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While both intuitive knowledge (scientia intuitiva) and reason (ratio) are adequate ways of 

knowing for Spinoza, they are not equal. Intuitive knowledge has greater power over the passive 

affects than reason, and appreciating the nature of this superiority is crucial to understanding 

Spinoza‘s ethical theory. However, due to Spinoza‘s notoriously parsimonious treatment of the 

distinction between reason and intuitive knowledge in the Ethics, there has been little consensus 

in the literature regarding the nature of this distinction. Instead, several candidate interpretations 

have emerged, which can be broadly grouped under two categories: Form Interpretations (FI) 

and Content Interpretations (CI).  

According to the FI, which is held by scholars such as Yirmiyahu Yovel
1
 and Steven Nadler

2
, 

reason and intuitive knowledge are different only in terms of their form—that is, the process by 

which they are attained. Thus, the FI attributes the above epistemic asymmetry entirely to 

differences in the methods of cognition between intuitive knowledge and reason. By contrast, the 

CI, embraced by scholars such as Henry Allison
3
 and Edwin Curley

4
, holds that the two kinds of 

adequate knowledge differ not only in terms of their form, but also with regard to their content. 

More specifically, the CI maintains that reason involves the universal knowledge of the 

properties of things, whereas intuitive knowledge relates to the essence of things.  

I agree with the CI that reason and intuitive knowledge differ not only in form but also with 

respect to their content. Nevertheless, I believe there is an important gap in the CI: namely, 

although it maintains that adequate knowledge of the essences of things is limited to intuitive 

knowledge, it fails to flesh out precisely what these essences are taken to be. I argue that we 

cannot adequately understand the role of intuitive knowledge in Spinoza‘s system without 

knowing what its object consists of. In this paper, I propose that intuitive knowledge is 

ultimately a superior form of self-knowledge, since its object is nothing but one‘s own unique 

actual essence— that is, one‘s own force of perseverance (conatus) following from/caused by the 

eternal necessity of God‘s nature. In other words, it is intuitive knowledge that provides us with 

the knowledge that ―I am a part of this Nature,‖ that ―my power is a part of God‘s power,‖ and 

that ―my essence follows from His eternal and infinite essence.‖ Intuition thus reaches a strictly 

personal and particular level: namely, an adequate knowledge of one‘s own conatus. Reason, on 

the other hand, can only afford us with a limited understanding of singular things through their 

common properties, which ―do not constitute the essence of any singular thing.‖
5
 This difference 

in content makes intuitive knowledge the source of the highest blessedness and the culmination 

of human understanding, and hence a form of knowledge that is superior to reason. 
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According to Stephen Darwall, the ‗modern conception of morality as a body of universal moral 

norms whose claim on us is fundamentally independent of that of our own good, indeed that can 

conflict with our good and bind us even so‘ arose partly in response to ‗the skeptical challenge 

that Grotius considers – that there might be no reason to do what is right and just when this 

conflicts with the agent‘s own good‘.
6
  One response to the kind of skeptical challenge that 

Darwall describes was offered by Thomas Hobbes.  According to Hobbes, in the state of nature 

human beings have what he calls a  ‗right of nature‘ which is ‗the liberty each man hath to use 

his own power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own nature, that is to say, of his 

own life‘.
7
  The possibility of coming into conflict with others when we exercise this right of 

nature leads us to contract with others to limit the freedom we have by nature for the purpose of 

achieving a state of peace with other human beings.
8
 

 

In this paper, I will explore the extent to which René Descartes‘s moral theory can be seen as a 

response to the sort of skeptical challenge that Grotius and Hobbes attempt to answer.  On the 

one hand, Descartes appears to espouse a neo-Stoic conception of happiness as the highest good 

which is pursued through the development of virtue and the renunciation of the agent‘s claim to 

things that are not granted to her by providence (see Passions, art. 144-6, AT XI 436-40).
9
  On 

this view, the good of the human being is in concert with what is good for the cosmos as a whole, 

a position that Descartes seems to espouse in some of his later correspondence (see his letter to 

Princess Elizabeth, 15 September 1645, AT IV 293-5).  On the other hand, Descartes‘ dualistic 

anthropology leads him to hold that the highest good for the body is the preservation of the 

mind-body union, which may at times run counter to the goal of pursuing what reason judges to 

be best for the soul.  This segregation of what is in the interest of the body from what is in the 

interest of the soul is seen in art. 137-139 of Descartes‘s Passions of the Soul.  Descartes 

suggests there that the passions of the soul have different roles to play insofar as they are related 

the body and to the soul.  The passions serve the body by preserving and strengthening thoughts 

that facilitate the preservation of the mind-body union.  And because, like Hobbes, Descartes 

holds this pursuit to be for one‘s own advantage and to be prior to moral considerations, it could 

seem that many of our actions are motivated by self-interest.  By contrast, the passions serve the 

soul by preserving and strengthening thoughts that facilitate the pursuit of its highest good, 

which is happiness.  To serve these two different ends there are in fact two different orderings of 

the passions.  In the former case, joy and sadness precede any judgments of value.  The passions 

of the soul thus reinforce the judgment that painful things are bad and pleasant things are good, 

which aids the body in attaining self-preservation.  In the latter case, the passions of joy and 

sadness are preceded by and follow from rational judgments of (moral) value, thus reinforcing 
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the soul‘s pursuit of things in proportion to their value in leading the agent towards virtue and 

happiness (AT XI 432). 

 

As a result of this split between two kinds of highest good, there is a need in Descartes‘s moral 

theory to explain how it is that one‘s pursuit of self-preservation and one‘s pursuit of happiness 

are harmonized.  Generosity serves this function by motivating the agent to prioritize the needs 

of the soul over those of the body, while not neglecting what is good for the body.  This is seen 

in Descartes‘s discussion of anger.  Generosity motivates us to hold in low regard anything that 

can be taken away from us and thereby prevents us from having excess anger in response to the 

offenses that we receive from others (Passions, art. 201-3, AT XI 479-81). 

 

On the question of self-interest and moral law, Descartes‘s moral theory is an uneasy synthesis of 

the Classical and the Modern.  Descartes resolves the skeptical challenge that Grotius considers 

by acknowledging the possibility of a divergence between self-interest and morality, but he 

nevertheless views moral judgments as trumping considerations of self-interest.  In contrast to 

Hobbes, who views the creation of positive moral norms by self-interested human beings who 

are seeking to limit their vulnerability to the contingencies of a world where people are by nature 

at war with each other, Descartes thinks that reason requires that there is a highest good for the 

soul that is independent of self-preservation and in all cases we should prefer what is good for 

the soul to what is good for the body. 
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Locke‘s theory of personal identity was philosophically groundbreaking for its attempt to 

establish a non-substantial identity condition.  Locke states, ―For the same consciousness being 

preserv‘d, whether in the same or different Substances, the personal Identity is preserv‘d‖ 

(II.xxvii.13).
10

 
11

  What exactly did Locke mean by the same consciousness?  Many have 

interpreted Locke to think that consciousness identifies a self both synchronically and 

diachronically by attributing thoughts and actions to a self.  Locke, therefore, is interpreted to 

have either a memory theory
12

 or an appropriation theory of personal identity.
13

  The problems 

with these interpretations are ubiquitous in Locke scholarship.  Memory theory interpretations 

are circular
14

, since they assume there is already an identical self to remember, and they fail the 

logic of transitivity.
15

  Appropriation theory interpretations are insufficient for Locke‘s moral 

theory insofar as he is committed to a theory of divine rectification.  Since subjective 

appropriations of thoughts and actions are unreliable, God must have something objective to look 
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to in determining our eternal rewards.
16

  The common problem is that Locke‘s theory seems to 

demand an objective, or metaphysical, fact of a continuing consciousness that does not appeal to 

substance, but interpretations are at a loss to find one.
17

 
18

 

 

Perhaps it‘s time to try something new.  Some have argued that consciousness, for Locke is best 

understood as self-consciousness, namely the awareness that I am perceiving constituent of any 

ordinary perception.
19

  In II.xxvii of the Essay, however, we see an ambiguity in Locke‘s use of 

the term ‗consciousness‘.  Locke seems to see consciousness as both the state internal to an act of 

perception by means of which we are aware of ourselves as perceiving and as the ongoing self 

we are aware of in these conscious states.  The first sense of consciousness is a momentary 

psychological state of myself as perceiving, say, past and present ideas.  The second sense of 

consciousness is the objective fact of an ongoing consciousness.  In this paper, I will make the 

textual argument why we should read Locke as having a conception of a metaphysical fact of a 

continuing consciousness that does not appeal to substance to establish its continuity.  That is, 

consciousness is something that endures through our momentary conscious states of ourselves 

even if the full duration of a continuing consciousness is known only by God.  Therefore, the 

metaphysical fact of consciousness is philosophically distinguished from the phenomenological 

fact of my experience of it.  Although the text bears out that Locke seemed to think there is a fact 

of an ongoing consciousness, I will argue that it is consistent with his reluctance elsewhere that 

he makes no further epistemological or ontological claims about it.  I will also reconcile the 

interpretation with seemingly conflicting passages concerning the relation of consciousness to 

memory. 
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There is a familiar story about Kant's relationship to Hume.  According to it, Hume‘s account of 

causation presented Kant with a challenge.  Hume denied the a priori origin of the concept of 

cause and so the a priori justification of all causal judgments. And Kant responded to a 

generalized version of these denials in the Metaphysical and Transcendental Deductions of the 

first Critique by determining the number and establishing the objective validity of the pure 

concepts of the understanding.  The familiar story thus makes Hume‘s philosophy into a 

cautionary tale for Kant, one whose main service to was demonstrate the urgency of providing 

the arguments of the Transcendental Analytic and whose moral is that the use of exclusively 

empirical principles to explain human cognition leads invariably to skepticism.  Aspects of this 

story are as old as the Critique itself.
20

  It was promulgated by the first generation of German 

philosophers writing in Kant's wake.
21

  And it quickly found its way into historical treatments of 

philosophy in the second half of the eighteenth-century.
22

   

 

But there is also a second story, not nearly as familiar but equally old and equally important.  

According to it, Kant and Hume have much more in common than their well-known 

disagreement over the status of causal judgments would suggest.  Each is critical of rationalist 

attempts to cognize supersensible objects such as God and the soul, and each develops his 

account of cognition, in part, to demonstrate the futility of these attempts.  J. G. Hamann 

recognized this affinity with Hume in 1781 when he wrote to Herder that Kant's critique of 

speculative theology had earned him the title of a ‗Prussian Hume‘.
23

  And nearly two hundred 

years later, it was Hamann's comment that inspired Lewis White Beck to argue that Hume might 

well be thought of as a ‗Scottish Kant‘.
24

  More recently, Manfred Kuehn, Gary Hatfield, and 
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Eric Watkins have each expanded on Hamann's suggestion, arguing that Kant viewed Hume's 

philosophy as a forerunner to his own critique of metaphysics.
25

  

 

One story thus emphasizes Kant‘s differences with Hume and recognizes few if any affinities, 

while the other recognizes deep affinities and insists that they are at least as important as the 

differences.  In this paper, I shall defend a version of the second story. But I begin by raising 

doubts about the most recent and radical version of it, articulated by Wayne Waxman.
26

  Like 

Hamann and others, Waxman emphasizes that demonstrating the limitations of rationalist 

accounts of cognition (including rationalist views about cognition of supersensible objects) is 

important to both Kant and Hume.  But on his view, the affinities between Kant and Hume run 

even deeper.  For it is only Hume‘s failure to consider the possibility of a priori sensible 

intuition that Waxman believes kept Hume from developing two views we today regard as 

quintessentially Kantian: transcendental idealism and a synthetic a priori account of causal and 

mathematical judgments.
27

  Thus, on Waxman‘s view, it is Kant‘s use of the a priori intuitions of 

space and time in his account of cognition that has created the illusion of radical discontinuity 

between Kant and Hume where there is in fact great and hitherto unnoticed continuity.  

 

To be sure, Kant‘s affinities with Hume have been neglected.  But I believe Waxman‘s reading 

of them should be resisted.  As I discuss in section one, this reading relies crucially on claims 

about Hume‘s influence on Kant and, conversely, Kant‘s debt to Hume.  But Waxman‘s account 

of this influence is, I believe, difficult (if not impossible) to reconcile with many of the central 

views Kant wants to defend the Critique.  In section two, I discuss these views and the 

difficulties with reconciling them with Waxman‘s claim that the core of Kant‘s debt to Hume lies 

in his adoption of what Waxman calls sensibilism and psychologism.   

 

Despite the difficulties with Waxman‘s view, we should not ignore the numerous passages in 

which Kant credits Hume with having both anticipated and influenced his views in the Critique. 

And in section three, I introduce my own, more modest proposal regarding Kant‘s debt to Hume.  

In section four, I then conclude with some remarks about why this debt is the modest one I have 

described. As I hope to show in these last two sections, Kant credited Hume with being the first 

to argue that an analysis of the mind and the sources of its representations can yield strong 

arguments against rationalist claims to cognition of supersensible objects and regarded this 

analysis as important (albeit a fundamentally flawed) forerunner of his arguments in the Critique. 
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It was a commonplace in eighteenth century British moral philosophy that though there may 

have been strenuous disagreement concerning the ―theory of morals,‖ which addressed the 

grounds for and nature of morality, almost everyone agreed concerning ―practical ethics,‖ which 

included the main content of morality.  To simplify: philosophers concurred about what we 

ought to do and be, but not about why.  

It turned out, however, that Hume was in this, as in many other things, an exception.  His 

account of the nature and catalogue of the virtues elicited very strong criticisms.  I argue that 

attention to these criticisms and to the standard picture of the virtues that Hume attacked 

illuminates both Hume‘s moral philosophy and the character of eighteenth century moral 

philosophy as a whole.      

This paper is organized around two well-known claims that Hume makes about his account of 

the virtues—claims that we often consider to be unproblematic but that his contemporaries 

thought were wrong.   

The first claim comes in a letter to Hutcheson during the composition of the Treatise. Hume 

observes that ―Upon the whole, I desire to take my catalogue of Virtues from Cicero‘s Offices, 

not from the Whole Duty of Man. I had, indeed, the former Book in my Eye in all my 

Reasonings.‖  

Now, it is undoubtedly true that Hume favors De Officiis over the famous seventeenth century 

Anglican work of practical divinity. But for Hume‘s philosophical contemporaries, Hume was 

still too far away from Cicero, and this distance revealed something deeply wrong about Hume‘s 

treatment of the nature of the virtues.  Most importantly, by identifying the virtues as qualities 

agreeable or useful to oneself or others, Hume rejected (so his critics thought) the link between 

virtue and honestas (honorableness), and thereby declared himself an Epicurean (and a moral 

sceptic) rather than a Ciceronian. This meant that Hume essentially failed to appreciate the 

nature of morality, which helped to explain his inability to distinguish between truly moral 

qualities like justice and merely amiable qualities like wit.  

The second well-known claim comes in the Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals after 

Hume divides the main content of morality—the constituents of ―personal merit‖—into those 

qualities agreeable to ourselves or others.  He argues that no other virtues will ever be allowed 

―where men judge of things by their natural, unprejudiced reason, without the delusive glosses of 

superstition and false religion.‖ For all of Hume‘s matter-of-factness, however, his enumeration 

of the virtues was both highly unusual and polemical. 

According to his contemporaries, whose views on the virtues I discuss, Hume‘s list of the virtues 

was both too inclusive and too exclusive.  It included qualities that were simply not virtues (e.g. 

cleanliness).  And to the great consternation of people like Reid and Price, Hume‘s list not only 

omitted ―monkish virtues‖—it also left out piety. In so doing, Hume had essentially grouped 

many of his philosophical colleagues, who styled themselves enemies of religious superstition 



and enthusiasm, with the conservative Presbyterians and Methodists they opposed.  Everyone 

caught this implication of Hume‘s catalogue of virtues (though present-day writers on Hume 

miss it), and it represented an attack both on the standard lists of the virtues and on the popular 

compromise that most moral philosophers of the century had reached with religion.  

I conclude by arguing that close, contextual attention to Hume‘s taxonomy of the virtues reveals 

essential information about Hume‘s moral philosophy and its relation to eighteenth century 

thought. First, his account of the virtues indicates how he identifies with Epicurean moral 

thought and rejects the Christian Stoicism that dominated most moral philosophy in the period. 

Second, his list of the virtues represents a knowing rejection of the natural law practical ethics 

taught in almost every university and academy in Britain.  Without appreciating these two major 

points about how Hume situates his writing against that of his contemporaries, it is impossible 

for us to understand what Hume is trying to do in his moral philosophy, which often, in turn, 

compromises our ability to comprehend his particular arguments about morals.  



Good Sense, Art, and Morality in Hume’s “Of the Standard of Taste” 
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In his only major foray into aesthetics, the essay ―Of the Standard of Taste,‖ David Hume writes: 

[W]here vicious manners are described, without being marked with the proper 

characters of blame and disapprobation, this must be allowed to disfigure the 

poem, and to be a real deformity. I cannot, nor is it proper I should, enter into 

such sentiments; and…I can never relish the composition.
28

 

This brief, though striking, passage has recently attracted much attention from philosophers 

interested in the relationship between morality and art. More specifically, Hume‘s remark has 

served as a springboard for two prominent debates in the recent aesthetics literature. First, 

philosophers such as Noël Carroll and Berys Gaut have presented influential arguments for 

moralism (i.e., the thesis that any artwork which presents a morally flawed outlook is to some 

extent aesthetically flawed as a result) inspired by Hume‘s passage.
29

 Second, philosophers such 

as Kendall Walton and Richard Moran have characterized this same passage as the first to 

acknowledge a particular phenomenon that aestheticians recently have been at pains to explain—

namely, the phenomenon of imaginative resistance (i.e., the fact that readers often refuse to 

―play along‖ when authors describe fictional scenarios where, for example, murder is 

valorous).
30

 

However, while Hume‘s essay has played an important role inspiring the current discussions of 

moralism and imaginative resistance, Hume‘s own arguments here have confused and puzzled 

commentators. In fact, Hume‘s own position routinely has been criticized as incoherent. To 

begin, as various commentators have noted, Hume‘s moralism appears to contradict his own 

pronouncement earlier in ―Of the Standard of the Taste‖ that true judges of artworks (whose joint 

opinion constitutes the true standard of taste) must view artworks from the perspectives of their 

intended audiences and, thus, be free of prejudice.
31

 And yet, The Iliad and The Odyssey (which 

Hume admits suffer aesthetically from Homer‘s morally flawed outlook) obviously were 

intended for an audience that shared Homer‘s ancient values. How, then, can Hume argue for 

moralism without contradicting his own freedom from prejudice requirement? And 

commentators also have dismissed Hume‘s own attitude towards imaginative resistance as 

contradictory. Richard Moran, for instance, has claimed that Hume‘s argument ultimately 

appears to rely on the contradictory claim that our moral sentiments are both highly resistant to 

change and extremely fragile. 

In this essay, I defend the coherence of Hume‘s position against these two objections. 

Specifically, I argue that both criticisms fail to appreciate the role that Hume‘s aesthetic theory 
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assigns to the faculty of ―good sense.‖
32

 Hume explicitly claims that true judges must possess 

good sense, and Peter Kivy previously has argued that Hume‘s emphasis on good sense signifies 

an important departure from the earlier aesthetics of Francis Hutcheson.
33

 However, there has 

been no attempt to extend Hume‘s view of good sense specifically to his discussion of the 

relationship between art and morality, despite the existence of strong textual evidence for such 

an extension. 

In fact, by referring to the role that good sense plays in Hume‘s theory, we will be able to see 

(contrary to the popular suggestion of Moran and others) that Hume‘s argument does not rely on 

the thesis that our moral sentiments are exceptionally fragile—a thesis that, as I will further 

argue, Hume actually rejects in ―The Sceptic.‖ Hume, thus, avoids Moran‘s charge of 

incoherence. Additionally, the alleged tension between Hume‘s moralism and his own freedom 

from prejudice requirement can be resolved once we recognize that Hume‘s freedom from 

prejudice requirement and his moralism are both governed by a more general theory of good 

sense, or so I will argue. And, finally, we will see that, when properly construed in terms of good 

sense, Hume‘s argument not only anticipates many of Carroll and Gaut‘s best points in favor of 

moralism but also avoids a major objection to Carroll and Gaut‘s own arguments—namely, that 

their arguments show not that artworks with morally depraved outlooks possess diminished 

aesthetic value but merely that the aesthetic value of such artworks is simply inaccessible to 

morally upright audiences. 

Of course, emphasizing the role that good sense plays in Hume‘s theory does not only provide 

Hume with a more interesting argument. It also illustrates the importance that further research on 

Hume‘s aesthetics should place on Hume‘s theory of good sense, especially (as I will conclude 

by discussing) when examining the analogies and disanalogies between Hume‘s own aesthetic 

and moral theories. 
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