Introduction

In this Introduction there are three questions considered: first, when did the eighteenth century in British philosophy begin and end? Secondly, is there a reason to talk in terms of British philosophy in this period, as different and distinct from English, Scottish, Welsh, and possibly also Irish and American philosophy? Thirdly, how should philosophy be defined in an eighteenth-century British context? Then the unit endeavours to explain the structure of the volume, and give a brief indication of the content of each chapter.

It is obvious, that there is no very good reason why the history of philosophy should be divided up into centuries. Nothing happened in 1700and in 1800 to demarcate that 100 years of philosophizing, in Britain or anywhere else, from what had gone before and what was to come after. ‘Eighteenth-century British philosophy’ is in fact often supposed to have begun before the seventeenth century ended, with the publication in 1690 of John Locke’s Essay “Concerning Human Understanding”. Almost everything that Locke published appeared in the last decade of the seventeenth century, and, as the editors of the Thoemmes Press Dictionary of Eighteenth-Century British Philosophers remark, it is hard to imagine a history of eighteenth-century British philosophy that did not include Locke (Yolton, Price, and Stephens1999: vii). Locke’s place at the beginning of the period is secure even when it is acknowledged that several aspects of his philosophy are indicative of an immersion in currents of thought usually thought to have dried up, or at least gone underground, by the beginning of the eighteenth century. 1

Dating the conclusion of British philosophy’s eighteenth century is more difficult. The French Revolution had a dramatic impact on political thought in Britain, as on everything else, both in so far as it inspired newly confident assertions of universal civil and political rights by some, and in so far as it forced a rethinking by others of the relation between the British constitution and its past. But the debates occasioned in the 1760s and 1770s by John Wilkes and by events in America had already broken down the moderate opposition consensus and seen the formulation of radical republican criticisms of the post-1688 political order. In religion, too, things were changing significantly long before the century was out. The growing success of evangelical Christianity in Britain was altering the understanding of the nature and basis of religious belief, heralding the end of the confident libertarianism that might be thought characteristic of Britain in the eighteenth century. In the philosophical study of mind, on the other hand, especially in the Scottish universities where the greatest progress was supposed to have been made in these subjects, there was no sign of very significant change until the 1820s at the earliest.
A distinctively nineteenth-century philosophy of mind took shape only gradually, with the slow take-up of Kant and post-Kantian German philosophy, with the equally slow separation off of ‘psychology’ from philosophy. And in philosophical ethics, it was not until the invention of ‘utilitarianism’ that the debates of the eighteenth century began to be superseded. No single end-date for the eighteenth century in British philosophy has been imposed here.

Can it be said that there was during the eighteenth century such a thing as ‘British philosophy’, as distinct from English philosophy and Scottish philosophy and Welsh philosophy? Are Irish writers on philosophical subjects to be regarded as British? What about the philosophers of America? One is able to put the last of these questions to one side, because there is an Oxford Handbook of American Philosophy that begins with a chapter on ‘Jonathan Edwards and Eighteenth-Century Religious Philosophy’ (Misak 2008: 1–18). And no one has asserted that the fact that there were eighteenth-century Welsh philosophers—most notably Richard Price—is a reason to believe that there was then such a thing as ‘Welsh philosophy’. 3 On the other hand, the existence of a tradition of Irish philosophy, beginning on one account in the seventh century of the Christian era, has certainly been affirmed (see Duddy 2002; 2004). A list of eighteenth-century Irish philosophers would include, at a minimum, William Molyneux (if Locke was an eighteenth-century philosopher, so was Molyneux), John Toland, Peter Browne, Edward Synge, William King, Robert Clayton George Berkeley, Francis Hutcheson, Philip Skelton, and Edmund Burke.

That there was in the eighteenth century a Scottish philosophy different and distinct from English philosophy was first asserted, in a distinctly hostile manner, by Joseph Priestley in his 1774 Examination of works by Reid, Beattie, and Oswald. These Scottish writers, Priestley claimed, had betrayed the Lockean philosophy, as would be obvious when their works were criticized using the principles Priestley had imbibed from Hartley. Where Hartley had established ‘a new and most extensive science ’, the common sense philosophers of Scotland postulated a chaos of supposedly original instincts that explained nothing, and apparently sought to explain nothing (Priestley 1774: xix–xxi).
Forty years later, in two ‘Dissertations’ written for the Encyclopædia Britannica in 1815 and 1821, Dugald Stewart turned Priestley’s argument on its head. What distinguished Scottish ‘metaphysics’, according to Stewart, was indeed the fact that it refrained from making ‘gratuitous and wild conjectures’ such as characterized the work of Hartley, Bonnet, and their followers (Stewart 1854: Vol. 1, 434). But this was to their credit. Stewart depicted Hume, Reid, Campbell, and Smith as having learned the lessons of the Essay Concerning “Human Understanding” better than almost of all of ‘Mr. Locke’s English disciples’ (Stewart 1854: Vol. 1, 473). At the end of the nineteenth century a series of writers proclaimed anew the virtues of ‘the Scottish school’, distinguished and differentiated not only from English philosophy but also from German (e.g., Seth 1885; Graham 1901; Laurie 1902). They had been preceded by the Scottish American James McCosh, in a study of the ‘peculiar philosophy’ of Scotland ‘in its relation to the national character’. ‘The Scottish philosophy’, McCosh claimed, ‘possesses a unity, not only in the circumstances that its expounders have been Scotchmen, but also, and more specially in its method, its doctrines, and its spirit’. Its method, ‘professedly and really’, was that of ‘observation’; ‘It employs self-consciousness as the instrument of observation’; and ‘By the observations of consciousness, principles are reached which are prior to and independent of experience’ 


Is it proper to look also for a distinctively English philosophy in the eighteenth century? Leslie Stephen published his two-volume History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century in 1876, but the book’s title is, at best, no more than a particularly flagrant example of perennial English carelessness when it comes to the meaning of the word ‘England’ and its cognates. By ‘English’ Stephen meant ‘British’. So did William Sorley in his History of English Philosophy (1920). So far, no one has sought to present a systematic, as distinct from a polemical (as with Priestley), characterization of an eighteenth-century ‘English school’ of philosophy, where by ‘English’ would be meant ‘not Scottish—or Welsh, or Irish, or American’. What has been looked for, though, and found, is an English version of the Enlightenment. When historians grew sceptical of the confidence shown in some quarters that the Enlightenment was by definition anti-authoritarian and anti-clerical in its politics, materialist and deterministic in its metaphysics, pagan if not atheistic in its religion—in a word, French—interest grew in the idea that different ‘national contexts’ begot different Enlightenments.

So much for eighteenth-century and for British . What of philosophy ? What was it in Britain during the period this that this study covers? Definitions of ‘philosophy’ in dictionaries and encyclopædias of the time suggest that it would not be wise to take it for granted that nothing has changed over the past two or three centuries when it comes to the understanding of what the tasks of philosophy are and how those tasks should be prosecuted. In his Cyclopædia (fi rst edn. 1728), for example, Ephraim Chambers defined‘Philosophy’ as ‘the knowledge or study of nature and morality, founded on reason and experience’. ‘Philosophy may be divided into two branches, or considered under two habitudes’, Chambers claimed, ‘ theoretical and practical ’. ‘Theoretical, or speculative )theoretical/ abstract) philosophy,’ he continued, ‘is that employed in mere contemplation, and which terminates therein. Such is physics, which is a bare contemplation of nature, and natural things’; and ‘Theoretical philosophy, again, is usually subdivided into three, viz. pneumaticks; physics , or somatics ; and metaphysics , or ontologia .’ Practical philosophy, on the other hand, ‘is that which lays down the rules of vertuous and happy life; and excites us to the practice thereof’. Practical philosophy ‘is properly ethics alone, or the method of leading a virtuous and happy life: Yet, most authors divide it into two, answerably to the two sorts of human actions to be directed thereby, viz. logics , which govern the operations of the understanding . . . and ethics properly so called, which direct those of the will’ (Chambers 1728: Vol. 2, 803). The first edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica (1768–71) followed Chambers’s lead, defining philosophy as ‘the knowledge or study of nature and morality, founded on reason and experience’. It added: ‘See Mechanics, Optics, Astronomy, Logic, Morals, &c.’ (Smellie 1768–71: Vol. 3, 477). Samuel Johnson (1755) gave four definitions of ‘Philosophy’: ‘1. Knowledge natural or moral. . . . 2. Hypothesis or system upon which natural effects are explained. . . . 3. Reasoning; argumentation. . . . 4. The course of sciences read in the schools. . . . .’. Thomas Sheridan in his Complete Dictionary of the English Language (1790) followed Johnson to the letter.


