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My research lies at the intersection of early modern philosophy and ethics. My current project is a 
monograph, “The British Moralists and the Problem of Partiality” (described below). In addition to 
preparing the manuscript, I have written articles on John Gay, Catharine Trotter Cockburn, Adam 
Smith, and David Hume, and am preparing an article on Damaris Masham and another on Hume.  
 

Early modern scholarship is dominated by work on a few select thinkers; while this research is of 
great consequence, it is important to push the limits of conventional philosophical narratives by 
conducting research on overlooked figures who made contributions to the thought of this period. In 
doing so, we can produce a more inclusive canon and offer a more complete history of philosophy. 
 

The Problem of Partiality 
 

In this book, I trace the development of what I call the problem of partiality through the work of key 
figures in the British Moralist tradition. This problem names the tension between our commitment 
to impartiality as a constitutive norm of moral judgment and conduct, and our commitment that it is 
permissible, or even obligatory, to promote the good of our loved ones over that of strangers. This 
tension challenges us to provide an account of the scope and limits of reasonable partiality that does 
justice to both of these commitments, which I argue is a central project of early modern ethics.  
 

In Chapter 1, I argue that debates about moral partiality arose in the 18th century, in the wake of 
Locke’s call for a moral science, based in the understanding of human beings as sensitive, rational, 
and sociable creatures. In order to make this claim, I examine the shift in Locke’s ethics from his 
early writings (e.g. “Essays on the Law of Nature”) to certain later works: Some Thoughts Concerning 
Education, Of the Conduct of the Understanding, and portions of the Essay. In these works, Locke makes 
concrete the idea of a moral science and lays the groundwork for much of 18th century ethics. 
 

In Chapter 2, I examine the work of Cockburn and Shaftesbury. Both share Locke’s commitment to 
an ethics based in an understanding of human beings as sociable. Cockburn is the first to recognize 
the significance of Locke’s emphasis on human sociability. Shaftesbury furthers this view by arguing 
that morality is anchored in our sociable sentiments. The problem, he claims, is that our sentiments 
are inconsistently felt, which threatens to solidify factionalism and parochialism and undercuts the 
aim of ethics. After Shaftesbury, the challenge is to construct a model of impartiality that can salvage 
a moral science. Confronting this challenge means addressing how agents attain impartiality in moral 
deliberation and also how they come to treat norms of impartiality as genuinely authoritative.  
 

The next of the book treats two models of impartiality, weighing their significance and using these 
models to draw lessons for contemporary debates about the scope and limits of reasonable partiality. 
In Chapter 3, I consider Gay and Hume’s view that impartiality requires using an externally justified 
principle to guide deliberation. For them, impartiality consists in giving utility overriding weight in 
moral matters. To ensure this model is workable, they each provide accounts of how an agent comes 
to see utility as authoritative: Gay relies on association, while Hume expands this account to include 
the delicacy of taste. For both, morality requires that we shape ourselves to meet the demands of utility.  
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In Chapter 4, I examine a model of impartiality proposed by Joseph Butler and Adam Smith, which 
requires that we use the heuristics of conscience and the “impartial spectator” to reflect on the aims 
of our sentiments and to direct our conduct in light of these considerations. I argue that, for these 
figures, this process does not entail using principles to correct our sentiments. Our sentiments instead 
reliably motivate us to act morally, provided that we shield ourselves from self-deception. 
 

I end the book by arguing that the problem of partiality became less salient for philosophers in the 
19th century. For Reid, Kant, and others, reason either discovers or shapes the content of morality – 
the sentiments are extraneous to the content and authority of morality. Recently, with the growth of 
empirical moral psychology, philosophers have begun to treat the British Moralists as interlocutors. 
This trend can be seen in the writings of Christine Tappolet, Valerie Tiberius, Michelle Mason, and 
others. Partiality has also become a central topic in ethics, which can be seen in debates about the 
place of empathy in moral judgment or the role of love in shaping our moral commitments. 
 

Journal Articles 
 

I recently published an article, “John Gay and the Birth of Utilitarianism” (Utilitas). Here, I argue 
that Gay is the first modern philosopher to hold that universal happiness is the aim of moral action. 
I explore Gay’s argument for the criterion of virtue as universal happiness, along with his attempt to 
explain the moral motivation in terms of psychological association. In his account, we develop and 
approve of benevolent motives by recognizing that our happiness is inextricably connected with that 
of others. While many scholars have taken an interest in Gay – on account of his influence on 
Hume, Hartley, and Mill – a standalone treatment of his work did not exist prior to this article.    
 

In addition, I have two forthcoming articles and another that is under review. In “Catharine Trotter 
Cockburn’s Democratization of Moral Virtue” (Canadian Journal of Philosophy), I argue that there is a 
tension in her thought between what virtue requires of us and how we come to see this requirement 
as authoritative. I then use Cockburn’s encounter with Shaftesbury’s writings to help bring out this 
tension. I conclude that her work marks a bridge in modern moral philosophy from 17th century 
natural law theory to the naturalism of the 18th century – that of Gay, Hume, and Bentham. 
 

In “Adam Smith and the Stoic Principle of Suicide” (European Journal of Philosophy), I explore Smith’s 
discussion of the Stoic view that suicide is at times morally required. While scholars agree that Stoicism 
exercised considerable influence over Smith, no work has explored his views on suicide, despite the 
central role it plays in his treatment of Stoicism. I argue that Smith opposes the principle of suicide 
on both epistemic and moral grounds. I conclude the paper by considering what Smith’s discussion 
of Stoicism and suicide tells us about his ethics, and put forward a reading of Smith as a skeptic.  
 

In “Is Hume’s Ideal Moral Judge a Woman?” (Hume studies, under review), I examine Hume’s claim 
that women are superior in imagination, compassion, and conversation. On his view, I maintain, 
women provide us with the ideal model of a moral judge. The primary quality of a good moral judge 
is being delicate of taste. I argue that Hume thinks of delicacy as feminine, in that he associates the 
traits a delicate person possesses – compassion, imagination, conversability – with women. 
 

I have begun work on two articles, one on Hume’s view of enthusiasm and another on Masham’s 
debate with John Norris about the nature of love. Both will compliment my book project and lay the 
groundwork for future research on enthusiasm and love in the early modern period. 
 
 


