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PR1~FACE 

The study of the great writers of the past 

sometipies, brings only stirrings of racial memories• 

and pangs of nostalgia for t h e old days , but the 

most insp iring effect comes when we succeed i n es­

t ablishing a cor.nmunion with the spirit of t he past .. 

In these instances., we feel a contact with the li v­

ing mind of man as. he faced the pra.blems of exis­

tence through centuries. of struggle and effort. 

Under the s.pel l of thi.s comm.uni cation the figures 

of literature step forth from the page, and become 

more real than flesh and blo ed. Nor is. it always 

the major writers of a period who b est i n terpret 

the distinguishing characteristics of though t of 

t h eir age . Some i mportant developments. of though t 

have found their b est representatives in those 

writers. who are usually c lass .. ed as mino-r figures. 

Such wa s the case i n the transition peri o.d between 

Classi c.ism and Romanti c.ism. This perio:d lasted 

almost a century, but the most rep resenta tive writ­

er vias probably Lord Shaftesbury, who combined in 

one mind both c.l assical and romantic te ndencies .• 

'I'his study pur poses to evaluate the theories 
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of aesthetics that were ad,rnnced by Shaftesbury ,, 

and to trace through them the s.p iri t of romanticism 

in h is literary cri ticis.m. For t he suggestion of 

this subj ect , I am very grateful to Dr. L. ¥. . Ellisan. 

I am also indebted to h i m for h is aid in re-crea t ir!g 

the atmosphere of the eighteenth century 1. and for 

helping Shaftesbury emerge from the background. I 

am sure tha t I could never have completed my study 

without h is er..couraging i nt eres t . 

I wish to eJ1..--press my appr-eciatio :r?. , als o, t o 

:Miss 1':amie Walker , whose kindl y advice has helpEear,, 

me over many difficult problems . 
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CHAPTER OHE 

THE E IGHTEENTH CEN'l'URY EFFOR'r TO FORMULATE 

FIRST PRINC IPLl~S OF AESTHETICS 

The full effects of the s,timulation to sci enti ­

fic thought that grew out of the Baco.nian sys tem of 

t ho ught, and tha t was give:r.. further i mpetus by the 

discovery of the laws of gravitation and the theories 

of the phi losophers., Locke and Voltaire , during the 

seventeenth century , were not felt in England unti l 

about the begi nning of the eighteenth century. l ·Ien 

everywhere were thrilled by the intellectual achieve­

ments of the pas t two centuries, ancl it was a natural 

consequence that the dow~nant cha r &cteristic of the 

peri od called "ihe b nligh tenr.aent" was an almost implic ­

it faith in the reasoning powe rs o·f man . i i th t h e enthu­

siasm natural to disciples of a neYl principle , t h e in­

tellectuals of the ei ghteenth century prac,laimed the 

supremacy of the huma n unde rstanding. Al l existi ng in­

stitutions and theories were subj e cted to a relentless 

intellectual scrutiny , and those tha t c ould not stand 

an honest., rat ional examina tio.n were de .clared invalid . 

It was truly The Enlighter1ment- ---- the "Aufk l arung tt 

---and reason held a h i gher p l ace in man ' s este em than 

ev-er before or since . Conseq_uently, the Age of En-
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l ightment saw not only the collapse of many super­

stitions and beliefs, but also the beginning s of new 

principle s i n government, in religion e.nd in society .. 

Hor wa s this p robing for first principles and this 

que s t for truth limited to those fields; it was par­

t i cula rly noticeab l e in the new field of literary 

criticism,, in which an effort was made , not only to 

criticise th e literary works of the period according 

to ca tegory, but to find some means of forming a 

s tandard of taste , and of establishing some sort of 

obj ective criteria to aid in determining beauty .. 

Foremost among th e se pioneers of modern aes the t ­

ics was Anthor..y Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftes­

bury ,. who is generally conceded to be the most im­

portant , a s well as the mo st p la.usible, of the Deists,. 

who s e aim v.ra s t o ratio nalize religion.. Shaftesbury 1 s 

pl ace in philosophy was assured by his belief that 

the individual posse.sses not only an ir~nate sense of 

beauty for outward forms but an instinct which distin­

guishes between beauty and deformity of act ior::s and 

sentiments,and which he called, for the first time in 

English Thought, "Conscienc e'''• lfany of h is attempts to 

analyze beauty were ,. of course, unfruitful 1 but never­

theles si they contributed a great deal to the youth­

ful philosophy of aesthetics . A survey o.f the literary 
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criticism of the e i ghteenth centur y will rev eal the de ­

velopmen.t of many of his theories, but in order to un­

derstand their significance, it wi ll "be necessary to 

give a brief r~sum~ of t he h istory of aesthetics and 

its problems . 

The philosophy of aesthetics, although i ns eparable 

from the main body of philos.ophy , did not begir.!. to re­

ceive much at ten tion from speculative t h inke rs until 

about the beginning of the e ighteen th century.. 'l'o be 

sure , the Ancients had developed a very fine art, b ut 

their interest was p r actical, centering on me t h od s of 

artisti c i ns truction, r a t he r than on the na ture of 

beauty itself . ~uch small :contributions as we re made 

were submerged i n the l a rger interests of anc ie n t 

philosophy, and although Graeco - Ro man judgment of art 

was sure a nd true, the lack of a subjective f eeling 

in the main bo dy of cl a ssical philosophy hindered the 

dev elopment of a t h e.ory of c:,rt . 

But even Christianity , wi th its emphasis on the 

subjective~ its st r ess on the internal and its interest 

i n the problems of the soul,, failed to develop any 

theories of the beautiful, or of the i ma gi nati on. 

This was partly due to the predomina ting spirit of 

Ascetic i.sm during the earlier centuries of Christianity,, 
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and partly to the ob je c tivistic i nflue nc e of a ncient 

phi l os ophy . I t viras not until t h e Renaissa1;.ce t ha t 

any great interest was t aken i n t he p roblems of aesthet­

ics , and eve1;. then , the t h eo r ies a nd t h e solut io n of 

problems were taken al most i n their entirety fro m t h e 

Natura l isti c philosoph i es of t h e Anci ents. 

These empirical views a r..d t h eo r i es of a.rt, vvhi ch \Jere 

not all disc a r ded until afte r the Enl igh t ment, i ncluded 

a beli ef in t h e ex i s te n ce of a positive standard of art . 

Both Chri s tian a nd Paga n philosophi e s i nc luded a belief 

i n the existence of a n a bsolu t e truth , though , to be 

sm~e, the ir theori es of means of di s c overi ng t h i s truth 

differed radically . The t hinkers of t he eighteenth cen­

t ury inheri t ed this concep t, but their method of approach 

d i f fered f rom t h e, ir pre de ce s sors~ by demand i ng a ration-

a l mode of investi ga tion . They beli eved that by i n ­

te l lectual means, man mi gh t ultima tely fi nd not only 

t he f irs t pri nci pl es o f a rt, but t h e fundamental na ture 

of ~ eauty itself . Thus began the first specula t i ons 

which ma t e rially contributed to t h e body of aesthetic 

t hough t . But to be able to rate the value of these con­

tributions , it will be necessary to appraise briefl y,. 

the nature of th e philosophy of aesthetics . 

Th e philosophy of aesthetics, as it is revealed to -
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day ,. does not consist merely of definitions and nega­

tions concerning ar t, but rather has the task of classi ­

fication and systemizati on of the problems that arise 

f r om reflection upon art , and the criticism of errors 

that act as a stimulus to critical mi nds . It define s 

ttart 11 as a 0 pure 11 or "lyrical intuition'! as opposed 

to other forms of mental activity . This concept of art 

do e s not exist as an innate idea, but proves it exis­

tence by operating in the indi•v:-idual products of art 

which it generates , such as pai ntings ,, poetry , archi ­

tecture,, et cetera . I n just such a manner does the 

whole phi losophy of aesthetics operate in the judgrnen ts 

it has formed, and in the p r oblems solved. As these 

judg.$nents and problems make up the ma in body of aesthet­

ic.s some acq_uai ntance with them is necessary to f orm a 

concept of the na ture of aesthetics . It is safe to say , 

that of this body , the most i mporta nt questions h &ve been 

t hose that concern the nature of beauty and of a:ct, and 

th-e pro bl ems that arise f rom literary criticism invol v ­

ing the establishment of a correct taste. These have 

been the controversial center of critic a l thought for 

the past two centuries, but in the main , s ome grounds 

of a greement h~ve been rea ched i n n ea rly every case . 

The nature of beauty is the keystone on wh ic h the 
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erection of the philosophy of aesthetics depends,__ as 

on the pe rception of the evane s cent substance of b.eauty 

the whole situation rests. The naturalistic philoso_Flny 

he l d that beauty belongs to the beautiful obj ec t it­

self ,. a.nu is real and obje c t ive. This st&.tement, how­

ever, is difficult to accep t, becaus e the nature of 

beauty depends l a r gely on the character imputed to the 

work by the artist or by the s pectator. It follows, 

the refore , t hat beauty is rea lly dependent or.. the mind 

for its existence,_ and c ou ld no t exist eithe r in art 

or nature, excep t f or our interfere nc e . 

Closely bound up with the inquiry as t o the na ture 

of beauty is t he quest for the true origin of 11artn •. 

Co :r..cediEg 11art 11 to be "p ure II or "lyrical intuition",_ 

as distinguished from other forms of mental activity , 

such a s history , philosophy , natural s cience, or othe r 

utilitarian pur poses , aesthetics mai ntains that as 

beauty exists only i n the minds of those who perceive 

itl th ere are, of n ecessity, neither ''artistic" objects,, 

nor any objective criteria of beauty . Co n sequen tly, 

the re ca n be no di vision of arts, since physi ca 1 quali­

ties do not enter into the question. A reader with 

any sense for litera ture and art, wi 11 find in a line 

of p oetry a t once the melody and images of music and 
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and painting , as well as the strength and unity of 

sculpture a.nd archi tee ture . The same thil.:.g is true 

of a great picture or symphony, which are not merely 

things for· the eye and ear, but for the wh ole soul, 

recoxding themselves not or..ly as color a.nd line and 

harmony , but as speech and s ound and sculpturesque 

streng th . Thes e qualities canno-t be analyzed, howeve r., 

for- they elude us and melt into a unity, proving that 

art is one, and cannot be divided . 

Closely ass oci2.ted with the theory of "artistic 

objects" is the problem of literary cc.~te gory or "kinds" .. 

This problem arose throu gh the te ndency of literary 

critics to classify literary works as to nkindstt, 

l,ased on physical characteristics.---· tragic, comic, 

l y ric, et cetera . Allowing this classification to be 

coEvenient for publishers and readers, i t is a gainst 

the fundamental princ i ples of aesthetics to permit 

critic ism on this score. Some attempt to preserve 

this prac tice by basing the c.lassificat ion on philosoph­

ical theories wa s made by one school of literary cri ti­

cism , when. it established the precedent of classifying 

as lyric, epic, or dramatic .. The objection to this 

was , that both epics and dra.mas are essentially lyri­

cal, differing fro m each other only by degrees of ob ­

jectification, and hence not subject to such classifi-
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cation . Still other attempts we re ma de to classify 

literatur-e on the empi ri cal basis of f eeli ngs, which 

designated types as 1'the sublime ~~, 11 the comic 11 , 11 the 

graceful" , and so on through the gamut of emo t ion s 

and. impressions .. Though these theories form some res i - ­

due i~ the field of aesthetics, they have been lon g 

disregarded . 

Anothe r problem tha t evolved t hrough the efforts 

of literary criticism to maintai n s tanda rd was t he 

question of the t ype of l a nguage that mi ght be con­

sidered "poetic" or ••artistic" . This effort to re ­

strict the use of language grew out of the legitimate 

distinction be t we en styles . This d i s ti nctio n is to be 

trea.ted , however , a s merely a practica l,. d i dact ic pi ece 

of pedagogical classification and not as a concept 

based on philosophical theories . :b'or as l anguage is 

a means of expr ession, and a s expression is Eever 

logical but always affec t i ve. it c annot be subje ct 

to such divi sions . Exp re ssion coul d not 1:e "simple " 

in the sense of 1£. c king elaborc:. tion , or "o rna te" in t h e 

sense o f containing extr aneous matter ; it is always 

adorned with itself . The phi l osophy of l anguage is 

identical with that of poetry and a rt--- it passe a 

beyond t h e physical to t h e r ealms of the mind,. where 

it has its only existence . 
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Another problem which occupied the theorists 

among the literary critics of the Er..lightment was that 

of the establishment o.f an invariable standard of itta.st:e i · 

Their confidence in this possibility was due,, beya·nd 

doubt , to their a c ceptance of a theory of objective 

absolute truth ,. which might be determined by scientific 

meth ods . The principle of this method was intellectu­

alistic . Knowledge was accounted the greatest power 

of the mind, a nd by increasing knowled ge man would not 

only become v:irtuous but would also acquire the correct 

rules for judging and creating art . Since the latter 

:pa rt of the eighteenth century this theo.ry has been 

abandoned, and judgments or taste have become increas­

ing ly subjective, until now there is r..o universally 

accepted tenet of the validity of taste .• 

The solutions of the foregoing problems have been 

rather satisfactorily agreed upon, but there is one 

problem that arose to alarndngly inc.reasiri_g propor-

ti ~ns during the eighteenth century, and which is still 

unsettled to the satisfaction of all . This is the pro,­

blem of the Romantic conception of art, which asserts 

antithesis to the classic art and thus denies the unity 

of art.. Romantic:ism upholds the primary importan ce of 

feeling,, pass-ion, and fanc.y,, as being more appropriate 
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to the Modern age t...iJ.an the rati onali sti c literature 

of classicism after the French :Manner. This reaction 

was in pa rt justifiable since the literature of that 

pe riod was shallow,.. unimaginative, unfeeling and de ­

fic:ient in a deep poetic sense; but Romanticism as a. 

revolt against the Classicism that in its entirety 

stands for serenity and infinity of the artistic imag.e , 

is of necessity a raw emotionalism that refuses to un­

dergo purification and Catharais. For this reason 

Romant icism. has been called "disease ''• while classi­

c-ism was called "health" and it is interesting to note 

that the seeds of this half insane emotionality of the 

Rornantici sts were sown in the literary criticism of 

the rational, healthy, eighte enth century. 

All these theories and problems of:1~ theti cs were 

in part worked out during the period of the eighteenth 

century by the introduction of rational evaluation and 

the applica tion of natural laws t .o literary critic ism. 

It .i s the purpose of this study to appra ise the signif­

icance of the principles of aesthetics advanced by one 

of the most distinguished thinkers of the eigh teenth 

ce ntury, Lord Shaftesbury, and to trace his influence 

in the literary criticism of the period. 

Shaftesbury's theories of philosophy as a whole~ 
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were both a direct refutation of the materialistic 

phi losophy of Hobbes . which denies a p os itive moral 

standard ,_ and an attempt to answer the all- engross- ­

ing question of the century , "How shall morality 

survive when the fouridations of Christian theology 

are crumbling?" Shaftesbury and his school inherited a 

sort of pantheistic sentiment that "whatever i s , is 

ri ght ,_ " along with a provoking tendency to easy opti ­

mism which was apt to overlook the evidence of natural 

evil and mora l w_icke cines s, but, nevertheless , his theory 

tha t man possesses an i nnate sense of beauty and de ­

formity, not only of externalities, but also of senti­

ments ,_ thoughts and actions , was of tremendous impor­

tanc:e in the philosophy of the period . To be sure, this 

sense of beauty , or "conscience" was a p rinci p le which 

could not be demonstrated , and which must be recognized 

only by a k ind of intellectual iristinct which probably 

went sorely against the grain of the more material 

:n1inded .. But i:bs chief i mpor t ance ,. which v1 as to keep 

before the wo rld the ba ffling question, UV/hat is the 

origin • of virtuous and artistic imp ulses? 11 , cannot 

be und e restimate d . ~· i th Shaftesbury the impulses to ­

ward beauty and toward morality were one and the same.,.) 

and it is farom this point tha t we shall t race his 

theories of beauty . 



CH.AJ?TER TWO 

TEE RELATI ON OF SHAFTESBURY'S TiillORY OF BEAUTY 

TO HI S PHILOSOPHY IM GElf.ERAL 

Shaftesbury's chief aim was to set forth a phi­

losophy tha t would establish a rec or.:cilia tion between 

the old and new in theology. He proposed to do this 

by banishing the supernatural and yet retain the di­

vine in religion. There wa s a genuine ne ed of some 

stabilizing doctrine , for the sceptical school that 

followed Ho bbes was draining the life blood from the 

whole body of Christian reli gion and its system of 

morality . Shaftesbury and his school created God 

out of ne.ture, one whose laws were embodied in the 

natural lav,rn , as opposed to the superna tural phenomena 

of theology. Thus natural l aws were not only ri ght , as 

Hobbes and his f ollowers declared, but divine, and 

man 's pro of of the divine order wa s in hi s instinctive 

rE:cogni tion of the b eauty of the universe.. I n this 

philosophy, divinity does not retire to a distant 

past or to a future world, but continues to irradiate 

the present, for na ture itself is divine. Divi nity 

and beauty, then, are evi dent in the a ctions and sen­

timents of man, who . as the chief work of nature.,., 
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must show the most conspicuous marks of divinity., 

Shaftesbury believed that by a c trl ti va tion of t h e 

natural instincts of man toward divinity, man mi gh t 

achieve that fina l consummati on of reli gious expe ­

r ience . h a rmori..y between nature and man .. 

Shaftesbury 's theory of an aesthetic sense wa s 

thus evolved in an effort to establish a moral sys ­

tem, but its significanc e is of none the less impor­

tance in the field of aesthetics . He believed that 

men are born with ideas of divinity or beauty and 

t ha t the enthusia sm engendered as a conse quence of 

this perception can not be avoided . He defines this 

sense as being 11innate 11 , or an "instinctn, and later 

defined i nstinct as "that which Nature teaches._ exclu­

sive of Art . Culture or Discipl ine . 111 Since N2i ture 

itself shares the divinity of God, it fol lows tha t 

this capacity for finding the beautiful is of divine 

ori gin, and makes man share the divinity of nc:1 ture .. 

Uo~ only does man perceiv e the beautiful i n outward 

forms, but he is also able to discern the beauty or 

deformi ty of morals and manners . Neither can the 

soul or the mind escape the responsibilities of this 

1 
Characteristics~ Vol . II. p .. 411 . 
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faculty , but must continue to appraise and judge all 

that comes into its sphere of contact regardless of 

any desire to remain indifferent or neutral. 

It feels the Soft and the Harsh, the Agreeable 
and Disagre eable , in the Affections , a nd finds a 
Foul and Fai r,, a Harmonious and a Dissonant , as real­
ly and truly here, as in any musical Numbers,. or in 
the Outward Forms or Repr esentations of sensible 
Things . Nor can it withhold its Admira tion and Ext a sy , 
its Aversion and Scorn , any more in v1ha t rela tes to 
one than to the other of these Subjec ts. So tha t to 
deny the common and Natural Sense of a Sublime and 
Beautiful in Things , wi ll appea r an J.\ffect i oB merel y " 
to anyone who considers duly of this Affai r.~ 

Shaftesbury believed furthe r that the heart is 

compelled to ally itself on the s i de of what is hon-• 

est and natural , and hence beautiful~ and to disap­

prove of what is dishonest,, unnatur al , and deformed . 

He believed th& t even t h e most hardened a nd obstine.te 

of men is co nvinced of a standard of beauty and moral 

truth . The only difference between the mora l sense 

and the a esthetic sense, according to Shaftesbury, 

li~ s i n t he objects to which they apply, ----beauty 

is go ad .. 

Wh a t is :Beautiful is harmonious and p r oportion­
able; wha t is ha rmonious and proportio,nable is True; 

2 
Characteristics., Vol . II, p. 29 . 
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and what is at once both beautif~l and true, is of 
consequence , agreeable and good . 

Allowing tha t beauty is good, which was the stand­

ard tha t Shaftesb~ry set, the reader is not a little 

puzzled in findi ng there any objective standard of 

beauty, unless he follows Shaftesbury through a de ­

vious maze of generalities . 

Tha. t which is truly natui-al to ea ch Creature is 
its Perfection and withal i-ts Happiness , or Good . 4 

As the real good of any creature comes through the 

cultivation of the instincts and faculties designed 

to promote the ha rmony between man and nature, beauty 

is that which exempli fies nature's standard and which 

conforms to natural pri nc iples, both iE form and sen­

timents . Shaftesbury's ideas of beauty and go od , then,, 

are utilitarian to a ce r tain extent, since he believed 

that that whi ch best promotes the interests of the 

species is true beaut y . 

' Tis impossible we can advance t he least in any 
Relish or 'l'ast of outward Symmetry and Order; with­
out acknowledgi ng that the proporti onate and regular 

3 
Characterist ics~ Vol . III. p. 183. 

4 
Ibid., :p . 213 . 
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Stat et> is the truly prosperous and na.tural in every 
Sub j ect .. The same Features which make Deformity,. 
crea te Incommo.diousness and Disease. And the same 
Shapes and Propor tio.ns wh ich make Bea uty afford Ad ­
vant age by adap ting to Activity and Use . Even in the 
imitati ve. or de s i gni ng Arts the Truth or Beauty of 
eve ry Figur e or Statue is measured from the Perfec­
t i on of Nature. in her just adapting of every Li mb 
and Pro portion to the Activity , Strength , De.xte ri ty,. 
Li f e and Vi gor of the Particular Species or Animal 
des i gned . 

Th us Beauty and Truth are plainly joined with 
the no tion of Utility and convenience, even in the 
.Apprehe nsion of every ingenious Art~st,. the Archi­
t ect , the Statuary , or the Painter. 

Shaftesbury made a further application of this 

notion of utility a nd caused it to include not only 

the physi cal asp ec·ts of b eauty but more intangible 

properties , such as conditions of the body , actions,, 

and thoughts . The condition or action tha t contrib­

utes most to the real welfare of the body and soul 

i s by na ture the most beautiful. He prai sed health 
6 as "the inward beauty of the body,n and dec l ared tha t 

virtue , which he often praised as the highest form 

of beauty , is t h e natural go od of man .. 

We see then, not only that 11Whatever is na tural 

is ri gh t and divine" ,. but t hat 0 wha t ever is natural 

is divine and beautiful 11 and t hat nature furnishes 

5 
Characteristics, Vol. III P. 180-181. 

6~,, P. 181 
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at once a moral standard and a standard of beauty .. 

Shaftesbury intended the standard of beauty to be 

an objective measure , f'or he insisted tha t the qual ­

ity o:f beauty belonged, not to the mind, but to the 

object or action itself • .he recognized the diffi ­

culty of analyzing this quality, but attributed it 

to the fact tha t no t one "beauty" alone is involved 

in judging an obj ec t, "but a complicated number of 

11beauties" , which ,. unless ~eparated, can not be re­

duced to their essentials . Should t his be doP..e, how­

ever , iri every case this beauty would be found to be 

the natural beauty of thir own particular k ind . He 

named some of these "charmstt or "beauties" as "f i g­

ure it , "colour 11 ,. nmotion 11 , and ••sound u·, of which , he 

said the· simple st is 11fi gure •• ., He admitted that there 

was no agreement as ye t on t h i s standard of beaut y, 

but he maintained th&t the standard for each kind in 

nature is its particular "Go ad"• and that the diffi-­

culty does not l ie in t he uncerta inty of the standard 

bu t in the difficulty that a rises through applying 

it .. He ridiculed the idea that mere opinion is at the 

bott.om of any judgment, and accounted for the differ- ­

ences that arise i n individual evaluations by the f a ct 

that unless the standard is felt, there can be no a gree -
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ment .. . The standard, he felt , could be subject to no 

equivocation . "It (the Standard) is of Nature ' s Im­

pression, natura lly conc eived, and by no hrt or 
7 

Counter-lfature to be eradicated or destroyed •. 11 

Despite this belief in a positive standard of 

Beauty , Shaftesbury 's specula tions elsewhere led h i m 

a bnost to the threshold of the principle of subjective 

beauty .. He stated rnany of the tenets that approached 

the subj e c t ive principle but someh ow failed to apply 

thera to beauty specifically . He declared tha t sen­

sory i nr.fJ ressions are variable, even to the extent 

tha t what is pain to one person may be pleasure to 

another , but he did not conceive this to mean that 

what is beauty to one person may be deformity to an­

other, unless , as he tells us , one of the two should 

possess a 0 corrupt opini on" . Again , he stated t ha t 

thought is our only reali t y . 

Thought we own pre- eminent, and confess the 
realle s t of Being s ; the only :E:xi st enc e of whi ch we 
are mad e sure of , by being cons cious . All else may 
by only Dream and Shadgw. Al l which even Sense sug­
gests maybe deceitful. 

7 
8 Characteristics l _Vol . II, p . 42 . 

Ibid, p . 369 . 
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Though clea rly aware of the illusory quality of all 

sensations , Shaftesbury's theory of a natu:cal stand­

ard halted his p rog ress in applying this subjective 

theory to beauty . 

Shaftesbury believed that the percept1on of beauty 

crea ted the noblest and highest passi ons of man, since 

through this perception his rel~.tion to divi rlity is 

established . Beauty raises the imagina tion of r.1en to 

partake of the divine inspira.tior.. which, by its power, 

leads him to seek some mean s of becoming a h ar rwnious 

pe.rt of the u:niversal ha r mony . Under the spell of 

this enthusiasm , every man pursue.s the i deal of beauty 

and harmony according to the capacities and inclinations 

of his nature . To t he most hi ghly d eve lo1J ed soul,. a 

sine le beauty is not sufficient, and such a one seeks 

a coalition of be auties tha t leads to the mo s t perfect 

harmony co nce ivable , the Go od of mankind at large . 

Thus , beauty is made to attain a truly moral aspect .. 

Shaftesbury calls this quest for beauty "lovett 

when it seeks beyond the physical aspects of beauty 

for tha t of inne r proporti ons . He maintained tha t all 

beauty contains a moral par t . Even those who admir e 

beauty in the f' c:. ir sex and who woul d be greatly amused 

t o hear of a nor a l part in their amours , are, ac cord-
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ing to Shaftesbury , in pursuit of this hi g.~e r beauty . 

Why else is the very air of Foolishness enough 
to cloy a lover , a t first sight? Why does an Idiot­
Look and Manner destroy the Effect of all those out ­
ward Charms , and rid the Fair- One of her Power ; tho 
regularly a9med, in all the Exac t ness of Feature and 
Cornplexi on"? 

Ee sums u 12 the whole theory in these words . 

Vie may infe1~ that there is a p ower in Humbers, 
Harmony, Proportion and Beauty of every kind , v.rhich 
naturally cap tiva tes t.~e Heart and raises the I mag­
ination to an Opini8n or Concei t of sor:1ething L1a­
jestic and divine . 

Since without this i magina tion or ins1)iration , 

the perception of beauty would be in no wise di ffer ­

entiated from other sensual perceptions , its presence 

is of' the utnost impor t ance to man. "Nithout i t s di ­

vj_ne power , he coul d scarcely be said to exist except 

in an animal fashion and with no other enjoyment than 

the satisfaction of h is coars~t appetites and pa ssi ons .. 

It may o e said , th~~ , that the abili ty to r ecognize 

beauty and deformity is the mark that distinguishes 

mar:. fro rn the lower orde:c of animals . Shaf t esbury be ­

lieved that animals were capable of enjoying beauty on­

ly as it sati sfied their• appeti t e s and physi cal needs . 

9 
Chara cteri st ics ~ Vo l. I, p . 1 37 . 

lOi b~~ , Vol. III, p . 30 
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I3ecau se of this l a ck,, an animal is esteemed "good" 

i f i t conforms to the lavvs of its own kind and 

pro spe rs physically . IE this way it fits into the 

universa l system and achieves the »good" possible of 

its kind . L!an , alone , is accounted il:irtuous, and tha t 

onl y when he directs this enthusiasm for bea uty to 

co nform to the rul es of what he conceives to b e the 

na tur e o:f' the univ e rse . I n this way he blends him­

s elf i nto the great pattern of the universe . It is , 

hov1ever, on ly by a cultiva tion of the sense of mora ls 

and beauty tha t he is able to ca tch the strains of di ­

vine harmony ,. a nd still , Shaftesbury believed tha t , 

the judgment of all who h ave cultive.ted this sense 

a nd beauty will reach the same objec t ive ~ This a ga i ~, 

i s due to the beli ef in a n incorruptibl e s t andard in 

lTa ture . 

Ha r mony is Harmony by na t ure , let men judc;e 
ever so ridiculously of Musick. So is Symmetry a nd 
Pro por tion founded still in ITE ture, let 1'fan 's fancy 
prove ever so barbarous , or the i r Fashion s ever so 
Gothic i n their architecture , Sculp ture , or wh a t ­
ever othe r desi gr:. i ng Art . ' Tis t h e same ca se, wh ere 
Life and 1'Ianners are col!ce r ned . Virtue h a s t he same 
fixed Sta nda rd . Th e same Numbers , Ha rmony and Pro­
p ortions will h ave place in Mora l s ; and are discov­
e r a.lJle in the Characters and Affe ctions of Mankind ; 
i n which a re l a i d t h e j ust Founda tions of an Art and 
Science , superior!~ every othe r of human Practice 
a nd Comprehension .. 

11Chara cteristic s ~ Vol. r ~ P . 353 . 
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Shaftesbury believed that this conscious aspira­

tion to put oneself into harmony with the divinity 

of nature was the highest ideal of the beauty seeking 

soul . He divided i::cto th:cee different ranks the beauty 

which man may covet or attain . The first and lov,rest 

rariJ<: he called 0dead forms" , inclucdng those objects 

of art or beauties of nature th.st have no reasoning 

power ,, or ability to execute , a .. nd,si1;.ce there is no 

inner beauty possible in this case, are limited in 

their appeal and appeal to the senses alone . Second , 

in rariJc ,. he plc~~ed the 11forms which for a beauty 11 ,. 

ad.va.1-:1.cing as his criteria that i t is not the beautiful 

object itself thut we admire , but the beautifying :pro­

cess and this involves mind. Last , he plac.ed the 

"Supreme and Sovereign ::Beauty 11 that is responsible 

for· the second order, and ma:r..ifests itself in thcct 

highest of all pleasures i ~ent i mental feeling , or 

ttvirtuous 1Ioti ons" as he called it . Thi s briEgs up 

his theory of the beauty of sentimentality which he 

described as the "virtuous Motions whi ch take place 

whe:r.. mind joins in a ssent to the virtuous actions of 

a good dispositionf I t is interesting, too , to note 

that virtue and divinity are intercha;:;.gea.ble and oc­

cupy at once the position of the highest form of 
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beauty .. As we h2-ve already seen that divinity is in­

herent in nature , we seem to be justified in assum­

ing that virtue ,. or sentimer..tality , is also another 

manifestation of divinity . At any rate , Shaftesbury 

considered the sentimental manner and the sentimental 

pl ea sure the rno st n,, tural of plea sure s .. 

Shaftesbury did not distinguish between the per­

ception of the three orders of beauty by any diminution 

or· intensity of the enthusiasm engendered in the be ­

holder . 1'he classification of the three orders is cer­

tainly r~ ot made on an experi mental basis, for he as -

_sures us that the insp iration and joy kind.led i n us in 

the :presence of the beauties of nature, which he des­

i gm.ted as a "dead form 11 ,. a.re indications of the :E'irst 

:Beauty which is the ~priori of divinity . 

I n his theories of literary critici sm whi ch like ­

wise should logically involve the first order of beauty , 

Shaftesbury c o_ntir:.ued to di srega.rd this classification. 

He stressed r ather the necessity of good taste and the 

dangers involved i n neglecting the cieveloprnent of t.aste .. 

As he was particularly anxious th&t t he youth of Eng­

l and. should be shielded from the examp les of 11 Goth ic 

art ti which he thouglt would deba.se their st2.ndard of 

taste, he became interested in the problerD.s of literary 
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criticism. It is in this field that this study pur- ­

poses to investigate his theories . 



CE.APTER TH}Tf,=E 

SID\FTESBtrn.Y ' S TEEORY 0 ] ' TASTE A!ID ITS FU!TC'I' ION I N 

LIJ!'E AlID ART-

Shaftesbury 's chief merits as a :philosopher cor:ie 

through his vindication of human n2. ture from the 

a.s saul ts of the cynics and theologians of h is day . 

The 'moral ' or 'aes thetic sense' , used to designate 

t h e natural tendency to virtue and beauty, works as 

§, divine ir..stinct and directs by its ovm authority " 

thus superseding the ne ces si t y of an appeal to the sel­

fish instincts, 1:u1d repudic,t ing the doctrine of su:per­

na tura l rewards and rrnnishments . Shaftesbury beli eved 

that such doctrines are destructive to virtue . The 

removal of these as external motivations of conduct 

naturally thrusts the responsibility of Dction on in­

ternal guidance . As human nature shares in the d ivini ­

ty of nature ~ its organ of guidance is, of necessity , 

divine . Because of this :primitive i mpulse toward the 

go od and the beautiful, and away from the sordid and 

wicked , man " who is in accord with nc:..ture, leads a 

virtuous life. regard l es s of applause , rewards , or pun-

ishments . 

Should. one, who had the countenance of a gentle ­
man ask me ,. tt\i.fhy I would avoid being nasty,_ wh en no­
body was present1n In the first place I shoul d. be 
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fully satisfied that he himse l f was a very nasty Gen­
tle-man who coul d ask this question, and that it would 
be a hard matter for me to make him ever conceive 
what true cleanliness was . However , I might , not 
withstanding this , be content ed. to give him a slight 
answer , and say , ' Twas because I had a Hos e .' Should 
he trouble me further and ask again ~ ' i.H1at if I had 
a cold"? Or v,rha. t if r..1:Jturally I had no such nice 
Smell? I might answer perhap ~> ' That I cared as lit­
tle to see myself nas t y as tha t other s should see me 
in that condi tian. But what if it were in the dark? 
Why even then , t ho I had neither :Hose 1 nor Eyes 1. my 
Sense of the :Matter ·wouilid still be the same , my Jla ­
ture would rise at the Thought of what was sordid or 
if it did not 1 I should hav e a wretched Nature ir..deed,, 
and. hate w..yse lf for a. :Beast . Honour rnyse lf I :i."J.ever 
could ; whilst I h&d no better a sense of what , i n 
reality , I owed1myself 1 and what became me , as a 
hu:man Creature . 

Shaftesbury de clares tho. t since man is rn,. turally 

inclined to good and to beauty , there is no real con­

flict between interest and virtue . He believed that 

to be wicked was to lie rn.iserc::ble ,. and to be virtuous 

wa3 to control the means of prosperity and happ i ness . 

The iJ:1..n2te ser..se of morals and of beauty was given us 

that we mi 6ht choose the na tural ai:.d the beautiful ir:. 

actions . in sentiments and in obj,e ts d ' §:F}.• 11.nd as 

Sl~af tesbury contended t hat the natural state is the 

truly prosperous for every creature, a purs uit of our 

ideals of beauty and virtue must advanc e our interests 

and all our misery comes fro c some urm&tura. l passions 

and c?, C ti ons .. 

1 
Cha racteristics , Vol. I, pp. 124-125. 
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Shaftesbury's theory of an innate sense of beauty 

included a belief that the foundation of a right taste 

is iJ:1..herent in the divine enthusiasm vvh i ch accompanies 

the perception of beauty . Despite the fact that he 

believed that this inspiration lifts the imagination 

to heights of majesty thc:.t c.- re indicl:itive of divinity , 

hE. still regard s as imperative, the careful cultivation 

of the 11 Taste n or HRelish" , since on its proper dire c­

tion the happiness of man depends . Indeed , man c oulci. 

never know happiness at all , had he no taste . Every­

thing delightful 1c1nd charming in the v.rorld. depends on. 

its pre - establishment . 

Slender would be the Enj oyments of t he Lov-er ,. 
the ambitious Man , the Warrior , o r the Vi rtuoso , if 
in the :Beau ties which they admire and passionately 
pursue , there were no reference or regard to any 
higher Tufu.jesty or Gr andeur , tha n what s i mply results 
from the :particular Obje c ts o f thei r pursuits . I 
know not in reality , what we should. do t o fi nd a 
seasoning to most of our p l easu r e s in Life , were i t 
not for the Te.ste or Relish , whi ch i s owi ng to this 
particular PassionA a nd the Con ceit or I magi nation 
which supports i t. 4 

Although 3haftesbur y bel i eved the i'ounds tion of 

taste itself to be innate , he thought a well devel ­

oped taste was "of lTa t ure ' s growth , tF and was developed 

2 
Characterist~, Vol . III PP • 31 - 32 
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only by use , pract i ce , and culture , to any degree of 

perfection . As the developme nt of taste is thus a 

conscious , rational :process , it serves as an example 

of the ei@1teenth century ' s belief in the effica cy of 

reason , but with a signi ficant difference . Shaftesbury 

believed that n1an should depend upon reaso E to solve the 

mysteries of the world and the problems of life as did 

the other irnpo::ctant thirtlcers of t he period , but where ­

as they looked on the intellect as a means of extend­

ing the bounds of knowle c:L;e , Shaftesbury regarded the 

reasoning p 0i1✓ e rs of man rnore as an aid to developil:g 

and preserving the natural i mpulses and instincts of 

man thet worked to h i s advantage , and to weed i ng out 

those that imped.ed him in a ttainirE harmony . He be ­

lieved that reason is a just and sure mentor , and , if 

man •will but heed its guidance , the taste for exter-

nal beauties that i s usually the early taste, will 

be questioned until o.pinion and f ancy are freed from 

the fluctuating standa rds of f ashi on and educ~tion. 

He could conceive of no good t h o t is -· in.cons tant 1 

• and consequentl y he beli eved that a truly go od taste 

io invariable in its staEdard . 

' Ti s we ourselves create and form our Taste . 
If vre resolve to h&.ve it just , 'ti s i n our powe r . 
\ie may esteem and value , approve and disapprove , as 
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we would wish . For who would not reJoice to be al- ­
ways equal a nd c onsonant to himself , and ha.ve con­
sta ntly t ha t Opi nio n of t h ing s which is n a tural 
and :p roportionable? But who da res s earch Opinior.. to 
t h e b o t tom, or call in qu e stior.. his early and prepos ­
s es sing Taste ? •t/ho is so just to hi mself , as to re ­
ca ll his Fancy fron the Power of Fashion and Ed uca­
t ion to tha t of Reaso n? Co ul d we , however , be thus 
courageous; ~ e should soon settle in ourselves such 
an Opi nio n of Go od as would secure to us an invaria3 
ble , agr e eable , a.nd just Taste i n life and manners . 

Th e p rincip l es of the inva ria.ble s tandard , 

Shafte sbury felt to be quite clea rly and co ncisely 

set fortr1 in the followine; q_uestions . "Which is 

r i ght:· libich t he unaffec t ed c a rri 2.ge, or just De­

n1eanor: And which the a ffected and false? n4 Ee ap ­

prehende d no qu es tion of di f ficulty i n disti nguish-

i ng t he unaffected and just demea nor· from t h e affected. . 

So f a r as Shaftesbury wa s con cerned, t h e na tura l ma n ­

ne r was t he ri gh t , a nd the un8ffected and "unna tural 

demeanor" wus of co ur s e evidence of the wors t of tastes . 

So f a r as the na tural ca n be distinguished from the un­

na tur al , the sta ndard of taste is, just as is the stand­

ara. of b eauty , defi nite and obj ective, and based on 

t he no t ions of utility . The whole theory of Taste 

rests on the existence of an inherent passio n for 

3 
4Cha r ac t eri stic s, Vo l. III. pp . 186- 187 

ill.fl. Vol . III, p . 179 
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bea.uty that is n 1:; tural to man and ,. therefore,. di vine . 

And as rwtural impulses and psssions promote the 

we lfare of each k ind1. (according to Shaftesbury ·who 

recognized no ne tural or inherent ills,.) taste ,_ itself , 

j_s des i gned to help mcm choo se thc~t which will be 

truest to natura l laws , and to exclude t hc:..t which is 

unnatural and likely to work to h is harn: . 

'Tis impossible ·we ca1~ edvance the le as t in 
any Relish or Taste of outwa:cd Symmetry and Order; 
without acknowl edgi ng tha t the propor tionate and 
re gula r State , is the truly prosperous and natural 
in every Subject . · The same Features wh ich m.a.ke 
Deformity, create incommodiousness and Disease . And 
the same Shapes and P roportions which make Beauty, 
afford Advantage , by adap ting to Activity and Use . 
Even in the i mitative or designing Arts t he Truth 
or Beauty of eve ry Figure or Statue is measured 
from tht: Perf ec ti on o f lfa ture,. i n h e r Activity,. 
Strength ,, Dext erity, Life and Vigor of the par ti cula.r 
Species or Animal Designed ~ 

Thus Beauty and 'fruth are plainly joined with 
the Hoti on of Utility and Convenience , even in the 
Apprehensio:r2. of ever-.1 ingenious Artist , the .Architect , 
the Statuary, or the Painter . 'Tis the same in the 
Physician ' s way , Natura l Health that is just ropor­
tion , Truth and re gular Course of things i n~ Consti­
tution . ' Tis the inward Beauty of the Body . 5 

Thus we see that Shafte sbury ' s theory of Taste 

refers again to his maj or tenet i nvolving the divini ­

ty of Nature . The best t aste is tha t which admires 

5Characteristics, Vo l. III , PP. 180-181 
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the prevaili ng order of thing s., because wha tever is 

is both right and beautiful: therefore , it is only 

right that we admire it . 

Shaftesbury intended tha t his concept of taste 

sho uld conform to the generq.l belief of his time in 

an objective , unalterable Truth, but we find more 

th&n a trace of subjectivity in his theory, although 

it is very doubtful if he himself ever realized its 

presence . This element of subjectivity creep s in 

through his belief thfat it is only when the beauty 

perceived is of the higher types th&. t the pass.ion 

aroused could be des.ignated as "inspiration" , vrhich 

he distinguishes fro m mere "enthuaiasmtt or "vulgar 

enthusiasm 11 as ''divine enthusiasm 11 • l~his higher 

type of beauty is not an appe~ l to the senses~ tut 

to the mind . TEste, then, depends not on the sensory 

evidence of beauty , but on a more subjective basis. 

He declared that no matter what we please to irnagine 

are our feeling s about the "substantial s.olid part 

of beauty" , if we should criticize our taste, we 

should find tha t what we most admire is the images 

·which our i magirration had :preseP..ted to our mind, of 

such mysterious and illusive qualities as ••a maj e stic 

air" ., 11 a spritely look" , or ff a. soft and gentle gra cen,, 
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while other :passions of a lo11ver sort were employed 

in other i,,vays. 'l'hus, the evidence of the senses is 

discounted, while tha t of thought , which he believed 

to be the only reality, is plac ed in authority . By 

the guidance of thought . then, he believed we might 

escape the consequences attendant on a f a lse taste . 

A false taste,, Shaftes bury said, is governed by 

what immediately r,ttracts the ser..ses and which conse­

quently fai l s to satisfy the thought and reason . This 

theory is based on the subjective element in his con­

cept of beauty , and applies not only to a taste in 

art ,, "tut also to a taste in behavior and thought . 

Shaftesbury believed tha t such a taste being ·wholly 

unattended by those per ceptions of divi nity which come 

through true i nspirat ion, would fail to develop in 

man that which is mo st import.ant to him, a harmonious 

rel&tionship wi th the natural order of things . For 

man ' s true place in na ture i s found only through the 

exercise of those faculties tha t distinguish him 

from other animals . 

' Tis evident however from Reaso~ itself, as 
wel l as from Histo.ry and Exp erience,, tha t nothiEg i s 
more fatal, either to paintir2g, architecture I or the 
othe r Arts ,. t h a n this false Relish which is governed 
by what i mmedia tely strikes the sense, than by, what 



33 

consequentially and by reflection ple~ses the mind 
and satisfies the Thought and Reason. 

Shaftesbury believed that it is not the object 

of a rt or the beauty of nature that gives us the 

11Conceit of something majestic and divine 11 , but it 

is the evidence of mind behind these external beauties 

tha t appeals t:o us.. J!'or that reason , a taste that 

considers only the physical asp ects of beauty has 

misplaced its i de a l of beauty and of virtue . He 

offered the exarn.ple of a man who placed his ttr:magina­

tion of something Beautiful. Great and becoming in 

Thing s'' on such subjects as richly ornamented plate , 

jewels, titles and pre ce dencies . Be cause of the 

physical properties of t he objects of his admi r ation., 

t h e passions raised by h i s opinion could be no other 

than avarice, pride, vanity ,, or ambition ,. and would 

result in p erpetual fears of loss and disappointment . 

A tas t e based on such externalities co ul o. work only 

to the detriment of its possessor . 

Chief among the causes of a fa l se taste Shaftes-• 

bury plc:.ce s. the dispositio n to sacrifice the natura l 

taste f or an i magi nar y private i nterest . any noble 

Engli shmen, having become dishonest in public office. 

have allowed t heir i dea l of beauty to b e lowered from 

6 
CharacteristicaJ Vol. III, p . 390 
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a love of inward meri t, honor,. and character to auch 

glittering ware as e:q_uipages,. titles,. staffs ,, and 

ribbons . Another illustration of the same situation 

is found in the artistic t as te of those who allow mere 

sensual pleasure to determine their taste in art.. The 

result is the acce:ptance of many barbarisms and conse­

quently the forfeit of good taste, which ultima tely 

results in loss of all pleasures . 

I shall be weary of rey pursuit and upon ex­
perience , fin d little Pleasure in the main, if mu 
choice and judgrne.nt in it be from no other Rule than 
that single one, because I ulease . Grote sque and 
Mons trous Figures often please . Cruel Spectacles 
and Barbarities are also found to please , and i n 
some Tempers. , to please beyond all other Subjects.. 
But is this Pleasure rift? --- Do I not forever 
forfeit my good Relish? 

This pe rversion of taste might be thought 

excusable if the standard were not so plainly es­

tablished .. Shaftesbury beli eved that even the 

most stubborn and refractory of men have a clear 

conception of t h is standard and that it is only 

through a weak thought or a lack of judgme1:.t th& t 

man departs from the standard . Besides se tt.tng forth 

another ex.ample of his belief in an objective truth, 

this theory shows that Shaftesbury co nsiders a la.ck 

7 
Characteri.stics,, Vol . I,. pp . 339 -340 
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of judgment to be the greates t poss i ble wrong tha t 

man is capable of, since by a corruption of taste 

he believed tha t we lose our ha.ppines s and our pl&.ce 

in nature . 

It has been the principal End of t hese volume s 
to assert the Reality of a :Beauty and Charm in moral 
as well as Ua tural Subjec ts and to demonstrat e the 
Reasonableness of a proportio nat e tas te, and de ter­
minate choice , in Life and manners . The Standard 
of this kind and the noted Charac ter of Moral Truth 
appear so firrruy established i n Na tur e itself; and 
so widely displayed through the i ntelligent worl d. 
that there is no Genius, Mind or thinking Principle, 
which, if I may say so, is not re ally conscious in 
the case ......... ·t T•is evident that 'Whenso ever the 
Mind , influenced by Passion or Humour , consents to 
any Action , Measure or Rule of Life contrary to 
this gover-ning Standard and Primar y measure of I n­
telligence , it can onl y th1ro ugh a weak t hought, a 
s cantiness of judgment, and a de f ec t i n the appli ­
cation of that unavo i dable Impressi on and f i 1·st 
Na tural Rule of Honesty and Worth , agai ns t which 
whatever is advanced, wi l l be of no other moment 
than to render a Life distra cted, incoherent~ full 8 
of Irre s olution , Repentance and Self-disapproba tion . 

:Sy a false judgment or a r11isapplicat io n of the 

standard of ri gh t and wrong that determines our 

cho ice , only a partia.l vievl o f happ iness is ooncei ved . 

From this narrow conception results every unnatura l 

and i mmoral a ction or though t and every instance of 

false relish of art . "Whatever takes from t he Large-

8 Characteristics., Vol . III , pp . 303-304 . 
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ness or F reedom of Thought> must of necessity detract 

fr·om t hat first Relish , or Taste, on which Virtue and 

9 
Worth depend . " 

Among the chief forces tha t Shaftesbury consid ­

ered as working against the freedom of though t and con­

tributing to a narrowness of mind or fanatic ism,. are 

sup er sti tion , bigotry and vulgar enthusiasm. A lov e 

of m:J teri al thing s, luxury ,, and i nternperance 1 he also 

held detr i mental but not so restraining as t h ose ills 

re sul ti ng from fanaticism , for to the reli gious or 

political fanatic , freedom of mind,. a nd liber ty of 

thought and action ,. seem debauch , corruption, and 

sacrilege . It is fr om these shackles that Shaftesbury 

des ireB to f ree t h ose of :lb.is countrymen whose taste is 

ye t retrievable .. 'i'hese, he fel.t sure, were confi ned 

t o the y outh of the upp er class whose taste had al­

ready been formed in exterior manners and behavior . 

Th e means of refon:1in[; t he taste of y outh, 8-S 

set fo rth by Shaftesbury1 are somewha t indefinite .. As 

we have already seen 1 he believed tha t every judgment 

should be ma de with the aid of reason, and tha t we 

9 
Characteristi c s Vol .. III. p ~ 304 . 
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sh ould learn to like or to admire,. since no judgment 

co ul d be consi dered as an innate or instinctive pro ­

cess. Reason, however , merely discerns whether or 

not t h e bea uty is sup erficial or whe the r it p roves 

its r eality by its appea l to t he mind . As the joys 

of t he intellect h&ve nQturally the highest place in 

man 's pleasures , man should reform his taste to agree 

·with m;. ture and endeavor to b e r;.atural by seeking 

these joys alone . On the other hand, since in the 

inte l lectua l appreciation of harmony, which is beauty , 

only those objects , actions, and sentiments that con­

form to the n2 tural standard of beauty will be oonsidered 

beautiful . Fr om this, Shaftes.bury concluded, that as 

na ture is rarely in accord with f a shion and custom, 

there is ample cause to suspect the taste unless it 

is of ten in conflict with the p revailing mode of the 

times . In case the taste is in agreement wi th the 

f a shion, it is almost certain to be vulgar . 

Shaftesbury belie ved that it wo uld be i mp os s ible 

to reform this ~ulgar taste with out the aid of criti ­

cism."A le gitimate and just Taste can neither be be ­

gotten~ made , conceived, or produced without the 

antecedent Labour and Pains of Criticism. 11 lO 

lO Characteristics~ Vol. III, pp . 164-165 . 
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Cri ticis.-rn is , the refore, of the utmost i mp or tance be ­

cause it alone provides any practical means of form­

ing our judgments of reli gi on , art or morali ty . The 

first prac ti ce i n criticism, Shaftesbury thoug..~t 

should be destructive in purp ose . 

We are to work rathe r by the weaning t han the 
engaging passions; since if we give way chiefly to 
Inclination , by havi ng , applauding , and admiri ng 
what is grea t and go od , we may possibly , i t seems , 
i n some high Objects of that ki ng , be so amused and 
extasied , as to lose ourselves and m.i ss our proper 
mark , for want of a steady and settled aim . Eut 
be i ng more sure and infall ible in v1ha t rela tes to 
our Ill , ·we shoul·d begin. they tell us , by applying 
our aversion , on tha t si de and raising Indigna tio n 
against those meanne sses of Opinion , and Senti ment 
which a r e t he causes of our Subjectj_on and Per ­
plexity . 11 

As criticism searches for t ruth, Shaf t esbury 

be lieved t ha t to cr i t i cize with any jus tness neces­

sitated a knowledge of bo t h poetic truth and his­

tori cal truth . All beauty is truth, but poetic truth 

which i s found in all true art , differentiat es itself 

from historical truth by avoi ding minutenes s and sin­

gularity and conformi ng to the general standards of 

Nature rather than to a specific example . Historic 

truth is tha t hich givea us our ideas of general 

trut hs by using sp eci fic examples . A cri t i c ., Shaftes­

bury maint ained , must really understand both , but if 

11characteristics , Vol . III, pp . 202- 203 
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either were of necessity to be eliminated be believed 

we could best afford to lose historic truth . 

Some considerable Wits have recommended the bes t 
Po.ems , as preferable to the best of Histories; and 
better teac5:~ng the truth of Characters , and Hc,: ture 
of Mankind .. ..., 

A true knowledge of poetic and historic truth 

could come only through a thorough acquaintance with 

chronology, natural philosophy and geography._ Shaftes- ­

bury thought; so criticism itself depends on learning 

of a kind. In this theory Shaftesbury pr oves h i mself 

in sympathy with the other thinkers of the eigh teenth 

century,.. for although taste is founded on an i nnate 

instinct ,.. this instinct must be developed by critical 

reasoning , which in its turn depends upon knowle dge . 

This di d not mean , however , that Shafte sbury ·was in 

any way an advocate of any system o.f formal educa tion 

or a follower of any school of philosophy . Ra ther, 

he advoca ted self-s tudy , travel, and the intimate 

acquaintance of a few classic authors . He disapproved 

strongly of an extensive and indiscrimina te reading ~ 

and he held pedantry i n the utmost contempt . 

12 
Characteristics~ Vol. I~ p . 145. 
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Shaftesbury believed that self-. analysis,, or, as 

he termed it , "homespun philosophy , " was the first 

stage of critical progress., In order thoroughly to 

know oneself,. he believed it was necessary to recog­

nize that man 's na ture is co~posed of a warring duali ­

ty ,, Reason ,. the inspector and auditor of the humours ,, 

and Appe tite ,, who continually battles with Reason over 

the possess ion of the Will. By the practice of solil ­

oquy,. in which each faction may orally present its case,. 

man may best determine his true course and pr otect his 

best interests . By thi s practice of self dissection, 

not only a knowl edge of self is gained , but a knowledge 

of human nature , and in ad dit ion , one is enabled to 

preserve that invariable standard of conduct tha t 

Shaftesbury so earnest l y recommended . 

' 'ris the known Province of Philosophy to teach 
us ourselves ,. keep us the selfsame pers ons, and so 
regulate our governing Fancys,, Passions and Humours 
as to make us comprehensible to ourselves , a nd know­
able b13other Features than t h ose of a bare counte ­
nance . 

This type of philosophy . Shaftesbury placed above 

all other science or knowledge and proposed to advance 

its study on the found&tion of wha t i s agreeable and 

13Charac.teristics 1 Vol . I, p .. 283 . 



41 

polite in manners ,, as w. ell a s morals . The philos ­

opher , he stated , ca.rries c oed breeding a step higher 

than the v:i rtuoso (which he defined as meaning the 

refined wit of the ~ 1 4 and include d in it those 

gent lemen who are acquainted with civilizations of 

the world) . 

The accomplishrnent of breeding is to learn 
whatever is decent in company or beautiful in arts ~ 
and the sum of philosophy is to learn wrwt is jus t 
in society1 ru1d beautiful in N2. ture and Order of 
the World . o 

He declared tha t it is not only intellect that dis ­

tinguishes the philosopher , but a heart and a resolu­

tion , thus turning again to his belief that the beauty 

of sentiments constitutes the highest o rder of beauty .. 

He be lieved tha t a philosopher should aspire to a 

just taste , and c arry in view the standard of beauty, 

which is harmony with manld nd 2nd society , accord -

ing to his natural rank. Thus by followin; the pre ­

cept , "Know Thyself ,. 11 one is enabled to understand 

and, at the same time ,__ perf e c t the taste by turn-

ing away from all that is unnatural in art ,_ morals ,__ 

and manners . 

14 Characteristics , Vo l . I , p . 283 
15 

Ibid , Vol . I I I. p . 161 
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Shaftesbury believed a knowledge of chronology 

and ge ography also es sential in the formation of a 

just critical faculty .• He beli eved that i gnorance 

of these two subjects was responsible for many 

crudities in the taste of Englishmen , and he accused 

them of a contemptuous disregard of forei gn and an­

cient cultures . he understood that they consi de red 

this a form of pa triotism , but Yihile he conceded 

th2. t the greatest of human affections was the love 

of native l and , he argued th c::c t love for country and 

countrymen should be ext ended to i nclude the whole 

world and all mankind . By their :patriotism the En­

glish pe6ple hinder the i r development of taste . A 

lit t le interest in ancient civiliza-t ions would be 

enough to convi Ece Engl i shmen of t he stri king par­

allels i n the development of cul tures , and would as -

3ist material l y in develop i ng their own taste . The 

early sty le in both Ancient Greec e and Kedieval 

E~gland , he declared to be co arse and homespun ; then 

it b· came pedanti c ; and until a very l a te sta0e of 

development . florid and ;figurative .. Y!i th the:; hei€:_;ht 

of classical de velbpment , the Grec i an sty l e grew 

natural and simple . Shaftesbury attribu tes this de ­

velopment to the f ac t tha t t he ir poets did no t con-
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form to popula r demands but abi ded by their standard 

of truth to nature . Th ey drew the ~ulgar taste t o 

confoJl':rn to t he ir own high standards . I n Eng land , 

Shaftesbury be lieve d t hat the au t h ors c a t ered to the 

vul gar ta st e through th e d emaEds of the bo ok se lle r 

a nd the prir2t er , wh o cho se the style t ha t t hey b e­

lieved mos t remun.era tive . This naturally did g:re a t 

lrnrm to the developing o f p ublic taste vvhich Shaftes ­

bury be liev ed would be na tura lly v e ry c.; ood if not per­

verted by t hese book- makers . He c ited the :p opula rity 

of the Shake spearean plays as proo f that t he public 

was not so much a t fault as the rnanne rs of the p oets . 

3ngl and , he said , needed a no t her Cervantes to d estroy 

the mo1:.strous Gothic s t yle of t he s t a ge and of' the 

literature .. 

Shaftesbury lamente d that t he British r ace still 

retained remnants o f th e ir barbarism ,. which wa s most 

visible i n their t a ste , and he de cri ed t he f act t hat 

the yout h of Engl and drew &11 their ta ste of life 

from the stage and the l ite r a t ure thr;i. t s.."101.'led the ef­

fects of this barbaric ta s te . 

Reforming t h i s p u1)lic taste, Shaftesbur y t hous ht 

to be t he busine ss of the p rofe ssi onal cri t ics , a nd 

forthwi t h he esp oused t h is cause , with all t."1.e fer -
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vour he p ossessed . 

·1✓ e :presume not only to defend the cause of critics_• 
but to declare oper1 War against those indolent supir2.e 
Anthors , Performers , Readers ,, Auditors , ,Actors, or 
Syectators: who making their Humour alone the Rule 
of what is beautiful and agreeable and having no ac ­
count to give of such their Humour or Odd Fancy ,_ re­
Ject the criticizing or examining .Art , ·by which alone 
they are able to1 eiscover the true Beauty and Worth 
of every Object . 

16characterist ic s , Vol . III , p . 165 . 



CI-:U~P TII:R FOUR 

'l'l-G SIGlUFICANCE OF SH.AFTJ:Sl3URY'S THEORY OF .AR'r AS 

A Bl~SIS OF LITERf.RY CRITICISM 

Sha fte sbury believed cri ticisrn to b e t h e only 

i nstrument ·whe reby a :perverted tas te mi ght "be re ­

formed and an unformed taste mi ght be p roperly di ­

rected . He believed, too , tha t t hose who had by 

pains a nd effort formed a correct ta s te , were under 

a mora l obligatio E to those whose tastes were not 

so happily perfe 6ted . His burning desire was to cor­

rect the taste of his countrymen , and because of 

t h is be be came profoundly interested in t he develop­

i :r..g school of litera ry criticism as the means most 

likely to achieve h i s purpose . ~twas in connection 

1vith h is theories of l iterary criti cism that he 

evolved his theories of art . 

Al though Shaft es1mry beli ev ed that the sta ndard 

of beauty i s ba s ed on t h e pr i ncip l e of utility ,---­

in tha t he beli eved tha t what is na t ur a l is both t h e 

most useful a na the most beautiful for the spe cies 

c.oncerned , - --- and a l though he believed ths t na ture 

itself is at once proof of our divinity and the 

source of all beauty ,. he t hough t that art shoul d i m-
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prove upon n&ture by a strict conformation to what 

is most general , to the exclusion of individualistic 

details . The same thing that produces individuality 

in nature , will , if copied too close ly , result in 

freakishness and monstrosities in art. In this con-

nection , he recomrnc nds an acquaintaEce with ":p oet ic 

truth 11 which co::isiders the cha r acter of the whole 

race of man , rather t han that of the i ndividua l . Un­

less poetic truth, with i ts just ob servance of natural 

lavs , is visible in a work , it cannot be said to be 

true art . Shaft esbury criticizes literature and 

other forrns of art , then . on the basis of the natural 

and the unnatural , and on t he evidence of a knowl edge 

of poetic and h istorical truth . 

Now the variety of lfa ture is such , as to di stin­
guish ever,Jthing she forms, by a peculiar original 
character ; which , if strictly observed , will make 
the Subjec t unlike to any thi ng extant i n the world 
besides . But this Effe ct the good Poet and Painter 
seek industriously to :prevent . 'l'hey hate minuteness 
and are afra i d of singula rity, which would make their 
Images , or Characters , appear capricious and fantas ­
tical . The mere Face painter , indeed, has lit t le in 
common wi t h the Poet : but like the mere Historian, 
copys what he sees . and r1inute ly traces every Fea ture , 
and ocl d mark . ' Tis othe:rv1ise with the men of Inven­
tion and Desi gn. 'Tis from the many Objects of rfature , 
and not fro m a particular one, tha t those Genius ' 
form the Idea of ~~eir Work . ~hus the best Artists 
are said to have been i ndefatigable in studying the 
best Statues as esteeming them a be t t er Rule , than 
the perfe ctest human Bodys co uld afford . A.nd thus 
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some col'lsid.erable wits hav e recor.amended the best 
Poems , as preferable to the best of Historys, and 
better teac~ing the Truth of Characters, and lTatuTe 
of 1!Ianki nd .. 

I n considering Shaftesbury ' s conception of a rt , 

.i t i s necessary to re ca ll his t heory tha t enthusiasm 
I 

or inspiration is that which identi f i es in our minds 

the presence of beauty . As he considere d Hature to 

be divine and al l h e r aspects evidence of h a rmony 

and beauty , he na turally believed the hi ghest inspi ­

r a tion or the 0 di vine enthusiasm" to be f elt on l y 

when t he obj ect c ons i de red gave evi dence of its har­

r.1.ony with Nature by synnnetrical propo:.ctions . And that 

which i s most symmetric a l is at once the most beauti ­

ful and the most useful fo rthe purpose fo r which it 

i s de signed .. 

The r e l a tion of h is the,o:.cy of a r t to his theory 

of beauty s eems at first a trifle co ntradic t ory to 

the general teno r of h is philosophy . I n comparing 

t he merits of the a r tistic and the natural , Shaftes­

bury affirmed tha t na ture lacked t he perfe c t i on and 

gra ce tha t art d ispla y ed . This, however , runs 

parallel to tl1e generally acc ep ted belief' of the age 

1 
Cha racteris tics, Vol . I~ pp . 1 45 
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that man''s rationa l powers are superior to any other 

natura l endowment , for Shaftesbury co nsidered ••;~rt" 

to mear.. the reflection and thought by which :man 

raises the variableness of nature to its standard of 

:perfection . He believed tha t it was by art alone th2. t 

man was able to ris e a1Jove the level of animals . He 

offered an example o f h is conceptior.. of a rt when he 

compared the bear i ng and depo r t ment of a ru st ic with 

thci t of a cu ltured p e rson of the same na tural endov.r­

ments . The rustic , he though t, 1:.0 matter hovv gra ceful 

and comely by Ea tur e , cannot comp are for a momer.. t with 

the other . He appl ied this t he ory still f urther when 

he stated tha t among peopl e of a liberal educ a tion , 

t hose who wer e trained i n yout h come n earer perfectio n 

than those whose trLining and education we re ne g l ected 

until l ~te r in l i f e . 

Sha fte sbury tel i eved, also , tha t it i s not the 

physical aspec ts of the wo r k of ar t that is admir ed , 

but the evi dences o f a mind behiEd the physicc1.l . 'rhis 

takes us back to h is cla ssification of beauty ~ in 

Vihich he d ivi d ed it i nto three classes , "dead forms !' 

"the formin g forms ", and "the Supreme a nd Sovereign 

Beauty 11 • . The dead forms , which ere i n the lowe st orde r , 



49 

include natural beauty and wo rks of art , ·which Shaftes­

lmry contended were adaired not for themselves , 1:iut 

be cause of the e rt they di splayed , 1Nhich he defined 

as "the effect of mind" . Mind itself , he argued,is 

no virtue of the being that possesses it , but is an 

evid ence of the principle and source of all beauty , 

God in ilature , or Na ture in God . Thus , She[tesbury 

contended , .Art is another instance of E divine inspi ­

ration , a nd resol ves itself into the last and supreme 

ord<=r of beauty . "Architecture , lfosic . and all that 

is hw:.mn Inventio n , reso l v e s itself into this l as t 

Order . " 2 

From this , Shaftesbury preceded to one of his 

mos t i mportant theories . 6ince .Art is the evi dence 

o f the divi1:.e in man , no art is created without a 

di vine inspiration. "A p oet ca,n do no thing li thout. 

the ima gination or suppos i tion of d i vine insp iration . »3 

There &re , of course , 1:.0 means of determining 

when an i nspi ration i s divi ne except through an exam­

ina tior.. of the wo r k s of art that are execu.ted under 

its p owe r , and these can be considered beautiful only 

when they c a ll forth in the observe r a k i ndred feel i ng 

2 
Characteristics . Vol . II , p . 408 . 

3 
I bid , Vol. I , p .. 51 
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of di vine enthusiasm , which he describes as fol lows :. 

ancL 
the 

There 
Beauty 
Heart, 

(1 .... voncei I., 

is Power in liTumbers , Harmony , Proportion , 
of every kind , which no tur a l l y captivate s 
e,1:.d raises the I magination to an Opinion 
of something majestic and divine ~ 

Vihatever this Subject may be in itself ; we can­
r-ot he lp being transported with the thought of it . 
It inspires us with soemthing more than ordinary and 
raises us above ourselves --- Wi thout this , we could 
not so much as admire a Poem , or a Picture; a Gar ­
den , or a Palace ; a charming shape , or a fair Face . 4 

Here it be comes apparent that Shaftesbury ' s 

11 divine ins:pirationu_ or n-rmagi nation of somethi1:g 

maj estio and divine 11 corresponds ir2 function to the 

•11yri cal intuition II that has been mo re recently de ­

fined as. "art u . This 1t1yri ca l II or "pure intuition 11 

is opposed to all o ther mental activity , and it mus t 

not only prove i ts existence by ins:piriE6 all ·works 

of art , but must arouse a similar feeli ng in the breasts 

of those who came i n contac t with a work of real art . 

Shaftesbur y re co gnized the fact that his 0 di ­

vine enthus i asmtt should be both a ca usa l gnd a re ­

sulting factor of all works of a r t , but h e did not 

realize that art i tse l f was anything so subjective . 

4 
Characte ristics . Vol. I I ~ pp . 30- 32 
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He believed fi.rmly that there ·were certain rules by 

which art might be mastered . 'rhis belief g rew out 

of the theory that the enthusiasm for beauty was 

aroused only wherl symmetry and harmony were attained.; 

thus provinB the relation of the piece in question Tiith 

the harmony of nc.:. ture . 

In all the plastic Arts , or Works of I mi tation 
11 r{hatsoever is drawn from lfature , with the intentions 
of rs .. ising in us the I magi nat ion of the lTc.:. tural Species 
or Object , acc ording to real Beauty and Truth , should 
be com1)ri sed in certe.in c ornplete Portions or :Di stricts ,. 
which represent the co r resp ondency or Union5of each 
part of lfature , with entire lfa ture herself !' 

To achieve the effect of He ruorry , Shaftesbury 

stresses urii ty of design .. This is 120 t to be conceived 

as a r:iatter thc"'..t concerns only the visible propo:cti or:s 

grasped bJ the eye alone , but i:r..volves a knowledge 

of hum&n nature or philosophy , a:r..d of moral and poetic 

truth , fo:r harmony is ach i eved oEl y by a yi e lding of 

details to the :principal design , and this prohibits 

a strict copy o f r:.cc, tu r e even whil e it entai.l.s a kEowl-

edge of mJ tural laws . 

A pai nte r , i f he has ar.y Genius • Understands the 
Truth and Unity OL Des i gn ; and k ~, she is even then 
unnatural ,. -v,;hen he follows lfa tu:re to o close , and 
strictly co:pys Life . For h is Art allows h i m not to 
bring all Nature into h i s P iec e , ~ut a Part only . 

5 
Characteristics 1 Vol . I II , p . 389 . 
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Howeve r ,. his piece , if i t be beautiful , and carrys 
Truth , must be a who le by itself , complete ._ i rid epen­
dent ,, and wi thal as great and comprehensive as he can 
make it . 0 o that Parti cule rs , on this occasion ,, mus t 
yield to the Gene r a l Design ; and all thi nt::;s be subser­
vient to that ,.:,rh ich is principal , in order to form a 
certain Eas i nezs of Sight; a si1:1ple , clear and united 
View , _which would _b e broke~1 and a.~~tu~b ed. ~y the Ex­
p ress io n of anytlung Peculii:t:r or c.1st1nct . 

To d etermi ne whether a piece of ar t exhibits 

E;Viclence of a knowledge of poetic and mora l truth , it 

must be judged on the basis of 0 n&tural" or 11 unna tu:ral'~ , 

for a too stric t adherence to one i ndivi dual specimen 

of na ture results in an unnatural and f anta stic effect . 

Sheftesbury believed tha t fncts were some times so un-

usu2l as to be h i ghly unm:. tural , a Ed the ref ore should 

be judged as deceit , while f abri cations often contain 

poetic and mora l truth be ca use of their co nformatio n 

to nr: tural laws . For this reason , Shaftesbury beli eved 

that a cultiva ted taste rejected all art but t hat wh ich 

se ems of na ture ' s formation , as truth alone is a ccoun ted 

as beauty . 

Shaf tesbury ' s theory tha t art sh culd co e form t o 

nature i s si gnific ant i n that i t establish es ar.. objec­

tive criterion of b eauty and at t he sEme time pla~es 

art , as well as beauty nnd taste , on a utilitaria n 

basis . 

6 
Charac teri st i cs , Vol. I, p . 1 42 . 



53 

Thus Beauty and Truth are plainly joined . with t h e 
Notion of Utility and Convenience , even to the appre­
hension of every i :ngeniou7 Artist, the Arciiitect , the 
Sta tuary, or the Painter . 

The theo1~y of an obj ective criterion is cont ra ­

dictory to his th eory that \vorks of art are admired , 

not because of the ir physical appearance , but because 

of the evic.ence of mind behi nd t he work , since it 

:plc.ces art i n a positi on where it must depend upon 

externalities f or i ts dd:scernment . As would be ex­

pected , Shaftesbury follo ws this naturali sti c tenet 

with another equally . objec t ive . In common with the 

other thinke rs of his age , he c onsi dered ar t not as 

a unity , but divided into sever~.l "Arts 11·• He refers 

to them as the np1as tic brts 11 , and 11¥forks of I mitation". 

In reviewing the history of art , be d es cri tes the es ­

ta.blishmer..t o f the standard in poetry , and ther:. in 

the other u ~rts 11 .. 

From lfasic ,. Poetry ,_ Rhetoric , down to the siri1ple 
prose of History , through all the Plast i c Arts of 
3culpture , Statuary , Painti ng , .Architecture , and the 
rest ; · everythi ng Muse-like. graceful gid exquisite , 
was revrnrded with t...1-ie highest Honors . 

Thes e theories fro m the naturali stic aesthetics 

7Characteristics ,, Vol . III, p .. 1 81 
8 
ibid,, Vol . III .. p . 139 
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were in harmony with the general beliefs of t he times~ 

ant are not significant except as they show his rela-

tior:s to h is peri od . His important contribution to the 

philosophic concept of art , came throu[)l his emphasis 

on the necessity of a "Divine inspirat ion" and on the 

subjective theory that art is not admired for anythint; 

except for the evidence of mind . 

Since art is discerned only by the most refined 

of tastes , Shaft esbury considered it to the advantage 

of eve r yone , arti s t or layman , , to support the i nsti tu­

·Lion of criticism, as it is only by means of criticism 

that the full dev elopme1;.t of art and go od taste may 

be ex:p erienced and enjoyed. 



CE.APTER Frv:m 

THE CRITJI:RION OF NATURE HT SHAFTESBURY t S 'rI:::i~ORY OF 

LITERARY CRITICISM 

Since Shaftesbury believed tha_ t the possess ion 

of a correct taste is absolutely essential to human 

happiness and welfare , and since he believed that 

this taste could be developed only by the practice 

of criticism, it follows that he considered the 

work of the critic to be of the highest importance . 

Art itself , he though t , could not exist without 

criticism, and for that reason he believed that the 

cause of artists and of critics were one , &nd that 

each group should support the other . The failu re 

of literary men to welcome criticism could indicate 

only a fee l ing of inferior workmanship . 

Nothing grieves the real Artist more than the 
I ndiff erence of the Public . which suffers work to 
pass uncriticized . Nothi ng , on the other side , 
rejoices him more t han the nice view and. Inspect ion 
of the Accurate Examiner and Judge of, ark . 'Tis the 
mean ·Genius , the slovenly Performer, who knowing noth ­
h!g of true orkmanship , endeavors by the best outvmrd 
Gloss and dazzling how, to tur1 the :&'ye from a direct 
and steady Survey of his Piece . 

1 Characteristics . Vol . I , p . 235 . 
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He stated his intention of devoting himself whole ­

heartedly to the ca.use of the critics, and declared 

that i nstead of being the destroyers of culture, they 

were t h e props ar..d pillars of the build.inc; of art 

which without their support would undoubtedly crumble . 

For this reason we presume not only to defend 
t h e Cause of Critics; but to declare open Var against 
t hose indolent supine .Author-s , Performers , Readers ,. 
Auditors , Actors, or Spectators; wh o making their 
Humour alone the Rule of wha t is beautiful and agree­
able , and haviilg no account to give o f such their 
Humour or o dd Fancy ,, reject the criticizing or exam­
i ni ng Art , 'by which a i. one they a re ;:;; ble to 9 discov er 
t he true Beauty and Porth of every Object . t;;., 

These authors often excuse themselves from cri ti­

cism by asserti ng the right o f an artist to be free 

from all rules and re gulations and by a sserting their 

art distinct fro m_ tha t of the critic, justifying 

themselves by the statement tha t no writer of ~ny 

g en;i.us would stoop so low as to practice criticism. 

Shafteshuzjr , however , contended that every ·writer 

need not be a critic, but tha.t every critic o f li tera­

ture · is bound to s h ow himself capable a s a v1ri ter since 

his p l ac e as a critic depends on h is ability to prove 

the principles he asserts . The best writers in history 

2 
Characteristics~ Vol . I I I, p . 165 
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he believed to practice self- criticisu, and he de ­

nounced the writers of his own nation with withering 

comments for rejecting criticism. He decla.red that 

the pitiable conditi on of the public taste exemplified 

by the literature of the times was a result , not of 

a l ack of knowledge , but of a lack of honesty on 

the part of the writers ~ The criticism contained 

i n nThe Rehearsal •t and "The Art of Poetry 1t exhibited 

evidence tha t the writers themselves a re plainly 

aviare of the rules of art and that it is only a desire 

for easy popula.ri ty tha t leads them to such ignoble 

perfo rrnance s .• 

If in reality bo th critic and Poet , confessing 
the Justice of these Rules of Art , can afterwards in 
Practice, condemn and approve , perform and judge; in 
a quite different manner from what they acknowledge 
just and true: i t plainly shows; that , tho perhaps 
we are not indigent. i n Wit ;, we want who. tis of more 
consequence and can alone raise ~it to any Dignity 
and Worth; even Plai n Hones ty, Manners , and a Sense 
of the Mora l Truth on '!hich Poetic Truth and Eeauty 
must naturally de.pend . · 

The Engli sh author , Shaftesbury asserted, wi shes 

to be considered above the rules of a r t . He wishe s 

to be thought all genius , i :r.. that he do e s not need to 

3 Charac teristica , Vo l . III~ PP . 281-282 



58 

study or labor to produce artistic work . Because of 

this conceit1a he thinks it necessary to decry the 

judgments of critics and he, himself~ writes of a r t 

in such a manner that the ordinary reader is too 

coE.fused to dare to question the me ri.ts of his work. 

Thus , he not only hinders the development o f a good 

taste in his. countrymen but impedes his own progress 

in artistic development , because this lack of a de ­

mandint_; and critical taste natura lly places limits 

on his art . The relation of author and reader offers: 

a p articularly vicious example of the "vicious circle•• 

as the author does nothing to improve the taste of the 

public 1 who , in turn , demand from the author such 

absurd style and content, as to ruin the author's hope 

o.f ever meriting the title "artist 0 • 

In our Days t he Audience makes the Poet , and the 
Bookseller the Author : with what Profit to the Public , 
or what Prospect of lasting Fame and Honour 4a the 
Writer, let anyone wh o has Judgment imagine . · 

Shaftesbury compared the atti.tude of his c ontem-

11oraries with that of the early poets of Greece,, wh o 

did not comply with the demands of p opu,la r taste , but 

4 
Charact eris,tics. Vo l . I ,, :p . 264 . 
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followed truth and nature . Upon these j_ust proportions 

the taste of the whole nation was soon formed a1~d their 

place was assured in the culture of the world .. Shaftes ­

bury thought that their m turalness and simplicity of 

style could not be attained by accident, but were r a ther 

the re sult o f continued l abor and po lishi ng . ITorwere 

the artists wil ling that any one should think their work 

the r esult of a happy . chance, but were q_uic.k to acknowl­

edge that pains and l abor were responsible for their 

accomplishment . Shaftesbury believed that the reluc­

tance to really labor ~nd to admit the effort was one 

of the chief causes_ of the failure of Englishmen to 

pro duce any g reat artistic work s . 

As a means of cor-recting this false ideal i n a rt, 

Shaftesbury directs to English authors a great deal 

of advice . The substance of this has already been set 

forth in conne c t ion rith his theories of taste and art , 

but a bri.ef resume will be given here . 

The skill of writing , according to · haf tesbury, is 

founded on knowledge, go od sense, and the rules of art 

found in philosophy . He considered philosophy (knowl ­

edge of self) to be the most imp ortan t and that the 

other two requisites na turally depended upon it, for,_ 

to Shaftesbury . knowledge of self contained the key 
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to all mysteries of human na ture . ~~ithou t this knowl­

edge , no estimation of manners ,. morals or mind can be 

just. "He who deals in characters,, must of necessity 
5 

know his own ; or he will know nothing . " In order to 

fac ili t 2, te this understanding of human nature , Shaf tes­

bury advised the autho:c- to practice soliloquy and con­

versation with others, alwayJ3 with the view of analyz­

ing each passion and sentiment , and appraising it at 

its true value and neaning. 

Shaftesbury advised the writer to remember that 

he is never anything -more than a copyist after Na ture . 

He believed that it is the very nature of man to rej,ect 

the unnatura l in a r t as well as i n morals and actions , 

and to turn to the na tural with ple asure . Si nce he 

considers. virtue (whi ch he sometime uses interchange­

ably with ' senti mentali ty t ) and truth the most natura l 

beauties in the worl d , he advised authors to search 

after truth and honesty . Truth he divided in three 

k i nds : "Moral t ruthtt ,. 11historical truth 0 , and npoetic 

trutb,'1 • 

"Moral t ruth 11 incluo es o f course ,, 11Virtue H , and 

Shaftesbury believed tha t a knowl edge of moral truth 

i s more esse ntial to a writer than to a divine . The 

5 Charac t eri st±cs. Vol . I~ p . 189 
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composer of reli gious discourses has the adv"nta.g e of 

a l egitimate right to use the superna tura l, and may not 

be questioned by the rest of humanity; but the poet , or 

ttgenteel wri ter" must be perfect iP.. moral science, for 

poetry must be as near as :p ossible to moral :perfec ­

tio n , of Mature . He added that if sermo ms we re re-

stricted to those that were artistic in execution. it 

y1 oulci be fatal for Christianity . Pas t ors mi ght have 

a ri ght to perform indifferently , but indifferent 

write rs he de clared to be as intolerable as mediocre 

fiddlers and painters . 

Be sides the "knowledge II and "good sense ,t that a 

clo se a cquaintanc e with human na ture must g ivei the 

writer must h a ·, e the i deal of pe rfection in his mind 

when he attempts to write. Even though his intention 

is me rely to satisfy :popular demand, he will fail 

miserably unless he has this inspiration and feeling 

o f beauty and harmony to sustain him. 

Tho his I n tention be to p leas e the ¼orld, he 
must·nev:ertheless be , in a manner , above it; and 
fix h is ~ye up on that Consummate Grace, tha t Beauty 
of nature , and that perfect ion of :Numbers, which the 
rest of Mankind, feeiing only by the Effects whilst 
ignorant of the Cause , term the Je ~ sais guo;i.s" 
the unintellig ible , or the 'I know not wha t '; and 
supp ose t o 1:: e a k i nd of charm a or 7nchantment of 
which the rtist h i n self can give no account . 6 

6Characteristics ~ Vol . I, p ~332. 
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And what could this~~ sais guois refer to other 

than the 11lyric intuition 11 that pervades all art ~ and 

:V'hich by obta ining recognition , proves at once the 

i nspira tion and worth of each individual work of art'i 

She.ftesbury bel ieved it to be the final and supreme 

requisite of a work of art and referred to it a gain 

and again . 

Shaftesbury advised authors to test their in­

spiration by the standard of naturalness .. He be­

lieved tha t since inspir&tion holds an element of 

divinity , the result of it should never be ag.air2st 

na tural conformations . He cited the instai:.ces of 

purported divinely executed paintings in t h e ancient 

chur·ches of :E:urope , and stated that while he would 

h&ve had no occasion to doubt the divine origin , had 

the work b een as 1:.ea r perfection as that of Rai:ihael a 

he could not but thi nk it contradictory to all common 

sense that a heaven- gui ded pencil could be gui lty 

of such lame l)e rforrnances . The same appli e s t o any 

piec~ of art; if the piece is to be designa ted as 

"art" , i t must show evi dence of divine inspiration , 

and divini ty of any sort, submitting itself to the 

demands of a human art, woul d not sin against the 

art by expressing falsehood and error and unna tural 
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:proportions .. Because of this belief , Shaftesbury 

co ndemned the :poets of his ag e for pret endi ng to b e 

gui ded by divine powers when the i r work gave ample 

evidence of i gnorance and fals eness to na ture . He 

declared that so l ong as the medium of written lan­

guage is used to e:::q)ress their t h oughts, their wo r k 

would b e subject to t he rules , and bound to the ef­

fects , of the elements of spe ech , t he alphabet , and 

grammar . Because of this , he believed t he reader 

to be always supe rior to th e author , since t here is 

Eo pi ece of li t eratu-re written in human lar..guage 

t hat is above human c ri ti cism. 

For if the Art of 1 Jri ting be from the grammati ­
ca l Rules of human I nvention and Determination ; if 
even these Rules are formed on ca sual Practice and 
various Use: there can be no Scri pture but wha t 
must of necessity be s ubj ect to the Reade r ' s narro w· 
Scrutiny and s trict Judgment , unless a Language and 
Gramm.ar, different from any of hwnan Structure, were 
delivered dow1:.. from Heaven , and miraculously ac como­
da ted to human Service and Capacity .. 7 

bince the suthor is bound to be subj ec t to the 

criticism of t h e reader , Shaftesbury be li eve d h im to 

be of the second rank of manki nd . He felt tha t a 

recognition of this inferiority wa s necessary ., both 

7 
Characteristics ~ Vol . III . p . 229 
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to reader a nC:_ auth or, to safeguard t he t a ste of t he 

reading public , and to serve t h e inte r est of a ll ar t. 

Let the Reader withal consider, tha t when he 
unworthily resigns the p l ace of Honour , a nd surrenders 
his Taste , or .Judgme nt 1 to an Author of eve r so grea t 
a name , or venerable Anti quity, and not to Reason, and 
Truth , at whatever hazard; he not only betrays h i mse lf, 
"but withal the c orili--non cause of Author and reader; the 
I nte rest o.f Lett ers and Knowledge and the chief Lib­
erty , Privile ge and Prero gative of the rational pa1·t 
of mankind .. 8 

Shaftesbury wa s not always satisfied ·with t h e 

r6le of par tisan in t he conflict arising over criti­

cism. He not only defended t he r i ght s and needs of 

critics i n genera l, b ut o ccasionall y entered the 

me lee h i mself , in order to delive r a few t hru s ts pe r­

sonally .. Most of these we re judgments based on h is 

stai1dard of Na ture , and under his own classific& tion 

of 0 poetic manners and truth" .. He condemned because 

it was unna tural;, he con:unended because it was. 11 like 

All that is unna tural, Shaftesbury cl assed a s 

0 Goth_ic 11 , or "Mo nstrous'' , and be l i eved to b e chara c­

teristic of the barbaric period of t he Anglo-Saxon 

tri be s ,. and sadly out of pl ace in the eigh t eenth cen­

tury , the Age of Reason. 

8 
Characteristicst Vol . III. p ~ 250 
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Ma.;yr not I be a llowed to ask , ' ,'fuether there re_r 
H~ins not still among us no bl e Britons, eome thing 
of that original Barbarous and Gothic Relish, not 
wholly purged away; when , even a t this hour , Romances 
and Gallantries of like sort , to ge ther with Works as 
mons trous of other kind s are current, and in Vogue , 
even with t he p eople who co ns ti tui:e our reputed Polite 
Vlorld? ' 9 

'Since the Gothic style could only be admired as 

a result of a false taste, a taste tha t finds pleasure 

i n the outward manifesta tions of beauty , to the ex­

clusion of the enj oyrnents of t he mi nd, any contrivan ce 

that appeals only to sensory perceptio ns of beauty, 

is unnatural in that ma n ' s most rw tur a l go od is found 

in pleasures of the mind and sentiments . 

Chief among the unna tura l devices of writers 

Shaftesbury placed the use of r hyme . lie co mmended 

the success of the dra.'Ilatic poets in elimina ting this 

monstrous ornament , and deplored the false manne r of 

o the r p o e ts • 

But so much are our British Po ~ts taken up , in 
seeking out t ha t Monstrous Ornament 1 h ich we call 
Rhyme, that 'tis no wonder if othe r Ornaments , and 
real Graces are unthought of, and left un- attempted. 
Howev ~r, si nce i n some Parts of Poetry (esp ecially 
in the Dramati c) we h&ve been so happy as to triumph 
over tl1is barbarous Taste; ' tis unaccountable th~t 
our Poets , wh o fr om this Pri~ile ge ought to undertake 
some further Refinements sh ould remain still upon the 
same level as before .10 

9Characteristics, Vol . III~ p . 254 

lOibid, Vol . III, 9P • 264 - 265 
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Shaftesbury advised , too ~ tha t t he poet select 

his words carefully with an ear for t heir consonant 

sounds , since the Eng lish l anguag e is liable to un­

pleasant and shoc k i ng consonant se~uences . He con­

demned the indiscriminate mi x t ure of compounds of 

Greek and Latin origi n and of monosyllabic- Teutonic 

word s . His negations concerning all ornamentati ons 

seem. to s ugges t a di r ect rela ti onship with t he Ro ­

m.antic ' s desire t o do away with all so - called ttpoetic 

diction» , and to establish i n its st ead the lanbua ge 

and manner of every- _day speech .. His f eeling of in­

telle ctual aristocracy places an i mpediment in the 

way of accepting this as a real res emblanc e,. howeve r, 

for instead of t he language of every--day speech th&t 

i nc luded s:pee.ch of t he ao s t humble people , .ihaftesbury 

vrnuld probably i nc lude only the '1V-irtuosi 11 and th e re ­

::.nainder of the "genteel I tribe .. His sli gh t c on tact 

with t he "vulgar!' cl ass a s he called i t , had probably 

neve r i m_p re s se d h i m, except as t o thei r dangerous t en­

dency toward enthus i asm, which l eads to fanct tisisrn , 

bi gotry , et cetera , and which inevitably result s i n 

t he"unna tural " i n manners and a c tions . 

bhaftesbury ' s attempts to criticize literary 

works on t he ba s i s of l a nguage , ac cording to "sim­

plicity" , or "ornateness'' • could no t be successful ,. 
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sir:.ce t he philosophy of language is not ·ba sed on the 

physical 1 lJut on the effect on the mind , and a.s such 

is i dentical with art . !t could not be o r·nate in the 

sense of containing o r naments that are extraneous or 

unnecessary ,.. be cause what are jud.ged to be ornaments 

are of necessity a vital and integral part o f the 

whole ,. s ince expressio::.1 , c a n ue 0 adorned 11 only v1ith 

itself . 

Connected uitn Shaftesbury ' s effort to classify 

the type of language that mi ght be called 11 a1•tistic" 

in h is classification of literature on an empirical 

basis of feel i ng . Re g i ves some a ccount of the 11atural 

evolution of styles from the first writings executed 

in the 11miraculousu or 11 sublime" style . Later this 

solemn manner was adopted by the tragedians . and as it 

became. more unne tural , coL.edy was origincited as a ri1eans 

of control. Comedy may be divided into the t1s2.tiri c 11 

and the ncomic 0 " the "sa.tiric 11 being the tool of the 

mean spirited man of low birth , whil e the ttcomic 11 is 

the t ·ool of h is bette r-rn,.tured neighbor . Later , as a 

higher standard of 2.rt developed , the simple style 

evolved . The tra.gic , the sublime , anu the simple styles 

he believed to be properly the t ,ools of the authors 

of e;reat and noble natures . Greek criticism was de -
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livered in the methodic method , but he considers thi s 

s ,tyle unsuitable for an artist . Hone of these styles 

except the ncomicu would be a succes s ful means of 

criticism. The 11 simple 11 he condemned as not being 

suited t o the as yet unformed public taste . 'l'he 0 sub ­

lime II furnishes subj c c ts enough for criticism, but 

itself does not afford manner or means . The methodic 

he considered unna tural . jus t as ,a.:Dv' other disse c tion 

would be , and as practiced in h is time , he t hought it. 

more ti ring tha n the metre of an old ballad . 

I n this reference to ukinds" , Shaftesbury does 

not attemp t to establ i sh any arbitrary rul es of com­

po si.lt±i.on , or ae,sthetic criteri a for judgment , but merely 

sanctions by use the practi cal and useful classifica­

tion on the empirical basis of feel i ng . The classifi ­

cc:,.tion itself is not detriment al to the interests of 

aesthetics , but is the att emp t to cri ti cize a ccordi ng 

to the ttkind 11 , as when.people dec i de the. t a tragedy rn.us t 

have a certai n kind o f subject , a certa i n k ind of cha r ­

acters and p lot of a g iven l en gth , and then when con ­

fronted by a ~iece of literature , a sk only if it obeys 

the laws , before they condemn or praise . 3haftesbu±y 

is not always fr e e from thi s fElse i Cea of critic i s m, 

although he i n t r oduces this criticism only indirectly. 
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For example , he scored the .G n glish drama tists for 

their habit of introducing comedy in the same p i ec e 

vii th tra ge dy , not prono unci ng his juae)Ilent openly , 

but with a veiled sarcasm tha t was probably the more 

appreciLted be cause of its subtlety . 

I Remember formerly wh en I vms a Spectator in the 
French Theater , I found it the custom , at the end of 
every grave arid solemn Tragedy , to i ntroduce a c oEd c 
Farce , or l.Ti scel l any , w hich they called The little 
Piece . · . .-e hc;.;ve inceed a Me thod sti ll mo:ce extra or ­
di~ar y up on our own Jtage . Hor we think it agreeable 
and j u s t , t o mix t he Li t t 1 e 1~ i e c e o r Fe.:, r c e wi th t he 
mai n Plot or .£'able , thro every Act . Th i s perhap s may 
be the r a t her ch o sen , because our Tragccq is so much 
dee·per and b loo di er ·thar: thn t of the F rench, and t he re ­
fore ne eds more i 1i'lilled i Et e Hef resh:nen t f r m:t the el egant 
way of Drollery a nd :Curl c sque---wi t; ~hich beinc.:: thus 
closely interwov en .. vith its opposite . rn.Lke thEt most 
ac comp li shed kir..d of '111.eatrical Kiscel. l any , called by 
our Poets a Tragi - comedy ol l 

In the fo regoi ng passate we see , too , t h2 t Shaf t es -

bur y believed p l ay - wr i ghts shoul d observe the rul2 of 

de co r um, \lhi c h propibi t s the sheddinc of blooo on the 

stage . .he be li eved tha t a s t rict observ&nce of t h is 

rule would el imi nc. te some of the unm turalness of the 

play- ·1 ri ght ' s art . He described the :8n1..,;lish stage as 

n shambles , or an are na , around v.rhi ch men and women 

gethered to view t he s pectrcle o f bloodshed . Such 

aE unnGtur& l p leasure c oul d never be the effect of true 

a.rt or even of o rdin'--'-ry hUI.'.lan vi ± tues . 

lL, 
vha racteri s~ i ~ ~ Vol . I I I ~ pp . 67 
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In our newer Plays as well as in our older, in 
::omedy as vzell as 'l'rag<::dy , the St age 1Jresents a proper 
Scene of Uproar;- - Duels fought ; Swords drc-.vm , many 
of a side; Wounds g iven , and sometimes dressed too ; 
the Surgeon called , and the Patient probed ~nd tented 
upon the :;po t . IE our Tragedy , r1.othing is so corrrnon 
as \friee ls, Rr, cks , and G-i bbe ts properly adorned ; .Jx­
ecua tions dedently performed . Headless Bodies and 
Bodiless Heads , exposed to view; Battles fought: 
lEu!rders cornni tted : aP-d the Dead oarrie1,.off in great 
r!w,1be rs ..... ' Such is our Politeness '. 2 

Shaftesbury be lieved. thn t this disregard of de ­

coru.r:1 coulci result only ir.. the nurturine of a false 

and perverted. taste; and it was from such excesses of 

the stuge the. t he l on{: ecl to pro tee t the tender mina s 

of yo uth • . 

As a counter movemen t against unn& turalness in 

art , Shaftesbury recorIJr:J.ended t he simple style, where 

art is enp loyed in dest royi ng every tok en and a p:p ear­

ar1.ce of order and in giving an extemporaneous air to 

whst is ·written . 

The Simple Ll:a.nne r which being the strictest 
i mitation of Nuture , shoul ci of ri ght be the com­
pletest , i n the Distribution of its ·arts , and 
Symmetry of its , Who le , is ye t s o far frow making 
any Ostentation of Method , tha t it cor:.ceals the ar­
tifice as much as possible: end eavorinc only to 
exp ress the effect of · rt, under the appearance of 
the gr ea test , Ease and Negli ~e nce .13 

12Characteristics, Vo l . III , p . 256 . 
13Ibid , Vol . III . p . 257 . 
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To o b t a i E the effect of si mplic i ty 1 3h&f t e sbury 

advised the author to eschew a ll f orced expressions 

as unna tural. I nstead of rhymed verse he recomr.1ended 

the unrhymed or b l ank verse as be i ng t he mos ~ nD.tural 

styl e p ossi b l e for p oetry . How ever , he does not rec ­

ommend Shakespeare ' s poetry for its phys ical quali ­

ties , since he c 01'!sidered it r ude and ur2.polished . It 

owes its merit , he thought , to the forc e of its mo ral 

instruction .. 

lfotwi thstandin2: his na t ur al Ruclesness 1 h is un­
p olished style , h i s antiquated Phr as e and 1, i t , h is 
want of I..'.fethod and coh e rence , and his Deficie ncy ir.. 
almos t all t he Grac e s and Ornaments i n this k i nd of 
'Jr iting ; yet by the Ju stness of his I.Ioral, the aptness 
of many of h i s Descriptior..s , and t..vie plain an.d Jfa tural 
Turn of sev eral of his characters , he p l eases h is au­
dience . a nd often ga ins t h iirEar , wi thout a single 
Br ibe from luxury or Vice . 4 

Shaftesbury believed tha t alla;gpearances of 

fanat.icism and enthusiasm should be avoided in l ite r-

ature as be ing ha r mful to the promulgation of liberty 

of thought . I n i ts stead, he advised a cultivation 

of t he feeling of good humor . He a sserted that even 

reli gious writi ngs shou ld avoid enthusi a sm and 

mela ncholy a s unna tural to the d i vine spirit ,that 

14Characteristics , Vol . I~ p . 12 5 
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must be the inspiration of all art . He thought that 

the :Sible itself is in many passages humorous and 

~itty , and he saw in i ts humor evidence of its inspira ­

tion. He considered the style of Christ's quoted 

repa r t ee and parabl es to 1:,e sharp , humorous , and witty , 

and. he attr i buted the appeal of both the .Jewish and 

Christian religions to be fo ur..ded on the na tura l 

p leasantry and goo d humor displayed in the Bi ble . 

Bes i des go od humor, Shaftesbury believed tha t a 

p i ece of l it e r a ture must contai n something contrib­

utory to knowledge .and thought , 'else , wherefore 

writt en?~ "Art f or Art ' s sake" would never h a \ e found 

a supporter in t he pe rson of Shaftesbury ,. since his 

ideas in literature a s art we re strictly in h a r mo ny 

with his ut i litarian concept of beauty . 

Surely no r-i ting or Discourse , of any g r eat 
moment, can seem other than enervated when neither 
strong Rea son, .::ior Antiquity ; nor the - eco rd s of 
Things , nor the n& tur al His tory of Man , nor ar.y ­
thing which can be called Knowle dge, dare a ccompany 
it, except perhaps i n some ridiculoua Rab1t . which 
may g ive it an Air of Play and Dal lianc e . 5 

Besi des this utilitarian concept of literature , 

Shaftesbury wa s responsib le for the directi ng of an-

15uh t . t· V 1 II ara c eris 1cs, o .. , p . 187 
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other important trend of eighteenth century literature . 

Thiz was the d i sposition tow.a rd sentime:r..tali ty vJhich 

ho.d its origiYl in Shaftesbury ' s belief that the mos t 

natural pleasures of man were the :result of the a ctivi -

ty of the affections . He declared this ttexercise of 

J3enig:r..i ty and goodness'1 to be the most charming en­

j oy111ent known to man when the: mind and soul wer e 

united in the moverner2.t . He believed tha t even the 

nisfortune of affection yielded a greater satisfac-

tion than sensual :9leasu:ces , and thE.t we ge t a cer­

tain pleasure from sorrow if it is accompa1;.ied by a 

sense of virtue . He considered a tra gedy that excited 

these passions to be the mo st 1:10vini:; of all li tera­

ture , i n that if afforded the greates t enjoyment in 

the way of thought and sentiHent of any t __ in[:; that is 

based on illusion instead of reality . 

We may obs e rve , ni thal , in favor of the natural 
affections , that it is not only nhen :Joy and .Spright­
liness are mixed ·with the , ti:1at t hey c a rry a real 
Enjoyment above that of the sensual kind . The very 
""'isturbances which be lo ng to natural b-ffection ,, 
thou ,_h they r~1B.y be thought nholl y contrary to pleasure 
yield still a Contentment and atisfaction greater 
than the leasures of indulged Sense . And rn~ere a 
eries or continued Succession of the tender and ki~d 

Affections can be carri ed on , ever1• thro Fears ,, Horrors ,. 
2orrows , Grief; the uotions of L_e cul is still 
a greeable . ~ e continue pleased even with this mel ancho l y 
Aspect or Sense of Virtue . Her ~eauty supports itself 
under a Cloud ,. and in the r.1idst of surrounding Ca lami -



'74 

ties . For t hus , when by mere lllusion , as in a Tragedy , 
the Passions of this kind a:ce sk ilfully exc.ited in us; 
we prefer the l!intertainment to any other of equal 
duration o We find ourselves , tha t the moving our 
Passions in this mournful vrny , the engag ing them in 
behalf of me rit and wo rth , and the exert i ng whate ver 
we hc1ve of social Affection , and hwnan Sympathy , is of 
the highest Delight ; and affords a greater Enj oyrnent 
i n the way of Thought and Sentiment , than anythil'.lg be ­
sides can do i n a way of Sense and c Oimnon Appetite • 16 

This theory formed. the basic principl e of the new school 

of 11 sentimentalism.tt that was to bee ome a grea t mora l 

force i n England ,. :pro vi ding; such a deluge of lachry­

mo2t.1. l literature as to sweep away on its flood th2 

greater part o f its opposition as chara cterized by the 

remnants of the ironic intellectualism of the Res t ora-

tion period . Its significance in co nne ction with 

Shaftesbury is that it supplie,sanother example of his 

theory of the relc;.tion of art and virtue . Ii'or ,. he rea­

soned , sine e man is virtuous by nature , and siEce h e 

is also n c:tu r s lly moved to cre at ive art , by the same 

i nspiration that is inculca ted by the perception of 

beauty ,. and since virtue itself is the supreme of all 

beauties. , that wh ich move d him to crea te should also 

cause him to admire virtue more t han anythi ng else . 

16Characteristics , Vol . II , pp . 106-10'7 
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Art should , therefore , adopt the cause of virtue and 

morals , since the creative inspira tion and the innate 

sense of beauty are one and the same . 



CH.A?TER SIX 

SHAB'TESJ3URY ' S P.El.J..TIOH TO TR.!J CLAS:'.~ ICAL SCHOOL OF 

CRITICISM 

The ei ghteenth century marked the begin:r..ing of 

an epoch in English literature i n v~ich the critic . 

the essayist , and t he mora list play , for the first 

tine , a prominent pa.t t . The developme1;.t of these 

phases of l it erature was the result of three strongly 

marked. tend.enc ies , spec ula ti ve , ethi cal , and aestheti c, 

whicb were inter-reh:tec1 aEd also i nvolved iE the con­

troversy between the deis ts and the more orthodox 

supporters of theism. This coEtroversy is curiously 

tempered by the seeminc; reluctance of either p&r t y to 

push matte r s to any extreme . The de i sts attack priest­

craft , but wi sh to preserve theology , presupposed , of 

co urs e , by natural reli gi on; the adherents of the 

orthodox party ad.mi t the des i rability of free thought 

and the necessity of r ationalizing religion even Tihi le 

they condemn the deists as superficial theorists . The 

whol~ d ispute was carri ed on r&.ther i Ed oler:.tly, and 

the deists , while gene rally f elt to be so:mewhat men­

acing to the social order , we re subjected to no 

persecution severer than ridicule and satire . This 

l a ck of active opp osition operated as a restraining 
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force , and as the deists were not ani mated by any de­

cided discontent with the prevailing so cial order, 

they had no d esire to inflict serious injury . Bo , 

while some evici erice of the controversy is :f;ound in all 

ir:.sti tutiorrs and cc.rt of the century , and while li tera­

ture reflects the struggle ~ there are i n it no indica ­

tions of any great amount of feeling or passion on 

eithe r side . 

This lack of fee li rig offer s a very good example 

of the spirit of the century , si nce , in this respect , 

the litera ture conformed to the i deal s of c oEduct and 

thinking :most f a vored at that time , an inclinatiori 

toward rationalism and a ve e ring away from all en­

thusi a sms as dangero us . Be cause of thi s standard , 

specul1-,t i ve qu es t ions wer e limited to an interest in 

the practic~l affairs of l ife . ~ven i f man has no 

knowledge of wh o he i s , whence he comes , or where he 

goes , he is ~ill able to analyse hu:mari passior:.s ~ 

discover the laws of conduct , and determine the fo1~ces 

of society with l ittl e rega rd to f irst p:r i:i.1ciples 

a.nd g_ priori concept s . Knowle dge of human nature ,, and 

a v ivid appreciation of the i mportanc e of an accep ted 

moral standard ,, ere the staple o f the literature of 

the time . 
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' 'ith such a background , it was inevitable tlrnt 

the infant school of literary criticism that developed 

during this peri od , should be s t rongly classical in 

spirit---classical in t hat it stood for those ideuls 

tha t are generally accepted as characterizing , an 

age of classicism , rationalism, and serenity,as op ­

posed to emotioEalism , and turbulence . The classical 

school was interested in ma:r..y of the now antiquated 

problems of aesthetics , among them the question of 

obj ect ive standards of beauty and taste ; the problem 

of the didactic purpose of art and the rel~ted theory 

of poetic j uatice ; arn::i the usefulness of cri tic:isrn 

as to kinds , and to style . Their a ttitude tov.vard 

romanticism was revealed contrastingly in the pre:v­

ale nt theories of sentimentali ty and their evaluations 

of the most underrated w:eiter of first great age of 

romanticism> Shakespeare ~ 

Shaftesbury ' s place in the literary criticism 

of h is century cannot be estimated ·{i thout a cursory 

exarnimLtioP- of the representE.tive c·ritica l theories of 

the period . Wi th the purpose of fixin.; his relation 

t o the classical school of cri ticisn t ere •.vill follo w 

a compariso E of h i s i deas with tl::.ose be st expressing 

the s pirit of the time . I n pursui:r..g this p lan.,_ it will 
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be necessary to co ns ider the theories of John Dennis . 

Joshua Reyr.-:old.s , Joseph Addisoi:. , David Rur:1e , and E d ­

mund Burke . bii:.ce the who l e philos9phy of aesthetics 

i s based on the perception of beauty , we will begi n 

with a compari son of Shaft e sbury ' s theory of beauty 

with that of Si r Joshua Reynolds . 

As we know, .Shaftesbury ' s theory of 'beauty -.-.a s 

evolved iri an effort to e: s t ablish a mo ral philosopTu_y . 

He considered the i dea of beauty to r)e inna te ,. - - and 

s i nc e 1:.ature itse l f is di v ine ,,---of d ivine origin and 

function . By its exercise ,. Shaftesbury believed r.'1£i.n to 

be compelled to evaluate ar2d a:pr!rai se eve r y obj ect \Vi th 

v,hich he c ame in conta ct , rega:i.·dless of desire to 

avoid. the appra i sal ,_ and also to feel th1:1t hs was in 

some ii ay allied t o the cause of the gocxt1. and beautiful 

against all that is defor:u.ed and u gl y . She.fteEbury 

·beli eved the, t Yv'ha t is go oc. is b eautiful , and since 

the go od of ec., ch creature is determined by wh&.t is 

112. tv.ral i n it , then ,. wha t is m. t u r a l not on ly best 

pror:1otes the 1uelfare of the cre2ture. but is also beau-

tiful . Therefore , that which i s moist useful is at 

once the most natural and the most beaut i ful . 

Shaftes·bury i ntended t _i s standard to 111 ork 01, ~,,, 
" - Cl. ~c 

objective basis of naturalness . The qua lity of b eauty 
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he considered as be lone; ing to the a ct ion or the ob­

ject ,. and capable of being analysed i nto di f f erent 

objective criteria , such as "figuretl and 11 color 11 .. 

I n spit e of this, he a pproached v-ery nearly to a 

de clarati on of a belief in a subjective standard 

when he de clared all sensual i mpressions to be illu­

sory , and thought to be the only r eality .. The true 

enjoyme nt of beauty he be liev ed to ihe mental ,, as 

p leasures of the mind are t he most naturc~l to man ; 

and he s t ated t h& t unless the perception of bea~ty 

is a ccompanied by an enthus.iasm o r inspiration tha t 

lifts man to i deas of divinity , it is not real beauty. 

It is this inspiration which corresp onds closely 

to 11 l yri cal i ntuitiont1 th&t lifts. man above beasts , 

and dist inguishes h i s p l easures from mere sensual i -
.I.. l,1es . 

The same standard of nc. ture wa s us ed by Reynolds " 

but without its spiri t ual or moral i mpl ic a tions . 

Reynold s believed that it is custom which gi ves us 

our i deas o f be auty ,, and thr,t the mo st beaut iful form 

of any giv.en species i s the most ge neral form. He 

ba sed this principle o~ the belief tha t nature has a 

certa in f ixed or determinate form in each species to­

ward vrhich she is continually inclining ; and al though 
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r.!.o one form is ever quite perfec t , all bear resem­

blance to the det erminate form , so that our ia.eas of 

beauty are evolved from the general or determinat e 

form of the species . Be cause of this tendency to re ­

vert to the general form , beauty is produced mu ch 

Tiore often than any one k i nd cf deformity , and as 

we are more accustomed to beauty than to deformity , 

we may conclude thf:t habit alone corrstitL!tes the 

criterion of beauty . 

As we are then more a c custor.1ed to beauty than 
to deformity ,. vre may conclude tha t · to be the rea­
son. ·why we· approve and admire i t , as vve approve and 
r:,-dmire c ustoms and fashions of dress for no other 
reason than th;,. t we are used to them; so that , though 
habit and custom cannot be said to be the cause of 
beauty , it is certainly the cause of our liking it ~ 
And I have no doubt but that ~ if we v1ere more used 
to defor!:lity than b eauty , deformity vrnul d then lose 
the i dea now annexed to it ,. and take tha t of beauty; 

as a if the whole wor ld would agree that ~ and £.Q_ 
shoul<i chaE£;e their meanings , yes v;oulc!. theE deny , 
and no would affirm. 1 

Cert&inly we see in Reynold ' s account of our ideas 

of beauty none of the i deal i sm of &haftesbury. He 

denied all s p iritual implications of beauty i n the 

assertion of this crit e ria . 

1 Sir Joshua Reynolds ,. The I dea of ,eauty ti, a Re ad -
• ings in English Prose of ~ Ei hteenth Century,.­
p .. 422• 



"Se indeed say tha t t he form and color of the 
Euro:pear.. is p re fe rabl e to the. t of the Ethiopian but 
I know of no othe r reason we have for it , but tha t 
we a re mor e accustomed to it . It is absurd to say 
that beauty is p os se ssed of attractive p owers , which 
irres istibly seize the corresp onding :r::ind v;i th love 
and admiration, since tha t argument is equally con­
clusive i n t ge favor of the \7hi:te and the black 
philosopher . ,,::, 

I n co ncludi nr; his theory of beauty , Rey1:.o l ds 

admitted th~ t t he i de a of utility mi ght influence 

the judgment ir.. co ns i c.eri ng t h e beauty of a species,. 

but he deni ed t ~ t usefulness , or »fitness to an end" , 

had. any effect on our j udgrnents of individual cases,. 

s j_nce our impressions of beauty are g er.. erally mad e 

before our unde rstandings are able to judge of the 

utility . The principle of utility he believed to b e 

useless in any a t temp t to di s cri rnim,te bet,;-een dif ­

ferent s~ c cies . From this he concluded that one species 

i s eq_ually as beautiful as an.o t h er , ai'!d. since the most 

beaut iful individual of a species is that which pre ­

ser·ves the i nvariable traits of the determine te type , 

general i dea s and characteristics are 110re c onducive 

to beauty than mi nute particularities and in.dividuali­

ty. ~his line of reasoning is di s tinguished from 

Shaftesbury ' s by its analytical and psycholo0ical 

2 Sir Joshua eynolds , "The Idea of 3eauty ' . Read ­
ing~ i n nglish Prose Q..;:_ the Eighteenth Gentury . p . 23 
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trends . It is plai n that Shafte sbury's more naively 

stated theory of a nbt ur a l standard of beauty i s of 

a different o r i gi n , even while Shaftesbury agreed wi th 

Reyno lds in the insistence on the gene r al forms of 

nature as the most beautiful . The contrast i s caused 

bJ the de i s tic tenet of the divinity of nature . It 

was i n respons e to the demands of deism for a new 

moral creed . that 6haftesbury f irst evolved the d i s -

tinguishin6 feature of his philosophy , 11 t he i nr..c. t e 

idea of benutyn , · &nd v1hile the standard. of n& ture is 

generally accepted durin8 the century , .:.haftesbury 

alone attributed its authenticity to the workings 

of' a divi nity i n na ture thb. t answered the i r..nL.te 

quest of divi nity in man . Reynold's theories c,re 

cha r acteri stic c, f the experimental t ype of aestheti cs 

and. of the ra t ionali st i c spirit of the age . 

The most i mp o r t &nt work on t he subject of 11 taste 11 , 

i s tlw t of David Eume , "Th e Standard of Taste tt . I n 

th i s essay he en~eavored to determine the causes of 

the vari a tion of tastes and to analyse t he f ounda tion 
. 

c f go od taste . Hume ' s whole theory is developed on 

an empirical or practical basis . He p l aced no moral 

or spiritual si gnific ance i n the functioninG of taste , 

thus cont r as ting sharply with nhaf t esbury ' s theory ~ 
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which is of i mmeasurti.ble spiri tual signific anc e, si nc e 

it ir2vests taste with the s.uthority to cul tiva te the 

i nnate seeds of d ivinity in man to its full fruition . 

Taste , with Hume , h a d no moral i n plication , bu t is 

founded s ol el y on sensory evi d ence and a pplied pr i ­

m;-_;~ rily to ext erna lities such as work s of art, and 

n&tural beau ties . 

Hume admitted the p ossibility of a subjective 

element in t he formation of taste , but did not c on­

sider it o f suffi ci ent validi ty to const i tute a r eal 

test of judgment ; and whi le Bhaftesbury did not con­

sciously fo rmu l a te th i s tene t , the re is g ood reason 

t o attribute much the s&me belief to him. Thi s sup­

p osition i s based on h i s st a tement that all evidenc e 

of sensa tio n is illusory and tha t thought i s he Ylce 

the onl y rea lity . He f ollowed th i s by declaring t ha t 

senso ry i mpr essions are not sour c es of beauty to t h e 

mi nd except as they stimula te t h e i magina tj_on . This 

p leas ure of the mind Shaftesbury declared to be t h e 

only aim of a good taste , but c onfused t he issue l a te r 

by his insi stence on an obj ective natura l standard . 

Hume believed th&t while the t ype of philos ophy 

which advanced the the.c ry of subjec t ive standards of 

taste and beauty seemed re a sonable enough o n some 
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scores , in. the end , the principle of natural eq_uali ty 

of tastes must be disregarded . He iocounted for the 

subjec t ive element by attributing it to a misconcep ­

tion of the terms ,. » j udgement .s O and 0 s entiments n· .. 

Judgments , which are aroused by opini ons of a ce r tai n 

subject , he s a id to be a det ermina tion of the under ­

standi ng and hence , liable to error , since they depend 

on the validity of somethiri..g beyond themselves . Sen­

t i me nts , which are aroused in the different p eopl e wh o 

come i n contact with t he same obj ect , are all authentic 

be cause no sent i ment dep end s on the real c omp o sit ion 

of the object . lt only ma r ks the r elation between the 

obje ct and the mi nd of t he beholder, and since it i~ 

affecti ve , is aut hentic . If one accepts the feeli ngs 

in regar d to a rt , as sentiments, there i s no meth od of 

ascertaining real beauty or Qeformity of either obj ects 

or actions . Rune , however , was not co ntent to ac cept 

this crite rio n and all ow the matter ro rest here ,. but 

declared t hat common sense prohibits the assertion of 

equali ty of tastes . 

~hoever would assert a n equality of genius and 
ele gance betwee.n Ogilby and Milto n , or :Bunyan and 
Addison, would be thought to defend no l es s a n extrav­
agance than i f he maintained a mole h ill to be as 
high as Teneriffe , or a p ond as extensive a s t h e 
ocean. Thoug...li there may be found pe rsons who give the 
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preference to the forme r authors. , no one pays atten­
tion to such a taste , and we pr onounce with ou t scru­
ple the sentiment of these pretended critics to be 
absurd and ridiculous . 3 

From this we s ee that h is i deas of taste have 

at th~ ir foundat ion a definite obj ect ive standard . 

wh ich he de clared t o 1)e based on the rules of a. rt .. 

He believed that the re are natural l y some principles 

of pxaise a nd blame which act i n all opera tions of 

human judgment . Certain obj ect ive qualities he believed 

to pl ease , while others are destined to disp l ease . ar:.d 

a failure to .affe ct these sensations he thought to 

be the fault of the organ of perception rather than 

a legitimate variat io n from the s tandard of ta ste . 

The functio n of taste wa s given a very differ­

ent direction by these two philosophers . Shaftes­

bury be li eved a goo d taste to be one t hat drew n~n 

into a divine concord with nature by cho osi ng always 

the mos t na tura l p leasures and obj ec ts of beauty. He 

held. that t h e most nc. t ural pleasur e pos.sible to man 

is the enjoyment of noble sentiments and t he evid ence 

of the concurrence of noble mind , a nd t ha t p l easures 

of physical sensation a re hence unrn,, tural . 6 ince he 

believed t hat inspiration o r di vine enthusi asm ac ­

companied onl y t h e pe rception of menta l and senti -
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mental beauties , it. follows. tha.t the taste should be 

more or less easily directed . If one is i nspired .. 

the beauty is a natural one; if one is no.t inspired , 

but filled with a vulgar enthusiasm, beware of an 

unnatural or sensual taste . The problem of the lay­

men lies in distinguishin.g between enthusiasms, vul ­

gar and divine . 

Hume assigned no function to taste other t han 

forming an aid in distinguishing the delicate and 

fine in flavors and in art . He believed a taste to 

be bas-ed on e_nrpirical pr inciples . If a thing is 

p leasing , it is go od even if it is at variance with .. 
th e rules o f criticism. Such a ca se, hovrnver, does 

not invali date criticism in general. but rather the 

particular rules of critic.ism which denomirra te as a 

fault. anylliing that pleases . "lf they 8. re found to 

plea se,. they cannot be faults, let the pleasure which 

they p roduce be ever so unex:pec.ted and unaccoun table . 04 

This statement is of a decidedly romantic tinge. and 

t h ough it is at variance with mos t of Hume's other 

theories , which a re i n harmony with the classical 

school . it nevertheless s h ows the same general charac-

4 t1The Sta:;dard of Taste 11·, Readings in :C.nglish 
pr ose of~ ~ighteenth Century , ed . lden~ p . 143 



88 

teri stic of all his theories, the tendency to bas e 

his i deas on experience and practi ca l observa tion. 

Hume beli eved that the test of goad taste was 

found by gauging one's reactions to the best exam-

p les of cla s sic a rt . The principle o.f taste he beli eved 

to be univ ersal; and though few men are qualified to 

criticize , the joint verdict of th e critics s h ould be 

a ccepted a s the true sta ndard of taste a nd be a uty. 

This is strictly opposed to. Shaftesbury 's belief tha t 

each man should end eavor to deilelop h is own power o.f 

criticism, a nd that the k ey to ea ch verdict was to be 

fo und by the t est of na ture, t he i nspiratio n that 

accompanie s t:cye beauty . 

In accounting for the.se differences in theories, 

it is impossible to i gnore the fundament al differences 

of spiri t i n the t wo men; Shaftesbury, wh o prop ounded 

an optimistic , i de a listic mora,l system, and Hur.ae,, 

whose sceptical i n t elle c tualism would allow not tem­

p orizing in ma tters metaphy sica l. Hume 's aim was to 

analyse taste i n a scientific,. r ational spirit a n d to 

a ccount f o r it, not by revela tion,. or i nnate divinity , 

but by a normal functioning o f ev.eryday human nature. 

The at tempt to cmalyse art i s a prob l em closely 

related to the quest for th e standa rds of taste a nd 
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beauty. One of the most int eresting theories of art 

i s that advan ced by .Tohn Dennis , the critic who mo st 

nearly represented the principles and ideals of theirm. 

DeEni s was the most earnest of critics and wa s thor­

oughl y alive to the i mp ortance of his f unctio n . His 

critic i sm is further dist.inguished t h roughout by evi ­

dence of an i nt ense pass ion for Milton , t he man , and 

hlil ton ,, the poet . Paradis.e Lost was his standard of 

literary attainment , and the :Mil tonic atmosphere of 

brims tone a nd gloom colored his judgments and in­

fl uenced t h e directio n of his specul&tion . Dennis 

believed , as Shaftesbury di d , that the natura l state 

is the beaut iful sta te, but he co ndi tioned his theory 

wi th theolo gy , and adapted to his philosophy of aes­

thetics , the old testament v ersion of t he fal l of man . 

He believed that all that is unnatural is unbeautiful , 

but he attributed the unnatura l co ndi tion of man to 

h is fall from the primiti ve s ta te of sinl essness . He 

a s signed the weakness , misery , and i mp otence of man 

to his l a ck of har mony with the Miltonic Jehovah . ~o 

he agreed with Shaftesbury i n consideri ng that s ince 

beauty has a natural standa rd, and art is based on 

this same st!an:iard . both beauty and art are manifesta­

tions of divinity . The t io critics disagreed . h owever. 
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as to the f unction for which a rt is designed . Dennis 

be lieved art wa s designed ·by an Omnip otent Divinity 

to restore man to h i s na tural state of a sinless ex­

ietenc e , {and ., must we not deduce from this , Primi--

.L • • ? ) vJ.VJ.Sm • 

Shaftesbury b eliev ed the hi ghes t function of art 

is to turn the creative impulses toward shaping a 

life of harmony a nd virtue .. He considered the great ­

est a rtist to b e t h e one who best succeeded in 

ach ieving this natural harmony of thought , actions , 

and sentiments, a nd. he c0nsidered thE, t creativ e art , 

as we unders~a nd the term , is a diverted i mp ul se of 

t he same general nature, since it , too , depends up­

on the perception of beauty . He pla.ced t h is type 

of art upon a lower level than the f i rst , or the 

h ighest function. but he r eg~r ded it as a legiti­

mate substitute, for he stated tha t each man , is 

inclined by nature, to pursue the ideal of beauty 

mos t suited to his nature . 

Nor can -~h e men of coo l er Passions, a nd more. 
delibera te Pur suits. withstand the Force of Beauty, 
in other subject s . Everyone is a Virtuoso , of a 
higher or l ower degree ; .J.veryone pursues a Grace 
and courts a Venus of one }<;ind or another ••••••••• 
They who ove rloolc the main prings of ction , and 
despise t h e Thought of Yumb ers ad Proportion in 
a Life at large ~ will i n t h e mean Particula rs of 
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it , be no l ess taken up , and engaged ; as either in 
the 3tudy of common Arts , or in the Care and Cul -
ture of mere Llechanic Beautys .. The laodels of Hou ses , 
Buildings , and thei r acc ompanying Ornaments; th e Plans 
of Gardens and their Compartments ; the ordering of 
Yalk s ~ Plantations 1 Avenues; and a thousand other 
"ymmetrys , will succeed i n the room of that happier 
and higher 3ymmetry and Order of a IHnd . The Species 
of Fair , 3oble , Handsome , will discover itself gn a 
thousand Occasions , and in a thousand Subjects . 

l,s we have already learr:.ed,. Shaftesbury defined 

art as the "effect of mind", or· the reflection and 

thought by which man raises the variableness of nature 

to its standard of perfection" . Since he considered 

nind to be no virtue of i ts p ossessor , but an evidence 

of the divi nity that shaped i t , we may conclude that 

art is an evidence of man ' s divinity, depend i ng in 

its execution and its appreciation on °the i maginati on 

which has been raised to an Opinion or Conceit of 

something majestic and divine . " This theory that 

art must be inspired 1 o r contai n an element of 0 imagi ­

natl.on',, had the hearty concurrence of both DeEnis 

and Addison. 

-oth of these critics agre ed ith haftesbury ,. 

too > int _e acceptance of a utilitarian pur pose of 

art .. Shaftesbury believed that all art should have 

5Ch t . . . arac eris~ics,. lol . I,. p . 138 -139 . 
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as its purpose some i nstructi on or communication of 

knowledge , while Dermis de clared that art should 

have two purposes ~ the subordinate end being pleasure , 

and the dominant . instruction . He believed fu rther ~ 

tha t religious poetry is t he hi ghest and noblest 

fo1~1 of art because it is the most inst ructive . Addi ­

son did not agree with Dennis as to the highest form 

of art , but he did believe that art shoul d have a moral 

l esson. 

The greatest modern critics have lai d it down 
as a rule tha t an heroic poem should be founded upon 
sorne i mp ortant precept of moral ity , adopted to the 
constitut ion of the co untry i n which the poe t writ es .. 
Homer 6and Virgil have formed t he i r p lans in this 
View . 

Acting on this pri nciple , he reco mmended the ttBallad 

of Chevy Chase 11 as coy,..formiri..g to this purpose of art 

and imparting a moral lesson against civil war . This 

d idac t ic conception of ar t was not limited t c a few 

critics but was characteristic of the tendency of 

the age to substitute mora ls for feeling . 

Clos e ly allied to t h is t h eory of utility of art . 

is the pr inciple of "poetic justice 11 , i~ich is one 

6"The Ballad of Chevy Chase , ' Rea ings in ngli sh 
Prose of the 1' ighteenth Centuri , ed . Alden, p . 185 . 



93 

concept of art that is peculia r to the earlier half 

of the eighteenth century alone . The reasoning that 

supported the mons trosity must have b een as follows : 

Since it is the purpose of art to teach something 

useful, and preferably something with a mora l or 

r el i gious value, the author must be a friend to the 

virtuous and to the principle of virtue itself . In 

order to pr ove himself so 1 he should always take the 

side of the go od and innocent . To accomplish 

this , the wicked must be punished and the i nnocent 

rewarded, or the piece will flout the idea of a 

divine justice . In theory, poetic justice wa s never 

openly credited by the &bler critics , with the excep ­

tion of Dennis , but it is significant tha t of · these­

lected group of t h is study the two critics wh o were 

likewise playwri gh ts ,. both sanctioned the pri nciple 

by practice . The f act tha t Dennis is one of these 

t wo does not occasion the least surprise , but the 

case seems different with ddison . Dennis was probably 

inspired bJ his admiration of ~ilton to emula te tl1at 

:poet ' s stern .Jehovah, and inexorably deal out justice 

- - - --even i n literature . oetic justice seems to b e 

the l a st attenua tion of the liltonic account o_ the 

fall of man. One feels , however , tha t ddis o n knew 
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better than to commit himself to such a practice , and 

that his error resulted from a lack of feeling . Or 

perhaps his sense of morals got the best of h i m again . 

There is no doubt that ~his principle was at 

variance with Shaftesbury ' s theories, although he did 

agree to the extent of saying t ha t a poet must prove 

himself allied to the side of virtue . Virtue to 

Shaftesbury was an entirely different thing, h owever. 

from the thing gererally ac cepted as v:-irtue by the 

theists . Whereas it had to th:em practically the same 

ge neral meaning tha t it carries today , of moral ex­

cellence, and rectitude , and chastity. to Shaftesbury ,. 

it connoted the highe st type of human actioni namely,, 

a striving toward harmony ~ith nature . And as Shaftes­

bury decla r ed over and over that art sho uld follow 

the general co nformations of na ture, avoiding all 

extravagances , since nature would not be mocked; and 

sinc e the whole moral and spiritual significance of 

his theory of taste is directed against the prevail­

ing cone ept of Ohri st i ari..i ty .--- 0Be go od be cause you 

will be re,•.arded for it,' -- it is evident that the 

principie of poetic j ustice did not, and could not 

find in h im a supporter . 

nether distinguishing feature of the classical 
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school of criticism was its acceptance of the natural­

istic division of 0 a r ts 11 • Shaft e sbury a ccepted this 

cla ssific a tion unconsciously , as did everyone else of 

h is day . :Sven Burke , whose theories as recorded in 

YThe dublime Und Beautiful" . late in the century . were 

f a r a dva nced fro m the ea rlier concepts of the period ,., 

referred casually to poetry as being the mo s t moving 

of 11 arts 11 • 

~nother example of an i nterited naturalistic 

theory is found i n the belief of the le gitimacy of 

criticism a s to l iterary "kinds 11 . whic h amounted to 

a criticism on t he basis of physical characteristics,., 

s uch as style and form. Shaft esbury ' s at t itude in 

t his matt e r , too , is typical of the critical t hought 

of h is time . He co ndemned "tragi - co:m.edyn and ttGothic 

style 11 with , not only the best, but the worst of his 

co ntemporarie s . A few citations of the verdicts 

based on this anachronistic pri nciple will serve to 

illustra te the position taken by the classical critics .. 

Addison ' s approval of "Paradise Lost" because 

Milton i mitated the urliad" and the 11 ·eneidu is one 

of the best known examples of t h is sort of criticism . 

In this essay , Addison pointed out that Milton ob­

s:erved t h e classical rules of actioni unity ,. and deco-
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rum ,. although the poem mi gh t at first seem to defy 

these precepts by using a double plot . Addison as~­

sured h is readers , however , tha t this was permissible , 

since lli l ton had the sub- plot run parallel to the ma in 

plot . He added that i n this respe ct t 11lilton ts handling 

of the double thread approach ed the s killfulnes s of 

Dryden. 

In short , this is the same kind ~f beauty which 
the critics admire in "The Spanish Friar ; or the 
Double Discove ry t " where the two different plots 7 
look like counterplots and copies of one another . 

Dennis' unfavorable criticism of Shakespeare on 

the grounds that 11The ]Kerry ·cives of ''indsor 11 be­

trayed a lack of unity and a serious tendency to 

flout decorum is hardly more sta :ctling than Audi son ' s 

commendation of Iviilton . I t must oe said, hovrever , 

in extenuation thBt these faults were co~.on to the 

period .. Hume himself rationalized the classical 

principles of criticism when he termed. Pope the 

11 ne plus ultra of justifiaole refinement , Lucretius , 

of simpl icity; Virgi l and Racine. the happy medium 

between the two ; Corneille and Congreve excessiv-e in 

7110n Paradise Lost 11 ,. English Prose of the_ :Ei ght ­
eenth Century ,. p . 333 
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Ref inement , and Sophocles a nd Terence ex ces siv e in 

sir::i:)lic i ty . 118 

I n this particula r , Shaft e sbury was joir~ed to 

the general opinion that the " s i mpl e u style is the mo st 

?-rtistic and that all "ornamenta tion" is to be avoi ded . 

Rhyme he condemned as false o rnamenta ti on . These 

verdicts are opposed onl y by 13ur k e , wh o approached 

the 1:1atter of wo r ds and langua ge fr om a p·sychologica.l 

standpoii:.t , and was in t h is par ticular , a s in othe rs , 

ah:::ad of h is a ~e . The t he ories of the desirability 

of simplicity and of the artifi ci a lity of rhyme have 

a legitimate existence i n practical or dida ct ic doc -

trines . And al t~1ough they are co ns i dered erroneous 

f ro:m a philo s ophical v iewpoint , t hey are to be i nter­

pre t ed here as i nd i cating ~ i n some degree , a revo lt 

against the creed and spirit o f the clas s ici sts . 

There are some other i ndi cat ions of a rorn.antic 

te nd.ency in Shaft e s bury ' s teach i .gs . One of the 

strongest exampl es of this is found in his theory of 

sentimentality , i n which he assert ed the priority of 

feelings over re ason . ~h i s pri cip le is essentiall y 

the same as that l a t er char;1 ioned by Rousseau ,. and 

8 Sai ntsbury , A Hi s tory o f' Tungli sh Criticis· ,._ 
P• 28 5 - -
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though it found support in Dennis and dd ison , there 

is little evidence in the writings of Burke , Hurae ), 

and R~ynolds to warrant any supposition of' a like 

belief . 

In that other II hibboleth 11 of classicism , the 

attitude toward t he :preceding romantic period> 

Shaftesbury proved himself alligned with his age .. 

Like most of the classicists . he professed a rather 

tempered admirat ion for Shalcespeare. but one of the 

reasons h e gave for h is admiration strikes the mod­

ern ~ead er as being rathe r ridiculous . The thing 

about Shakespeare ' s works th&t struck Shaftesbury 

as being most worthy of praise was not his genius for 

the p ortrayal of character . (although he does mention 

that) , nor his versatility ,. nor any o f the elements 

of geni us that we are accustoned tc attribute to 

Shakespeare , but with the true spirit cf eig..hteenth 

century classicism he pra ised Shakespea re for h is 

moral instructionJ 

•••• , e have older Froofs of a right Disposition 
in our People toward the Lo ral and instruct i ve -ay. 
ur oltl dra t ick oet ( hakespeare) y witness our 

good ~ar a nd ma.nly Relish . 

Hoth ithstanding his natural Rudeness h i s un­
polished r• tyle ,. his antiq_ua ted Phrase and : it I h is 
want of ·rethod and Coherence, and h i s eficiency in 



99 

almost all the Graces and Ornaments of this kind of 
Vriting ; yet by the Justness of his r.<J.oral . the Aptness 
of ma:r.y of his Descriptions , and the p l a in and na tu­
ral Turn of severa l of h i s characters , he pleases his 
Audience , and often ga iEs their Ear , without a single 
Bribe from Luxury or Vice . Th2.t Piece of h is , 1,7hich 
a j;lpear s to hc.:..ve most affecte.d English Hearts ,., (Ha1.1let) 
o.nd ha s perhap~ been ?ften.est acted of ':my vvhich ha9e 
0 01.1.e up on our utag e , 1s almost one continued I.Ioral . 

Adclision ' s verdict upon .3hake:;,peare was more severe 

than Shaftesbury ' s , foT h e condemned. the sty l e a with­

out reference to any extenuatinc virtues . He found 

::.hal:espeare ' s :p lays , h8 said, def:..cc ed by 11 sounding 

phrases , hc..rd rnataph ors and forced expressions . 11 

Dennis was u ore in h a r mony with Shaftesbury 

for he , too , entertained a genuine fondness for the 

11 s,ilan of · von " . He mad e himsel f ridiculous , ho 1.1ever ,. 

in his criticism of Shakespea1~e , by ) Ointi n.; out the 

mo s t absurdly c onceived qualities for praise and mn­

de:.nning h i m on the g r ounds of a lac :<: of sentiment&li ty 

and on the fai lure to observe the laus of p oetic jus-

tice . He was united u ith haf te sbury i ~ 1is approval 

of ....,hakezpeare as a i;1ora list 1 particul&rl y l a udil:.£:; him 

fo r h is use of othe r t heme s than love . :Eot_ critics 

\7ere ai:;reed that the .orals of an audience are ir- son e 

danger of cont amin& t ion· fro n ai orous plays , "but the 

precept is bes t stated by ennis . 
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Obscenity cannot be very dancerous , be cause it 
is rude and shocl: i ng , but Love is a p a ssion ; ·wh i ch 
is so aGreeable to t: e r:iovements of corrupted nature , 
that b y seein~ i t li~elily touched and oft en repre ­
uented . an aLlo r ous disp osition in~ensibly i nsinuates 
itself into the chastest Ereast . lu 

JPro 1,1 these points o.f simil0 ri ty be tween Shaftes ­

bury and the clas s icists i n the applica tion of the 

theori es of literary criticism , i t i s evi dent thL. t 

Shaftesbury ' s :p rinciples differed more i n precept 

t han i n pract ice . :::-evertheless the c omp&.ri son h'"'.s 

shovrn a great d ifference i n the sp iritual c o:r..tent of 

Shaftesbury ' s tenet i n compa r i son with those of the 

other critics . This d i ffe rence is caused by the f a ct 

ths.t Shaftesbury uas pri marily interested in prese rv­

ing the superstructure of theology and r;1orali ty , and 

h ist eor i es of aesthetics were developed me rely as 

a support for his mo r al system. lthough t he r e has 

been much adverse criticism of both h is eth i cal and 

1is aesthetic philosop yen the grounds that h i s 

optimi sm ·::as th e result of i ntell ec tual cowar d ice , and 

t hat he refused to look un'._) l easant facts in the f2c e , 

h is philosop y discha rged a most i mp ortant function--­

that of asserting the existence and value of a n in­

nate sen·se of beauty , or c oyiscienc e . I n the sphe re 

lO"The Taste o f oetry , Criti ca l _, ssays of the 
XVIIIth entury , p . 123 . 
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of practical r/10 rals , he mai ntained a standard of 

taste for which there was a serious need ; in the 

sphere of spe cula tive mora l s h e kept before the worl d 

the pro lem of the origin of our impulses toward 

beauty and v i rtue . 

In a surnrr1Euy vie l of Shaftesbury ' s theory of 

aesthe.tics we must credit him with the following im­

p ortant contributions to the conz:ion l y accepted phi ­

losophy o f beauty; first , an i nst i nct iv e response to 

beauty which opera-:;es ES an§._ pri or i concept and thus 

h a s its only proved ex.istence i n the worlrn o f art which 

it i n spires ; second , the i dentific a t i on of the crea­

tive i mpulse with the perception of beauty ; third , 

the necessity of inspirrtion~ or lyrical intuition 

i n t he creation and rec ognit i on of art ; and fourtl1 , 

t h e princ i ple of moni srn that i s illustra t ed in ar t , 

o~ the reco gnitio n of the re l ati on o f our creative 

i mpulses to the Creative llind th&t is behind the mys ­

tery of the universe . Besides t hese consciously ex­

pressed princip l es , he appr oached very close to th e 

discovery of the subjective quality of beauty ; and 

t hough he was 0 uilty of continuing i~ many of the 

errors that had ex.i sted for c enturies i n the fi e l d of 

aesthetics , h is theories were the most adva_ced 

of his ag e •. 
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The cor..tempt of the Englishrnan for all that is 

i nde fini te and i mpalpable , often l ead s to t he rejec ­

tion of valuable theories and this seems ,. in the case 

cf Shafte sbury , to have delayed the a ppre cie tion of 

h is theories of a estheti c s . It is certain tha t the 

very element which supplied the background and incen­

t ive for his most valuabl e pr i nciples , deism, was 

the cause of some subsequent negle ct . There is n o 

d oubt , howeve r , tha t .:-haftesbury , thr oug..ri h is inter­

e s t i n the p rob l ems of literary criticism , contrib­

uted a great deal toward the development of t he 1:1od ­

ern philosophy of ~esthetics . 
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