But in principle, and often in practice as
well, it is almost as easy to draw on Hume as on Reid to ground the
importance of ordinary people’s views that impresses Stimson.

Where Hume’s scepticism is supposed to have practical effects,
and where Hume differs sharply from Reid, is in the matter of reli-
gion. In the Treatise, the first Enquiry, and the Dialogues Concern-
ing Natural Religion, Hume tries to use the sceptical results he has
achieved to debunk the metaphysical basis on which belief in God
had long rested. Whether the position he ultimately prefers is better
described as atheism or agnosticism, or even some minimal sort of
deism, is a controversial question that we need not consider here,
but he clearly thought that philosophical thought should lead one
at least to treat religious affirmations sceptically, to shy away from
firm, ‘enthusiastic’ religious convictions. By contrast, Reid seems
to have believed that religious convictions could be readily derived
from the principles of common sense,55 and he was certainly used
in this way by the religious believers who dominated higher edu-
cation in early America.56 Again, we need to be careful about how
‘conservative’ this use of Reid was Stanhope Smith was accused,
with some reason, of being an Arminian in his Reidian insistence
on the importance of free will57 but at a minimum, Reid seems to
have become a tool for silencing, rather than responding to, the sorts
of sceptical doubts about the foundations of religion that Hume had
so forcefully raised.
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I would locate the ‘conservatism’ of the American use of Reid
above all in this silencing of certain doubts. Knud Haakonssen has
rightly emphasised the way in which Reid’s philosophy represents
an abandonment of the fallibilist attitude that characterised earlier
Scottish thought.58 Hutcheson, Hume and Smith represent a model
of intellectual enquiry in which disagreement and questioning are
welcome, exploration of new and possibly mistaken ideas is encour-
aged, and a tentative tone dominates throughout. Reid’s diatribes
against ‘philosophy’ and proclamations of the unquestionable relia-
bility of common sense, cleverly argued although they may them-
selves be, send readers in the opposite direction, towards a position
from which many investigations will appear as foolish or worse.

This stance may or may not be present in Reid himself. In
America, it had indigenous roots and Reid’s philosophy may merely
have provided an excuse for it to flourish. As we have noted,
American teachers like Alison, Witherspoon and Stanhope Smith
tended to play down radical elements in all the philosophies they
considered, especially if those radical tendencies posed any threat to
conventional religious belief. They also favoured a university system
teaching ‘useful’ subjects, and pursuing scholarly research in science
and technology, rather than one fostering intellectual controversy.59

It was in fact to be a long time before the United States became
known for vigorous intellectual debate on religious or philosoph-
ical questions. Hume’s writings on these issues helped to inspire
an explosion of intellectual activity in Germany, from the middle
of the eighteenth century onwards. Nothing similar happened in
America before the middle of the nineteenth century at the ear-
liest, with the writings of the Transcendentalists, and American
universities were not really to flourish until an influx of European
refugees breathed life into them in the 1930s. The relative torpor of
the American academy, as regards religious and philosophical mat-
ters, must have come as a disappointment to some of the founders.
Jefferson urged on his correspondents a sceptical, naturalistic orien-
tation towards religion throughout his life, and predicted that Uni-
tarianism, which he took to be the truly rational form of Chris-
tianity, would ‘become the general religion of the United States’
within a generation.60 For him, at least, the American Revolution
was supposed to open up intellectual worlds as well as political
and social ones. To some extent, Witherspoon, Stanhope Smith and
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Rush presumably agreed with this, at least in principle. Why else
would they re-make college curricula to emphasise contemporary
thought? What else could Rush have meant when he expressed the
hope that Philadelphia would become the Edinburgh of the United
States? But if they really wanted the United States to have as lively a
world of intellectual discourse as eighteenth-century Scotland, they
should probably have nurtured amuch livelier debate over the found-
ations of religion and morality. And that means they should proba-
bly have given more attention to Hume and less to Reid. The use of
Reid against Hume seems symptomatic of a wider unwillingness
characteristic of America for much of its history to let intellectuals
severely challenge, let alone override, conventional beliefs.

I am ending, of course, on a highly speculative note. What we can
more confidently draw from our reflections on Reid vs Hume is a
reluctance to speak of ‘the’ Scottish impact on America. One irony
about the impact of the Scottish Enlightenment on America is that
one great Scottish figure was used to combat what was regarded as
the corrosive influence of another great Scot. Given the wonderful
feistiness of the Scottish Enlightenment, however, this is really not
surprising. It should serve as a reminder, rather, of the fact that the
Scottish Enlightenment was made up of people with different beliefs
onmany subjects, all arguing vigorously with one another. The Scots
did tend to share some general views on the sociability of human
nature, on the importance of history to moral philosophy and social
science, on the dignity and intelligence of ordinary people thatwere
of great importance to their followers in America and elsewhere. But
their internal debates matter as much as what they agreed on, and
indeed one of their great legacies was the model of an intellectual
community made up of people who could learn from one another,
and remain friends, amid vehement disagreement. Instead of speak-
ing of ‘the’ Scottish impact on America, therefore, we might better
rest satisfiedwith the conclusion ofDanielWalkerHowe: ‘[t]he Scots
spread a rich intellectual table’, he says, ‘from which the Americans
could pick and choose and feast’.61
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17 The nineteenth-century
aftermath

It is a striking fact that while Scottish philosophy of the eighteenth
century is studied to the point of being a major academic industry,
Scottish philosophy in the nineteenth century is not only neglected
but virtually unknown. Hume, Reid and Hutcheson are names
familiar to almost all philosophers; Hamilton, Ferrier and Bain to
hardly any. Evidence for this sharp contrast between eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century Scottish philosophy lies in this startling statis-
tic: the Philosopher’s Index currently lists over 4,000 publications
relating to the first three names, fewer than 40 relating to the next
three.

Why should this be the case? Why should one period of Scottish
philosophy be so perennially interesting and intensively studied and
that which followed it have fallen so completely into oblivion? In
this chapter I aim to offer a partial answer to this question, an
answer couched in terms of the story of Scottish philosophy itself.
The nineteenth century, I shall argue, saw the unravelling of the
great philosophical project that had animated the eighteenth.

It might be thought that even the statement of this contention
presupposes that there is some important unity between these
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century authors, something that entitles
us to classify them under the common term ‘Scottish philosophy’
as opposed to the more pedestrian label ‘philosophy in Scotland’.
This distinction is important because if the subject is really ‘philoso-
phy in Scotland’ there is no reason to suppose that one period must
share any special affinity with any other. In the eighteenth century
the University of Edinburgh was pre-eminent in medical teaching
and research; in the nineteenth it was less so. But these are just
phases in the history of medicine in Scotland, not a grand narrative

338
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of the rise and fall of something called ‘Scottish medicine’. In short,
there is only any special interest in the puzzle I have alluded to
if there is or was something properly called Scottish philosophy. And
the question is: is there?

One good reason for supposing so is that the expression ‘Scottish
philosophy’ is very familiar. By contrast, the expression ‘Belgian phi-
losophy’ (say) is effectively unknown, even though there are ancient
universities teaching philosophy in Belgiumno less than in Scotland.
At first sight, of course, the mere existence of the expression
‘Scottish philosophy’ does not appear to show very much; equally
familiar are the expressions German philosophy, British philo-
sophy, American philosophy and so on. On closer inspection, how-
ever, these counterparts in other places are not quite as they seem.
It is in fact more accurate, and more usual, to speak of German
idealism, British empiricism and American pragmatism. What these
expressions do is to associate geographical areas with distinctive
schools or doctrines, rather than with philosophy itself. In this
respect the expression ‘Scottish philosophy’ is different.

These linguistic facts may be taken to imply that there is more
to Scottish philosophy than philosophy in Scotland. They are not
conclusive, of course, or even very weighty. This is especially true
of the second since it is widely supposed that ‘Scottish philosophy’
is the name of a school, viz the Enlightenment ‘School of Common
Sense’. Now it is worth observing that the identification of ‘Scottish
philosophy’ with ‘common sense’ is not one that the eighteenth-
century philosophers themselves made. Indeed, it was not in
the eighteenth but the nineteenth century that something called
‘Scottish philosophy’ came to self-consciousness. As evidence of this
it may be noted that the three major books which expressly take
Scottish philosophy as their title and their subject are by nineteenth-
century authors. These are J. F. Ferrier’s Scottish Philosophy,
the Old and the New (1856), Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattison’s
The Scottish Philosophy (1885), and far better known than either
of these, James McCosh’s The Scottish Philosophy (1875). A further
important work which was self-consciously concerned with its
subject George Davie’s The Democratic Intellect (1961) came
rather later, but it too had as its principal concern the philosophy
of the nineteenth century, within the wider context of Scottish
university education.
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‘Scottish philosophy’ then, is a largely post-Enlightenment con-
ception. But if self-consciousness is indeed the mark of nineteenth-
century Scottish philosophy, there are grounds for thinking that
it arose not so much from self-confidence as from uncertainty,
uncertainty as to what could and could not count as Scottish
philosophy and whether it still existed. McCosh’s book is sub-
titled From Hutcheson to Hamilton.1 Since Hamilton had been
dead for about twenty years by the time it was published, this
suggests, if it does not strictly imply, that Scottish philosophy
had had its day by the mid-nineteenth century. Whether or not
McCosh thought this, there is other reason to give the suggestion
serious consideration. In the mid-1880s Pringle-Pattison writes as
follows:

The thread of national tradition, it is tolerably well known, has been but
loosely held of late by many of our best Scottish students of philosophy. It
will hardly be denied that the philosophical productions of the younger gen-
eration of our University men are more strongly impressed with a German
than with a native stamp.2

The suggestion here that the demise, or at least decline, of Scottish
philosophy was a result of the philosophers of the four ancient uni-
versities abandoning native philosophy in favour of German ideal-
ism is a theme repeated by others. Indeed, it is to this charge that
Ferrier is responding in Scottish Philosophy, the Old and the New.3

In the contest for the Chair of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh (then
still in the gift of the Town Council) Ferrier was accused by the Free
Church party of departing from ‘the Scottish philosophy’ in favour
of some sort of Hegelianism, an accusation to which he replied with
some feeling:

It has been asserted, that my philosophy is of Germanic origin and com-
plexion. A broader fabrication than that never dropped from human lips or
dribbled from the point of a pen. My philosophy is Scottish to the very core;
it is national in every fibre and articulation of its frame.4

This charge, that Scottish philosophy was simply abandoned by
philosophers in Scotland in favour of some version of German
idealism, has gained some currency. Yet in so far as the attention of
philosophers in Scotland did indeed turn elsewhere this, as we shall
see, had less to do with academic ennui and more to do with the
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nature of Scottish philosophy itself, its place in the universities and
in public life.

Pringle-Pattison is himself an interesting case in point. On grad-
uating from the University of Edinburgh, he went to study in
Germany, drawn in part by the sense that it was there that the
most stimulating and original philosophy was being pursued. Yet
when he returned and became Professor of Logic and Metaphysics
at St Andrews and then successor to Campbell Fraser in the Chair
of Logic and Metaphysics at Edinburgh, he did so with a conscious-
ness of continuing a tradition, a consciousness made explicit in his
Inaugural Lecture at Edinburgh, The Present Position of the Philo-
sophical Sciences (1891). In short, Pringle-Pattison’s intellectual his-
tory shows that there was more to the demise of Scottish philosophy
than mere boredom with Scottish authors, or admiration for fresher
German philosophical ideas.

But whether Scottish philosophy died or was abandoned is a sec-
ondary question to what it was. In the world at large there is no
doubt that Hume is the one name identified universally with philo-
sophy in Scotland. Even Reid and Hutcheson are minor figures in
comparison. Yet in the early nineteenth century the dominant figure
was not Hume but Reid, and McCosh numbers Hume as only one
among forty-seven identifiable figures in the school. More striking
yet, Reid was regarded as an opponent of Hume, and a defender of the
essentials of the Scottish school against him. It might seem odd to
say so, given contemporary perceptions, but there is reason to hold
that Scotland’s most famous philosopher is not properly regarded as
an exponent of Scottish philosophy at all. At best, the naturalism
Hume shares with the Scottish school is at war with the empiricism
he inherits from Locke.5

However this may be, it is certainly the case that Hume was re-
garded by his Scottish contemporaries (Beattie is a notable instance)
as someone whose philosophical opinions it was of the greatest
importance to refute. The known and advertised opposition which
Hume provoked among the philosophers collectively known as the
School of Common Sense was endorsed by Dugald Stewart and Sir
William Hamilton, who thus self-consciously perpetuated it into
the next century. In perpetuating it, however, they made the cen-
tral tenets of the school more explicit. McCosh picks out three in
particular. First, there was the method of observation a careful
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account of how the mind actually works, in terms both of its ani-
mating principles and its universal characteristics. Second, therewas
the emphasis on the importance of self-consciousness both as an in-
strument and a subject of this observation. Importantly, this is not
a matter of introspection. ‘The operation of introspection’, McCosh
remarks, ‘is felt to be irksome if continued for any length of time,
and will certainly be abandoned when thought is rapid and feeling is
intense . . .He who would obtain an adequate and comprehensive
view of our complex mental nature must not be satisfied with occa-
sional glances at the working of his own soul: he must take a survey
of the thoughts and feelings of others . . . from the acts of mankind
generally . . . from universal language as the expression of human
cogitation and sentiment; and from the commerce we hold with
our fellow men’.6 Thirdly, the aim of such a survey is to arrive at
principles that are ‘prior to and independent of experience’.

It is worth noting that these three tenets of ‘the Scottish philo-
sophy’ are all methodological principles, not doctrines. There are
also doctrines that might be taken to be foundational libertari-
anism, direct realism, even theism.7 But to make these essential
features of the Scottish school has the disadvantage of determining
Hume’s place outside it by definitional fiat. Since it is evidently im-
portant for present purposes not to prejudge the place of Hume in the
tradition, it is best to focus upon these methodological principles,
rather than substantive philosophical doctrines, as the distinguish-
ing marks of Scottish philosophy.

This brief account of the matter allows us, I think, to make some
headway with this question: if there is such a thing as Scottish philo-
sophy, when was its heyday? The answer I think is plain. It was not
the eighteenth but the early nineteenth century, when Stewart and
Hamilton taught at Edinburgh and dominated the intellectual cul-
ture of the times. Stewart may not have been among the most pen-
etrating or original of philosophers, but unquestionably he loomed
large in the intellectual life of the nation.8 Hamilton has suffered
from John Stuart Mill’s Examination of his philosophy which has,
ever since, cast him in a poor light (though I imagine that few read
more than its title nowadays). The pompous character of Hamilton’s
style, a pomposity manifest in the extensive footnotes to his edition
of Reid’s Collected Works, has served to promote Mill’s estimate.
But we ought to acknowledge that Hamilton was hugely influential
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in his day, and impressed many of those who went on to teach philo-
sophy in Scotland with his intellectual accomplishments. It is prob-
ably correct to say that the times vastly overestimated Hamilton.
As evidence we may note that Hamilton was included in the series
of Philosophical Classics, edited by William Knight, Professor of
Moral Philosophy at St Andrews, and thus bizarrely ranked along-
side Descartes, Berkeley, Locke, Kant and Hegel. Something of the
same overestimation is to be found in the inclusion of Ferrier in the
Famous Scots series. Far from being famous, who, apart from a few
enthusiasts, has even heard of Ferrier now?

With hindsight, this estimation of Hamilton and Ferrier does
seem excessive, and hints at a parochialism in nineteenth-century
Scottish philosophy’s self-understanding. Even so, the Blackwood’s
volume on Hamilton authored by John Veitch,9 Professor of Logic
and Rhetoric at Glasgow, is not without interest. Though it is not
my purpose here to rescue Hamilton’s reputation, it is important to
observe that the nineteenth century had a quite different perception
of Scottish philosophy than that which now prevails. In particular,
as I have already noted, Hume was regarded as the renegade. Veitch’s
volume, however, reserves its wrath not for Hume but for Mill,
and from this there is, as it seems to me, something to be learned.
Notably, Veitch praises Hamilton (to the skies one might say) for
broadening the horizons of Scottish philosophy, for pushing it be-
yond the narrower confines of common sense, and in particular for
bringing to wider attention the importance of Kant.

Now this is somewhat odd. If, as has been supposed, the demise of
Scottish philosophy arose from eyes turned admiringly to Germany,
the rot began not with Ferrier but with Hamilton (whose personal
library, now at the University of Glasgow, includes a large number
of philosophical works in German, copiously annotated). Yet how
could this be? Veitch is eloquent in his identification of Hamilton
as the greatest exponent of Scottish philosophy, the true inheritor
of Reid, to the publication of whose collected works he (Hamilton)
devoted enormous, if not entirely well spent, effort. McCosh, who is
not unquestionably admiring of Hamilton, nonetheless makes him
the final repository of its distinctive character. And Ferrier, while
rebutting the charge of alien influences, claims the right to be the
inheritor of, though not restricted by, the programme of Reid and
Hamilton.
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The heart of this issue about the nature of Scottish philosophy,
in my view, is the question of psychology. There is first this point.
Ferrier shares with the school of Reid and Hamilton an almost un-
spoken assumption that the question of mind and world lies at the
heart of philosophy. In this they all differ from the alternative con-
ception of moral philosophy as social enquiry that is to be found
in Ferguson, parts of Hume, and above all Adam Smith. Second,
Ferrier’s thought, no less than that of his predecessors, can be seen
to proceed (broadly) in accordance with the three methodological
principles marked out by McCosh. But it is in the deployment
of these same principles that the division emerges. As philosophy
in Scotland developed over the course of the nineteenth century,
two possibilities, both of them in accord with these methods, be-
came more evident. Ferrier’s fame rested upon an earlier series of
essays on The Philosophy of Consciousness. In these essays he
took his stand on the contention that consciousness implies the
impossibility of a naturalistic science of mind, and in a later es-
say robustly defends a version of Berkeleyan idealism. ‘Among all
philosophers ancient or modern, we are acquainted with none who
presents fewer vulnerable points than Bishop Berkeley. His lan-
guage it is true, has sometimes the appearance of paradox; but there
is nothing paradoxical in his thoughts, and time has proved the
adamantine solidity of his principles.’10 But the point to stress is
that Ferrier builds his defence of this claim on the basis of the ob-
servation of fact a modified introspection which we might call
phenomenology,11 together with some appeal to the universal char-
acteristics of human thought and language of the sort noted by
McCosh.

A quite different outcome is to be found in another major figure
in the nineteenth-century Scottish philosophical establishment
Alexander Bain, Regius Professor of Logic at the University of
Aberdeen from 1860 to 1880. In the set of essays, Dissertations on
Leading Philosophical Topics,12 many of which were published in
the journal Mind that he was instrumental in founding, Bain takes
Reid and Hamilton as his starting point and, broadly, follows the
same methods. But he pushes them in a much more strongly empir-
ical direction. The most interesting of hisDissertations, in this con-
nection, is entitled ‘Associationist Controversies’ and at the heart of
these controversies we can find the differentiation of philosophy and
psychology to which I have just referred:
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We are, at the moment, in the midst of a conflict of views as to the prior-
ity of Metaphysics and Psychology. If indeed the two are closely identified
as some suppose, there is no conflict; there is in fact, but one study. If, on
the other hand, there are two subjects, each ought to be carried on apart
for a certain length, before they can either confirm or weaken each other.
I believe that in strictness, a disinterested Psychology should come first in
order, and that, after going on a little way in amassing the facts, it should
revise its fundamental assumptions . . . I do not see any mode of attaining a
correct Metaphysics until Psychology has at least made some way upon a
provisional Metaphysics.13

Bain is a practitioner of the science of mind no less than Reid or
Hume. His claim to attention in the present context, as this quo-
tation reveals, is that he drew a distinction between psychology and
metaphysics, and gave priority to the former. That is to say, Bain, like
Ferrier, adopted the methods of Scottish philosophy, but in contrast
to Ferrier, he did so in ways that removed it frommetaphysical ques-
tions and pressed the science of mind in the direction of empirical
psychology.

Bain was one of the principal exponents and defenders of asso-
ciationism. Associationism is the application of empirical observa-
tion to the relation between ideas and experiences. What it seeks
is observed regularities, in the hope of formulating psychological
laws that will enable us to order the contents of mind. Two such
principles Contiguity and Similarity were widely accepted, and
identified by Bain as being employed by Reid andHamilton. A third
Contrast was more disputable, and in this essay Bain is principally
concerned with the nature and identifiable independence of prin-
ciples such as these. However, for my purposes his arguments are
interesting chiefly for the light they throw on the development of
Scottish philosophy in this period. One point in particular seems to
me illuminating.

In the dispute between Reid and Hume with respect to the opera-
tions of the mind there is a fundamental point of difference. Reid is
trying, in the main, to establish basic principles of the mind’s opera-
tion which will vindicate its rationality, and hence avoid the depths
of scepticism into which Hume’s account forces it. Whereas Hume
declares that ‘reason is nothing but awonderful and unintelligible in-
stinct in our souls, which carries us along a certain train of ideas . . .
[and that this] habit is nothing but one of the principles of nature, and
derives all its force from that origin’,14 Reid’s purpose is precisely to
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show that the basic operations of themind are those of intelligibility.
Elsewhere I have explored this important difference,15 but here
I want to observe that Bain is, in this respect, of Hume’s persuasion.
This is revealed not merely in his striking deployment of decidedly
Humean terminology when, for instance, he contrasts the percep-
tion and the memory of a thing in terms of ‘vividness’.16 It is even
more evident when he asserts: ‘The flow of representations in dream-
ing and madness offers the best field of observation for the study of
associations as such’.17

What this remark reveals is that Bain is interested first in estab-
lishing empirical laws with respect to the contents of the human
mind. The reason that he thinks dreaming and madness are the best
places to start is precisely because he sees that the pursuit of ratio-
nal principles, that is to say, philosophically coherent principles, is
likely to distort our observation by inclining us to see rational con-
nections rather than empirical associations, or as he puts it ‘associ-
ations as such’. In this respect he is employing Hume’s rather than
Reid’s conception of human nature. Certainly he reserves judgement
on the final outcome of these investigations with respect to philo-
sophy, arguing only for the priority of psychology over metaphysics
and not, as Hume may be said to do, for the elimination of the
second by the first. But so far as the science of mind that had
been such a marked feature of Scottish philosophy goes, Bain clear-
sightedly pursues its empirical ambitions.

Ferrier, by contrast, goes in the other direction. Noting that
‘the inert and lifeless character of modern philosophy is ultimately
attributable to her having degenerated into a physical science’,18 he
roundly condemns the resulting ‘picture of man’ as ‘a wretched as-
sociation machine, through which ideas pass linked only by laws
over which the machine has no control’.19 Ferrier derives his alter-
native to the ‘wretched association machine’ from the contention
that ‘Consciousness is philosophy nascent; philosophy is conscious-
ness in full bloom and blow. The difference between them is only one
of degree, and not one of kind; and thus all conscious men are to a
certain extent philosophers, although they may not know it’20 and
in this last remark we detect his continuation of a familiar theme in
the School of Common Sense.

For Ferrier the empirical laws of association that Bain seeks are
not ‘truths in philosophy’. No one can be called a philosopher who
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merely knows and says that in dreaming or madness this mental
representation tends to be associated with that. The philosopher
aspires, rather, to make sense of experience, and the whole point
about the experience of the dreamer or the madman is that no sense
is to be made of it. Accordingly, while Ferrier’s important and in-
fluential essays are entitled ‘The Philosophy of Consciousness’, his
major work is unambiguously The Institutes of Metaphysics.

If what I have been arguing is correct, nineteenth-century Scottish
philosophy saw a parting of the ways within the tradition that had
come down to it from the eighteenth. In his illuminating study
Scottish Philosophy, importantly subtitled A Comparison of the
Scottish and German Answers to Hume, Pringle-Pattison, as it
seems to me, identifies the sources of this potential fracture in Reid
himself.

The Scottish and German answers to Hume turn out to be largely
those of Reid and Kant. Pringle-Pattison is sympathetic to Reid and
critical, but in the end more admiring, of Kant, and this for one
reason in particular:

Though Kant’s style is involved, his terminology cumbrous, and his works
abounding in repetitions, yet he mingles no extraneous and strictly indiffer-
ent matter with his argument. In each of his great works there is the sense
of a unity of aim which the repetitions only serve to make more prominent.
On the other hand, Reid’s properly philosophical positions are imbedded in a
mass of irrelevant psychological matter of fact, which obscures their bearing
and impairs their force.21

Ferrier, if I have understood the matter correctly, saw and dis-
carded the extraneous psychological matter, whereas Bain identified
in it, and warmed to, the first stirrings of a truly scientific psy-
chology. From this we may conclude that the demise of Scottish
philosophy which the nineteenth century witnessed lay not in the
contingent and cavalier abandonment of an inherited tradition by
those who saw and were enamoured of continental novelties, but in
the nature of that tradition itself. As the works of its principal author
reveal, it had within it a fatal ambiguity.

This is not the whole of the story, however. Pringle-Pattison
offers us an interesting explanation of the difference he detects in
the otherwise very similar philosophies of Reid and Kant. This lies in
the respective social position philosophy enjoyed. It is here, I think,
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that we find the answer to another important question: what makes
Scottish philosophy Scottish?

Kant and Reid were both university professors, but their method of work-
ing was different. Reid’s books, especially his later ‘Essays’, are in the main
his lectures prepared for publication; and they are marked therefore by a
greater diffuseness and by a more popular character than we have a right to
expect in a written treatise. Kant, on the other hand, appears to have made
a rigid distinction between his work as a university teacher, and his work
as a regenerator of philosophy. The latter was addressed not to students and
to general readers, but to teachers and to a learned public. If, as we are told,
not actually written down with the care which a magnum opus might be
supposed to demand, no labour has been spared in working out the plan and
phraseology of the ‘Critique’ with a precision worthy of its destination. Reid
wrote no magnum opus in the sense in which Kant wrote several. He had
no learned class to whom he could have appealed, if he had written with the
elaborate technicality of Kant. His works were addressed to the reading por-
tion of his countrymen generally to his old students, in great part, and the
ministers of religion, into whose ranks many of them had doubtless passed.
The Fachmann, or specialist, has hitherto not flourished amongst us.22

Pringle-Pattison overstates the case a little; there were German
philosophers who wrote for a general audience. Nevertheless, it is
worth remembering that in the eighteenth century and for most
of the nineteenth, professional philosophers in Scotland numbered
fewer than a dozen. Moreover, their intellectual activities were lim-
ited to the ‘lower’ Faculty of Arts. The role of philosophy was cir-
cumscribed to the teaching of two classes in the course of four years,
and postgraduate degrees in philosophy were unknown. This was a
result of two factors: themaintenance in Scotland, unlikemost other
places, of the medieval curriculum and the existence of a university
‘system’ four universities with a common and coordinated pattern
of study. The declared and recognised purpose of philosophy, in short,
was to play its part in the formation of what George Davie famously
designated The Democratic Intellect. That is to say, the public role
of philosophy was not to push back the frontiers of knowledge, to
engage in the cutting edge of research as we would now say, but to
contribute to the education of the minds that would populate the
professions.

This is not to say that there was no engagement in original en-
quiry; who could deny that Reid’s was an original mind? Indeed
the move from the system of Regents to that of Professors (Reid
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was Regent in Aberdeen but Professor in Glasgow) signalled a move
towards specialisation. But for all that, the place of philosophers in
higher education was that of social educators. Accordingly, the con-
ception of philosophy within which they worked was primarily one
suited to this purpose. It is this that allows us, in my view, to speak
notmerely of philosophy in Scotland, but of Scottish philosophy, and
the weaknesses that Pringle-Pattison detects in Reid, if weaknesses
they be, are a result of this.

In consequence, the explanation of the demise of Scottish philoso-
phy over the course of the nineteenth century lies in large part in the
reform of the universities which Davie, not altogether accurately,
charts. And the move on the part of Scottish philosophers, on the
one hand to Germanic metaphysics and on the other to scientific
psychology, reflects this. Pringle-Pattison (whose own philosophi-
cal endeavours would repay much further enquiry) stands at this
watershed. It is no accident, I think, that over the period in which
he occupied the Chair of Logic and Metaphysics at Edinburgh the
curriculum underwent significant change, opening the way to a dif-
ferent role for philosophy. For his part, in the end he stood out for
the Scottish tradition, though he did so in terms of doctrine rather
than method. It is this that marks him out, for all his admiration of
Kant, as a philosopher still in the Scottish tradition and possibly
the last.
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