DIRECTING THE CONSCIENCE AND CULTIVATING THE MIND: PRACTICAL ETHICS IN
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY BRITAIN
In 1794, Dugald Stewart surveyed modern moral philosophy and noted its two parts, “the one
comprehending the theory of Morals, and the other its practical doctrines” (Stewart, 1982). Though

studies giving serious and often excellent attention to modern British moral philosophy have increased in



mind’s moral capacities. A georgics of the mind identified the different types of moral temperament,
analyzed diseases of the mind (i.e. various passions), and suggested remedies for those diseases. Other
philosophers, relying less on Bacon, emphasized the influence that moving descriptions of moral
phenomena could have on readers (Hume famously described this approach to morals by analogy with
painting and in contrast to anatomy). Both these styles of moral cultivation produced writing and
teaching that often differed dramatically, in form and content, from that found within speculative ethics.
Directing the Conscience and Cultivating the Mind will contribute to the humanities in a number
of ways. First, it addresses a serious gap in our picture of the moral philosophy of the period, connects

that philosophy more closely to the “general values” that characterize Enlightenment thought (e.g. an



greater willingness to offer coherent moral systems meant to direct us in the whole of life (rather than, as
in present-day applied ethics, principally in our roles as professionals or citizens). This is not to argue, of
course, that we will or should end up preferring eighteenth century models of practical ethics (though this
is not out of the question). It is to claim that attention to eighteenth century alternatives will deepen our
understanding of what practical ethics can be about and what purposes it can serve.

Finally and perhaps most importantly, though this project’s immediate goal is historical,
philosophical interests motivate it. In particular, | argue that in order to study the practical ethics of the
period we must concentrate throughout on what the purpose of moral philosophy was and on why it
mattered. The eighteenth century offered reasons to care about moral philosophy that often emphasized
the ways in which philosophy can improve us and that are frequently different from our own. These
reasons challenge us to understand, and potentially reconsider, our sense of why philosophy matters

today



5. The Other Part of the “Science of Ethics”: The Theory of Morals and the Problem of
Scepticism
6. Directing Conscience: Taxonomies of Duties, Virtues, and Rights
7. Relating the Two Parts of Ethics: How Does Metaphysics Affect Morals?
Practical Ethics Part I1: Cultivating the Mind
8. Eighteenth Century Accounts of Moral Failing
9. Writing Moral Philosophy: Hutcheson, Hume, and ‘Painting” Morals
10. ‘A Delicate and an Accurate Pencil’: Adam Smith, Description, and Philosophy as Moral
Education
11. Mandeville, Licentious Philosophy, and the Threat of Corruption
Practical Ethics Today
12. Ignored Alternatives: Eighteenth Century Insights into the Structure and Purposes of

Present-Day Moral Philosophy

Three sections constitute the bulk of the study. The section on context will identify the relevant
institutional and economic, cultural, and intellectual backgrounds for understanding the acts—writing,

publishing, and reading—responsible for producing and interpreting the seminal texts of eighteenth



differences between the taxonomies, and explores how they were supposed to direct the conscience. The
final chapter addresses the problem of the relation between the theory of morals and systems of practical

ethics. Did the latter depend upon the former? If so, why is it that philosophers can seemingly agree on
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