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Introduction

This paper is a significantly shortened and condensed version of a chapter from my
dissertation, whose subject is aesthetic theory in early eighteenth-century Germany
and Scotland. The first half of the eighteenth century is traditionally identified as the
period in which “modern” aesthetic theory was born, with the modernity of the
period’s various theories measured largely by the degree to which they anticipate
Kant’s Critique of Judgment. The purpose of my dissertation is to demonstrate that
the historically flimsy bond of “pre-Kantianism,” which has long been the standard
means of yoking together the aesthetic theories of this period, can be replaced by a
means that is historically better informed and more attentive to the aesthetic
theorists’ self-conscious engagement in controversies of their own time. To this end,
I present a comparative analysis of two major figures in the pre-Kantian aesthetic
canon, namely, Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-62), the German coiner of the
term aesthetica in 1735 as the name of a new kind of philosophy, and Francis
Hutcheson (1694-1746), a “father” of the Scottish Enlightenment and theorist of the
“sense of beauty” and the “moral sense,” together with some of their lesser known
contemporaries in the 1730s, 40s, and 50s. I argue that the aesthetic theories of
Baumgarten and some of Hutcheson’s Scottish colleagues, primarily William
Cleghorn (1719-54), were addressed in similar ways to a heavily debated question
known in both Scotland and Germany as the question of the “foundation of
morality”: to what extent, and how, the moral education of human beings can and
should make use of natural human faculties. The dissertation is divided into two
parts, Scottish and German, each of which has two principal tasks: (1) to lay out the
debate over the foundation of morality, and then (2) to explain how the aesthetic
theories fit into the debate. The chapter from which my paper is drawn performs the
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first of these tasks for the German side of the dissertation.

The Scottish controversy over the foundation of morality is relatively well known,
but the German variant is less well known; the debate itself as such and its
importance in early eighteenth-century Germany have not yet been explained.
Therefore, all considerations of Baumgarten’s aesthetic theory aside, the purpose of
my paper is to delineate some of the central issues and arguments and to show that
they lie at the center of two better-known eighteenth-century German controversies,
each of which features prominently in modern scholarly discussions of the period,
but neither of which has been convincingly linked to the other: (1) the controversy
between philosopher Christian Wolff (1679-1754) and the Pietist theologians who
succeeded in 1723 in having him expelled from the city of Halle, where he had been
a professor since 1706, and (2) the disagreements among Christian Thomasius and
colleagues of his in Halle and elsewhere over the value of Samuel Pufendorf’s
approach to the study of natural and divine law, which is now often said to have led
to a split within the so-called “Thomasian school” of natural jurisprudence. By
showing that both these controversies turned in part on precisely the same set of
issues, I hope, the paper can serve us as a useful point of entry into a still largely
obscure period in German intellectual history, as well as a basis for determining the
extent to which the Scottish and German debates over the foundation of morality
resemble each other.

Please note that shortening the chapter to a reasonable length has required me to cut
half of the original text, including many inset quotations, and to leave only English
translations of the remaining quotations. For anyone interested in looking at the
original text of inset quotations in the paper, as well as a much fuller version of the
argument, I am happy to supply the original chapter upon request.
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