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Course Description

In this course, we shall be reading texts by various moral philosophers of the Scottish
Enlightenment who believed that humans were by nature committed to morality and that
this commitment was manifest in their sentiments and feelings. Some of them, including
Anthony Ashley-Cooper, llird Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713) and Francis Hutcheson (1694-
1746) attributed a ‘moral sense’ to people, a sense somewhat analogous to the sense of
sight most people naturally have. Others, including David Hume and Adam Smith, rejected
the assumption of a moral sense as a kind of 6™ sense, pointing out that observation of
people’s behavior did not provide evidence for it. Still, the comparison between people’s
sense of sight and their sensitivity to moral matters plays an important part in their
sentimentalist moral theories.

All of them, however, rejected Thomas Hobbes’ psychological egoism as an inadequate
reduction of the manifold of human sentiments and desires to one source; and they found
moral relativism objectionable on normative grounds, since they were committed to moral
universalism. Their ambition was to defend a normative moral theory that was empirically
informed, sentimentalist in kind, and universalistic.

We shall first look briefly at Shaftesbury’s and Hutcheson’s moral sense theories before we
turn to Hume and Smith and their respective attempts to explain how we can achieve a
justified consensus on moral matters even though our first access to moral matters is
sentimentalist in kind.
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