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ABSTRACT 

To understand Sterne's sentimentalism, we must 

first understand his tradition. Therefore, this study be

gins with a discussion of the distinguishing characteris

tics shared by the English predecessors of sentimentalism— 

the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, and 

Adam Smith. First, all stress the assumption that man 

naturally seeks order, and all build their ethics upon this 

assumption. Second, all agree that each man will be able 

to identify his own achievement of order through his ex

perience of harmony. Third, all define their ethics by a 

process rather than by a faculty. Fourth, all stress sym

pathy as the means by which a moral process is possible. 

Fifth, all stress the corrective powers of similarity. 

Within this overall agreement, epistemological dif

ferences result in two distinct patterns of movement that 

are incorporated later into sentimentalism. The Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury, working from a metaphysical 

Reality characterized by synthesis, describe a pattern of 

movement I have termed reflective movement. It works like 

the mirror image which is so often used to describe it, 

for through it the prototype is reflected in and returned 

by a specific part of the universe. This movement 

v 
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activates and expresses the unifyins feature of the uni

verse, variously described as "divine essence" or "good" 

and characterized by "order" and "harmony." The later 

thinkers, Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith, working from an 

empirical epistemology characterized by separation, de

scribe a pattern of movement I have termed reflexive move

ment. Reflexive movement is a purely internal operation, 

by which the moral sense originates the experience of 

approbation and moves one toward action by this approbation 

and then reflexes back upon itself, as it also establishes 

the standard--that of its own approbation—by which moral 

approval is valued. 

After the backgrounds of Bentimentalism are dis

cussed, Sterne's Sermons of Mr. Yorick are read against 

that background. In both the content and method of the 

sermons, Sterne develops the archetypal-prototypal relation 

ship basic to reflective movement, working upon an assump

tion of the corrective power of similarity. We may 

appreciate the unity of the content and method of the 

sermons when we recognize that in them Sterne teaches a 

pattern of movement rather than dogma. Like his predeces

sors in sentimentalism, he believes that basic truths 

common to all men will be activated by this movement. 

Sterne's most characteristic techniques facilitate the 

reflective movement that he seeks to activate in members 
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of his congregation* interplay among levels of abstrac

tion! dialogue, pictorial detail, direct address, dramatic 

scenes, appeals to compassion, personification, and even 

the heavy use of the dash. 

In Tristram Shandy Sterne further develops the 

artistic possibilities inherent in the sentimental tradi

tion. He builds up comic tension by juxtaposing the two 

basic patterns of movement described by predecessors of 

sentimentalism, Sterne carefully cultivates reflective 

movement in the reader through the relationship between the 

narrator and the reader. By various methods, Tristram as 

narrator calls the reader's attention to the disorder of 

the novel and simultaneously appeals to the reader's 

predisposition to order. This reflective movement is 

juxtaposed with the reflexive movement characteristic of 

members of Shandy Hall. In the Shandean world, perceptual 

movement is characteristically internal and upward, from 

the specific incident or thing to the individual. As a 

result, characters believe themselves subjected to a form 

of phenomonological determinism—the "fatality1' to which 

Tristram refers. But Sterne also has incorporated into 

novel the constants characteristic of sentimentalism—man's 

potential for sympathy and his sense of goodness. Because 

of the certainty of these constants, the reader may delight 

with Sterne in the comedy of the chaos of empirical reality. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

When published in 1760, The Seitmons of Mr. Yorick 

shared popularity with Tristram Shandy, the first two vol

umes of which were published the previous year. Wilbur L. 

Cross writes that the sermons "were greeted with universal 

praise,"* and Alan B. Howes writes that they "were often 

valued above Tristram Shandy during Sterne's lifetime 

2 . . .  •"  Y e t  s u b s e q u e n t  r e a d e r s  o f  t h e  s e r m o n s  u s u a l l y  

have interpreted them within rather narrow definitions of 

religion, and discussion has focused on whether or not 

Sterne was a pagan in cleric dress. Such discussion ignores 

a dominant tradition in which Sterne wrote the sermons and 

in which his contemporaries received tliem—sentimentalism. 

The primary goal of the presenj study is to achieve 

greater understanding of The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. The 

method will be to examine the background of Sterne's senti

mentalism and then to reinterpret the sermons within this 

background. A secondary goal is to denonstrate extension 

*The Life and Times of Laurence Sterne (New Haven 1 
Yale University Press, 1929)# P. 239. 

2 Yorick and the Critics» Sterne *s Reputation in 
England. 1760-1868 (New Haven1 Yale University Press, 
1958), p. 173. 
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of this reinterpretation of the sentimentalism of Sterne's 

sermons to Tristram Shandy. 

To examine the tradition basic to Sterne's senti

mentalism, I have selected major philosophers representative 

of the source of sentimentalismi the Cambridge Flatonists, 

Shaftesbury, Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Adam Smith. 

I have selected these representatives not because Sterne 

"borrowed" from them, but rather because they are key 

figures in the development of sentimentalism. This is not 

to suggest, of course, that the Cambridge Platonists, Adam 

Smith, or the other philosophers were sentimentalists. It 

is to suggest that if we understand the thought of these 

philosophers, we may understand Sterne's sentimentalism 

more fully. Thus I am not proposing to stress passages of 

direct influence from these representatives upon Sterne. 

Instead, I shall outline the major ideas from which senti

mentalism developed and then approach The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick and elements of Tristram Shandy in terms of these 

basic ideas. 

I shall develop this study in seven chapters. In 

this chapter, Chapter I, I shall survey the problems treated 

in the following chapters. In Chapters II and III I shall 

present a detailed discussion of the background of senti

mentalism, In Chapters IV and V I shall interpret the 

content and technique of The Sermons of Mr. Yorick within 
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that background. I shall suggest an extension of this re-

interpretation of the sentimentalism of Sterne's sermons 

to Tristram Shandy in Chapter VI, In Chapter VII I shall 

summarize conclusions concerning the background and the 

reading of Sterne's work within this background. 

The initial problem I shall treat in this study is 

the lack of an intellectual history of sentimentalism—a 

history of the metaphysical and epistemological foundations 

of the literary movement. In Chapters II and III I shall 

examine the thought of the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftes

bury, Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith. These thinkers are 

viewed usually in terms of their differences. We charac

teristically interpret the thought of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries as discontinuous, Herschel Baker, for 

example, writes "The radical split between those realms 

Secular and metaphysical! which the later Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance had generally thought to be united or at 

least to be intimately and reciprocally related resulted in 

a dislocation of every aspect of European thought. This dis 

location was au fond epistemological,Along with other 

expressions of the age, literature is interpreted often in 

terms of this split. The concept of a framework of discon

tinuity, when applied to works identified as "sentimental," 

3 
The Wars of Truthi Studies in the Decay of Chris

tian Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Century (Cambridge 
Mass,i Harvard University Press, 1952), p, 309. 
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causes them to be discounted automatically as weak or de

generate examples of the modern side of the split. They 

are granted attention primarily as early expressions of 

modern man*s sensibility. 

Negative connotations associated with sentimentalism 

extend to Sterne, Erik Erametsa, for example, writes of 

"the standard judgment in books of literary history that 

Sterne was one of the most sentimental of English authors 

and the typical representative of 'the handkerchiefly feel-
it 

ing,1" Sympathetic critics implicitly portray his genius 

as so great as to overcome his sentimental lapses. The 

first step in this study must be to minimize this bias. 

When examining the thought of the representative thinkers 

who provide a background for Sterne's sentimentalism, we 

must set aside, for the moment at least, preconceptions of 

a "dislocation" in European thought. Eventually, of course, 

any history of sentimentalism must return to the dislocation 

that did occur. However, when we begin with a framework of 

discontinuity, we obscure the fact that there are basic 

similarities among these philosophers. Despite their epis-

temological differences, the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftes

bury, Hutcheson, Hume and Smith agree on a "mode of percep

tion." This mode of perception becomes the major 

If, 
A Study of the Word "Sentimental" and of other 

Linguistic Characteristics of Eighteenth Century Senti
mentalism in England (Helsinkii Helsingin Liikekirjapaino 
Oy, 1951), p."5o: 
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distinguishing characteristic of sentimentalism. 

All philosophical precursors of sentimentalism 

share a mode of perception based upon an assumption of sim

ilarity or congruity among levels or parts of realityi the 

early thinkers assume similarity beneath the apparent dis

crepancy between the real and the ideal, and the later 

thinkers between one perception and another. The assump

tion results in a corresponding belief that experiencing 

congruity corrects our moral being or social conduct. The 

sentimentalist, working from this assertion of congruity, 

does not ignore differences between points of realityj 

rather he assumes that similarity lies beneath the dif

ferences. We may discuss this mode of perception through 

contrast with that of the satirist. The satirist assumes 

discrepancy between levels or parts of reality. Whereas 

the satirist exposes discrepancy to evoke revulsion or 

shame as a means of correction, the sentimentalist reveals 

similarity to evoke recognition as a means of correction. 

It is therefore misleading, I would suggest, to state as 

Stuart Tave does in reference to Sterne that the manner of 

the sentimentalist is to "deny or falsify the gap between 

the real and the ideal, 

~*The Amiable Humorist i A Study in the Comic Theory 
and Criticism of the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth 
Centuries (Chicagoi University of Chicago Press, i960), 
p. 166. 
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From this overall agreement of similarity is a re

sulting stress on the capacity of parts of reality to come 

into relation. Here moral theory joins epistemology, for 

benevolence or compassion is a frequent expression of this 

capacity in man. However, as examination of representa

tives of the tradition basic to sentimentalism reveals, 

stress is not upon a specific faculty or faculties such as 

a moral sense, but rather upon the relation of parts in a 

system and upon an expansive rather than a restrictive role 

for the individual, Man is distinguished from other parts 

of the universe—inanimate nature or lower animals—because 

he is capable of actively participating in the processes 

of analogy. The Cambridge Platonists base this belief 

upon their concept of God as having transferred "through 

all created essence , . . archetypal ideas."^ The result 

of this concept is transference of motive power from ex

ternal forces acting on man to internal forces seeking to 

fulfill their own nature. They assume that perceptual 

movement, once initiated, will both reinforce and verify 

itself. Although the later thinkers—Hume and Smith— 

sharply disagree in epistemology with that of the Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury, like the Cambridge Platonists 

and Shaftesbury these later* thinkers affirm processes of 

^John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion, in The Cambridge Platonists. ed. Gerald R. Cragg 
(New York* Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 129. 
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analogy, though they explain such processes psychologically 

rather than philosophically. 

Once the similarity between the early and later 

thinkers has been recognized, it is possible to reconsider 

the "dislocation of thought" and its effect upon the de

velopment of sentimentalism. One potential strength of 

sentimentalism lies in the fact that its basic assumptions 

allowed adaptation to a "modern" epistemology, Sentimen

talism did not develop as a homogeneous movement, as has 

been assumed tacitly. Instead, within overall agreement 

and similarity differences fall into two broad categories. 

These differences take the form of two basic conceptual 

models. The first, seen in the thought of the Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury, is one of a synthesis based 

upon an organic epistemology. From a prototype God, divine 

essence exists in all matter. In its potentially most 

active form, this essence resides in man. Motive power is 

placed in man himselfi the essence of the prototype God 

in each man expresses itself as a predisposition to love 

and desire good—potentially a "settled principle" that 

becomes for sentimentalists the source, foundation, and 

center of a fully human life. 

Ideally man expresses his "settled principle" in a 

pattern of movement which I have called "reflective move

ment" i it works like the mirror image which is so often 
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used to describe it, for through it the prototype is re

flected in and returned by a specific part of the universe. 

This movement activates and expresses the unifying feature 

of the universe—a unifying feature variously described as 

"divine essence" or "good" and characterized by "order" or 

"harmony." In man, the means toward this ideal is what 

Shaftesbury describes as a "connatural idea," that is, a 

predisposition to order, which enables him to respond to 

certain immutable ideas upon which the organic unity or 

synthesis of the universe is predicated. If we are to 

understand the sentimentalism of Sterne, we need to have 

in mind two basic assumptionst 1) "reflective movement" 

is initiated and maintained by similarity, and 2) the re

ality that this reflective movement expresses is one of 

multidimensional synthesis. 

The second conceptual model, seen in the thought 

of Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith, is based upon an 

epistemology of separation. Following attacks upon an 

integrated world view, these men looked for a new basis 

for meaning or value in life. For them, man bases his 

values on a moral senset yet again it "is not the faculty 

that is significant for an understanding of this conceptual 

model, but rather the pattern of movement made possible by 

the operation of that faculty. This moral sense becomes 

both a source of moral perspective and a spring of moral 
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action. I have called the pattern characteristic of this 

operation "reflexive movement"i the moral sense is directed 

inward, or reflexed, upon itself. The moral sense thus has 

a dual function, first of approbation for action leading 

to public welfare, and second of passion activating one 

toward active benevolence. It originates the experience of 

approbation and moves one toward action by this approbation, 

and it also establishes the standard—that of its own ap

probation—by which moral approval is valued. . 

With this change in the characteristic pattern of 

movement comes a concomitant change in the criterion for 

virtue. Virtue for "reflective movement" is founded upon 

an individual's participation in the synthesis of the uni

verse. Through sympathy, an individual may escape limita

tions of the self and reach higher realms of perception. 

From these "external" points of perception, he looks back 

upon the specific, measuring it against an external sense 

of harmony to arrive at a judgment of virtue. Perceptual 

movement is outward, and the criterion for virtue is har

mony with external norms. This external criterion for 

virtue is quite different from that characteristic of re

flexive movement. Virtue for "reflexive movement" is 

founded upon a purely internal perceptual process.• The 

individual never moves "outside" his own perspective. He 

uses sympathy to place himself imaginatively in the situation 
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of another, thus experiencing the reaction he would have 

in that situation, not what the other person actually is 

experiencing. As for reflective movement, harmony is an 

index to virtue* however, in reflexive movement this har

mony is between the spectator's reaction and his own imag

ined response. Thus the moral sense is "reflexed" back, 

upon itself, providing both the means by which virtue is 

perceived and the criterion by which it is measured. 

Once assumptions from which Sterne developed his 

sentimentalism are understood, the modern reader may return 

to specific works with renewed understanding. Thus in 

Chapters IV and V, I shall consider the problem of if and 

how these ideas are worked out in The Sermons of Mr, Yorick. 

The sermons establish not only Sterne's similarities with 

the wellspring of sentimentalism, the movement of the Cam

bridge Platonists, but also his development in a sentimental 

rather than, as Melvyn New suggests, a satiric direction 

from this source. Professor New, after using the sermons 

to demonstrate Sterne's orthodoxy, uses this orthodoxy as 

a basis for interpreting Sterne as a satirist. 

The debate between satirist and sentimentalist over 
the nature of man was often profound, touching as 
we have seen, the deepest roots of eighteenth-
century theology and philosophy. By concentrating 
on the theological origins of the dichotomy, I have 
been using the evidence at hand, Sterne's sermons, 
to suggest his clerical role as an orthodox 
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Anglican and, by inference, his literary role as 
a satirist,? 

Professor New represents here a critical tendency 

to equate the satiric/sentimental dichotomy with an ortho

dox/unorthodox dichotomy. According to this view, senti

mentalism emerged and satire declined with the loss of 

absolute standards. In sentimentalism morality was reduced 

to the whim of sentiment, and man was responsible only to 

the moment. Andrew M. Wilkinson writes that the sentimental 

assumption "That man is (largely) without sin" is "by far 

the most important single factor in the decline of Satire, 
Q 

since it obviates the necessity for it." This approach 

suggests other pervasive misconceptions about sentimen

talism—that it swept away absolute standards, viewed man 

as "sinless," and "posited an absolute faith in man's ca-
9 

pacity to lead, by himself, a moral life." 

Reading Sterne's sermons in terms of the background 

of sentimentalism, I shall suggest a reexamination of our 

assumptions about Sterne's sentimentalism and its differ

ences from satire. As R. S. Crane has demonstrated, the 

source of sentimentalism was the Cambridge Platonists, 

^Laurence Sterne as Satirist (Gainesville! Uni
versity of Florida Press, 1969) • p. 4-1 • 

g 
"The Decline of English Verse Satire in the Middle 

Years of the Eighteenth Century," RES n.s. III (July, 1952), 
225. 

9 Melvyn New, Laurence Sterne as Satirist, p. 37, 
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"the same movement which provided the origins of eighteenth-

century Anglican orthodoxy , , , All predecessors 

of sentimentalism recognized man's potential for error, and 

all set up external guides. The Cambridge Platonists and 

Sterne share a belief in original sin. Similarities between 

assumptions by predecessors of sentimentalism and by Sterne 

in his sermons suggest that an essential difference between 

satire and sentimentalism lies not in whether or not man's 

state is fallen but rather in what means are best to bring 

about correction. For the satirist* the process of correc

tion begins with one's moving beyond superficial similarity 

to actual discrepancy between the actual and the ideal. 

With his judgment, man measures the discrepancy, and he 

experiences moral revulsion. He corrects his behavior to 

avoid the pain of this revulsion. It is evident that cor

rection in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick is quite different 

from this. The process of correction begins with one's 

moving beyond superficial discrepancy to actual similarity 

between the actual and the ideal. When one recognizes that 

similarity, he experiences pleasure and an accompanying 

desire to further the experience. He employs the faculty 

of judgment toward this end. It is significant that Sterne 

includes judgment in his sentimentalism, for modern readers 

^•°See "Suggestions toward a Genealogy of the 'Man 
of Feeling,'" ELH, I (193*0 » PP. 205-230, Quoted by Melvyn 
New, Laurence Sterne as Satirist, p, 32, 
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often stereotype the sentimentalist as revelling in an 

unbridled morality of sentiments. However, Sterne as a 

sentimentalist defines the primary role of judgment dif

ferently from the way the satirist defines this role. The 

satirist uses the judgment for restriction* it works to 

stop man's baser nature from controlling him. Sterne recog

nizes this restrictive role, but he believes the primary 

role of judgment is a positive one* it determines qualita

tive differences and guides man's faculties in accord with 

the highest good. Here again Sterne is in the sentimental 

tradition that developed from the Cambridge Platonists, 

Once we recognize Sterne's similarity to an overall 

development of sentimentalism, we may consider more speci

fic problems associated with The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. 

Students who have interpreted the sermons at all have tended 

to value them for representing "the only explicit and overt 

discussion of religion and religious ideas that Sterne 

left," and have looked to them for "a general body of be

liefs, a 'creed' of sorts," that they can then attempt "to 
11 

trace in the novels." Sterne is accused often of super

ficiality when viewed in this manner, for he was indifferent 

to doctrinal Christianity. Instead, as Professor Hammond 

notes, Sterne was concerned with "the less striking, 

11 
Paul D. McGlynn, Laurence Sterne's Religioni 

The Sermons and Novels» unpublished dissertation (Rice 
University, 196?), p. ii. 
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homelier virtues which c<|>unt for so much in everyday livingi 

toleration and kindness, patience and understanding, thought* 
12 fulness and sympathy, modesty and sincerity." Such an 

observation is true enough, yet it is somewhat misleading, 

for it stresses content as what is taught in the sermons. 

I shall suggest that Sterne was not attempting to teach 

about virtue, whether that virtue be "the great truths and 

doctrines of Christianity" or "the less striking, homelier 

virtues." Instead, following the sentimental assumption of 

experiencing congruity, Sterne 

was attempting to teach a process—that I have termed "re

flective movement," Sterne's objective as a priest was to 

cultivate in members of lis congregation this interaction— 

to recreate active participation in universal process. 

Another problem I shall treat is the lack of ap-

the corrective powers of 

parent unity between the 

sermons. Critics of the 

content and technique of the 

sermons have long treated content 

as something quite separate from techniquei 

The style of the 
for condemnation, as 

Sermons was often singled out 
these discourses, which had 

been so popular in Sjterne's lifetime, gradually 
declined somewhat in popularity. John Stedman found 
the humor in them 'inconsistent with the dignity of 
the pulpit* i and aft;er publication of Gray's letter 
to Wharton which had contained some fairly re
strained praise of the Sermons. John Mainwaring 
felt impelled to characterize Gray's remarks as 

12 Lansing Van Der Heyden Hammond, Laurence Sterne's 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick (fi 
1948), p. 9^7 

ew Haveni Yale University Press, 
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'rather hasty and unguarded,* Sterne's Sermons 
lack propriety, he continues, since the 'gaiety of 
polite conversation* is not suited to the pulpiti 
and further, 'besides their strange indecorum, and 
air of burlesque, they are 'incorrect, verbose, 
and affected.'13 

The tendency to separate content from technique has 

continued to the present. Recent critics have stressed 

content to "rehabilitate" the sermons by demonstrating 

Sterne's allegiance to religious or moral tradition. The 

doctrine of his religion, beneath the rather unfortunate 

Shandean tone, is in line with Anglican orthodoxy. Yet 

with such an approach critics have continued to regard 

stylistic features—the conversational tone, the homely de

tail, and the appeals to compassion, for example—as un

fortunate lapses into sentimentality. Conversely, studies 

of the style of the sermons have been directed not toward 

understanding the sermons as a whole, but rather toward 

demonstrating foreshadowings of the secular developments of 

Tristram Shandy. Here Professor Traugott is representative 

when he writes that the sermons are "the holy beginnings 
14 

of Tristram ... ." The result is that the Laurence 

Sterne of The Sermons of Mr. Yorick has been portrayed as 

a secular soul bursting out of his clerical garb. I shall 

"^Alan B. Howes, Yorick and the Critics, pp. 69-70. 
14 
John Traugott, Tristram Shandy's World 1 Sterne*s 

Philosophical Rhetoric (Berkeley* University of California 
Press, 1954), p. 98. 



demonstrate that the "Shandean" style is integrally related 

to Sterne*s assumptions about the world and man's place in 

it, and, more basically, that the assumptions upon which 

Sterne built his sentimentalism are religious. X shall 

demonstrate also that the style and content of the sermons 

are integrated. 

In Chapter VI I shall suggest extension of this 

interpretation to Tristram Shandy. One of the most troub

ling problems presented by the novel concerns its order. 

Readers have attempted various explanations for the novel's 

order—or lack of it—from belief that Sterne had "not the 

slightest concern for order, unity, or logicto a search 

for a consistent framework of "calendar" order1"^ and, most 

recently, to a psychological order of personality supplied 
17 

by the narrator Tristram. I shall suggest that the most 

basic link between the sermons and Tristram Shandy lies in 

the kind of order or unity at work in each. In each, true 

order lies neither in structure nor in individual personal

ity, but in a defined process—i.e., a characteristic 

"^Emile Legouis and Louis Cazamian, A History of 
English Literature (Londoni J. M. Dent and Sons, 195717 
P. 857. 

16 
Theodore Baird, "The Time-Scheme of Tristram 

Shandy and a Source," FMLA, XCI (1936), 803-820. 

•^Henri Pluchere, Laurence Sterne t From Tristram 
to Yorick. An Interpretation of Tristram Shandy. trans, 
and abridged by Barbara Bray (Londoni Oxford University 
Press, 19o5). 
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pattern of movement, called "reflective movement" in this 

study. A major strength of the sentimentalism in Tristram 

Shandy lies in Sterne's juxtaposing the two patterns of 

movement characteristic of the two conceptual models of 

sentimentalism, and his positing this juxtaposition against 

a threat of determinism. In his novel Sterne has distilled 

the conceptual framework from which sentimentalism emerged. 

I shall then consider the relation of various ele

ments of the novel to this unity. Critics traditionally 

have approached characterization in Tristram Shandy in 

terms of the "moraJL viewpoints" of the characters. I shall 

suggest that the specific "moral viewpoints" enunciated by 

the characters are secondary to the pattern of movement 

characteristic of each. Sterne portrays the isolation of 

individuals in the Shandy family by "reflexive movement" 

characteristic of the second conceptual model. He then 

"measures" the so-called "modern" identity problems of the 

characters, resulting from this isolation, by comparison 

with "truths" of order and value activated in the reader by 

"reflective movement." 

The role of the reader is, then, more central than 

has been recognized previously. The reader provides the 

ordering principle or "sentimental norm" for the book. This 

role of the reader is a direct outgrowth of certain senti

mental assumptionsi first, it rests upon a synthetic world 
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view in which archetypal essence resides throughout the 

created universei and second, it recognizes the uniquely 

human potential in each individual—i.e., the reader—to 

activate his "predisposition to order." Finally, I shall 

suggest that the reader goes through an overall sentimental 

"process" in reading the novel. This process may be il

lustrated best by comparing a reading of the satiric 

Gulliver's TraveIs with a reading of Tristram Shandy. 

IB Martin Price describes the process of reading Gulliver's 

Travels by distinguishing two readers. Reader^—a naif or 

dupe—reads Gulliver's Travels on the basis of appearance* 

he accepts the apparent moral vision as real. Readergt 

however, looks beyond this apparent morality to see actual 

discrepanciesi he is capable of completing the satiric 

structure by bestowing judgment on Gulliver. He experiences 

revulsion, for example, at the inhumanity of Gulliver's 

admiration for the Houyhnhnms. The process is reversed in 

a sentimental reading of Tristram Shandy. For Reader^, the 

apparent chaos in the novel is overwhelming. He accepts 

the seeming disorder as real. The wiser Reader2» however, 

looks beyond this apparent chaos to an actual ordert he 

is capable of completing the sentimental structure by 

recognizing similarity beneath apparent discrepancy. We 

18 
Swift's Rhetorical Arti A Study in Structure and 

Meaning (New Haveni Yale University Press, 1953), 
pp. 83 ff. 
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reread the novel and move toward an order of shared human

ity. It is true, as critics have noted, that methods of 

satire are at work in Tristram Shandyt I shall suggest, 

however, that it is a mistake to stop with them and call 

the novel a satire. For Sterne, satiric methods are only 

a first step in a sentimental mode of vision. 

In Chapter VII, the conclusion of this study, I 

shall synthesize the background of Sterne's sentimentalism 

and the interpretation of The Sermons of Mr. Yorick and 

Tristram Shandy within that background. In The Sermons of 

Mr. Yorick Sterne develops a mode of sentimentalism that is 

an extension of his basic religious attitudes. Through 

examination of the sermons and of Tristram Shandy. I shall 

suggest that we may understand the greatness of Sterne best 

not in spite of his sentimentalism but in terms of it. 



CHAPTER II 

THE BACKGROUNDS OP SENTIMENTALISM* REFLECTIVE MOVEMENT 

A. The Cambridge Platonists 

To understand sentimentalism, we must turn to the 

Cambridge Platonists. Melvyn New is representative of 

critical opinion today when he writes 

The source of sentimentalism was, for many years, 
traced to Shaftesbury's Characteristics and no 
further. In an important article in 193^» how
ever, R, S. Crane convincingly demonstrated its 
beginnings in the same movement which provided the 
origins of eighteenth-century Anglican orthodoxy— 
the activity of the Cambridge Platonists immedi
ately following the Interregnum.1 

And to understand the Cambridge Platonists, we must sketch 

the moral-philosophical conflict from which they emerged, 

for to be quite accurate we should specify that sentimen

talism emerged from this conflict. The Cambridge Platonists 

provided the groundwork for sentimentalism as they fought 

against the determinism first of Calvin and then of Hobbes, 

The initial impetus for the Cambridge Platonists 

was their reaction against Calvinistic theology. The Cam

bridge Platonists found it impossible to accept those tenets 

of Calvinism which would restrict or cancel man's free 

^Laurence Sterne as Satiristi A Reading of "Tris
tram Shandy" (Gainesvillei University of Florida Press, 
19S?). P. 32. 

20 
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will—its insistence upon the dominancy in man of a ten

dency toward evil and upon predestination. They believed 

in man's personal nature as a guide to truth, Richard Ward# 

the biographer of Henry More! reports one such rejection of 

Calvinism. Prom an early age, More found it impossible to 

Swallow down that hard Doctrine concerning Fate, 
• . , I did very stoutly, and earnestly for my 
Years, dispute against this Fate, or Calvinistic 
Predestination, as it is usually call'd «... 
... I did thus seriously and deliberately con
clude within my self, viz. If I_ am one of those 
that are predestined unto Hell, where all Things 
are full of nothing but Cursing and Blasphemy, yet 
will I behave my self patiently and submissively 
towards Godt and if there be any one Thing more 
than another, that is acceptable to him that will 
I set myself to do with a sincere Heart and to the 
utmost of my Powert being certainly persuaded. 
that if I thus demeaned my self, he should hardly 
keep me long in that Place,2 

With this early statement More does far more than 

simply reject predestination. He rejects the Calvinistic 

belief "that God is the Initiating Agent from first to last 

in the process of salvation* and that the human part is 
3 

merely receptive ... ." For More is "certainly per

suaded" that the individual may act to influence his own 

salvation through serving God "with a sincere Heart," Thus 

More enunciates his belief in man's active potential. Other 

2 
Richard Ward, The Life and Times of the Learned and 

Pious Dr. Henry More (London, 1710), pp. 6-7, 
3 
Frederick J, Powicke, The Cambridge Platonists, A 

Study (Westport, Conn., Greenwood Press, 1970, reprint of 
1926 ed,)# p. 37. 
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Cambridge Platonists define this active role more specifi

cally in reaction against Hobbes, 

The Cambridge Platonists believe man has the poten

tial to act for good. They never suggest, however, that man 

is naturally good. Henry More, in arguing for innate ideas, 

does not' argue that actual knowledge or goodness already 

resides in the souli "but I understand thereby an active 

sagacity in the soul, or quick recollections as it were, 

whereby some small business being hinted unto her, she runs 

out presently into a more clear and larger conception." 

Again the Cambridge Platonists stress man's active poten

tial, or his potential for movement. All the created uni

verse reflects eternal goodness* phenomena thus may stimu

late innate ideas in the mindi "So the mind of men being 

jogged and awakened by the impulse of outward objects is 

stirred up into a more full and clear conception of what 

was but imperfectly hinted to her from external occasions. 

And this faculty I venture to call actual knowledge in such 

a sense as the sleeping musician's skill migftt be called 

actual skill when he thought nothing of it."'' 

Thus the Cambridge Platonists are significant for 

this study of the sources of sentimentalism not because they 

ii 
Henry More, An Antidote Against Atheism, in The 

Cambridge Platonists. ed. G. R. Cragg TNew Yorki Oxford 
University Press, 1968), p. 173. Hereafter cited as Cragg. 

5Ibid. 
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affirm man's innate virtue or goodnessi indeed, they adhere 

to the orthodox belief that man's state is fallen and his 

nature is sinful. They are significant because they turn 

for correction to an innate "predisposition" to good in the 

form of "truths of first inscription." These truths are 

available to all men through self-knowledgei "We cannot 

put a greater abuse upon God than to say He is obscure* that 

He expresses Himself darkly in that which concerns every 

man's duty towards Him. or happiness by Himj so that the 

man is at a great loss whether he understands God's meaning 

by His written words or not."^ One of the universal truths 

revealed to man is the idea of Godi "It remains therefore 

undeniable, that there is an inseparable idea of a being 

absolutely perfect ever residing, though not always acting, 

7 in the soul of man." This idea provides the basis for the 

Cambridge men's belief in universal truthsi 

. . . the first original knowledge is that of a per
fect Being, infinitely good and powerful, compre
hending itself and the utmost extent of its own 
fecundity and power, that is, the possibilities of 
all thingsi their ideas, with the several relations 
to one anotheri all necessary and immutable truths. 
Here therefore is the knowledge before the world 

Benjamin Whichcote, Moral and Religious Aphorisms, 
ed. Samuel Salter (London, 1753). Republished, with an 
introduction by W. R. Inge (Londoni E. Mathews and Marrot, 
1930), Aphorism 37. 

7 
Henry More, An Antidote Against Atheism, in Cragg, 

p. I69. 
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and all sensible things, that was archetypal and 
paradigmatical to the same.8 

These "truths of first inscription" in the soul of 

man enable him to move toward absolutes through the positive 

force of similarity. The Cambridge Platonists' belief in 

positive motive power is extremely important for later de

velopments in sentimentalism. The motive power for rever

ence of God is not the command of a Calvinistic deity, but 

the archetypal seed of goodness in man himself. This good

ness fulfills itself in analogy with the prototypal God. 

I cannot think it as proper to say, that God ought 
indefinitely to be loved because he commands it, 
as because he is indeed, an infinite and unchange
able goodness. God hath stamped a copy of his own 
archetypal loveliness upon the soul, that man, by 
reflecting into himself, might behold there the 
glory of God, see within his soul all those ideas 
of truth which concern the nature and essence of 
God, by reason of its own resemblance to Godj and 
so, beget within self the most free and generous 
motions of love to God.9 

Religion becomes the unfolding, or working out, of 

the true nature of mani "But true religion, indeed, is no 

art, but an inward nature that contains all the laws and 

measures of its motions within itBelf. A good man finds not 

his religion without him, but as a living principle within 

him t and all his faculties are still endeavoring to unite 

0 
Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of 

the Universe, in Cragg, p. 195T 

9 John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion, in Cragg, p. 95. 
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themselves more and more in the nearest intimacy with it, 

as with their proper perfection."*"0 In a similar vein, 

Cudworth writes that "we shall find a copy of God's thoughts 

concerning us written in our own breasts.When developed 

properly, this copy becomes an immutable, settled principle 

in man i 

, . . the soul of man hath in it . . .a certain 
vaticination, presage, scent, and odour of one 
summum bonum, one supreme highest good transcend
ing all others, without which they will be all 
ineffectual as to complete happiness, and signify 
nothing, a certain philosophers' stone that can 
turn all into gold. 

Now this love and desire of good, as good, in 
general, and of happiness, traversing the soul 
continually, and activating and provoking it con
tinually, is not a mere passion or norme, but a 
settled resolved principle, and the very source, 
and foundation, and centre of life. It is neces
sary nature in us, which is immutable, and always 
continues the same, in equal quantity.12 

Man, to protect his freedom, must withdraw into him

self, seeking self-knowledge, in an effort to follow the 

guide to conduct that has been implanted within himselfi 

"the spirit of true religion, steering and directing the 

mind and life to God, makes it a uniform, stable and quiet 

thing, as God himself is. It is only true goodness in the 

10Ibid.. p. 104. 
11 Ralph Cudworth, Sermon Preached Before the 

Honorable House of Commons. in Cragg, p. 377* 

^Ralph Cudworth, "A Treatise of Freewill," in 
British Moralists, ed. D. D. Raphael (Oxfordi Clarendon 
Press, 1969), Vol. I, 130-131. 
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soul of man, guiding steadily and uniformly towards God, 

directing it and all its actions to the one last end, and 

chief good, that can give it a true consistency and com-
13 

posedness within itself," With these principles, the 

Cambridge Platonists provided the foundation for sentimen-

talism. They believed in a process of correction based on 

the attraction of similarity. This means of correction is 

possible because man has an innate "predisposition to good" 

in the form of "truths of first inscription." 

More specifically, the Cambridge Platonists defined 

two methods of correction, God has provided for man a two

fold path toward true religion* that which issues from 

"His will" and that which results from "His immutable na-
14 

ture." Revelation provides the path from God's will. 

With their belief in the outward revelation of Scripture, 

the Cambridge Platonists affirm their agreement with the 

Anglican belief in the Falli "Those principles of divine 

truth, which were first engraven upon man's heart with the 

finger of God, are now, as the characters of some ancient 
15 

monuments, less clear and legible than at first," So far 
— 

John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion, in Cragg, p. Ill, 

14 
Ralph Cudworth, "A Treatise of Freewill," in 

British Moralists, ed, D. D. Raphael, Vol,I, 94. 

15 
John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 

Religion, in Cragg, p, 95. 
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the Cambridge Platonists* position is a traditionally ortho

dox onei God has provided Scripture as an aid to divine 

truths which have been obscured for fallen man. 

The Cambridge Platonists* emphasis when they discuss 

man's role in approaching Scripture is characteristic of 

their emphasis upon his active potential. They stress that 

man must employ his right reason both for interpreting and 

for verifying Scripture. Through his reason, the "candle 

of the Lord," man discovers "first, that all the moral law 

is founded in natural, and common light of reason* secondly, 

that there's nothing in the mysteries of the Gospel contrary 

to the light of reason, nothing repugnant to this light, 
16 

that shines from 'the candle of the lord,"' The Cambridge 

Platonists believe that "no revelation is from God that is 

17 
repugnant to sense rightly circumstantiated." Ernst 

Cassirer sees this "subordination of religious conviction 

to the law of sufficient reason" as the "distinguishing fea-
18 

ture of the theology of the Cambridge School," Certainly 

this feature represents their affirmation of the positive 

^Nathanael Culverwel, An Elegant and Learned Dis
course of the Light of Nature. in Cragg, p. 60. 

17 Henry More, A Brief Discourse of the True Grounds 
of the Certainty of Faith in Points of Religion, in Cragg, 
P. TO. 

18 
The Platonic Renaissance in England. tr, James P. 

PettegroveHfNew Yorki (lordian; Press, 1970» reprint of 1953 
edition), p. 39. 
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potential of man. Although Scripture exists as a divinely-

granted aid to man, the Cambridge Platonists stress reason 

rather than faith when they write of Scripture, for they 

believe that reason leads to true faith. Faith is neither 

dependent upon nor "confounded by" Scripturet 

That which is the height and excellency of human 
nature, viz., our reason, is not laid aside nor dis
charged, much less is it confounded by any of the 
materials of religioni but awakened, excited, em
ployed, directed and improved by it. For the mind 
and understanding of man is that faculty whereby man 
is made capable of God and apprehensive of him, re
ceptive from him and able to.make returns upon him 
and acknowledgements to him. " 

Both reason and revelation come from God* both, when true, 

partake in divine unity. As a result, each supports and 

partakes in the other. 

This first path toward true religion, revelation 

issuing from God's will, is joined by a second path, that 

which results from God's immutable nature. The two paths 

work together. In examining both, the Cambridge Platonists 

stress man's positive potential to move toward God. Yet 

the second is especially important for a history of senti-

mentalism, for in discussing it, the Cambridge Platonists 

develop most fully man's potential for expansive movement 

toward God. In developing the path resulting from God's 

immutable nature, the Cambridge Platonists are not concerned 

IP Benjamin Whichcote, The Work of Reason, in Cragg, 
P. 63. 
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with the outward assistance of Scripture, but devote their 

attention to the inner potential of man. According to this 

second path, man relates directly to the truths of God with

out the intervening assistance of Scripture, 

To move toward God along the path of "his immutable 

nature," man must activate the "ideas of truth" or "truths 

of natural inscription" in his soul. Prom the immutable 

nature of God "arises all those eternal rules of truth and 

goodness, which are the foundation of all religion and which 
20 

God at the first creation folded up in the soul of man." 

These truths are "either those fundamental principles of 

truths which reason, by a naked intuition, may behold in 

God, or those necessary corollaries and deduction that may 
21 

be drawn from thence." Thus man may "behold in God" 

through "a naked intuition" "eternal rules of truth and 

goodness," By this reason man may affirm the correlation 

that exists between himself and Godi "For right reason, 

which is in man, is a sort of copy or transcript of that 

reason or law eternal which is registered in the mind di-
22 

vine." 

?n 
Ralph Cudworth, "A Treatise of Freewill," in 

British Moralists, ed. D. D. Raphael, Vol. I, p. 95* 
21 
Ibid. 

22 
Henry More, On the Nature and Principle of Ethics, 

in Cragg, p. 266, 
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The individual is thus capable of an intuitive 

grasp of eternal Reality, a grasp characterized by percep

tual movement between the specific and the universal. This 

capability distinguishes man from other forms in the cre

ated universe. Man may use his archetypal reason to re

flect upon a specific situation. This reason may be 

described as a divine voice internalizedi "To go against 

reason is to go against Godi it is the very voice of God."23 

Again, typically, the Cambridge Platonists stress the posi

tive potential of the individual. As Professor Cragg 

writes in From Puritanism to the Age of Reason. "Because 

these moral ideas are imprinted on the will of man, each of 

us has within himself a guide to conduct both more complete 

and more dependable than the authority of either Church or 

Scripture, Morality, then, was regarded as an integral law 

of man's being and not as an arbitrary imposition from 

without."2** Each man may employ his own right reason to 

guide him in virtue* "The height of virtue is this, con

stantly to pursue that which to right reason seems best."2-* 

^Benjamin Whichcote, Moral and Religious Apho
risms, in Cragg, pp. 18 and 61. . 

2̂ Gerald R. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of 
Reasoni A Study of Changes in Religious Thought Within the 
Church of England. 1660 to 1700 (Cambridgei University 
Press, 1950771^48. 

25 ^Henry More, On the Nature and Principles of 
Ethics, in Cragg, p. 255. 
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Despite their affirmation of the moral potential of 

the individual, the Cambridge Platonists avoid any hint of 

moral relativism. The criterion for the truth of individual 

reason working on a specific situation is the larger rela

tion of the individual reason to Realityi the criterion for 

right is the perception of similarity between individual 
26 

reason and "the reason of things." Thus rational, philo

sophic, and religious faculties are united. This unity 

directly challenges the one aspect of agreement by the con

temporary schools of thought the Cambridge Platonists were 

combatingi "Bacon and Hobbes, Puritans and Prelatists, all 

agreed in treating philosophy and religion as things wholly 

different in kind. Whichcote's famous reply to Tuckney may 

represent their rejoinder to this separationi 'Sir, X op

pose not rational and spiritual, for spiritual is most 

rational.' 

Both paths toward true religion—that from revela

tion and that from God's immutable nature—depend upon a 

single pattern of perception. Man moves from perception of 

the specific to perception of the universal by recognizing 

the similarity between the two. This similarity is the 

archetypal goodness of truth shared by all forms in the 

26 
Benjamin Whichcote, Moral and Religious Apho

risms. in Cragg, p, 423, 

^Basil Willey, The English Moralists (New Yorkt 
Norton, 1964), p. 1?2. 
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created universe. We may call this pattern of perceptual 

movement "reflective." By it, the universal is "reflected" 

in the specific and vice versa. Reflective movement acti

vates the image-prototypal relationship that exists between 

the specific and the universal. Two features of reflective 

movement are especially important for this study. First, 

reflective movement is possible only in a synthetic world, 

according to which there is essential relation among seem

ingly disparate things. In such a world, reflective move

ment verifies itself. The specific contains the image of 

the prototypal "truth" of the universal, and thus the speci

fic "testifies" to the truth of the universal. Second, 

reflective movement stimulates further reflective movement. 

Man experiences great pleasure when he recognizes the simi

larity among seemingly disparate parts of the universe, and 

he desires to recreate this pleasurable experience. 

With this "reflective movement," the Cambridge 

Platonists provided the basis for later developments in 

sentimentalism. Like their orthodox Anglican brothers, the 

Cambridge Platonists believed that absolutes do exist, that 

man is separated from these absolutes, and that correction 

is needed. What was developed by later sentimentalism was 

the means of correction stressed by the Cambridge Platonists. 

Without denying difference, the Cambridge Platonists stress

ed similarity between the real and the ideal. The method 
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of correction is "based upon their belief in the power of 

pleasure when man recognizes that similarity* "God hath 

stamped a copy of his own archetypal loveliness upon the 

soul, that man, by reflecting into himself, might behold 

there the glory of God, see within his soul all those ideas 

of truth which concern the nature and essence of God, by 

reason of its own resemblance to God* and so, beget within 
28 

himself the most free and generous motions of love to God." 

Once man recognizes this archetypal copy of the divine in 

his own soul, he will search for and imitate divine goodness. 

When man's potential for reflection, or for relating 

the specific to the universal, is seen as the basis for hu

man value, then protection of this relationship becomes of 

paramount importance. The Cambridge men recognized that the 

potential of the individual to assume an essentially divine 

perspective depended upon a synthetic world view. They 

raised their voices increasingly against the disintegration 

of this synthesisi "It was a degenerate and unworthy spirit 

in that philosophy which first separated and made such dis

tances between metaphysical truths and the truths of na-
29 ture ... And forces for disintegration were emerg

ing from all sides. The Cambridge men attacked all who 

28 
John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 

Religion, in Cragg, p. 95. 

29Ibid., p. 17. 
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tried to separate the universal from the nominali 

By the middle of the seventeenth century the sacra
mental view of nature was under attack, overt or 
concealed, from many quarters. Baconian empiri
cists, Cartesian rationalists, Puritan sectarians, 
Hobbesian mechanists were steadily alienating God 
and nature r and consequently the traditional or
ganic epistemology fusing truth and reasonwas 
everywhere being challenged for a wide variety of 
reasons,3° 

The Cambridge Platonists responded to these attacks 

on organic epistemology, shifting their efforts from com-
« 

bating Calvinism to combating the teachings and impact of 

Hobbes. As has been noted, the early Cambridge Platonists 

were concerned primarily with anti-rational extremes of 

Calvinism. Whichcote and Smith, though aware of dangers in 

31 contemporary trends of empiricism, concentrated on refut

ing Calvinism's undermining of the right reason necessary 
32 

for an active Christian faith. The later Cambridge Pla

tonists concentrated upon refuting Hobbes, for they believed 

that he represented a shift of great danger to Western 

thought—from a philosophy based upon absolutes, whether 

these absolutes be in God or in a Platonic Idea, to a philo

sophy based upon man. This concentration was to prove of 

Herschel Baker, The Wars of Truth« Studies in the 
Decay of Christian Humanism in the Earlier Seventeenth Cen
tury (Cambridge! Harvard University Press, 1952), pp. 125-
T75T 

31 " Whichcote*s exchange with Tuckney, took place in 
1651. the same year as the publication of Hobbes' Leviathan. 

• 2̂See Robert Hoopes, Right Reason in the English 
Renaissance (Cambridge! Harvard University Press, 1962). 
pp. 178-179. 
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major importance to the development of sentimentalism, 

Hobbesism provided an incentive to the Cambridge men to 

advance beyond their early "somewhat vaguely defined posi

tion, and to fashion a 'philosophy of religion.* . . * the 

incentive to embark upon this undertaking came principally 

from Hobbes, Even the positive doctrines of the Cambridge 

Platonists were developed in conscious antipathy to Hobbes's 
33 position." As I shall discuss later in this essay, senti

mentalism develops as a characteristic mode of perception. 

Predecessors of sentimentalism share a belief in a mode of 

perception that stresses the essential similarity among 

parts of the universe. But within this general agreement, 

predecessors of sentimentalism disagree about the direction 

of movement that leads to meaning and value. Sterne later 

incorporates into Tristram Shandy the two dominant direc

tions of movement that emerge in the struggle between the 

Cambridge Platonists and Hobbes. 

The starting point for the dispute with Hobbes con

cerned a definition of reality, whether the real resides in 

an ideal, ultimately spiritual world, as is necessary for 

reflective movement, or whether in phenomena. According to 

Hobbes, knowledge was empirical in its origin and results, 

for the only reality accessible to man was phenomenali 

Of names, some are proper, and singular to one only 
thing, as Peter. John, this man, this treei and 

33cragg, p. 21. 
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some are common to many things, man, horse, treei 
every one of which, though but one name, is never
theless the name of diverse particular thingsi in 
respect of all which together, it is called an uni
versal} there being nothing in the world universal 
but thingsj for the things named are every one of 
them individual and singular.34 

Universals, then, only names for particular things, are for

ever dependent upon the particulars. The direction of move

ment is one of ascent. 

Ralph Cudworth provides one of the most direct re

sponses to this phenomenalism. Cudworth advances a view of 

reality based upon various orders of the reali he readily 

grants the reality of the external object, but insists on 

the lowness of this orderi 

It is a ridiculous conceit of a modern atheistic 
writer, that universals are nothing else but names, 
attributed to many singular bodies, because what
soever i£, is singular. For though whatsoever exists 
without the mind be singular, yet is it plain that 
there are conceptions in our minds objectively uni
versal, Which universal objects of our mind, though 
they exist not as such anywhere without it, yet are 
they not therefore nothing, but have an intelligible 
entity for this very reason, because they are con
ceivable i for since nonentity is not conceivable, 
whatsoever is conceivable and an object is in the 
mind, is therefore something.35 

As has been noted, the value of reflective movement lies in 

the belief that meaning results from man's capacity for 

^Leviathan, or the Matter. Forme and Power of a 
Commonwealth, Ecclesiasticall and Civil, ed. Michael "" 
Oakeshott (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1946), p. 19. 

35 
Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of 

the Universe. in Cragg, p. 196. 
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applying the universal to the particulari the particular 

is, therefore, forever dependent upon the universal, and the 

significant direction of movement is one of descent. 

Wherefore the knowledge of this and the like truths 
is not derived from singulars, nor do we arrive to 
them in way of ascent from singulars to universals* 
but, on the contrary, having first found them in 
the universals. we afterwards descending, apply 
them to singulars t so that our knowledge here is 
not after singular bodies, and secondarily or deriv
atively from them, but in order of nature before 
them, and proleptical to them.36 

The tension between the Cambridge Platonists and Hobbes may 

be described as conflicting patterns of movement leading to 

knowledge. A descending perspective from the ultimate 

better form of things is opposed to the ascending perspec

tive from the immediate, limited, partial state of things. 

This conflict in patterns of movement extended, of 

course, to moral and religious meaning. For this study, we 

do not need to examine Hobbes* own religious beliefs, which 

pay lip service to traditional concepts of God and eternal 

punishment or reward, but then reduce them to corporeality. 

What we do need, however, is to note the results of his 

philosophyi 

Hobbes was a nominalist and a materialist! he elab
orated his system on the basis of a fundamentally 
nominalistic account of knowledge and a fundamen
tally materialistic account of the universe. It 
was the consequences he deduced from these philo
sophical foundations which did so much violence to 
contemporary opinion. For these consequences were 

Ibid.. my italics. 
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plainly irreligiousj in Hobbes's hands nominalism 
and materialism became the instruments of a power-
full scepticism about the real or objective exis
tence of absolutes, and in particular about such 
absolutes as divine providence, good and evil, and 
an immortal soul.-*7 

This "powerful scepticism about the real or objec

tive existence of absolutes" lies at the crux of the contro

versy. Such a view means that man will radically shift his 

perspective, cease gazing outward and upward for directives 

from an ideal Something beyond himself and begin basing his 

values upon himself and his relationship to his fellow men. 

Value, then, is redefined* rather than judging the specific, 

transitory from the perspective of the ideal and the con

stant, Hobbes indicates that the specific is judged on the 

basis of whether or not is is desired by mani 

But whatsoever is the object of any man's appetite 
or desire, that is it which he for his part calleth 
goodi and the object of his hate and aversion, 
evilj and .of his contempt, vile and inconsiderable. 
For these words of good, evil, and contemptible, 
are ever used with relation to the person that useth 
themi there being nothing simply and absolutely 
soi nor any common rule of good and evil, to be 
taken from the nature of the objects themselvesi 
but from the person of the man, where there is no 
commonwealth * or, in a commonwealth, from the person 
that representeth iti or from an arbitrator or 
judge, whom men disagreeing shall by consent set up, 
and make his sentence the rule thereof,™ 

37 
Samuel I. Mintz, The Hunting of the Leviathani 

Seventeenth-Century Reactions to the Materialism and Moral 
Philosophy of Thomas~Hobbes fCambridgei University Press, 
1962), p. 23. 

•38 
Leviathan, pp. 32-33* 
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Hobbes* belief in subjectivity as the criterion for value 

does not result in reverence for man, as will the subjectiv

ity of the later Romantics, Instead it results in a nomi

nalism that ultimately makes man totally dependent upon 

material phenomena. Just as has the universe, so too has 

man been redefined. The perspective has shifted, and man's 

thought is seen not as participating in the Divine, but 

only as the sum total of sense impressions* 

Concerning the thoughts of man , . * . Singly, 
they are every one a representation or appearance. 
of some quality, or other accident of a body with
out us, which is commonly called an object. • • . 

The original of them all, is that which we call 
Sense, for there is no conception in a man's mind, 
which hath not at first, totally or by parts, been 
begotten upon the organs of sense, The rest are 
derived from that original.39 

The result of such a view was a determinism so 

thoroughgoing that it threatened to destroy the traditional 

concept of right reason working through reflection, the way 

in which man uses his free will to realize his divine poten

tial. The most basic point of disagreement between Hobbes 

and the Cambridge Platonists was that of the nature of the 

real, whether subjective or absolutei the resulting doctrine 

that was deemed most dangerous by the Cambridge men was 

that of determinism. Bishop Burnet describes the impact of 

Hobbes upon England and, in particular, upon the Cambridge 

Platonists« 

39Ibid.. p. 7. 
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Hobbes, who had long followed the Court, and passed 
there for a mathematical man, tho' he really knew 
little that way, being disgusted by the Court, came 
into England in Cromwell's time, and published a 
very wicked work, with a very strange title, The 
Leviathan. His main principles were, that all men 
acted under absolute necessity, in which he seemed 
protected by the then received doctrine of absolute 
decrees. He seemed to think that the universe was 
God, and that souls were material, Thought being 
only subtil and unperceptible motion. He thought 
interest and fear were the chief principles of so
ciety* And he put all morality in the following 
that which was our own private will or advantage, 
He thought religion had no other foundation than 
the laws of the land. , . .So this set of men at 
Cambridge studied to assert, and examined the prin
ciples of religion and morality on clear grounds, 
and in a philosophical method. 0̂ 

Calvin's teachings on divine determinism share with 

Hobbes1 the brunt of attack from the Cambridge Platonists, 

The Cambridge group believed that man's salvation lay in his 

free will to use his right reason, and they considered all 

attempts to undermine that right reason, whether by an 

atheist or a religious, thinker, equally dangerous. 

With the catalyst of Hobbes, the Cambridge Plato

nists advanced beyond their earlier arguments to protect 

man as an active agent. Man partakes of the Divine in his 

capacity for applying the universal, or reflective meaning, 

to the singular* "It-remains therefore undeniable that 

that there is an inseparable idea of a being absolutely 

40 
Gilbert Burnet, Burnet's History of My Own Timei 

The Reign of Charles the Second. I. ed. Osmund Airy (Oxford* 
Clarendon Press, 1897), pp. 333-33^ 
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perfect ever residing, through not always acting, in the 

41 soul of man." 

The Cambridge Platonists admit readily that initial 

perceptual movement may be ascendingj however they believe 

that the external object is extremely limited in function. 

Meaning and value are possible only with descending percep

tual movement. More argues that ideas or relative valueB 

result from man's ability to perceive the specific from the 

perspective of the universal, or the divine archetypei 

such as are these, cause, effect, whole and part, 
like and unlike, and the rest. So equality and 
inequality, logos and analogia, proportion and 
analogy, symmetry and asymmetry and such likei 
all which relative ideas I shall easily prove to 
be no material impresses from without upon the soul, 
but her own active conception proceeding from her
self whilst she takes notice of eternal objects.4" 

Cudworth draws a similar conclusion in his argument concern

ing the relation of man to realityi 

The result of what we have hitherto said is this, 
that since singular bodies are not the only objects 
of our mind and cogitation, it having also univer
sal and abstract ideas of the intelligible natures 
or essences of things (some of which are such, whose 
singulars do not at all fall under sensei others, 
though they belong to bodies, yet sense can never 
reach to them, nor were they ever in matter)* more
over, since our mind can conceive of things which 
nowhere actually exist, but are only possible, and 
can have such a demonstrative science of universal 
truths, as sense can never ascend toi that therefore 
human knowledge and understanding itself is not the 

Henry More, An Antidote Against Atheism, in 
Cragg, p, 169. 

42 
Ibid., p. 174. 
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mere ima^s and creature of singular bodies onlyi 
and so derivative, or ectypal from them, and in 
order of nature junior to them, but that, as it 
were hovering aloft over all the corporeal uni
verse, it is a thing independent upon singular 
bodies, or proleptical to them, and in order of 
nature before them.43 

Thus reflection is characteristic of all nature, for 

all things contain an image of, or "reflect," Reality. It 

is man's distinction, however, that he alone is capable of 

more than the passive reflection of the corporeal universe. 

Through right reason, man may actively participate in Real

ity. Through this participation, the individual is capable 

not merely of connection, with connection's linear implica

tion, but of multidimensional synthesis. As Whichcote 

specifies, this potential distinguishes man from other 

created forms» "this is the pecularity of hu:nan nature, 

that through the reason of his mind he may come to under-
44 

stand the reason of things," This understanding results 

from reflective movement, or an active passage from created 

form to divine image» "the true metaphysical and contempla

tive man" is one "who, running and shooting up above his own 

logical or self-rational life, pierceth into the highest 

lifej such a one who, by universal love and holy affection, 

abstracting himself from himself, endeavors to attain the 

43 Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of 
the Universe, in Cragg, pp. 197-198. 

44 Benjamin Whichcote, The Work of Reason, in Cragg, 
P. 65. 
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nearest union with the divine essence." Once that union 

is achieved, he may engage in the descending movement which 

makes the specific meaningful. 

The importance of reflective movement can scarcely 

be overemphasized. It is the end for which man was created. 

To protect this end, the Cambridge men concentrated upon 

protecting the Platonic world view, which, "reduced to its 

simplest terms, is that man exists in order that he might 

ultimately rise to a united knowledge of, and conscious 

participation in, the highest principle of the universe, 

the Form of the Good."^ 

This reflective movement not only connects man with 

Reality, but man with his fellow man. The belief in arche

typal ideas implanted by God in the soul of every man will 

be developed by later sentimentalists as universal brother

hood, to be reached through sympathy. 

And seeing God hath never thrown the world from 
himself, but runs through all created essence, con
taining the archetypal ideas of all things in him
self, and from thence deriving and imparting several 
prints of beauty and excellency all the world overi 
a soul that is truly . . . "god-like"—a mind that 
is enlightened from the same fountain, and hath its 
inward senses affected with the sweet relishes of 
divine goodness, cannot but everywhere behold 

^John Smith, A Discourse Concerning the True Way or 
Method of Attaining Divine Knowledge. in Cragg, pp, 89-90, 

46 Robert Hoopes, Right Reason in the English Renais
sance • p, 18, 
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itself in the midst of that glorious, unbounded 
Being who is indivisibly everywhere.^7 

The Cambridge Platonists view man's potential for 

sympathy as one criterion for distinguishing the wicked 

from the good man. Man reflects his own goodness by parti

cipating in the perception and experience of universal good. 

In doing so, man uses his will in a way analogous to the 

divine willt "No man is truly free but he that hath his 

will enlarged to the extent of God's own will, by loving 
48 

whatsoever God loves, and nothing else." Sympathy becomes 

both a means toward and a reward of virtuei "in all good 

men, virtue and goodness is one form and soul to them all, 

that unites them together* and there is the one, simple, 
49 

uniform good, that guides and governs them all." However 

the Cambridge Platonists do not identify sympathy with vir

tue, as Hume and Smith will. The Cambridge Platonists 

argue that absolutes provide a criterion for sympathy. 

Like right reason, only "right" sympathy leads to virtue. 

Basil Willey notes the circular argument behind the 

Cambridge men*s discussion of virtue, for these men were 

able to assume a moral unanimity as the basis for their 

47 John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion, in Cragg, p. 129. 

^Ralph Cudworth, Sermon Preached Before the Honor
able House of Commons, in Cragg, p. 405. 

49 John Smith, The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion, in Cragg, p. 120. 
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affirmation that man's nature will lead him to participation 

in universal good. John Smith is able to write that "men 

generally, notwithstanding their apostasy, are furnished 

with the radical principles of true knowledge. Men want 

not so much means of knowing what they ought to do, as wills 
50 

to do what they know." The Cambridge Platonists assume 

unanimity about what constitutes right conduct» "You then 

had, on the surface, a great deal of noisy dissidence about 

doctrinal principles! but, below the surface, a far greater 

volume of real unanimity about the nature of the good life, 

the end and purpose of living."^*1' 

The Cambridge Platonists clearly understood the im

plications for post-Restoration man of a fragmented world— 

a world in which beliefs and values external to man were 

either removed completely or detached to such an extent that 

they were virtually inaccessible to man. As Ralph Cudworth 

writes, 

the atheistic scene of things is dismal, hopeless 
and forlorn, that there should be no other good 
than what depends upon things wholly out of our own 
power, the momentary gratification of our insatiate 
appetites and the perpetual pouring into "a per
forated and leaking vessel"1 that ourselves should 
be but a congeries of atoms, upon the dissolution of 
whose compages our life should vanish into nothing, 
and all our hope perish t that there should be no 
providence over us, nor any kind and good-natured 
being above to take care of us, there being nothing 

"*°John Smith, Discourses, in Cragg, p. 8^. 

^1 
Basil Willey, The English Moralists, p. 188. 
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without us but dead and senseless matter. True in
deed, there could be no spiteful designs in sense
less atoms, or a dark unconscious nature, , . , 
Nevertheless it is certain also that there could 
be no faith nor hope neither, in those senseless 
atoms, both necessarily and fortuitously moved, no 
more than there could be faith and hope in a whirl
wind, or in a tempestuous sea whose merciless waves 
are inexorable and deaf to all cries and supplica
tions,^ 

These implications, of a world from which God has been re

moved and, as a result, in which the soul of man can no 

longer reflect the Divine, are most frightening to the Cam

bridge Platonists, 

Moreover, those atheists, who philosophize after 
this manner, by resolving all the corporeal phe
nomena into fortuitous mechanism, or the necessary 
and unguided motion of matter, make Cod to be noth
ing else in the world, but an idle spectator of 
the various results of the fortuitous and necessary 
motions of bodiest and render this wisdom alto
gether useless and insignificant, as being wholly 
inclosed and shut up within his own breast and not 
at all acting abroad upon anything without him.53 

John Smith, perhaps, states most directly the feeling of 

despair at the thought of the implications of phenomenalism 

when he writes simply, "It is not worth the while to live 

in a world . , . 'devoid of God and Providence,'" 

As I shall demonstrate later in this study, Laurence 

Sterne is a descendent of the Cambridge Platonists in his 

<52 
Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of 

the Universe. in Cragg, p. 231, 

53Ibid.t p. 237. 
C/l 
J John Smith, Discourses, in Cragg, p. 132, 
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concern for man's confrontation with fragmentation and in 

his belief in man's innate affinity for order. Furthermore, 

Sterne is a descendent of the Cambridge Platonists in his 

assumption of an external order accessible to every man. 

However, this descent is not direct. The fear of the Cam

bridge Platonists is transmitted into amiable humour. To 

understand this development, we must turn to Shaftesbury. 

B. Shaftesbury 

As R. S. Crane notes, the doctrines of the Cambridge 

men and of the Latitudinarians became assimilated into the 
.V- H * 

intellectual assumptions of the early eighteenth century. 

These doctrines met with increasingly wide accep
tance, in the years following the Restoration, among 
the more influential clergy of the Establishment 
... . We may trace them in the sermons and other 
writings of prominent divines like Issac Barrow, 
Robert South, John Tillotson, Richard Cumberland, 
Samuel Parker, Hezekiah Burton, Richard Kidder, John 
Scott, Edward Pelling, William Sherlock, Gilbert 
Burnet, Richard Bentley, Samuel Clarke, as well as 
in the discourses of many lesser men who yet occu
pied important livings in the days of the later 
Stuarts and the early Hanoverians.55 

Anthony, Third Earl of Shaftesbury, was primarily responsi

ble for making the adaptations, both in style and content, 

necessary for the later development of sentimentalism as a 

vital force in English thought and literature. The Cam

bridge Platonists laid the foundations for reevaluation of 

^"Suggestions toward a Genealogy of the 'Man of 
Peeling,'" ELH, I (December, 193*0, 210. 
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man and his role in the universej Shaftesbury made this 

foundation available to the gentleman in society, and, 

through the standards such a gentleman established, to the 

literate populacei and he established the foundation for 

aesthetics to be developed in various ways in sentimental-

ism. But Shaftesbury is more significant to this study on 

another level. He develops the reflective movement of the 

Cambridge Platonists. Shaftesbury clarifies that tension 

exists between apparent and true order and that man pro

gresses from apparent or partial to true or whole order by 

a continuum of movement. 

The complexities of Shaftesbury's birth and educa

tion help to account for the fact that Shaftesbury was the 

one responsible for the transference of English Platonism 

into a form viable for popular developments. An aristocrat, 

Shaftesbury was educated under the direction of one of the 

most influential of the moderns, John Locke, As a result, 

Shaftesbury was intimately familiar with Lockean thought as 

well as with the philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, 

Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, and the Cambridge 

Platonists. Thus Shaftesbury was particularly suited to 

continue the struggle of the Cambridge men against the de

terministic implications of both Calvinistic Puritanism and 

Hobbesism and to extend this battle to similarly deter

ministic implications of Lockean empiricism. 
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Shaftesbury's first publication, in 1698, was a 

selection of Whichcote's sermons, accompanied by an original 

preface. In this preface, Shaftesbury dissociated himself 

from Locke and aligned himself with the Cambridge Platonists 

by his sympathetic defense of Whichcote, "our excellent 

Divine, and truly Christian Philosopherj whom, for his ap

pearing thus in Defense of Natural Goodness, we may call 
*56 the Preacher of Goodnature." However Shaftesbury avoided 

overt repudiation of certain of Locke's premises during his 

tutor's lifetime. After Locke's death Shaftesbury enunci

ated his objections to empirical implications of Lockean 

thought. These objections clarify both Shaftesbury's 

thought and the view of human nature that will become in

corporated into sentimentalism. 

It was Mr. Locke that struck the home blowi for 
Mr, Hobbes's character and base slavish principles 
in government took off the poison of his philoso
phy. 'Twas Mr. Locke that struck at all funda
mentals, threw all order and virtue out of the 
world, and made the very ideas of these (which are 
the same as those of God) unnatural. and without 
foundation in our minds. Innate is a word he 
poorly plays upon; the right word, though less 
used, is connatural. For what has birth or progress 
of the foetus out of the womb to do in this case? 
The question is not about the time the ideas en
tered, or the moment that one body came out of the 
other, but whether the constitution of man be such 
that, being adult and grown up, at such or such a 
time, sooner or later (no matter when), the idea 

^ Select Sermons of Dr. Whichcote (London» Printed 
for Avonsham and John Churchill, at the Black Swan, in 
Pater-Noster-Row, 1698). 
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and sense of order, administration, and a God, will 
not infallibly, inevitably, necessarily spring up 
in him.57 

Underlying the question referred to by Shaftesbury 

is disgreement over the conceptual model of reality by which 

man defines himself. Is reality cyclical, concerning syn

thetic processj or is it linear, concerning temporal succes

sion? This question leads to a similar one regarding human 

nature. Does man have a propensity for order and, more 

important, virtue* or will man rest content with succes-

sional reality and a Lockean "train" of ideas?^® 
* 

Shaftesbury rests his response to this question upon 

a premise of absolute, universal order that is the basis 

for reflective sentimentalism. He shares the recognition 

of the Cambridge Platonists that free will is predicated 

upon cause-effect relationships. If chance is an element in 

the universe, then man is ultimately at the mercy of this 

chance. Thus an alternative is presented as a starting 

pointi the universe is either chaotic or ordered, either 

wholly the result of arbitrary forces or wholly the result 

of an ordering power. Each alternative cancels the other* 

"If there be any ill in the universe from mere chance, then 

^"To Michael Ainsworth," June 3» 1709# in The Life, 
Unpublished Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. 
Earl of Shaftesbury, ed. Benjamin Rand (London» Swan 
Soonenschein & Co., 1900), p. 403. 

58 
See Arthur H. Cash "The Lockean Psychology of 

Tristram Shandy." ELH. XXII (June, 1955), 129-130. 



a designing principle or mind, whether good or bad, cannot 

59 be the cause of all things.Once order is assumed, 

chance is by definition nonexistent, and seeming chance is 

the result of partial perception. Shaftesbury's criteria 

for theism follow the assumption of benevolent order* "To 

believe therefore that everything is governed, ordered, or 

regulated for the best, by a designing principle or mind, 

necessarily good and permanent, is to be a perfect Theist." 0̂ 

The depth of Shaftesbury's argument for order rests upon an 

almost desperate insistence that man's survival as man de

pends upon his propensity for providential orderi "We must 

contend for order* and in this part chiefly, where virtue is 

concerned, all must not be referred to a hereafter. For a 

disordered state, in which all present care of things is 

given up, vice uncontrolled, and virtue neglected, repre

sents a very chaos, and reduces us to the beloved atoms, 
61 

chance, and confusion of the atheists." 

"We must contend for order," Shaftesbury writes, 

stressing man's responsibility to activate his potential for 

participation in*symthetic processes. With this stress, 

59 
"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in Char

acteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions. Times, etc. ed. 
John M. Robertson (Gloucester, Mass.i Peter Smith, 19631 
reprint of 1900 edition). Vol. I, 2^0. 

^°Ibid.. my italics. 
6l 
"The Moralists, A Philosophical Rhapsody," in 

Characteristics. Vol. II, 58* 
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Shaftesbury represents a change in emphasis from the Cam

bridge men extremely important in the development of senti-

mentalism. Shaftesbury places his primary concern not with 

the validity of assumptions which had become an accepted 

part of his intellectual tradition but rather with his own 

life as a settled principle to guide his own actions. 

Following his premise of universal order, Shaftes

bury sets about protecting the free will of man by defining 

the continuum of movement by which he may progress in full

est participation in that order* Access to perfect goodness 

is provided by a belief in the similarity or congruity be

tween the nature of man and divine nature. Man's free will 

and his access to God are protected by the insistence that 

the absolutes reflected by God are anterior to and thus 

independent of Himi 

For whoever thinks there is a God, and pretends for
mally to believe that he is just and good, must sup
pose that there is independently such a thing as 
justice and injustice, truth and falsehood, right 
and wrong, according to which he pronounces that God 
is just, righteous, and true. If the mere will, 
decree, or law of God be said absolutely to consti
tute right and wrong, then^are these latter words 
of no significance at all.62 

As a model or interpretator of values to man, God is acces

sible to mani "nothing can more highly contribute to the 

62 "An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 
Characteristics, Vol. I, 26U, 
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fixing of right apprehensions, and a sound judgment or sense 

of right and wrong, than to believe a God who is ever and 

on all accounts represented such as to be actually a true 

model and example of the most exact justice and highest 
63 

goodness and worth." Because by his nature man partici

pates in part in the wholeness of God, movement toward a 

higher good proceeds not by sudden change or conversion but 

rather along a continuumi 

Shaftesbury's God is not the pure idea of Plato or 
the ineffable One of Plotinus, a subject for mysti
cal contemplationi he is, to borrow Blake's phrase, 
the Divine Humanity—man's goodness and artistry 
amplified to infinite. There is not, as a result, 
the peculiar 'metaphysical' effect of the meeting 
of two realms in a moment of time that we find in 
much neo-Platonic allegory, but a continuity of 
movement from the partial good to perfect goodness. 
We move not from one kind of experience to another 
so much as from one degree of liberty to anotheri 
God is the stablest and worthiest object of our 
love, and accordingly He occasions the freest re
sponse 

As a foundation for moral development Shaftesbury 

assumes that "connatural ideas" reside in man, Man has 

an innate predisposition to respond to and value certain 

immutable ideas, the basic one of which is order, Shaftes

bury believes in the strength of the mind through its po

tential participation in the analogy between man's internal 

makeup and external absolutes* "in the very nature of 

63 
Ibid.. 26k-26$. 

6k 
Martin Price, To the Palace of Wisdomt Studies 

in Order and Energy from Drvden to Blake (Carbondale1 
Southern Illinois Press, 196*0, p, 92. 
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things there must of necessity be the foundation of a right 

and wrong taste, as well in respect of inward characters 

and features as of outward person, and action."^-* And 

Shaftesbury defends a predisposition in man toward analogy 

with this orderi "We know that there is in reality a right 

and a wrong state of every creature, and that his right one 

is by nature forwarded, and by himself affectionately 

sought. 

Moral development is initiated, as it is kept in 

motion by, similarity! "Before the time, therefore, that 

a creature can have any plain or positive notion one way or 

another concerning the subject of God, he may be supposed 

to have an apprehension or sense of right and wrong, and 

be possessed of virtue and vice in different degrees 

. . . Thus man fulfills his own nature by developing 

his natural propensityi "Nor is anything more evidently 

demonstratable than this, that the only means and rule of 
68 

happiness ... is to follow nature ... ." 

^"Advice to an Author," in Characteristics. Vol. X, 
216-21?. 

^"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue of Merit," in Char
acteristics. Vol. I, 21*3. 

^"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue of Merit," in Char
acteristics. Vol. I, 266. See also "The Moralists, A Philo
sophical Rhapsody," in Characteristics. Vol. II, 52 and 92. 

68 
"Natural Affection,M in The Life. Unpublished 

Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. Earl of 
Shaftesbury, p. 4. 
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Yet as Robert Marsh points out, it is highly mis

leading to interpret Shaftesbury's conception of natural 

instinct as "espousing an almost primitivistic intuition-

ism," as Cecil A. Moore seems to do when he writes "Nature 

herself directs the way, and to be good man needs only to 

69 
obey his natural instinct," Shaftesbury specifies that 

it is the nature of man to follow his rational powersi if 

one accepts the premise that "the order of nature . . . is 

from an all-powerful, a wise and perfect design," then "it 

follows that a creature who is in that higher degree ra

tional, and can consider the good of the whole, and consider 

himself as under an obligation to the interest and good of 

70 
the whole ... ." 

But again representatives of the sentimental tradi

tion do not develop a "habitude" or settled principle, but 

rather the activation of that principle. Shaftesbury places 

process or movement at the center of both content and method. 

The sole business, the main concern of man's life 
should be directed toward using "the power of mind 
and right reason," power to "make it right then here 
Cin living^ as it is there [in nature} ; make things 
here accord with things there; correct the lower by 
the higheri answer the one by the otheri mere 

Robert Marsh, "Shaftesbury's Theory of Poetryi 
The Importance of 'Inward* Colloquy, ELH. XXVIII 
(1961), 55. 

^°"Natural Affection," in The Life, Unpublished 
Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony Earl of 
Shaftesbury, p. 4. 
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imaginations by proved ones* uncertain dictates by 
stated decrees? secret suggestions and whispers by 
plain utterance. Let lis hear again those voices 
high up, distinct, aloud. Ideal wait a little, 
and so the rest. The discipline, the inversions as 
before. Thus, thus deal with fancy , . . .71 

Here Shaftesbury recreates the process by which inward 
72 

order is found. For Shaftesbury, inward order analogous 

to universal order is possible only through a movement of 

the mind which constantly tests appearancesi "Remember 

that in the Juse of appearances) , . . one of the chief 

parts is the inversion, change, and transforming of the 

fancies or appearances, and the wrestling of them from 

their own natural and vulgar sense into a meaning truly na-
73 tural and free of all delusion and imposture," Shaftes

bury cautions that the fancy will distort appearances to its 

own use, and that, therefore, movement toward essential 

meaning must guard against fancy's propensity to distortioni 

Thus ... at last hardly can any appearance arise, 
hardly can there be any object ever so remote or 
foreign, but what the mind will accommodate to it
self and turn to its own use. Let the fancy come 
in whatever shape, it immediately receives a dif
ferent form, and its force is turned another way. 
This is just the reverse of what happens to those 

71 "Fancies or Appearances," in The Life, Unpublished 
Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. Earl of 
Shaftesbury, pp, 173-4. 

2̂See the discussion by Martin Price, To the Palace 
of Wisdom, pp. 82 ff. 

^"Fancies or Appearances," in The Life, Unpublished 
Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony, Earl of 
Shaftesbury, p. 168. 
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who are grown into the thorough buffooning habit. 
Everything that they see, be it ever so grave or 
serious, has a ridiculous appearance, and whether 
they will or not becomes burlesque. Everything is 
travestied so as to make diversion out of it, and 
whatever be the face that offers, there are glasses 
ready that make it to be seen after a thousand ri
diculous ways, and that, instead of that one real 
face, present a thousand masks of a grotesque and 
fantastic kind. So in the other way, everything 
light, airy, or fantastic, everything that raises 
any curiosity, or that employs or busies mankind, 
be the object what it will, takes a new face and 
becomes serious. The difference here is that, as 
that other glass crooks and distorts the objects, 
so this continually straightens and redresses what 
is amiss, and sets everything in its due light, so 
as to hinder all confusion.7^ 

The process sketched by Shaftesbury is one of moving from 

the appearance of the specific to the essential of the whole. 

Until man has reached the essential of the whole, he is in

capable of the descending perspective necessary for true 

meaning and value. Initial perceptual movement upwards, 

through specifics, is not ultimately fulfilling. It is 

necessary, however, to reach "the sovereign good." Once man 

reaches that sovereign good, he may return to the specifics 

and experience "perfect enjoyment," 

See in painting, see in architecture, where it is 
that beauty lies. Is it in every single stroke or 
stone, which unitedly compose the whole design? is 
it in any separate narrow part, or in the whole 
taken together? is it (suppose) in the footsquare 
of the building, or the inch-square of the painting? 
or is it not evident that if the eye were confined 
to this, the chief and sovereign beauty would be 

7k 
' "Fancies or Appearances," in The Life, Unpublished 

Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony, Earl of 
Shaftesbury, pp. 171-172. 
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lost, whatever Blender graces might appear in those 
imperfect fragments? Now consider and apply this. 
Consider painting and architecture itself, consider 
music and harmony, a voice, a face, to what does 
this refer? how stands it in the larger piece? 
how in the whole? what part is it? or what is 
this the image, reflection, shadow? where is the 
sovereign beauty? where the sovereign good? 

See, therefore, what is amiable in the first 
and what, but in the second and lower degree. Go 
to the first object. Go to the source, origin, 
and principle of excellence and beauty. See where 
perfect beauty is, for where that is, there alone 
can be perfect enjoyment, there alone the highest 
good.75 

Martin Price sees "Shaftesbury's method as the attempt, 

first, to free man's taste or good sense of the impositions 

of authority, convention, and false systems, and, second, to 

draw out of that taste of sense the 'connatural1 ideas 

„76 i » «  •  

Shaftesbury supports his affirmation of the poten

tial in man for movement toward a higher good with his view 

of the human soul seeking unity through duality. Through 

this duality Shaftesbury clarifies the contrasting direc

tions of movement defined by the Cambridge Platonists. For 

Shaftesbury, the "doctrine of two persons in one individual 

self" is "the chief principle of philosophy"i through this 

doctrine, the soul has the potential to be "both good and 

^"Good and 111," Ibid.. p. 59* 
76 
To the Palace of Wisdom, p. 88. 
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bad, passionate for virtue and vice, desirous of contra-

77 ries," This "doctrine of two persons in one individual 

self1* is developed in Shaftesbury's "dialectical" philoso

phy, in which "his writings treat of a variety of specific 

topics, but always in relation to a fundamental opposition 

between the ultimate better form of things manifest in the 

whole universe (as the source of real being and value) and 

the immediate, limited, partial state of things," an opposi

tion that is reflected in his dialectical method, "for 

Shaftesbury the key propaedeutic instrument of all true 

understanding, of all determinations of right feeling and 
78 

action, and of all perceptions of real beauty ... 

A descending perspective from "the ultimate better form of 

things," is opposed to the ascending perspective from "the 

immediate, limited, partial state of things." Thus Shaftes

bury develops "the free inner activity of forming according 

79 to a purely intellectual prototype and archetype." 

Shaftesbury carefully distinguishes his dialectical 

formative process from his contemporaries' concerns with 

reality in the midst of change. In doing so, he makes a 

"^"Advice to an Author," in Characteristics, Vol, T, 
121. 

rtQ 
Robert Marsh, "Shaftesbury's Theory of Poetry 1 

The Importance of 'Inward* Colloquy," p. $ 6 .  

79 
Ernst Cassirer, Philosophy of the Enlightenment. 

P. 153. 
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distinction that Sterne will incorporate later in Tristram 

Shandy. Shaftesbury clearly states that he is not concerned 

with the reality of man, for this reality is self-evident. 

Even the sceptic Philocles admits this as basici "I know 

nothing, after all, real and substantial as myself. There

fore, if there be that thing you call a substance, I take 
no 

for granted I am one." The problem of the continuance of 

the self, or of the "successional I," gives Shaftesbury 

slightly more pause* 

in what subject that thought resides, and how that 
subject is continued one and the same so as to 
answer constantly to the supposed train of thoughts, 
or reflections which seem to run so harmoniously 
through a long course of life, with the same rela
tion still to one single and self-same person, 
this is not a matter so easily or hastily de
cided , . , .o1 

Shaftesbury rejects the Cartesian solution as not treating 

the real problemi 

'Twill not, in this respect, be sufficient for 
us to use the seeming logic of a famous modern, and 
say, "We think therefore we are," Which is a notably 
invented saying, after the model of that like philo
sophical proposition, that "What is, is," Miracu
lously argued I "If I am, I am." Nothing more 
certain! For the Ego or I being established in the 
first part of the proposition, the ergo, no doubt, 
must hold it good in the latter. But the question 
is, "What constitutes the "We or I?" and "whether 
the I of this instant be the same with that of any 

80 
"The Moralists, A Philosophical Rhapsody," in 

Characteristics. Vol. II, 103. 

81 
"Miscellaneous Reflections," in Characteristics. 

Vol. II, 275. 
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instant preceding or to come?" For we have nothing 
but memory to warrant us, and memory may be false. 
We may believe we have thought and reflected thus 
or thusi but we may be mistaken. We may be con
scious of that as a past dream which perhaps was 
never before so much as dreamt of. 

This is what metaphysicians mean when they say 
"that identity can be proved only by consciousness, 
but that consciousness withal, may be as well false 
as real in respect of what is past." So that the 
same successional We or I must remain still, on 
this account, undecided. 

To the force of this reasoning I confess I must 
so far submit as to declare that, for my own part, 
I take my being upon trust.®2 

Shaftesbury implicitly rejects the concern for successional 

reality. As Professor Grean writes, "Actually, the problem 

that primarily concerns him is not the reality but the na-
83 

ture of the self." Shaftesbury consciously accepts a pre 

supposition or order, both external and internal, and bases 

his defense of rational liberty upon this presupposition* 

The self-determination of rational assent presup
poses the continuity of a stable self which is 
neither a shifting configuration of passions nor 
an externally imposed pattern of conventions. The 
former is subject to incessant variety of impulse, 
the latter to changing fashions and winds of doc
trine , Both are ultimately the product of external 
accidents, Shaftesbury, then . . . exalts the self 
and finds its strength in the order of mind.84" 

This order of mind, by which the nature of the self is 

82 
Ibid., pp. 275-276, 

QO 
Stanley Grean, Shaftesbury's Philosophy of Relig

ion and Ethicst A Study in Enthusiasm (Ohio University 
Press, 1967), p, 15. 

84 
Martin Price, To the Palace of Wisdom* p. 81, 
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defined, is an archetypal formative process that is re

flected by man's fulfilling his divine potential. Thus 

Shaftesbury is not at all represented by the notion that is, 

as Martin Price objects, still prevelant, one that sees him 

as "a shallow defender of gentlemanly virtues, who confused 

them with, and exalted them at the expense of higher ends,^ 

Actually Shaftesbury is concerned primarily with the forma

tion of a "true self" by carefully directed movement toward 

inward order. Shaftesbury bases this movement upon two 

basic assumptionsi 1) there is an internal order that is 

analogous to an external one; 2) man has an innate propen

sity to respond to that analogy. 

Shaftesbury believes that movement, not habitude, is 

the means by which man may participate in divine processes. 

But Shaftesbury, like the Cambridge Platonists before him, 

is careful to establish that movement in habitude t man must 

protect his participation in reflective movement against 

distortions of fancy by establishing a settled principle of 

virtue within himself, 

Shaftesbury believes that man's central concern is 

with the creation of a true self. He applies his view of 

order to the individual, counseling man to "Be one entire 

85Ibid., p. 84. 
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and self-same man , . . by establishing a principle of 

unity within the self. If man has only an artificial 

self, he is subject to "every fling of malice and stroke 
87 88 

of fortune," to a "tyranny of events." In his Philo

sophical Regimen. Shaftesbury outlines the means of dis

tinguishing between true and false order by posing a series 

of questions, each concerning the relation of self to 

spheres or levels of reality. Man must "take up the cluet 

continue the thread, and see that it breaks off no more* 

no more unravellingi but wind thyself upi collect thyself 

with all thy might within thyself. See first the natural, 

then artificial, economical selfi the . . . symmetry, cor-

89 
respondence, harmony By the "continual ap

plication" . of "acting for virtue,"9° or viewing self from 

the perspective of the harmony characteristic of Providence 

or God, it is possible to establish a settled principle 

®^»Self," in The Life. Unpublished Letters, and 
Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. Earl of Shaftesbury. 
P. 112. 

^"Artificial or Economical Self," in The Life 
Unpublished Letters, and Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. 
Earl of Shaftesbury, p. lE&l 

88Ibid., p. 12k ft, 

"ibid., p. 128. 

^°MSelf," in The Life, Unpublished Letters, and 
Philosophical Regimen of Anthony. Earl of ShafteBbury. 
P. 113. 
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Q1 
within the self, "a constant, fixed, and regular joy," 

Shaftesbury's "true disposition" is similar to the 

Cambridge Platonists* archetypal copy of the divine in 

man's soul. Through his "true disposition," man is capable 

of reflective movement—of viewing the specific from the 

perspective of the universal, and of responding to the har

mony or order characteristic of that perspective. This 

descending perspective protects man against the disorder of 

the enthusiast, who is a victim of change* he who has this 

settled principle of virtue or unity of self will be one 

who has "always before him and can kindly and benignly view 

the incessant and eternal change and conversion of things 
92 

one into another ... 

For Shaftesbury, once the true self is established 

the individual may return to other spheres of existence, 

maintaining stability of movement while engaging in moral 

dialectic. Social order, for example, is analogous to 

divine order. Because society is the natural state of man, 

he is fulfilled through society and social relations* "And 

thus in the main sum of happiness there is scarce a single 

article but what derives itself from social love, and de-
03 

pends immediately on the natural and kind affections."^ 

91Ibid., p. 116. 

92Ibid.. p. 122. 
03 
"A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm," in Character

istics, Vol. I, 29, 
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Man fulfills his divine potential through his rational as

sent to the order of societyi "To love the public, to study 

universal good, and to promote the interest of the whole 

world, as far as lies within our power, is surely the height 
94 

of goodness, and makes that temper which we call divine." 

Shaftesbury stresses the freedom of rational consent, for 

the order of society, like that of the internal self, is 

not an imposed or artificial thing. Instead social order 

is a natural expression of the associative or herding prin-
95 ciple of men. "Social affections" in man become the im

mediate source of order* there is nothing "more apparent 

than that there is naturally in every man such a degree of 

social affection as inclines him to seek the familiarity 
96 

and friendship of his fellows." Social order, an out

growth of man's recognition of the stability of movement 

upon which his true self is based, becomes a distillation 

of this stability or order* it becomes the whole to which 

man relates in reflective movement. Individual morality 

and the public good become mutually reinforcing* 

A public spirit can come only from a social 
feeling or sense of partnership with human kind, 

Qk 
y Ibid.. p. 27. 

9^"An Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humour," in 
Characteristics. Vol, I, 75» 

9^"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 
Characteristics. Vol. I, 315. 
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Now there are none so far from being partners in 
this sense, or sharers in this common affection, 
as they who scarcely know an equal, not considering 
themselves as subject to any law of fellowship or 
community. And thus morality and good government 
go together. There is no real love of virtue, with
out knowledge of public good. And where absolute 
power is, there is no public. 

When discussing individual morality, Shaftesbury 

carefully distinguishes virtue from goodness—a distinction 

crucial to understanding later developments in sentimental-

ism. Goodness and virtue are similar in that each must 

originate.in "natural temper," that is in a combination of 

will and affectionsi "Nothing therefore being properly 

either goodness or illness in a creature, except what is 
98 

from natural temper ... But Shaftesbury stresses 

the difference between goodness and virtuei "what is es

teemed mere goodness, and lies within the reach and capacity 

of all sensible creatures," is quite different from "that 

which is called virtue or merit, and is allowed to man 
99 

only." Descending, reflective movement is the basis of 

the difference between goodness and virtue. This distinc

tion is based upon the ability to perceive proportion, to 

compare the specific with the universal. Significantly, 

^"An Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humour," in 
Characteristics. Vol, I, 72. 

"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 
Characteristics. Vol. I, 250. 

"ibid., p. 251. 
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though, "the mainsprings of this machine" are "either these 

very natural affections themselves, or a compound kind 

derived from them, and retaining more than one half of their 

nature"*1̂ 0 only the mind is.capable of virtuous perception, 

or reflection. The mind discerns proportion, first of all 

in the affectionsi "It can let nothing escape its censure. 

It feels the soft and harsh, the agreeable and disagreeable 
101 

in the affections." It is the duty of the heart to 

follow the dictates of the mindi 

Thus the several motions, inclinations, passions, 
dispositions, and consequent carriage and behav
iours of creatures in the various parts of life, 
being in several views or perspectives represented 
to the mind, which readily discerns the good and 
ill towards the species or public, there arises a 
new trial or exercise of the heart, which must 
either rightly and soundly affect what is just and 
right, and disaffect what is contrary, or corruptly 
affect what is ill and disaffect what is worthy and 
good. 

And in this care alone it is we call any crea
ture worthy or virtuous, when it can have the no
tion of a public interest, and can attain the 
speculation or science of what is normally good or 
ill, admirable or blamable, right or wrong.*02 

Universal order provides the model by which the in

dividual measures the specific. Shaftesbury refers to, 

although he does not stress, the order of the universe which 

100"An Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humour," in 
Characteristics. Vol. I, 77-78. 

"*"°^"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 
Characteristics, Vol. I, 251. 

102Ibid.. p. 252. 
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is superior to both individual and social orders* 

. . .  I  h a v e  a  m i n d  i n  m y  p o s s e s s i o n  w h i c h  s e r v e s ,  
such as it is, to keep my body and its affections, 
my passions, appetites, imaginations, fancies, and 
the rest in tolerable harmony and order. But the 
order of the universe, I am persuaded still, is 
much the better of the two. Let Epicurus, if he 
please, think his the better, and, believing no 
genius or wisdom above his own, inform us by what 
'twas dealt him, and how atoms came to be so 
wise.103 

A reflecting faculty, or conscience, grants approbation at 

the recognition of congruity between individual and uni

versal order. Give a man a reflecting faculty, and "it 

will at the same instant approve of gratitude, kindness, 

and pityi be taken with any show or representation of the 

social passion, and think nothing more amiable than this, 
104 

or more odious than the contrary." Reflective movement 

is an integral part of the human condition, for "every 

reasoning or reflecting creature is by his nature forced to 

endure the review of his own mind and actions, and to have 

representations of himself and his inward affairs constantly 

passing before him, obvious to him, and revolving in his 

mind."105 

10̂ "The Moralists, A Philosophical Rhapsody," in 
Characteristics. Vol. II, 105. 

•^°^"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 
Characteristics. Vol. I, 266. 

105Ibid., p. 305. 
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Virtue depends upon reflective powers, Shaftesbury 

distinguishes v 

powers. The in 

irtue from goodness on the "basis of these 

dividual must view himself and his specific 

action or thought from the perspective of the universal, 

using harmony as the criterion for worth. 

So that if a creature be generous, kind, constant, 
compassionate, yet if he cannot reflect on what he 
himself does, or sees others do, so as to take no
tice of what is worthy or honest, and make that 
notice or conception of worth and honesty to be an 
object of l^is affection, he has not the character 

rtuous* for thus, and no otherwise, he 
of having a sense of right or wrong, a 
r judgment of what is done through just, 
good affection, or the contrary. 

of being vi 
is capable 
sentiment c 
equal, and 
worth and virtue depend on a knowledge of right and 
wrong, and on a use of reason, sufficient to secure 
a right application of the affections* that nothing 
horrid or unnatural, nothing unexemplary, nothing 

of that natural affection by which the 
society is upheld, may on any account, 
any principle or notion of honour or 

destructive 
species or 
or through 
religion, be at any time affected or prosecuted as 
.a gOOd and wnT1Dr' i o r» + n-F a a+o o m 10 U proper object of esteem. 

In this way Shaftesbury distinguishes simple good from moral 

good, for moral good is possible only "in creatures capable 
I 107 

of framing rational objects of moral good." 

Finally, Shaftesbury's system leads to a tension of 

paradoxical complexities. Shaftesbury pursues paradoxes 

with an underlying trust in organic epistemology and, even

tually, the harmony of true similarity among things which 

seem disparate, For Shaftesbury, stability of movement 

106 

10? 

Ibii.. pp. 253-255. 

Ibii., p. 256. 
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leads to value, Martin Price describes Shaftesbury's "orig

inality" in terms of this "resolute pursuit of . . . para

doxical possibilities"i 

This sense of our common experience potentially-
existing on many levels, of the divine vision im
plicit in the familiar occasion, is, of course, 
common to most Platonic and Christian thought. 
Shaftesbury's originality lies, first of all, in 
his resolute pursuit of its paradoxical possibili
ties, The common gentleman, in his unwarped be
nevolence, shows a truer sense of God than the 
learned but uncharitable divine, We have a deter
mined confrontation, not of a pastoral hero or a 
noble savage, but of a virtuous or a refined and 
witty skeptic, with the 'mercenary* men of God, 
It is one thing for the courtly lover to reveal 
that his mistress is really philosophy* it is 
another for a racy, scoffing wit to reveal that he 
himself is Socrates or Prometheus.!®® 

Shaftesbury, like the Cambridge Platonists, argues 

for correction based upon the positive power of similarity. 

Like his predecessors, Shaftesbury believes in a pleasant 

way of correction—in "good-humour"—because he trusts in 

the benevolence of the deity. He makes the good-humoured 

basis of this corrective process even more explicit than the 

Cambridge Platonists did before him, however. Shaftesbury 

sees good-humour as "the best foundation of piety and true 

religion." 

Good-humour is not only the best security against 
enthusiasm, but the best foundation of piety and 
true religion* for if right thoughts and worthy ap
prehensions of the Supreme Being are fundamental to 
all true worship and adoration, 'tis more than prob
able that we shall never miscarry in this respect. 

^°®To the Palace of Wisdom, p. 92. 
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except through ill-humour only. Nothing beside 
ill-humour, either natural or forced, can bring 
a man to think seriously that the world is gov
erned by any devilish or malicious power. • * • 
For there are so many arguments to persuade a man 
in humour that, in the main, all things are kindly 
and well disposed, that one would think it impos
sible for him to be so far out of conceit with 
affairs as to imagine they all ran at adventures) 
and that the world, as venerable and wise a face 
as it carried, had neither sense nor meaning in 
it.109 

This security of trust in a benevolent order leads to a 

good-natured treatment of deviances. Shaftesbury describes 

God as a model for man. God exercises good-humour in His 

treatment of the ill humour of Jonahi 

the Almighty, with the utmost pity towards him in 
this melancholy and forward temper, lays open the 
folly of it, and exhorts to mildness and good humour 
in the most tender manner and under the most famil
iar and pleasant images t whilst he shows expressly 
more regard and tenderness to the very cattle and 
brute-beast than the prophet to his own human kind, 
and to those very disciples whom by his preaching 
he had converted,HO 

Shaftesbury notes "this familiarity of style, this popular 

pleasant intercourse and manner of dialogue between God and 

mani I might add, even between man and beasti and what is 

still more extraordinary, between God and Satan."^"^ 

Letter Concerning Enthusiasm," in Character
istics. Vol. I, 17-18. 

"Miscellaneous Reflections," in Characteristics. 
Vol. IX, 230. 

1UIbid., PP. 230-231. 
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Once again, this reliance on "pleasantry and hu-

112 mour" as corrective measures is based upon an organic 

epistemology. Correction occurs from recognition of simi

le same image, . 

be merely by 

are no moral 

laritv rather than from fear of shame or punishment through 

exposure of discrepancy* "To Shaftesbury, the gloomy, Puri

tanical kind of religion is immoral, for if one conceives 

the universe to be the property of a wrathful, avenging 

deity, all its inhabitants will be made in t] 

or if they are restrained from evil, it can 

hope of reward and fear of punishment, which 

principles,"*^ Thus Shaftesbury rejects satirical methods 

and advocates "a soft remedy," "The magistrate, if he be 

any artist, should have a gentler handj and jLnstead of caus

tics, incisions, and amputation should be using the softest 

balms; and with a kind sympathy entering into the concern of 

the people; and taking, as it were their passion upon him 

should, when he has soothed and satisfied it, endeavour, by 
114 

cheerful ways, to divert and heal it," 

Shaftesbury's importance in the development of sen-

timentalism is established. For years he wa:> considered the 

112. 
"Ibid,, p. 231. 

113 
Stuart M, Tave, The Amiable Humor ist1 A Study in 

the Comic Theory and Criticism of the Eighteenth and Early 
Nineteenth Centuries, p. 36, 

Ilk 
"A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm," in Character

istics. Vol, I, 14, 
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source of sentimentalismi since the work of R. S. Crane he 

has been considered the popularizer of the Cambridge Pla

tonists* philosophy 

In reading Shaftesbury we come across sentimental 

shiboleths such as benevolence# sympathy, and good humour. 

Yet in context these terms do not suggest the most pervasive 

sentimental shiboleth of all—that the distinguishing fea

ture of sentimentalism is "an absolute faith in man's capa-
116 

city to lead, by himself, a moral life ... . 

Instead, Shaftesbury develops assumptions of the orthodox 

Cambridge Platonists. Absolutes do exist, and these abso

lutes provide criteria for value. Their essence resides in 

all forms of the created universe. These absolutes are 

available to man. 

Shaftesbury develops a view of human nature similar 

to that defined by the Cambridge Platonists, Most important 

is his stress on connatural ideas in man, for these con

natural ideas provide the means by which man may progress 

toward divine absolutes. Man has a predisposition to re

spond to and value certain immutable ideas, the most basic 

of which is ordei", The key to moral development is this 

similarity between human and divine naturet like the 

^"^See Melvyn New, Laurence Sterne As Satirist. 
P. 32. 

ll6Ibid.. p. 37. 
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Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury believes that correction 

moves by similarity. 

The process of correction is similar to that defined 

by the Cambridge Platonists, The goal is an inward order 

analogous to a universal order* the means is a movement from 

the appearance of the specific to the essential of the 

whole. Initial movement is, then, upward—from the "im

mediate, limited partial state of things." Once man ex

periences the essential of the whole, characterized by 

harmony, he is able to engage in "reflective movement." He 

may view the specific from the perspective of the universal. 

Shaftesbury develops the contrasting directions of movement 

defined by the Cambridge Platonistsi he believes there is 

a "moral dialectic" within man, .in which ascending movement 

from the "immediate, limited partial state of things" is 

juxtaposed against a descending movement, or perspective 

from the "ultimate better form of things." 

Shaftesbury is not relativistic. He believes there 

is a universal order that must work as a criterion for 

value* harmony is a primary characteristic of congruity with 

that order. Virtue is possible only with "reflective move

ment"—a man is virtuous only when he views the specific 

from the perspective of the universal. Man may lead a good 

life by himself* however, he is incapable of the virtue 
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necessary for morality unless he moves beyond himself to 

universals• 

We must discuss sterotyped characteristics of sen-

timentalism in terms of these assumptions. Sympathy, be

nevolence, and good humour are means toward an end. They 

do lead to virtue, when they lead to the reflective move

ment -necessary for a perspective of universal order. Re

flective movement is initiated and maintained through 

similarity. Once man recognizes the analogy between the 

specific and the universal, he will experience great 

pleasure over the experience, and he will wish to recreate 

the experience. Sentimentalism develops from these assump

tions. 



CHAPTER III 

THE BACKGROUNDS OF SENTIMENTALISM t REFLEXIVE MOVEMENT 

The Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury viewed man 

as a moral agent. They devoted a major portion of their 

energies to protecting man's free will and to stressing his 

moral responsibility to move toward absolutes. However, the 

later forerunners of sentimentalism defined basic episte-

mological changes, viewing man increasingly as a psychologi-
1 

cal phenomenon rather than as a moral agent. This shift 

emerges in the writings of Francis Hutcheson, is defined 

epistemologically by David Hume, and is developed in moral 

theory by Adam Smith. 

A. Francis Hutcheson 

Critics generally view Hutcheson's philosophy as 

continuing that of Shaftesbury. The view of Thomas Fowler 

in Shaftesbury and Hutcheson is the one commonly held 

todayi "There are no two names, perhaps, in the history of 

English moral philosophy, which stand in a closer connex-
2 

ion . .. Yet other scholars approach Hutcheson 

"^See the distinction by Martin Price, To the Palace 
of Wisdom, pp. 117-118. 

2 
(New Yorki G. P. Putman, 1883)# p. 183. 

76 
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primarily through his relation to Humei as William Black-

stone writes, "Hume acknowledges Hutcheson's influence, and 

there is in fact little in Hume's moral philosophy which 
3 cannot be traced to Hutcheson,"^ Actually Hutcheson repre

sents a transition between two epistemologies (organic and 

empirical) and between two approaches to man (theistic and 

anthropocentric), Hutcheson helps us to understand the 

implications of this transition for sentimentalism. 

Beginning with a selective use of the rather 

loosely-developed thought of Shaftesbury and following Lock-

ean assumptions, Hutcheson develops a theory of human nature 

based upon a redefinition of reality. With his stated pur

pose for the Inquiry, to combine Locke and Shaftesbury 

against Hobbes and MandeviLle, Hutcheson charts the direction 

of his thought. He assumes a Lockean view of reality, and 

he redefines morality in terms of this epistemology. Wil

liam Blackstone recognizes this pioneering position of Hut

cheson i "Though somewhat indebted to Shaftesbury, Hutcheson 

may be called the father of the empirical-inductive approach 

to ethical questions in the eighteenth century." 

3 Francis Hutcheson and Contemporary Ethical Theory 
(Athensi University of Georgia Press, 1965), p. vii. See 
the similar view by A. N, Priori "there is little or noth
ing in Hume's moral philosophy that cannot be traced to 
Hutcheson, but in Hume it is all more clear and pointed," 
Logic and the Basis of Ethics (Oxfordi Clarendon Press, 
19597, P. 31. 

^Ibid.. p. 6. 
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As a result of his epistemological assumptions and 

the accompanying empirical approach, Hutcheson represents a 

basic shift in ethical theory. Ethics becomes an inquiry 

largely separate from religion. The integrated world view 

of the Cambridge men and of Shaftesbury is lost. A re-

focused view of reality is evident immediately upon reading 

Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue 

(17251 later called An Inquiry into Moral Good and Evil). 

Hutcheson sees man's ability to respond to the essential 

harmony of the universe as a stimulus for the pursuit of 

virtue. Thus far he seems similar to Shaftesbury. But a 

crucial change has occurred, for Hutcheson places man in a 

receptive or passive role. Hutcheson defines man's poten

tial for response by a variety of senses*^ 

These Determinations to be pleased with any Forms, 
or Ideas which occur to our Observation the Author 
chooses to call 'senses'* distinguishing them from 
the Powers which commonly go by that Name, by call
ing our Power of perceiving the Beauty or Regular
ity, Order, Harmony an 'internal Sense*1 and the 
Determination to be pleased with the Contemplation 
of those Affections, or Characters of rational 
Agents, which we call virtuous, he marks by the 
name of a 'Moral Sense.'5 

5 
Another representative statement illustrating 

Hutcheson*s reliance upon Locke in his theory of the rela
tion of ideas to the senses is "All our Ideas, or the 
materials of our reasoning or judging, are received by some 
immediate Powers of Perception internal or external, which 
we may call Senses." Essay on the Passions, with Illustra
tions on the Moral Sense. 3rd ed. (London1 James and John 
Knapton, etc., 1742), pp. 240-241. 

^An Inquiry Into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty 
and Virtue. 2nd ed. (London1 J. Darby, etc. 1726), xii, xiv. 
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Professor Raphael specifies that the criterion for the name 

of sense "is that the appearance of the objects of the fac

ulty so named is not to be dependent on the exercise of the 

will, but is to be determined by causes external to us or 

7 implanted in our nature#" When Hutcheson speaks of a moral 

sense, he refers to a faculty that is independent of man's 

will. The moral sense operates "by causes external to us 

or implanted in our nature" rather than by man's assuming 

responsibility for moral action. Hutcheson's theory of the 

moral sense is a psychological explanation for what does 

happen rather than a moral argument for what should happen 

This difference between Hutcheson and his predeces

sors is a basic one. It is a difference of conceptual 

models. The Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury refer to 

an organic epistemology in their approach to ethicsi Hutche

son uses an empirical-inductive approach. 

Yet within this overall difference, similarity oc

curs, Like the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury, 

Hutcheson places the spring of virtuous action—the moral 

sense—within man. Like his predecessors, he rejects any 

view--from Puritanism or from Hobbesism--which sees virtue 

as imposed upon an essentially indifferent, alien, or fallen 

human nature. Also like his predecessors, Hutcheson stress

es the corrective power of similarity» "The Author of 

"^The Moral Sense (Londoni Oxford Universitv Press. 
1947). p."!?. 
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Nature has much better furnished us for a virtuous Conduct, 

than our Moralists seem to imagine ... . He has made 

Virtue a lovely Form, to excite our pursuit of iti and has 

given us strong affections to be the spring of each vir

tuous action." 

However, with his preliminary "imperfect Descrip

tions," which he proposes to use "until we discover whether 
Q 

we really have such Ideas," Hutcheson begins to leave the 

synthetic universe of his predecessors. His definition of 

moral goodness is notably seculari "The Word Moral Good

ness, in this Treatise, denotes our Idea of some Quality 

apprehended in Actions, which procures Approbation, and 

Love toward the Actor, from those who receive no Advantage 
o 

by the Action." When he defines moral goodness, Hutcheson 

does not require reference to a universal standard, the 

criterion for moral virtue specified by earlier representa

tives of the intellectual background of sentimentalism. He 

takes a Lockean approach, asking "'Whence arise these dif-
10 

ferent Ideas of Actions'" He carefully distinguishes 

himself from those who believe that the happiness of moral 

"Inquiry concerning the Original of our Ideas of 
Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists. being Selec
tions from Writers Principally of the Eighteenth Century, 
ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford i Clarendon Press, 1897)» 
Vol. I, 69. 

Q 
Ibid. 

10Ibid.. p. 70. 
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qualities results from their "Relation to the Law of a Su

perior."11 Instead, Hutcheson establishes an empirical 

perspectivei "The Pleasure in our sensible Perceptions of 

any kind, gives us our first Idea of natural Good, or Hap

piness i and then all Objects which are apt to excite this 
12 

Pleasure are call'd immediately Good." 

For Hutcheson pleasure is capable of being- "ex

cited," in the sense of being awakened or stimulated. 

Pleasure, traditionally a by-product of the individual's 

attaining a higher good or truth, now becomes both a part 

of perception itself and a criterion for goodi "We do not 

perceive Pleasure in Objects, because it is our Interest to 

do soj but Objects or Actions are Advantageous, and are 

pursu'd or undertaken from Interest, because we receive 

Pleasure from them. Our Perception of Pleasure is neces

sary, and nothing is Advantageous or naturally Good to us, 

but what is apt to raise Pleasure mediately, or immedi

ately.*" Hutcheson then offers his position, proposing to 

prove, 

I. "That some Actions have to Men an immediate 
Goodness* or, that by a superior Sense, which I 
call a Moral one, we perceive Pleasure in the Con
templation of such Actions in others and are deter-
min'd to love the Agent, (and much more do we 
perceive Pleasure in being conscious of having 
done such Actions ourselves) without any View of 
further natural Advantage from them," 

— 

Ibid.. P. 71. 
12Ibid. 
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II. It may perhaps also appear, "That what excites 
us to these Actions which we call Virtuous, is not 
an Intention to obtain even this sensible Pleasure* 
much less the,future Rewards from Sanctions of 
Laws, or any other natural Good, which may be the 
Consequence of the virtuous Actionj but an en
tirely different Principle of Action from Interest 
or Self-Love,"*3 

Hutcheson, in responding to these two problems— 

first, the source of moral perspective* and second, the 

spring of moral action—turns to a single sense, the moral 

sense. He clearly moves from Shaftesbury's stress on in

teraction of faculties to a stress on a particular or 

single faculty. However, the implications of that shift 

are somewhat ambiguous. As Blackstone writes, "Hutcheson 

maintains that the foundation of morals is the moral sense. 

What he means by the 'moral sense1 and the manner in which 

it serves as a 'foundation* for morals is often far from 
14 

clear." Perhaps the most straightforward explanation is 

in the form of a working definitioni "Having a moral sense 

means only that we are disposed in such a manner that we 

approve of certain kinds of acts, namely, benevolent 

acts 

However, to understand later developments in senti-

mentalism, we must not focus on a faculty, even one as 

13Ibid., p. 72. 

Ik Francis Hutcheson and Contemporary Ethical Theory. 
P. 11. 

15Ibid.. p. 25, 
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important to sentimentalists as the moral sense. Instead, 

we must focus upon that faculty's potential for meaningful 

movement. In other words, the significant question does 

not seek to identify the faculty that perceives, but rather 

to define the activity that makes perception valuable. The 

activity defined by Hutcheson is basically different from 

that defined by the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury. 

The Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury stressed 

a movement I have termed "reflective movement." Through 

reflective movement, man directs his faculties outward un

til he is able to view the specific from the perspective of 

the universal. In this reflective movement, motivation for 

action and criteria for value are separate. The conscience 

or right reason provides the criterion for virtue by recog

nizing congruity between the specific and the universal* 

the experience of pleasure over this similarity provides 

motivation for virtue. 

In his discussion of the moral sense, Hutcheson de

fines a faculty in which traditionally separate activities— 

motivation and approbation—are combined. The moral sense, 

or "the Determination to be pleased with the contemplation 

of those Affections, Actions, or Characters of rational 

Agents," is a process by which internal senses are directed 

inward, or reflexed, upon each other. I call this movement 

"reflexive movement." Unlike reflective movement, which 
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involves a view of the specific from the perspective of the 

universal, reflexive movement involves an individual's per

ception of his own affections. 

After establishing the moral sense as the basis for 

his ethics, Hutcheson turns to "the true Original of moral 

Ideas, viz. This moral Sense of Excellence in every Ap-

16 
pearance, or Evidence of Benevolence," The argument for 

this reduction is empiricali "If we examine all the Ac

tions which are counted amiable any where, and enquire into 

the Grounds upon which they are approv'd, we shall find, 

that in the Opinion of the Person who approves them, they 

always appear as BENEVOLENT, or flowing from Love of others, 

17 
and a Study of their Happiness ... ." Benevolence 

provides an obligatory sense that is irreduciblei "there 

is naturally an Obligation upon all Men to Benevolence" so 

18 
that "it scarce seems possible wholly to extinguish it." 

Benevolence stimulates the moral sense, which is "excited" 

by the perception of benevolent affections, and reflexive 

19 
movement is begun. Because of this relation of the moral 

^"Inquiry concerning the Original of our Ideas of 
Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists, ed. L, A, 
Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 153. 

17Ibid., p. 98, 

l8Ibid.. p. 153. 

19 
A System of Moral Philosophy (London* A. Millar, 

1755). VolT I, 25, my italics. 
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sense to benevolence, Hutcheson asserts "The Sense of Vir

tue, and the various Opinions about it, are reducible to 

20 one general Foundation" —that of benevolence. 

Man's other faculties support this relation of the 

moral sense to benevolence. Here there is a distinct break 

from the earlier Cambridge Platonists, For the Cambridge 

Platonists, conscience is the regulatory faculty in man, 

first perceiving qualitative distinctions and then regu

lating other faculties to support the highest good. The 

moral sense as outlined in Hutcheson's first two works, 

Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue 

and the Essay on the Passions t with Illustrations on the 

Moral Sense. takes over regulatory activitiesi "This moral 

sense ft*om its very nature appears to be designed for regu

lating and controlling all our powers. The dignity and 

commanding nature we are immediately conscious of, as we 

are conscious of the power itself. Nor can such matters of 

immediate feeling be otherwise proved but by appeals to our 

hearts."2* 

Hutcheson takes precise steps to avoid a conflict 

between reason and emotion. These steps underlie his 

20 "Inquiry concerning the Original of our Ideas of 
Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists, ed. L. A. 
Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 98. 

2̂ "A System of Moral Philosophy," in British Moral
ists. ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Vol, I, 420. 
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redefinition of the range of dialectic. First, he speci

fies that the moral sense—not the reason—is the cause of 

virtue. The sense of right reason, so basic to the Cam

bridge men and Shaftesbury, has been lost. Instead, reason 

has become ratiocination, and reason's "Processes are too 

slow, too full of doubt and hesitation, to serve us in any 
22 

Exigency ... Second, Hutcheson defines reason, 

like other faculties, as supportive of the moral sense. 

For Hutcheson reason determines appropriate means to reach 

the ends of the moral sensei 

We may transiently observe what has occasioned the 
Use of the Word reasonable, as an Epithet of only 
virtuous Actions. Tho* we have Instincts determin
ing us to desire Ends, without supposing any pre
vious Reasoning! yet it is by use of our Reason 
that we find out the Means of obtaining our Ends. 
We therefore call those Actions which are effec
tual to their Ends, in one Sense reasonable of 
that word, ... We are convinced by our Reason, 
that it is by publickly useful Actions alone that 
we can promote all our Ends.23 

Reason rests ultimately upon the moral sense. Hut

cheson stresses that reasonableness, or "Conformity to true 

22 "Inquiry concerning the Original of our Ideas of 
Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists, ed. L. A. 
Selby-Bigge, Vol, I, 156. Hutcheson comments frequently on 
the limited role of reasoni somewhat scornfully, he writes 
"As if indeed Reason, or the Knowledge of the Relations of 
things, could excite to Action when we proposed no End, or 
as if Ends could be intended without Desire or Affection," 
in "Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," British Moralists, 
ed. L. A, Selby-Bigge, Vol, I, 405, see also Ibid.. p. 413. 

23 
^"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," in British 

Moralists, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 409. 
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Propositions! or to truth"2̂  is merely a proposition about 

the relation of the cause to the effect; the proposition in 

no way influences this relation. Instinct in man deter

mines his pursuit of happiness; Hutcheson sees the "Concep

tion of an infinite Good, or greatest possible Aggregate, 

or Sum of Happiness ... or some one great ultimate End" 
25 

as "a Mistake." 

Thus ask a Being who desires private Happiness, or 
has Self-Love, 'what Reason excites him to desire 
Wealth?' He will give this Reason, that 'Wealth 
tends to procure Pleasure and Ease,* Ask his Rea
son for desiring Pleasure or Happiness 1 One cannot 
imagine what Proposition he could assign as his 
exciting Reason. This Proposition is indeed true, 
•There is an Instinct or Desire fixed in his Na
ture, determining him to pursue his Happiness;' 
but it is not this Reflection on his own Nature, 
or this Proposition which excites or determines 
him, but the Instinct itself. This is a Truth, 
'Rhubarb strengthens the Stomach»• But it is not 
a Proposition which strengthens the Stomach, but 
the Quality in that Medicine, The Effect is not 
produced by Propositions shewing the Cause, but by 
the Cause itself,26 

Hutcheson believes that if we pursue reason, it 

will lead us to a sense. He illustrates this belief by 

putting forth traditional "reasons, and then showing that 
27 

they are traceable regressively to a moral sense." For 

24 
Ibid., p. 403. 

25Ibid., p. 406. 

26_, . , Ibid. 
27 
I am indebted in the following discussion to 

William Blackstone, Francis Hutcheson and Contemporary 
Ethical Theory, pp. 13 ff. 
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example, men commonly justify action by saying "it is the 

end proposed by the Deity." But why do we approve concur

ring with the divine ends? This reason is given, "he is 

our benefactori' but then, for what reason do we approve 

concurrence with a benefactor? Here we must recur to a 
20 

Sense." Similarly, when happiness is proposed as a 

justifying reason, one regresses to a "sense of kind af

fection" i 

, • . 'That it is best all be happy*, then we ap
prove actions for their tendency to that state 
which is best, and not for conformity to reason. 
But here again, what means best? morally best, or 
naturally best? If the former, they explain the 
same word by itself in a circlet if they mean the 
latter, that 'it is the most happy state where all 
are happy* » then, most happy, for whom? the sys
tem, or the individual? If for the former, what 
reason makes us approve the happiness of a system? 
Here we must recur to a sense or kind affection.*9 

Hutcheson considers arguments that obligation constitutes 

our duty to the public goodi "But let these words, duty, 

obligation, owing, and the meaning of that gerund or parti

ciple, is to be preferred be explainedi and we shall find 

ourselves still at a loss for exciting reasons previously 

to affections, or justifying reasons without recourse to a 

moral Sense.As has been seen, Hutcheson consistently 

pD 
"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," quoted by 

William Blackstone, Francis Hutcheson and Contemporary 
Ethical Theory, p, 13. 

29Ibid.. p. 14. 

^°Ibid.. p. 16. 
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traces moral reasoning back to its cause in a moral sense. 

With his empirical epistemology, Hutcheson redefines the 

criterion for value. He "represents the transition from 

the intuitionists like Shaftesbury ... to the utilitar-
31 

ians like Hume ... ." The individual no longer sanc

tions his actions by a supersensuous order of things, seen 

in man as a "settled principle of humanity" analogous to 

this universal order. Instead, he defines himself in terms 

of the public, or society. One function of the moral sense 

becomes to guide the individual so that he may act in con

formity with the good of the wholei 

we see what Actions our moral Sense would most 
recommend to our Election, as the most perfectly 
Virtuous i viz. such as appear to have the most 
universal unlimited Tendency to the greatest and 
most extensive Happiness of all the rational 
Agents, to whom our Influence can reach. All 
Benevolence, even toward a part, is amiable, when 
not inconsistent with the Good of the Whole . 

32 . • « I I ̂  

Thus Hutcheson1s conceptual model remains that of the indi

vidual—whole relationship, but the "whole" carries the 

connotation of a grouping of parts rather than the synthe

sis basic to reflective movement. 

31 v John Herman Randall, Jr., The Career of Philoso
phy > From the Middle Ages to the Bnlightenment~TNew Yorki 
Columbia University Press, 1962), Vol. I, 776. 

32 
"An Inquiry concerning Moral Good and Evil," in 

British Moralists, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 108. 
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Hutcheson directs the individual to define himself 

in terms of whole , or the general publici "wherever we 

find a Determination among several rational Agents to mu

tual Love, let each Individual be look'd upon as a Part of 

a great Whole, or System, and concern himself in the public 
33 Good of it." The result is that eventually the indivi

dual profits from his own disinterested benevolencei 

"every moral agent justly considers himself as a Part of 

this rational System, which may be useful to the Wholej so 

that he may be, in part, an object of his own benevo

lence."3̂  

Virtue is measured in relative terms. Mankind de

cides any "Controversy about any disputed Practice, viz. to 

enquire whether this Conduct, or the contrary, will most 

35 effectually promote the publick Good," The result of 

this public criterion and of the turning away from absolute 

standards is the development of a form of utilitarianism. 

The good is that which is useful to the publici "Whenever 

it appears to us, that a Faculty of doing, demanding, or 

possessing any thing, universally allowed in certain Cir

cumstances, would in the Whole tend to the general Good, 

we say that any Person in such Circumstances, has a Right 

33Ibid., P. 92. 

^Ibid.. P. 11? 

35Ibid.. P. 99. 
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to do, possess, or demand that Thing.Hutcheson goes 

so far as to develop a formula, later made famous by Ben-

thami "in equal Degrees of Happiness expected to proceed 

from the Action, the Virtue is in proportion to the Number 

of Persons to whom the Happiness shall extend • • . and in 

equal Numbers, the Virtue is as the Quantity of the Happi

ness, or natural Goodi or that the Virtue is in a compound 

37 
Ratio of the Quantity of Good, and Number of Enjoyers. 

Quite simply, "that Action is Best, which procures the 

greatest Happiness for the greatest Numbersi and that, 
op 

worst, which, in like manner occasions Misery,"^ 

Hutcheson*s criteria for moral justification, be

nevolence and utility, introduce the question of how one 

determines what right is. Hutcheson responds with a charac

teristic reference to the moral sense's reflexive movementi 

"If one asks, 'how do we know that our Affections are right 

when they are Kind?' What does the Word right mean? Does 

it mean what we approve? This we know by Consciousness 

of our Sense. Again, how do we know that our Sense is 

right, or that we approve our Approbation? This can only 

be answered by another Question, viz. How do we know we 

36Ibid.. p. 160. 

37Ibid.. p. 107. 

38Ibid.. p. 112. 
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are pleased when we are pleased?'"39 Moral sense thus 

remains the criterion for right* it is also the cause or 

spring for moral actioni "When we say one is obliged to 

an action, we mean . . . that every spectator, or he him

self upon reflection, must approve his action, and dis

approve his omitting it, if he considers fully all its 
40 

circumstances." Reflexive movement, the directing of 

senses inward, upon each other, here becomes quite evident. 

The moral sense both originates or causes the experience 

of approbation of an end, moving toward action by this ap

probation t and it also establishes the standard—that of 

its own approbation—by which moral approval is valued. 

Obviously Hutcheson's criterion for value leads to 

a question of relativity. Is there no difference in moral 

senses, so that two, though different, are equally good? 

In brief, perspective determines differences between defi

nitions of goodi the perspective of the individual ob

server yields seeming good, while the perspective of the 

general public, or majority of mankind, yields that which 
41 

is goodi 

^"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," in British 
Moralists, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 413. 

40 
"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," quoted by 

Henning Jensen, Motivation and the Moral Sense in Francis 
Hutcheson's Ethical Theory (The Haguei Nijhoff, 1971), 
P. 53. ~~ 

41 
. See D. Daiches Raphael, The Moral Sense, pp. 44-
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•Every one judges the Affections of others by his 
own Sensei so that it seems not impossible that in 
these Senses Men might differ as they do in Taste, 
A Sense approving Benevolence would disapprove that 
Temper, which a Sense approving Malice would de
light in. The former would judge of the latter by 
his own Sense, so would the latter of the former. 
Each one would at first view think the Sense of 
the other perverted. But then, is there no dif
ference? Are both Senses equally good? No cer
tainly, any Man who observed them would think the 
Sense of the former more desirable than of the 
latter» but this is, because the moral Sense of 
every Man is constituted in the former manner. 
But were there any Nature with no moral Sense at 
all observing these two Persons, would he not think 
the State of the former preferable to that of the 
latter? Yes, he mighti but not from any Percep
tion of moral Goodness in the one Sense more than 
in the other. Any rational Nature observing two 
Men thus constituted, with opposite Senses, might 
by reasoning see, not moral Goodness in one Sense 
more than in the contrary, but a Tendency to the 
Happiness of the Person himself, who had the former 
Sense in the one Constitution, and a contrary ten
dency in the opposite Constitution , , , 

Thus Hutcheson argues that differences in goodness 

result from differences in perspective» He incorporates 

this theory into reflexive movement—the process by which 

senses are directed inward, upon themselves. When Hutche

son argues that man views the specific from the perspective 

of the general good, he does not imply that man moves 

"outside" himself, seeing the specific from the perspective 

of the universal, as the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftes

bury argue. Instead, Hutcheson argues there is an "ideal 

spectator," Hutcheson does not appeal to statistical 

hp 
"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," in British 

Moralists, ed, L. A, Selby-Bigge, Vol, I, 409-4-10. 
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approval of what most men do actually approve or of what 

ideal spectators would approve by absolute standards. In

stead, he defines the "ideal spectator" by reflexive move

ment, in which man looks inward. He directs the moral 

sense back upon itself. 

Hutcheson is not arguing for a statistical survey 
of what most human beings do in fact approve. But 
neither does he appear to be arguing for a statis
tical survey of what would be approved by ideal 
spectators. He seems, as in his definition of •ob
ligation1 quoted earlier, to equate the ideal spec
tator with what the speaker himself would approve 
upon reflection. His method seems to suggest that 
to discover what an ideal spectator would approve 
we look inward, trying to find ourselves in that 
normal, impartial, and informed frame of mind in 
which the peculiarly moral attitude which he re
fers to as 'approval* will emerge.43 

This "peculiarly moral attitude" referred to by Hutcheson 

as "approval" is moral pleasure or approbationi "The judg

ment that something is morally good, again in the System 

as in the Essay, seems to be either the statement that one 

is experiencing moral pleasure or approbation or the emot-
' 44 

ing of this experience," 

The process of reflexion is, of course, by no means 

new in the history of philosophy. The terms used by Hut

cheson to describe this movement, as he makes explicit, are 

Henning Jensen, Motivation and the Moral Sense in 
Francis Hutcheson's Ethical Theory, p. 54. 

44 William Blackstone, Francis Hutcheson and Contem
porary Ethical Theory, p, 25. 
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taken from Locke,^ and within the history being traced 
46 

here, sources are evident in Shaftesburyt 

In a creature capable of forming general notions 
of things, not only the outward beings which offer 
themselves to the sense are objects of the affec
tion, but the very actions themselves, and the 
affections of pity, kindness, gratitude, and their 
contraries, being brought into the mind by reflec
tion, become objects. So that, by means of this 
reflected sense, there arises another kind of af
fection towards those very affections themselves. 

46 
"On tb- Nature and Conduct of the Passions and 

Affections," in British Moralists, ed, L. A. Selby-Bigge, 
Vol. I, 392. 

^Henning Jensen, in Motivation and the Moral Sense 
in Francis Hutcheson's Ethical Theory, notes that the 
terms "'reflex sense,1 'moral sense,' and 'internal sense' 
are also taken over by Shaftesbury" (p. 44), though the 
term "moral sense" is used by Shaftesbury only a few 
times and even then usually only in his marginal notes" 
(p. 42). 

D. Daiches Raphael notes Hutcheson's acknowledgment 
of Shaftesbury as predecessor in moral sense theory, "but 
in fact no concise or coherently thought-out theory of a 
moral sense can be attributed to Shaftesbury. He is the 
forerunner of Hutcheson in founding morals on a human na
ture that contains more than the self-love of Hobbes or 
Mandeville, and in regarding moral approbation as strictly 
analogous to aesthetic enjoymentt but the casual applica
tion of the word 'sense* to the moral faculty is hardly 
more significant in Shaftesbury than it is in Samuel 
Clarke, who was a severe rationalist. Shaftesbury says 
more than once that the possession and exercise of reason 
is a necessary condition of having a sense of right and 
wrong, and his insistence on the objective criterion of 
equity or 'the equal* can hardly be squared with a wholly 
naturalistic view of morals. The fact is that no co
herent view can be extracted from Shaftesbury about the 
moral faculty or about moral theory in general." The 
Moral Sense, pp. 16-17. 
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which have been already felt, and are now become 
the subject of a new liking or dislike,**7 

What is new with Hutcheson is that reflexive move

ment works on a secular level to provide the foundation 

for morals. Only lip service is paid to a divine level. 

In effect, Hutcheson says that the Deity sanctions secular 

reflexive movementi "the Deity also approves kind Affec

tions, otherwise he would not have implanted them in us, 
48 

nor determined us by a moral Sense to approve them," 

Once Hutcheson attributes final causes to God, he proceeds 

to discuss morals empirically. 

This secularization provides a foundation for the 

bathos that emerges in later sentimentalism. When absolute 

standards are lost, benevolence may become an end in it

self. Hutcheson believes that unproven benevolence is 

virtuousi "Men may have Benevolence sufficient to sur

mount any Difficulty, and yet they may meet with none at 

allt and in that Case, it is certain there is as much Vir

tue in the Agent, tho he does not give such Proof of it to 

his Fellow-Creatures, as if he had surmounted Difficultys 

lin 
'"An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit," in 

Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, etc., 
ed, John M. Robertson, Vol, I, 251, 

JiQ 
"Illustrations upon the Moral Sense," in British 

Moralists. ed, L, A, Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 414. 
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in his kind Actions."^ External objects need not provide 

a criterion for the exercise of virtue. Hutcheson asserts 

that benevolence toward "the worst characters" may actually 

be more amiable than that toward good objects, for the be

nevolence has overcome the obstacle of the moral evil in 

its object. 

The moral Beauty, or Deformity of Actions, is not 
alter*d by the moral Qualitys of the Objects, any 
further than the Qualitys of the Objects increase 
or diminish the Benevolence of the Action, or the 
publick Good intended by it. Thus Benevolence 
toward the worst Characters, or the Study of their 
Good, may be as amiable as any whatsoeveri yet 
often more so than that toward the Good, since it 
argues such a strong Degree of Benevolence as can 
surmount the greatest Obstacle, the moral Evil in 
the Object. Hence the Love of unjust Enemys, is 
counted among the highest Virtues.50 

Thus far Hutcheson seems traditionally Christian. The 

efforts of ordinary people are equally valuable to God and 

man as the strivings of gifted "heroes." The common man 

need only fulfill his nature to the best of his abilities 

to achieve "true Heroism"i 

•no external Circumstances of Fortune, no involun
tary Disadvantages, can exclude any Mortal from the 
most heroick Virtue.* For how small soever the 
Moment of publick Good be, which any one can ac
complish, yet if his Abilitys are proportionably 
small, the Quotient, which expresses the Degree of 
Virtue, may be as great as any whatsoever. Thus, 
not only the Prince, the Statesman, the General, 

ItQ 
7"An Inquiry Concerning the Original of our Ideas 

of Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists. ed. L. A. 
Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 112. 

5°Ibid., p. 106. 
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are capable of true Heroism, tho these are chief 
Characters, whose Fame is diffus'd thro various 
Nations and Agesi but when we find in an honest 
Trader, the kind Friend, the faithful prudent Ad
viser, the Charitable and hospitable Neighbour, 
the tender Husband and affectionate Parent, the 
sedate yet chearful Companion, the generous Assis
tant of Merit, the cautious Allayer of Contention 
and Debate, the Promoter of Love and good Under
standing among Acquaintances » if • we consider, that 
these were all the good Offices which his Station 
in the World gave him an Opportunity of performing 
to Mankind, we must judge this Character really as 
amiable, as those, whose.external Splendor dazzles 
an injudicious World into an Opinion, 'that they 
are the only Heroes in Virtue.'51 

Hutcheson often suggests that compassion is an end in it

self. In a panegyric, Hutcheson exclaims over the univer

sality of compassioni 

how wonderfully the Constitution of human Nature 
is adapted to move Compassion. Our Misery or 
Distress immediately appears in our Countenance, 
if we do not study to prevent it, and propagates 
some Pain to all Spectatorsj who from Observation, 
universally understand the meaning of those dismal 
Airs, We mechanically send forth Shrieks and 
Groans upon any surprizing Apprehension of Evil* 
so that no regard to Decency can sometimes re
strain them. This is the voice of NATURE, under
stood by all Nations, by which all who are 
present are rous'd to our Assistance, and some
times our injurious Enemy is made to relent." 

Compassion—benevolence's expression—becomes an irreduc

ible part of human nature. Man's nature is compassionatei 

there is no corresponding determination to malice—indeed, 

malice results simply from ignorancei 

51Ibid.. p. 117. 

52Ibid., p. 141. 
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How independent this Disposition to Compassion is 
on Custom, Education, or Instruction, will appear 
from the Prevalence of it in Women and Children, 
who are less influenc'd by these. That Children 
delight in some Actions which are cruel and tor
menting to Animals which they have in their Power, 
flows not from Malice, or want of Compassion, but 
from Ignorance of these signs of Pain which many 
Creatures makej together with a Curiosity to see 
the various Contortions of their Bodys, For when 
they are more acquainted with these Creatures, or 
come by any means to know their Sufferings, their 
Compassion often becomes too strong for their 
Reason* as it generally does in beholding Execu
tions, where as soon as they observe the evidences 
of Distress, or Pain in the Malefactor, they are 
apt to condemn this necessary Method of Self-
defence in the State.53 

Hutcheson argues that a "public sense" is the basis of com

passion, This idea of a "public sense" is developed by 

Hume, Adam Smith, and later sentimentalists as "sympathy." 

For Hutcheson the "public sense" is a form of moral sense 

in man. It functions in two basic stages. Professor 

Jensen describes these stagesi "(1) we obtain opinions of 

the happiness or unhappiness of othersi (2) these opinions 
£>4 

give rise to pleasures or pains in us."-' These pleasures 

or pains, often in the form of compassion, become an end 

to be enjoyed for themselvesi even when men have no poten

tial for bringing relief to the miserable, "People are 

hurry*d by a natural, kind Instinct, to see Objects of 

53Ibid., p. 14-3. 
elf. 
J Motivation and the Moral Sense in Francis Hutehe-

son's Ethical Theory, p. 18, 
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Pain when they can give no reason for it, as in the In-

55 
stance of Publick Executions.' 

Professor Jensen describes here a form of reflexive 

movement, by which the moral sense works by folding inward, 

back upon itself. This reflexive movement represents the 

the most significant difference between Hutcheson and the 

earlier sources of sentimentalism. 

There are similarities among all forerunners of 

sentimentalismi Hutcheson, like his predecessors, looks 

within man for the spring of virtuej and again like his 

predecessors, he stresses the corrective power of simi

larity, However basic epistemological differences result 

in differences of moral activity. Unlike the metaphysical 

approach of his predecessors, Hutcheson employs an empiri-

cal-inductive approach to ethics. His theory of the moral 

sense explains what does happen rather than what should 

happen. For Hutcheson, man does not engage in reflective 

movement, by which he judges the specific from the per

spective of universal, external criteria. Instead he en

gages in reflexive movement, by which the moral sense both 

motivates and approves or disapproves. With this theory 

of the moral sense, Hutcheson anticipates further develop

ments by David Hume and Adam Smith, 

55 An Inquiry Concerning the Original of Our Ideas 
of Virtue or Moral Good," in British Moralists. ed. L. A. 
Selby-Bigge, Vol. I, 1^1-2, 
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B. David Hume 

With Hume there occurred for the first time in this 

history an actual break with the past. Previous thinkers— 

the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury, and Hutcheson—had 

assumed that ultimate reality resides in an abstract Nature 

of Things. Even Locke had relied upon "intuitive know

ledge" of the existence of ourselves and "demonstrative 

knowledge" of the precepts of morality, and Hutcheson 

posited a Deity behind his secularism. With a radical em

piricism far more sweeping than that envisioned by his 

predecessors, Hume accepted only that which is the result 

of direct experience. In this break with the past, Hume 

clarified and developed the purely internal mental activity 

or "reflexive movement" characteristic of Hutcheson, Hume 

himself, and Adam Smith. To understand Hume's contribution 

to this development, we must refer briefly to his episte-

mological premises. 

Hume's break with traditional order came about 

through his rejection of dualism. In method, Hume rejected 

the double standard used previously for the natural and 

moral sciences. He himself described his Treatise of Human 

Nature as "an attempt to introduce the experimental method 

of reasoning into moral subjects." But more basically he 

rejected the Cartesian dualism developed most by Hutcheson. 

The point is made forcibly by Ernst Cassireri 
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. • . we have anticipated the development from the 
phenomenalism of mathematical natural science to 
the skepticism of Hume. This is not merely a 
question of an intellectual instruction, but of a 
concrete historical process which can be traced 
step by step in eighteenth century thought and elu
cidated in all its relations and ramifications. 
Hitherto historians of thought have failed on this 
point, and hence have missed the real source of 
Hume's skepticism. Hume's point of departure does 
not appear if, as has consistently been the case, 
we are satisfied with placing his teachings in the 
light of English empiricism and developing and 
deriving them historically from the presupposi
tions of empiricism. Hume's doctrine is not to be 
understood as an end but as a new beginning* it 
is more than a mere link in that chain of thought 
which leads from Bacon to Hobbes, from Hobbes to 
Locke, and from Locke to Berkeley. From all these 
thinkers Hume has, to be sure, adopted certain 
tools of thought, namely, the conceptual and sys
tematic apparatus of empiricism and sensational
ism. But his characteristic and specific question 
derives from another source, namely, from the 
continuity and linear progression of scientific 
J* *n the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

Hume's rejection of traditional dualism is apparent 

immediately upon reading the opening passage of the Trea

tise. in-which he establishes the definitions and, through 

them, the concept of reality upon which he will build his 

theory of morals. In examining "the origin of our ideas," 

Hume presents his basic assumptionsi "All the perceptions 

of the human mind resolve themselves into two distinct 

kinds, which I shall call IMPRESSIONS and IDEAS." We may 

illustrate the extent of Hume's rejection of duality by 

comparison with Locke's two basic sources of knowledge, 

56 The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, pp. 59-60. 
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sensations and reflections. In Lockean sensations, without 

which knowledge is impossible, the mind reacts to external 

stimuli or sense impressions of objectsi the reality of 

the object is implicit. Hume restricts his reasoning to 

observable experience far more rigidly than did Locke, a 

restriction that results in the "general proposition , , , 

That all our simple ideas in their first appearance are 

deriv'd from simple impressions, which are correspondent 

57 to them, and which they exactly represent." Given these 

assumptions, the philosopher, in examining the truths or 

principles underlying knowledge and being, is no longer 

concerned with substance. either of an external nature or 

of an internal one, such as Locke's assumption of a solid, 

inner self. Substances are unknowablei 

The idea of substance must . . . be deriv*d from 
an impression or reflexion, if it really exists. 
But the impressions of reflexion resolve them
selves into our passions and emotions; none of 
which can possibly represent a substance. We 
have therefore no idea of substance, nor have we 
any other meaning when we either talk or reason 
concerning it,5^ 

The role of the philosopher is to explore the pro

cess of experience or of perception. This process is a 

C7 
A Treatise of Human Nature t Being An Attempt to 

introduce the experimental Method of Reasoning into MORAL 
SUBJECTS. "Book Ii Of the Understanding," ed. L. A. Selby-
Bigge ^Oxford* Clarendon Press, 1st edition 1888, re
printed 1967), p. 

5RIbid., p. 16. 



10k 

purely internal one. In the Enauirv. Hume writes "The 

mind has never anything present to it but the perceptions, 

and cannot possibly reach any experience of their connex

ion with objects. The supposition of such a connexion 

• • .is, therefore, without any foundation in reason

ing,"-^ Hume thus rejects the relation of the internal to 

the external—the relation basic to reflective movement— 

as his field of inquiry. Instead, he proposes to examine 

the relations among various isolated, separate parts of 

human consciousness—the relations of individual percep

tions to one another. 

In his explanation of these relations, Hume works 

from the assumption that "no external object can make it

self known to the mind immediately, and without the inter

position of an image or perception." 0̂ Every man is 

forever limited to his own perceptions. But in various 

ways these perceptions are developed by the turning of an 

internal sense (or senses) upon itself (or themselves). 

In Book I of the Treatise. "Of the Understanding," Hume 

describes this process in terms of "reflexion." With this 

explanation, Hume provides a clear description of the 

^An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, in 
Essays. Moral. Political and Literary, ed, T. H. Green and 
T. H. Grosse (Londoni Longmans, Green, and Co,, 1889), 
Vol. II, 125-126, my italics. 

^°A Treatise of Human Nature. "Book Ii Of the 
Understanding," ed. L. A, Selby-Bigge, p. 239. 
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pattern of movement characteristic of Hutcheson, Hume and 

Adam Smith—the pattern of movement I have termed "reflex

ive movement"i 

Impressions may be divided into two kinds, those 
of SENSATION and those of REFLEXION. The first 
kind arises in the soul originally, from unknown 
causes. The second is derived in a great measure 
from our ideas, and that in the following order. 
An impression first strikes upon the senses, and 
makes us perceive heat or cold, thirst or hunger, 
pleasure or pain of some kind or other. Of this 
impression there is a copy taken by the mind, which 
remains after the impression ceasesi and this we 
call an idea. This idea of pleasure or pain, when 
it returns upon the soul, produces the new impres
sions of desire and aversion, hope and fear, which 
may properly be called impressions of reflexion, 
because derived from it. These again are copied 
by the memory and imagination, and become ideasj 
which perhaps in their turn give rise to other im
pressions and ideas. So that the impressions of 
reflexion are only antecedent to their, correspon
dent ideas» but posterior to those of sensation, 
and deriv'd from them,°l 

Once we accept reflexive movement as the basic pro

cess of experience—a radical change in the range of mental 

activity—then we must also accept a radical change in the 

knowledge provided by this activity. For Hume there are 

seven kinds of "philosophical relation, viz, resemblance, 

identity, relations of time and place, proportion in quan

tity or number, degrees in any quality, contrariety, and 
62 

causation," Only four of these "can be the objects of 

Ibid.. pp. 7-8, 

6 2Ibid., p. 6 9 .  
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knowledge and certainty . . . resemblance, contrariety, 

degrees in quality, and proportions in quantity or num

ber. These .four are "the foundation of science."^ 

They are not what concerns man in his attempt to define 

himself. The remaining relations—identity, the situations 

in time and place, and causation—are the relations most 

relevant to later developments in sentimentalism. Hume 

devotes particular attention to them. In his discussion, 

Hume specifies the assumptions upon which he will define 

self. 

Hume dismisses relations of identity and relations 

of time and place, "since in none of them the mind can go 

beyond what is immediately present to the senses, either 

to discover the real existence or the relation of objects." 

For Hume, space and time are not absolutest 

If a point be not consider'd as colour'd or tangi
ble, it can convey to us no ideaj and consequently 
the idea of extension, which is compos'd of the 
ideas of these points, can never possibly exist. 
But if the idea of extension really can exist, as 
we are conscious it does, its parts must also 
existi and in order to that, must be consider*d as 
colour*d or tangible. We have therefore no idea 
of space or extension, but when we regard it as an 
ob.iect either of our sight or fee ling, o 5 

Hume then considers the relation of causality. 

Noting that certain relations are "essential to causes and 

63Ibid., p. 70. 

64 
Ibid., p. 73. 

^Ibid., p. 39* my italics. 
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effects"—those of contiguity and succession^—and that 

uniformity or "constant conjunction"^? is essential, Hume 

asks "why from this experience we form any conclusion "be

yond those past instances, of which we have had experi-
68 

ence," Hume's answer is first "Reason can never shew us 

the connexion of one object with another, tho* aided by 

experience, and the observation of their constant conjunc-
69 

tion in all past instances." The reason for man's in

ability to move beyond connection is that man is forever 

barred from the essence of the thing or the conjunction 1 

"We have no other notion of cause and effect, but that of 

certain objects, which have always con.ioin'd together, and 

which in all past instances have been found inseparable. 

We cannot penetrate into the reason of the conjunction. 

We only observe the thing itself, and always find that from 

the constant conjunction the objects acquire an union in 
70 

the imagination." Thus Hume has redefined the possibili

ties of human experience. Man is capable only of observing 

conjunction. He is forever incapable of experiencing the 

union or synthesis sought by the earlier Cambridge 

66Ibid.. p. 76. 

67 
Ibid., p. 87.' 

*BIbid.. p. 91. 

69 
Ibid., p. 92. 

70 ( Ibid., p. 93. 
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Platonists and Shaftesbury. Furthermore, Hume redefines 

the basis for mental activity. His line of reasoning leads 

him to what he calls "my hypothesis, that all our reason

ings concerning causes and effects are deriv'd from noth-

71 ing but custom ... Hume has turned to psychology 

to explain cause and effect. 

Hume applies these assumptions to ideas of the 

self, or the personal identity of man. When considering 

the self, Hume is confronted with problems similar to those 

he faced in his examination of relations. If we can never 

know the essence of things or causality, then on what basis 

do we define self in terms of an essential nature? Ini

tially, Hume applies this concept of succession to man, 

seeing mankind as 

nothing but a bundle or collection of different 
perceptions, which succeed each other with an in
conceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux 
and movement. Our eyes cannot turn in their sock
ets without varying our perceptions. Our thought 
is still more variable than our sight* and all our 
other senses and faculties contribute to this 
change; nor is there any single power of the soul, 
which remains unalterably the same, perhaps for 
one moment. The mind is a kind of theatre, where 
several perceptions successively make their ap
pearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in 
an infinite variety of postures and situations. 
There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, 
nor identity in different; whatever natural pro-
pension we may have to imagine that simplicity and 
identity. The comparison of the theatre must not 
mislead us. They are the successive perceptions 
only, that constitute the mind; nor have we the 
most distant notion of the place, where these 

71Ibid.. p. I83. 
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scenes are represented,or of the materials, of 
which it is compos*d,72 

Here Hume describes man as a psychological phenome

non rather than as a moral agent. He writes that "Our 

eyes cannot turn in their sockets without varying our per

ceptions," and that "perceptions successively make their 

appearance" in the mind. The metaphor is significant, for 

the empirical perception is the actor and the mind the 

inert "theatre." The primary characteristics of such per

ception are variability, difference, and change. 

Still we are left with our questioni if we can 

never know the essence of things or causality, then on what 

basis do we define self in terms of an essential nature? 

To examine the identity of the self, one must use the same 

principles of empiricism as those applied to other objectst 

"The identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only 

a fictitious one, and of a like kind with that which we 

ascribe to vegetables and animal bodies. It cannot, there

fore, have a different origin, but must proceed from a like 

o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  u p o n  l i k e  o b j e c t s H u m e  

asserts that "Our chief business, then, must be to prove, 

that all objects, to which we ascribe identity, without 

72Ibid., pp. 252-3, 

73Ibid.. p. 259. 
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observing their invariableness and uninterruptedness, are 
Oh, 

such as consist of a succession of related objects,"' 

Thus change occurs, but identity is nonetheless 

ascribed» "where the change is produc'd gradually and in

sensibly we are less apt to ascribe to it the same ef~ 

fect,"^ Change may be so gradual that we do not perceive 

interruption* "Prom which continu'd perception, it as-
7 6 cribes a continu'd existence and identity to the object." 

Another artifice is that of "producing a reference of the 

parts to each other, and a combination to some common end 
77 or purpose." 

But this is still more remarkable, when we add a 
sympathy of parts to their common end, and suppose 
that they bear to each other, the reciprocal rela
tion of cause and effect in all their actions and 
operations, . . . The effect of so strong a rela
tion is, that tho* every one must allow, that in a 
very few years both vegetables and animals endure 
a total change, yet we still attribute identity to 
them, while their form, size, and substance are en
tirely alter'd. An oak, that grows from a small 
plant to a large tree, is still the same oaki tho* 
there be not one particle of matter, or figure of 
its parts the same. An infant becomes a man, and 
is sometimes fat, sometimes lean, without any 
change in his identity,?" 

7 Zj. 
• Ibid., p. 255, 

75Ibid.. p. 256, 

76Ibid. 

77Ibid., p. 257.  

7flIbid. 
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From his examination of the self or of personal 

identity, Hume concludes that identity does not reside in 

the object, but is the product of mental perceptions! 

"identity is nothing really belonging to these different 

perceptions, and uniting them together; but is merely a 

quality, which we attribute to them, because of the union 

of their ideas in the imagination, when we reflect upon 
79 them.' Identity results from purely internal mental 

activity,—from reflexive movement. Hume*s summary is sig

nificant* 

The whole of this doctrine leads us to a conclu
sion, which is of great importance in the present 
affair, viz. that all the nice and subtile ques
tions concerning personal identity can never pos
sibly be decided, and are to be regarded rather as 
grammatical than as philosophical difficulties. 
Identity depends on the relations of ideasi and 
these relations produce identity, by means of that 
easy transition they occasion. But as the rela
tions, and the easiness of the transition may 
diminish by insensible degrees, we have no just 
standard, by which we can decide any dispute con
cerning the time, when they acquire or lose a title 
to the name of identity. All the disputes con
cerning the identity of connected objects are 
merely verbal, except so far as the relation of 
parts gives rise to some fiction or imaginary prin
ciple of union, as we have already observed.80 

Hume carries his epistemological skepticism into 

his ethics. He goes for principles of morality not to an 

abstract Nature of Things or to logical argument but 

79Ibid., p. 260. 

80Ibid., p. 262. 
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instead to psychology and social customs. Hume specifies 

this position in a passage in the first and second editions 

of the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (17^8 and 

1751)» 

That Faculty, by which we discern Truth and False
hood* and that by which we perceive Vice and Vir
tue had long been confounded with each other, and 
all Morality was supposed to be built on eternal 
and immutable Relations, which, to every intelli
gent Mind, were equally invariable as any Proposi
tion concerning Quantity or Number. But a later 
Philosopher [Mr, HutchesonJ has taught us, by the 
most convincing Arguments, that Morality is noth
ing in the abstract Nature of Things, but is en
tirely relative to the Sentiment or mental Taste of 
each particular Being* in the same Manner as the 
Distinctions of sweet and bitter, hot and cold, 
arise from the particular feeling of each Sense or 
Organ, Moral Perceptions therefore, ought not to 
be classed with the Operations of the Understand
ing, but with the Tastes or Sentiments 

With this view, Hume solidified the most important single 

change in the history we are considering here. As Norman 

Kemp Smith writes, the effect of Hume*s enterprise is 

"nothing less than a resolute reversing—in respect of all 

matters of fact, though not of 'knowledge*—of the roles 
82 

hitherto ascribed .to reason and to feeling respectively." 

Smith continues, 

, . . what is central in his teaching is . . . the 
doctrine that the determining influence in human, 

81 in Essays. Moral, Political, and Literary, ed. 
T. H. Green and T. H. Grosse, Vol. II, lOn. 

82 
The Philosophy of David Humei A Critical Study 

of Its Origins and Central Doctrines (Londoni Macmillan, 
19^177 P. 11. 
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as in other forms of animal life, is feeling, not 
reason or understanding, i.e. not evidence whether 
a priori or empirical, and therefore also not 
ideas—at least not 'ideas* as hitherto understood. 
'Passion' is Hume's most general title for the in
stincts, propensities, feelings, emotions and sen
timents, as well as for the passions ordinarily so 
called* and belief, he teaches, is a passion.fl3 

Yet we must guard against over-simplifying this 

change, Hume refuses to reduce human nature to one charac

teristic. He rejects Hobbes' definition of man in terms 

of psychological egoism, and he also rejects an oversimpli

fication in the opposite direction* "In general, it may 

be affirm'd, that there is no such passion in human minds, 

as the love of mankind, merely as such, independent of 

personal qualities, or services, or of relation to our-
84 

self," Hume does not look to a specific passion, but 

rather to man's "propensity" to communicate with othersi 

"No quality of human nature is more remarkable, both in 

itself and in its consequences, than that propensity we 

have to sympathize with others, and to receive by communi

cation their inclinations and sentiments, however dif-
8 S 

ferent from, or even contrary to our own." Hume 

emphasizes sympathy as that which makes relations, or 

fl3Ibid. 
84 

A Treatise of Human Nature, "Book IIIi Of 
Morals," ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, p. 481. 

Treatise of Human Nature, "Book IIi Of the 
Passions," ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, p. 316. 
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points of perception, possible. He eulogizes sympathy, not 

itself a passion, as the quality which enables man to func

tion as mani 

Whatever other passions we may be actuated byi 
pride ambition, avarice, curiosity, revenge or 
lusti the soul or animating principle of them all 
is sympathyi nor wou'd they have any force, were 
we to abstract entirely from the thoughts and sen
timents of others. Let all the powers and ele
ments of nature conspire to serve and obey one mam 
Let the sun rise and set at his commandi The sea 
and rivers roll as he pleases, and the earth fur
nish spontaneously whatever may be useful or agree
able to himi He will still be miserable, until 
you give him some one person at least, with whom 
he may share his happiness;, and whose esteem and 
friendship he may enjoy."6 

Throughout this survey of the backgrounds of senti-

mentalism, we have noted that philosophers share a stress 

on process rather than on faculty. Hume is similar to 

other thinkers in this respect. In discussing sympathy, 

Hume goes to the process by which this perception is 

achieved. He sees in sympathy not a specific response but 

the potential of the individual mind to move among various 

points of view. 

The process Hume describes as sympathy occurs first 

with the "effects" or bodily appearances perceived by an 

individual! "When any affection is infus'd by sympathy, it 

is at first known only by its effects, and by those exter

nal signs in the countenance and conversation, which convey 

86Ibid., p. 363. 
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an idea of it."0? Second, "conversion" occurs* "This 

idea is presently converted into an impression, and ac

quires such a degree of force and vivacity as to become the 

very passion itself, and produce an equal emotion, as any 
Q Q  

original affection." 

Again similar to his predecessors, Hume specifies 

that movement occurs through similarityi "The stronger the 

relation is betwixt ourselves and any object, the more 

easily does the imagination make the transition, and convey 

to the related idea the vivacity of conception, with which 
89 

we always form the idea of our own person," 

Yet, while such similarities are significant, we 

must remember the basic differences between Hume and his 

predecessors. Hume's development of sympathy follows his 

premise that man can know only relationsi "We have . , . 

no idea of substance, distinct from that of a collection of 

particular qualities, nor have we any other meaning when 
90 

we either talk or reason concerning it." Through sym

pathy, "where the mind passes easily from the idea of our

selves to that of any object related to us," relations are 

87Ibid.. p. 317. 
aaT̂  Ibid. 
89 . 
Ibid. 

OA 
A Treatise of Human Nature, "Book Ii Of the 

Understanding," ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, p. 16. 
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maintained between the individual and objectsi "Ourself, 

independent of the perception of every other object, is in 

reality nothing* For which reason we must turn our view to 

external objects} and 'tis natural for us to consider with 

most attention such as lie contiguous to us, or resemble 

PI us." This interplay between an idea of another object 

or person and one's own idea of himself can reinforce it

self, reverberating until "'tis difficult to distinguish 

the images and reflexions"* 

In general we may remark, that the minds of men 
are mirrors to one another, not only because they 
reflect each others emotions, but also because 
those rays of passions, sentiments and opinions 
may be often reverberated, and may decay away by 
insensible degrees. Thus the pleasure, which a 
rich man receives from his possessions, being 
thrown upon the beholder, causes a pleasure and 
esteemi which sentiments again, being perceiv'd 
and sympathiz'd with, encrease the pleasure of the 
possessor! and being once more reflected, become a 
new foundation for pleasure and esteem in the be
holder. There is certainly an original satisfac
tion in riches deriv'd from that power, which they 
bestow, of enjoying all the pleasures of life* and 
as this is their very nature and essence, it must 
be the first source of all the passions, which 
arise from them. One of the most considerable of 
these passions is that of love or esteem in others, 
which therefore proceeds from a sympathy with the 
pleasure of the possessor. But the possessor has 
also a secondary satisfaction in riches arising 
from the love and esteem he acquires by them, and 
this satisfaction is nothing but a second reflex
ion of that original pleasure, which proceeded 
from himself. This secondary satisfaction or 
vanity becomes one of the principal recommenda
tions of riches, and is the chief reason, why we 

91 
A Treatise of Human Nature. "Book IIi Of the 

Passions," ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, pp. 3^0-341. 
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either desire them for ourselves, or esteem them 
in others. Here then is a third rebound of the 
original pleasurej after which 'tis difficult to 
distinguish the images and reflexions, by reason 
of their faintness and confusion.92 

Through this reflexive movement, comparison is made 

possible, and through comparison, judgmentj Hume maintains 

that "every thing in this world is judg'd of by compari-
93 

son," Passions in themselves do not supply a standardi 

The passions are often vary'd by very inconsider
able principles! and theise do not always play with 
a perfect regularity, especially on the first 
trial. But as custom and practice have brought to 
light all these principles, and have settled the 
just value of every thingj this must certainly 
contribute to the easy production of the passions, 
and guide us, by means of general established 
MAXIMS, in the proportions we ought to observe in 
preferring one object to another.9^ 

Hume believes that sympathy provides motivating 

force for moral distinctions and that reflexive movement 

is the process by which these distinctions are made. Rea

son alone has understanding or provides knowledgei.it pro

vides the means toward ends supplied by the passions. In 

a famous passage, Hume illustrates the limitations of 

reasoni 

'Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruc
tion of the whole world to the scratching of my 
finger. *Tis not contrary to reason for me to 
choose my total ruin, to prevent the least 

92Ibid., p. 365. 

93Ibid., p. 323. 

94Ibid., p. 294. 
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uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown 
to me. *Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer 
even my own acknowledged lesser good to my greater, 
and have a more ardent affection for the former 
than the latter. 

Passions, on the other hand, are "original existences"; 

they are in themselves neither true nor false. It is 

through reason in combination with a passion or a combina

tion of passions that moral judgment is effected. Never

theless, Hume is quite explicit that "sympathy is the chief 

95 source of moral distinctions." 

Morality "consists not in any matter o.f fact, which 
o£ 

can be discover'd by the understanding"; instead, "We 
97 

must look within to find the moral quality." Morality, 

residing not in an abstract Nature of Things, "is entirely 

relative to the Sentiment or mental Taste of each particu

lar Being; in the same Manner as the Distinctions of sweet 

and bitter, hot and cold, arise from the particular feeling 

of each Sense or Organ. Moral Perceptions therefore, 

ought not to be classed with the Operations of the Under

standing, but with the Tastes or Sentiments." So far Hume, 

by placing distinctions of morality in "the Sentiment" 

rather than in reason, seems similar to Hutcheson. And, 

Treatise of Human Nature, "Book III» Of 
Morals," ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, p. 618. 

96Ibid., p. 468. 

97Ibid., p. 477. 
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similar to Hutcheson, Hume "believes it is by reflexive 

movement that the sentiment is able to make moral distinc

tions. Hume uses the example of wilful murder to demon

strate that a moral quality does not exist in the image or 

perception itself» but only in the reflexive movement of 

comparing this image with our own sentimenti 

Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find 
that matter of fact, or real existence, which you 
call vice. In whichever way you take it, you find 
only certain passions, motives, volitions and 
thoughts. There is no other matter of fact in the 
case. The vice entirely escapes you, as long as 
you consider the object. You can never find it, 
till you turn your reflexion into your own breast, 
and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which 
arises in you, towards this action. Here is a 
matter of facti but 'tis the object of feeling, 
not of reason. It lies in yourself, not in the 
object. So that when you pronounce any action or 
character to be vicious, you mean nothing, but that 
from the constitution of your nature you have a 
feeling or sentiment of blame from the contempla
tion of it.98 

Yet Hume pursues this reflexive movement more 

thoroughly than Hutcheson does. As has been discussed, 

Hutcheson refers to differences in points of view employed 

by reflexive movement to distinguish between moral and 

natural good. For Hutcheson, natural good, involving the 

pleasure of sense perception, uses the individual sense of 

pleasure or paini moral good, involving moral approbation, 

uses the social perspective of the disinterested observer. 

Hutcheson does say that both natural and moral good result 

Qfl 
7 Ibid., pp. 468-469. 
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from reflexive processes, but he stresses the perception 

itself. In contrast to this stress, Hume goes to the pro

cess by which the perception is achieved. He sees in sym

pathy not a specific response but a potential for the 

individual mind's interplay through reflexive movement 

among various points of view. 

Thus for Hume, "the appearance of objects to our 

senses be the original standard, by which we judge of 
99 

them ... ," Vice and virtue are sentiments, arising 

either from the "mere species or appearance of characters 

and passions, or from reflexions on their tendency to the 

happiness of mankind or of particular persons," 0̂ Because 

every moral judgment is the result of reflexive movement, 

Hume rests his distinctions upon kinds of reflexive move

ment which result from the potential of the individual to 

assume different points of view. The first sentiment of 

vice or virtue, arising from the "mere species or appear

ance of characters and passions," results from direct com

parison by the spectator with his own sentiment, or from 

his assumption of a personal point of view. The second 

sentiment of vice or virtue, arising "from reflexions on 

their tendency to the happiness of mankind or of particular 

99 
Ibid.. p. 603. 

100Ibid., p. 589. 
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persons"101 results from the assumption of another's point 

of view, either that of another person or of mankind in 

general. The original personal standard of moral judgment, 

in itself open to a charge of subjective relativism, is 

modified by the reflexive movement made possible through 

sympathyi 

But tho* the appearance of objects to our senses be 
the original standard, by which we judge of them, 
yet we do not say, that they actually diminish by 
the distance* but correcting the appearance by re
flexion, arrive at a more constant and establish'd 
judgment concerning them. In like manner, tho' 
sympathy be much fainter than our concern for our
selves, and a sympathy with persons remote from us 
much fainter than that with persons near and con
tiguous, yet we neglect all these differences in 
our calm judgments concerning characters of men. 
Besides, that we ourselves often change our situa
tion in particular, we every day meet with persons, 
who are in a different situation from ourselves, 
and who cou'd never converse with us on any reason
able terms, were we to remain constantly in that 
situation and point of view, which is peculiar to 
us. The intercourse of sentiments, therefore, in 
society and conversation, makes us form some gen
eral inalterable standard, by which we may approve 
or disapprove of characters and manners,1"* 

Although sympathies vary within each man and among 

different men, constancy of moral judgment is possible be

cause "we fix on some steady and general points of view, 

and always in our thoughts place our lives in them whatever 
103 

may be our present situation," Hume explains this 

101 T -v. • j Ibid. 

102Ibid., p. 603. 

103Ibid., PP. 581-582' 
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common point of view, that of the "person himself, whose 

character is examined," as "the standard of virtue and 

morality"i 

Every quality of the mind is denominated virtuous, 
which gives pleasure by the mere surveyi as every 
quality, which produces pain, is call'd vicious. 
This pleasure and this pain may arise from four 
different courses. For we reap a pleasure from the 
view of a character, which is naturally fitted to 
be useful to others, or to the person himself, or 
which is agreeable to others, or to the person him
self, One may, perhaps, be surprised, that amidst 
all these interests and pleasures, we shou'd forget 
our own, which touch us so nearly on every other 
occasion. But we shall easily satisfy ourselves 
on this head, when we consider, that every particu
lar person's pleasure and interest being different, 
•tis impossible men cou'd ever agree in their sen
timents and judgments, unless they chose some com
mon point of view, from which they might survey 
their object, and which might cause it to appear 
the same to all of them. Now, in judging of char
acters, the only interest or pleasure, which ap
pears the same to every spectator, is that of the 
person himself, whose character is examin'di or 
that of persons, who have a connexion with him. 
And tho1 such interests and pleasures touch us more 
faintly than our own, yet being more constant and 
universal, they counter-balance the latter even in 
practice, and are alone admitted in speculation as 
the standard of virtue and morality. They alone 
produce that particular feeling or. sentiment, on 
which moral- distinctions depend.10̂  

Thus Hume provides guards against subjectivism by incorpo

rating a "common point of view" in his reflexive movement. 

We do not find in Hume even the remnant of absolute value 

implicit in Hutcheson*s "ideal spectator," which embodied 

what the speaker himself would approve if he were 

1QZj"Ibid.t p. 591. 
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completely disinterested. The fact that reflexive move-

ment--a purely internal activity--is the basis for morals 

indicates how far we have come from the absolute values of 

the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury. For the Cam

bridge Platonists we recognize value through reflective 

movement. For Hume, we assign value through reflexive 

movement. Man calls that which produces pleasure virtuousi 

he calls that which produces pain vicious. 

Yet once again, we must recall the similarities 

that link the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, 

and Hume in a common background of sentimentalism. Like 

his predecessors, Hume looks to sympathy as the basis for 

morals. And like his predecessors, Hume believes in the 

power of similarity to further moral perceptual movement. 

It remains for Adam Smith, the final representative we will 

consider in this background study, to develop the moral 

implications of Hume's epistemology. 

C. Adam Smith 

A major concern of thinkers throughout this study 

has been whether man should be viewed as a moral agent or 

as a psychological phenomenon. The early thinkers—the 

Cambridge Platonists in particular—saw themselves engaged 

in a battle to protect the metaphysical truths necessary 

for man to function as a moral agent. They fought against 

what they believed was the enslavement threatened by views 
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of man as a psychological phenomenon. Later, as we have 

seen, David Hume rejected the metaphysical assumptions at 

the heart of this defense. Hume's empirical epistemology 

makes it inevitable that one see man as a psychological 

phenomenon. With this epistemology, Hume provides the 

philosophical basis for the reflexive movement characteris

tic of certain forms of sentimentalism. Adam Smith ex

plores the implications of this epistemology for morals. 

The range of Adam Smith's inquiry is significant. 

Smith limits his explanation of moral sentiments to de

scriptions of psychological process, working from assump

tions provided by Hume. He accepts Hume's rejection of 

metaphysical assumptions and Hume's epistemology. Thus 

Smith feels no need to examine what should happen and no 

need to justify his range of inquiry. By accepting Hume's 

epistemology Smith is free, so to speak, to concentrate 

all his effort upon describing psychological processes. 

Again, similarities occur within a context of broad 

differences, and these similarities link seemingly radi

cally diverse thinkers in a common background of sentimen

talism. Like all his predecessors in the sentimental 

tradition, Smith stresses that what is significant is a 

process rather than a faculty. 

Apparently Hutcheson called Adam Smith's attention 
to Hume's Treatise in 1740, almost immediately on 
its publication, and just before Smith left for 
Oxford, Smith then conceived the task of proving 
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by Hume's "experimental method" that ethics is 
based not on a specific "moral sense" but on the 
social or sympathetic functionings of man's vari
ous sentiments. This pluralistic and social ap
proach to the psychology of morals became his 
great pre-occupation and remains today his chief 
contribution to ethics. 

Also like his predecessors. Smith founds his theory 

of the moral life upon man's potential for sympathy. For 

Smith, a spectator has the capability of "changing places 

in fancy"1̂  with another, thus experiencing sensations 

that arise from that exchange. Smith's description of this 

potential deserves to be quoted in some detaili 

As we have no immediate experience of what other 
men feel, we can form no idea of the manner in 
which they are affected, but by conceiving what we 
ourselves should feel in the like situation. 
Though our brother is upon the rack, as long as we 
are at our ease, our senses will never inform us of 
what he suffers. They never did and never can 
carry us beyond our own persons, and it is by the 
imagination only that we can form any conception of 
what are his sensations. Neither can that faculty 
help us to this any other way, than by representing 
to us what would be our own if we were in his case. 
It is the impressions of our own senses only, not 
those of his, which our imaginations copy. By the 
imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we 
conceive ourselves enduring all the same torments, 
we enter as it were into his body and become in 
some measure him, and thence form some idea of his 
sensations, and even feel something which, though 
weaker in degree, is not altogether unlike them, 
His agonies, when they are thus brought home to 
ourselves, when we have thus adopted and made them 
our own, begin at last to affect us, and we then 

^~*Adam Smith's Moral and Political Philosophy, ed. 
Herbert W. Schneider (New Yorki Hafner, 1948}, p. xviii. 

10̂ Theory of Moral Sentiments (Londoni A. Millar. 
1759), p. 3. 
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tremble and shudder at the thought of what he 
feels. For as to be in pain or distress of any 
kind excites the most excessive sorrow, so to 
conceive or to imagine that we are in it, excites 
some degree of the same emotion, in proportion to 
the vivacity or dulness of the conception, 

There are three points in Smith*s concept of sym

pathy that are especially relevant to sentimentalism. 

First, like his predecessors. Smith specifies that the term 

sympathy is not limited to specific emotions, such as pity 

and compassion. Smith specifies that "Sympathy . , , de-
108 

note [s] our fellow-feeling with any passion whatever." 

Second, this fellow-feeling, consisting of an "imaginary 

change of situations," is situational rather than emotional 

in its basisi "Sympathy, therefore, does not arise so much 

from the view of the passions, as from that of the situa

tion which excites it." Here the empirical assumptions be

hind Smith's moral theory emerge. But the empirical 

epistemology that Smith takes for granted is most evident 

in the third and perhaps most important point in his dis

cussion of sympathy. Separation forever exists between 

the spectator and the person principally concerned. The 

spectator experiences what he would feel in another's 

situation, not what is actually felt by the.other person* 

"We sometimes feel for another, a passion of which he 

107Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
log 

Ibid.. p. 6, my italics. 
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himself seems to be altogether incapable; because when we 

put ourselves in his case* that passion arises in our 

breast from the imagination, though it does not in his form 
109 

reality," Thus a spectator feels great anguish for 

another's loss of reason; a mother feels great pangs over 

the meanings of her infant's "agony of disease," and "We 

sympathize even with the dead"; yet in each case, "The an

guish which humanity feels . . . cannot be the reflection 

of any sentiment of the sufferer. 

We realize immediately how far we are from the 

metaphysics of the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury. 

Smith does not even consider the possibility of union with 

suprasensuous reality, whether in the form of a divine 

truth or a universal process. Indeed, unity, even on a 

purely human level, is impossible. Sympathy is an imagina

tive projection of oneself into another's situation. At 

no point does the spectator move outside himself or "be

come" the other person. The basic assumption is of separa

tion i "What they feel will, indeed, always be, in some 

respects different from what he feels, and compassion can 

never be exactly the same with original sorrow; because the 

secret consciousness that the change of situations, from 

which the sympathetic sentiment arises, is but imaginary, 

109Ibid.. p. 9. 

110Ibid., pp. 9-10. 
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not only lowers it in degree, but in some measure, varies 

it in kind, and gives it a quite different modification." 

Instead of unity, Smith proposes concord as a goal. 

Concord is possible* "These two sentiments, however, may, 

it is evident, have such a correspondence with one another, 

as is sufficient for the harmony of society. Though they 

will never be unisons, they may be concords, and this is 

all that is wanted or required,""^'*' 

In support of his goal of concord, Smith makes it 

clear that emotional intensity is not a value in itself--

a point worth noting in view of the later stereotype of 

sentimentalism as a movement revelling in emotional ex

cesses, Adam Smith views such intensity as an illness, 

from which the "sufferer" or "victim" seeks relief. Ex

cesses in passion create a distancing of the person princi

pally involved from the spectator, and thus are inimical 

to the process of mutual sympathy* 

We are disgusted with that clamorous grief which, 
without any delicacy, calls upon our compassion 
with sighs and tears and importunate lamentations. 
But we reverence that reserved, that silent and 
majestic sorrow which discovers itself only in the 
swelling of the eyes, in the quivering of the lips 
and cheeks, and in the distant but affecting cold
ness of the whole behavior. It imposes a like 
silence upon us.^*2 

"^^"Ibid., p. 38, 
112 

Ibid,, pp, 42-^3, 
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Smith's point concerns the concord achieved through moder

ated emotion rather than the emotional experience itself. 

Smith proceeds to describe the process by which one 

may achieve the concord of mutual sympathy. To reach this 

goal, the person principally involved must lower his pas

sions and the spectator must raise his. The solace of con-, 

cord is neither automatic nor immediate. Both parties are 

motivated to further moderate their passions because of 

their awareness of separation and an accompanying psycho

logical need for harmony. As Smith writes, despite all 

that the spectator can do "to put himself in the situation 

of the other and to bring home to himself every little cir

cumstance of distress which can possibly occur to the 

sufferer," 

the emotions of the spectator will still be very 
apt to fall short of the violence of what is felt 
by the sufferer ... . The person principally 
concerned is sensible of this, and at the same 
time passionately desires a more complete sympa
thy. He longs for that relief which nothing can 
afford him but the entire concern of the affec
tions of the spectators with his own. To see the 
emotions of their hearts in every respect beat 
time, to his own in the violent and disagreeable 
passions, constitutes his sole consolation. But 
he can only hope to obtain this by lowering his 
passion to that pitch in which the spectators are 
capable of going along with him. He must flatten, 
if I may be allowed to say so, the sharpness of 
its natural tone, in order to reduce it to harmony 
and concord with the emotions of those who are 
about him.113 

113Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
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When Smith is more explicit about this moderating 

process, we realize he is describing a complex form of re

flexive movementi 

In order to produce this concord, as nature teaches 
the spectators to assume the circumstances of the 
person principally concerned, so she teaches this 
last in some measure to assume those of the specta
tors , As they are continually placing themselves 
in his situation, and thence conceiving emotions 
similar to what he feelsi so he is as constantly 
placing himself in theirs, and thence conceiving 
some degree of that coolness about his own fortune, 
with which he is sensible that they will view it. 
As they are constantly considering what they them
selves would feel, if they actually were the suf
ferers, so he is as constantly led to imagine in 
what manner he would be affected if he was only 
one of the spectators of his own situation,11̂  

This reflexive movement is a series of internalized ex

changes of perspectivesi "As their sympathy makes them 

look at it, in some measure, with his eyes, so his sympathy 

makes him look at it, in some measure with theirs, espe

cially when in their presence and acting under their ob-

115 servation," The comparison of the assumed perspective 

with the original one results in a moderation of each* 

"as the reflected passion which he thus conceives is much 

weaker than the original one, it necessarily abates the 

violence of what he felt before he came into their pres

ence, before he began to recollect in what manner they 

114 
Theory of Moral Sentiments. pp. 38-39* 

^Ibid, 
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would "be affected by it, and to view his situation in this 
116 

candid and impartial light," 

Smith's description of the sympathetic imagination 

or an internalized exchange of perspectives leads to a 

question concerning criteria for value. If imagination 

becomes the vehicle for movement, rather than a qualita

tively superior faculty such as conscience, on what basis 

is virtue defined? 

Adam Smith defines virtue in terms of the basic re

flexive movement outlined above. There are, Smith speci

fies, two different sets of virtues relevant to the two 

different efforts involved in reflexive movement--the one 

of the individual from the point of view of his own situa

tion, and the other from the point of view of the specta

tor. The spectator has similarly two basic perspectives, 

that of his own situation or distance and that through the 

sympathetic imagination of the person principally involved. 

There are two "sets" of virtues. First, those of a gentle, 

amiable nature, enabling one to reach toward the pitch of 

another. Such virtues are evident in one "whose sympathe

tic heart seems to re-echo all the sentiments of those with 
117 

whom he converses ... We associate this first set 

of virtues with sentimentalism. But again, Smith reminds 

ll6Ibid, 

117Ibid.. p. 41. 



132 

us that the pattern of movement rather than the specific 

response is central. He specifies a second set of virtues, 

those enabling self-government, as essential to the modera

tion necessary for reflexive movement. Only through vir

tues of self-government is one capable of lowering his own 

pitch to a level on which he can approximate those of the 

spectator. 

Smith develops this normative potential of reflex

ive movement. He believes that one's ability to engage 

in reflexive movement through sympathetic imagination be

comes the criterion by which one man judges anothert "To 

approve of another man's opinions is to adopt those opin-
118 

ions, and to adopt them is to approve of them." Smith 

equates sympathy with approvali "To approve of the pas

sions of another, therefore, as suitable to their objects, 

is the same thing, as to observe that we entirely sympa

thize with themi and not to approve of them as such, is 

the same thing as to observe that we do not entirely sym-
119 

pathize with them," With such a view, Smith reduces 

moral and epistemological judgments to the psychological 

process of sympathyi "Originally, however, we approve of 

another man's judgment, not as something useful, but as 

right, as accurate, as agreeable to truth and realityt 

118 • Ibid,, p. 24. 

119Ibid., p. 22. 
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and it is evident we attribute those qualities to it for no 

other reason but because we find that it agrees with our 
120 

own," Utility, Smith writes, "is plainly an after-

121 
thought•" 

Smith does not regard a faculty such as a moral 

sense as the basis for ethics. Instead he founds his 

ethics upon the process of sympathy, A moral faculty, as 

we have seen above, is identified by this process, rather 

than the process by the faculty. For example, Smith dis

tinguishes the moral faculty from other faculties, defin

ing it in terms of its unique potential of judging. He 

has established previously that judging is defined as the 

process of sympathetic identification! "What is agreeable 

to our moral faculties, is fit and right, and proper to be 

done? the contrary, wrong, unfit and improper, , , . The 

very words right, wrong, fit, improper, graceful, unbecom

ing, mean only what pleases or displeases those facul-
122 

ties." 

Smith defines specific criteria for judging the 

sentiments or conduct of other men in terms of reflexive 

movement, for each works by comparison of internalized dual 

perspectives with each other. The first criterion for such 

120Ibid.. p. 33. 
121 

Ibid. 
122 

Ibid., p. 282. 
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a judgment is propriety or impropriety* "In the suitable

ness or unsuitableness, in the proportion or disproportion 

which the affection seems to bear to the cause or object 

which excites it, consists the propriety or impropriety, 

,the decency or ungracefulness, of the consequent ac

tion."'1'2̂  As would be expected in view of Smith's doctrine 

of sympathy, he defines propriety in terms of process. 

Smith specifies that sympathy enables the determination of 

proportion of affection to its causet in fact, 

it is scarce possible that we should make use of 
any other rule or canon but the correspondent af
fection in ourselves. If, upon bringing the case 
home to our own breast, we find that the sentiments 
which it gives occasion to coincide and tally with 
our own, we necessarily approve of them as propor
tioned and suitable to their objectsi if other
wise, we necessarily disapprove of them, as 
extravagant and out of proportion, 

A similar process enables the second criterion by 

which one judges the sentiments or conduct of other men— 

that of merit or demerit. Here one evaluates the effect 

intended by the passioni "In the beneficial or hurtful 

nature of the effects which the affection aims at, or tends 

to produce, consist the merit or demerit of the action, 

the qualities by which it is entitled to reward, or is de

serving of punishment,"^5 in both cases, the sympathetic 

123Ibid,. P. 27. 

mibid.t P. 28. 

125Ibid.. P. 27. 
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imagination enables the process of judging. One man is 
* 

able to judge another's actions and sentiments when he 

first is able to approximate the other man's perspective 

and to compare it with his owni "Every faculty in one man 

is the measure by which he judges of the like faculty in 

another. I judge of your sight by my sight, of your ear 

by my ear, or your reason by my reason, of your resentment 

by my resentment, or your love by my love. I neither have. 
126 

nor can have. any other way of .judging about them." 

A man is able to judge himself by the same process 

of approval,—i.e. sympathy through reflexive movementi 

The principle by which we naturally either approve 
or disapprove of our own conduct seems to be alto
gether the same with that by which we exercise the 
like judgments concerning the conduct of other 
people. We either approve or disapprove of the 
conduct of another man according as we feel that, 
when we bring his case home to ourselves, we 
either can or cannot entirely sympathize with the 
sentiments and motives which directed it. And, in 
the same manner, we either approve or disapprove of 
our own conduct according as we feel that, when we 
place ourselves in the situation of another man and 
view it, as it were, with his eyes and from his 
station, we either can or cannot entirely enter 
into and sympathize with the sentiments and motives 
which influenced it.127 

Layers of perspective become more complex as Smith 

specifies a theory of an "impartial spectator" to explain 

how reflexive movement can enable judgment of oneself* "We 

12̂ Ibid.. p. 29, my italics. 

^Smith's Moral and Political Philosophy, ed. 
Herbert W. Schneider, p. 137. 
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endeavour to examine our own conduct as we imagine any 

other fair and impartial spectator would examine it. If, 

upon placing ourselves in his situation, we thoroughly 

enter into all the passions and motives which influenced 

it, we approve of it by sympathy with the approbation of 
128 

this supposed equitable judge," The "impartial specta

tor" is a psychological explanation of justice by which an 

internalized "mirror" provides social perspective to work 

against one's personal perspectivei "We suppose ourselves 

the spectators of our own behaviour, and endeavour to 

imagine what effect it would, in this light, produce upon 

us. This is the only looking-glass by which we can, in 

some measure, with the eyes of other people, scrutinize 
129 

the propriety of our own conduct," Smith specifies 

that the individual must consciously develop the internal

ized dual perspective basic to reflexive movementi 

Thus man must *divide myself, as it were, into two 
persons? and that I the examiner and judge, repre
sent a different character from that other I, the 
person whose conduct is examined into and judged 
of. The first is the spectator whose sentiments 
with regard to my own conduct I endeavour to enter 
into, by placing myself in his situation and by 
considering how it would appear to me when seen 
from that particular point of view. The second is 
the agent, the person whom I properly call myself, 
and of whose conduct, under the character of a 
spectator, I was endeavouring to form some opinion. 

128Ibid.. p. 138, 

129Ibid.. p. 139. 
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The first is the judget the second the person 
judged of,130 

Thus one makes moral judgments by assuming the 

perspective of the impartial spectator, or of society, 

Through this perspective, man may internalize society's 

rules for reflexive movement. Significantly, these general 

rules are themselves the result of empirical development! 

they are drawn from the particular rather than the univer

sal i 

It is thus that the general rules of morality are 
formed. They are ultimately founded upon experi
ence of what, in particular instances, our moral 
faculties, our natural sense of merit and propri
ety, approve or disapprove of. We do not origi
nally approve or condemn particular actions 
becausej upon examinatibn, they appear to be 
agreeable or inconsistent with a certain general 
rule. The general rule, on the contrary, is 
formed by finding from experience that all actions 
of a certain kind, or circumstanced in a certain 
manner, are approved or disapproved of,131 

Smith is not writing about subjective standards. 

Indeed, the reflexive process is a means to whatever per

manent or universal rules are available to man. As has 

been noted, men arrive at these rules or standards through 

a constant process of mediating among various perspectives. 

Society does express the general view of men, and, as such, 

is God's "vice-regent upon earth," 

13°Ibid.t p. 140. 

^^Ibid,, p, 186, 
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But society is "only in the first instance" judge. 

Smith recognizes that relativism does have a role in so

ciety's rules, and provides a corrective of sorts by de

veloping a higher tribunal in the form of the conscience. 

As one critic writes, for Smith "Conscience is merely our 

conviction of what this impartial spectator would sympa

thize with under as many specific conditions as possi

ble."132 

Thus man bases moral judgments of others' senti

ments and conduct as well as of his own upon reflexive 

movement made possible by his potential for sympathy. 

Human experience lies at the heart of moral order. As 

Glenn R. Morrow explains, for Smith "Each individual's 

moral judgment is the product, not of an inner intuition 

or of a divine revelation, but of the reflected sentiments 

of other individual moral consciousnesses, none of which 

is independent enough to stand alone, but needs the support 

of others which it also supports* a moral world with no 

foundation in any particular individual, but forming a 
133 

whole, self-supporting, self-explaining," 

Smith develops his theory of moral judgment, a 

judgment resulting from "reflected sentiments," in terms 

132 
Glenn R. Morrow, "The Significance of the Doc

trine of Sympathy in Hume and Adam Smith," p. 70, 
133 

Ibid., p. 71. 
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of layers of perspective. First, obviously, there is the 

individual perspective of the actual spectator, against 

which other perspectives move. However, a man raised in 

a solitary condition could never move beyond his own per

spective, and thus could never engage in reflexion. With

out society the individual perspective is inoperativei 

Was it possible that a human creature could grow up 
to manhood in some solitary place without any com
munication with his own species, he could no more 
think of his own character, of the propriety or de
merit of his own sentiments and conduct, of the 
beauty or deformity of his own mind, than of the 
beauty or deformity of his own face. All these are 
objects which he cannot easily see, which naturally 
he does not look at, and upon which he is provided 
with no mirror to not look at, and upon which he is 
immediately provided with the mirror which he 
wanted before.13^ 

The mirror provided by society provides a second 

basic perspective, that of the impartial spectator. This 

social perspective consists of the point of view we imagine 

others would assumei "We suppose ourselves the spectators 

of our own behaviour, and endeavour to imagine what effect 

it would, in this light, produce upon us. This is the only 

looking-glass by which we can, in some measure, with the 

eyes of others, scrutinize the propriety of our own con

duct."1-^ Basic moral judgments result from the reflexive 

movement that is possible between the actual perspective 

134 
Theory of Moral Sentiments, pp. 254-255. 

135Ibid., p. 260. 
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and that of the Ideal spectator* 

But in whatever manner it may affect us, our sen
timents of this kind have always some secret ref
erence either to what are, to what upon a certain 
condition would be, or to what we imagine ought to 
be the sentiments of others. We examine it as we 
imagine an impartial spectator would examine it. 
If upon placing ourselves in his situation we 
thoroughly enter into all the passions and motives 
which influenced it, we approve of it by sympathy 
with the approbation of this supposed equitable 
judge. If otherwise, we enter into his disappro
bation and condemn it.-*-36 

Smith admits, however, that "Unfortunately this 
137 

moral looking-glass is not always a very good one," for 
138 

it is subject to "the delusions of self-love," Reflex

ive movement contains the potential for a corrective for 

these delusions, for it moves toward a third level of per

spective, that of general rules formed by inductive gen

eralization! "Our continual observations upon the conduct 

of others, insensibly lead us to form to ourselves certain 

general rules concerning what is fit and proper either to 

139 be done or to be avoided." Society's consensus provides 

the criterion by which one measures the validity of his 

own general perspective* "It satisfies us that we view 

254. 

260. 

265. 

J Ibid.. p. 

137Ibid., p. 

138Ibid.. p. 

139Ibid. 
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them in the proper light, when we see other people view 

them in the same light. 

Once we form these general rules, we use them as 

criteria for judgmentsi "We frequently appeal to them as 

to the standards of judgment, in debating concerning the 

degree of praise or blame that is due to certain actions 
141 

of a complicated and dubious nature." Gradually, these 

rules become habitual, and as such, "are of great use in 

correcting the misrepresentations of self-love concerning 

what is fit and proper to be done in our particular situa-

,̂ 2 
tion," 

Finally, Smith postulates the perspective of a 

perfect spectator, or Godi but he pays no more than lip 

service to this leveli "We may regard Adam Smith as one 

who largely accepted Hume's naturalistic theory of morals 

but who added the thought that back of nature there is the 
143 

wisdom of the creator." Indeed, Smith believes that 

social perspective is a precondition of man's conception 

of Godi man "must necessarily conceive himself as account

able to his fellow creatures, before he can form any idea 

140.,.. 
Ibid. 

141 
Ibid.. pp. 268-269. 

142 
Ibid.. p. 269. 

141 •^William Curtis Swabey, Ethical Theory from 
Hobbes to Kant (New York* Philosophical Library, I96I), 
p. I85. 
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of the Deity, or of the rules by which that Divine Being 

will judge of his conduct."1̂  Since the moral faculties 

"were plainly intended to be the governing principles of 

human nature, the rules which they prescribe are to be 

regarded as the commands and laws of the Deity, promul

gated by those viceregents which he has thus set up within 

us."*^ Smith argues that "The happiness of mankind, as 

well as of all other rational creatures, seems to have 

been the original purpose intended by the Author of Nature, 
146 

when he brought them into existence." It follows from 

this asumption that "by acting according to the dictates of 

our moral faculties, we necessarily pursue the most effec

tual means of promoting the happiness of mankind, and may 

therefore be said, in some sense, to co-operate with the 

Deity, and to advance as far as in our power the plan of 
14? 

Providence." 

Thus man*s own moral faculties, when properly de

veloped, will provide "the most effectual means" toward 

virtue and happiness, both for the individual and for man

kind. Morality is an unfolding of man's natural predispo

sition toward virtue. Smith explains this predisposition 

Theory of Moral Sentiments, p. 258. 

l45Ibid., p. 283. 
146 
^ Ibid., p. 284, 

147ibid. 
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on psychological rather than metaphysical grounds, but it 

is a predisposition nevertheless, and in that similar to 

the predisposition described by the Cambridge Platonists, 

Shaftesbury, and Hutcheson, 

To conclude this background study, we return to the 

fact of similarities within broad differences. We have 

come to the universe so feared by the Cambridge Plato

nists—one in which the primary philosophical reality is 

separation. We scarcely need to summarize the differences 

between the two groups of thinkers, for these differences 

are what surveys of moral philosophy stress. The first 

group—the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury—assumes 

a metaphysical Reality characterized by synthesist the 

second—Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith—posits an empirical 

epistemology characterized by separation. Yet, as we have 

seen, the seemingly diverse thinkers agree within a context 

of difference—they use common terms to describe similar 

assumptions, even while working from widely different 

philosophies. And this agreement is essential to our his

tory, for it provides the basis for sentimentalism. 

First, all representatives stress the assumption 

that man naturally "seeks" order. Representatives differ 

about the basis for this "seeking," it is true. For the 

Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury, man seeks order as 

an expression of divine archetypal essence in the soul of 



mam for Hume and Smith it is man's expression of psycho

logical need in the face of his separation from everything 

outside himself. Yet despite their different reasons, all 

agree that there is a basic drive in man toward order, and 

all build their ethics upon this assumption. Second, all 

agree that man will recognize this order immediately and 

personally, for it is characterized by harmony which the 

individual will experience. The individual will not need 

an interpreter to identify value. Again reasons for the 

common assumption vary. The Cambridge Platonists and 

Shaftesbury believe man experiences harmony by uniting 

with synthetic process; Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith believe 

man experiences harmony by moderating differences. Yet 

all agree that each individual will be able to identify his 

own achievement of order through his experience of harmony. 

Third, all define their ethics in terms of process rather 

than faculty. The patterns of this process differ, as we 

would expect from differing epistemologies. The Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury define a reflective pattern of 

movement, by which the individual moves to union with an 

external, absolute value and then views the specific from 

the perspective of this higher good. Hutcheson, Hume, and 

Smith define a reflexive process, by which internal facul

ties fold back or "reflex" upon each other. Yet each 

thinker is adament in rejecting any stress on faculty and 
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in insisting that process is what is important. Fourth, 

in their description of this process, all stress powers of 

sympathy as the means by which morality is possible. 

Again, differences occur beneath the general agreement. 

The Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury see sympathy as 

the power to move outside of the self and to another per

spective: Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith believe sympathy is 

the power to place oneself imaginatively in another situa

tion and thus experience what one would feel in that situa

tion, For these later thinkers, there is no possibility 

that man can escape his own perceptions, as the earlier 

thinkers believed. Fifth, all thinkers stress the correc

tive power of similarity. All representatives believe that 

man is motivated toward virtuous action by his pleasure 

over experiencing similarity. The representatives differ 

radically"about what constitutes similarity. The Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury believe that man has the poten

tial for union with a suprasensuous Reality running 

throughout the universe j Hume and Smith believe man has 

the potential for experiencing a "correspondence" of senti

ments between two persons and that "though they will never 

be unisons, they may be concords, and this is all that is 

wanted or required," Despite these differences in defini

tion, all agree that the experience of similarity has a 

major corrective power. 
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After surveying its backgrounds, I suggest that we 

reexamine long-held assumptions about sentimentalism# Sen

timentalism is a far more complex movement than we have 

assumed. We have viewed sentimentalism for too long in 

terms of the negative connotations implicit in such stan

dard definitions as "an overindulgence in emotion" and "an 
148 

optimistic overemphasis of the goodness of humanity," 

We have too long assumed that sentimentalism involves a 

lack of positively-held beliefs. I suggest that sentimen

talism does indeed have positive, firmly-held ethical as

sumptions and, as important, that it has a characteristic 

corrective "mode," 

It is now time to turn to Laurence Sterne, and to 

read The Sermons of Mr. Yorick in terms of the backgrounds 

of sentimentalism, 

148 
W, P. Thrall, A, Hibbard, and C. H. Holman, 

A Handbook to Literature (New Yorki The Odyssey Press, 
19f5o), p. 451. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE SERMONS OF MR, YORICKi 
EXERCISES IN REFLECTIVE SENTIMENTALISM 

In discussing Sterne's sermons, I shall attempt to 

understand Sterne's position within the sentimental tradi

tion rather than concentrate upon more specific development 

in Sterne himself. I have followed an overall topical or

ganization, with an emphasis in Chapter V—on Sterne's 

technique—upon the sermons prepared "by Sterne for publica

tion. Such a distinction is not necessary in Chapter IV— 

on the ideas basic to the sermons—for, as Arthur Hill 

Cash notes, there is not an apparent change in ideas com

parable to that in style. 

If between 1751 and 1760 Sterne had altered con
siderably his moral and religious views, we might 
expect these twenty-seven sermons to be different 
in their doctrines from the untouched, posthu
mously-published sermons (which are also, Hammond 
thinks, the earliest written). But I find no dif
ferences in doctrines or assumptions. The sermons 
Sterne saw through the press are much better in 
style, but the ideas are essentially the same 
throughout all of them. Furthermore, Sterne would 
surely have destroyed the yet unpublished sermons 
had he not been willing to claim them as his 
thought, for during the period of the novels he 
was fully aware they would probably be published 
after his death.1 

Sterne's Comedy of Moral Sentimentsi The Ethical 
dimension of the Journey "(Pittsburgh 1 Duquesne University 
Press, 196SJ, pp. 26-27. 

147 
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1 have decided also riot to discuss the difference 

between quoted and original passages. Lansing Van Der 

Heyden Hammond has pursued this question in Laurence 

Sterne's Sermons of Mr. Yorick. a model for source studies. 

An attempt here to duplicate this work would be redundant 

as well as distracting from the primary purpose of this 

study. For this primary purpose, Sterne's selections from 

other sources provide a reliable index to his working as

sumptions* "if there be any justification for judging a 

man by the society he frequents or the books he reads, 

certainly the things he chooses to quote should also be 

considered. Borrowing ... at least implies his con-

„2 currence . . . 

Moreover, I am not concerned here with the range 

or depth of Sterne's soundings in theology. Sterne neither 

saw himself as nor wished to be a theologian. He was quite 

simply a priest, whose function was to remind his parish

ioners of truths they were more likely to have forgotten 

than never to have known. 

In the.prefatory remarks to the first two volumes 

of the sermons, Sterne wrote that "the sermons turn chiefly 

3 upon philanthropy, and those kindred virtues to it."^ By 

2 Lansing Van Der Heyden Hammond, Laurence Sterne's 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick, p. 91. 

3 
The Sermons of Mr, Yorick. Vol. I, xlviii. 
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pointing to these subjects, he also indicates the tradition 

he is working in--that of the Cambridge Platonists and 

Shaftesbury. Like the Cambridge men, Sterne admits that 

the Fall resulted in a distancing of man from eternal veri

ties, but stresses that "... the distance of a thing no 

way alters the nature of it,"^ Sufficient traces of the 

divine image were left in the soul of man to provide the 

basis for initial movement toward a higher good. The pri

mary function of the priest, as Sterne saw it, is to assist 

man in bridging the distance between the individual and 

eternal verities by activating man's natural propensities 

toward the Supreme Being, 

Sterne, like his predecessors, believes that man 

has a natural propensity toward good. Each man contains 

within his soul certain "truths." The Cambridge Platonists 

referred to "truths of natural inscription"! Shaftesbury 

referred to a "connatural idea"j Sterne refers to a "first 

principle." This "first principle--"That there is a God, 

a powerful, a wise and good being, who first made the 

world, and continues to govern it;—by whose goodness all 

things are designed,—and by whose providence all things 

are conducted to bring about the greatest and best ends 

^"Sermon XXXIIIt Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick. Vol. II, 206. 

^"Sermon XVi Job's Expostulation with his Wife," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 2^9. 
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is the basis for religion and, as I shall show* for the 

movement by which man fulfills this divine potentiali 

"That there was one supreme Being who made the world, and 

who ought to be worshiped by his creatures, is the founda

tion of all religion, and so obvious a truth in nature,— 

that Reason, as the Apostle acknowledges, was always able 

t o  d i s c o v e r  i t  . . .  .  

In this relationship of worship, God assumes two 

7 primary functional first, he is "God the judge of all," 

In this role the Divinity functions through representation. 

Sterne advances "the certainty of Christ's coming to judge 
• 

the world." Yet this sense of divine judgment remains 

rather remote in Sterne, and he never develops the negative 

motivation that it involves, Sterne develops more fully 

the role of the individual conscience as a representative 

of divine judgment. The "judgment of conscience" "can be 

looked upon in no other light but as an anticipation of 

that righteous and unalterable sentence which will be 

^"Sermon XXVIi Advantages of Christianity to the 
World," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, II, 84. 

^"Sermon XXIXi Our Conversation in Heaven," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, II, 145. 

flIbid.. p. 147. 
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pronounced hereafter by that Bein# to whom he is finally 
9 

to give an account of his actions." 

The second basic function of God is as a model for 

man. Here Sterne follows the emphases of the Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury, seeing God as the prototype of 

the harmonious relations of things in a synthetic world 

view. Levels of reality reflect the archetypal good of 

God Himself, a good seen both in scriptural and natural 

revelation. Revealed Scripture, when rightly read, reveals 

this goodi "in truth, the good tidings of the gospel are 

nothing else but a grand message and embassy of peace, to 
10 

let us know, that our peace is made in heaven." But 

again, Sterne does not stress the formal revelation of 

Scripture. Instead, he concentrates upon the more immedi

ate natural revelationi "... GOD, by clearest discovery 

of himself, had ever laid before mankind such evident 

proofs of his eternal Being,—his finite powers and perfec

tions, so that what is to be known of his invisible nature, 

might all along be traced by the marks of his goodness,— 

and the visible frame and order of the world , . . 

^"Sermon XXXIII» Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick, Vol. II, 205. 

l0,'Sermon XLIi Follow Peace," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 315. 

^"Sermon XXVIi Advantages of Christianity to the 
World," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, II, 81-82. 
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Through the infinite goodness of God, worldly order, when 

rightly seen, provides an easy way toward virtuei "do you 

think, my good preacher, that he who is infinitely happy, 

can envy us our enjoyments? or that a Being so infinitely 

kind would grudge a mournful traveller short rest and re

freshments necessary to support his spirits through the 
12 

stages of a weary pilgrimage?" Man may rise above the 

fallen state of his worldly existence by imitating the di

vine modeli 

, . . it is a matter of consolation, that the GOD 
of Justice is ever over usi—that whatever out
rages the lowness of our condition may be exposed 
to, from a mean and undiscerning world,—that we 
walk in the presence of the greatest and most 
generous of beings, who is infinitely removed from 
cruelty and straitness of mind, and all those 
little and illiberal passions, with which we hourly 
insult each other. The worst part of mankind are 
not always to be conquered—but if they are—'tis 
by the imitation of these qualities which must do 
it ... .13 

Again in the tradition of the Cambridge Platonists 

and Shaftesbury, Sterne believes God has provided both ex

ternal and internal aids for the individual to assist him 

in developing his potential for imitation of divine nature. 

In a synthetic universe predicated upon good, interaction 

between the external, worldly order and the internal, human 

12 "Sermon IIi The House of Feasting and the House 
of Mourning Described," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorlck. 
Vol, I, 20, 

"Sermon XVIi The Character of Shimei," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 268. 
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order should further a right relationship between the in

dividual and God. Sterne instructs "that our virtue is 

not necessarily endangered by the fruition of outward 

things* but that temporal blessings and advantages, instead 

of extinguishing, more naturally kindle our love and grati

tude to GOD, before whom it is no way inconsistent both to 
14 worship and rejoice." For Sterne advances the 

supposition .. • • that the author of our Being, 
who has given us all thingB richly to enjoy, wills 
us a comfortable existence even here, and seems 
moreover so evidently to have ordered things with 
a view to this, that the ways which lead to our 
future happiness, when rightly understood, he has 
made to be ways of pleasantness, and all her paths 
peace• 

Prom this representation of things we are led 
to this demonstrative truth, then, that GOD never 
intended to debar man of pleasure, under certain 
limitations.15 

Yet Sterne stresses that worldly pleasure is to be enjoyed 

as a reflection and anticipation of other-worldly pleas

ures, and cautions man against restricting his perspective 

to a temporal level« Mthe observation is incontestable, 

that the bulk of mankind, in passing through this vale of 

misery,—use it not as a well to refresh and allay,—but 

fully to quench and satisfy their thirst 1—minding or (as 

the Apostle says) relishing earthly things,—making them 

14 "Sermon XXXVII1 Penances," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick, Vol. II, 256-257. 

15Ibid., PP. 257-258. 
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the end and sum total of their desires and wishes 

* f » • 

Sterne's worldliness has long been viewed as a ma

jor characteristic of his sentimentalism. And it is a 

characteristic, although not in the customary sense. 

Readers have long approached sentimentalism in terms of 

their bias toward modern, scientific thought—toward defi

nition by difference and separation. As a result, there 

has been an assumption of an inverse correlation between 

religion and worldliness. If separation is the working 

assumption of the relationship of the religious and the 

worldly, then a thing is "less" religious to the extent 

that is is "more" worldly. 

The backgrounds of sentimentalism have prepared us 

for another view. The Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury 

sought similarities and synthesis, and Sterne follows them 

in this bias. He makes no pretense at being other-worldlyi 

to have done so would have violated a basic religious prin

ciple of similarity. Thus Sterne is worldly, but he is 

no less "religious" because of his worldliness. And this 

worldliness is a characteristic of Sterne's sentimentalism, 

but it is a secondary rather than a primary characteristic. 

The primary characteristic is his working assumption of 

similarity, 

"Sermon XXXIXi Eternal Advantages of Religion," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, II, 295-296. 
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This assumption underlies Sterne's affirmation of 

internal aids provided by God to the individual to assist 

him in imitating divine nature. Here it is human nature 

rather than the universe that contains divine essence, but 

the basic principle remains constant—that of a working 

assumption of similarity. Sterne believes there is an in

nate propensity in the individual toward good* "For 

setting aside the obligation which a divine law lays upon 

us,—whoever considers the state and condition of human 

nature, and upon this view, how much stronger the natural 

motives are to virtue than to vice, would expect to find 
17 

the world much better than it is, or ever has been," 

Human nature reflects divine nature. Sterne believes that 
18 

"in the image of GOD created he man ..." and this be

lief is basic to his affirmation of the potential of man 

for active participation in reflective movementi "... 

we, likewise, the people of his pasture, were raised up by 

the same creating hand, from nothing, to the dignity of 

rational creatures, made with respect to our reason and 
1Q 

understanding, after his own most perfect image." 7 

"^"Sermon XXXIIIi Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick, Vol. II, 197. 

^"Sermon XXXVi Against the Crime of Murder," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, II, 230. 

19 
"Sermon XLIIIi Worship," in The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick. Vol. II, 339. 



156 

Significantly, when Sterne asks his congregation to imagine 

God, he directs "let us turn our thoughts within our-

„20 selves ... . 

The working assumption in Sterne recalls that for

mulated by the Cambridge men, for whom "God hath stamped a 

copy of his own archetypal loveliness upon the soul, that 

man, by reflecting into himself, might behold there the 

glory of God, see within his soul all those ideas of truth 

which concern the nature and essence of God, by reason of 

its own resemblance to Godi and so, beget within himself 
21 

the most free and generous motions of love to God." The 

basis for reflective movement is evident. Sterne advances 

a concept of God as a model and of the nature of man as 

potentially analogous to this model, and he assumes that 

the individual need only recognize this harmony and he will 

gravitate toward goodt "religion was not to work upon men 

by way of force and natural necessity,—but by moral per-

22 suasion,—which sets good and evil before them ... ." 

Sterne, like the thinkers in the backgrounds of 

20"Sermon V» The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 
2arephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. 
I, 86. 

21 
John Smith, "The Excellency and Nobleness of True 

Religion," from Discourses, reprinted in The Cambridge 
Platonists. ed. Gerald R. Cragg, p. 95. 

22 
"Sermon XXXIIIi Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick. Vol. II, 198. 
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sentimentalism, stresses that similarity unifies all parts 

of the universe and that the experience of this similarity 

has a corrective power. Thus he appeals to similarity when 

he describes the relations of man to God as well as of man 

to other meni "a man's mind must be like your proposition, 

before it can be relishedi and 'tis the resemblance between 

them, which brings over his .judgment, and makes him as 
23 

evidence on your side." 

Similar to the predecessors of sentimentalism, 

Sterne juxtaposes man's potential for reflective movement 

against a threat of determinism. He recognizes that jus

tice is often not apparent in worldly affairs; and he asks 

the age-old question "If the sovereign Lord of all the 

earth does look on, whence so much disorder in the face of 

things?—why is it permitted, that wise and good men should 

be left often a prey to so many miseries and distresses of 

life,—whilst the guilty and foolish triumph in their of-
Zk 

fences ... .M The discrepancy is so great that deter

minism seems apparent* "all our reasoning, and the seeming 

probabilities of success"2-' may be countered by the natural 

2̂ "Sermon XXIII1 The Parable of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus Considered," in The Sermons of Mr, Yorick. Vol. II, 
35-36, my italics, 

2̂ "Sermon XLIVi The Ways of Providence Justified 
to Man," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 355-356. 

25"Sermon Villi Time and Chance," in The Sermons 
of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 128. 
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26 
laws of time and chance. The result is that life may 

seem to he a lottery, "where the wisest projects are over-
27 

thrown,—and the most hopeful means are blasted." 

Sterne responds to this apparent discrepancy in two 

basic ways. First, he offers the traditional belief that 

chaos and injustice are only the result of man's imperfect 

understanding. Man lives in a universe he is doomed for

ever to understand only impartially. According to this 

view, man's only salvation lies in his humility in turning 

to God for assistance* "you must call on the Deity to 
28 

untie this knot." Full retribution and understanding 

will come with the day of judgmenti "When the great chain 

is at length let down, and all that has held the two worlds 

in harmony is seen*—when the dawn of that day approaches, 

in which all the distressful incidents of this Drama shall 

be unravelled*—when every man's case shall be reconsider

ed,—then wilt thou be fully justified in all thy ways, and 
29 

every mouth shall be stopped." 

26Ibid.. p. 127. 

27Ibid.. pp. 132-133. 
28 
"Sermon Villi Time and Chance," in The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 133* 
29 
"Sermon XXIII1 The Parable of the Rich Man and 

Lazarus Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 
29. 
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However, Sterne does not stress man's passive de

pendence on "the right God's promise gives to protection 
30 

hereafter . . . ." Instead, he turns to the natural po

tential of human nature for actively resisting apparent 

determinism. Two ingredients are basic to this active 

rolei first, a world view by which order or harmony is 

recognized as an index of value, and second, an innate pre

disposition in man toward order. The archetypal idea of 

God is translated, so to speak, into a force potentially 

antagonistic to the threat of determinism. 

Sterne is similar to Shaftesbury in this respect. 

First Sterne, as Shaftesbury did before him, characterizes 

truth by the harmonious relation of parts in the universe 

to each otheri and second, again like Shaftesbury, he si

multaneously establishes a predisposition in man toward 

orderi 

, . . imposture is all dissonance, let what master 
soever of it undertake the partj let him harmonize 
and modulate it as he may, one tone will contradict 
anotheri and whilst we have ears to hear, we shall 
distinguish iti 'tis truth only which is consistent 
and ever in harmony with itselfi it sits upon our 
lips, like the natural notes of some melodies, 
ready to drop out, whether we will or no , , , . 

30 
"Sermon Vi The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 

Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. 
I, 81. 

•^"Sermon XVIIi The Case of Hezekiah and the 
Messengers," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, I, 280, 
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Thus Sterne formulates the basis for the tension 

he will develop in his sermons and in the later novels* 

human potential for reflective movement is posited against 

the threat of determinism. This tension is to take the 

form of opposing directions of movement—the descending 

movement, by which the specific is made meaningful from the 

perspective of the universal, versus ascending movement, 

by which the specific is made the basis for meaning. 

Sterne establishes that events when viewed by ascending 

perceptual movement often appear chaotici at sundry times 

—sundry events fall out—which we, who look no farther 

than the events themselves call Chance, because they fall 

32 out quite contrary both to our intentions and our hopes."-' 

In affirming man's free will against this threat of natural 

determinism, Sterne follows ideas seen in the predecessors 

of sentimentalism—the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftes

bury. God influences events "without invading the liberty 

33 and free will of his creatures.He has the power to 

"Turn the passions and desires of their hearts to fulfill 

his own righteousness, and work such effects in human af

fairs, which to us seem merely casual,—but to him, certain 

and determined, and what his infinite wisdom sees 

32 
"Sermon Villi Time and Chance," in The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 133* 

33Ibid. 
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necessary ... ." This influence results from the simi

larity that, despite the Pall, remains between man and God. 

Man retains sufficient resemblance to God to have an af

finity or "predisposition" for universal order. 

The Scripture tells, That GOD made man in his own 
image,—not surely in the sensitive and corporeal 
part of him, that could bear no resemblance with a 
pure and infinite Spirit—but what resemblance he 
bore was undoubtedly in the moral rectitude, and 
the kind and benevolent affections of his nature. 
And though the brightness of his image has been 
sullied greatly by the fall of man in our first 
parts, and the characters of it rendered still 
less legible by the many superinductions of his 
own depraved appetites since,—yet 'tis a laudable 
pride and a true greatness of mind to cherish a 
belief, that there is so much of that glorious 
image still left upon it, as shall restrain him 
from base and disgraceful actions; to answer that 
end, what thought can be more conducive than that 
of our being made in the likeness of the greatest 
and best of Beings?3^ 

Customarily reflective movement begins on a worldly 

level, through lateral relations of individuals to one 

another. Individuals respond to the divine image in other 

individuals. Because an image of divine goodness is con

tained within every man, exercise of qualities reflective 

of this goodness will evoke recognition and fellow feeling 

from other meni "... charity and benevolence, in the 

ordinary chain of effects, have a natural and more immedi

ate tendency in themselves to rescue a man from the acci

dents of the world, by softening the hearts, and winning 

^"Sermon VII: Vindication of Human Nature," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 113-lHf, 
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every man's wishes to its interests,"35 Such an argument 

is based upon the belief that every man contains within 

himself the image of divine goodnessi man was "fashioned 

by his Maker--innocent and upright—full of the tenderest 

dispositions—with a heart inclining him to kindness, and 

the love and protection of his species. 

Sterne extends his assumption of similarity to the 

internal faculties. Each faculty provides a characteristic 

"perspective," and each perspective is potentially valid 

when it is developed within a synthetic, theistic world 

view, Sterne's development of this assumption clarifies 

his technique in the sermons and, later, in the novels. 

The affections, "those affections which God has impressed 

upon [man's] heart,"-''' provide motive power to stir men 

toward active virtue, Sterne asks "Is it that we are like 

iron, and must first be heated before we can be wrought 

upon," implicitly answering affirmatively* "lessons of 

wisdom has never such a power over us, as when they are 

"^"Sermon Vi The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 
Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. 
I, 81. 

•^"Sermon IXi The Character of Herod," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol I, 144. 

•^"Sermon Vi Upon Compassion," Fifteen Sermons, 
in Works, Vol, II, 83. 

"Sermon XX1 The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 
of Mr, Yorick. Vol. I, 319. 
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wrought into the heart, through the ground-work of a story 

which engages the passions," 

Self-love, when reasonable and cool, is a positive 

regulatory principle based on the reflection on self in re

lation to happiness. Benevolence is to society what self-

love is to the individual. In this view, right self-love 

provides the perspective of the individual in his relation 

to personal happiness or good, and provides motive power 

toward virtue apprehended by conscience, 

Sterne recognizes the positive potential of self-

love, stressing that it provides a natural protection 

against apparent determinism! . . in the very composi

tion and texture of our nature, there is a remedy and pro-

39 vision left against most of the evils we suffer,"^ One 

major evil against which man must protect himself is the 

despair that may result from a partial perception of human 

events that yields the impression of determinism through 

disorder and chaos. Self-love assists man toward a posi

tive view of his state in life, coming "to our aid,—by 

opening a door of hope, and, in the worst emergencies, 

flattering us with a belief that we shall extricate our-
ko 

selves, and live to see better days—Sterne does not 

specify what this "hope" isj he expresses it as a rather 

•^"Sermon XXXIVi Trust in God," in The Sermons of 
Mr, Yorick, Vol, II, 212, 

40ibid. 
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vague "trust in God." yet he does specify its effect, which 

is to renew reflective movement, by which man views the 

specific with a "religious sense" and recognizes in it 

images of God. Thus self-love enables man to survive in a 

world in which reality is often both complex and unmanage

able* "Without such an inward resource, from an inclina

tion, which is natural to man, to trust and hope for 

redress in the most deplorable condition,—his state in 

this life would be, of all creatures, the most misera-

41 
ble."*1 

However, Sterne recognizes the dangers of self-
42 

love, for "too great a propensity toward self-love" has 

a "deceitful" potential, for it "at all times inclines us 

to think better of ourselves, and conditions, that there 
43 

is ground for • . . ." Under such excessive self-love, 

man does still gain the benefit of being able to survive 

amidst apparent disorder* yet Sterne shows how limited 

this benefit is in a theistic world which offers participa

tion in the essence, or true order of the Supreme Being. 

Excessive self-love limits perspective to the self, a 

41 
Ibid. 

42 
"Sermon Vi The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 

Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, 
I, 73. 

^"Sermon XXXIVi Trust in God," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 214. 
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limitation which provides the basis for the characteriza

tion of my father in Tristram Shandyt "—Mr, Shandy, my 

father, Sir, would see nothing in the light in which others 

placed iti—he placed things in his own lighti—he would 

weigh nothing in the common scales*--no, he was too refined 

a researcher to lay open to so gross an imposition." 

For Sterne, fellow feeling provides the means by 

which man may move beyond his individual perspective or 

"selfish consideration" J toward a general one and, final

ly, toward a divine perspective. Not only is the "glorious 

image of God sufficiently imprinted on the mind of man 

to predispose him to relate to God, but that same image 

predisposes man to relate to his fellow man. Sterne's 

stress on compassion or benevolence is too often seen as 

an end in itself. The view that for Sterne "sincerity and 

charity are enough for any individual's spiritual wel-
lt n 

fare," f unfortunately representative of much Sterne criti

cism, is at best an oversimplification, Sterne treats 

benevolence as but one expression of man's potential for 

reflective movement. Compassion in a man predisposes him 

itk . 
Tristram Shandv. p. 145, 

^"Sermon VIIi Vindication of Human Nature," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 115. 

^Ibid., p. 113. 

^Paul D. McGlynn, Laurence Sterne's Religion» 
The Sermons and Novels, p. 41, 
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toward escape from self by responding to the similarity 

that runs throughout the created universe. By relating to 

his fellow man, the individual fulfills his role as a human 

by taking part in the harmonious interaction of the parts 

of a synthetic universe. Because the potential for inter

action is correlated directly with virtue, predisposition 

to compassion becomes predisposition to virtuei "a chari

table and benevolent disposition is so principal and ruling 

a part of a man's character, as to be a considerable text 

by itself of the whole frame and temper of his mind, with 

which all other virtues and vices respectively rise and 
48 

fall, and will almost necessarily be connected." Sterne 

extends this belief to support his argument that the seeds 

of the virtue of compassion are connatural to mani 

I think there needs no stronger argument to prove 
how universally and deeply the seeds of this virtue 
of compassion are planted in the heart of man, than 
in the pleasure we take in such representations of 
iti and though some men have represented human na
ture in other colours (though to what end I know 
not), yet the matter of fact is so strong against 
them, that from the general propensity to pity 
the unfortunate, we express that sensation by the 
word Humanity, as if it was inseparable from our 
nature.^9 

As a result, man is a social being through a com

bination of his own nature and the condition of the worldi 

48 
"Sermon Hit Philanthropy Recommended," in The 

Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, $1, 

^Ibid., PP. 48-49. 
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•'Compassion has so great a share in our nature, and the 

miseries of the world are so constant an exercise of it, 

as to leave it in no one's power (who deserves the name of 
50 

man), in this respect, to live to himself. Social rela

tions are beneficial from two basic perspectivesi first, 

from the perspective of universal order, compassion is the 

means by which this harmony is achieved on the human leveli 

. . , so closely has our Creator linked us together (as 

well as all other parts of his works) for the preservation 

of that harmony in the frame and system of things which 

his wisdom has at first established,—that we find this 

bond of mutual dependence, however relaxed, is too strong 
51 

to be broke ... . A primary function of religion is 

to further the harmony or order of society, a reflection 

of universal harmonyi 

The great end and design of our holy religion, 
next to the main view of reconciling us to GOD, 
was to reconcile us to each otherj—by teaching 
us to subdue all those unfriendly dispositions 
in our nature, which unfit us for happiness, and 
the social enjoyment of the many blessings which 
GOD has enabled us to partake of in this world, 
miserable as it is, in many respects,—Could 
Christianity persuade the professors of it into 
this temper, and engage us, as its doctrine re
quires, to go on and exalt our natures, and 
after the subduction of the most unfriendly of 
our passions, to plant, in the room of them, all 

•SO 
•'Sermon VII i Vindication of Human Nature, " in 

The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 121, 

51Ibid.t p. 123. 
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those (more natural to the soil) humane and be
nevolent inclinations, which, in imitation of the 
perfections of GOD, would dispose us to extend 
our love and goodness to our fellow-creatures, 
according to the extent of our abilitiesj—in the 
like manner, as the goodness of God extends itself 
over all the works of the creation*—could this 
be accomplished,—the world would be worth living 
ini—and might be considered by us as a foretaste 
of what we should enter upon hereafter.*-

From this perspective, man's need for a companion 

is seen as a requirement of the human conditioni * . in 

the midst of the loudest vauntings of philosophy, Nature 

will have her yearnings for society and friendship,—a 

good heart wants one object to be kind to—and the best 

part of our blood, and the purest of our spirits, suffer 

most under the destitution."-^ Sterne rhetorically pre

sents himself as Everyman in his acceptance of and response 

to this human conditioni 

Let the torpid monk seek heaven comfortless and 
alone.—GOD speed him J For my own part, I fear 
I should never find the wayi Let me be wise and 
religious—but let me be MANi wherever thy 
Providence places me, or whatever be the road I 
take to get to thee—give me some companion in 
my journey, be it only to remark to, How our 
shadows lengthen as the sun goes down*—to whom 
I may say, How fresh is the face of nature; How 
sweet the flowers of the field! How delicious 
are these fruits J5^ 

-*2,,Sermon XLI» Follow Peace," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick, Vol. II, 313-31^. 

^"Sermon XVIIIt The Levite and His Concubine," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 290. 

^Ibid. 
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Such a view of society, in which the individual is 

seen as one part of the general—a view based upon analogy 

—must be distinguished from the later opposition between 

the individual and society or, more important, between the 

specific and general or between the concrete and the ab

stract, Again, Sterne assumes similarity rather than 

difference—similarity between one man and his fellow man 

as well as similarity between the individual and Godi 

Our earthly extraction too is nearer alike, than 
the pride of the world cares to be reminded of 
, . , . We are all formed too of the same mould, 
and must equally return to the same dust,—So that, 
to love our neighbour, and to live quietly with 
him, is to live at peace with ourselves.—He is 
but self-multiplied, and enlarged into another 
formi and to be unkind or cruel to him, is but, 
as Solomon observes of the unmerciful, to be 
cruel to our own flesh.—As a farther motive and 
engagement to this peaceable commerce with each 
other,—GOD has placed us all in one another's 
power by turns,—in a condition of mutual need and 
dependence,—There is no man so liberally stocked 
with earthly blessings, as to be able to live 
without another man's aid#—God, in his wisdom, 
has so dispensed his gifts, in various kinds and 
measures, as to render us helpful, and make a 
social intercourse indispensible,55 

Sterne also views social relations as a safeguard 

provided by God to ensure every opportunity for man to 

develop his divine potentiali "As the end and happy result 

of society was our mutual protection from the depredations 

which malice and avarice lay us open to,—so have the laws 

-^"Sermon XLIi Follow Peace," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick, Vol. II, 320, 
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of GOD laid proportionable restraints against such viola
te 

tions as would defeat us of such a security.nD The foun

dation of human nature is social virtuei 

To the honour of human nature, the scripture 
teaches us, that GOD made man upright,—and 
though he has since found out many inventions, 
which have much dishonoured this noble structure, 
yet the foundation of it stands as it was,--the 
whole frame and design of it carried on upon so
cial virtue and public spirit, and every member 
of us so evidently supported by this strong ce
ment, that we may say the apostle, that no 
man liveth to himself.5/ 

The claims of fellow feeling are inescapable. 

Every station, condition of life involves "so many ties, 

so many indispensible claims upon him, as must perpetually 
58 

carry him beyond any selfish consideration ... 
i 

This social virtue and public spirit give man the poten

tial for rising above brutalityi "We know that our Crea

tor, like an all-wise contriver, in this, as in all other 

of his works, has implanted in mankind such appetites and 

inclinations as were suitable for their state? that is, 

such as would naturally lead him to the love of society 

and friendship, without which he would have been found in 

^"Sermon XXXVi Against the Crime of Murder," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, II, 227. 

^"Sermon VIIi Vindication of Human Nature," in 
The SermonB of Mr. Yorick. Vol, I, 115. 

58Ibid. 
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a worse condition than the very beasts of the field. 

Sterne's "love of society and friendship" is based 

upon belief in man's potential for exchange of perspective, 

a potential that can be understood most fully in terms of 

the backgrounds of sentimentalism outlined in the preceding 

portions of this essay. 

Sterne, like the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftes

bury, adheres to a theistic universe. He seeks participa

tion in external, absolute value. His "eye of the world"''0 

enables this participation in its two primary functions. 

First, it judges, and thus works as an externalized or 

generalized consciencei "They who have considered our na

ture, affirm, that shame and disgrace are two of the most 
61 

unsupportable evils of human life ... Secondly, 

it enables the exercise of expansive powers of the indivi

dual, activating the archetypal relation of the individual 

to God. 

And indeed, setting aside all abstruser reasoning 
upon the point, I cannot conceive but that the 
very mechanical motions which maintain life, must 
be performed with more equal vigour and freedom 
in that man whom a great and good soul perpetually 
inclines to show mercy to the miserable, than they 

59Ibid., p. 116. 

6°"Sermon XVIIi The Case of Hezekiah and the 
Messengers," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 28k, 

6l 
"Sermon XVIi The Character of Shimei," in The 

Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 26k, 
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can be in a poor, sordid, selfish wretch, whose 
little contracted heart melts to no man's afflic
tion* but sits brooding so intently over its own 
plots and concerns, to see and feel nothing* and 
in truth, enjoy nothing beyond himselfi and of 
whom one may say what that great master of nature 
has, speaking of a natural sense of harmony, which 
I think with more justice may be said of Compas
sion, that the man who had it not,—"2 

Recognizing the need of man to communicate lateral

ly, with his fellow man, in order to set in movement the 

reflective processes involved in communicating with higher 

levels of reality and, ultimately, CTod, Sterne stresses 

aids to interaction among men. There is, Sterne notes, 

"such a strong sympathy and union between our souls and 

bodies, that one cannot be touched or sensibly affected, 

without producing some corresponding emotion in the 

other"* the relationship between body and soul, like all 

other relations in a synthetic universe, is characterized 

by harmony. As a result, one may serve as a reliable guide 

to the other« 

Nature has assigned a different look, tone of 
voice, and gesture, peculiar to every passion and 
affection we are subject to* and, therefore, to 
argue against this strict correspondence which is 
held between our souls and bodies,—is disputing 
against the frame and mechanism of human nature.— 
We are not angels, but men clothed with bodies, 

2̂,,Sermon Vt The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 
Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. 
I, 84. 

^"Sermon XLIIIi Worship," in The Sermons of Mr, 
Yorick. Vol. II, 344. 
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and, in some measure, governed by our imagina
tions, that we have need of all these external 
helps which nature has made the interpreters of 
our thoughts 

The process of sympathetic identification is begun,, as 

Hume specified, by the effects, or external signs in coun

tenance or conversation. 

Thus Sterne emphasizes the social role of the indi

vidual, and he values benevolence because it uses society 

as a basis for measure» the individual exercises benevo

lence as a result of his potential for assuming the per

spective of society—the general perspective of the "eye 

of the world." However, Sterne guards against valuing 

benevolence as an end in itself, Sterne sanctions the in

dividual's participation in social conscience by seeing 

through "the eye of the world"; but he stresses that social 

perspective, like individual perspective, must be guided 

by a sense of absolute virtue, provided by the conscience. 

With this assertion, Sterne aligns himself with the 

Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury by affirming this ul

timate "level of perspective"—that of absolute good or the 

Supreme Being—as that upon which all meaning rests. The 

primary responsibility of the individual is to "the utmost 

fellow-feeling," that of shared perspective with God, 

This ultimate objective explains the seemingly paradoxical 

6̂ Ibid,, pp. 24^-245. 
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statement by Sterne that he does not think "that 'tis a 

breach of Christian charity to think or speak evil of our 

neighbour." Sterne supports his attention-catching asser

tion with the responsibility of the individual to follow 

his sense of absolute virtuei "We cannot avoid iti our 

opinions must follow the evidence? and we are perpetually 

in such engagements and situations, that 'tis our duty to 

speak what our opinions are—but GOD forbid that this 

should ever be done but from its best motive—the sense of 

what is due to virtue, governed by discretion and the ut-
£ c 

most fellow-feeling ... ." 

Through these aids, both internal and external, to 

virtue, the individual has the potential for active parti

cipation in reflective movement. However, Sterne follows 

his predecessors in the recognition that the potential is 

not always activated. Henry More wrote, "It remains there

fore undeniable, that there is an inseparable idea of a 

being absolutely perfect ever residing, though not always 

acting, in the soul of man."^ Similarly Sterne affirms 

that the "same faculty which made the discovery [is] . . . 

^"Sermon xVIIi The Case of Hezekiah and the 
Messengers," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol I, 2R2. 

^Henry More, "An Antidote against Atheism," in 
Cragg, p. 169. 
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so little able to keep true to its own judgment . . 

that it requires assistance to move from recognition of 

truth to action. For Sterne, as for the Cambridge Plato-

nists and Shaftesbury, only the potential for virtue is 

connatural, characterized largely by man's predisposition 

to harmony. Virtue itself is neither innate nor assuredi 

We came not into the world equipped with virtues, 
as we do with talentsi—if we did, we should come 
into the world with that which robbed virtue of 
its best title both to present commendation and 
future reward,—The gift of continency depends not, 
as those affirm, upon a mere coldness of the con
stitution—or patience and humility from an in
sensibility of itj but they are virtues insensibly 
wrought in us by the endeavours of our own wills 
and concurrent influences of a gracious agent 
t • » • 

Man has the potential to exercise his free will to 

respond to divine grace because there is a constant inter

action of ascending and descending movement in the synthe

sis of a theistic universe. As has been discussed, all 

parts of the universe contain an imago Deii God has reached 

down and granted the potential for meaningful ascending 

movement. But this meaning results only from the descend

ing movement, or from the view of the specific from the 

perspective of the Supreme Being, Sterne emphasizes the 

responsibility of the individual* 

^"Sermon XXVIt Advantages of Christianity to the 
World," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, IX, 84, 

^"Sermon XXXVIIIt On Enthusiasm," in The Sermons 
of Mr. Yorick. Vol, II, 276-27?. 
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. . . the assistances of grace were not intended 
to destroy, but to co-operate with the endeavours 
of man,—and are derived from GOD in the same 
manner as all natural powers. Indeed, without 
this interpretation, how could the Almighty ad
dress himself to man as a rational being?—how 
could his actions be his own?—how could he be 
considered as a blameable or rewardable creature? 

The interaction between God and man is affirmed 1 however, 

this relationship is so close, and the image of God so 

interwoven in man's own nature, that it is impossible to 

distinguish the twoi 

That the influence and assistance of God's spirit 
in a way imperceptible to us, does enable us to 
render him an acceptable service, we learn from 
Scripture.—In what particular manner this is ef
fected, so that the act shall still be imputed 
ours—the Scripture says noti we know only the 
account is soj but as for any sensible demonstra
tion of its workings to be felt as such within 
us—the word of God is utterly silent 1 nor can 
that silence be supplied by any experience.—We 
have nonei unless you call the false pretences to 
it such,—suggested by an enthusiastic or dis
tempered fancy. As expressly as we are told and 
pray for the inspiration of GOD's spirit, there 
are no boundaries fixed, nor can any be ever 
marked to distinguish them from the efforts and 
determinations of our own reason* and as firmly 
as most Christians believe the effects of them 
upon their hearts, I may venture to affirm, that 
since the promises were made, there never was a 
Christian of a cool head and sound judgment, 
that, in any instance of a change of life, would 
presume to say, which part of his reformation 
i«as owing to divine help,—or which to the opera
tions of his own mind* or who, upon looking back, 
would pretend to strike the line, and say, "here 
it was that my own reflections ended 1"—and at 

9̂Ibid.. P. 282. 
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this point the suggestions of the Spirit of GOD 
began to take place,7° 

Following this concern for protecting the free will 

of the individual, Sterne carefully distinguishes Christian 

sympathy or fellow feeling from the enthusiastic excesses 

of emotioni "Faith, the distinguishing characteristic of 

a Christian, is defined by them [the enthusiast] not as a 

rational assent of the understanding, to truths which are 

established by indisputable authority, but as a violent 

persuasion of mind, that they are instantaneously become 

71 
children of GOD ... Thus right religion, far from 

an instantaneous product, is in Sterne the carefully cir

cumscribed process of reflective movement. He sees "our 

holy religion" as "the most rational, sober, and consistent 

institution that could have been given to the sons of 

men."72 

On the basis of the preceding examination of 

Sterne's world view and his view of human nature, it is 

possible to turn to a major point of the sermons—the means 

by which man exercises his free will to achieve value. 

First, Sterne bases this potential for value upon 

70i'Sermon XXVi Humility," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick, Vol. II, 70-71. 

71,,Sermon XXXVIII i On Enthusiasm," in The Sermons 
of Mr, Yorick, Vol. II, 284. 

72Ibid.. p. 286. 
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reflective movement, for "Things are great or small by com

parison."^ Sterne's assertion sounds strikingly similar 

to Hume's "Every thing in this world is judg'd of by com-
74 

parison"I yet the difference between Sterne and Hume is 

crucial, illustrating the basis for value that Sterne seeks 

to protect. Hume bases his reliance on comparison upon 

the belief that man is capable only of impressions and 

ideas* he is concerned not with the relation between in

ternal to external but with the relation among various iso

lated, separate parts of human consciousness, or of 

individual perceptions to one another. Sterne, on the 

other hand, bases his idea of comparison upon a synthetic 

world view and upon the potential of the individual to move 

beyond his isolated, separate person to universal or syn

thetic perception. When Sterne writes "Things are great or 

small by comparison," he explains his idea of comparison in 

terms of the assumption of a divine perspectivei "he who 

looks no farther than this world, and balances the accounts 

of his joys and sufferings from that consideration, finds 
7«j 

all his sorrows enlarged . . . . 

"^"Sermon XVt Job's Expostulation with his Wife," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 2$1, 

^Treatise on Human Nature, p. 323. 

^"Sermon XV t Job's Expostulation with his Wife," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 251. 
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Sterne rejects a judgment based upon a single di

mension of movement, an error frequently committed by the 

world* "the way the world usually judges, is,—to sum up 

the good and the bad against eaoh other,—deduct the lesser 

of these articles from the greater, and (as we do in pass

ing other accounts) give credit to the man for what remains 

upon the balance." Sterne admits that "though this seems 
76 

a fair,—yet I fear it is often a fallacious reckoning.' 

He rejects a quantitative basis for measure in favor of a 

qualitative criterion. The means by which this qualitative 

criterion is applied is sketched by Sternet by a "dif

ferent rule," it is possible to reach "in general much 

nearer to the thing we want,—which is truth. The way to 

this is--in all judgments of this kind, to distinguish, and 

carry in your eye, the principle and ruling passion which 

leads the character—and separate that from the other parts 

of it,—and then take notice, how far his other qualities, 

77 good and bad, are brought to serve and support that," 

The influence of benevolence is not determined by the de

gree itself of this principle in our mind, "but by the 

proportion it has to self-love and other principles."^ 

^"Sermon IX1 The Character of Herod," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 147. 

77Ibid.. pt). 1^7-1^8. 

^"Sermon XXXII1 Thirteenth of January," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 182. 
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Once the ruling passion of the individual is determined by 

a kind of faculty psychology, one can judge the relation 

of that individual to universal synthesis. All parts of 

one's life that reflect the ruling passion rather than 

universal standards pervert this synthesis, or are a dis

cord against the harmony of the whole. 

This relation of the lower perspectives to the 

superior one is illustrated by Sterne's discussion of the 

affections. As has been mentioned, Sterne emphasizes the 

role of the affections and stresses the beneficial end for 

which the affections were intended, when properly directed. 

The affections become dangerous when man allows them to 

determine ends by themselvesi "The judgments of the more 

disinterested and impartial of us, receive no small tinc

ture from our affectionsi we generally consult them in 

all doubtful points, and it happens well if the matter in 

question is not almost settled before the arbitrator is 
79 called into the debate." Thus man is counselled to pro

tect himself against serving passion, for "in the more 

flagrant instances, where the passions govern the whole 

man, 'tis melancholy to see the office to which reason, the 

great prerogative of his nature, is reducedj serving the 

^"Sermon XXi The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 
21 Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 313-31^. 



181 

lower appetites in the dishonest drudgery of finding out 
80 

arguments to justify the present pursuit." 

Sterne bases his appeals to man to develop his 

natural potential for good upon the assumption that, given 

a God of good, He would not purposefully mislead mam 

"That . . . wrong determinations in us do arise from any 

defect of judgment inevitably misleading us—would reflect 

dishonour upon GODi as if he had made and sent man into 

the world on purpose to play the fool. His all-bountiful 

hand made his judgment, like his heart, uprighti and the 

instances of his sagacity, in other things, abundantly 
fil 

confirm it . . , Following this assumption, Sterne 

develops two basic potentials in man for reflective move

ment i the first has been discussed previously—man's pre

disposition to order. But, as has been examined, this 

predisposition offers only the potential for virtuei it 

must not be interpreted as a natural assurance of virtue. 

Thus man has the responsibility to develop his judgment as 

a directive means for right reflective movement, Sterne 

admits that judgment is difficulti "That in many dark and 

abstracted questions of mere speculation, we should err,— 
82 

is not strangei we live among mysteries and riddles," 

OA 

Ibid., p, 314, 

81Ibid,, pp. 312-313. 

R2Ibid.. p. 312. 
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Yet he stresses that in matters of importance—not "dark 

and abstracted questions of mere speculation," but matters 

of man's proper concern, value as defined by the participa

tion of the individual in the essence of the Supreme Being, 

judgment is a valid guidei 

'tis very rare, for instance, that we take the 
virtue of a plant to be hot, when it is extremely 
cold,—or, that we try the experiment of opium, 
to keep us wakingt—yet, this we are continually 
attempting in the conduct of life, as well as in 
the great ends and measures of it. That such 
wrong determinations in us do arise from any de
fect of judgment inevitably misleading us—would 
reflect dishonour upon GODi as if he had made 
and sent men into the world on purpose to play 
the fool. His all-bountiful hand made his judg
ment, like his heart, upright* and the instances 
of his sagacity, in other things, abundantly con
firm iti we are led therefore in course to a 
supposition, that, in all inconsistent instances 
there is a secret bias, somehow or other, hung 
upon the mind, which turns it aside from reason 
and truth.^3 

Here Sterne, like the Cambridge Platonists, asserts 

that the conscience offers qualitatively superior direction 

for the other faculties. He acknowledges the need to de

velop the conscience as a guide for man's natural propen

sity to respond to archetypal traces of the divine image, 

or to order. In a synthetic universe in which all things 

contain within themselves seeds of the Divine, man's natu

ral propensity may be exerted in virtually any direction 

or dimension. To protect himself from dishonest drudgery 

to transitory values, man must turn to qualitative 

63Ibid.. PP. 312r313. 
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distinctions made possible by his conscience, the seat of 

reflective movement. 

The conscience has the potential for both the most 

secret, thoughts and motives of the individual and for know

ledge of abstract Reality. First, self-knowledge is con

tained within the consciencei 

If a man thinks at all, he cannot well be a 
stranger to the true state of this account 
He must be privy to his own thoughts and desires 
—He must remember his past pursuits, and know 
certainly the true springs and motives, which, 
in general, have governed the actions of his life. 

• . . here the mind has all the evidence and facts 
within herselfi—is conscious of the web she has 
wovet—knows its texture and fineness, and the 
exact share which every passion has had in working 
upon the several designs, which virtue or vice 
has plann'd before her.B^ 

Secondly, Sterne affirms that the conscience contains an 

image of suprasensuous truthi "I make no doubt but the 

knowledge of right and wrong is . . . truly impress'd upon 
8 S 

the mind of man ... ." The conscience theoretically 

contains the potential for a purely internal process analo

gous to reflective movement. Individual perspective of 

self working against individual perspective of absolutes 

RL 
"Sermon XXVIIi The Abuses of Conscience Con

sidered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 99-100, 
See the excellent discussion on this sermon by Arthur Hill 
Cash, "The Sermon in Tristram Shandy." ELH, XXXI (December, 
1964), 395-^17. 

85Ibid.. p. 100. 
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could serve as a reliable, correct measures "the guilt or 

innocence of every man's life could be known, in general, 

by no better measure, than the degrees of his own approba-
QfL 

tion or censure." However, Sterne recognizes, in actu

ality such reliability is virtually impossible 1 habitual 

sin hardens the conscience* self-love biases judgment! 

worldly interests perplex the judgment! and passion usurps 

the seat of reason,^ The result is that the perspective 

of the conscience is imperfecti 

Thus Conscience, this once able monitor,— 
placed on high as a judge within us,—and intended, 
by our Maker, as a just and equitable one too,—by 
an unhappy train of causes and impediments,—takes 
often such imperfect cognisance of what passes,— 
does its office so negligently,—sometimes so cor
ruptly, that it is not to be trusted alonei and 
therefore, we find, there is a necessity, an ab
solute necessity, of joining another principle 
with it, to aid, if not govern, its determina
tions. 88 

Sterne's remedy is that man must "call in RELIGION and 

MORALITY"i 

So that if you form a just judgment of what 
is of infinite importance to you not to be misled 
in, namely, in what degree of real merit you 
stand, either as an honest man,—a useful citi
zen,—a faithful subject to your king,—or a 
good servant to you GOD—call in RELIGION and 
MORALITY,—Look—What is written in the law of 
GOD?—How readest thou?—Consult calm reason, 

R6Ibid.. P. 102 

87Ibid.. P. 101 

88Ibid.. P. 108 
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and the unchangeable obligations of justice and 
truth,—What say they?89 

In specifying the role of religion and morality, 

Sterne defines the basis for reflective movementi religion 

enables us "To have the fear of GOD before our eyes," and 

morality ensues that "in our mutual dealings with each 

other, to govern our actions by the eternal measures of 

90 right and wrong," Sterne's final caution is that man 

remember that an external norm is necessary for reflective 

movement within a worldly contexti 

, . • remember this plain distinction, a mistake 
in which has ruin*d thousands—That your conscience 
is not a lawi—no,—GOD and reason made the law, 
and has placed Conscience within you to determine, 
—not like an Asiatic Cadi, according to the ebbs 
and flows of his own passionsj but like a British 

. .judge in this land of liberty, who makes no new 
law,—but faithfully declares that glorious law 
which he finds already written.91 

When the conscience is guided rightly, it becomes a 

moral perspective, an incorporation of divine perspective. 

The internal process of the conscience, a reflective move

ment by which the specific is measured in terms of the 

universal, is an anticipation of divine judgmenti 

. . . every wicked man, I believe, feels as regu
lar a process within his own breast commenced 
against himself, and finds himself as much ac
cused, as evidently and impartially condemned for 

"ibid.. PP. 108-109. 

9°Ibid.. P. HO. 

91Ibid., P. 117. 
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what he has done amiss, as if he had received 
sentence before the most awful tribunal!—which 
judgment of conscience, as it can be looked upon 
in no other light but as an anticipation of that 
righteous and unalterable sentence will be pro
nounced hereafter by that Being to whom he is 
finally to give an account of his actions 
• • • • 7 

Thus once again we have returned to movement— 

reflective movement—in our discussion of The Sermons of 

Mr. Yorick. These sermons are essentially exercises in re

flective movement. In them, Sterne develops assumptions 

he shares with his predecessors in sentimentalism. He 

teaches a pattern of movement rather than dogma or a facul

ty, for he believes that basic truths will be activated by 

this movement. His universe is a theistic one. Divine 

essence runs throughout the created universe and, despite 

the Fall, traces of this essence remain that are suffi

ciently strong for each man to experience and recognize. 

From this assumption, Sterne follows the corrective "mode" 

characteristic of sentimentalism, based upon an assumption 

or the corrective power of similarity. This similarity 

unites all parts of the universe* the secular, external 

world is united with the absolute through a shared divine 

essence* similarly, one man is united with his fellow men, 

and man's internal faculties are united with one another. 

Once reflective movement is activated, the individual will 

2̂"Sermon XXXIIIi Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick. Vol. II, 205. 
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experience great pleasure over his recognition of simi

larity, and he will seek to recreate the experience. 

Correction accompanies this positive effort to participate 

in divine synthesis through reflective movement. 



CHAPTER V 

THE SERMONS OF MR. YORICKi TECHNIQUE 

Sterne's style in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick cus

tomarily is considered quite separately from his contenti 

for example, Paul McGlynn writes "while they are written 

in a uniquely Shandean style, they reflect their age's 

vaguely benevolent ethic expressed by Latitudinarianism as 

it developed from the time of the Cambridge Platonists to 

the middle third of the eighteenth century."'1' Despite 

recognition that Sterne obviously granted considerable 

attention to his method, critics continue to dismiss tech

nique as rhetorical flourishi "In fact, there seems to be 

as much, if not more, preoccupation with the way this is 

said as with what is being said." 

Such an approach has a long history in Sterne crit

icism. As Alan B, Howes writes, "The style of the Sermons 

was often singled out for condemnation, as these discourses, 

which had been so popular in Sterne's lifetime, gradually 

declined somewhat in popularity," Professor Howes goes on 

to cite examples of such condemnation! 

^"Laurence Sterne's Religioni The Sermons and 
Novels, p, 37, 

^Ibid., p, 46, 

188 
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John Stedman found the humour in them "incon
sistent with the dignity of the pulpitj and 
after the publication of Gray's letter to Wharton 
which had contained some fairly restrained praise 
of the Sermons. John Mainwaring felt impelled to 
characterize Gray's remarks as "rather hasty and 
unguarded," Sterne's Sermons lack propriety, he 
continues, since the "gaiety of polite conversa
tion is not suited to the pulpit* and further, 
""besides their strange indecorum, and air of "bur
lesque," they are "incorrect, verbose, and af
fected. "3 

The fact is that the way Sterne's sermons "work" 

is integral to his priestly role. The distinction of The 

Sermons of Mr. Yorick does not lie in their expression of 

accepted norms or abstracted values, but rather in their 

dramatization of the process by which these norms or values 

are reached and made meaningful to the individual. The 

movement of ideas is the basis for the literary form of 

the Sermons. 

The Sermons of Mr. Yorick are exercises in reflec

tive movement, closely-guided working examples of the in

teraction between the individual and the universal. 

Reflective movement de.pends upon the ability of the indi

vidual to assume at least two perspectives—that of the 

specific and that of the universal. Given the assumption 

of absolute, universal goodness operating throughout a 

synthetic universe and of man, as of all other parts of 

•^Yorick and the Critics t Sterne's Reputation in 
England. 1760-1868 (New Haveni Yale University Press, 
1958),pp. 69-70. 
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creation, containing within himself the image of this good

ness, virtue for the individual depends upon his recogniz

ing and activating the image relationship in which he 

standsi ". . . the reason the world is undone, is, because 

the world does not consider,—considers neither awful re

gard to GOD—or the true relation themselves bear to him 

• • 9 • 

In developing this assumption, Sterne stresses an 

interplay of levels of abstractions. This interplay has 

been commented upon by previous readers but interpreted in 

terms of their own classificatory divisions. For example, 

Melvyn New recognizes the interplay, writing that Sterne 

•'allows the Infinite to permeate the Finite with a set of 

absolute values." New then argues on the basis of this 

interplay that Sterne belongs to the satirist side of a 

dichotomy between satire and sentimentalism. Stuart Tave 

uses the same observation for a quite different interpreta

tion. Mr. Tave recognizes the interplay, in which the dif

ference between the great and the little is minimized. On 

this basis he classifies Sterne with the "amiable humor

ists," and contrasts him with the satirists, who assume 
t 

-

"Sermon XIIIt Duty of Setting Bounds to our 
Desires," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 222, 

^Laurence Sterne as Satirist, p. 46. 
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"there is a vast difference between the great and the 

little."6 

Unlike Pope, to whom the difference between human 
and divine vision was absolute, Sterne tries to 
see with both the human eye and with the divine* 
the dangers are manifest, but he is at home in 
digressive chaos, confident of his path. An out
burst on the inconsistent soul of man, whose gift 
of reason multiplies his pains, sounds like Pope-
except that the occasion is the unoiled door hinge 
at Shandy-Hall, which never has been and never 
will be and never should be mended, because it.is 
right, perfect in its imperfection and a perfect 
symbol of the human situation. There is a finite 
difference between the great and the little that 
is an inexhaustible, inescapable source of in
congruity, but the jest is usually tempered be
cause on another scale the two are really equal. 
Therefore the great things of the world can be 
quickly deflated. Therefore minutiae can be in
vested with enormous values* can become endlessly 
and marvelously complex, like the "infinitude of 
oddities" in Walter Shandy that baffled all cal
culation! can become, in the simplest situation, 
bottomless feelings, like the "infinite pity," 
'the "infinite benevolence" of Toby. Cervantic 
humor—"describing silly and trifling Events, 
with the Circumstantial Pomp of great Ones"—was 
no longer simple burlesque. Under the pressure 
of human foolishness Pope had the apocalyptic 
vision of the uncreating word, chaos, universal 
darkness. Toby pities the devil himself, making 
the completest reconciliation. There is an ul
timate grandeur thus revealed in Tobyi and a 
total absurdity, as he tries humanly to reconcile 
incommensurables.? 

Contrary to Professors New and Tave, I believe that 

we may appreciate Sterne most fully as a sentimentalist, 

and that his humor is characteristic of his sentimentalism. 

6The Amiable Humorist. p„ 172. 

7Ibid.. pp. 173-174. 
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Sterne's frequently noted interplay of the great and the 

little or the infinite and the finite is a form of reflec

tive movement—the pattern characteristic of the early 

predecessors of sentimentalism. The great and the little 

are not, contrary to succeeding world views, "incommen-

surables." The absurdity of Toby's attempts to reconcile 

the two realms does not lie in the attempt itselfi indeed, 

virtue is possible only with such movement. Instead, 

absurdity results in man's confusion of orders—in his 

attempt to impose order of his own making rather than to 

seek the order that is God's, Divine order makes each 

passing moment precious. It invests worldly reality with 

value. The sermons demonstrate how to seek God's order 

within worldly reality. 

A frequent correspondence with heaven, by prayer 
and devotion, is the greatest nourishment and 
support of spiritual life*—it keeps the sense of 
GOD warm and lively within us,—which secures our 
disposition, and sets such guards over us, that 
hardly will a temptation prevail against us.— 
Who can entertain a base or an impure thought, 
or think, of executing it, who is incessantly con
versing with his GOD?—or not despise every temp
tation this lower world can offer him, when, by 
his constant addresses before the throne of GOD's 
majesty, he brings the glorious prospect of heaven 
perpetually before his eyes?8 

In theory the individual contains within himself 

knowledge of archetypal absolutes and of specifics, the two 

perspectives necessary for reflective movement. However, 

Q 
"Sermon XLIIIi Worship," in The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick. Vol. II, 3^3-3^. 
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in reality various factors pervert these perspectives. Man 

was distanced from divine goodness by the Fall, and he is 

distanced from self-knowledge by both internal and external 

biasesi . . if we expect our happiness to be in heaven, 

—we must have our conversation in heaven, whilst upon 

earth, make it the frequent subject of our thoughts and 

meditations,—let every step we take tend that way . . . 

disengaging our thoughts and affections from (this world], 

and thereby transforming them to the likeness of what we 

9 hope to be hereafter," 

Like his predecessors in the sentimental tradition, 

Sterne stresses man's positive, expansive potential to 

overcome these obstacles to reflective movement. As a 

priest he. seeks to assist the individual in escaping limi

tations of self and in assuming other perspectives. Sterne 

depends upon man's natural propensity for sympathy. Work-
• 

ing from a belief in a synthetic world view and of univer

sal harmony, Sterne assumes that each part, unless 

preventedj will "seek" harmonious relation to the whole. 

The role of the preacher becomes to engage his congrega

tion's minds in a temporarily assumed perspective analogous 

to a corresponding abstraction. From such a perspective, 

reflective movement may commence, "In a word, a man's mind 

9 "Sermon XXIXi Our Conversation in Heaven," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. II, 143, 
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must be like your proposition, before it can be relishedj 

and 'tis the resemblance between them, which brings over 

his judgment and makes him as evidence on your side,"*0 

Similarity is the basis for reflective movementi "there 

must be something antecedent in the disposition and temper, 

which will render that good a good to that individual 

,.11 
• • • » 

The priest may enable his listener to experience 

that similarity by assisting him to abandon temporarily his 

worldly biases. Here Sterne recognizes the value of in

direct approaches to the truth of the abstraction. The 

earliest instructors saw they must get beyond or through 

self love to reach true self knowledge, and as a result 

conveyed "instructions in parables, fables, and such sort 

of indirect applications, which, though they could not 

conquer this principle of self-love, yet often laid it 

asleep, or at least over-reached it for a few minutes, till 
12 

a just judgment could be procured," The individual must 

somehow experience divine goodness before he can recognize 

the higher levels of holinessi 

l°"Sermon XXIII i The Parable of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. II, 
35-36. 

^"Sermon XXIXi Our Conversation in Heaven," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. II, IkO. 

12 "Sermon IVi Self-Knowledge," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 58. 
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The apostle tells us, that without holiness no 
man shall see Godj—by which no doubt he means, 
that a virtuous life is the only medium of happi
ness and terms of salvation, which can only give 
us admission into heaven,—But some of our divines 
carry the assertion further, that without holi
ness,—without some previous similitude wrought 
in the faculties of the mind, corresponding with 
the nature of the purest of beings, who is to be 
the object of our fruition hereafteri—that it is 
not morally only, but physically impossible for 
it to be happy,—and that an impure and polluted 
soul is not only unworthy of so pure a presence 
as the spirit of GOD, but even incapable of en
joying it, could it be admitted.13 

Sterne's usual method is to select sacred writing 

and then to use it as the basis for an exercise in reflec

tive movement. The criterion for selection seems to be 

utility—what will most surely contribute to participation 

in this movement* "I shall endeavour therefore to draw 

such other reflections from this piece of sacred history, 

as are applicable to human life,—and more likely to be of 

use.""1"^ For example, Job's history is recommended as a 

masterpiece, for it is "related with the greatest variety 

of tender and affecting circumstances, which would afford 

matter for reflections useful for the conduct of almost 

every part and stage of a man's life,"*'"'' 

"^"Sermon XXIXi Our Conversation in Heaven," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, II, 139-1^0. 

•^"Sermon XIXi Felix's Behaviour Towards Paul, 
Examined," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 311. 

15"Sermon XII t Joseph's History Considered.— 
Forgiveness of Injuries," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick 
Vol. I, 19^* 
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As has been discussed, compassion has a cohesive 

quality. It enables man to coexist in harmony with other 

parts of the universe( Thus it is logical that Sterne 

frequently describes a scene which will enable his congre

gation to assume a perspective of compassion, Sterne's 

appeal to the heart does not support a Head-Heart contrast, 

but rather indicates an appeal to the heart as preparatory 

to more complete movementi "I know not whether the remark 

is to our honour or otherwise, that lessons of wisdom have 

never such a power over us, as when they are wrought into 

the heart, through the ground-work of a story which engages 

the passionsi Is it that we are like iron, and must first 

be heated before we can be wrought upon?" Sterne de

scribes the appeal of compassion in terms of man's innate 

propensity for sympathetic identification! 

There is something in our nature which engages us 
to take part in every accident to which man is sub
ject, from what cause soever it may have happened 1 
but in such calamities as a man has fallen into 
through mere misfortune, to be charged upon no 
fault or indiscretion of himself, there is some
thing then so truly interesting, that at the first 
sight we generally make them our own, not alto
gether from a reflection that they might have been 
or may be so, but oftener from a certain generosity 
and tenderness of nature which disposes us for com- 1 

passion, abstracted from all consideration of 
self , . , 

"^•'Sermon XX1 The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 
of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 194. 

17 "Sermon III! Philanthropy Recommended," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 38-39. 
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Sterne here distinguishes his sense of compassion from the 

compassion characteristic of reflexive movement. For Hut-

cheson, Hume, and Smith sympathetic identification occurs 

by one's imaginatively placing himself in the situation of 

anotheri he reacts as though he were the person princi

pally involved. In reflexive movement, there is no poten

tial for escape from the self. For Sterne man is. capable 

of moving beyond the self, and of actually identifying with 

another man. And Sterne further distinguishes his sense of 

compassion from the compassion of reflexive movement by 

specifying that it is not the pain of separation that moti

vates us, but rather "a certain generosity and tenderness 

of nature which disposes us for compassion, abstracted from 

all consideration of self." 

Sterne's use of compassion is not simply an appeal 

to pity for the pleasure the emotion offers. He appeals to 

compassion as a motivating force for reflective movement. 

By acting in accord with compassion, one joins in the har

monious process of relations in a synthetic universe. For 

example, the widow, in famine reduced to her last morsel 

for herself and her child, is exhorted by Elijah to give 

him food and water. Natural and legal law, based upon 

preservation of the individual, gave the widow opportunity 

for excuses, "that it was contrary to justice and the first 

law of nature, to rob herself and child of their last 
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morsel, and give it to a stranger.1' However the appeal of 

compassion counteracts the separation of natural law. In 

terms of the synthetic whole, compassion enables the indi

vidual to escape self and become a part of a divine pro

cess i "But in general spirits, compassion is sometimes 

more than a balance for self-preservation. For, as GOD 

certainly interwove that friendly softness in our nature 

to be a check upon too great a propensity towards self-
10 

love—so it seemed to operate here.' 

Thus distinction is made between judgment based 

upon separation and that based upon synthesis 1 the widow 

becomes a model because she is not motivated by self-

interest, "but rather the contrary, from the reflection she 
10 

makes upon the whole ... ." Sterne stresses the 

widow's movement among levels of abstraction, or ability 

to discern the difference between judgment based upon in

dividual values and that based upon values of general man

kind* the widow "must have been wrought upon by an unmixed 

principle of humanity.—She looked upon him as a fellow-

partner almost in the same affliction with herself 

„20 
• # • • 

18 
"Sermon Vt The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 

Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. 
I. 73-7*K 

l9Ibid., p. 74. 

2°Ibid., p. 75. 
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This stress upon movement among levels of abstrac

tion gets at the heart of Sterne*s method in The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick. Sterne himself thought of his sermons as 

conversations or dialogues, and specified that these dia

logues moved on various levels. First, as a man speaking 

with his fellow man, Sterne conversed with his congrega

tion. He used various devices to insure that members of 

the congregation be aware of their role in this dialoguei 

addressing them directly, inserting personal asides, posing 

interrogatives, and supplying their responses, then re

sponding to them. But Sterne also envisioned dialogues 

on other levelsi of characters with one anotherj char

acters with Godj and man's faculties with one anotheri 

"0 ye affections! how fondly do you play at cross pur

poses with one another!—*Tis the natural dialogue of true 

transport , . . . "2̂ * 

However, reflective movement does not occur with 

simple lateral movement—from one man to his fellow man, 

for example. It involves movement from lower to higher 

levels of generalization, and from higher to lower. 

. . if we expect our happiness to be in heaven,—we 

must have our conversation in heaven, whilst upon earth 

. . , disengaging our thoughts and affections from it 

21 
"Sermon XXi The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 326. 
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[this world] and thereby transforming them to the likeness 
22 

of what we hope to be hereafter." We may interpret 

Sterne's development of reflective dialogue in terms of 

the general levels of perspective outlined by the prede

cessors of sentimentalism. Sterne juxtaposes three general 

levels of perspective with that of the actual spectator» 

first, that of another person* second, that of general 

mankind* and third, that of divine or absolute value. The 

perspective of the actual spectator forms the "b&aeM for 

further movement. Sterne characteristically renders this 

perspective with pictorial specificity. The pictorial or 

graphic quality of Sterne's writing--not to be confused 

with the picturesque—has been noted often, I believe it 

may be interpreted most fully in a larger context as in

tegral to Sterne's mode of vision. 

When Sterne develops scenes with pictorial specifi

city, he is working within a definite sentimental tradition 

to facilitate reflective movement. Through such specifi

city, the listener or reader vicariously becomes an actual 

spectator to the situation or action being described. For 

example, in Sermon II, "The House of Feasting and the House 

of Mourning," Sterne imaginatively takes his reader into 

"the house of mourning" and forces him to observe the situ

ation of distress thereini 

22,,Sermon XXIXi Our Conversation in Heaven," in 
The Sermons of Mr- Yorick. Vol. II, 1^3. 
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Let us go into the house of mourning, made so by 
such afflictions as have been brought in, merely 
by the common cross accidents and disasters to 
which our condition is exposed,—where, perhaps, 
the aged parents sit broken-hearted, pierced to 
their souls with the folly and indiscretion of a 
thankless child—the child of their prayers, in 
whom all their hopes and expectations centeredi— 
perhaps a more affecting scene—a virtuous family 
lying pinched .with want, where the unfortunate 
support of it having long struggled with a train 
of misfortunes, and bravely fought up against 
them—is now piteously borne down at the last— 
overwhelmed with a cruel blow which no forecast 
or frugality could have prevented.—0 GODJ look 
upon his afflictions—Behold him distracted with 
many sorrows, surrounded with the tender pledges 
of his love, and the partner of his cares—with
out bread to give them, unable, from the remem-
brance of better days, to digt—to beg, ashamed. ̂  

Sterne then actually describes how such a scene of 

distress works* "By holding up such a glass before it, it 

forces the mind to see and reflect upon the vanity,—the 

perishing condition and uncertain tenure of everything in 
2k 

this world." The scene represents the specific, and the 

mind is "forced" by its natural propensity to universals to 

share in the analogy between the specific as the image re

flected and the absolute as the archetype or original. 

Once reflective movement is initiated, it will continue 

from its own momentum« 

Prom reflections of this serious cast, how in
sensibly do the thoughts carry us farther?—and 

^"Sermon IIi The House of Feasting and the House 
of Mourning Described," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. 
I, 29-30. 

2ii 
Ibid.. pp. 30-31. 
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from considering, what we are—what kind of world 
we live in, and what evils befall us in it, how 
naturally do they set us to look forwards at what 
possibly we shall be?—for what kind of world we 
are intended—what evils may befall us there--and 
what provision we should make against them here, 
whilst we have time and opportunity.25 

Similarly, the story of the Prodigal Son begins 

with pictorial specificityi 

I see the picture of his departure—the camels 
and asses leaden with his substance, detached on 
one side of the piece, and already on their wayi— 
the prodigal son standing on the foreground, with 
a forced sedateness, struggling against the flut
tering movement of joy, upon his deliverance from 
restraint*—the elder brother holding his hand, 
as if unwilling to let it goi—the father,—sad 
movement! with a firm look covering a prophetic 
sentiment, 'that all would not go well with his 
child,•^-approaching to embrace him, and bid him 
adieu.2" 

In both examples, the end for which pictorial spec

ificity is rendered is illustrated, for the details of the 

scenes are etched not in terms of their uniqueness, but in 

terms of their universality. In the house of mourning, the 

spectator finds "the aged parents" or "a virtuous family," 

specific enough to enable sympathetic identification, but 

even in this identification pointing the way to the abstrac

tions involved in reflective movement. Thus Sterne seeks 

to involve the spectator not in terms of fresh or unique 

^Ibid. • p. 31. 

2̂ "Sermon XXi The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 
of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 321. 
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To further this end 
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"processed"^'' understanding. 

;ause it "points to" certain 

of processed understanding, 

Sterne does not stress pictbrial specificity, or the per

spective of the actual spectator, in itself. Instead, he 

stresses the interaction among various levels of perspec

tive. As has been mentioned, three basic levels are 

"drawn" and juxtaposed with that of the actual spectator— 

that of another person, that of general mankind, and that 

of a Supreme Being. In assisting his listeners to assume 

Sterne*s characteristic prac-

pective himself. For example, 

Sterne presents the Samaritan's hypothetical thoughts and, 

with them, the reflective process 1 "And because it is a 
i 

pleasure to look into a good mind and trace out as far as 

one is able, what passes within it on such occasions, I 

shall beg leave for a moment to state an account of what 

the perspective of another, 

tice is to assume that pers 

was likely to pass in his, and in what manner so distress

ful a case would necessarily work upon such a disposi-

. . „ 28 tion," 

^Walter S. Ong, "Rhetoric and Changing Structures 
of Knowledge in Shakespeare's World," paper presented at 
the Central Renaissance Conference, April 13, 1973» at the 
University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska. 

2P 
""Sermon III» Philanthropy Recommended," in The 

Sermons of Mr. Yorick, VolL I, ̂ 6, 
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Sterne carefully charts his procedure, insuring 

that his congregation will be able to follow himi ". • . 

let me change conditions with him for a moment and con

sider, had his lot fallen me as I journeyed in the way, 
29 

what measure I should have expected at his hand ... ." 

In the assumed perspective of the Samaritan, Sterne writes 

"But I am a stranger to the man*—be it so, but I am no 

stranger to his condition—misfortunes are of no particular 

tribe or nation, but belong to us allj—and have a general 

claim on us . . . . 

Thus Sterne takes his congregation through the ac

tual process of moving from an individual perspective, that 

of the Samaritan, to seeing its relevance to all of man

kind. Sterne then moves into a perspective within a per

spective, for as the Samaritan, Sterne imagines himself the 

injured Jewi 

As he approached the place where the unfortunate 
man lay, the instant he beheld him, no doubt some 
such train of reflections as these would rise in 
his mind. Good God J what a spectacle of misery 
do I behold1—a man stripped of his raiment--
wounded—lying languishing before me upon the 
ground, just ready to expire,—without the com
fort of a friend to support him in his last 
agonies, or the prospect of a hand to close his 
eyes when his pains are over. But perhaps my 
concern should lessen when I reflect on the re
lations in which we stand to each other—that he 
is a Jew, and I a Samaritan,—But are we not still 

29Ibid.. p. 47. 

3°Ibid. 
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both meni partakers of the same nature—and sub
ject to the same evils?—let me change conditions 
with him for a moment and consider, had his lot 
befallen me as I journeyed in the way, what meas
ure I should have expected at his hand,—Should 
X wish, when he beheld me wounded and half dead, 
that he should shut up his bowels of compassion 
from me, and double the weight of my miseries by 
passing by and leaving them unpitied?31 

Sterne appeals to a point of similarity—the common link of 

compassion—imagining the injured man's family waiting for 

himi "perhaps at this instant that he lies here forsaken, 

in all this misery, a whole virtuous family is joyfully 

looking for his return, and affectionately counting the 

hours of his delay. Oh I did they know what evil had be-
32 

fallen him--how would they fly to succour him! ... ." 

Analysis reveals that the entire sermon works by an 

interplay of various assumed perspectives! as the Priest 

and the Levite turn from the injured man, the congregation 

enters into the perspective of each|33 then, as a point of 

measure by which conscience may judge the inhumanity of the 

Priest and the Levite, Sterne evokes the criterion of com

passion by imagining the inward soliloquy of the injured 

man 1 

Alas! after I have been twice passed by, ne
glected by- men of mv own nation and religion, 

31Ibid.. pp. 46-47. 

32Ibid., p. 47. 

33Ibid.. p. 42. 
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bound "by so many ties to assist me, left here 
friendless and unpitied both by a Priest and a 
Levite. men whose profession and superior ad
vantages of knowledge could not leave them in 
the dark in what manner they should discharge 
this debt which my condition claims—after 
this-^-what hopes? what expectations from a 
passenger, not only a stranger.—but a Samaritan 
released from all obligations to me. and by a 
national dislike inflamed by mutual ill offices, 
now made my enemy, and more likely to re.ioice 
at the evils which have fallen upon me. than to 
stretch forth a hand to save me from them! 3** 

The second perspective drawn by Sterne to interact 

with that of the actual spectator is the perspective of 

mankind, or society. Here two basic methods are employedi 

first, Sterne describes as a model a character's use of 

this perspective. For example, the widow, in responding 

to Elijah's request for her last food, was not motivated by 

promise of recompensei "It appears, therefore, that she 

must have been wrought upon by an unmixed principle of 

humanity.—She looked upon him as a fellow-partner almost 

in the same affliction with herself—The second basic 

method is for Sterne to address himself to Everyman, so to 

speak, and thus to force the congregation to respond with 

the perspective of general humanityi 

Who, that had found himself thus an example of 
-the many chances of this mortal lifet—when he 

3̂ Ibid., P. 

-^"Sermon Vi The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 
Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. 
I. 75. 
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considered himself now stripped and left desti
tute of so many valuable blessings which the 
moment before thy Providence had poured upon 
his headj—when he reflected upon this gay delight
some structure, in appearance so strongly built, so 
pleasingly surrounded with everything that could 
flatter his hopes and wishes, and beheld it all 
levelled with the ground in one moment, and the 
whole prospect vanish with it like the description 
of an enchantmentj—who I say that had seen and 
felt the shock of so sudden a revolution, would 
not have been furnished with just and beautiful 
reflections upon the occasion, and said with 
Job . . , .3o 

But the perspectives thus described—that of the 

actual spectator, that of another person, and that of gen

eral humanity—are meaningful only insofar as they inter

relate with a perspective of divine or absolute order. 

For Sterne it is through descending movement that man has 

the potential for virtue. Goodness may result from simple 

or direct compassion with the unfortunate, but virtue oc

curs only with the reflective movement necessary to give 

meaning to the specific in terms of the universal. There

fore, Sterne employs various devices to facilitate his 

congregation's moving to a perspective analogous with that 

of God. First, he may employ direct address to insure 

that a pathetic scene, such as that described in "The House 

of Mourning," not be an end in itself 1 he calls "0 GODi 

look upon his afflictions—Behold him distracted with many 

36"Sermon Xi Job's Account of the Shortness and 
Troubles of Life, Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick, Vol. I, 160-161, 
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sorrows, surrounded with the tender pledges of his love, 

and the partner of his cares—without bread to give them 
37 . . . "i thus Sterne suggests to his congregation the 

perspective necessary for moral judgment. 

Second, description of the attributes of God, fre

quently in the form of conversation, characterizes Him for 

members of the congregation and makes a divine perspective 

sufficiently immediate to facilitate descending reflective 

movementi "—But thou art merciful, loving, and righteous, 

and lookest down with pity upon these wrongs thy servants 
O Q  

do unto each other ... ." 

A third approach to descending movement is to 

sketch an abstraction. For example after describing the 

lamentation and weeping of Rachel, Sterne assumes the per

spective of Right condemning Herodi "Monster!—could no 

consideration of all this tender sorrow, stay thy hands?— 

Could no reflection upon so much bitter lamentations, 

throughout the coasts of Bethlehem, interpose and plead in 

behalf of so many wretched objects, as this tragedy would 

make. 

37 "Sermon IIi The House of Feasting and the House 
of Mourning Described," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. 
I, 30. 

"^"Sermon XVIIIi The Levite and His Concubine," in 
The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 301. 

••^"Sermon ixi The Character of Herod," in The 
Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol, I, 1^2. 
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This interplay of various levels of perspective is 

especially significant when one realizes that, similar to 

representatives of the reflective movement in sentimental 

tradition, Sterne valued not position or the enjoyment of 

an assumed perspective, but rather man's potential for 

directed movement among perspectives. For the Cambridge 

men, a settled principle or dogma, whatever its doctrine, 

is dangerous. Virtue depends upon the responsibility of 

the individual to participate in divine harmonyi thus pro

cess rather than product must be developed. This idea of 

movement is incorporated later into Tristram Shandy as a 

source of comedy. Thus Tristram is against the calm or 

ease of rest, for "so much of motion, is so much of life, 

and so much of joy—and ... to stand still, or get on 
ko 

slowly, is death and the devil—." This assumption forms 

a basis for both style and content. 

In his style, Sterne relies heavily upon the dash 

to express movement. With this punctuation, Sterne de

velops the pose of informality and immediacy characteristic 

of his personae, Yorick. Sterne uses this pose to facili

tate his congregation's identification with Yorick and, 

through him, both offers a model of reflective process and 

exhorts his congregation to engage in the same process. 

40 
Tristram Shandy, p. 493. 



210 

Sterne uses the dash to indicate changes among 

levels of abstraction. He may move, for example, from a 

simple generalization to highly-charged descriptive detail« 

••—they fall—so rent and torn in this tender part of them, 

so unmercifully butchered, as sometimes never to recover 

either the wounds,—or the anguish of heart,—which they 

have occasioned,—He may move "closer" to his congre

gation, from narrative distance to interrogatory addressi 

"It was the case of the prodigal—he arose to go to his 

father— —Alas! How should he tell his story? Ye who 

have trod this round, tell me in what words he shall give 

into his father, the sad Items of his extravagance and 
42 

folly?" Then, in the same passage Sterne again uses the 

dash to indicate he is returning to his narrativei 

--"Leave the story,—it will be told more concisely--When 

he was yet far off, his father saw him,—Compassion told it 

43 in three words—he fell upon his neck and kissed him." 

Sterne uses the dash to alert his congregation to changes 

of perspectivei "Before we enter—let us examine, what 

must be the sentiments of each individual previous to his 

ill 
"Sermon XIi Evil Speaking," in The Sermons of 

Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 186. 
iip 
"Sermon XXi The Prodigal Son," in The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 324. 

^Ibid.. P. 325. 
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arrival . . . . "^ Also through the dash, Sterne supports 

announcements of changes in scenei "—Shift the scene,— 

and let him behold ... Unifying these uses of the 

dash is Sterne's belief in directed processi "—Attitudes 

are nothing, madam, — 'tis the transition from one attitude 

to another--like the preparation and resolution of the 

discord into harmony, which is all in all." With the 

modification "like the preparation and resolution of the 

discord into harmony," Sterne specifies that he is describ

ing not simply a transition, or a shift, but rather a 

directed process—a movement from disorder toward order, 

Sterne's shifts in perspective have a didactic role 

as well as a popular appeal* by alternating perspectives, 

Sterne demonstrates the partiality of ascending worldly 

perspective and the resulting liability to error. Ascend

ing movement has no point of measure by which it can cor

rect the discrepancies of worldly things. Sterne, by 

taking his listeners through movement of perspective, 

demonstrates this corrective potentiali "Look at a man in 

one light, and he shall seem wise, penetrating, discreet, 

liii 
"Sermon II i The House of Feasting and the House 

of Mourning Described," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, 
I, 2if. 

"Sermon XIt Evil Speaking," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 18B. 

^Tristram Shandy, p. 277, my italics. 
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and bravei behold him in another point of view, and you 

see a creature all over folly and indiscretion ... ." 

This didactic role of shifts in perspective is sup

ported by more indirect benefits. Sterne often employs 

rapid changes in perspective to insure as thorough as pos

sible a manipulation of reflective movementi controlled, 

rapid transitions reduce the chance of deflection of move

ment by the self-interest of the listener. For example, 

Sterne may begin with a general truth that "one of the 

most persuasive arguments which religion offers , . , 

[against pride] is that which rises from the state and con

dition of ourselves, both as to our natural and moral im-

perfections," Sterne then directs his congregation to 

regard man from a divine perspectivei "0 God I what is 

man!—even a thing of nought—a poor, infirm, miserable, 

short-lived creature, that passes away like a shadow, and 

is hastening off the stage where the theatrical titles and 

distinctions, and the whole mask of Pride which he has worn 

for a day will fall off, and leave him naked as a neglected 
Ilq 

slave." 7 Sterne guides his congregation in reflective 

movement to a specific example of Pride, gradually 

Ll'J 
"Sermon XX« Evil Speaking," in The Sermons of 

Mr. Yorick, Vol. I, 177. 

^"Sermon XXIV« Pride," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick. Vol. II, 52. 

49Ibid., PP. 52-53. 
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increasing the immediacy and intensity of the scene until 

the spectator is imaginatively taking a physical role in 

it i 

Send forth your imagination, I beseech you, to 
view the last scene of the greatest and proudest 
who ever awed and governed" the world--see the 
empty vapour disappearing! one of the arrows of 
mortality this moment sticks fast within himi 
see—it forces out his life, and freezes his blood 
and spirits. 

• —Approach his bed of state—lift up the curtain— 
regard a moment with silence—50 

Here the nature of the reader's participation 

should be noted, Sterne does not supply an empirical sense 

of the specifici the actual situation remains convention

ally abstract. Instead, Sterne supplies a specific pro

cess, The specific is the participation itself. He asks 

the reader to "approach his bed of state—lift up the 

curtain" and then to "regard." Once the reader has engaged 

in this process, he will supply the specific image of "the 

last scene of the greatest and proudest who ever awed and 

governed the world," and by supplying this specific, he 

will activate reflective movement. 

Sterne then begins to redirect reflective movement 

in his congregation by calling on their consciences to pass 

judgment—a judgment carefully patterned by the previously-

drawn abstraction and specifici "—are these cold hands 

5°Ibid.. p. 53. 
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and pale lips, all that is left of him who was canonis'd 

by his own pride, or made a god of, by his flatterers?" 

Reflective movement is redirected to the individual. 

First, Sterne provides the pattern for his congregation, 

calling "0 my soul! with what dreams hast thou been be

witched? how hast thou been deluded by the objects thou 

hast so eagerly grasped at?M He then directs his congrega

tion to focus upon themselvesi "Survey yourselves, my dear 
51 

Christians, a few moments in the light . . . ." Here, 

for the first time in this sermon, Sterne creates distance 

between the clergyman and his congregation. The function 

of the preacher is to instigate independent reflective 

movement in each member of the congregation. Tension is 

increased, for this distancing develops into overt opposi

tion as Sterne challenges his congregation into more active 

involvement* M—But why so cold an assent to so uncontested 

a truth?—Perhaps thou hast reasons to be proud?—for 
52 

heaven*s sake, let us then hear them . , . ." The in

dividual in the congregation has become isolated, and 

Sterne has assumed, through the pronoun "us," connotations 

of a combined perspective—that of general mankind—before 

whom the individual must present his case. 

^Ibid.. p. 5^* 

52Ibid. 
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Manipulation of reflective movement is effective 

only if the spectator is malleable, and Sterne's efforts 

may be directed toward dislodging the spectator from a 

habitual response to enable him to assume a perspective 

analogous to an abstraction. In "The Levite and His Con

cubine," Sterne sketches a series of situations evoking a 

stock response,-*3 jn doing so Sterne constructs an imagi

nary dialogue to demonstrate how to create a true self. 

The basic situation is outlined—that a Levite took a con

cubine—followed by a stock response » "—Then shame and 

grief go with her, and wherever she seeks a shelter, may 

the hand of Justice shut the door against her!—" Immedi

ately, this condemnation is counteredi "Not so* for she 

went unto her father's house in Bethlehem-judah, and was 

with him four whole months." Again, the individual imagi

nation is portrayed in its stock responsei "Blessed inter

val for meditation upon the fickleness and vanity of this 

world and its pleasures I I see the holy man upon his 

knees,—with hands compressed to his bosom, and with up

lifted eyes, thanking heaven that the object which had so 

long shared his affections, was fled—" And again, the 

stock response is immediately undercut, and the spectator 

is forced to readjust his reactioni "The text gives a 

53"Sermon XVIIIi The Levite and His Concubine," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. Vol. I, 285 ff. 
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different picture of his situation; for he arose and went 

after her to speak friendly to her . ... ," Then, to in

sure that his congregation understand the process through 

which they have been led, Sterne explains his techniquei 

"—A most sentimental group! you'll sayi and so it is, 

my good commentator, the world talks of everything* give 

hut the outlines of a story,—let Spleen or Prudery snatch 

the pencil, and they will finish it wi-feh so many hard 

strokes, and with so dirty a colouring that Candour and 

Courtesy will sit in torture as they look at it." Sterne 

then describes the response he wishes 

follow» "Gentle and virtuous spirits! 

what it is to be rigid interpreters, b 

ings,—to you I address myself, the un 

the conduct of the misguided," Sterne 

understanding, explaining why rash jud 

How often must ye repeat it, "That 
doings so or so"—is not sufficient evidence by it
self to overthrow the accused? That our actions 
stand surrounded with a thousand circumstances 

lis congregation to 

ye who know not 

it of your own fail-

lired advocates for 

appeals to the 

gment leads to errori 

such a one's 

first sight*— 
which impell'd 

which do not present themselves at 
that the first springs and motives 
the unfortunate, lie deeper stilli—and that of 
the millions which every hour are arraign'd, thou
sands of them may have err'd, mereiy from the 
head, and been actually outwitted p.nto evil* and 
even when from the heart,—that the difficulties 
and temptations under which they acted,—the 
force of the passions,—the suitableness of the 
object, and the many struggles of virtue before 
she fell,—may be so many appeals from justice to 
the judgment-seat of pity.5^ 

54Ibid., pp. 286-28?. 
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Sterne proceeds with a technique common to his ser

mons, that of beginning over again. This time he has pre

pared his congregation by placing them in the perspective 

he wishes them to assume and telling his story to appeal to 

that perspective* "Here then let us stop a moment, and 

give the story of the Levite and his Concubine a second 

hearingi like all others, much of it depends upon the 

tellingj and as the Scripture has left us no kind of com

ment upon it, 'tis a story on which the heart cannot be at 

a loss for what to say, or the imagination for what to 

suppose—the danger is, humanity may say too much."-^ 

The basic method in the passages just discussed is 

contrast. Stock responses, based upon appearances of the 

situation provided by initial readings of a text, are jux

taposed with revised responses, based upon the reality of 

the situation, provided by further reading of the text. 
9 

The method is characteristic of the sermons. As James 

Downey notes, Sterne is "a master of the art of con

trast,"^ Downey goes on to describe the technique, 

Sterne will put forth an opening attention-getter—a propo

sition apparently contrary to accepted social and religious 

standards. For example, Sterne begins one sermon with the 

^The Eighteenth Century Pulpit (Oxfordi Clarendon 
Press, 1969), p. 140, 
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text "It is better to go to the house of mourning than to 

the house of feasting," and then responds to it with the 

57 assertion "That I deny," He pursues this opening con

trast throughout the sermon, which develops through an 

opposition of scenes. The house of mourning is contrasted 

with that of feasting. From the contrast, the congregation 

is persuaded to prefer the house of mourning not because 

mourning is in itself preferable to jollity, but because it 

teaches more valuable lessons,^ Downey notes "This same 

technique of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis is employed 

in 'Vindication of Human Nature,*"^ and then generalizes 

about the techniquei "Sterne . . . was constantly ex

ploiting his hearers' emotions, first offending their 

moral sensibilities by a seemingly blasphemous statement, 

then, by means of some adroit dialectical footwork, eluding 

blame himself while leaving his congregation to puzzle the 

reason for its outrage." 0̂ 

The technique described by Downey, one of contrast 

by which the final synthesis is left to the member of the 

congregation, is a logical outgrowth of the sentimental 

-^"Sermon IIi The House of Feasting and the House 
of Mourning Described," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick. 
Vol. I, 19. 

^The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, p. 142. 

59 Ibid, 

6°Ibid., p. 1b7. 
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assumptions behind the sermons. In it, we see Sterne'c 

primary purpose as a preacher—to teach a process necessary 

for virtue, Thus the method is more than attention-get

ting, Sterne employs contrast to demonstrate how to create 

a true self. Inward order analogous to universal order 

occurs only through a movement of mind which constantly 

tests appearances. Here we recall Shaftesbury, who shifted 

the frame of reference of theodicy from "the sphere of joy 

and sorrow" to "the free inner activity of forming accord

ing to a purely intellectual prototype and archetype," 1̂ 

Like Shaftesbury, Sterne is concerned primarily with the 

formation of a "true self" by carefully directed movement 

toward inward order. He bases this movement upon assump

tions about an internal order that is analogous to an ex

ternal one and about man's propensity to respond to that 

analogy. And again like Shaftesbury, this formation of a 

"true self" occurs primarily through a dialectic—an oppo

sition between the universal, complete order of things and 

the immediate, partial order. 

Much of Sterne's effectiveness depends upon his 

listeners* willingness to be "led" by him, to allow an in

timacy by which Sterne may bully and cajole without alien

ating, Thus, throughout the sermons Sterne's characteristic 

^*Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlighten
ment. translators Fritz Coelln and James P. Pettegrove 
(Princetoni Prinereton University Press, 1951), p. 153, 
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relationship toward his congregetion is one of fellow feel

ing, Even at those times in which he berates his listen

ers for their lapses, Sterne makes it clear that he himself 

shares their frailties and that his assumption is the sen

timental one of similarity rather than of difference. 

Sterne's belief in universal brotherhood is in the 

tradition of the Cambridge Platonists' belief in the pres

ence of archetypal ideas in all created matter. When God 

"runs through all created essence, containing the arche

typal ideas of all things in himself," it is reasonable to 

extend this belief to man's relation to the worldi "a soul 

that is truly 'god-like'—a mind that is enlightened from 

the same fountain, and hath its inward senses affected with 

the sweet relishes of divine goodness, cannot but every

where behold itself in the midst of that glorious, un-

6 2 bounded Being who is indivisibly everywhere." This view 

of sympathy as a means by which man partakes in the basic 

harmony of universal order is evident in Shaftesbury and, 

though transmuted through adaptation to an epistemology of 

separation, becomes in Hume and Smith the basis for moral 

life. Sympathy is valued in both world views or conceptual 

models, that of the theistic synthesis and that of anthro

pological separationi for both, sympathy is seen not as a 

6 2 
John Smith, "The Excellency and Nobleness of True 

Religion," from Discourses. in Cragg, p. 129, 



221 

specific response but as the potential for the individual 

mind's interplay among various points of view. The dif

ference, of course, lies in the insistence by theists— 

including Sterne—that value results only from a view of 

the specific from the perspective of the universal. 

Sterne develops his informal or "conversational" 

approach within a sentimental tradition. He, like his 

predecessors in this tradition, assumes that man must ex

change perspective as a first step to reflective movement 

and that man relates to his fellow man on the basis of 

their common nature. Thus much of the comment on Sterne's 

author-reader relationship misses the point, Downey, for 

example, implies that Sterne's conversational method is a 

form of "gossiping" when he writes "In The Sermons, as 

elsewhere, Sterne is personal in pitch and informal. He 

takes the reader into his confidence and offers him coun

sel. This intimate author-reader (or parson-parishioner, 

as it initially was) relationship suited Sterne's tempera

ment well, for among other things he was one of. litera-
^O 

ture's greatest gossips," J Whether or not such a method 

may have "suited Sterne's temperament well" is ultimately 

beside the point, Sterne's method was within a sentimental 

tradition which assumed sympathy or fellow feeling was a 

*^The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, p. 152. 
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natural response of man to others, a response that indi

cated the extent to which one was "in tune with" the 

harmony or order of this universe and, perhaps more impor

tant, that provided one means by which reflective movement 

may be initiated, 

A man's own experience is the best basis for a 

starting point for reflectioni 

never man was better qualified to make just and 
noble reflection upon the shortness of life, and 
instability of human affairs, than Job was, who 
had himself waded through such a sea of troubles, 
and in his passage had encountered many vicissi
tudes of storms and sunshine, and by turns had 
felt both the extremes, of all the happiness, and^ 
all the wretchedness, that mortal man is heir to. 

However Sterne recognizes that the vast majority of man

kind, unless trained to make meaningful such worldly truths 

as time and chance, will not perceive truths in everyday 

experience, and that this majority must activate their 

potential through distilled vicarious experience. 

To facilitate the shifts desirable for reflective 

movement, Sterne sees separation of perspectives as a key 

ingredient. Diderot's "The Natural Son, or, the Triumph of 

Virtue" drew Sterne's criticism on the basis of this cri

terion i "It has too much sentiment in it, (at least for 

me) the speeches are too long, and savour too much of 

64 
"Sermon Xi Job's Account of the Shortness and 

Troubles of Life, Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. 
vorick, Vol. I, 156. 
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preaching—this may he a second reason, it is not to my 

taste—'Tis all love, love, love, throughout, without much 
6 5 

separation in the character ... ." 

Sterne follows a criterion of separation in devel

oping his dramatic scenes. In a letter to Mrs. Sterne, 

from Paris, March 17, 1762, Sterne described the theatrical 

manner of Pere Clement, who through his preaching makes 

his pulpit "a stage," and through his variety of tone, en

ables his listeners to "imagine there were no less than 

five or six actors on it together." The passage is an im

portant one, providing one of Sterne's extended and overt 

declarations of the qualities he admires in pulpit oratoryi 

I have been three mornings together to hear a 
celebrated pulpit orator near me, one Pere 
Clement, who delights me much; the parish pays 
him 600 livres for a dozen sermons this Lenti he 
is K. Stanislas's preacher—most excellent indeed! 
his matter solid, and to the purposes his manner, 
more than theatrical, and greater, both in his 
action and delivery, than Madam Clarion, who, 
you must know, is the Oarrick of the stage here; 
he has infinite variety, and keeps up the atten
tion by it wonderfully; his pulpit, oblong, with 
three seats in it, into which he occasionally 
casts himselfj goes on, then rises, by a gradation 
of four steps, each of which he profits by, as 
his discourse inclines himi in short, 'tis a 
stage, and the variety of his tones would make you 
imagine there were no less than five or six actors 
on it together."6 

"To David Garrick" April Cl9l!• 1762, in The 
Letters of Laurence Sterne. ed. Lewis P. Curtis (Oxford 1 
Clarendon Press, 1935)* P» 162. 

66Ibid.. pp. 154-155. 
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Sterne himself defines the dramatic quality of his 

sermonsi "I like the sermon well, replied my father,— 

'tis dramatic,—and there is something in that way of writ 

ing, when skilfully managed, which catches the atten-

tion," Critics have noted often the dramatic quality of 

Sterne's writing—and of his sermons spocifically. The 

comment by Wilbur Cross represents the finest criticism on 

Sterne's dramatic quality» 

Apart from their excellent morality, Sterne aptly 
called his sermons 'dramatic.' Very likely he 
had in mind to some extent the breaks and pauses 
of the preacher and his direct addresses to Solo
mon, to St. Paul, or to God Himself in the course 
of the delivery* with all of whom he professed to 
disagree, though in the end he would come to the 
conclusion that the Scriptures, if properly inter
preted, were always in the right. But Sterne was 
more than an actor. His best sermons are embry
onic dramas, in which an effort is made to visual
ize scene and character, as though he were writing 
for the stage. Everywhere a lively imagination 
is at work on the Biblical narrative. If the 
preacher wishes to vindicate human nature against 
the charge of selfishness, he simply portrays the 
life of an average man, like scores in his con
gregation, from boyhood through youth, and through 
manhood on to old age, and lets the proof of his 
thesis rest with the portrait. No one who has 
heard or read the sermon is disposed to doubt the 
text that 'none of us liveth to himself.' If 
time and change be the theme, then again are 
brought on the imaginary stage the careers of two 
men--the one successful and the other unsuccess
ful, as the world views them—with a final justi
fication, when the drama broadens, of God's 
dealings with His children. Human nature, the 
preacher may assert, is so inconstant that we can 
never know what a man will do. The statement may 
be a commonplace to everyone in his congregation * 

67 
Tristram Shandy. p. 141. 



but the commonplace is forgotten in Sterne's 
illustration of it through a whole series of 
portraits drawn with a few strokes from his own 
experience and observation. Sometimes a sermon 
consists of a single character-sketch rendered 
in full detail» it may be Job or Herod. Again, 
for a study in contrast, two characters run along 
parallel to each other, like Nathan and David, 
or the Pharisee and the Publican in the Temple. 
Scenes of this kind Sterne, avoiding all abstrac
tions, realized completely and triumphantly."" 

Such a comment can hardly be improved upon in its 

sympathetic discrimination of the sermons as "embryonic 

dramas," Yet the relation of this dramatic quality in 

Sterne to his sentimental mode of vision, not within the 

scope of Cross's biography, deserves further comment. When 

viewed within this larger mode of vision, Sterne's dramatic 

scenes, rather than "avoiding all abstractions," are in

tegrally related to abstractions, and, indeed, to one form 

of "argument." 

Critics have noted previously that for Sterne 

dramatic qualities serve as argumenti Professor Hammond 

writes that Sterne's "'arguments' . . . turn out to be 

little more than a series of dramatized appeals." To 

understand Sterne's use of dramatic qualities, we must go 

beyond the rather obvious explanation previously noted— 

that Sterne sees as his objective to assist man in living 

Wilbur L. Cross, The Life and Times of Laurence 
Sterne (New Haveni Yale University Press, 19297, PP. zk?-
2W. 

69 
Laurence Sterne's Sermons of Mr. Yorick, p. 95, 
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his "human life"?0 and thus turns from esoteric argument. 

Indeed, Sterne's choices of subject matter and technique 

result from /both his world view and his view of human, na

ture, First, in a synthetic universe every part of crea

tion partakes of the wholei the specific points to or 

makes manifest the universal. Thus Sterne sees Job's 

comparison of life to a flower as "extremely beautiful, and 

more to the purpose than the most elaborate proof, which 
71 

in truth the subject will not easily admit of . . . ," 

One must remember that Sterne would consider the taxonomic 

classificatory systems of today true but largely irrelevant 

to Trutht that is, the Truth of the flower lies in one's 

responding to its sharing the harmonious process of a 

synthetic universe. 

This concept of the relation of the part to the 

whole leads to Sterne's view of human nature, also behind 

his choice of subject matter and technique. As would be 

expected in view of Sterne's synthetic world view, every 

individual, like the flower or any other part of the uni

verse, contains processes analogous to divine synthesis* 

the role of the priest is not to provide new information, 

"Sermon XIXi Felix's Behaviour Towards Paul, 
Examined," in The Sermons of Mr. Vorickt Vol. I, 311.. 

^"Sermon Xi Job's Account of the Shortness and 
Troubles of Life, Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. 
Yorick, Vol. I, 161-162. 
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but to enable members of his congregation to activate the 

universal truths they already contain within themselves. 

Thus when Job compares life to a flower, Sterne recognizes 

that 

the shortness of life being a point so generally 
complained of in all ages since the flood, and 
so universally felt and acknowledged by the whole 
species, as to require no evidence beyond a si
militude i the intent of which is not so much to 
prove the fact, as to illustrate and place it in 
such a light as to strike us, and bring the im
pression home to ourselves in a more affecting 
manner. 72 

In a similar manner, the examples described by 

Sterne serve as proofs by setting in motion the "specta

tor's" reflective processesi "Such an example ... is 

of more universal value, speaks truer to the heart, than 

all the heroic precepts, which the pedantry of philosophy 

has to offer. 

Here again the stance of the Cambridge Platonists 

assists in understanding Sterne's, Each man contains with

in himself reflected images of Absolutes and each man con

tains potential for reflective movement. The mere stating 

of absolute truths would, in effect, be redundant. Reflec

tive movement would be unlikely to commence, for the stated 

truths would be on the same level as the connatural truths 

?2Ibid,, p. 162, 

"^"Sermon XV1 Job's Expostulation with his Wife," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 2^9. 
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in each man. The describing of an example for these 

truths, however, is a highly effective means of instigating 

reflective movement. This effectiveness is heightened by 

the temporary release from self by a change of perspective, 

a change facilitated by an example providing a specific 

situation. 

I have avoided discussing Sterne's use of examples 

in terms of the exempla of sermon tradition. As one critic 

writes, "Sterne appears deliberately to disregard the con-
nh 

ventions of sermon construction," Sterne's examples are 

quite unlike the often highly artificial exempla long con

ventional to sermons. He carefully develops his examples 

to evoke "fresh" response—to provide the situational real

ity necessary for the sympathetic identification character

istic of sentimentalism. Thus Sterne focuses on the 

uncommon part of the scriptural text, or, as is evident in 

the preceding discussion of "The Levite and His Concubine," 

uses a stock situation as a basis for contrast with the 

unexpected interpretation. 

The point may be illustrated by virtually any of 

Sterne's sermons, especially those prepared for publica-

75 tion. For example, Sterne uses a "case" as "the 

7 h, 
' James Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit. 

P. 137. 
7< 
-'See Lansing Van Der Heyden Hammond's Laurence 

Sterne's Sermons of Mr. Yorick, for an excellent discussion 
of the dating of the sermons. 
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compendium of all charity." Given Sterne's world view and 

his affirmation of human potential, the case itself serves 

as an argument for the abstractiont "I am persuaded there 

would want nothing more to convince the greatest enemy" to 

charity "but a bare opportunity of taking nearer view of 

some of the more distinguished objects of it."^ Sterne 

commences to transport his congregation imaginatively, 

giving them the perspective of a specific scene that will 

initiate in them reflective movementi "Let him go into the 

dwellings of the unfortunate, into some mournful cottage, 

where poverty and affliction reign together." Sterne es

tablishes the description as a generalization for scenes 

of sorrow by the plural dwellings and the adjective some, 

thereby relating it to universal sorrow. He then switches 

to the definite article form for even greater pictorial 

specificityi "There let him behold the disconsolate widow 

--sitting—steeped in tearsj--thus sorrowing over the in-

77 fant she knows not how to succour.--" The scene is. an 

embryonic drama, and the sermon is "a theologic flap upon 
no 

the heart." But such generalizations are most meaningful 

"^"Sermon Vi The Case of Elijah and the Widow of 
Zarephath Considered," in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol. 
I. 92. 

^ "To George Whatley," March 25, 17^1, in Letters 
of Laurence Sterne. ed. Lewis Perry Curtis (Oxfordi 
Clarendon Press, 1935)• P. 135# 
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when made in larger context of the sermons as exercises 

in reflective movement within a sentimental tradition. 

Thus I return to my belief that we may appreciate 

The Sermons of Mr. Yorick most fully when we view them 

within their sentimental tradition. In his sermons, 

Sterne's assumptions are those basic to sentimentalism, ari 

his techniques of construction are an outgrowth of those 

assumptions. 

First, Sterne assumes that his role as a priest i^ 

not one of teaching dogma, but of teaching a process—a 

process I have called here "reflective movement," Through 

this movement, the individual may learn how to approximate 

God's order, and through this order, virtue. 

Second, Sterne assumes that similarity underlies 

all parts of the created universe. Similarity is, then, 

the basis for movement. Similarity exists between the in

dividual and divine order, for the individual has a "pre

disposition to order" that may be activated through certain 

methods. And similarity exists between the priest and the 

members of his congregation. In the sermons, Yorick is 

first of all a man speaking to his fellow manj he shares 

with his congregation the frailities and, more important, 

the joys of this world. He offers through himself a model 

of reflective processes. He guides his parishioners 

through characteristic patterns of interplay between the 
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specific and the universal, and trusts that through this 

process his parishioners will correct themselves after ex

periencing similarity—after experiencing the pleasure of 

recognizing divine order or value. 

Sterne's methods are outgrowths of these basic as

sumptions. To facilitate reflective movement through 

similarity, Sterne appeals frequently to compassion--an 

appeal to man's innate propensity for sympathetic identifi

cation. Again, the sentimental assumption is that the 

pleasurable experience of similarity has a corrective 

power. Sterne assumes that once the individual exercises 

generosity and tenderness—qualities reflective of divine 

goodness--he will feel great pleasure and will wish to re

create the experience. 

Also to facilitate movement among levels of ab

straction, Sterne develops methods of dialogue. Again 

developing assumptions characteristic of predecessors of 

sentimentalism, Sterne uses three general levels of per

spective to juxtapose with that of the actual spectatori 

that of another person, that of general mankind, and that 

of divine or absolute value. Sterne uses pictorial speci

ficity to describe the perspective of the actual spectatori 

members of his congregation thus "become" that spectator 

through their potential for sympathetic identification, and 

move to higher levels of perspective by subsequent 
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juxtaposition of perspectives. The movement may be im

plicit or explicit. ̂ Sterne may simply describe a scene, 

imaginatively placing his congregation in it, and then rply 

upon man's natural propensity to universals, expecting 

members of his congregation to recognize the analogy be

tween the specific as the image reflected and the absolute 

as the archetype or original. Or he may actually take his 

congregation through the process of reflective movement, 

sketching first an individual perspective, then moving to 

the perspective of all of mankind and thereby making the 

correspondence between the two explicit. 

Sterne develops contrast as another major method of 

developing the reflective process necessary for virtue. 

Through contrast, Sterne illustrates movement from apparent 

difference to actual similarity. He first develops the 

difference between partial order and actual, universal 

order, and he then moves to synthesis between the two. 

Sterne may illustrate this synthesis, offering himself as 

a model of reflective movement, or he may leave it to 

members of the congregation, relying upon their predisposi

tion to first truths to activate reflective movement. 

Sterne further facilitates his congregation's tem

porary exchange of perspective--the step preliminary to 

reflective movement—by developing the dramatic qualities 

of his sermons. His imaginary stage provides the 
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situational specificity for sympathetic identification, and 

the contrast of characters provides a vehicle for exchange 

of perspectives. 

To conclude, the major characteristics of Sterne's 

style in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick contribute to a single, 

unified effect. Previous readers have recognized Sterne's 

stylistic unity. James Downey, for example, argues "there, 

is a unity of style in Sterne's writings," and then goes 

on to describe that unityi *"A surprising mixture of sim

plicity and majesty" is an apt description of Sterne's own 

style. For while it can boast simplicity of vocabulary and 

design, it has an elegance and grace of movement which can 

well be described as majestic.I suggest that Sterne 

achieves an overall unity in the sermons, a unity of form 

and content, and that this larger unity is the direct ex

pression of his sentimentalism. 

^The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, p. 152. 
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SENTIMENTALISM IN TRISTRAM SHANDY 

When considering the sentimentalism of Tristram 

Shandy, we immediately think of such scenes as Le Fever's 

death or Tristram's conversation with the ass, I suggest 

that we approach Sterne's sentimentalism in Tristram Shandy 

from a "longer" view, one in which we consider the overall 

tension of the novel and interpret that in terms of the 

backgrounds against which Sterne was writing. For the 

tension in Tristram Shandy is an artistic distillation of 

the tension from which sentimentalism emerged—a struggle 

of man's expansive potential against the threat of deter

minism. 

Tristram laments in his first volume, "there is a 

fatality attends the actions of some men,"''" thus introduc

ing a major theme of the rest of the novel—that of the 

struggle of the individual's inner self against an external 

determinism. This struggle and the accompanying theme of 

man's duality have "become standard topics of Sterne criti

cism. Martin Price, in his perceptive chapter on Sterne 

in To the Palace of Wisdom, comments that Sterne 

*Tristram Shandy, p. 23, 

234 
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comically exaggerates the outside view of man as 
a physically determined creature, the sport of 
chance or mechanical causation, the lonely product 
of a valueless material world. He exaggerates no 
less the inside view of man as a creature of feel
ing, convinced phenomenologically that he has a 
soul, creating the world in which he chiefly lives 
by the energy of his own imagination,2 

The problem that emerges from this struggle is one 

of reconciliation, or order. Is there an ordering device 

at work throughout the novel? If so, what is it, and how 

do the various parts of the novel relate to this order? 

The problem is inescapable, for the narrator, Tristram, 

forces it upon the reader. And readers have obliged by 

seeking order in the apparent chaos of the novel. Yet the 

work defies the most common critical solutions. Some 

3 critics look to time schemes for order, yet in Tristram 

Shandy Sterne portrays time as tyrannical, showing that men 

who order their lives by "clock-time" are subject to phe-

nomenological determinism. Arthur Cash, in "The Sermon in 

Tristram Shandy," argues convincingly that the "Abuses of 

Conscience" offers a consistent moral philosophy, and shows 

that this philosophy is in the tradition of the Cambridge 

Platonists and Shaftesbury. Yet the sermon could be 

2 
(Southern Illinois University Pressi Carbondale, 

19<&), p. 325, 
3 Theodore Baird, "The Time-Scheme of Tristram 

Shandy and a Source," PMLA LI (1936), R03-820, 

S?LH XXXI (1964), 395-^17. 
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removed from the novel without measurably affecting the 

"book's structure or impact. It does not offer a working 

ordering principle for the volumes. Much of the recent 

critical comment on this question sees reconciliation of 

disorder in the narrator Tristram's consciousness.^ Yet 

again this solution is unsatisfactory, for Tristram as a 

narrator is developed as the very antithesis of reconcilia

tion, order, or balance. As Martin Price writes, "in his 

fiction, [sterne] exploits the imbalance, the fluctuation, 

the crazy veering between 'delicacy' and 'concupiscence.1" 

Here comparison with Fielding illustrates this exploitation 

of imbalancei "For all the challenges of Fielding's nar

rator, we feel that he personifies this balance. We are 

never allowed this much security in Sterne, The central 

order of mind drops out of view (although it can still be 

felt in the play of intelligence and comic detachment), and 

we are left with radical alternations of derision and sen-
6 

timent." 

By reading Tristram Shandy from the background of 

sentimentalism, we come to another interpretation, accord

ing to which the working norm of the novel is not personi

fied by the narrator, as in Fielding, but instead is 

^Henri Fluchere, Laurence Sternei From Tristram to 
Yorick. tr. and abridged by Barbara Bray (Londoni Oxford 
University Press, 1965)» pi 33. 

^To the Palace of Wisdom, p. 325. 
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carefully developed in the reader. Working from basic 

sentimental assumptions, Sterne develops a relationship 

between the narrator-Tristram and the reader through sym

pathy. He then uses this relationship to activate the 

reader's predisposition to order. Thus the reader supplies 

the ordering principle of the novel and the sentimental 

norm by which the other parts of the novel are measured 

and found comic. 

Sympathy is the major link among relationships—the 

means by which man may find moral order. As discussed 

previously, the predecessors of sentimentalism agreed in 

placing sympathy at the heart of man's expansive potential, 

and Sterne is characteristically sentimental in this re

spect, Tristram-narrator establishes early in the novel 

that he will rely on sympathy to develop a friendship with 

his reader, and that he will proceed on the basis of that 

friendship. He recognizes at the outset of Volume I of the 

novel that "you and I are in a manner perfect strangers to 

each other," and he states that he expects to move to 

familiarity and, finally, to friendshipi 

—You must have a little patience. I have under
taken, you see, to write not only my life, but my 
opinions alsoj hoping and expecting that your 
knowledge of my character, and of what kind of a 
mortal I am, by the one, would give you a better 
relish for the otheri As you proceed further 
with me, the slight acquaintance, which is now 
beginning betwixt us, will grow into familiarity* 
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and that, unless one of us is in fault, will « 
terminate in friendship. —0 diem praeclarum! 

This relationship is continued throughout succeed

ing volumes. It becomes one of the unifying devices of 

Tristram Shandy, sufficiently established early in the 

novel to allow subsequent comic development. It composes, 

for example, the bulk of Chapter III in Volume VIIIt 

Bon Jourl—good-morrow!—so you have got your 
cloak on betimes!—but 'tis a cold morning, and 
you judge the matter rightly—'tis better to be 
well mounted, than go o'foot—and obstructions 
in the glands are dangerous—And how goes it with 
thy concubine—thy wife—and thy little ones o* 
both sides? and when did you hear from the old 
gentleman and lady—your sister, aunt, uncle, and 
cousins—I hope they have got better of their 
colds, coughs, claps, tooth-aches, fevers, 
stranguries, sciaticas, swelling, and sore-eyes, 
—What a devil of an apothecary! to take so much 
blood—give such a vile purge—puke—poultice— 
plaister—night-draught—glasiter—blister?—And 
why so many grains of calomel? santa Maria! 
and such a dose of opium! periclitating, pardi! 
the whole family of ye, from head to tail—by 
my great aunt Dinah's old black velvet mask! I 
think there was no occasion for it. 

Founded on fellow feeling, the relationship between 

the narrator Tristram and the reader takes the form of a 

dialogue. As Tristram says, "Writing, when properly man

aged, (as you may be sure I think mine is) is but a dif-
p 

ferent name for conversation." He goes on to specify that 

the reader has an active role in this dialoguei "As no 

7 Tristram Shandy, pp. 10-11, 

8Ibid., p. 108. 
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one( who knows that he is about in good company, would 

venture to talk all»—so no author, who understands the 

just boundaries of decorum and good breeding, would presume 

to think alli The truest respect which you can pay to the 

reader's understanding is to halve this matter amicably, 

and leave him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as 
Q 

yourself." Through this dialogue, Sterne activates the 

reader's search for order and develops in the reader a 

sentimental norm and ordering principle for the novel. 

The dialogue between the narrator Tristram and the 

reader moves through tension which works on a primary and 

a secondary level. On the primary level, the dialogue be

tween Tristram's stance of spontaneity or disorder con

trasts with the reader's expectation of and,, indeed, insis

tence upon order. This expectation by the reader results 

from literary convention acquired from previous reading 

and, more basically, from a sentimental "predisposition1' to 

certain "first truths," one of which is order as an index 

to value. Tristram's "fanciful guise of careless dis

port""1"0 reinforces this expectation through contrast. With 

such a pose, Tristram is not responsible for his own writ

ing "—why do I mention it?—Ask my pen,—it governs me,—I 

9Ibid.. pp. 10R-109. 

10Ibid., p. 301. 
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govern not it."11 Supposedly, the narrator Tristram obeys 
1 ? 

only the "sudden impulse" of the movementi "The duce of 

any other rule have I to govern myself by in this affair— 

and if I had one—as I do all things out of all rule—I 

would twist it and tear it to pieces, and throw it into the 

fire when I had done—Am I warm? I am, and the cause de

mands it—a pretty story! is a man to follow rules—or 

rules to follow him!""1"3 

This pretense of spontaneity is not, contrary to 

frequent interpretations, a foreshadowing of a romantic 

tradition, in which inspiration is welling up from inner 

sources. Instead, Tristram parodies a descending, reflec

tive movement with it. He writes "That of all the several 

ways of beginning a book which are now in practice through

out the known world, I am confident that my own way of 

doing- it is the best—I'm sure it is the most religious— 

for I be^in with writing the first sentence—and trusting 
Ik 

to Almighty God for the second." The image is further 

established through Tristram's physical enactment of the 

movementi "I wish you saw me half starting out of my 

i:Llbid. 

12Ibid,. p. 2R1, 

13Ibid. 

14Ibid., p. 5^0. 
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chair, with what confidence, as I grasp the elbow of it, I 

look up—catching the idea, ever, sometimes before it half 

way reaches me--I believe in my conscience I intercept many 
15 

a thought which heaven intended for another man." Comedy 

here is not created by portraying a disorder of inner feel

ings, but instead by a disorder of an individual's thought 

interacting with divine order. Pull impact of the parody 

of reflective movement depends upon the reader's recogniz

ing the norm, by which thought does proceed by a right 

interaction of the individual and the divine, 

I declare, I do not recollect any one opinion or 
passage of my life, where my understanding was 
more at a loss to make ends meet, and torture 
the chapter I had been writing, to the service 
of the chapter following it, than in the present 
case t one would think I took a pleasure in 
running into difficulties of this kind, merely 
to make fresh experiments of getting out of 
'em—Inconsiderate soul that thou art! What! 
are not the unavoidable distresses with which, 
as an author and a man, thou art hemm'd in on 
every side of thee—are they, Tristram, not 
sufficient, but thou must entangle thyself still 
more?!" 

This pretense of spontaneity held by the narrator 

Tristram is contrasted by a careful development of the 

reader's oredisposition for order. Tristram as a narrator 

is forever reminding his reader of the disorder created by 

his digressive spontaneity. He admits, for example, that 

l6Ibid., p. 5^5. 
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the story of the adventure of Trim is "certainly out of 

its place here,"1'' that the book itself is "quite an ir-
lfi 

regular thing," and that a marbled page is a "motly em-
19 

blem of my work." ' Supporting these explicit statements 

of disorder is the recurrent image of Tristram lost in his 

own creationi 

I told the Christian reader ... I told him, 
Sir—for in good truth, when a man is telling 
a story in the strange way I do mine, he is 
obliged continually to be going backwards and 
forwards to keep all tight together in the 
reader's fancy—which, for my own part, if I 
did not take heed to do more than at first, there 
is so much unfixed and equivocal matter starting 
up, with so many breaks and gaps in it,—and so 
little service do the stars afford, which, never
theless, I hang up in some of the darkest pas
sages, knowing that the world is apt to lose its 
way, with all the lights the sun itself at noon 
day can give it—and now, you see, I am lost my 
self!—2o 

To insure that the reader accept his responsibility 

for his part of the dialogue, Tristram tells "madam" to 

reread a chapter. Tristram's reason for demanding that his 

reader reread a chapter is comically trivial. He points 

out that she had missed his telling her plainly "That mv 

mother was a papist." But he goes on to include all 

I?Ibid., P. 207. 

1RIbid.. P. 181. 

19Ibid.. P. 226. 

•20Ibid.. P. 
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readers in his comic attack when he specifies another, 

more basic reasoni 

'Tis to rebuke a vicious taste which has crept 
into thousands besides herself,—of reading 
straight forwards, more in question of the adven
tures,' than, of the deep erudition and knowledge 
which a book of this cast, if read over as it 
should be, would infallibly impart with them.— 
The mind should be accustomed to make wise reflec
tions, and draw curious conclusions as it goes 
along ... ,21 

Here Tristram has drawn attention to the juxtaposition of 

linear progression and reflective movement which is basic 

to much of the comedy of the novel. He develops this 

juxtaposition more fully by specifying a goal for his book, 

"that it may have its effectsj—and that all good people, 

both male and female, from her example, may be taught to 

think as well as read."' Tristram here as elsewhere pre

sents the reader with the seemingly disparate parts of 

experience and then demands that the reader search for 

order among them. His goal of teaching his reader to think 

as well as read is, of course, humorous, for Tristram, by 

attempting to reconstruct linear progression, foils the 

reader's predisposition to order at every turn. However, 

Tristram never drops his appeal to this predisposition in 

the reader, for he and his reader can delight in disorder 

only so long as there is a norm of order. Were disorder 

21Ibid., pp. 5^-57. 

22Ibid. 
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absolute, man would cease delighting in it. He would face 

what twentieth-century man has called the absurd. 

This primary tension is supported on a secondary 

level. The narrator Tristram's pose of spontaneity con

trasts with his paradoxically complementary pose of a 

narrator conscientiously striving for order. On this 

level, the secondary persona of the narrator furthers 

sympathetic identification with the reader. In his desire 

to provide the reader with a book "of strict morality and 

21 close reasoning,•' Tristram is willing to sacrifice even 

a chapter of superior merit, for "it could not have re

mained in it, without depreciating every other scenei and 

destroying at the same time that necessary equipoise and 

balance, (whether of good or bad) between chapter and 

chapter, from whence the just proportions and harmony of 
2k 

the whole works result." Tristram assures his reader 

that even in a digression, "I constantly take care to order 

affairs so, that my main business does not stand still in 

my absence," In his desire to be helpful in the reader's 

quest for order, Tristram goes so far as to provide dia-

grams of the movement of the novel. Yet Tristram never 

23Ibid*i P. 218 * 

Ibid,, p. 315. 

25Ibid.. p. 7 2 ,  

26Ibid.( pp. 473-W. 
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lets us forget that his "equipoise and balance," his "just 

proportions and harmony," are purely individual criteria! 

"in my opinion, to write a book is for all the world like 

humming a son?—be but in tune with yourself, madam, 'tis 
27 no matter how high or how low you take it." Tristram 

has described movement that I have termed "reflexive" in 

this study. He provides the specific effect, and simul

taneously provides the criterion for the effect. Movement 

toward value is purely internal. In his comic pose, Tris

tram delights in the disorder that is created when man 

does not seek to alien himself with the external order 

characteristic of reflective movement, but instead seeks 

to harmonize only with himself. 

The interpretation suggested here leads one, then, 

to question a standard view of the role of the narrator, 

Henri Fluchere represents this view when he writes "Thus 

to the consciousness of the narrator falls the task of 

reconciling disorder and unity, by integrating the disor-
2fi 

der, so to speak, into his own identity." I would sug

gest that reconciliation is not achieved through Tristram's 

personality. Instead, order lies in a characteristic move

ment activated in the reader by the tension in dialogue at 

the heart of the book. 

2̂ Ibid.. p. 315. 
2 P 
Laurence Sterne t From Tristram to Yorick. p. 33, 
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Once a/rain Sterne is working with assumptions 

characteristic of the predecessors of sentimentalism. As 

has been discussed in previous chapters of this paper, 

Sterne demonstrates in his sermons that he follows the 

Cambridge Platonists in the assumption that Cod in his 

benevolence provided a "two-fold path" for man to follow. 

First, man has a conscience which reflects divine judgment. 

The "judgment of conscience" "can be looked upon in no -

other light but as an anticipation of that righteous and 

unalterable sentence which will be pronounced hereafter by 

that Being to whom he is finally to give an account of his 
OQ 

actions." Sterne develops this "path" toward imitation 

of divine nature in his sermon, "Abuses of Conscience Con-
30 

sidered," as has been discussed by Arthur Cash. 

Second, man contains within himself a divine image, 

and through this divine essence, the predisposition to 

respond to archetypal good. Again Sterne is in the tradi

tion of the Cambridge Platonists, for whom "God hath 

stamped a copy of his own archetypal loveliness upon the 

soul, that man, by reflecting into himself, might behold 

there the glory of Cod, see within his soul all those ideas 

of truth which concern the nature and essence of Cod, by 

?o 
"Sermon XXXIII1 Evil," in The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick. Vol. II, 205. 

3°"The Sermon in Tristram Shandy.M ELH XXXI (19*4), 
395-417. 
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reason of its own resemblance to Oodi and so, beget within 

himself the most free and generous motions, of love to 

God." 1̂ This way toward God is basic to Sterne's senti-

mentalism and to Tristram Shandy. It assumes the positive 

potential of recognition of order and, through the pleasure 

over this experience, its corrective powers, Sterne ap

peals to this predisposition in the reader to activate 

reflective movement. He maintains this characteristically 

"sentimental norm" in the reader throughout the novel. 

By coupling the sermon with Trim's delivery of it, 

Sterne describes both paths simultaneously. Through the 

content of the sermon, Sterne describes the conscience as 

an internal divine voice. Through Trim's distress over 

reading the sermon, Sterne evokes sympathy as a response 

to "first principles," a response potentially analogous to 

the divine, Here, as in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Sterne 

uses indirect approaches to the truth of an abstraction. 

As "the earliest instructors of mankind" realized, "though 

they could not conquer this principle of self-love, yet 

[indirect applications} often laid it asleep, or at least 

over-reached it for a few minutes, till a just judgment 

32 could be procured. 

-^John Smith, "The Excellency and Nobleness of True 
Religion," in Orasyr, p. 95* 

^"Sermon IV t Self-Knowledge," in The Sermons of 
Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 56-58. 



24P 

Through the strength of Trim's distress, more ef

fective than the actual content of the sermon, Shandean 

characters and the reader experience sympathy i "P'y 

father's and my uncle Toby's hearts yearn'd with sympathy 

for the poor fellow's distress,—even Slop himself ac

knowledged pity for him."^ Sterne has demonstrated to the 

reader the power of fellow feeling in activating "first 

principles." 

From this basic relationship—that of the narrator-

Tristram and the reader—we may view other parts of the 

novel. This basic relationship is juxtaposed with inter

nal relationships—relationships amon/r members of Shandy 

Hall. Ap-ain sympathy provides the means by which these 

relationships are possible. In describing the relation

ships amonfr the Shandean family, Sterne develops a sympathy 

similar to that described by predecessors in the sentimen

tal tradition. David Hume, for example, looks to sympathy 

as that quality which enables man to function as man. The 

individual first perceives the "effects of bodily appear

ances," "Conversion" followsi the idea is converted into 

an impression, which acquires force and vivacity similar 

to that of a passion. 

Similarly, Sterne characteristically begins his 

scenes of sympathetic identification with situational 

Tristram Shandy, p. 13^. 
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reality. He uses pictorial detail of effects of bodily 

appearances to enable the reader to participate imagina

tively in the scene, 

—There is ... a certain mien and motion of the 
body and all its parts, both in acting and speak
ing:, which argues a man well within . . . There 
are a thousand unnoticed openings, continued my 
father, which let a penetrating eye at once into 
a man's soul? and I maintain it, added he, that 
a man of sense does not lay down his hat in coming 
into a room,—or take it up in going out of it, 
but something escapes, which discovers him.3^ 

As he demonstrated in his sermons, Sterne believes . . 

the soul and body are joint-sharers in everything they geti 

A man cannot dress, but his ideas get cloath'd at the same 

time . . . 

Sterne describes the second stage of sympathy, 

"conversion," as an experience of harmony. When describing 

his "frame of mind" as "sympathetic," Tristram relates 

physical experience "—r*y nerves relax as I tell it,— 

Kvery line I write I feel an abatement of the quickness of 
3* my pulse ... ." Similarly, the adult Tristram com

ments on the "harmony" he experiences when describing his 

uncle Toby's amourst "—For my uncle Toby's amours running 

all the way in my head, they had the same effect upon me 

if they had been my own—I was in the most perfect state 

~^Ibid,, pp. ^1^-415. 

^Tbid., p. ^1^. 

3*Ihid.. p. 215. 
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of bounty and good willt and felt the kindliest harmony 

vibrating within me . . . The experience of conver

sion is accompanied by "one vibration of the most pleasur

able sensation. 

We may further understand Sterne's sympathy through 

comparison with his predecessors in sentimentalism, For 

both Uterne and Smith, for example, concord through sympa

thy involves a lowering of passion by the person princi

pally concerned, as well as a raising of passion by the 

spectator. To review briefly Smith's description of this 

process, we note that despite all the spectator can do "to 

put himself in the situation of the other and to bring 

home to himself every little circumstance of distress which 

can possibly occur to the sufferer," 

the emotions of the spectator will still be very 
apt to fall short of the violence of what is felt 
by the sufferer ... . The person principally 
concerned is sensible of this, and at the same 
time passionately desires a more complete sympa
thy. He longs for that relief which nothing can 
afford him but the entire concern of the affec
tions of the spectators with his own. To see 
the emotions of their hearts in every respect 
beat time to his own in the violent and disagree
able passions, constitutes his sole consolation. 
But he can only hope to obtain this by lowering 
his passion to that pitch in which the spectators 
are capable of going along with him. He must 
flatten, if I may be allowed to say so, the sharp
ness of its natural tone, in order to reduce it 

37Ibid., p. 629. 

3BIbid.. p. m. 
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to harmony arid concord with the emotions of those 
who are about him.39 

As has been discussed, the predecessors of senti-

mentalism vitually never treated emotional intensity as a 

value in itself. On the contrary, they viewed it as an 

illness, from which the "sufferer" or "victim" seeks re

lief. For the early predecessors, the Cambridge Platonists 

and Shaftesbury, emotional intensity or "enthusiasm" bars 

one from participating in reflective movement and thus is 

inimical to the process of synthesisi For the later pred

ecessors, Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith, excesses in passion 

distance the person principally involved from the specta

tor, and thus are inimical to the process of mutual sym

pathy. 

Contrary to the stereotype of Sterne as revelling 

in emotional excesses, in Tristram Shandy he characteristi

cally follows his predecessors in a belief in the necessity 

of moderating passion. For example, Sterne develops the 

process of sympathy with Trim's reading the sermons in 

Volume II, Chapter 1?, of Tristram Shandy. Trim's dis

tress, which results from his imaginative portrayal of the 

agonies of his imprisoned brother, is experienced vicari

ously by othersi "Mv father's and my uncle Toby's hearts 

yearn'd with sympathy for the poor fellow's distress,—and 

•^Theory of Moral Sentiments. pp. 36-37. 
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even Slop himself acknowledged pity for him." Yet here 

the chain of perspectives should be noted, for it illus

trates the similarity of Sterne's portrayal of the process 

of sympathetic identification and the portrayal by his 

predecessors in sentimentalismt Trim identifies with his 

brother when he hears a description of a situation of a 

prisoner before the Inquisition, The other characters, too 

distant from Trim's brother for forceful sympathetic iden

tification with him, identify instead with Trim, whose 

bodily changes clearly provide an index to his anpuishi 

"Trim's face turned as pale as ashes . . . the tears began 

to trickle down ..." and finally anguish is overcome by 

an/reri "D—n them all, quoth Trim, his colour returning 
41 

into his face as red blood." It should be noted that 

reaction of all concerned is to seek to moderate their 

response—not to cultivate distress or to enjoy it for its 

own sake. My father eventually resolves "as Trim reads it 

with so much concern, — 'tis cruelty to force him to go on 

with it.—live me hold of the sermon, Trim,—I'll finish 
42 

it for thee ... ." 

Yet characters seldom achieve satisfactory coroord 

through sympathy, oterne describes characters' attempts 

40 
Tristram Shandy, p. 13". 

41 
Ibid. 

2̂Ibid., p. 139. 



253 

at mutual adjustment in his comic portrayal of characters' 

relationships to one another. When uncle Toby sees indica

tions that my father is in a rage, blood rushing to my 

father's face, the narrator Tristram writes that "had he 

been a lover of such Jcind of concord as arises from two 

such instruments being put into exact tune,—he would in

stantly have skrew'd up his, to the same pitchi—and then 
iLT 

the devil and all had broke loose," J Instead, characters 

avoid either confrontation or harmony by remounting their 

hobby horses. For example, impressions of harmony exist 

frequently between my father and uncle Toby. As uncle 

Toby sits beside by father, who is described in pictorial 

detail "stretched across the bed as still as if the hand 

of death had pushed him down, for a full hour and a half, 

before he began to play upon the floor with the toe of that 

foot which hung over the bed-side," concord between the 

brothers seems to accompany my father's restoration. 

Whether it was that "compression" resulted from uncle 

Toby's physical position, "or that the philanthropy of his 

heart, in seeing his brother beginning to emerge out of the 

sea of his afflictions, had braced up his muscles," benig

nity was so great that "my father, in turning his. eyes, 

was struck with such a gleam of sunshine in his face, as 

Ibid., p, 163. 

^IbidM P. 273. 
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melted down sullenness of his grief in a moment."^5 Here 

Sterne sketches a thoroughly "sentimental" scene in the 

tradition of Hume and Smith. However, Sterne sets up this 

appearance only to undercut it. With my father's first 

words and uncle Toby's reply to them, the concord which was 

apparent is proven illusory, and "had my uncle Toby shot a 

bullet thro* my father's heart, he could not have fallen 
46 

down with his nose upon the quilt more suddenly." The 

scene is representative of others in the noveli 

I think rather, replied my uncle Toby, that 'tis 
we who sink an inch lower,—If I meet but a woman 
with child—I do it—'Tis a heavy tax upon that 
half of our fellow-creatures, brother Shandy, 
said my uncle Toby—'Tis a piteous burden upon 
'em, continued he, shaking his head.--Yes, yes, 
'tis a painful thinp:—said my father, shaking 
his head too—but certainly since shaking of 
heads came into fashion, never did two heads 
shake together, in concert, from two such dif
ferent springs.^7 

Two points should be made about Sterne's portrayal 

of sympathetic identification amon? characters in the 

novel. First, the solace of concord is a froal in Tristram 

Shandy. As evidenced by his sermons and letters, Sterne 

takes it seriously as both necessary and rewarding—on the 

level. Put the second point is that this concord is char

acteristically undercut. It offers solace, but that 

Ibid,t p. 2?4. 
46 
Ibid. 

47Ibid., pp. 2K4-2R5. 
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comfort is proven to be both illusory and transitory. To 

understand the seeming paradox, we refer once again to the 

predecessors of sentimetalism. 

For Adam Smith, we may recall, the spectator's 

reaction is what he would feel in another's situation, not 

what is actually felt by the other person. "We sometimes 

feel for another, a passion of which he himself seems to 

be altogether incapable j because when we put ourselves in 

his case, that passion arises in our breast from the imagi-
U.P 

nation, though it does not in his form the reality." 

Separation between persons is fundamental. As a result of 

this separation, man can never achieve unity with anotheri 

"What they feel will, indeed, always be, in some respects 

different from what he feels, and compassion can never be 

exactly the same with original sorrowi because the secret 

consciousness that the change of situations, from which the 

sympathetic-sentiment arises, is but imaginary, and gives 

it quite different modification." Yet concord is possiblei 

"These two sentiments, however, may, it is evident, have 

such a correspondence with one another, as is sufficient 

for the harmony of society. Though they will never be 

unisons, they may be concords, and this is all that is 

wanted or required." Sterne forces us to ask whether, 

indeed, the solace of illusory communication is "all that 

AO 
Theory of Moral Sentiments. p. 9. 
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is wanted or required. By repeatedly frustrating char

acters1 attempts to communicate and thwarting their efforts 

to console one another, Sterne forces us to answer that it 

is not. 

We are left with the question, "Why?" Why do char

acters so seldom achieve a synthesis or experience true 

harmony? The problem, as Sterne portrays it, is that char

acters have lost sight of an "external" ideal of order or 

value on which they may meet. It is precisely this ideal 

that the earlier predecessors of sentimentalism were de

fending in their fight against determinism. Sterne ex

plicitly points out the dangers of attempting Adam Smith's 

moment of concord, in which individuals mutually attempt 

to adjust their own responses to "meet" one anotheri "Be

fore an affliction is digested,—consolation ever comes too 

sooni—and after it is digested,—it comes too latei so 

that you see, madam, there is but a mark between these two, 

as fine almost as a hair, for a comforter to take aim at* 

my uncle Toby was always either on this side, or that of 

it . . . Abortive attempts at concord are contrasted 

with those moments in the novel in which the experience of 

unity does occur. When true unity is experienced, it is 

through an external ideal. The movement involved is not 

**9Ibid.. p. 38. 

Tristram Shandv. p. 216. 
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lateral, between two persons, as Hume and Adam Smith de

scribed. Instead, it is reflective, between a specific and 

an ideal, as the Cambridge Platonists and Shaftesbury de

scribed. For example, when the child Tristram experiences 

the "vibration of most pleasurable sensation" in seeing his 

uncle Toby release the fly, Sterne does not maintain that 

he was "united" with his uncle Toby, but rather that he 

experienced the Reality of goodnessi he experiences union 

with an external idea. The child Tristram "responded" to 

the fact that the specific scene in which uncle Toby re

leased the fly was in perfect "tune" with "universal good

will," and that lesson "then taught and imprinted by my 

uncle Toby, has never since been worn out of my mind."^ 

Following assumptions set up by earlier predeces

sors of sentimentalism—the Cambridge Platonists and 

Shaftesbury—and developed by Sterne himself in his ser

mons, Sterne portrays processes of mutual sympathy by re

flexive movement within a premise of separation—similar 

to that described by Adam Smith. Sterne then places these 

processes within a larger context of possible unity by 

reflective movement. Mutual sympathy is deficient for 

Sterne when it is the only goal envisioned by the indivi

dual. Mutual sympathy is the only goal posited for the 

individual by Adam Smith. 

51Ibid., p. m. 
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Thus sympathetic identification through reflexive 

movement is comic. Sterne underscores the comic limita

tions of reflexive exchange "between individuals by portray

ing similar reflexive exchanges with lower animals. The 

character Tristram believes he is most capable of sympathe

tic identification with an ass. Reflexive movement, by 

which one imaginatively portrays the responses of another, 

doeB not reveal the nature of the object of the exchange. 

Instead, the purely internal process reveals the nature of 

the thinking subject—in this case, Tristram* 

Now, 'tis an animal (be in what hurry I may) I 
cannot bear to strike—there is a patient endur
ance of suffering, wrote so unaffectedly in his 
looks and carriage, which pleads so mightily for 
him, that it always disarms mei and to that de
gree, that I do not like to speak unkindly to 
himi on the contrary, meet him where I will . . , 
I generally fall into conversation with himi and 
surely never is my imagination so busy as in 
framing his responses from the etchings of his 
countenance—and where these carry me not deep 
enough-—in flying from my own heart into his, 
and seeing what is natural for an ass to think— 
as well as a man upon the occasion.52 

Here the comic potential of reflexive movement is developed. 

Without an external norm, Tristram becomes the dupe of his 

own imagination. Other examples need only mention here. 

In his meeting with Maria and her goat, Tristram antici

pates the basis for the character Yorick in Sentimental 

Journey. The limitations of reflexive movement are clearly 

52Ibid.. p. 523. 



259 

indicated to the readeri first, Tristram asks Maria "What 

resemblance do you find" between himself and her goat, 

placing himself on the level of the goat. Mutual exchange 

of perspective is impossible with the mad Maria, Tristram 

is left with the pleasure of developing his imaginative 

responses to the scenei he was so affected by Maria's 

playing the pipe that, he relates, he "rose up, and with 

broken and irregular steps walk'd softly to my chaise, 

But to insure that the reader be aware of the comic super

ficiality of sympathetic exchange resulting from reflexive 

movement, Sterne alerts the reader again with the next 

sentence by Tristram, "—What an excellent inn at Mou-

5^ lins," Reflexive movement, when not given the order and 

constancy of analogy with universal process, is as incon

stant as the mood of the spectator. 

Once again both Sterne's and Smith's description of 

the process of mutual sympathy must be understood in terms 

of their larger premises about the potential for the in

dividual for value* for Sterne this potential rests upon 

a premise of separation. As has been noted, Smith assumed 

that sympathy enables an imaginative exchange of places, 

not a unioni the imagination of the spectator enables him 

to picture himself in another's situation. With such a 

53Ibid., p, 631. 
5k 3 Ibid, 
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premise, the process Smith is describing is an internal 

onei when Smith describes mutual sympathy, he is describing 

what may be characterized as dual reflexive movementi 

In order to produce this concord, as nature teaches 
the spectators to assume the circumstances of the 
person principally concerned, so she teaches this 
last in some measure to assume those of the specta
tors. As they are continually placing themselves 
in his situation, and thence conceiving emotions 
similar to what he feelst so he is as constantly 
placing himself in theirs, and thence conceiving 
some degree of that coolness about his own fortune, 
with which he is sensible that they will view it. 
As they are constantly considering what they them
selves would feel, if they actually were the suf
ferers, so he is as constantly led to imagine in 
what manner he would be affected if he was only 
one of the spectators of his own situation.55 

This reflexive movement becomes essentially a process of a 

series of internalized exchanges of perspectivesi "As 

their sympathy makes them look at it, in some measure, with 

his eyes, so his sympathy makes him look at it, in some 

measure with theirs, especially when in their presence and 
56 

acting under their observation"! the comparison of the 

assumed perspective with the original one results in a 

moderation of eachi "as the reflected passion which he 

thus conceives is much weaker than the original one, it 

necessarily abates the violence of what he felt before he 

came into their presence, before he began to recollect 

in what manner they would be affected by it, and to view 

55 
Theory of Moral Sentiments. pp. 38-39* 

56itid. 
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his situation in this candid and impartial light."^ 

The turning to sympathetic imagination or an inter

nalized exchange of perspectives leads to the obvious ques

tion concerning criteria for value. If imagination becomes 

the vehicle for movement, rather than a qualitatively su

perior faculty such as conscience, on what basis is virtue 

defined? Sterne asks the question through a parody of an 

exchange of perspectives in which my father demonstrates 

his theory of auxiliariesi 

A WHITE BEAR! Very well. Have I ever seen 
one? Might I ever have seen one? Am I ever to 
see one? Ought I ever to have seen one? Or can 
I ever see one? 

Would I had seen a white bear! (for how can 
I imagine it?) 

If I should see a white bear, what should I 
say? If I should never see a white bear, what 
then? 

If I never have, can, must or shall see a 
white bear alivei have I ever seen the skin of 
one? Did I ever see one painted?—described? 
Have I never dreamed of one? 

Did my father, mother, uncle, aunt, brothers 
or sisters, ever see a white bear? What would 
they give? How would they behave? How would the 
white bear have behaved? Is he wild? Tame? 
Terrible? Rough? Smooth? 

—Is the white bear worth seeing?— 
—Is there no sin in it?— 
Is it better than a BLACK ONE?-' 

The lack of direction that results from this suggested ex

change of perspective introduces the question of value. 

Implicitly, qualities discerned by the sense are equated 

57 J Ibid. 

^Tristram Shandy, pp. 406-if07. 
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with moral qualities on the basis of sympathetic imagina

tion alone. There is no basis for determining qualitative 

differences, and the question of sin has the same weight 

as a preference of color. 

This separation, far from being an initial premise 

as it is for Smith, is for Sterne a result of faulty direc

tion of movement—a fault for which man is morally re

sponsible, In Tristram Shandy, movement characteristically 

proceeds between individual perspective and the specific. 

The so-called "perspective".of the specific is only the 

result of sympathetic identification. The onlooker imposes 

his own thoughts upon the situation or upon his companion, 

and then responds to those thoughts. He is, then, conduct

ing a dialogue with himself. He is engaged in reflexive 

movement. This reflexive exchange is measured against the 

reflective movement that is described in the sermon and 

activated in the reader. Thus the basic tension of the 

book occurs with the juxtaposition of these two "move

ments." Again in the tradition of his predecessors of 

sentimentalism, Tristram warns his readers not to define 

the book by its "attitudes," but instead to look to move

ment i "—Attitudes are nothing, madam—'tis the transition 

from one attitude to another—like the preparation and res

olution of the discord into harmony, which is all in all,"59 

59Ibid,, p. 27?. 
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In describing transitions from one attitude to 

another, Sterne defines each character in terms of a char

acteristic movementi "But there is a fatality attends the 

actions of some meni Order them as they will, they pass 

thro" a certain medium which so twists and refracts them 

from their true directions—that, with all the title to 

praise which a rectitude of heart can give, the doers of 

them are nevertheless forced to live and die without it."^® 

Sterne approaches this "fatality," the "medium which so 

twists and refracts them from their true direction," in 

terms of the perspective that determines movement. 

In Tristram Shandv three perspectives are dominant, 

that of my father, that of Tristram, and that of uncle 

Toby, Significantly, my father generally is viewed as the 

least attractive character of the threei it is he whose 

perspective is most characteristically one-dimensional. As 

Tristram writes, "—Mr, Shandv. my father, Sir, would see 

nothing in the light in which others placed it»—he placed 

things in his own lighti—he would weigh nothing in common 

scales*—no, he was too refined a researcher to lay open 

to so gross an imposition,In fact, my father prides 

himself on the self-sufficiency of his own reasoning. He 

proposed two axioms, "First. that an ounce of a man's own 

6°Ibid.. p. 23, 

^Ibid,, p, 1^5. 
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wit, was worth a ton of other peoples* and, Secondly. 

(which, by the bye, was the ground-work of the first 

axiom,—tho' it comes last) That every man'B wit must come 
62 

from every man's own soul,—and no other body's," The 

result is a form of reflexive movement in which my father 

reverberates against his own impressions of words. As 

Professor Fluchere writes, for Walter "words do not repre

sent reality, they are merely 'the signs of men's ideas,' 

signs often impure . . . and unstable ... of such ideas 

of reaiity as we can make for ourselves.•' J "Now the use 

of the Auxiliaries is, at one to set the soul a going by 

herself upon the materials as they are brought heri and 

by the versatility of this great engine, round which they 

are twisted, to open new tracks of enquiry, and make every 
64 

idea engender millions." My father confuses mental acti

vity with thought. 

The comic results of my father's seeing everything 

from his own perspective are too well known to need men-

tioni as Tristram writes of his father's eloquence, "it was 

indeed his strength—and his weakness too,—His strength— 

for he was by nature eloquent,—and his weakness—for he 

was hourly a dupe to iti and provided an occasion in life 

if p 
Ibid., p, 147. 

63 
Laurence Sternei Prom Tristram to Yorick. p. 59, 

^Tristram Shandy. p. 405. 
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would but permit him to shew his talents, or say either a 

wise thing, a witty, or a shrewd one—(bating the case of 

a systematick misfortune)—he had all he wanted. But 

these comic results occur within a context of more serious 

effects. My father's single perspective becomes "fatality" 

for Tristram, whose loss of his "geniture, nose, and 

name"^ may be attributed directly to Mr. Shandy's perspec

tive, which "twists and refracts" things from their true 

direction. 

Like Walter Shandy, the narrator Tristram attempts 

to impose order on the world by reflexive movement. Here 

I would agree with Henri Pluchere when he comments that the 

novelist Tristram "takes existence in time as his subject," 

yet I would disagree with Pluchere's reasoni he feels that 

Tristram is doomed to comic failure because "to succeed he 

would need to write ten times faster than he lived in the 

past and a hundred times faster than he lives in .the .pres-

67 ent." f The point is not that Tristram cannot write fast 

enough to reproduce temporal, empirical existence. The 

point is that such existence is in itself without meaning. 

To reproduce it more completely would only further 

^5 
Ibid., p. 352. 

66 
Ibid., p. 372. 

67 
Laurence Sterne 1 From Tristram to Yorick. td. 

125, 
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frustrate man's need for order, or meaning. Tristram makes 

the comedy of such an attempt quite explicit! 

I am this month one whole year older than I 
was this time twelvemonth? and having got, as 
you perceive, almost into the middle of my fourth 
volume—and no farther than to my first day's 
life—'tis demonstrative that I have three hun
dred and sixty-four days more life to write 
just now, than when I first set outi so that 
instead of advancing, as a common writer, in my 
work with what I have been doing at it—on the 
contrary, I am just thrown so many volumes back— 
was every day of my life to be as busy a day as 
this—And why not?—and the transactions and 
opinions of it to take up as much description— 
And for what reason would they be cut short? 
as at this rate I should just live 36k times 
faster than I should write—It must follow, an1 
please your worships, that the more I write, 
the more I shall have to write—and consequently, 
the more your worships read, the more your wor
ships will have to read. " 

Tristram asks his reader, "And for what reason 

should they be cut short," and then he demonstrates the 

necessity for not only cutting but organizing by sketching 

the inevitable trap that results from following Buch an 

approach. Tristram would have to write more, and the 

reader read more, and the more each would write or read, 

the more the other would have to do so. But Tristram 

answers his question in another, more basic way, by demon

strating throughout the book that when man attempts to 

define himself in terms of empirical reality, he inevitably 

finds the resulting definitions unsatisfactory. 

68 
Tristram Shandy, pp. 285-286. 
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Unsynthesized reality is unmanageable, and when man employs 

reflexive exchange between himself and this empirical 

reality, he becomes a helpless "victim" of phenomenological 

determinism. 

My mother, you must know,—but I have fifty 
things more necessary to let you know first,— 
I have a hundred difficulties which I have 
promised to clear up, and a thousand distresses 
and domestic misadventures crouding in upon me 
thick and three-fold, one upon the neck of 
another,—a cow broke in (to-morrow morning) 
to my uncle Toby's fortifications, and eat up 
two ratios and half of dried grass, tearing up 
the sods with it, which faced his horn-work and 
covered way,—Trim insists upon being tried by 
a court-martial,—the cow to be shot,—Slop to 
be crucifix'd.—myself tristram'd. and at my very 
baptism made a martyr off—poor unhappy devils 
that we all are!—I want swaddling,—but there is 
no time to be lost in exclamations,—I have left 
my father lying across his bed, and my uncle-
iToby in his old fringed chair, sitting beside 
him, and promised I would go back to them in 
half an hour, and five and thirty minutes are 
laps'd already,—Of all the perplexities a mortal 
author was ever seen in,—this certainly is the 
greatest,—for I have Hafen Slawkenbergious's 
folio, Sir, to finish—a dialogue between my 
father and my uncle Tobv. upon the solution 
Prinenitz. Scroderus. Ambrose Paraeus. Ponocrates. 
and GrangouBier to~relate.—a tale out of 
Slawkenbergi ous to translate, and all this in 
five minutes less, than no time at all,—such a 
head!—would to heaven! my enemies only saw the 
inside of it!°9 

The reflexive movement of the narrator Tristram's 

emphasis upon empirical reality is complemented by reflex

ive movement in the character Tristram, especially in the 

later volumes of the novel, which emphasize "sentimental" 

69Ibid.. p. 235. 
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ps the comic potential of compassion 

ternal reflexive movement may have 

external reality or to a moral frame

work. Tristram describes such emotion when he approaches 

the Tomb of the Loversi 

As I knew the geography of the Tomb of the Lovers, 
as well as if I had lived twenty years in Lyons, 
namely, that it w^s upon the turning of my right 
hand, just without the gate, leading to the Faux-
bourg de Vaise—ildispatch'd Francois to the boat, 
that I might pay the homage I so long ow*d it, 
without a witness of my weakness.—I walk'd with 
all imaginable joy towards the place—when I 
saw the gate which intercepted the tomb, my heart 
glowed within me— 

—Tender and faithful spirits! cried I, 
addressing myself to Amandus and Amanda—long— 
long have I tarrieid to drop this tear upon your 
tomb—I come—I come— 

When I came—i;here was no tomb to drop it 
upon. What would I have given for my uncle Toby 
to have whistled, Lillo bullero!?0 

his disinterestedness 

Here the ingredients of the reflexive movement de

scribed by the later predecessors of sentimentalism—Hut-

cheson, Hume, and Smixh—are illustrated. Tristram proves 

by dismissing his guide, a would-be 

witness to his sentiment. Tristram then prepares to ex

perience compassion in two stages, similar to those de-

FirBt, he imagines the unhappiness 

he begins the second stage, for when 

•tarried to drop this tear upon your 

scribed by Hutcheson. 

of the lovers. Next, 

he cries that he has 

tomb," he indicates that his "tear" is formed. He is 

70 
Ibid., p. 532. 
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already experiencing pleasure over the pain of his imagi

nary portrayal of the unhappiness of the lovers when Sterne 

undercuts the reflexive movement of the sentiment. He 

exposes the limited, reflexive nature of Tristram's senti

ment when he reveals that there is in fact no tomb on 

which to drop his dramatic tear. And he forces the reader 

to reengage in reflective movement through Tristram's wish 

"for my uncle Toby to have whistled, Lillo bullero," 

The third major character, uncle Toby, reacts to a 

situation in one of two ways—first, in a hobby-horsical 

manner, and second, from his settled principle of humanity. 

The first reaction, from his hobby horse of artillery, is 

similar to my father's hobby horse of words or Tristram's 

of his novel. All represent the reflexive exchange that 

accompanies a determinism of successional reality. Uncle 

Toby's "hobby-horsical reactions" are characteristically 

verbali as such, they are useful for comic purposes. But 

more than with any of the other Shandean characters, the 

reader is asked to view uncle Toby in terms of his "true" 

nature. As Tristram warns us, hobby horsical reactions 

are not valid as an index to uncle Toby's character. For 

such an index, a reader must follow Tristram's advice, "to 

enter rightly into my uncle Toby's sentiments upon this 
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matter, you must be made to enter firBt a little into his 

71 character ... . 

In describing his uncle's character* Tristram 

writes "—I know no man under whose arm I would sooner have 

taken shelter • . . he was of a peaceful, placid nature,— 

no jarring element in it,—all as mix'd up so kindly within 

himi my uncle Toby had scarce a heart to retaliate upon a 

fly."72 Later, Tristram is more specific. Nature "had 

formed him of the best and kindliest clay—had tempered it 

with her own mild, and breathed into it the sweetest 

spirit—she had made him all gentle, generous and humane— 

she had fill'd his heart with trust and confidence, and 

disposed every passage which led to it, for the communica-
73 

tion of the tenderest offices . . * ." Oyer and over 

Tristram stresses the openness of uncle Tobyt "There was 

a frankness in my uncle Toby.—not the effect of familiar

ity,—but the cause of it,—which let you at once into his 
74 soul, and shewed you the goodness of his nature . . . , ^ 

As a result of his settled principle of humanity, 

uncle Toby is the one character in the novel capable of a 

71 
Ibid., p. 63. 

72Ibid.. p. 113. 

73Ibid., p. 624. 
7/1 
r Ibid., p. 426. 
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form of reflective movement. It is uncle. Toby who whistles 

Lilla-bullero, "one of the most unanswerable arguments in 
7< 

the whole science," J Lillabullero suggests a comparison 

of a specific with a universal principle, and the recogni

tion that the specific is comic through its lack of cor

relation. The basis for the reader's trust is uncle Toby's 

perspective on moral matters is best illustrated by a 

passage from the novel, in which the reflective range of 

uncle Toby's thought is contrasted with the single perspec

tive of my father'si 

There's no cause but one, replied my uncle Toby, 
why one man's nose is longer than another's, but 
because God pleases to have it so. ... That is 
Grangousier's solution, said my father.—*Tis 
he, continued my uncle Tobv. looking up, and not 
regarding my father's interpretation, who makes 
us all, and frames and puts us together in such 
forms and proportions, for such ends, as is 
agreeable to his infinite wisdom.—*Tis a pious 
account, cried my father, but not philosophical,— 
there is more religion in it than sound science. 
'Twas no inconsistent part of my uncle Tobv'B 
character,' that he feared God, and reverenced 
religion,—So the moment my father finished his 
remark,—my uncle Toby fell a whistling Lilla
bullero, with more zeal (though more out of tune) 
than usual.—76 

Uncle Toby's moral judgment is the product of inner 

receptivity to universal value, not of the reflexive move

ment based upon sentiments of temporal perspectives. In 

this sense, he illustrates the distinction "betwixt a 

75Ibid.. p. 71. 

76Ibid., pp. 240-2ifl. 
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natural and a positive law,"?? and he serves as a model for 

the character Tristram and for the reader. When Tristram 

was "but ten years old," he witnessed his uncle Toby re

lease a fly with these words, "—go poor devil, get thee 

gone, why should I hurt thee?—This world surely is wide 
nQ 

enough to hold both thee and me." As has been discussed, 

Tristram learned from the experience a lasting "lesson of 

universal good-will." Uncle Toby continues in one sense to 

be a model throughout the book, A discussion with Dr. 

Slop illustrates the working of the settled principle of 

humanity in uncle Toby* 

I declare, quoth my uncle Toby, my heart 
would not let me curse the devil himself with so 
much bitterness, ... 

—But he is cursed, and damned already, to 
all eternity,—replied Dr. Slop. 7q 

I am sorry for it, quoth my uncle Toby.fy 

But on another level uncle Toby#s responses are 

limited, for he interacts, albeit benevolently, on the 

level of goodness rather than of virtue. His benevolent 

responses are characteristically automatic rather than the 

product of the will, and as such are similar to those de

scribed by Sterne in his sermon "Vindication of Human 

Nature" when he writes of the child. 

77Ibid., p. 423. 

7flIbid.. p. 113. 

79Ibid., p, 179. 
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These Shandean characters—my father, Tristram, and 

uncle Toby—are similar in a basic sense. When mounted on 
I 

their hobby horses, all three are ensnared in successional 

reality. They are unable to control the "train of ideas" 
80 

that Sterne adopted from Lockei 

Now, whether we observe it or rio, continued my 
father, in every sound man's head, there is a 
regular succession of ideas of one sort or other, 

j which follow each other in train just like—A 
train of artillery? said my uncle Toby.—A 
train of a fiddle stick!—quoth my father,— 
which follow and succeed one another in our 
minds at certain distances, just like the images 
in the inside of a lanthorn turned round by the 
heat of a candle.—I declare, quoth my uncle Tobv. 
mine are like a smoak-jack.—Then, brother Tobv. 
I have nothing more to say to you upon the sub
ject, said my father.81 

1 
With this "train of ideas," Sterne portrays a de

terminism that results from ascending mental movement. 

Empirical reality is without order. The only way man may 

attribute meaning to it is by reflexive movement. The 

individual forms and impression of the thing, and he rever-
i 
berates this impression with a preexistent one in his own 

mind. The result is that he is caught in a web of his own 

making, for he can never advance to the true meaning that 

is possible only with the descending perspective of reflec

tive movement. This web of reflexive movement is the 

80 Arthur Cash, "The Lockean Psychology of Tristram 
Shandy." ELH, XXII (1955). 125-135. 

Ql 
Tristram Shandy. pp. 190-191. 
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"fatality" to which characters believe they are subjected. 

The novel is not absurd in the modern sense. We 
I 
recognize throughout the book a sense of comic frustration 

rather than a modern sense of meaninglessness. There is 
j 
a basic security underlying the novel. Constants DO exist 

in the Shandean universe—though they are not the constants 

assumed by the various characters—and the reader is able 

to rely upon them. Throughout the novel, there exists the 

constant tie of sympathy among the characters and between 

the narrator and the reader. A primary ordering device of 

the novel—the relationship between the narrator Tristram 

and the reader—leads to a primary ordering principle— 

the constancy of fellow feeling or affection among men. 

Thus through the juxtaposition of movements—the 

reflective movement sought by the reader in contrast to. 

the reflexive movement characteristic of Shandean charac

ters—the reader realizes that empirical reality is not 

meaningful. One may attempt to draw meaning from it only 

by reflexive movement, and by doing so, one subjects him

self to a phenomenological determinism. However, affec

tions among men are real, and they are meaningful. As a 

sentimentalist, Sterne stresses similarity beneath seem

ingly disparate elements of experience and he looks to 

the reality of fellow feeling as reflective of an arche

typal goodness. Finally, we realize that what is 
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remarkable about Tristram Shandy is this very constancy. 

Despite the chance or fatality of empirical reality, char-
I i 
acters remain humane, 

i 

Sterne guides us to this realization by a series of 

perspectives leading into the novel. Sterne himself exists 

behind the narrator Tristram. The narrator Tristram then 

guides the reader into the book and, through this relation

ship demonstrates to the reader an approach of good humour 

to human experience. In this respect, Tristram and we, the 

readers, are uncle Toby's students. In a scene referred to 

previously, the child Tristram learned a "lesson of uni

versal good-will" through experiencing his uncle Toby's 

good will. In retrospect, the adult Tristram attributes 

the power of the lesson to his intense pleasure over the 

experiencei 

whether it was, that the action itself was more 
in union to my nerves at that age of pity, which 
instantly set my whole frame into one vibration 
of the most pleasurable sensationt—or how far 
the manner and expression of it might go towards 
iti—in what degree, or by what secret magick— 
a tone of voice and harmony of movement, attuned 
by mercy, might find a passage to my heart, I 
know noti--this I know, that the lesson of uni
versal good-will taught and imprinted by my 
uncle Tobv. has never since been worn out of 
my mind.HZ 

The narrator Tristram makes clear that the lesson 

he learned at that moment was a lasting one. He uses it as 

the model for his own response of "good temper" in dealing 

R2Ibid., pp. 113-114. 
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with his critics* "only next month, if any one of you 

should gnash his teeth* and storm and rage at me, as some 

of you did last May . . . don't be exasperated, if I pass 

it by again with good temper,—being determined as long as 

I live or write (which in my case means the same thing) 

never to give the honest gentleman a worse word or a worse 
QO 

wish, than my uncle Toby gave the fly ... ." 

And the narrator Tristram guides the reader in 

adopting a similar response to the Shandean characters he 

meets in the novel. In this sense, Tristram has con

structed his ideal "kingdom" in the universe he has created 

with his novel, and we, his readers, are his "hearty laugh

ing subjects"i 

Was I left like Sancho Panca. to chuse my 
kingdom, it should not be maritime--or a kingdom 
of blacks to make a penny of—no, it should be a 
kingdom of hearty laughing subjectsi And as 

! the bilious and more saturnine passions, by 
creating disorders in the blood and humours, 
have as bad an influence, I see, upon the body 
politick as body natural—and as nothing but a 
habit of virtue can fully govern those passions, 
and subject them to reason—I should add to my 
prayer—that God would give my subjects grace to , 
be as WISE as they-were MERRYi and then should 
I be the happiest monarch, and they the happiest 

S people under heaven— 
i 

As Yorick instructed his parishioners in the ser

mons, Tristram instructs his reader in the novel, 

83Ibid.. p. 162. 

8*4bid.. p. 338. 
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demonstrating to him what constitues wisdom. He employs 

a sentimental mode of instruction, assuming that indivi

duals share a love of truth and should together "go quietly 

and search for it." In this search for truth, man recog

nizes the apparent disparities of worldly existence, dis

parities which will remain mysteries to human understanding. 

Yet he is able to "find the good of it," the archetypal 

truth beneath the mysteries of "nature's works," By doing 

so, man reaches the essential unity that exists beneath 

apparent disparity. 

But mark, madam, we live amongst riddles and 
mysteries—the most obvious things, which come in 
our way, have dark sides, which the quickest sight 
cannot penetrate intoi and even the clearest 
and most exalted understandings amongst us find 
ourselves puzzled and at a loss in almost every 
cranny of nature's works; so that this, like a 
thousand other things, falls out of us in a way, 
which tho' we cannot reason upon it,—yet we 
find the good of it, may it please your rever-

and your worships--and that's enough for 

of the later predecessors, of sentimentalism—Hutcheson, 

Hume, and Adam Smith. Smith wrote that "two sentiments, 

however, may, it is evident, have such a correspondence 

with one another, as is sufficient for the harmony of 

society. Though they will never be unisons, they may be 

concords, and this is all' that is wanted or required," The 

earlier predecessors of sentimentalism—the Cambridge 

Thus Sterne answers a question implicit in theories 

P5 
Ibid., p. 293 
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Platonists and Shaftesbury, struggled against such a con

clusion, for they believed that man is fully human because 

he is not content with correspondence, but on another level 

of existence seeks unity with higher truths. 

In Tristram Shandy. Sterne demonstrates that 

moments of concord are sufficient for social commerce, but 

he forces us to assert that this level of existence is not 

"all that is wanted or required." Indeed, man has a pre

disposition for certain "truths," for a search for unity 

with higher value, or "the good of it." Sterne develops 

this predisposition in the relationship between the nar

rator Tristram and the reader. Relying upon fellow feel

ing, the narrator Tristram activates his reader's 

predisposition for "first ideas," or need for reflective 

movement. This reflective movement is then juxtaposed with 

the reflexive movement of Shandean characters. Thus Sterne 

has distilled in his novel the tension from which senti-

mentalism emerged—that of man's expansive potential pitted 

against the threat of determinism. And through a charac

teristically sentimental corrective mode, he demonstrates 

to his reader how to find the basic similarity of "the good 

of it" beneath the seeming disparate elements of human 

existence, 

In conclusion, I wish to return to the complexity 

of the novel, and to the delight that Sterne and his 
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reader share in the shambles that Tristram makes of ex

perience. There is throughout the book a love for and 

fascination with man's mysterious experience of his worldi 

any study that ends with the generalizations of critical 

interpretation does a disservice to the novel itself. 

Flannery O'Connor was speaking not only for her own stories 

but for all literature when she wrote of the relationship 

of critical analysis and the "primary enjoyment" of the 

work i 

In most English classes the short story has 
become a kind of literary specimen to be dis
sected, Every time a story of mine appears in a 
Freshman anthology, I have a vision of it, with 
its little organs laid open, like a frog in a 
bottle. 

X realize that a certain amount of this what-
is-the-significance has to go on, but I think 
something has gone wrong in the process when, for 
so many students, the story becomes simply a 
problem to be solved, something which you evapo
rate to get Instant Enlightenment. 

A story really isn't any good unless it suc
cessfully resists paraphrase, unless it hangs on 
and expands in the mind. Properly, you analyze 
to enjoy, but it's equally true that to analyze 
with any discrimination, you have to have enjoyed 
already, and I think that the best reason to hear 
a story read is that it should stimulate that 
primary enjoyment."" 

My hope for this study of the sentimentalism of Tristram 

Shandy is that it may contribute to the primary enjoyment 

of the novel itself. 

Mystery and Manners, ed. Sally and Robert Fitz
gerald (New Yorki Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Inc., 19?0), 
p. 108. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Perhaps this study ends most appropriately with 

acknowledgement that it represents an outgrowth of pre

cisely that human impulse to understand, to align oneself 

with value, that Sterne cultivated so carefully in his 

eighteenth-century congregation and readers* "When great 

or unexpected events fall out upon the stage of this sub

lunary world—the mind of man, which is an inquisitive kind 

of a substance, naturally takes a flight, behind the 

scenes, to see what is the cause and first spring of 

them—. When we move "behind the scenes" of The Sermons 

of Mr. Yorick and of Tristram Shandy. we go to the English 

predecessors of sentimentalism-rthe Cambridge Platonists, 

Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith. 

Two quite distinct conceptual models characterize 

these English predecessors of sentimentalism. The first, 

seen in the thought of the Cambridge Platonists and 

Shaftesbury, is one of synthesis based upon an organic 

epistemology. Prom a prototypal God, divine essence exists 

in all matter. In its potentially most active form, this 

"^Tristram Shandy, p. 323. 
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essence resides in man. Motive power is in man himself. 

The seed or essence of the prototypal God in each man ex

presses itself as a predisposition to love and desire 

good--potentially a settled principle that becomes for the 

sentimental tradition the source and the center of life. 

The resulting ideal is significantly different from the 

traditional one of the individual's coming into agreement 

with virtue. In sentiraentalism, the ideal becomes man's 

. expression of his "settled principle" in a pattern of move

ment, called "reflective movement" in this study, which 

activates and expresses the unifying truth of the uni

verse—a unifying truth variously described as divine es

sence or good and characterized by order or harmony. The 

means toward this ideal is a "connatural idea" or predispo

sition to order, enabling man to respond to certain im

mutable ideas upon which the organic unity or synthesis of 

the universe is predicated. Reflective movement is initi

ated and maintained by similarity. The reality that the 

movement expresses is not one of successional progress 

but instead of multidimensional synthesis. 

For man, the goal becomes participation in reflec

tive movement using the perspective of absolute good, or 

God, as a point of measure. The direction by which man 

aligns himself with value, then, is one of descent, from 

the perspective of God downward, to the specific. In the 



282 

sentimental tradition, this direction is contrasted with 

the ascending movement of the materialists, who use things 

as a basis for measure. 

The second conceptual model, seen in the thought of 

Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith, is one of atomisn? based 

upon a separatist epistemology, With the disintegration 

of a synthetic world view, man had to look elsewhere for a 

basis of meaning or value in his life. In the sentimental 

tradition, man looked to a moral sense* yet again it is 

not the faculty that is significant for an understanding 

of this stage which precedes sentimentalism, but rather the 

pattern of movement made possible by the operation of that 

faculty. The moral sense becomes both a source of moral 

perspective and a spring of moral action. The pattern 

characteristic of this operation, called "reflexive move

ment" in this study, consists of the internal sense's 

being directed inward, upon itself. The moral senBe thus 

has the dual function of approbation for action leading to 

public welfare and of passion activating man toward active 

benevolence. It originates or causes the experience of 

approbation of an end, moving toward action by this appro

bation* and it also establishes the standard—that of its 

own approbation—by which moral approval is valued. The 

process—in reflective movement an indication of the 

ability of the individual to escape limitations of self 
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and to reach higher realms of perception—is in reflexive 

movement turned inwardi the individual first perceives 

bodily appearances, or "effects" of another's passion, and 

then the idea iB converted into an impression, or through 

conversion becomes the passion in the observer. 

Thus differences between the two groups of thinkers 

are basic. The first group—the Cambridge Platonists and 

Shaftesbury—assumes a metaphysical Reality characterized 

by synthesisi the second—Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith— 

assumes an empirical epistemology characterized by separa

tion, Yet the seemingly diverse thinkers agree within 

this context of broad difference. They use common terms 

to describe similar assumptions, even while working from 

widely different philosophies. Prom this agreement sen-

timentalism emerged. 

First, all representatives agree that there is a 

basic drive in man toward order, and all build their ethics 

upon this assumption. Second, all agree that each man will 

be able to identify his own achievement of order through 

his experience of harmony. Third, all define their ethics 

in terms of process rather than faculty. Fourth, in their 

descriptions of this process, all stress powers of sympathy 

as the means by which morality is possible. And fifth, 

all stress the corrective power of similarity. 
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After this flight behind the scenes—to the back

ground of Sterne's sentimentalism—-we may return to a 

primary focus on the works of Sterne and to reexamine long

standing critical problems associated with them. A basis 

is provided from which to approach The Sermons of Mr. 

Yorick. which suffers less from misinterpretation than 

from a simple lack of attention. Alsot a starting point 

is provided from which to approach long-standing formal 

and ethical problems associated with the noveli the prob

lems of unity of the reader-narrator relationship, and of 

the role of the obvious pictorial and dramatic qualities 

in the novel, for example. I suggest that these problems 

share a common basis in sentimentalism, and that our under

standing the assumptions basic to sentimentalism makes it 

possible to recognize specific patterns of movement behind 

Sterne's combinations of gesture and feeling, of speech 

and character, and of thought and action, and to understand 

the relation of these patterns to Sterne's ethical assump

tions. 

The struggle of free will versus determinism, so 

influential in shaping the sentimental tradition, is incor

porated at the heart of Sterne*b thought and artistry, 

Martin Price describes this struggle in Tristram Shandy 

as the outside view of man as a physically determined crea

ture, the sport of mechanical causation or the material 
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world, pitted against the inside view of man as a creature 

of feeling. The problem with the novel, representative 

of the problem the modern reader has with Sterne in gen

eral, arises when we attempt to interpret that struggle— 

an interpretation that hinges upon an understanding of 

Sterne's resolution or, if there is none, the reason for 

a lack of resolution. It is clear that Sterne's characters 

suffer from the determinism of mechanical causationt many-

readers have concluded, therefore, that Sterne's "answer" 

is to turn to feeling. Yet the characters in Sterne's 

novels suffer also from the determinism of feeling, though 

perhaps not so clearly for the twentieth-century reader. 

The sermons provide, I believe, Sterne's "resolu

tion." Through reading them in terms of the background of 

sentimentalism, one realizes that his resolution consists 

not in a position but instead in a process. We have looked 

too long, perhaps, for a twentieth-century "formula" for 

the norm—have looked, for example, to the sermon "The 

Abuses of Conscience" in Tristram Shandy to provide the 

traditiortal values against which characters' deviancies 

are to be measured. But this is the way of satire, and 

Sterne's way is quite different from that of satire. This 

difference has been approached by previous critics, as by 

2 
To the Palace of Wisdom, p. 325. 
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J. M. Stedmond in "Satire and Tristram Shandy."^ Professor 

Stedmond placed Sterne in the tradition of the war between 

the wits and dunces or between the humanist and pendant 

and, pursuing this distinction, contrasts Swift and Sterne 

on the grounds that whereas Swift writes to "'express1 

ideas or communicate firmly held points of view by means 

of attacking their opposites, Sterne, on the other hand, 
li 

is seeking to reveal states of mind, seeking to discover," 

However Professor Stedmond's interpretation of that dis

tinction, representative of much criticism which views 

Sterne from assumptions of satire, should he notedi 

Sterne's "approach is much more tentative, his attack much 

less bitter—presumably because his positive beliefs are 

much less surely held,"-' 

Study of Sterne within the sentimental tradition 

offers an alternative interpretation—one that recognizes 

that Sterne is writing not in the way of satire, but in 

what may be described as the reverse side of satire, sen-

timentalism. In the first phase of sentimentalism, "surely 

held" positive beliefs involve an explicit rejection of 

the "firmly held points of view" so evident in Swift, In 

the sentimental tradition, the order characteristic of 

3SEL I (1961), 53-63. 

^Ibid.. p. 62. 

5Ibid. 
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value consists not in right dogma but in right movement. 

Prom this premise sentimentalism develops its appropriate 

corrective mode. Unlike satire's assumption of the correc

tive power of the recognition of incongruity, sentimental

ism develops along an assumption of the corrective power 

of similarity. 

The Sermons of Mr. Yorick illustrates this assump

tion, These sermons reveal basic similarities to the world 

view of the Cambridge men. Like his predecessors, Sterne 

adherred to a theistic subjectivity, viewing God as the 

foundation for all being and defining man's legitimate con

cern as with participation in the Supreme Being—participa

tion, in other words, in the process of synthesis that 

characterizes divine order. 

Prom this initial premise, Sterne develops the 

archetype-prototype relationship basic to reflective 

movement. This relationship is maintained despite the 

Fall, which resulted in distancing rather than complete 

separation. Traces of the divine image sufficient to 

initiate reflective movement remain throughout the uni

verse. For Sterne, man's active participation in syn

thetic process results from the activation of a "first 

principle," a trace of the divine in the tradition of the 

Cambridge men's "truth of natural inscription" or Shaftes

bury's "connatural ideas." This first principle, the 
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knowledge itself of a "benevolent God "by whose goodness 

all things are designed, provides the "surface" against 

which reflection movesi the content of this knowledge— 

of God's goodness—points to the organizing principle or 

the essence of similarity among seemingly disparate aspects 

of the universe. By nature of His supreme goodness, God 

functions as a model for man—a prototype of the harmonious 

relations of things in a synthetic world view. As would 

"be expected in a view which sees similarity as fundamental, 

Sterne stresses God as a model rather than His other role 

as judge, whether through representation with Christ's 

coming to judge or by reflection in man's own conscience. 

The nature of man, containing a trace or imprint, however 

faint, of the essence of God, is thus potentially analo

gous to the supreme model, God, Sterne, again in the 

tradition traced here, defines his priestly role as help

ing members of his congregation to experience that simi

larity. 

This view of man gains strength from the answer it 

offers to the threat of determinism by its affirmation of 

the potential of human nature. Two ingredients are basic 

to this affirmation* a world view by which order or har

mony is recognized as an index of value, and a belief in 

^Sermon XVi "Job's Expostulation with his Wife," 
in The Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Vol, I, 249. 
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a natural predisposition in man toward order. Thus the 

archetypal idea of God is translated into a form amenable 

to dramatic tension, or into a force potentially antago

nistic to the threat of determinism. In Sterne this ten

sion takes the form of opposing directions of movement! 

the descending direction by which the specific is made 

meaningful from the perspective of the universal is pitted 

against an ascending movement by which the specific is 

made the founding ground for meaning. 

Against the threat of determinism, Sterne assumes 

an influence for good without a destruction of froe will. 

Once again it is reflective movement that is affirmed. God 

established in man an affinity for reflective movement, for 

every man contains within himself an image of divine good

ness* therefore exercise of qualities reflective of this 

goodness will evoke recognition and fellow feeling from 

other men—will, in other words, stimulate the essential 

similarity among parts of the universe. This essential 

similarity, based upon goodness permeating all pa 

the universe, unifies the various faculties of man in a 

manner analogous to the unification of parts of the uni

verse . 

Other ingredients in Sterne's writing tra 

regarded central to sentimentalism support this reflec

tive movement. Sterne's use of fellow feeling, for 

•ts of 

iitionally 



290 

example, is the means by which Jnan moves beyond individual 

perspective toward a general onu and finally toward divine 

perspective, thus enabling the descending direction of 

movement by which value is recognized. Similarly, Sterne's 

stress on compassion or benevolince, when viewed in this 

context, is recognized as not an end in itself, but rather 

as one aspect of man's potential for expansive, active 

participation in reflective movement. Compassion develops 

man's potential for interaction, and, as has been dis

cussed, compassion is correlated directly with virtue* 

thus man's natural tendency for compassion is related to 

his predisposition to virtue. Yet the basis for Sterne's, 

thought and for the artistry which developed from that 

thought remains a pattern of movement predicated upon a 

juxtaposition of perspectives—a pattern which moves 

through the tension created by this juxtaposition toward 

true order. 

The artistry of Sterne's sermons, as that of the 

novels, has long been considere|i quite separately from his 

thought. Actually, the style or technique of the sermons 

is the basic expression of the 

by Sterne, The distinction of 

their content or their expressi 

or values, but rather in their 

by which these norms or values 

priestly role as conceived 

the sermons lies not in 

on of preestablished norms 

dramatization of the process 

are made meaningful to the 
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individual. The movement of ideas thus becomes the hasis 

for the literary form of the sermons. 

Sterne's technique is a direct outgrowth of the 

reflective movement at the heart of his sentimentalism. 

As has "been discussed, reflective movement depends on the 

assumption of at least two perspectives, the specific and 

the universal. This assumption is incorporated into 

Sterne's technique as an interplay of levels of abstrac

tion. Critics have noted the interplay of the great and 

the little, the divine and the human "visions" in Sternei 

yet this interplay has not been connected to the tradition 

in which Sterne was working. The role of the preacher is 

to activate man's natural predisposition to order or har

mony j thus, Sterne works to engage the congregation's minds 

in a temporarily assumed perspective analogous to the 

abstraction, with the assumption that reflective movement 

will begin on the basis of the similarity between the 

specific and the abstract. Frequently Sterne's appeal is 

to compassion, that cohesive quality enabling man to co

exist in harmony with other parts of the universe * .how- • 

ever, we must remember this appeal is to compassion as a 

motivating force, not as an end in itself. 

The technique most basic to the sermons, that 

creating a characteristic pattern of movement predicated 

upon a juxtaposition of perspectives, is one of tension 
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through dialogue. Sterne appeals to four general levels 

of perspective! the object is an interaction among these 

levels in the form of reflective movement, with value re

sulting from the descending direction of this movement. 

The first perspective, that of the actual spectator, pro

vides the "base" for the reflective movement that will 

follow. Appeal to this perspective is rendered charac~ 

teristically with pictorial specificity* the listener 

vicariously becomes the actual spectator to the situation 

or action being described, and the mind is •'forced" by 

natural propensity to universals to share in the analogy 

between the specific as the image reflected and the abso

lute as the archetype or original. Against this "base" 

perspective is worked three other levelsi that of another 

person, that of general mankind or society, and finally 

that of God or absolute value. 

Underlying this technique is a stress not on posi

tion—on dogma, for example—but rather on man's potential 

for directed movement among perspectives. Here Sterne is 

in the tradition of the Cambridge men, for whom a settled 

principle dogma, whatever its doctrine, was dangerous. 

Once the assumption is made that virtue is dependent upon 

the responsibility of the individual to interact in the 

essence of the Supreme Being, then it follows that it is 

process rather than product that must be developed. 
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Following this assumption, the manipulation of reflective 

movement is the main point of the sermons, 

Reflective movement is effective only if the spec

tator is malleable. Sterne often directs his efforts 

toward dislodging the spectator from his habitual response 

to enable him to assume a perspective analogous to the 

abstraction. He may, for example, evoke a stock response 

in order to undercut it, thus dislodging the spectator in 

order to begin again with the spectator at least tempo

rarily separated from his own preconceptions and biases. 

Toward the same end, much of Sterne's efforts are directed 

toward establishing a priest-congregation relationship 

based on fellow feeling, fostering the sympathy that is 

the means by which man partakes in the basic harmony of 

universal order. Furthermore, certain Sternean charac

teristics are understandable when viewed within the sen

timental tradition. The dramatic quality of writing so 

evident in Sterne, for example, is highly effective in 

producing the separation needed for tension through dia

logue. Dramatic scenes, long seen as an avoidance of 

abstraction, are recognized as integrally related to ab

stractions when they serve as the basis of reflective 

movement. Even the heavy use of the dash, so characteris

tic of Sterne, is recognized as a stylistic device ex

pressive of movement. 



294 

In Tristram Shandy Sterne advances to a refine

ment, an artistic incorporation, of the sermons* tension 

in dialogue. Central to this movement is the relationship 

so carefully developed between the narrator Tristram and 

the reader. The central concern of this relationship is 

a search for value, and the fulcrum for its development 

is a predisposition in man for the order that is charac

teristic of value. 

Explanations of the Shandean world remain separated 

from Sterne's own reality when not placed within the in

tellectual content of Sterne's sentimentalism. William 

Freedman, for example, discusses Sterne's fathering in 

Tristram Shandy "that ingenious bastard-child, the musical 

novel. Mr. Preedman's discussion is suggestivei he 

views the novel's "contrapuntal movement" and harmony as 

devices taken from music representing Tristram's attempt 

to deal with the problem of simultaneity. Yet such a view, 

representative of much Sterne criticism, is admitedly based 

upon Tristram's "conception of subjective reality, namely, 

as coexisting facets of the intricate totality of human 

experience." Thus interpretation that results from this 

view, while true for Tristram, doesn't get to Sterne's 

reality, a reality that is most approachable not in the 

context of music but rather in terms of the assumptions of 

7 
"Tristram Shandyt The Art of Literary Counter

point," Mia XXXII (1971). 269. 
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sentimentalism. Indeed, techniques may be discussed within 

the context of music, but they will not be understood. 

Sterne has written with the assumption that it is value 

rather than knowledge that is the proper end for man's 

activities--and the world is meaningful, i.e., valuable, 

not in terms of sioultaneity—such a view may be placed 

successional reality—but instead in 

Similarly, it is misleading, I be-

"contrapuntal movement" as the basic 

technique to recreate Sterne's reality. Contrapuntal move

ment iB a musical technique, and Sterne perceived man's 

ivine order or synthesis as a supremely 

be recreated through manipulation of 

perspective through what may be called more appropriately 

tension in dialogui 

The basis for this tension is established early in 

the novel. The fellow feeling necessary for sympathetic 

identification is made secure between the narrator Tris

tram and the reader, and the form in which this relation

ship will be developed is established—that of the dialogue. 

From this basis, two levels of tension emerge. On the 

primary level Tristram's characteristic spontaneity, or, 

more appropriately, disorder, is contrasted with the 

reader's expectation of and need for order. Yet this pri

mary level of tension is intricately interwoven with a 

participation in d 

human activity, to 
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secondary level in which the characteristics of the first . 

level are exchanged* on this secondary level, the narrator 

Tristram's primary characteristic of spontaneity or dis

order is contrasted with a paradoxically complementary 

persona of a narrator conscientiously striving for order* 

and the reader's primary characteristic of a need for order 

is contrasted with a secondary characteristic of careless

ness—of the reader's willingness to let himself be moved 

uncritically by events as filtered by the narrator Tris

tram. Once again the sentimental background provides a 

basis of understanding developments in the noveli it is 

on this secondary level that the similarity of the two 

primary level "observers" in the novel—the narrator and 

the reader--is maintained, and, as a result, that the sym

pathetic identification necessary for tension in the sen

timental tradition is insured. With this interpretation, 

the order of Tristram Shandy lies in a pattern of movement 

in the reader maintained by the tension in dialogue at 

the heart of the book—a movement that was the most char-

acteristic expression of the assumptions basic to the first 

phase of sentimentalism. 

But Sterne's accomplishment lies not merely in re

creating a movement characteristic of certain world view, 

that of sentimentalism—the recreation that is evident 

in The Sermons of Mr, Yorick. Instead, Sterne moved 
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beyond this recreation of the first phase of sentimentalism 

to include the second phase of the same movement in the 

novel. In this way, sentimentaliam, a literary movement 

which bridged the two major epistemological models of the 

western world, is fully incorporated by Sterne. He inte

grates both models into his artistic distillation and in 

doing so he passes judgment upon the determinism he felt 

inherent in the movement characteristic of separatism. One 

basis for the humor of Tristram Shandy lies in Sterne's 

juxtaposition of the two patterns of movementi the reflec

tive movement characteristic of the first phase and de

veloped by Sterne in his sermons, and the reflexive 

characteristic of the second. 

Against this pattern of reflective movement main

tained in the reader, Sterne juxtaposes the movement char

acteristic of the other characters. Within the Shandy 

world, movement is characteristically upward, from the 

specific incident or thing or incident to the individual. 

The result is phenomenological determinism. Without a 

suprasensuous ordering principle, characters are ruled by 

the chance of circumstances. The members of the Shandy 

household represent comic separations of the perspectives 

primarily involved in reflexive movement, each member 

having a characteristic perspective and limited to it, 

therefore unable to engage in the larger synthetic 
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processes or order indicative of value. My father, the 

most one-dimensional character in the novel, sees every

thing from his own perspective—that of the actual ob

server. The narrator Tristram is similarly engaged in 

reflexive movementi he is caught in reverberations of 

his impressions of empirical reality, and as a result is 

subjected to a phenomenological determinism. He also il

lustrates a second "form" of reflexive movement—that of 

the actual spectator mirrored against an internalized 

impartial spectator, the "madam" or "sir" which, never 

individual!aed, becomes the perspective of society or gen

eral mankind. In the later, "sentimental" volumes of the 

novel, the character Tristram engages in reflexive move

ment similar to that described by Hutcheson, Hume, and 

Smith, in which one*s pleasure over a response becomes a 

criterion for virtue. In each of his roles—as narrator 

and as character—Tristram never moves beyond his own 

perspective to reach the higher perspective necessary for 

organizing or synthesizing. 

Uncle Toby most nearly engages in reflective move

ment, for he is characterized by movement of the response 

of settled principles of humanity to certain universals. 

Here it is not his hobby-horsical reactions that provide 

an index to uncle Toby's character—these are characteris

tically verbal in nature, and should be recognized as such. 
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Instead, it is his potential for sympathetic response—for 

recognition of the goodness which permeates the world as 

reflective of divine essence. Thus on one level uncle Toby 

serves as a model. Yet on another level he remains morally 

faulted, capable of goodness rather than virtue » for his 

responses, never guided or directed by reason, are limited 

to the childlike. 

The progression in Sterne's artistic development 

is a natural one, when viewed within the tradition in which 

he was working. In The Sermons of Mr. Yorick Sterne de

veloped his own powers of reflective movement and the ten

sion in dialogue that is characteristic of it. In Tristram 

Shandv Sterne incorporates this reflective movement as the 

basis for the humor of the book by carefully cultivating 

it in the reader. He portrays characters in the book in 

terms of different forms of reflexive movement. These are 

developments based upon artistic and moral possibilities 

inherent in the sentimental tradition. We must interpret 

them from assumptions of this tradition if we are to ap

preciate Sterne most fully. 

. . .  I  w r i t e  a  c a r e l e s s  k i n d  o f  a  c i v i l ,  n o n 
sensical, good humoured Shandean book, which 
will do all your hearts good— 

—And your heads too, provided you under
stand it.® 

Q 

Tristram Shandy, p. 436 
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