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We grasp the world by ear, by heart, by head,
And keep it in a soft continuingness
That we first learned to get by soul, or something.

John Hollander, ‘By Heart’
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Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to show that eighteenth-century Scottish sentimental
literature is founded in contemporary Scottish philosophical theory; that is,
that during the eighteenth century, Scottish sentimental literature assimilated
in various ways the empiricism central to Scottish Enlightenment thought.
Sentimental literature was intended to improve the reader, morally, and the
key to the connection between Scottish literature and philosophy of the
period lies in the way the concept of moral and societal ‘improvement’ was
understood during the latter half of the century. Three texts have been used
to explore the influences on Scottish sentimental fiction: Adam Smith, The
Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), which puts forward a theory of the
development of moral concepts; Henry Mackenzie, The Man of Feeling
(1771), an extremely successful novel, now considered paradigmatic of
sentimental fiction of the period; and James Macpherson, Fragments of
Ancient Poetry (1760), allegedly authentic third-century bardic poetry,
collected, transcribed and translated into English by Macpherson, which
became extremely popular as sentimental literature, while also raising a
storm of academic controversy over its authenticity as the product of a
primitive and hence unimproved society.! The claim is that the concept of
moral and social improvement which is at play in Mackenzie’s novel and
which is also central to the debate over the authenticity of the Fragments, is
that which is developed in Smith’s Moral Sentiments.

The idea that Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling draws on Smith’s moral
theory is not new. For example, Gerard Barker finds in Mackenzie’s work
generally, evidence of ‘a comprehensive theory of individual psychology’

which he ascribes to Smith, while E.A. Baker claims more strongly that ‘The

1 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759, 6" edn 1790), ed. D.
Raphael and A.L. Macfie (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1984); hereafter
TMS; references are given by part, section, chapter and paragraph nos; Henry
Mackenzie, The Man of Feeling (1771), ed. Brian Vickers (London: Oxford
University Press, 1967), hereafter MF; James Macpherson, Fragments of
Ancient Poetry, repr. in The Poems of Ossian and Related Works (1760--73),
ed. H. Gaskill (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996).



Man of Feeling is The Theory of Moral Sentiments in action.”> However, the
account of the connection between the two texts which is developed here is
distinctive in that it depends on a strongly revisionist interpretation of the
structure and content of Smith’s Moral Sentiments. Frequently, present-day
commentators are eluded by Smith’s intention in the Moral Sentiments, and
regard it as a normative ethics driven by obscure moralising. By contrast, the
claim here is that the Moral Sentiments is a rigorously empiricist, strongly
Newtonian, hypothetico-deductive theory of the origin and development of
morality and virtue. That is, the claim is that Smith was not prescribing
morally correct behaviour — not describing how men ought to behave — but
attempting to analyse the moral elements in man’s actual behaviour, that is,
he was attempting to identify and characterise the fundamental elements of
behaviour which was already generally recognised to be moral. This
revisionist reading of Smith’s Moral Sentiments yields a model of man’s
conceptual development which subsequently can be seen at work in Smith’s
writing generally. Smith’s various inquiries into law, language, rhetoric and
belles-lettres, economics and religion, amongst others, each furnish the same
kind of explanatory model of development, and consequently, each area of
study can be regarded as contributing to an attempt at a comprehensive
scientific account of the nature of man and of society.’

The model is context-sensitive, but none the less its parameters draw

Smith’s work together. The model also dissolves ‘Das Adam Smith

? Gerard A. Barker, Henry Mackenzie (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1975), pp.
28-9; E.A. Baker, The History of the English Novel, X vols (London: H.F.
and G. Witherby, 1929-39), vol. V, p. 35, quoted in James Buchan, Crowded
with Genius: The Scottish Enlightenment: Edinburgh’s Moment of the Mind
(New York: HarperCollins, 2003), p. 303.

> As noted by Dugald Stewart, who during the course of a discussion of
Smith’s dissertation on the origin of language, describes his work generally
as showing evidence of an interest in ‘a particular sort of inquiry ... entirely
of modern origin, and which seems, in a peculiar degree, to have interested
Mr Smith’s curiosity’. Stewart continues: ‘[A similar line of inquiry] may be
traced in all [Smith’s] different works, moral, political, or literary; and on all
these subjects he has exemplified it with the happiest success’ (Dugald
Stewart, ‘Account of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith, LL.D.” (1793),
repr. in Adam Smith, Essays on Philosophical Subjects with Dugald
Stewart’s Account of Adam Smith (1795), ed. 1.S. Ross (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1980), pp. 269-351, 11.44).



problem’, an alleged contradiction in Smith’s theory of man, which has
exercised scholars since the publication of the Wealth of Nations was first
published in 1776.* What has been understood as contradiction between
Smith’s ascription to man of a natural capacity for sympathy and sociability,
which is central to the Moral Sentiments, and the innate self-seeking drive
instrumental in Smith’s analysis of economic forces in the Wealth of Nations
is shown to be the result of failing to appreciate the context-sensitivity of
Smith’s model-theoretic explanation of the nature of social interaction.” That
is, the seeming incompatibility between Smith’s accounts of man’s nature
vanishes under the revisionist reading.

The revisionism is a consequence of taking seriously the importance that
Smith and his contemporaries gave to constructing a thoroughgoing
empirical and hence verifiable account of the nature of man. It is axiomatic
to any empiricist theory that knowledge of conceptual content is founded in
experience. We acquire a concept of blue, for example, by experiencing
instances of the colour blue. Similarly we acquire the concept colour through
experiencing what is coloured. When a theory treats conceptual content as
necessarily derived from experience, it introduces an intuitive ordering on the
acquisition of concepts. For example, according to empiricist epistemology,
we learn to understand the general concept colour by abstraction from the
conceptual content associated with individual colour terms. Our
understanding of the concept colour is epistemically dependent on our prior
understanding of individual colour terms, and, intuitively, this dependency
orders concepts from less to more abstract, and from simple to complex.

The idea that concepts are intrinsically ordered is presupposed in most

Enlightenment thought. It is particularly important to Scottish eighteenth-

* The phrase ‘Das Adam Smith problem’ was used by German economist
Joseph Schumpeter (1883-1950) to refer to what he deemed an
incompatibility within Smith’s writings, and the phrase has subsequently
been adopted as the name for this particular incompatibility issue. One of
the first to attempt to compare Smith’s economic man on the Wealth of
Nations with the naturally virtuous man in the Moral Sentiments was Dugald
Stewart, professor of moral philosophy at Edinburgh University from 1785 to
1820, and Smith’s first biographer; see Stewart, ‘Account’, pp. 314, IV, 11-
12.

> A mistake made by Janet Todd (Sensibility: An Introduction (London and
New York: Methuen, 1986), pp. 27-8).



century accounts of the nature and moral development of man and society.
In these accounts, it underpins the notion of improvement: what is taken to
be evidence of use by an individual or by a society of increasingly complex
or abstract concepts is regarded as indicative of progress or improvement. In
an individual, such progress is towards increased moral and social refinement,
or sensibility; and in a society it indicates development from the primitive to
the civilised.

Smith’s Moral Sentiments, in giving an account of the origin and
development of morality and virtue, concerns man’s capacity for moral
improvement — i.e. it concentrates on how and why man can improve — and
as such it is a project which entails no moral imperatives.  Sentimental
fiction, on the other hand, was written with the intention of actually
improving the reader, morally. Today, ‘sentimental’ describes an indulgence
in emotion purely for the sake of the resultant pleasurable sensations. During
the eighteenth century, the term had a richer connotation, and until late in the
century, carried none of the pejorative overtones often implied in current
usage.® Sentimentalism was a philosophical movement which held that man
is instinctively good, and that if he is able to act in accordance with his
nature, he will be happy. Love of humanity was deemed the highest of
virtues, and human nature was believed perfectible in this regard as well as
others, by appeal to feelings rather than reason.

By the second half of the eighteenth century, sentimental literature had
achieved cult status. Sentimentally instructive fictional writing aimed to
evince from the reader an emotional if not physical response to a display of
virtuous distress. The distressed are usually blameless victims, and their
miserable predicaments were described with the intention of prompting the
reader to admiration, or pity, or sympathetic tears. Scenes depicting virtue

beleaguered by fate or by the forces of evil were considered pathetically

® Mitzi Myers discusses Mary Wollstonecraft’s reviews of sentimental
literature written in the 1790s, showing her to have become bored with
‘infallible creatures’ who according Wollstonecraft ‘love and weep by rule’
(Mitzi Myers, ‘Sensibility and the “Walk of Reason™’, in Syndy McMillen
Conger (ed.), Sensibility in Transformation: Creative Resistance to Sentiment
from the Augustans to the Romantics (London and Toronto: Associated
Universities Presses, 1990), pp. 12044, p. 127).



beautiful and morally powerful, whether virtue emerged triumphant or
suffered defeat.

The Man of Feeling has become paradigmatic of late eighteenth-century
sentimental literature. Published in April 1771, it was Mackenzie’s first
novel. Although it was given a tepid reception at the hands of the critics, the
first impression sold out within three months.” It quickly became a gauge
against which a reader might measure her emotional responsiveness, and its
capacity for provoking tears was one of the few positive remarks made by an
otherwise less than enthusiastic contemporary reviewer: ‘the Reader, who
weeps not over some of the scenes it describes, has no sensibility of mind’ ®

The Man of Feeling is a curious novel. A slender volume, it has no
obvious plot, little action, and no continuity. The main character, Harley is
invariably and, at times, vexatiously unsuccessful, and the reader is denied

even a happy ending. According to Mackenzie’s fictitious editor, the book is

7 “[T]he libraries of Tunbridge Wells, Bath, and Cheltenham were besieged

by ladies demanding to be the first to read it’ (Henry Grey Graham, Scottish
Men of Letters in the Eighteenth Century (London: Adam & Charles, 1901),

quoted in Barker, Henry Mackenzie, p. 50). Mackenzie commented on the
unfavourable attitude of reviewers towards The Man of Feeling in a letter to
his cousin, Elizabeth Rose: ‘I am told, for I have not yet seen that Number,

that they have treated it very roughly’ (17 June 1771, Henry Mackenzie,

Letters to Elizabeth Rose of Kilravock: On Literature, Events and People, ed.

H.W. Drescher (Munster: Verlag Aschendorf, 1967), p. 89). In the same

letter Mackenzie remarked on a very different reaction from the general

readership: ‘The reception which the public Indulgence has given it has
exceeded all my expectations: the copies allotted for Edin’ were all sold out
in about a Week’s Time, and when a fresh Demand was made on London it
was found that the whole Impression had been already exhausted’, and on 1

June 1771, James Elphinstone, had written from London that The Man of
Feeling was receiving a ‘unanimous reception’ from the public, and that the

first edition had almost sold out. However, Elphinstone noted later (15 June

1771) that ‘the Monthly Reviewers’ had treated Harley ‘as they do every one
of a different cast from their own’ (Henry Mackenzie, Literature and Literati:
The Literary Correspondence and notebooks of Henry Mackenzie, vol. I: The

Letters 1766—1827, ed. H.W Drescher (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Peter
Lang, 1989), p. 55). Mackenzie read the review on 22 June, referring to it as
‘the sentence of the Monthly Reviewers’ in his reply to Elphinstone, and
commenting: ‘A judgment, so generally delivered, is not easily controverted,;

nor should it be my business to contradict it, tho I could’ (24 June 1771,

Letters 17661827, p. 55).

8 Anon., Monthly Review, XLIV (1771), quoted in Barker, Henry Mackenzie

p- 50.



‘a bundle of little episodes, put together without art, and of no importance,
with something of nature, and little else in them’ (MF, p. 5) and a first
reading is liable to leave one in complete agreement.

However, one conclusion of this thesis is that the editor’s description of
the book is false. It is argued here that, far from being a medley of episodes,
The Man of Feeling is a highly structured collection of moral essays; that the
essays are ordered according to the complexity of the moral puzzle posed by
each essay for Harley, and so also for the reader; and that the concept of
ethical complexity which supplies the architecture for the book is that which
is developed by Smith in his Moral Sentiments.

The Man of Feeling has the form of an edited version of a patchily
incomplete manuscript. The most obvious pattern for Mackenzie’s use of
this form is James Macpherson’s Fragments of Ancient Poetry, which really
is a bundle of little episodes.” There are enough tributes to Ossianic poetry in
The Man of Feeling to leave the informed reader with little doubt that
Mackenzie drew on Macpherson’s Ossian poems. The Ossian poems
appeared originally in three volumes: Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760),
Fingal, an Ancient Epic Poem in Six Books (1760-1) and Temora, an Epic
Poem in Eight Books (1763). The poems are presented as English
translations of authentic Gaelic poetry dating from the third century AD,
gathered in the Highlands by Macpherson. However, Macpherson professed
to have done more than just translate the poems; he claimed to have pieced
together various sources and restored the poems to their original voice,
reversing the corruption by bardic, and so oral, transmission through the
generations. The end result was embraced as a national epic and the
enthusiasm shown by the intellectual elite in Edinburgh quickly spread first

to England, then to Europe and even to North and South America.'® The

? Contra e.g. Brian Vickers who suggests that Mackenzie’s choice of
structure was influenced by the disjointed narrative found in Lawrence
Sterne, A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768) (Vickers,
‘Introduction’ to Henry Mackenzie, The Man of Feeling (1771), ed. Brian
Vickers (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. vii—xxiv, pp. Xii —xiv).
' Fiona Stafford, The Sublime Savage: James Macpherson and the Poems of
Ossian (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1988), p. 83; Uwe Boker,
‘The Marketing of Macpherson’, in Howard Gaskill (ed.), Ossian Revisited
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991), pp. 73-93, p. 74.



poems became very well known during the 1760s and in a letter written to
his cousin, Elizabeth Rose, in 1770, Mackenzie shows his familiarity with
the Ossianic corpus.11

Like The Man of Feeling, the Ossian poems became a ‘standard of
feeling’. For example, in his London Journal (1762-3), Boswell records
Thomas Sheridan’s comment that he and his wife ‘had fixed [the poems of
Ossian] as the standard of feeling, made it like a thermometer by which they
could judge of the warmth of everybody’s heart’.'” The sagas Fingal and
Temora honour Fingal, Ossian’s father and the tribe leader. The former saga
describes how Fingal and his warriors aided the Irish prince, Cuchullin, in
defending his land from the Danes. Temora relates the end of Fingal’s
leadership and the tribe’s involvement in what was effectively civil war in
Ireland.

As with Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling, what captured the attention of
contemporary readers was the poems’ sentimental content, which is most
obvious in the Fragments. The Fragments is a collection of short,
emotionally intense accounts of romantic love thwarted by death. Readers
were fascinated by the natural refinement of Ossianic heroes and by the ‘joy
of grief’ that came from contemplating an irretrievably lost past. The strange
imagery and the poetic prose reminiscent, stylistically, of the Bible, led
eighteenth-century readers to believe they had been made privy to the
thoughts and emotions of a preliterate, primitive society. Sheridan’s reaction
is representative: ‘These poems give us great light into the history of
mankind. We could not imagine that such sentiments of delicacy as well as
generosity could have existed in the breasts of rude, uncultivated people."3
The Ossian poems moved readers to tears with the plight of pure,

unselfish, romantic love worsted by fate. However, the appeal of the poems

lay in more than their ability to induce the pleasures of vicarious sorrow. As

""'In this letter Mackenzie mentions seeing the manuscript of a verse
transcription of Macpherson’s Fingal (1762) by John Wodrow (published
1771). Mackenzie dismisses Wodrow’s version as he considers ‘Rime’ to
disfigure ‘the wild Sublimity of Ossian’ conveyed so successfully by
Macpherson (12 May 1770, Mackenzie, Letters, pp. 45-6).

12 James Boswell, Boswell’s London Journal 1762—1 763, ed. Frederick A.
F}ottle (London: Reprint Society, 1951), 8 February 1763, p. 182.

Ibid.



Sheridan’s remark indicates, eighteenth-century readers were intrigued by the
unexpected tenor of feelings demonstrated by Ossian both through his choice
of events to chronicle and by the consideration with which he treated his
subjects. Members of primitive societies were not thought capable of
harbouring, much less celebrating, the kind of selfless, generous sentiments
lauded by Ossian.

Although the pedigree claimed by Macpherson for the poems became the
focus of heated controversy, their sentimental nature was taken by the
general reading public as evidence of Ossian’s genius. Ossian was deemed a
remarkable exception to the rule which predicted that primitive cultures
would not exhibit generosity of spirit.  Literary arguments for the
authenticity of the Ossian poems aimed to demonstrate that they conformed
to the norm in most other importantly relevant ways; for example, in
linguistic style and through the concreteness of descriptive detail, both of
which were characteristics associated with barbaric societies. The surprise, it
was claimed, came solely in the portrayal of social interaction between tribe
members, which revealed a level of concern for others at odds with the
volume of evidence for the primitivity of the tribe.

One of the more puzzling aspects of eighteenth-century responses to
Macpherson’s Ossianic corpus is the reasoning behind Ossian’s status as a
meritorious cultural anomaly. This is rarely addressed in current secondary
literature, where the reception of the Ossian poems tends to be explained by
general reference to the popularity of sentimentality. However, the reasons
why Ossian was accorded an anomalous status merit investigation, not least
because they show the degree to which Enlightenment theory had permeated
popular thought.

The selfless and generous content of the poems both startled and charmed
Macpherson’s readership because the development of the related emotions
was considered dependent on a more civilised social environment than that
depicted in the Ossianic corpus. The basis for this idea lies in eighteenth-
century empiricism, and Smith’s Moral Sentiments explains why. It
transpires that one consequence of Scottish Enlightenment thought was that
individual moral refinement and societal improvement could not be

considered intrinsically independent of each other. Their connection was

8



important to the eighteenth-century Scottish moralists — as was the converse:
that individual and societal degeneration were similarly inextricably linked.
These connections motivated much debate and social commentary by the
Scottish literati.

One of the more overt indications of Macpherson’s influence on
Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling is the inclusion by Mackenzie of an
encounter between a primitive warrior and a contemporary soldier. The
warrior is Ossianic. The encounter occurs in a section decrying British
colonial practice — a section particularly replete with pitiful scenes. Current
commentaries on the text tend to fail to give an adequate explanation of the
purpose of this section of the novel, suggesting either that Mackenzie was
pandering to the demand for sentimentality, or that he was overindulging his
love of pathos. By contrast, the claim here is that the context in which the
incident occurs suggests that Mackenzie was not merely alluding to Smith’s
Moral Sentiments but applying Smith’s account of the connection between
individual and societal moral values to Scottish eighteenth-century economic
policy at both domestic and imperial levels, to spell out the disastrous
consequences for Scottish society of policies which he and others regarded as
motivated by nothing more than greed and similar base objectives.

It has become evident that the proposed revisionist reading of Smith’s
Moral Sentiments imparts a unity of purpose to Smith’s writings as a whole,
one which is consonant with the preoccupations of Scottish Enlightenment
thought generally. This sheds light on why ‘the mob of the literati’ became
‘very loud in its praises’ for the Theory of Moral Sentiments soon after its
publication; and why Smith was regarded by his peers as ‘the First of our
Writers’.'* Reconsidering the work of Macpherson and Mackenzie from
within the framework of Smith’s theory suggests new approaches for
research into the work of these three significant Scottish writers of the mid-

to late eighteenth century.

' David Hume, Letter to Adam Smith, 12 April 1759, repr. in Dugald
Stewart Account, pp. 296-9, p. 298; Henry Mackenzie, Letter to William
Carmichael [1784], in Letters 1766—-1827, p. 124.



1 Stadial history and moral improvement
Reference has been made to Smith’s use of a model of concept-development
in the Moral Sentiments which is also found generally in his writings. The
model evolves out of his empiricism, which, as indicated above, imposes an
intuitive ordering relation on concepts, arraying them from simple to
complex and from concrete to abstract. The idea pervades Scottish
Enlightenment thought but is most accessible through Enlightenment writing
on history. In this context, the model is referred to as stadial or conjectural
history. Stadialism is at the core of Hugh Blair’s influential argument for the
authenticity of the Ossian poems, and it is pertinent to the discussion of the
structure of both the Moral Sentiments and The Man of Feeling. Since it is
frequently misrepresented in secondary literature it requires articulation.
Enlightenment historians placed great investment in the stadial
account of society, according to which, there are four discrete stages in the
development of a society: hunter-gatherer, pastoral, agricultural and
commercial. The move from one stage to another is progressive: the pastoral
stage is an improvement on the hunter-gatherer stage; the agricultural, an
improvement on the pastoral, and so on. The four-stage theory of societal
progress was described first by Adam Smith in the course of a set of lectures
on jurisprudence.'® Smith was concerned to give an account of property law,

the one area that did not appear to yield to a natural-rights theory:

1> A good example of confusion about the nature of stadial history is found in
Katie Trumpener’s discussion of Johnson’s use of stadial history in his 4
Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland (1775) (in Samuel Johnson and
James Boswell, Journey to the Hebrides, ed. lan McGowan (Edinburgh:
Canongate Classics, 1996)). Trumpener understands stadialism to be
determinist, and mistakes the context in which Adam Smith introduced the
stadial model of social development — his use of it to explicate the evolution
of property law — as an explanation of workings of the model itself, and
consequently incorrectly glosses all contexts in which the literati
subsequently used the model as based in considerations of property and
wealth; see Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 72-82.

'® The lectures were delivered in 1762/3, but the doctrine possibly occurred
in lectures he gave in Edinburgh as early as 1750 (Christopher Berry, The
Social Theory of the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1997), p. 93).

10



The only case where the origin of naturall rights is not altogether plain, is in
that of property. It does not at first appear evident that, e.g. any thing which
may suit another as well or even better than it does me, should belong to me
exclusively of all others barely because I have got it in my power; as for
instance, that an apple, which no doubt may be as agreeable and as usefull to
an other as it is to me, should be altogether appropriated to me and all others
excluded from it merely because I have pulled it of the tree.'”

Smith’s theory is that a society’s economic basis determines the kinds of
property laws that that society will develop; and that as society progresses,
the concept of property becomes increasingly abstract, because its members’
experience of property alters, and the concomitant relation of possession
becomes more abstract. Hunter-gatherers have very few possessions; they
can be said to own the creatures they kill and the fruit and plants they gather,
but since food is eaten immediately, members of hunter-gatherer societies
will not accumulate property. Property and possession are inseparable. What
may loosely be referred to as ‘property laws’, laws prohibiting theft, so
protecting the right of a person to his possessions, in hunter-gatherer
societies, according to Smith, concern only murder.

The second stage, the pastoral, introduces tangible possessions in the form
of herds and flocks. The notion of property at this stage will therefore be
markedly different from that of the hunter-gatherer stage. Property includes
objects which a person may accrue — it acquires temporal sustainability.
‘Property’ can also become extended to include symbolic marks of
possession — flocks marked in a specific manner will be regarded as the
property of their master simply by virtue of being recognisably distinguished

as his. Since property and here-and-now possession are no longer equivalent

'7 Adam Smith, Lectures on Jurisprudence, in Alexander Broadie (ed.), The
Scottish Enlightenment: An Anthology (Edinburgh: Canongate Classics,
1997), p. 478. Smith is here disputing John Locke’s theory of property,
according to which a man owns what he has laboured for, because he has
laboured for it. Locke’s theory of property starts from the premise that a
man’s own body is his own property, which, he argues, entails that ‘the
labour of his body and the work of his hands we may say are properly his.
Whatsoever then he removes out the state that nature hath provided and left it
in, he hath mixed his own labour with and joined to it something that is his
own, and thereby makes it his property’ (Locke, Two Treatises on Civil
Government, Second Treatise, sect. 27).
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— a shepherd’s flock remains identifiable his property even when the sheep
are allowed to roam freely — property becomes a more abstract concept.

The third and fourth stages introduce more changes in the notion of
property. The second stage is considered nomadic. The third stage is not.
At the third, agricultural stage, property laws become more complex by
virtue of the different kinds of objects which can become property — in
particular, land and houses. Property and possession also become clearly
distinguishable. One may own a house or land without occupying either, for
example, and laws protecting property, in accommodating this kind of non-
physical relation with one’s property, will be accordingly more complex —
and more abstract — than the property laws of societies in the previous stage.
The fourth stage, the commercial stage, sees the introduction of movable
property. There is commerce in land for example; bartering gives way to
fiscal exchange and eventually credit.'® The conclusions Smith reaches in
his Lectures on Jurisprudence are given in précis form in the Moral

Sentiments:

The most sacred laws of justice ... those whose violation seems to call
loudest for vengeance and punishment, are the laws which guard the life and
person of our neighbour; the next are those which guard his property and
possessions; and last of all come those which guard what are called his
personal rights, or what is due to him from the promises of others. (IL.ii.2.3)

The important features of Smith’s stadialism are that the four-stage theory
of societal progress is an heuristic; and that a change in a society’s property
laws is dependent on a change in its members’ concept of property. A
society is said to progress in this regard as its concept of property becomes
increasingly abstract. Justice in a society is ensured by a set of laws which
prohibit those actions which the society regards as punishable. Given
Smith’s empiricism, it follows that a society’s property laws can only
become increasingly more abstract when its members recognise that a
person’s property rights range over correspondingly increasingly more
abstract possessions. In other words, Smith’s four-stage theory encapsulates
the empiricist credo that concept-formation is dependent on experience. If a

hunter-gatherer has no experience of possession, then he will have no

18 Smith, Lectures on Jurisprudence, p. 479.
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concept of possession, and consequently no recognition of his right to
possession being violated.

Smith, like other Enlightenment thinkers, believed there to be universal
truths about human nature; truths to which people’s behaviour conformed.
The stadial theory was thought to be based on such universal truths, but
Smith was clear that stadialism was descriptive only — that fundamental
truths about human nature generated the stadial model which he was then
able to use as part of his explanation of the development of property law. In
other words, fundamental to Smith’s approach to social explanation is the
belief that social phenomena should be treated as evidence of the behavioural
trends of a society’s members, and not as determinants of that behaviour.
Any set of people under the circumstances of one or other stage of societal
development will naturally develop the same law-like patterns of behaviour
resulting in, for example, the same kinds of property laws, as any other set of
people at the same stage of societal development.

Enlightenment thinkers believed that observation of different kinds of
societies and the study of contemporary descriptions of past civilisations
would reveal law-like patterns in human behaviour which would be
descriptive (and not prescriptive) of human nature in general. To make these
inductions, they had to assume that all men are equal: that under the same
environmental, social and psychological conditions, any person would
behave in the same way as any other. But given the scope of the variable
parameters in these explanations — the variety of kinds, and of combinations
of kinds, of environmental and social conditions in which man might find
himself — it made sense to observe as many different kinds of social

groupings as possible.'” Only in this way could they be sure of identifying

" Boswell explains that these kinds of considerations fuelled his and
Johnson’s tour of the Highlands and Islands: ‘Dr. Johnson had for many years
given me hopes that we should go together, and visit the Hebrides. Martin’s
Account of those islands had impressed us with a notion that we might there
contemplate a system of life almost totally different from what we had been
accustomed to see’ (James Boswell, The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides
(1785), in Samuel Johnson and James Boswell, Journey to the Hebrides, ed.
[an McGowan (Edinburgh: Canongate Classics, 1996), p. 163). As Boswell
explains, the lure of the Hebrides — of their promised stark unfamiliarity —
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the true regularities in man’s behaviour, that is, of being able to differentiate
between actual law-like patterns of behaviour and coincidental or contingent
or accidental convergence of kinds of behaviour. For the eighteenth-century
theorist, the truly idiosyncratic had no place in the overarching explanatory
endeavour.?

Nothing in this account says anything about the movement from one stage
of society to another, and there are several reasons why the literati will have
shunned any kind of determinism in their accounts of the progress of society
— of its historiography.”!

First, they believed that all men are created equal — in the sense that there
is no inherent difference between members of different societies. This

thought is expressed by Hume:

Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places, that history informs
us of nothing new or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only to

was their primitive state: their ‘simplicity and wildness’, their ‘circumstances
of remote time or place’ (ibid.).

In addition, Johnson records his disappointment at finding the Island
communities recognisably altered by, and homogenous with, English mores
(disappointed, in fact, that the governmental measures to bring the Highlands
into line with the rest of the country had taken effect, in the Islands at least):
‘We came thither too late to see what we had expected, a people of peculiar
appearance, and a system of antiquated life. ... Such is the effect of the late
regulations, that a longer journey than to the Highlands must be taken by him
whose curiosity pants for the savage virtues and barbarous grandeur’
(Journey, p. 50).

Arguably, Johnson’s organisation of material in the Journey is influenced
by a stadialist perception of societal development.

20 Katie Trumpener gives a different account of the difference between
cultural historians and Enlightenment historians: the former ‘place their
emphasis very differently, insisting on a notion of cultural tradition left out of
the natural and national histories of the mainstream Enlightenment’ (Bardic
Nationalism, p. 29).

*! This is frequently misunderstood. For example, although Katie Trumpener
correctly characterises the Enlightenment model of history as ‘evolutionary,
emphasizing the inevitability with which each developmental stage, each
historical culture is replaced by the next, more advanced one’ (Bardic
Nationalism, p. 29), she understands Enlightenment accounts to depend on an
impersonal and endlessly recurring historical process to explain societal
change. But the impersonal changes in Enlightenment accounts are just those
which they camnot accommodate by natural laws, because these are
unpredictable, and so certainly would not represent them as ‘endlessly
recurring’.
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discover the constant and universal principles of human nature, by showing
them in all varieties of circumstances and situations, and furnishing us with
materials from which we may form our observations and become acquainted
with the regular springs of human action and behaviour;*?

by Adam Ferguson:

Nature, therefore, we shall presume, having given to every animal its mode
of existence, its dispositions and manner of life, has dealt equally with those
of the human race; and the natural historian who would collect the properties
of this species, may fill up every article now, as well as he could have done
in any former age. Yet one property by which man is distinguished, has been
sometimes overlooked in the account of his nature. Or has only served to
mislead our attention. ... [I]n the human kind, the species has a progress as
well as the individual; they build in every subsequent age on foundations
formerly laid; and, in a succession of years, tend to a perfection in the
application of their faculties, to which the aid of long experience is rec!uired,
and to which many generations must have combined their endeavours;’

and by William Robertson:

Our human mind, whenever it is placed in the same situation will, in ages the
most distant, and in countries the most remote, assume the same form, and be
distinguished by the same manners.**

It also underpins Millar’s justification for history and anthropology:

To investigate the causes of different usages [of law] has been likewise
esteemed an useful as well as entertaining speculation. When we
contemplate the amazing diversity to be found in the laws of different
countries, and even of the same country at different periods, our curiosity is
naturally excited to enquire in what manner mankind have been led to
embrace such different rules of conduct; and at the same time it is evident,
that, unless we are acquainted with the circumstances which have
recommended any set of regulations, we cannot form a just notion of their
utility, or even determine, in any case, how far they are practicable.?”

2 Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Nature (1748), quoted in Alexander
Broadie, The Scottish Enlightenment: The Historical Age of the Historical
Nation (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2001), p. 63.

3 Adam Ferguson, 4n Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), part I
sect. 1, quoted in Broadie, Anthology, p. 502. Ferguson here states only that
generation of experience serves to perfect the use of faculties; it does not
endow them. Man’s capacity for certain behaviour is brought out by certain
societal conditions, not created by them.

% William Robertson, quoted in Broadie, The Historical Age of the
Historical Nation, p. 69.

» John Millar, The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks (1771/1779), in
Broadie, Anthology, p. 490.
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Second, the literati were well aware that the collapse of the Roman
Empire, which precipitated the cultural impoverishment of western Europe,
demonstrated that movement from one stage to another is not always
forwards, so not always lineal. Furthermore, a community may move from
one stage to another through all manner of accidental and so unpredictable

causes — as is acknowledged by both John Millar and Dugald Stewart:

Various accidental causes, indeed, have contributed to accelerate or to retard
this advancement [in human society] in different countries. It has even
happened that nations, being placed at a particular period, have been so
habituated to the peculiar manners of that age as to retain a strong tincture of
those peculiarities, through every subsequent revolution.

. when different theoretical histories are proposed by different writers, of
the progress of the human mind in any one line of exertion, these theories are
not always to be understood as standing in opposition to each other. If the
progress delineated in all of them be plausible, it is possible at least, that they
may all have been realized; for human affairs never exhibit, in any two
instances, a perfect uniformity. But whether they have been realized or no, is
often a question of little consequence. In most cases, it is of more
importance to ascertain the progress that is the most simple, than the progress
that is the most agreeable to fact; for, paradoxical as the proposition may
appear, it is certainly true, that the real progress is not always the most
natural, It may have been determined by particular accidents, which are not
likely again to occur, and which cannot be considered as forming any part of
that general provision which nature has made for the improvement of the
race, to again occur.?

And Hume aside, the literati had to accommodate God, or Providence in their
accounts, Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ perhaps being the most well known
of such accommodations.

Finally, and most significantly, according to Enlightenment thought,
man’s behaviour could not at bottom be regarded as fully explicable, because
he is essentially a moral agent, which implies he has free will, and hence has
both the capacity for decision-making, and the capacity for irrationality,
which is by definition, behaviour which is unpredictable. According to
Adam Smith, the non-rational components of man’s make-up — the senses,

passions and appetites — were superintended by the moral faculties:

% Millar, ibid. p. 492; Dugald Stewart, ‘Account of the Life and Writings of
Adam Smith LLD’ (1793), in Broadie, Anthology, pp. 673—4.
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Upon whatever we suppose that our moral faculties are founded, whether
upon a certain modification of reason, upon an original instinct, called a
moral sense, or upon some other principle of our nature, it cannot be doubted
that they were given us for the direction of our conduct in this life. ... they
were set up within us to be the supreme arbiters of all our actions, to
superintend our senses, passions, and appetites, and to judge how far each of
them was either to be indulged or restrained. ... what is agreeable to our
moral faculties, is fit, right, and proper to be done; the contrary, wrong, unfit,
and improper.

and although man acts rationally only when he acts in accordance with the
dictates of the moral faculties, this far from implies that he has no option but

to do so:

... The happiness of mankind, as of all other rational creatures, seems to have
been the original purpose intended by the Author of nature ... by acting
according to the dictates of our moral faculties, we necessarily pursue the
most effectual means for promoting the happiness of mankind ... By acting
otherways, on the contrary, we seem to obstruct, in some measure the scheme
which the Author of our nature has established for the happiness and
perfection of the world ... (TMS, 111, 5.5-5.7)

However, man’s nature was not considered in principle fully explicable.
From a philosophical and methodological perspective (one which limited
human inquiry even for a non-believer such a Hume) this followed from the
belief that man’s nature inherently comprised irrational elements — elements
that by definition could not yield up law-like descriptions of behaviour.
From a theological perspective, this was in keeping with the idea that the
discerned patterns were part of God’s universal architecture, and therefore
man’s understanding would necessarily be incomplete.

In 1729, Father Thomas Innes (1662—1744) published his Critical Essay
in which he undermined the evidentiary foundations of the Fergusian
argument by exposing the forged regnal line on which Boece had based his
early account of Scottish kings. Innes then argued that the monarchy was
founded in a Pictish hereditary crown. Innes undermined the evidentiary
foundations of the traditional Dalriadic argument, which, until he cast doubt
on the veracity of the Fergussian regnal line, was cited in evidence of the

ancient pedigree of the Scottish constitution and, as such, used against claims
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to English suzerainty.”” Enlightenment historians took Innes’s Critical Essay
(1729) as some kind of watershed.

After Innes, a historical account of Scotland no longer had to work round
the Dalriadic myth. Instead of iterating a list of kings, historians were able to
work from the patterns they saw emerging in the histories of other societies
and civilisations. More liberating still, they were no longer constrained by
theological considerations: by Mosaic history, and Calvinist predestination.
History after Innes, could be built up using environmental and psychological
considerations rather than the mythological and supernatural, and so became

explicable to a much greater degree than was possible before. 28

7 See Colin Kidd, British Identities before Nationalism: Ethnicity and
Nationhood in the Atlantic World 1600-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999), pp. 123ff.

% There is evidence of this in Johnson’s Journey for example. Davis notes
that Johnson conceived of the idea of writing a book about his journey when
he became first aware of the fundamental unfamiliarity of the country he was
travelling in (Leith Davis, Acts of Union: Scotland and the Literary
Negotiation of the British Nation, 1707-1830 (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1998), pp. 95-6). At the time in question, Johnson and
Boswell had been travelling on horseback through the Great Glen with the
aid of Gaelic-speaking guides, for almost three days. On the first day out
from Inverness, despite seeing a Highland hut, Johnson could compare the
road they travelled as comparable with (but significantly less muddy than) an
English lane. After three days he is battling with his reactions to the vast,
forbidding and awesome mountains of the Great Glen (reactions familiar to
anyone who has been hillwalking in the area, so travelling only slightly more
slowly than Boswell and Johnson would have done). It is at this juncture that
he decides to write a book about his tour: ‘I sat down on a bank, such as a
writer of Romance might have delighted to feign. I had indeed no trees to
whisper over my head, but a clear rivulet streamed at my feet. The day was
calm, the air soft, and all was rudeness, silence, and solitude. Before me and
on either side, were high hills, which by hindering the eye from ranging,
forced the mind to find entertainment for itself. Whether I spent the hour
well T know not; for here I first conceived the thought of this narration’
(Journey, p. 34). He was hemmed in by mountains that had stirred mixed
reactions by their unremitting yet barren presence: ‘An eye accustomed to
flowery pastures and waving harvests is astonished and repelled by this wide
extent of hopeless sterility. The appearance is ... that of matter ... left in its
elemental state, or quickened only with one sullen power of useless
vegetation’ (Journey, p. 33). With characteristic pomposity, Johnson lets the
reader know he has never experienced anything like it, and couldn’t have
hoped to have formulated an idea remotely resembling that experience from
description or by analogy. He concludes: ‘Regions mountainous and wild,
thinly inhabited, and little cultivated, make a great part of the earth, and he
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Enlightenment historians saw their role as providing explanations, and
furthermore, could justify these explanations in regard to their morally

practical use in the pursuit of virtue, as Adam Smith explains:

The design of historicall writing is not merely to entertain; (this perhaps is
the intention of an epic poem) besides that it has in view the instruction of
the reader. It sets before us the more interesting and more important events
of human life, points out the causes by which those events were brought
about and by this means points out to us by what manner and method we may
produce similar good effects or avoid Similar bad ones.?

Most Enlightenment thinkers (an exception in this case being Hume as a non-
believer) perceived a third consequence of Innes’ work. Innes established
that the Dalriadic myth was false. The fact that Enlightenment historians had
found a form of enquiry which promised to yield truth, had import. Hume
attempted to explain the difference that truth might make to a tale, without
much success — truth doesn’t add anything to the tale itself, but in some way

serves to fix our attention:

If the importance of truth be requisite to compleat the pleasure [of study], ’tis
not on account of any considerable addition, which of itself brings to our
enjoyment, but only because ’tis, in some measure, requisite to fix our
attention.”

Others were in a better position to explain the difference the pursuit of truth
made to their inquiries. The revelation of patterns in man’s behaviour was a

source of pleasure, because these patterns revealed something of God’s

that has never seen them, must live unacquainted with much of the face of
nature, and with one of the great scenes of such human existence’ (Journey, p.
34).

Johnson continues recounting his reactions. They comprise trying to
imagine what life in that kind of environment must be like — and in so doing,
is made very aware of how fragile existence under these conditions will be
(Journey, pp. 34-5). For the archetypal city boy, this experience must have
been shattering. For the enlightened historian, it would have been exciting: it
was as close to the experience of a hunter-gatherer as could be imagined
without adopting that lifestyle, although one feels that Johnson just couldn’t
keep the desolation at a comfortable distance.

2 Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1762/3), ed. J.C.
Bryce (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983) (hereafter LRBL), ii.16-17.

% David Hume, 4 Treatise of Human Nature (1739/40), ed. Ernest Mossner
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969) 11, x.
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cosmic architecture, that is, they endorsed the Argument from Design.*' The
internal logic of Enlightenment history is motivated by these historians’
belief that the patterns they discerned in man’s behaviour contributed to an
overarching pursuit of truth and virtue.

In addition to there being philosophically and theologically based
methodological reasons blocking the option of determinism for
Enlightenment historians, there was another set of considerations which both
provided an explanation for an inherent incompleteness in their accounts of
the nature of man, and motivated the pursuit of such accounts. If man’s
make-up contains an inherent propensity for non-rational action, then there
will always be elements of man’s behaviour which will not allow of
generalisation. (Theologically, once Calvinist predestination dropped out of
the picture, this could be taken to account for the source of free will.) Yet it
seemed possible to discern general law-like patterns of human behaviour. So,
there had to be an aspect of man that overrode, or kept in check these non-
rational propensities. The literati linked this aspect with virtue, and regarded
this supererogatory facility to be a moral faculty or ability, or set of moral
faculties.  Observing, collating and analysing behavioural patterns of
communities, societies and civilisations, then, revealed truths about man’s
capacity for virtue; about the conditions under which virtue flourished and
those under which it failed to thrive. And it was this possibility for an
account of social conditions for the promotion of virtue, which drove, or at
least contributed a motivating element to, the pursuit of historical explanation;
of truths of history.*

The Scottish Enlightenment thinkers regarded man’s moral behaviour to

exhibit lawlike regularities in the same way as did other aspects of his

3! Frances Hutcheson, for example, argues this in the context of an account of
the sense of beauty: An Enquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue (1738), in Broadie, Anthology, p. 223

32 An idea of the eighteenth-century Enlightened view of human nature is
given by the headings for each of the three books in Hume’s 4 Treatise of
Human Nature. Evidently Hume regarded human nature to be described as
fully as possible in terms of just three sets of faculties: Understanding,
Passions and Morals.

20



behaviour, and since moral concept-formation was founded in experience,
changes in these regularities would be concomitant both with changes in
other forms of behaviour and with changes at a societal level. These regular
connections are contingent — the outcome of concatenations; and as such they

are highly likely but not inevitable, and not primarily prescriptive.

Improvement in eighteenth-century Scotland

Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments articulates the mechanics of moral
development at both individual and societal levels; that is, Smith attempted
an explanation of how moral concepts are formed, and the reason why certain
kinds of experiences can effect that development. His explanation was
stadial but dependent on experience. This meant that improvement,
understood as conceptual movement from simple to complex, could be
considered to exhibit lawlike regularities. It also meant that if factors
affecting or impeding conceptual development at either individual or societal
level could be identified and controlled, then moral development could be
enhanced or at least preserved.

The interest of the Scottish philosophers and moralists in the nature of
moral goodness was much more than academic. As was the case with
Enlightenment thought generally, it was a response to a perceived,
potentially serious, set of societal problems. The Scots literati believed the
moral fabric of Scots society to be under threat from the corrosive effect of
increased wealth and luxury. Henry Mackenzie referred to the intellectual
and pragmatic elements of Scottish Enlightenment endeavour in this field in

an essay in the Lounger:

To the historian and the antiquary it is a matter of curious investigation, to
trace the progress of expense and luxury through the different stages of
increasing wealth and advancing refinement in a country, and to observe the
war which for some time is carried on between the restraining powers of
grave and virtuous legislators, and the dissipated inclinations of a rich and
luxurious people. ... The first sumptuary law that is passed is the signal of
that growing opulence which is soon to overturn it; and the weak barriers of
successive restraints and regulations are in vain opposed to a force which the
progress of time and of manners daily renders more irresistible.>

3 Lounger, no. 54, 11 February 1786.
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Recent developments in London, as well as historical evidence from ancient
Rome and early eighteenth-century Paris had shown that luxury lured people
into large cities — circles of ‘extravagance, of vanity, and of vice’ — and
induced them to ‘waste their means, and to corrupt their principles’. The
literati believed that contemporary social and economic developments were

making Scotland vulnerable to the same corrosive influences:

In Scotland, at a very early period, attempts were made to control this abuse
[luxury and dissipation], as it was thought, by law ... In these days of liberty
and enlarged ideas, the restraints of law, or the recommendations of royalty,
are not employed to check abuses of that sort which do not violate the great
bonds of society or openly disturb the good order and government of the

state.”

According to Mackenzie it is left to preachers and moralists to police ‘private
vices and private follies’. The cause of the problem was seen as the
comparatively abrupt change in Scotland’s economic status and concomitant
enormous change in the distribution of wealth. The period 1750-80 was one
of great economic change in Scotland. Scotland’s economic growth during
this 30-year span equalled that of England during the previous two centuries.
The reorganisation of the farming system, the development of the fine linen
industry in Glasgow, and of ironworks at Carron were all evidence of a
change in the economic basis of the country.*

Communications within Scotland had improved dramatically: the gentry
set up turnpike trusts in the countryside in order to better the roads. These
changes within Scotland coincided with a period during which the turnpike
network in England grew considerably. In 1741 the furthest north one could
travel from London on (almost) continuous turnpike roads was Manchester,
and the network was then very thin and sporadic throughout England. But by
1770, the network centring on London had become significantly denser, and

had spread throughout England and into Wales, with turnpike roads linking

34

Ibid.
3> Rosalind Mitchison, 4 History of Scotland (London: Methuen, 1970), pp.
344-7.
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London with both Berwick and Carlyle.36 People and ideas could move more
swiftly and easily within Scotland and between Scotland and England — more
pertinently, between Edinburgh and London.

When the seat of Scottish parliament moved from Edinburgh to London
after the Treaty of Union, Scottish MPs had to spend the parliamentary
session in London, and increasingly they began to move their bases from
Scotland to London, leaving their estates in the hands of stewards. This trend
was deplored by the literati not merely because they saw it as detrimental to
the landowners’ dependants within the agricultural community, but also
because they believed it encouraged the spread of London values into
Scotland. The nobility and landed gentry of Scotland set standards of
conduct within Scotland, and so by adopting those of London, they
introduced immoral city values north of the Border.

The period during which communication with London became more

efficient coincided with that in which certain sectors of the Scottish

population began to gain access to the means to increase personal wealth.37
Economically, the benefits to trade on which, arguably, Scottish support for
the Treaty of Union hinged, persistently failed to materialise for the first
decades of the century.38 There are several reasons for this, not least of

which being heavy taxes on imports levied by the government to meet

* Paul Langford, ‘The Bighteenth Century (1688-1789)", in Kenneth O.
Morgan (ed.), The Oxford lllustrated History of Britain (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1984), pp. 352418, pp. 378-9.

7 David Daiches, The Paradox of Scottish Culture: The Eighteenth Century
Experience (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), pp. 6-8.

3% A remark by the Earl of Roxburgh appears to justify emphasising the
importance placed on access to the English market in Union debates: ‘The
motives [for Union] will be, Trade with most, Hanover with some, ease and
security with others, together with a general aversion at civill discords,
intollerable poverty, and the general oppression of a bad ministry, from
generation to generation, without the least regard to the good of the country’
(from a letter from the Earl of Roxburgh, 28th November 1705; quoted in
Paul Henderson Scott, ‘The Boasted Advantages’: The Consequences of the
Union of 1707 (Edinburgh: Saltire Society, 1999), pp. 22-3). Article 4 of the
Union settlement lifted restrictions on access to English home and imperial
markets, and the treaty also ensured protection for certain aspects of the
Scottish economy, for example by providing subsidies for the woollen trade.
In 1707 the English domestic market was of more importance to the Scots
than the imperial.
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interest repayments on the national debt incurred to fund war.®® By 1750,
however, Scottish trade had increased enough to outweigh taxation, and
continued to do so, despite two subsequent lengthy and expensive wars
increasing taxation levels further.** Connection with the English led to an
influx of wealth and skills, particularly to lowland Scotland. It also opened
up free trade areas to Scotland. British colonisation of the West Indies
provided a market for coarser linens for clothing for the slave population, and

trade with America provided the material for the re-export trade in tobacco

and cotton.  Trade with both the West Indies and the East Indies
democratised wealth — wealth and so power became the provenance of all
levels of society, unlike formerly when wealth was tied up in land and so
restricted to the landed minority.

In addition to new sources of wealth opening up through trade, there was,
in Scotland. the opportunity to improve pre-existing sources of wealth. The
population in Scotland increased significantly from 1740, and this had a
marked effect on food prices in the 1760s, corn prices rising 160 per cent
during the 60-year period from 1740. It gave an incentive to Scottish

landowners to improve farming techniques, while improved communication

3 This. because war expenditure was financed by public loans, each loan
requiring a new tax to enable the government to repay the interest.

% By 1745. Glasgow imported 13 million pounds of tobacco per annum,
which volume increased to 46 million pounds (21,000 tons) by 1775,
constituting between a third and two-fifths of the value of Scotland’s
imports. Since most imports of tobacco were for re-export, based on a
regulatory provision in the Acts of Navigation which prohibited direct trade
between Chesapeake and foreign countries, the tobacco trade became victim
to the American War of Independence and withered after about 1783 (Bruce
P. Lenman, Integration, Enlightenment, and Industrialisation: Scotland
1746-1832 (London: Edward Armold, 1981), pp. 234, 42-4; Lenman, ‘From
the Union of 1707 to the Franchise of 1832’, in R.A. Houston, and W.W.J.
Knox (eds), The New Penguin History of Scotland: From the Earliest Times
to the Present Day (London: Penguin, 2001), pp. 289-90). It took two
generations for Scotland to have a fair share of the East India Company, as
the company was exclusive to London. Tobacco became affordable before
tea, but by mid-century, tea was found in Edinburgh’s charity workhouse
(Mitchison, 4 History of Scotland, pp. 325-6; Lenman, ‘From the Union of
1707 to the Franchise of 1832, p. 327; see also Murray G.H. Pittock,
Inventing and Resisting Britain: Cultural Identities in Britain and Ireland,
1685-1789 (London: Macmillan, 1997), p. 72).

4
! Mitchison, A History of Scotland, p. 343.

24



with England gave them access to information about advanced farming
practices, together with experienced advisors. The landowners’ changes in
policy to increase the yield of their land required more intensive farming
practices from their tenants. Farms were restructured to form larger and
more coherent separate units; the old runrig system of fields was dropped;
and tenants were under pressure to stop overcropping and overstocking:

increased farm size meant that land could be left fallow, a practice which

42
increased the yield of land three to six times. This practice also required

more intensive farming from tenants to increase the grain yield of the land.
The literati, and so Mackenzie, were not so backward looking as to
condemn the increase in Scotland’s national wealth out of hand, but sought a
way both to encourage the improvements to city and country which it
brought in its wake, and to retain the traditional moral value system. They
wished to find a way of reintroducing the values of moral man into a society
which was rapidly being taken over by the materialistic ambitions which

grew up with an increase in, and democratisation of, personal wealth in the

43 ) .
nation. The solution seemed to be to find a way to encourage the nobility

and landed gentry to remain in Scotland — to reduce the influence of
fashionable court-based London, and increasingly also of Edinburgh — by
reinstating the values of a land-based aristocracy.

The Church of Scotland, and the legal system were the two hegemonic
domains in which Scotland remained independent after the Union, but the

Church itself was in a state of flux, so it was in no position to provide the

* Ibid.

» Daiches argues that the issue contributed to concern on the part of the
literati that the union with England threatened Scotland’s national identity.
The retention of cultural characteristics became of paramount importance to
the preservation of this identity (Daiches, The Paradox of Scottish Culture,
passim, but esp. ch. 1). However, to generalise over even just the thirty-year
period from 1750 is misleading; for example, Dwyer and Murdoch, argue
convincingly that the Scottish literati in general, and, Dundas in particular
and most surprisingly, became decidedly less oriented towards England, after
the Bute smear campaign; see John Dwyer and Alexander Murdoch,
‘Paradigms and Politics: Manners, Morals and the Rise of Henry Dundas,
1770-84°, in John Dwyer, Roger A. Mason and Alexander Murdoch (eds),
New Perspectives on the Politics and Culture of Early Modern Scotland
(Edinburgh: John Donald, 1982), pp. 210-48.
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kind of practical strategies for improving the morality of a nation in the wake
of huge economic change. Although within the Church of Scotland, the
rational religion of the Moderates jostled with, and eventually superseded,
the fundamentalist Calvinism characteristic of the previous century, this
failed to have a schismatic effect on the Kirk. However, by 1740, theological
debate within the established church had given way to ecclesiastical dispute
over the question of patronage, which had been abolished in 1690 on the
grounds that it opposed the principles of ‘the call’, but which Westminster
had restored in 1712, not without controversy, to bring the Church of
Scotland in line with the practices of the Church of England.** In 1733,
Ebenezer Erskine was suspended for refusing to withdraw an objection to
patronage made to the Synod of Perth and Stirling, as were three ministers
who supported him. These men rebuffed attempts by the General Assembly
to appease them in 1734 and 1736, by calling themselves a presbytery. They
were joined by four more ministers in 1737, and so instigated secession as a
permanent feature within the Kirk. By 1760, the original secession had
spawned 99 congregations in Scotland and more in Ireland. In effect, the
Kirk by Law Established was divided as a result of tension between the
medieval concept of the nation as a homogenous community, and a social
and political leadership which contained a significant ‘non-resident’ element
not quite adhering to Presbyterian establishment.* Schisms within the
Church undermined any possibility of it having the kind of universal
authority required to instigate the moral readjustment which the literati saw

as necessary.

* Patronage was the right belonging mainly to large landowners, town
councils, universities and others in positions of wealth and influence to
present (select) a parish minister. As such, it flew in the face of the call —a
basic tenet of Presbyterianism according to which a congregation as a whole
selected and signed an invitation to a minister. The Crown was patron of
about a fifth of the parishes: of 944 benefices, 344 were Crown patrons, 309
were nobility, and 233 landed gentry (Callum Brown, ‘Religion and Social
Change’, in T.M. Devine and Rosalind Mitchison (eds), People and Society
in Scotland, vol. 1, 1760-1830 (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1988), pp. 143-62;
the actual distribution of benefices is given in Lenman, ‘From the Union of
1707 to the Franchise of 1832°, p. 309).

* Lenman, ‘From the Union of 1707 to the Franchise of 1832’, pp. 306—13;
Lenman, Integration, Enlightenment, and Industrialisation, pp. 11-12.
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Hutcheson, Hume and Smith had argued that man’s nature is intrinsically
moral. Since the literati were not, in the main, philosophers, they did not
explore this idea to ascertain its coherence, but they adopted its equation of
the intrinsic moral nature of man with sensibility. The development of
sensibility then became the development of a moral capacity, and the
intrinsic sociability of sensibility enabled the literati to argue for a practical
morality which would achieve the intended end: the reintroduction of
traditional morals within a society which would necessarily change as a
result of increased wealth.

Appeal to sensibility could ground the claim that it is part of man’s nature
to act benevolently. A morally refined person has no option but to respond
benevolently to genuine distress. But the natural capacity for sympathetic
recognition of another’s distress has to be developed, and the education of
this sense requires a controtled environment. Furthermore, a man’s capacity
for benevolence is naturally bounded — an attempt to alleviate the distresses
of a large community is liable to encourage only ‘public acts of virtue’, that
is benevolence motivated by duty, which lent itself to abuse. The message to
the landed society of Scotland became ‘execute your natural sensibility in as
efficacious a way as possible: restrict your domain enough to ensure that you
always act out of genuine compassion’ i.e. remain on your estate and tend to
the needs of your dependants, the tenantry; pay heed to the moral education
of your children by setting a good example, and engendering the requisite
environment to ensure the full development of their natural sensibility; and
cultivate only those friends who endorse your priorities. And the motivation
for this: acting from the dictates of sensibility is pleasurable.

Philosophy had provided both the means for containing the morally
destructive effects of increased wealth and the motivation for an individual to

pursue the moral life.

2 A peculiarly Scottish sentimentalism

As mentioned above, sentimentalism was an eighteenth-century
philosophical movement based on the assumption that man is intrinsically
good; that his capacity for virtue is perfectible; and that moral improvement

depends on appeal to feelings rather than reason. The influence of
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sentimentalism is evident in all literary genres of the period — poetry, novels,
drama and essays — but for 30 years from 1740, its evolution is most clearly
illustrated in fiction.

A new reading public had grown up during the first half of the century in
France, England and Germany. Non-aristocratic, puritan and practical, this
readership warmed to literature celebrating virtue in domestic and
commercial settings.*® By 1760, preoccupation with the notions of sentiment
and sociability had spread to literary circles in Italy, North America and
Scotland, and sentiment had come to stand for all that was laudable in polite
society. Earlier in the century, periodicals such as The Tatler (1709-11) and
Addison’s Spectator (1711-12, 1714) had carried Richard Steele’s
sentimentalist essays, and in Scotland, these were reprinted in the Scots
Magazine together with essays and reviews from the Gentleman’s Magazine,
the Monthly Review and other English periodicals.*’ The Scots Magazine
also carried translations of Jean Frangois Marmontel’s Contes moraux,
sentimental prose tales charmingly depicting French society under Louis XV,
which appeared initially in Mercure from 1761 to 1786.8

During the 1740s and 1750s, sentimental fiction showed people how to
behave. Samuel Richardson continually emphasised the morally instructive
nature of his novels. He states that Pamela (1740—1) had been written in
order ‘to cultivate the Principles of Virtue and Religion in the Minds of the
Youths of Both Sexes’, and described Clarissa (1747-8) as an ‘Example and
Warning’ about the ‘distresses’ resulting from a marriage contracted for
morally reprehensible reasons, whether or not with the blessings of a parental
ﬁgure.49

Sentimental fiction is rich with cautionary tales demonstrating the

perilous existence of unchampioned feminine virtue in scurrilous and

“ Buchan , Crowded with Genius, pp. 302-3.

‘" H.W. Thompson, A4 Scottish Man of Feeling: Some Account of Henry
Mackenzie, Esq. of Edinburgh and of the Golden Age of Burns and Scott
(London: Oxford University Press, 1931), p. 102.

“ J H. Brumfitt. Scotland and the French Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Oliver
and Boyd, 1967), p. 322; John Dwyer, Virtuous Discourse: Sensibility and
Community in Late Eighteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh: John Donald,
1987), ch. 1.

* Emphasis in the original. Quoted in Todd, Sensibility, pp. 70-1.
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avaricious mixed society, and authors were at pains to ensure the reader
benefited from their salutary effects. The earlier sentimental narrative is
interrupted by philosophical disquisitions on the nature and practice of
benevolence, and major characters illustrate exemplary traits by word, deed
and reputation. For example, Henry Fielding prefaced each of the 18 books
of Tom Jones (1749), with an essay on a theme connected with the chapters
that follow. and in Sir Charles Grandison (1753—4), Richardson introduces
Sir Charles’ moral rectitude before the character himself puts in an
appearance: Sir Charles’ opinion on matters of virtue is delivered with a
sententiousness that demands a reader’s attention; and onlookers express
approval of, and praise for his displays of virtue.*

As the genre became established, moralising and authorial direction
became subtler. The writing encouraged readers to identify less with the
characters than with the feelings engendered by the situations they
encountered, and it leaned more and more towards evincing tears. While
earlier novels laud benevolence, and the concomitant notion of charitable
action, the fiction of the 1760s emphasises feelings and sympathetic reaction.
Mackenzie's The Man of Feeling was published at the end of a decade of
literature celebrating sentimental sympathy including Jean Jacques Rousseau,
La Nouvelle Héloise (1761), Henry Brookes, The Fool of Quality (1766-70),
Oliver Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) and Laurence Sterne, A
Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768).

The 1760s also saw Macpherson’s rise to fame. Fragments of Ancient
Poetry was published in 1760, the epics Fingal and Temora appeared in 1762
and 1763 respectively, and the controversy over Macpherson’s claim that
these were translations from Gaelic of authentic bardic literature from the
third century AD, ensured the Ossian poems remained in the ascendant for
more than a decade. The poems celebrated and conveyed the ‘joy of grief’
and were valued for what Hugh Blair described as their capacity to make
readers ‘glow, and tremble, and weep’, responses which left them ‘warmed

with the sentiments of humanity, virtue and honour’.>' Failure to be moved

% Ibid., pp. 72-3.
> Hugh Blair, A Critical Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian (1763; revised
edn 1765), repr. in James Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian and Related

29



by the poems was taken by devotees as evidence of a deficiency in the reader,
as shown by James Boswell’s record of the response to the poems by Irish
actor and elocution teacher, Thomas Sheridan: ‘Mrs Sheridan and he had
fixed it [the poems of Ossian] as the standard of feeling, made it like a
thermometer by which they could judge the warmth of everybody’s heart.”>
Mackenzie retained a fondness for the Ossianic cult of melancholy. Shortly
before his death, he wrote of the pleasures in old age of the ‘milder
melancholy’ of entertaining memories of youth, in the course of which he
referred specifically to Ossian’s skilful evocation of this kind of gentle
sadness: ‘I said of a milder melancholy, because no man would wish not to
feel it. Ossian expresses the feeling simply tho’ boldly in two Gaelic words,
the joy of grief, which McPherson has softened down to the construction of a
sentiment: “thc memory of joys that are past, pleasant and mournful to the
soul”.”>

Literature which prompted tears in its readers was considered morally
uplifting. This led to the expectation that readers would weep in response to
sentimental fiction, and concomitantly, created an association between a dry-
eyed response to sentimental literature and moral shortcoming. The role that
tears acquired as a benchmark of moral refinement explains the Sheridans’
use of the Ossian poems as a measure of the warm-heartedness of their
friends. It also explains why the more emotive scenes in The Man of Feeling
received critical acclaim, and why readers felt anxiety about their ability to
respond — for example, why, when Lady Louisa Stuart first read The Man of
Feeling, aged 14, she was ‘secretly afraid lest she “should not cry enough to

gain the credit of proper sensibility””.>*

Works (1760-73), ed. H. Gaskill (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1996), pp. 345-99; pp. 396, 397.

52 Thomas Sheridan, quoted in Boswell’s London Journal 1762-1763, 8
February 1763, p. 182.

>3 Henry Mackenzie, ‘Reminiscence’, in The Anecdotes and Egotisms of
Henry Mackenzie, 1745-1831, ed. H.W. Thompson (London: Oxford
University Press, 1927), p. 246; emphasis in the original.

* From a letter to Sir Walter Scott, written by Lady Louisa Stuart in 1826,
quoted in Vickers, ‘Introduction’, p. viii.
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The Man of Feeling has been described as a fine example of sentimental
writing, but with little literary value.” Critics holding this opinion regard
Mackenzie's characters as indulging in effusions of feeling to no purpose
beyond that of satisfying readers avid for pathos, and consider Mackenzie to
have confused moral and emotional attitudes with the moral and
psychological situations in which they arise.*®

There are good reasons to challenge this reading of The Man of Feeling.
As will be argued below, textual evidence strongly suggests that Mackenzie
wrote with a didactic purpose, using the account of the development of virtue
put forward by Smith in his Theory of Moral Sentiments. However, Smith’s
theory is evident throughout Mackenzie’s writing.

Crucial to Smith’s Moral Sentiments is the idea that virtue is essentially
sociable. His empiricist analysis of moral concept-formation leads him to
conclude that an individual cannot develop a concept of virtue in isolation —
that we are able to make moral judgements about our own behaviour only
because we have learnt to do so about the behaviour of others. This
constitutes Smith’s most important contribution to the eighteenth-century
debate over the nature of moral goodness.

Mackenzie wrote two further sentimental novels: The Man of the World
(1773) and Julia de Roubigné (1777), and together with The Man of Feeling,
these novels articulate Smith’s claim that the development of virtue is a
social process. The Man of the World has a standard narrative format in two
volumes. It is a story of the havoc and distress that result even for those
educated in virtue when disorientated by exposure to socially influential, but
unprincipled ‘men of the world’. Harriet and Billy Annesly are brought up in
a relatively secluded social milieu by their father Richard. Richard Annesly,
a man of feeling with a high regard for virtue, accordingly gives his children
a sound moral education. Despite this, both children are defenceless against

the evils of the world at large, represented by the socially influential and

55 See for example, Daiches’ treatment of The Man of Feeling and of
Mackenzie’s writing generally in Daiches, The Paradox of Scottish Culture,
péa. 75-17.

>® Daiches, ibid., p. 77; see also Vickers, ‘Introduction’, pp. vii-xxvi, esp. pp.
XVi—XiX.
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utterly unprincipled Sir Thomas Sindall, who succeeds in his aim
systematically to corrupt them both.

Julia de Roubigné is an epistolatory novel set in France. The letters are
written primarily by the protagonists: Julia; Montaubon, a French nobleman;
and Savillon, a man of feeling and an intimate of Julia. The letters reveal the
complex emotional dynamics between the three characters, which are made
tenser and more complicated by a great deal of second guessing and mistaken
deduction by each concerning the intentions and actions of the others. Julia
marries Montaubon, in part because this arrangement will ensure her father
happiness and security in his old age, but also because she believes the man
she loves, Savillon, to have married while abroad. She learns too late that the
rumour of Savillon’s marriage is false and with this information her mental
state begins unravel. None the less, despite an unexpected appearance by the
still ardent Savillon, Julia remains true to her husband. However,
Montaubon learns of a connection between Savillon and Julia, becomes
intensely jealous, deludes himself that his wish for revenge is a respectable
response to an attack on his honour, and poisons Julia.

Despite the emotional pyrotechnics of each novel, Mackenzie is careful to
show that the sentimental heroes and heroines remain essentially virtuous
throughout their respective ordeals. Julia de Roubigné’s behaviour never
deviates from that of dutiful daughter and wife. Billy Annesly is corruptible
only when he leaves home to study in Oxford, a milieu which is at too great a
distance actually and socially for his father’s sedulous virtue to remain
actively influential. Harriet Annesly falls victim to Sindall less through
moral weakness than through gullibility. Sindall’s initial attempts to seduce
her fail to overcome her sense of virtue, and his eventual success is wholly
dependent on an elaborate deception: he arranges for Harriet’s coach to be
‘waylaid’ by ‘outlaws’, then appears to rescue her, taking her to recuperate
from her ordeal in an isolated, empty house, where he sedates her heavily and
rapes her.

The two later novels complement The Man of Feeling. In The Man of
Feeling, Harley develops morally as a result of a short if abrasive exposure to
the depravities of London life, after which he returns to the bosom of his

family. Harley’s experiences differ enough from those in his domestic
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environment to throw into relief the advantages of the virtuous life, without
inhibiting or corrupting his moral development. By contrast, Billy and
Harriet Annesly are overwhelmed by the depravity of worldliness to such an
extent that their connection with their virtuous background is broken, albeit
in each case temporarily. In Julia de Roubigné the protagonists are similarly
cut off from the influences of their virtuous mentors, not as a result of
intervention by the world but by social isolation.  Although each
communicates by letter with a friend who is close enough to be concerned
about his or her welfare to take a balanced, dispassionate perspective on the
situation, this kind of social contact proves too weak to promote the
discipline over their emotions that each needs in order to regain a sense of
proportion.

Mackenzie’s novels reinforce the idea that the development of virtue is
essentially a social process. Each novel begins in rural innocence. The Man
of Feeling and The Man of the World pursue the theme of urban corruption,
while Julia de Roubigné shows the difficulty of retaining a healthy
objectivity towards one’s emotional circumstances, when alone for long
periods. In each case the moral of the story is that the development of virtue
depends on an environment which enables an individual first, to learn how to
make moral judgements through the guidance and example of morally
mature mentors, and then to continue to refine this facility through
interaction with suitable peers.

Mackenzie continued to work with Smith’s model of moral development.
He was active in contemporary moral discourse, and, in addition to being a
leading member of the Edinburgh literati, he became the editor of the literary
journals the Mirror (1779-80) and the Lounger (1785-6), for which he was
also one of the primary contributors. The journals resulted from the meetings
of a group of literary lawyers in the George Square area of Edinburgh, who
became known as the Mirror Club.’” The club, and the events that led to the
publication of the Mirror were described by Mackenzie in an article for the

final issue of the journal:

>7 Buchan, Crowded with Genius, p. 107.
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The idea of publishing a periodical paper in Edinburgh took its rise in a
company of gentlemen, whom particular circumstances of connection
brought frequently together. Their discourse often turned upon subjects of
manners, of taste, and of literature. By one of those accidental resolutions, of
which the origin cannot be traced, it was determined to put their thoughts
into writing, and to read them for the entertainment of each other. Their
essays assumed the form, and soon after, someone gave the name of a
periodical publication.®

The journals act as an index to what has been described as ‘the polite
culture and practical moral discourse of the late eighteenth-century republic
of letters™ and they show that Mackenzie retained an interest in issues he
had addressed in his novels. For example, the moral questions raised by the
story of the seduction of an essentially virtuous but gullible young woman by
a man too morally weak to withstand the influence of corrupt society which
Mackenzie used in Miss Atkins’ tale in The Man of Feeling is explored again
in ‘The Story of Louisa Venoni’ (1780);% while ‘The Stbry of Father
Nicholas® which appeared in the Lounger in 1786 with the title ‘The Power
of Corrupt Society and False Shame over the Natural Feelings of Virtue’, is
highly reminiscent of Billy Annesly’s story in The Man of the World: the
hero, Henry St Hubert, travels to Paris where he gradually falls under the
influence of sophisticated but corrupt Parisian society. Like Annesly,
although he is aware of the depravity of those with whom he keeps company,
he is not morally strong enough to divorce himself from it.!

The idea that an individual cannot develop a concept of virtue in isolation,
which recurs in Mackenzie’s novels and underpins the majority of the
contributions in the Mirror and Lozmger,62 sets Scottish sentimental fiction
apart from the sentimentalist writing of the 1750s and 1760s, as well as
differentiating it from early romantic literature. The lonely sorrow of
Goldsmith’s Deserted Village (1770) is more akin to that of Grey’s Elegy

which was published almost twenty years earlier in 1751, than it is to The

38 Mirror, no. 110, 27 May 1780.

39 Dwyer, Virtuous Discourse, pp. 24—6.

 Mirror, nos 8-9, May 1780.

' Lounger, 82-84, August-September 1786; see also Barker, Henry
Mackenzie, pp. 92-17.

%2 This is pointed out by Dwyer, although he argues against its coherence and
so also its importance (Dwyer, Virtuous Discourse, pp. 62ff).
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Man of Feeling published only a year later in 1771; while considering
Goethe’s Werther (1774) from within Scottish sentimental discourse, renders
the young man’s suicide less romantically heroic than regrettably wrong-
headed.

The differences between Mackenzie’s protagonists and those of his
predecessors are subtle. This is unsurprising. Smith’s Theory of Moral
Sentiments is a response to the same issues as those addressed in the
sentimentalist philosophy influencing Mackenzie’s predecessors, and builds
on these earlier responses. In other words, Smith refines rather than
revolutionises the philosophy informing earlier sentimental fiction, and
consequently the expectation will be that fiction based on Smith’s theory will
reflect this refinement, in its difference from earlier literature, without
departing radically from the conventions of the genre.

The problem that bedevilled eighteenth-century empiricists was that of
giving an account of moral goodness which did not rely on reason alone as a
source of moral knowledge — that is, which did not explicitly or tacitly
import the rationalist tenet that, in principle, moral properties or relations can
be discovered in the absence of experiential knowledge. Smith’s views on
the possibility of a rationalist account of moral goodness were categorical: ‘it
is altogether absurd and unintelligible to suppose that the first perception of
right and wrong can be derived from reason’.®> The empiricist agenda
became that of explaining what in human experience leads to the concepts of
good and evil. The account had to cohere with moral reality, that is, with the
way people actually behaved, and so had to accommodate the fact that
human behaviour embraces both self-interest and altruism.

Egoistic accounts of morality, for example, Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651) and
Mandeville’s The Fable of the Bees (1721/1732) define good and evil by
reference to self-interest and argue that what appears altruistic is actually
modulated self-interest. According to Hobbes, for example, good is whatever

an individual desires, and evil is what he hates. In an unregulated society — a

8 TMS, V11, iii 2.7; quoted in Berry, Social Theory, p. 157. Since Smith
denies only the possibility of ‘first perceptions’ originating with reason, he is
not denying that reason plays a role in the acquisition of moral knowledge.
This is discussed more fully below, pp. 146-61.
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state of nature — every man has a natural right to what he judges he needs for
self-preservation, including a right to his possessions. Since this yields a
society in which every man acts in his own interests, so life is ‘nasty, brutish
and short’, Hobbes argues that it is in every man’s interest to inaugurate an
authorised sovereign to establish appropriate sanctions, and consequently
morality becomes no more than forced compliance to the sovereign’s edicts.

Eighteenth-century sentimentalists rejected Hobbes’ egocentric account
on the ground that it failed to yield an accurate description of human
behaviour: humans are not irreducibly self-interested.  For example,
Shaftesbury argued that humans possess a natural moral sense — a natural
facility for discerning good and evil.* Frances Hutcheson, the first Scottish
Enlightenment moralist to enter the arena, developed Shaftesbury’s idea of a
moral sense. He defended it against Mandeville’s objection that it was
unfounded in day-to-day day experience by arguing that benevolence is
irreducible to self-interest. This was a point on which the Scots moralists
agreed. However, they disagreed over whether an explanation of moral
behaviour required a distinct moral sense.

Hutcheson defined moral goodness independently of self-interest by
reference to some quality of actions which prompts approval and love for the
agent from those who receive no advantage from the situation.** He argued
that moral approval and disapproval are involuntary responses of a moral
sense, which operates independently of self-interest, although can be
obstructed by it. While Hume agreed with Hutcheson’s characterisation of
moral reactions as unmediated, he referred to the unmediated moral response
as ‘sympathy’. However, Hume disputed Hutcheson’s equation of the
virtuous with the agreeable, arguing that justice, for example, although a
virtue, is not always agreeable, and so cannot be accounted for by reference
to a concept of moral goodness defined in terms of pleasurable responses to
the actions of others. Hume also argued that there are also virtues which are

grounded in utilitarian considerations, and so in reasoned response, rather

¢ See Berry, Social Theory, p. 157.
8 Frances Hutcheson, An Inquiry concerning Moral Good and Evil (1725);
see Berry, Social Theory, pp. 158-60.
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than derived from an unmediated natural moral response. Such virtues,
which include justice, Hume termed ‘artificial’.

Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments responds to the theories both of
Hutcheson and of Hume. Like Hume, Smith agreed with Hutcheson’s
characterisation of moral response as an unmediated reaction by a
dispassionate observer, but rejected the notion of these being the responses a
distinct moral sense. However he disputed the legitimacy of Hume’s notion
of reason-based artifical virtue, and the Moral Sentiments is intended as a
thoroughgoing empiricist explanation of moral concepts which will
accommodate those complex moral concepts such as justice for which Hume
required the concept of artificial virtue.

As they stand, nothing in accounts of moral goodness based solely in an
unmediated response to another’s situation appears to preclude an individual
from forming moral judgements on the basis of his or her experience in
isolation, whether the response is considered to be that of a distinct moral
faculty such as that proposed by Hutcheson or Shaftesbury, or the kind of
emotional reaction found in Hume’s theory. It follows that the heroes and
heroines of sentimental fiction influenced by these kinds of accounts of the
nature of moral goodness could be judged capable of reaching unequivocally
virtuous conclusions alone; and hence that literature centring on the
emotional reactions of a solitary protagonist would improve readers by
appropriately eliciting approval or sympathy. By contrast, Smith’s theory of
moral goodness argues that an individual can only improve morally through
interaction with others, and it follows that improving sentimental fiction
based on Smith’s theory will reflect this. Sentimental literature influenced by
Smith’s theory will elicit moral responses from a reader by way of the same
kinds of emotional reactions of its heroes and heroines as those found in
earlier fiction, but these reactions will be regarded as reliable stimuli to moral
development only if the protagonists are socially integrated.

It follows from these considerations that what critics have construed as
confusion on Mackenzie’s part between moral and emotional attitudes and
moral and psychological situations, could instead be explained as due to
Mackenzie giving due weight to those elements of Smith’s theory which

differentiatc it crucially from its predecessors, namely, the situational. This
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idea is reinforced by the fact that in his essays and novels, he modified
scenarios familiar from earlier sentimental fiction in ways which emphasised
the sociability of virtue.

The similarities between Mackenzie’s Julia de Roubigné and Rousseau’s
Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise (1761) are noted by several commentators.%® In
each novel, the heroine is in love with a young man whose wealth and social
situation precludes their marrying. Each suitor goes abroad, after which the
heroine is persuaded by her father to marry a man she does not love. The
main differences between the two plots is that Mackenzie’s heroine remains
chaste, while Rousseau’s heroine has an affair with St Preux, the man she
loves, and becomes pregnant; and Montaubon becomes jealous and attempts
to kill Savillon, while Julie’s impassive and benevolent husband invites St
Preux to join the household. These plot differences reflect differences in the
import of each tale. In Rousseau’s tale, St Preux’s love for Julie is enough to
ensure his moral development — and it is the love story that the reader is
intended to respond to. By contrast, Mackenzie’s readers are encouraged to
respond to the heroine’s situation, and to her resolutely dutiful behaviour as
wife and daughter, which takes precedence over her love for Savillon.
Romantic love in this tale causes sorrow and ultimately death, because it
affects people in addition to the lovers.

A similar kind of reworking can be seen in ‘The Story of Louisa Venoni’
— Mackenzie's treatment of the plot in Marmontel’s ‘Lauretta’. % In
Mackenzie’s tale, Sir Edward is injured while travelling through Piedmont
and nursed back to health by Venoni, a peasant, and his daughter, Louisa.
Sir Edward falls in love with Louisa, and his emotions are strengthened when
he learns that she is to marry, reluctantly, a rich but vulgar neighbour. Since
the difference in their stations precludes Sir Edward from marrying Louisa,
he attempts to persuade her to accompany him when he leaves to return to

London, effectively requesting that she becomes his mistress. Initially

% For example, Susan Manning, ‘Introduction’ to Henry Mackenzie, Julia de
Roubigné, ed. Susan Manning (East Linton: Tuckwell Press, 1999), pp. vii—
xxviii, p. xi; Barker, Henry Mackenzie, p. 70; Thompson, Scottish Man of
Feeling, pp. 145-9.

7 Marmontel, ‘Lauretta’, Contes Moreaux (1781); see Barker, Henry
Mackenzie, pp. 89-92.
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Louisa refuses, but when Sir Edward is leaving, quite abruptly changes her
mind. Once in London, Louisa becomes deeply remorseful about her
situation, although blames only herself for her situation. By chance, she is
reunited with her father, now living as an itinerant musician, having left
Piedmont to search for her. Louisa’s father’s grief at the situation causes Sir
Edward to feel such remorse that he offers to marry Louisa.

Once the self-absorption of romantic love has been given free reign, the
narrative in this story is fuelled by grief and remorse — emotions which are
dependent on the characters feelings towards each other. Edward and Louisa
actively recognise and regret the consequences of their actions for Louisa’s
father. This contrasts with Marmonetal’s original version, ‘Lauretta’.
Although Mackenzie’s plot is very similar to that of Marmontel, in ‘Lauretta’
the heroine embraces the wealth, riches and sensual pleasures that Count de
Luzy offers; and when Lauretta’s father eventually finds her, because
Marmontel fails to convey any sense of the protagonists being aware that and
how their actions affect others, Lauretta’s remorse and Luzy’s proposal
which are intended to convey a similar lesson to that of ‘Louisa Venoni’, are
developments driven less by the characters than by convention.

Although in each case, Rousseau and Marmontel had written a love story,
when Mackenzie reworked the tale, he moved the readers’ attention away
from the self-absorbed headiness of romantic love to the inner conflict
suffered by each protagonist. In each case, the characters’ emotional
discomfort is the result of their recognition of the impact of actual or
imagined or intended behaviour on others. In other words, the morally
uplifting emotional content depends on interaction between at least two
people, and the moral discourse occurs in a real or imagined social context.®
Given the crucial role of sympathy in Smith’s theory of moral development,
it is plausible to suggest that Mackenzie’s use of the ‘joy of grief” was for
more specific ends than has been recognised formerly, that is, that Mackenzie

used the pathetic in his writing to stimulate readers’ moral improvement,

8 Real or imagined because of, for example, Montaubon, in Julia de
Roubigné.
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using the concept of virtue put forward by Smith in his Theory of Moral

Sentiments.

3 The structure of the discussion

In conclusion, there are good reasons to contextualise eighteenth-century
Scottish sentimental literature by the themes and methodology of Scottish
philosophy of the period; and so to regard Mackenzie as doing significantly
more in his fiction than indulging a cult of tears. Scottish Enlightenment
thought was in part a response to social and political changes and
developments that had been taking place on a national scale within Scotland
since the turn of the century — changes which were seen to threaten what
might be termed the moral meritocracy. History was understood as the
discovery of predictable social trends using records from the past in what
would now be referred to as ‘longitudinal studies’ of the evolution of
societics, and history had revealed that the kind of economic growth
experienced by Scotland during the eighteenth century spawned conditions
which encouraged economic, political and moral deterioration in well
established, polished society. Ancient Rome provided one example, and the
more recent events in France under first the Sun King, then the Regency,
provided another. After the Union, the political situation in Scotland was
more or less a given, and the upturn in the economy was understood to be
highly advantageous, in many ways, so the literati directed emphasis and
energy towards preserving the nation’s moral health.

Since the beginning of the eighteenth century, philosophers had been
concerned to give a non-egoistic account of the nature of moral goodness.
Rousseau aside, the approach was empiricist. Adam Smith’s account of
moral goodness in the Theory of Moral Sentiments both refined the concepts
foundational to the theories of his Scottish predecessors, Hutcheson and
Hume, and broadened their scope to yield a more thoroughly empiricist
account from first principles of the more complex moral concepts such as
justice, guilt and remorse.

Smith’s explanation of the formation of moral concepts applied to
concept-formation generally. On an empiricist account, all conceptual

content is founded initially in experience, and non-experiential, complex
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concepts are derived by abstraction from simple, experiential concepts. This
dependency relation between simple and complex ideas, and between
concrete and abstract conceptual content imposes an ordering on concept-
development. from simple to complex. Smith uses this to create the stadial
heuristic widely found in eighteenth-century Scottish histories: the
simple/complex  conceptual  continuum  concatenates  with  the
primitive/civilised societal continuum.

Central to Smith’s account is the idea that virtue is essentially sociable.
This idea demarcates both the content and the methodology of Smith’s theory
from those of earlier sentimental philosophers. It also has the potential to
demarcate between didactic uses of moral theory based on Smith’s Moral
Sentiments and didactic uses made of earlier theories, since the former will
need to accommodate Smith’s requirement for the development of virtue to
be sociable.

Eightcenth-century sentimental fiction was written with a view to
improving the reader, and there is strong evidence of this didactic element in
Scottish sentimental writing, particularly in the essays in the Edinburgh
journals the Mirror and the Lounger, published during the 1780s under
Mackenzie's editorship. Mackenzie has often been represented as taking
advantage of the sentimental cult to indulge his preference for pathos, with
The Man of Fecling being regarded as the last and one of the finest of a long
list of sentimental novels published during the decade from 1760. However a
closer examination of Mackenzie’s sentimental writings shows him to have
responded not so much to the popularity of the sentimental genre, as to the
publication of Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments in 1759. Unlike earlier
sentimental fiction, including Macpherson’s Ossian corpus, plotting in
Mackenzie's novels seems to be regulated more by the kind of social
interaction that occurs between protagonists than by stories of romantic love
now considered to be the defining characteristic of sentimental literature.
This suggests that Mackenzie intended to reflect Smith’s arguments for the
influence of social context on an individual’s moral development: for Smith,
it is as damaging, morally, for individuals to be emotionally insular as is it is

for them to keep corrupt society.
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The suggested reading of Mackenzie’s novels is non-standard, and the
proposed interpretation of Smith’s Moral Sentiments is revisionist. As a
result the bulk of this thesis is devoted to establishing the credentials of the
claims: first that Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling is far from being the
‘bundle of little episodes, put together without art’ it is billed as in the
preface to the novel; and second, that Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments is
a hypothetico-deductive account of moral development, and not the
collection of moral prescriptions it is often taken to be.

Working with Smith’s theory will have placed severe constraints on the
structure of Mackenzie’s book. According to Smith, an ability to make
moral judgements is a learned skill, dependent on practised reasoning about
the right kind of experience. Furthermore, this skill develops in identifiable,
if not precisely defined stages, and is cumulative: each level of moral
competence is necessary for the next. In chapter I, I show that The Man of
Feeling is structured in a way which will provide a reader with the kinds of
vicarious experiences and ‘graded’ practice in moral reasoning which will
encourage the development of capacity for refined, sensitive moral
judgements. I shall argue that the lack of narrative continuity in the book has
didactic import, because it enabled Mackenzie both to write episodes suitable
for identifiable stages of moral development and to move from stage to stage
without using or implying any specific connection between stages, so
upholding the basic non-determinism that underpins stadialism. The moral
content of episodes in the book also reflects the stadial model of
development in progressing from simple to complex. Each episode describes
Harley’s experiences, the progression ensures that Harley improves morally,
and because the reader is assumed is to share Harley’s experiences, albeit
vicariously, the reader will also develop morally.

The structure of Smith’s Moral Sentiments is complex and detailed —
particularly in the opening sections. This is inevitable. Smith was concerned
to construct an empiricist theory of morals from first principles, which means
that the atomic elements of the theory must be irreducible by reason, but
accessible through experience. In other words, Smith could not explain the
fundamental clements of his theory, only describe them. Since the theory is

sentimentalist the atomic elements are feelings, and Smith had to aim to
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evoke the relevant feelings in his readers through his description. Critics
often fail to appreciate this aspect of the text and in consequence, fail to
grasp the intended import of the book. In addition the aetiology of the theory
is complex. Smith builds on Hume’s work in the moral sciences, refining and
redefining certain of his key concepts. Somewhat unexpectedly, Newton’s
gravitational theory is equally important to the Moral Sentiments: Smith
constructs his theory using Newton’s methodology for scientific explanation.
Although Locke’s influence on eighteenth-century philosophy in general and
on Smith’s work in particular is widely acknowledged in the secondary
literature, precisely which elements of Lockean empiricism are in play at any
given time is rarely made plain, and in regard to Smith’s writing, this
adversely effects the interpretation of the text. As a result, the justification
for the revisionist reading of Smith’s Moral Sentiments proposed here
requires both a detailed account of the philosophical background to Smith’s
work, and a close examination of the text itself.

The bulk of chapter II is devoted to a description of the key concepts in
the Moral Sentiments in order to demonstrate the way in which Smith
constructs complex moral concepts from the unmediated irreducible
emotions he identifies as primitive moral reactions. I explain the relation
between Smith’s work and that of Hume, and explain the difference between
their respective concepts of sympathy. Sympathy in each case refers to an
analytically primitive, unmediated moral response, and I show how Smith’s
notion of sympathy, but not that of Hume, entails that virtue is essentially
sociable.

Smith’s theory of concept development, and concomitantly his notion of
impartial spectatorship, are crucial to his account of conscience and moral
self-government. Both are dependent on the presupposition that human
behaviour exhibits lawlike regularities. I argue that this idea functions in the
same way in Smith’s account of rules of conduct and in his understanding of
stadial history, and consequently that Smith’s moral theory is stadialist. This
conclusion is crucial to the claim made above that the notion of moral
improvement which informs Mackenzie’s novels differs from th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>