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Vivasvan Soni (Northwestern University) 

In Search of Aesthetic Judgment: Shaftesbury’s “Soliloquy” 

One of the most striking developments on the intellectual landscape of the eighteenth 

century is the emergence of aesthetic theory as an autonomous realm of inquiry. To be sure, 

reflection on the arts and their social function, and even on beauty itself, is almost as old as 

philosophy. Witness Plato’s Republic, Symposium or Ion, and Aristotle’s Poetics. But prior to the 

eighteenth century, the perception of the beautiful is not thought to constitute a distinctive mode 

of cognition, irreducible to logic, epistemology (theoretical) or ethics (practical). Of course, the 

idea that the brave thought-adventurers of the eighteenth century had discovered a terra incognita 

of the mind is implausible. Rather, we must ask ourselves what was there before, and what 

happens when a particular set of cognitive operations is annexed as properly “aesthetic.” Most 

importantly, why, at this particular juncture in Western intellectual history, did it come to seem 

imperative to rescue a realm of the aesthetic from out of the mass of phenomena? When framed 

in this way, the problem of the emergence of aesthetics is genuinely puzzling. One way to 

understand the need for aesthetic theory at this moment is as a response (inadequate at best) to 

the nascent discourse of empiricism and its radical delegitimation of forms of thinking that are 

practical, experiential and ends-oriented: the kind of thinking Aristotle calls phrōnēsis (practical 

wisdom) and I will call judgment. 

Lockean empiricism insists on explaining phenomena according to the logic of efficient 

causation. Such explanations allow no place for judgment, and taken on their own terms, there is 

no reason why they should. While these explanations are valuable for many purposes – indeed, 

they comprise the entire realm of scientific inquiry as we know it today – they fail to account 

adequately for the phenomena of human motivation, as Bacon had already recognized: “It is also 
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not bad to distinguish four causes: Material, Formal, Efficient and Final. But of these the Final is 

a long way from being useful; in fact it actually distorts the sciences except in the case of human 

actions” (New Organon, 102, my emphasis). In the Essay Concerning Human Understanding 

(Chapter 2.21), Locke too recognizes that empiricism’s reductive account of motivation 

according to the logic of desire and efficient causation is inadequate for explaining crucial 

aspects of human behavior, but he strives without success to develop a more robust space for the 

practice of judgment, only conceiving it as the experientially evident but unaccountable capacity 

we have to suspend the prosecution of any and all desires (242). Nevertheless, along the way, his 

attentive phenomenology compels him to acknowledge that basic aspects of cognition, 

perception and willing are impossible without judgment. In the absence of the discriminating and 

constitutive work of judgment, we would be unable to distinguish ideas from one another 

(Chapter 2.11); unable to perceive three spatial dimensions (Chapter 2.9); and, above all, unable 

to constitute the ends that motivate and guide our actions, thereby turning us into the victims of 

our own desires (Chapter 2.21). Despite this acknowledgment of the indispensability of judgment 

for cognition, however, Locke recognizes that the anarchic fictioning power of judgment 

threatens to destabilize the empiricist project itself, and he attempts to squeeze judgment to the 

margins of epistemology by the end of the Essay, the “twilight zone” of probabilistic knowledge 

(Chapter 4.14). Locke at once created the conditions for a crisis of judgment and provided 

several openings by which the indispensable role of judgment might be reasserted. 

Now, Locke’s reductive account of motivation has three separate aspects to it: the 

explanation of behavior by desire and efficient causation; the elision of any space for judgment; 

the refusal to allow agency to ends-oriented thinking. In my story, aesthetic theory, a discourse 

which is distinctive to the eighteenth century, emerges precisely as a response to the nexus of 
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problems engendered by the reductive account of motivation in empiricism. In particular, some 

notion of aesthetic disinterest serves as a counter to theories that suggest behavior should be 

explained only by desire and self-interest (Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Kant); and the teleological 

purposiveness of aesthetic categories like the beautiful, the sublime and the new serve as a 

surrogate for the self-constitution of ends (Addison and Steele, Hutcheson). However, the elision 

of the space of judgment goes largely unremedied in this broad discursive formation. Some 

notion of taste, sensory responsiveness or instinctive aesthetic perception generally substitutes 

for the work of judgment (Townsend, “Shaftesbury’s Aesthetic Theory,” 210). Even Kant, who 

is more attentive to the operation of judgment than nearly anyone else in the century, still 

conceives of aesthetic judgment as a suspension of judgment with respect to the object, and 

Schiller’s Letters on Aesthetic Education continue rigorously in this tradition of evading 

judgment that gives birth to the modern aesthetics. Perhaps only Shaftesbury, among theorists of 

the period, offers a rich and viable account of judgment as the key element for responding to 

empiricism’s reductive account of motivation, in his “Soliloquy.” In this paper, I want to 

describe the remarkable way in which Shaftesbury asserts the absolute priority of judgment for 

the constitution of the self and for cognition in general, by way of the practice of soliloquy.1 

***** 

Shaftesbury is acutely aware of the crisis of judgment, and his thinking is formulated 

more or less directly as a response to it. He focuses his energies on the moral, political and social 

dimensions of the crisis, largely ignoring the cognitive and perceptual aspects of the problem. 

Situating himself in the chink through which the possibility of judgment glimmers in Chapter 

                                                             
1 Den Uyl argues that “the central text for Shaftesbury's moral philosophy—and I believe the central text in all of his 
writings—is the Soliloquy and not, for example, the Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit” (“Shaftesbury and the 
Modern Problem of Virtue,” 283). See also, Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 48-50. Although those 
who prefer systematic philosophy turn to the Inquiry, Klein privileges “The Moralists” (118, 124). 
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2.21 of the Essay – namely the capacity of the mind to suspend any and all desires in order to 

reflect on them and decide which to act on – Shaftesbury will attempt, in his “Soliloquy” essay, 

to pry open this space, to develop on its foundation a robust account of how and why the practice 

of judgment is necessary in the moral life.2 The method of soliloquy will provide a model for 

how to cultivate a mental discipline of judgment (though perhaps running the risk of the 

solipsism and self-reflexivity of the cogito). But Shaftesbury will also allow us to deepen our 

diagnosis of the crisis of judgment, beyond the cognitive and epistemological dimensions of the 

problem we saw in Locke, because he offers his own social, historical and political analysis of 

the crisis.3 Finally, in addition to offering a fuller analysis of the crisis and developing the mental 

discipline of judgment through soliloquy, Shaftesbury also invents a number of other solutions to 

the problems generated by the crisis of judgment, solutions which will play an important role 

throughout the rest of the century. He is one of the earliest to enlist the assistance of the 

aesthetic, especially beauty, as a way of responding to empiricism’s reductive account of 

motivation, and he will also attempt to find an objective, social replacement for the cognitive 

work of judgment. It is to these turns of his thought that we must now direct our attention.  

 

Shaftesbury is often considered to be one of the first architects of modern aesthetics.4 

This fact should not surprise us if, as I claim, the emergence of aesthetic theory is best 

understood as a response to the inadequacies of empiricism concerning motivation, ends and 

                                                             
2 On Shaftesbury’s relation to Locke, see Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 15, 28, 40, 65; Valihora, 
Austen’s Oughts, 32. 
3 I will not be able to address Shaftesbury’s diagnosis of the crisis of judgment in this paper. 
4 “Shaftesbury's aesthetic theory was one of the first and most influential produced by an English-speaking 
philosopher” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. Shaftesbury). See also, Stolnitz, “On the Significance of 
Lord Shaftesbury,” 97; Townsend, “Shaftesbury’s Aesthetic Theory,” 205; Glauser and Savile, “Aesthetic 
Experience in Shaftesbury,” 25. Eagleton also situates Shaftesbury at the beginning of his account of the aesthetic. 
By contrast, Arregui and Arnau contend that Shaftesbury is the first important critic of aesthetics in modernity 
(“Shaftesbury”). However, if this were the case, it is unclear whose aesthetic theory Shaftesbury would be 
responding to. 
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judgment, since Shaftesbury writes in the immediate aftermath of Locke’s Essay. What is 

surprising is that one would be hard pressed to find anything like a conventional aesthetic theory 

in Shaftesbury: any account of the distinctiveness of aesthetic modes of perception; any 

explanation of how we judge things to be beautiful; any systematic discussion of the beauties of 

art or nature. Shaftesbury’s reflections on beauty are scattered throughout the Characteristics, 

and interwoven with his thoughts on moral action, religion, benevolence, the social contract and 

so forth. This is not simply an effect of his allergy to systematic philosophizing.5 Although 

Shaftesbury is forging concepts that will be indispensable for a subsequent aesthetic tradition – 

concepts like sensus communis and aesthetic disinterest6 – his own writing resembles earlier 

treatises on the arts like Aristotle’s Poetics which took the form of technical advice for 

practitioners rather than meditations on the beautiful as such.7 Shaftesbury often seems to 

stumble on his discussions of beauty, as though he were discovering unexpectedly the helpful 

work that the experience of beauty could do for him in other domains such as politics (“Sensus 

Communis”), morality (“Soliloquy”) and theology (“Moralists”). In “Soliloquy,” Shaftesbury 

undoubtedly addresses in a sustained way the role of the arts in society, but liberty and judgment 

are the main concerns here, not beauty. When the discussion does turn to beauty late in the essay, 

what is in question is the constitution of the self – its projects and ends, its capacity to resolve 

                                                             
5 On the anti-systemic form of Shaftesbury’s writing, and its intimate connection with his critique of reductive 
accounts of behavior, see Den Uyl, “Shaftesbury and the Modern Problem of Virtue”; Klein, Shaftesbury and the 
Culture of Politeness, 69. Shaftesbury himself is quite blunt about the virtues of systematic philosophizing: “The 
most ingenious way of becoming foolish, is by a System” (Characteristics, 1.180). 
6 The notion of sensus communis found in the essay of that title, which is the cornerstone of Shaftesbury’s critique of 
Hobbes, will be taken up by Kant in his notion of a “universal voice” that speaks through us in aesthetic judging. On 
the shifting political valences of the concept in this period, see Rosenfeld, Common Sense. She also notes the way 
that this concept comes to serve as a standard for judgment (30, 43). Stolnitz credits Shaftesbury with identifying 
disinterest as a key feature of aesthetic perception (“On the Significance of Lord Shaftesbury”). Although Hutcheson 
is indebted to Shaftesbury in developing his notion of the aesthetic sense, Townsend warns that we not project this 
notion back into Shaftesbury himself (“Shaftesbury’s Aesthetic Theory,” 208). See also, Den Uyl, “Shaftesbury and 
the Modern Problem of Virtue,” 301-2; Valihora, Austen’s Oughts, 41-43. 
7 Klein situates Shaftesbury’s writing in the context of a genre of advice literature, which took upon itself to 
disseminate a culture of politeness (Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 102). 
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and act morally – revealing just how directly the nascent interest in the aesthetic responds to the 

problems we saw emerging in Chapter 2.21 of Locke’s Essay. For Shaftesbury, long before 

Nietzsche, the aesthetic object of greatest interest is the self.8 Poised between a Stoic virtue 

ethics, which needed no recourse to the aesthetic,9 and a Nietzschean aestheticism purged of any 

relation to virtue or morality, Shaftesbury can help us understand how the discourse of the 

aesthetic comes into being as an unsuccessful attempt to establish a notion of judgment and value 

in the wake of empiricism. 

 

Locke had located the possibility of judgment in our capacity to hesitate, our ability to 

suspend any and all desires in order to reflect on them:  

we have a power to suspend the prosecution of this or that desire, as everyone daily may 

experiment with himself. This seems to me the source of all liberty … During this 

suspension of any desire, before the will be determined to action, and the action (which 

follows that determination) done, we have opportunity to examine, view, and judge, of 

the good or evil of what we are going to do. (Essay, 242; see also, 254) 

But is it possible to hesitate? How would we do it? How would we know a hesitation if we saw 

it? If you have an economic model of the psyche, in which desires collide with one another until 

the force of one comes to dominate the others, then the notion of hesitation makes no sense. The 

system of desires moves as one; the self is seamlessly integrated with its world, both material 

                                                             
8 See Stolnitz, “On the Significance of Lord Shaftesbury,” 103; Arregui and Arnau, “Shaftesbury,” 357-58; 
Valihora, Austen’s Oughts, 35, 37. Eagleton claims that the new subjectivity more generally is modeled on the 
aesthetic object in this period (Ideology of the Aesthetic, 20, 41). Purviance describes the unusual status of 
Shaftesbury’s conception of the self in the British context (“Shaftesbury on Self as a Practice”). In the Birth of 
Tragedy, Nietzsche urges us to craft ourselves as works of art, rather than thinking of ourselves as artists (37), 
focusing on the loss of self-consciousness involved in the process. This is just one of the ways his aesthetic 
constitution of the self differs from Shaftesbury’s.  
9 In “Beauty as Harmony of the Soul,” McMahon argues that Stoicism does have a conception of decorum and of the 
beauty of the soul, borrowed by Cicero from Panaetius, which is important for the development of eighteenth 
century aesthetics. But she acknowledges that her notion of a Stoic aesthetics is an unusual one.   
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and social.10 Being itself is an undifferentiated unity of happening and force, in which the very 

notion of a differentiation of waves, fluxes, intensities is simply a convenient heuristic we 

impose to find sense where there is none. Even if we think we detect a pause or interruption in 

the system, it is simply conditioned by the state of the flux at a given moment. There may be 

pauses or cessations of motion produced by the movement of the system, but the system itself 

cannot be paused in its ineluctable flow. It would be improper to speak of hesitation, a deliberate 

pause in order to reflect on and possibly even change the state of the system. On this reading, the 

notion of hesitation is elusive at best, a vestige of humanist nostalgia lingering in Locke’s 

empiricism. 

But this economic model is only one model of the mind, which the mind gives to itself to 

account for its own functioning. In “Soliloquy,” Shaftesbury offers us a different model – one 

that I will call “theatrical” for reasons that will quickly become apparent11 – a model in which 

hesitation is possible, and takes on a material and visible form rather than being the abstract, 

fleeting, elusive and nearly unidentifiable hiatus of the mind that it was for Locke. For 

Shaftesbury, the possibility for hesitation and judgment begins with division, because as long as 

the self is one with itself and its world, it is impossible to even conceive what hesitation might 

mean.12 I must be divided from myself at the very outset, not in the first instance to produce a 

space of “disinterest” or “critical distance” (terms too dignified for this fundamental and archaic 

process), but in order simply that there might be some vantage from which it is possible to pause 

the machine, in order that something like hesitation and judgment might be possible at all. The 

                                                             
10 On the lively debates about “compatibilism,” the notion of a self completely integrated with its world, between 
Hobbes and Locke, see Kramnick, Actions and Objects, 27-60. 
11 On the tense relationship of philosophy to theater, see Puchner, “The Theater in Modernist Thought.” However, 
Puchner does not take up the important example of Shaftesbury. 
12 On dialogue as self-division and the subsequent restoration of coherence through reason, see Prince, Philosophical 
Dialogue, 14. Nazar is also attuned to the importance of dialogue and deliberation for judgment in the period 
(Enlightened Sentiments, 2-3).  
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division here is not between an already constituted self or subject, and a world which it 

transcends. It is a division that takes place within the “self” that is as yet indistinguishable from 

the world it inhabits:  

I assert the contrary; and say, for instance, That we have each of us Our Selves to practise 

on. ‘‘Mere Quibble! (you’ll say:) For who can thus multiply himself into two Persons, 

and be his own Subject? Who can properly laugh at himself, or find in his heart to be 

either merry or severe on such an occasion?’’ Go to the Poets, and they will present you 

with many Instances. Nothing is more common with them, than this sort of Soliloquy. A 

Person of profound Parts, or perhaps of ordinary Capacity, happens, on some occasion, to 

commit a Fault. He is concern’d for it. He comes alone upon the Stage; looks about him, 

to see if any body be near; then takes himself to task, without sparing himself in the least. 

You wou’d wonder to hear how close he pushes matters, and how thorowly he carrys on 

the business of Self-dissection. By virtue of this Soliloquy he becomes two distinct 

Persons. (1.99-100) 

Shaftesbury talks as though the self already exists and then divides itself in two. But properly 

speaking, there is no self yet. Depending on how you look at it, there is only undifferentiated 

Being,13 or the self completely immersed in the frivolous and witty chatter of its social world,14 

or an inchoate morass of desire that has not even achieved articulacy:15 “One wou’d think, there 

was nothing easier for us, than to know our own Minds, and understand what our main Scope 

                                                             
13 Later in the century, Hölderlin will describe judgment as the originary partition (Ur-teil), that which introduces 
difference or division into the seamless unity of being, though he does so in a more ontologized idiom (“Judgment 
and Being”).  
14 Klein explains well how the discipline of soliloquy, practiced at length in Shaftesbury’s notebooks, is essential for 
constituting a social self whose autonomy is not consumed by its own sociality (Shaftesbury and the Culture of 
Politeness, 70-90). The philosopher of sociability does not eschew interiority, but sees it as the precondition for a 
healthy sociability. However, on the dangers of this Stoic model of judgment, which relies on a lengthy suspension 
of judgment, see Pfau, “Letter of Judgment,” 294, 296. 
15 This is the Lockean model before hesitation is introduced. 
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was; … But our Thoughts have generally such an obscure implicit Language, that ’tis the hardest 

thing in the world to make ’em speak out distinctly. For this reason, the right Method is to give 

’em Voice and Accent” (1.107). It requires work to introduce the slightest gap or differentiation 

into the seamlessness of being, social-being or desiring-being, in order to make hesitation 

possible. Shaftesbury’s profoundest insight is that this work is fictive work or the work of 

fictioning (“Go to the Poets …”). If fictioning or poiein signify making, then the most 

fundamental making is this dividing into two (not of myself, since there is no self there yet), this 

making-two where there was only one before.16 Only through this act of fiction or division can 

any kind of interruption or difference be introduced into the unity of being,17 can anything like a 

“self” separate itself out from the world.18 It may sound as though Shaftesbury is invoking the 

concepts of “consciousness” and “self-reflection” here. He is certainly moving in their vicinity, 

and even invokes the metaphor of a “vocal Looking-Glass” to describe the act of soliloquy 

(1.108).19 But he means nothing so metaphysically freighted; he has in mind the very mundane 

observation that “I” have the ability to engage “myself” in conversation, not just in my head, but 

out loud as though I were talking to someone else: “We might peradventure be less noisy and 

more profitable in Company, if at convenient times we discharg’d some of our articulate Sound, 

and spoke to ourselves vivâ voce when alone” (1.100). Shaftesbury recognizes that there is 

something awkward, and even a little uncanny, about this practice, because it forces us to 

recognize that we are not quite ourselves when we engage in it, but that is perhaps why this 

                                                             
16 On the generative, replicative and even reproductive character of beauty, see Scarry, On Beauty.  
17 By conceiving différance as originary, Derrida thereby occludes the fictioning work of judgment required to 
produce it. 
18 It has been too easy to conceive this separation as a fall or alienation. It is a precondition for any thinking relation 
to the world, and to desire its eradication signals a discontent with the condition of finitude itself. 
19 The emblematic drawing that opens “Soliloquy” also depicts two boys holding mirrors. On the care with which 
Shaftesbury conceived these emblematic illustrations, see Paknadel, “Shaftesbury’s Illustrations of Characteristics.” 
See also his description of this drawing, especially of the fashionable mirror in the central image that reflects 
nothing (307-8).  
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discipline of talking to ourselves is necessary. It is in this ability to pause, and engage ourselves 

in conversation, that Shaftesbury wants to locate the concrete materiality of hesitation which 

forms the space of judgment in Locke. 

In order to demonstrate the possibility of soliloquy and self-division, Shaftesbury turns to 

the fictions of dramatic “Poets,” who exemplify the practice in its most robust and fully 

articulated form. The scene he describes is one in which the protagonist berates himself for some 

wrong he has committed. In this instance, then, the protagonist reflects on a deed already done, 

takes responsibility for it after the fact, and experiences remorse. Soliloquy is effectively a 

bodying forth of conscience.20 But in this retrospective evaluation, it would be difficult to speak 

of a hesitation, only a desire to retract the deed and wish it otherwise. However, there is a 

protagonist famed for hesitating upon the point of action, whose name has become nearly a 

byword for the practice of soliloquy, and he haunts this essay throughout: Hamlet.21 When 

Hamlet asks himself whether “To be or not to be,” it is not a question of remorse but of resolve, a 

question of what course of action to determine on, or even the existential question about whether 

it is even worth being at all. As Shaftesbury’s discussion of how we should organize our desires 

later in the essay makes clear, it is this question of how we resolve on a course of action, how we 

make judgments which determine us to act, that is at the heart of this essay, not merely questions 

of conscience, remorse and retrospective judgment. 22 Only judgments concerning a future course 

of action allow us to appreciate the extent to which fictioning is an integral part of the work of 

judgment.  
                                                             
20 Paknadel claims that “two boys on each side [of the illustration at the head of the essay] represent good and evil 
conscience” (307). In her essay “Thinking and Moral Considerations,” Arendt also describes conscience as 
emerging from self-dialogue (183-87). 
21 Surprisingly, Hamlet is only mentioned once, in passing in the essay, though with high praise: “That Piece of his 
[Hamlet], which appears to have most affected English Hearts, and has perhaps been oftnest acted of any which 
have come upon our Stage, is almost one continu’d Moral” (1.171).  
22 One of the limitations of Arendt’s account of judgment is that she conceives it as always retrospective rather than 
prospective (Lectures, 7), a mere preparation for willing. 
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The fictioning necessary to enable judgment is clearly on display in Hamlet’s famous 

soliloquy. Without it, the decision to kill oneself would be the only sensible one: “ ‘Tis a 

consummation/ Devoutly to be wished” (Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.1.64-65). Only by imagining 

things about which he could never possibly have any knowledge, things that remain firmly 

ensconced in the realm of fiction, does the space of the “perchance” and the possibility of other 

decisions open up, the sense that things might be otherwise which is the condition of every 

judgment:23 “Who would fardels bear,/ … / But that the dread of something after death,/ The 

undiscovered country, from whose bourn/ No traveler returns, puzzles the will” (3.1.77-81, my 

emphasis).  Even the finality of death threatens to dissolve under the strain of Hamlet’s 

metaphorical associations, as its brute facticity begins to morph and mutate into a second life, 

animated by the fictioning power of the imagination: “To die, to sleep,/ To sleep, perchance to 

dream – ay, there’s the rub” (3.1.65-66). The fact of death remains unaltered, but its meaning and 

how we act in relation to it changes profoundly through this imaginative reframing: it changes 

whether Hamlet chooses life or death!24 And this change is only possible through the fictive 

capacity of dreams and imagination, the metaphorical connection which links death to sleep to 

dreams. We only acquire the ability to hesitate – to pause, reflect on our actions, and determine 

through judgment a course of action – when we imagine that we dream, or dream that we 

                                                             
23 For Arendt too, thinking concerns invisible or non-phenomenal entities (“Thinking,” 162,175). 
24 In the case of this soliloquy, it would be a mistake to think that Hamlet dithers on the point of action, and finds 
himself suspended in indecision between being and non-being. In fact, in the course of this speech, he gives reasons 
to favor being over non-being, and then follows that course of action. However, it is probably Hamlet himself, in 
this very speech, who is responsible for the characterization of his judgment as indecision, leading to a long tradition 
of interpretation: “Thus conscience does make cowards of us all,/ And thus the native hue of resolution/ Is sicklied 
o’er with the pale cast of thought,/ And enterprises of great pitch and moment,/ With this regard, their currents turn 
awry,/ And lost the name of action” (3.1.83-88). Margareta de Grazia has traced the emergence, in the eighteenth 
century, of the interpretation of Hamlet as a play about tragic inaction, arguing that the initial reading of the figure 
of Hamlet was more comic (Hamlet without Hamlet). In a sense, then, the emergence of this interpretation of Hamlet 
can be seen as one more symptom of the crisis of judgment, one that continues to have an afterlife in contemporary 
theory in the argument between Schmitt and Benjamin over Hamlet’s indecisiveness and the (in)decision of the 
Baroque sovereign. See Benjamin, Origin of German Tragic Drama, 65, 71; Schmitt, Hamlet or Hecuba?  
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imagine: “For in that sleep of death what dreams may come/ When we have shuffled off this 

mortal coil/ Must give us pause” (3.1.67-69, my emphasis). 

Hamlet’s lofty existential question is not the only one that calls out for the practice of 

soliloquy and judgment.  We could similarly engage ourselves in conversation about the most 

banal and quotidian of decisions. To take one crude example, suppose I am at a restaurant with a 

group of friends and someone at the table orders a basket of French fries. How do I decide 

whether to eat them or not? I might have arrived at the restaurant so hungry that I am impelled to 

eat them. Perhaps it is simply a Lockean unease that moves me. This is always a possibility, and 

can never be excluded from consideration. Or I might be so absorbed in conversation that I reach 

out and begin to eat them unthinkingly, for reasons too inchoate to specify: the pleasure of the 

taste I anticipate, social habit, a mild hunger, simple reflex, mimicry of others’ behavior. In all 

these cases, I am moved; I am one with my world, and it would be improper to speak of a 

judgment taking place. Only when I pause and engage myself in soliloquy – not when I simply 

act out of desire, habit or reflex – am I authorized to speak of judgment in the fullest sense. Only 

then am I free; only then do I act freely. I can imagine innumerable conversations I might have 

with myself in this situation. I have heard how good the chef at this restaurant is, and I wonder if 

the French fries are better than those I’ve eaten at other places. I don’t love French fries, but I’m 

hungry and have several meetings after this one, so I’d better eat. I read somewhere about all the 

studies describing the horrible things that will happen to you if you eat fried foods regularly, but 

I don’t make a habit of this, so I might try a few. I’m not the kind of person who eats French 

fries, so I’m not going to touch these. Or perhaps, I’m not the kind of person who wants my 

eating habits to be determined by the latest fads generated by the misinterpretation of research. 

The variations on reasons I can give myself are endless. You may remember or imagine the 
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conversations you have with yourself in similar situations, conversations that often happen in the 

blink of an eye.25 

The situation I am describing is entirely banal, and deliberately so, but there is, all the 

same, something to be marveled at in the sheer ability I have to engage in conversations of this 

kind. Even in this mundane example drawn from the most ordinary of situations, the 

conversations I can have with myself about my decision are complex and surprising, and they 

give evidence of some rather remarkable cognitive abilities. As Shaftesbury explains in a 

different context in the essay, it requires a good judge to discern the immense work behind what 

seems effortless, and this is as true of our everyday judgments as it is of the finest works of art 

(1.145). One is tempted to speculate on the biological origins of such abilities, but for our 

purposes, such speculation is irrelevant.26 What is important for now is to recognize the many 

levels at which the ability to imagine, fiction, narrate are necessary to enable even this relatively 

trivial form of soliloquizing. First, and most significantly, it requires the ability to divide myself 

into two, the act by which I imagine myself as separate both from myself and the world. There 

are not two of me, except through the act by which I imagine that there is someone else there 

whom I can engage in conversation, someone who can listen to me and judge my reasons. 
                                                             
25 The imagined conversations I am describing here constitute an example of a fully articulated practice of judgment, 
much like that undertaken by Elizabeth Bennet, when changing her mind about Darcy (See Soni, “Committing 
Freedom.”) But a thoroughgoing account of judgment will require us to distinguish a number of intermediate cases, 
between this fully articulated practice and the quasi-instinctual reaching out for the fries under the impulsion of 
desire (Lockean unease), described at the beginning of the paragraph. For example, I might make a conscious 
decision to eat the fries, but without reflection (Schmittian decisionism). Or I might have formed a principled 
resolution or a habit not to eat French fries, made through a fully articulated practice of judgment in an earlier 
moment, but one which I do not repeat now. Or, I do not hesitate in this case, but recognize that I could have, so that 
this can be designated a “judgment” in the sense of occupying the site of a potential judgment, but one that was not 
realized as a fully articulated practice. 
26 Gilbert argues that the ability to think, imagine, fiction and simulate the future is perhaps the most important 
development connected to the evolution of the human brain, and its disproportionately sized frontal cortex 
(Stumbling on Happiness, 4-27). Gilbert is most interested in the many errors of affective prediction about happiness 
this gives rise to, inclining him to a certain presentism in his interpretation of happiness. As I will explain elsewhere, 
judgment always opens itself to the possibility of radical error, very different from the infallibility of computation, 
but this is no reason to abandon or do without it (nor is that possible).  From an evolutionary perspective, the 
capacity for imagining the future and making judgments on this basis appears to have been an unusually successful 
one. 
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Without this fundamental act of fictioning, Shaftesbury recognizes that there can be no such 

thing as judgment, self, consciousness or world. The capacity for soliloquy is a precondition for 

all of these. Second, in order to engage myself in conversation about different courses of action, I 

have to imagine that different courses of action are possible, that things can always be otherwise. 

This is true in the trivial sense that I imagine more than one course of action in order to 

deliberate about it (“to eat or not to eat”). Otherwise, there would be no soliloquy, nor any 

occasion for it. But it is also true in more complex and interesting ways. I make assumptions 

about what will happen if I behave a certain way; I make predictions about being able to manage 

my future behavior; I imagine what I might be doing tonight or over the next few years. All of 

these require some relation to futures imagined otherwise, and hence to the capacity for 

imagining, fictioning, narrating. Third, I tell myself stories about the kind of person I want to be, 

and imagine how a particular action in the present accords or doesn’t accord with this sense of 

myself. Thinking of myself as a particular kind of person does not require me to reimagine the 

future per se, but it does require some work of fictioning to construct such a self. This fiction can 

then be combined with narratives about different outcomes (the second point), leading to an even 

more elaborate work of fictioning. Finally, I can give myself ends, goals or purposes, and then 

wonder how my actions will assist or undermine those ends.27 We will discuss this aspect more 

fully in a moment since it is central to Shaftesbury’s conception of how soliloquy works. There 

are perhaps even other ways in which fictioning, imagining and narrating the future otherwise 

are integral to any judgment I make, but these four already convey some sense of how 

indispensable fictioning is for soliloquizing and what a multi-layered activity it is. It demands 

cognitive powers of an extraordinary order.  

                                                             
27 Although Caygill is interested in the productive or constitutive dimension of judgment (Art of Judgment, 38), he is 
inexplicably critical of its manifestation as ends-constitution in Shaftesbury (48).  
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I have described in some detail the practice of soliloquizing Shaftesbury prescribes (and 

the many forms of fictioning this practice requires), in order to produce and pry open the elusive 

space of hesitation that Locke had identified as a precondition for a judgment that transcends the 

mere economy of desire. Through soliloquizing, the transient time of a pause or hesitation 

acquires concrete form and structure, rather than remaining internal and abstract. But the 

fictioning practice of soliloquy that makes hesitation and judgment possible is not just a 

precondition for judgment. For all his polite and anti-metaphysical approach to philosophizing, 

what Shaftesbury describes here is nothing less than a scene of originary judgment, in something 

like the sense that Hölderlin means it in his essay, “Judgment and Being.” Judgment is Ur-teil, 

the originary partition that divides being from itself, the self from itself, allowing us to pause and 

reflect on each; this originary partition is achieved through fiction, the fictive doubling of the self 

within the self that allows them to then be related to one another. If we recall Locke’s distinction 

between wit and judgment in the Essay (Chapter 2.11) – the former being the metaphorizing 

ability to see similarity in difference, the latter being the ability to discern difference in the midst 

of similarity28 – then the doubling division produced by soliloquizing fiction is not just the witty 

precondition for judgment but the judgment that makes all other judgment possible. Where 

Locke had separated the cognitive powers of wit and judgment, associating the former with a 

superficial fictionalizing and aestheticizing cognition and the latter with an earnest analytic 

precision – Shaftesbury’s description of the practice of soliloquy allows us to see that the 

division, distinction and differentiation of judgment cannot occur without the fictioning of wit. 

These are not merely complementary cognitive capacities which are both needed for cognition. 
                                                             
28 “For wit lying most in the assemblage of ideas, and putting those together with quickness and variety, wherein can 
be found any resemblance or congruity, thereby to make up pleasant pictures, and agreeable visions in the fancy: 
judgment, on the contrary, lies quite on the other side, in separating carefully, one from another, ideas, wherein can 
be found the least difference, thereby to avoid being misled by similitude, and by affinity to take one thing for 
another.  This is a way of proceeding quite contrary to metaphor and allusion, wherein for the most part, lies that 
entertainment and pleasantry of wit …” (Locke, Essay, 153) 
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The division and differentiation of judgment can only be achieved by the fictive doubling of wit. 

Fiction, metaphor, narrative do not only synthesize, combine and construct; they also divide, 

differentiate and indeed judge. To imagine the world otherwise than it is, as we do in soliloquy, 

is already to have wrenched ourselves out of the world, to have transcended it in some way, to 

have constructed something against which we might compare it;29 in short, to engage in the work 

of fictioning is already to have begun the work of judgment. 

Shaftesbury conceals the momentousness of his philosophical intervention here beneath 

the form of an urbane essay offering advice to an author. Without fanfare, without advertising it 

as such, he describes the originary scene by which a self comes into being through the fictioning 

judgment by which it divides itself from itself: “what he endures in this Operation [of soliloquy] 

is for no inconsiderable End: since ’tis to gain him a Will, and insure him a certain Resolution; 

by which he shall know where to find himself; be sure of his own Meaning and Design; and as to 

all his Desires, Opinions, and Inclinations, be warranted one and the same Person to day as 

yesterday, and to morrow as to day” (1.116). Through this process, the self achieves a certain 

transcendence on its world, a certain freedom from it to be able to both think about the world 

and act within it. The transcendence achieved here is a “finite” transcendence, a transcendence 

achieved by purely immanent and intraworldly means; it lies simply in the ability we have to 

imagine that we are more than one and to imagine other futures. It arises from the capacity of 

fiction to double, fold or split the world, to make worlds where there was only one.30 Is such a 

thing possible? Can there be transcendence and freedom or do we just imagine them? This is 

precisely the problem Kant had attempted to solve, with his distinction between the phenomenal 

                                                             
29 Rousseau tells us that “to compare is to judge” (Emile, 270). 
30 It should be noted that the fictioning judgment which divides me from myself and enables soliloquy is a nearly 
uncategorizable thing, neither subjective nor objective (since it precedes the distinction of subject and object and 
makes them possible), neither true nor false (since it is an act of making two out of one), neither reflecting nor 
determining (it might be termed constituting). 
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and noumenal worlds. From a purely empiricist or scientific perspective, the guiding assumption 

is that everything must be accounted for according to the mechanism of efficient causation, 

including all imaginings, all desiring and willing, all thinking and all decisions. This is simply 

what it means to do science: to account for phenomena in this way. But the scene of 

soliloquizing Shaftesbury imagines here is “prior” to any scientific attitude, because it is required 

both for there to be anything like a world for the sciences to think about and for any ability to 

think about the world that exceeds the merely computational, that is to say, for action to be 

possible at all. To be sure, there is a mystery here. It remains to be seen whether and how a 

scientific perspective might account for such imagining, transcendence and freedom, or whether 

indeed it might explain them away. But the phenomenological experience of soliloquizing 

transcendence that Shaftesbury describes, and our experience of it as transcendence, is 

undeniable. It is the precondition of any thinking intervention in the world, if there is such a 

thing at all. If the ability to soliloquize is not born of freedom (which is to say there is no 

soliloquy, only the semblance or appearance of it), but is conditioned by the mechanism of the 

world of which I am simply a part, then it is still the case that nearly every aspect of my 

conscious cognition functions through the lies it tells itself about its ability to hesitate, to engage 

itself in conversation and to act in the world. 

***** 

Convalescing in Naples toward the end of his life, Shaftesbury commissioned a painting 

by Paolo de Matteis called The Judgment of Hercules. The painting is effectively a 

representation of the very practice of soliloquy that Shaftesbury describes in his essay. In it, 

Hercules stands pensively, poised between Virtue and Pleasure, as each tries to persuade him to 

follow her example. The painting depicts Hercules at the moment that he has divided himself 
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into three,31 already an act of judgment as we have seen, that will demand a second act of 

judgment to choose between the competing claims of virtue and pleasure. Hercules turns towards 

Virtue, who holds his attention with animated discourse, but his body leans over toward a supine 

Pleasure supplicating him with her ignored gaze:  

 

Is hesitation visible here? Can it take phenomenal form? Nothing is less certain. The painting 

may portray a moment of hesitation, but we only know there is hesitation from Shaftesbury’s 

supplementary discourse on it, “A Notion of the Historical Draught or Tablature of the Judgment 

of Hercules,” which animates the scene with the soliloquy that gives it meaning. According to 

Shaftesbury, Hercules must be understood to be poised at the moment of decision, inclining 

towards Virtue without having fully committed himself yet:  

it shou’d appear by the very Turn, or Position of the Body alone, that this young Hero 

had not wholly quitted the balancing or pondering part. For in the manner of his turn 

                                                             
31 In his description of the painting in the Characteristics, Shaftesbury asks us to think of the scene as Hercules’s 
dream, confirming that this is an act of self-division analogous to that found in soliloquy (3.231). 
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towards the worthier of these Goddesses, he shou’d by no means appear so averse or 

separate from the other, as not to suffer it to be conceiv’d of him, that he had ever any 

inclination for her, or had ever hearken’d to her Voice. On the contrary, there ought to be 

some hopes yet remaining for this latter Goddess Pleasure, and some regret apparent in 

Hercules. (3.220)32 

How will Hercules decide between these contending parties? We might imagine him torn 

between two opposing forces that pull in different directions, just as we might imagine that when 

the self divides itself in two by judgment in order to judge, it produces an agonism within itself 

in which the stronger party will win out and determine the self’s course of action.33 This is 

precisely the model of the mind that Locke had offered before he described the moment of 

hesitation, and it is the model of a purely immanent and emergent “judgment” that will be so 

seductive to a dialectical social theory later in the century, from Kant and Schiller to Hegel: 

history itself as the world’s court of judgment in Hegel’s account (Philosophy of Right, 216). 

Judgment here is construed as mere negation and conflict, out of which something determinate 

may or may not emerge. Shaftesbury himself is tempted by this model in “Sensus Communis,” in 

a public sphere model where the free operation of ridicule (a form of negation) allows the truth 

to emerge of its own accord. But this model remains economistic and computational, a mere 

balancing or accounting of forces, not the theatrical model that “Soliloquy” promises. The 

                                                             
32 By a curious coincidence, Rancière’s recent Aisthesis opens with a reading of another eighteenth-century Hercules 
poised at a moment of inaction, namely his reading of Winckelmann’s reading of a Hercules torso (1-20). It is worth 
wondering why the classical action hero should, at this moment, become a figure of reflection. But in Rancière’s 
reading, Hercules’s inaction does not represent the reflective pause that will issue in a judgment. What is important 
for him is the apotheosis of inactivity, indecision, indeterminacy, another example of the suspension of judgment 
that I have argued partly characterizes the crisis of judgment today. 
33 Shaftesbury describes this economic and agonistic model of conversation as “controversy,” productive for the 
book trade, but operating through force rather than reason: “controversial Writing is not so wholly unprofitable; … 
for Book-Merchants, … [n]othing revives ’em more, or makes a quicker Trade, than a Pair of substantial Divines or 
grave Philosophers, well match’d, and soundly back’d; till by long worrying one another, they are grown out of 
breath, and have almost lost their Force of Biting” (3.11). 
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question remains: can we distinguish an economic from a theatrical model of judgment, and how 

will Hercules decide? The painting shows clearly that neither goddess threatens to force 

Hercules; they take turns offering their reasons, and it is these reasons that Hercules must ponder 

and evaluate (not weigh, since we will see that these reasons are incommensurable fictions). We 

encounter here the limit of painting to depict soliloquy, indeed the failure of The Judgment of 

Hercules to show the judgment of Hercules. The reasons for Hercules’s judgment are given 

elsewhere by Shaftesbury himself, in the “Moralists” and in “Soliloquy” itself, as well as in the 

“Inquiry” in a non-conversational idiom. Only language and conversation are adequate to the 

giving of reasons. We are finally in a position to understand why the Lockean hesitation which 

opens the space of judgment cannot be just any hesitation, pause, cessation, interruption or 

hiatus; it must take the form of conversation.34 Soliloquy is not one form among many for the 

exercise of judgment; there is no practice of judgment worth the name which does not, in some 

way, take the form of soliloquy. 

When Shaftesbury recharacterizes the Lockean space of judgment as a space of 

conversation and soliloquy rather than merely a space of hesitation, it is difficult to take the full 

measure of the profound shift that he means to effect. At stake are not simply different 

procedures by which we make judgments but radically incommensurable regimes of causality 

                                                             
34 The logic of conversation Shaftesbury describes, especially the way in which this differs from force through the 
capacity to hesitate, is nearly identical to Milton’s account in Paradise Lost:  
He [Satan] ended, and his words replete with guile 
Into her [Eve’s] heart too easy entrance won:  
Fixed on the fruit she gazed, which to behold 
Might tempt alone, and in her ears the sound 
Yet rung of his persuasive words, impregned 
With reason, to her seeming, and with truth.  
... 
    yet first 
Pausing a while, thus to herself she mused.   (9.733-44, my emphasis) 
Following Fish, Prince suggests that Paradise Lost should be viewed as a philosophical dialogue (Philosophical 
Dialogue, 25), one more example of the importance of the genre between 1650 and 1750 (12). 
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and radically incompatible models of the mind. Shaftesbury explains the difference through a 

risky analogy that compares the mind to a watch:35 

IF A Passenger shou’d turn by chance into a Watchmaker’s Shop, and thinking to inform 

himself concerning Watches, shou’d inquire, of what Metal, or what Matter, each Part 

was compos’d; what gave the Colours, or what made the Sounds; without examining 

what the real Use was of such an Instrument; or by what Movements its End was best 

attain’d, and its Perfection acquir’d: ’tis plain that such an Examiner as this, wou’d come 

short of any Understanding in the real Nature of the Instrument. (1.181) 

The “passenger” in this example is in the same situation we are in when we examine the painting 

of the Judgment of Hercules, studying the posture of the bodies, the gestures of the hands and the 

color of the clothing in order to gain some insight into Hercules’s judgment. We simply miss the 

point, since there is no way to infer from these phenomenal characteristics to the practice of 

judgment. Similarly, the passenger might learn an immense amount about the physics of gears 

and springs, the properties of various metals, the mechanical principles that determine the 

relations between the different parts, but there is simply no way to make an inference from these 

to the purpose of the watch or the reason for its existence. If I study the mechanics of 

watchmaking, I can learn much about this object as an interlocking set of parts that that interact 

with each other in particular causal ways. Such an analysis allows me to describe with great 

accuracy and precision the various ways in which all the parts move, but it can offer no help in 

discerning which is the significant part of the system, namely the watch face, and it can offer no 

language to explain why or for what reason this part is significant, namely to tell me the time so I 

                                                             
35 The example of the watch introduces Shaftesbury’s own act of soliloquizing in the essay, a presumed act of self-
disclosure in which we learn almost nothing about him. Soliloquy is about reasoning with oneself, not about 
revealing or making public a private interiority. 
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won’t be late for my next appointment. For a physical analysis of the watch, all its parts are 

equally (un)interesting: I might pay attention now to the flywheel, now to the winding 

mechanism, now to the mathematical ratios by which the hands turn in relation to one another, 

now to its weight or ability to conduct electricity. But nothing in such an analysis can tell me 

what makes a watch a watch: its ability to keep me apprised of the time. Even though the telling 

of time is as regular and rule-governed as anything could be (and this is the brilliance of 

Shaftesbury’s example), there is nothing in the language of mathematics that would allow me to 

describe its purpose, end or function, rather than its mere functioning. Mathematics has no 

language for purpose. And yet the purpose of the watch is simply and straightforwardly 

expressed in ordinary language: to tell time. Part of the reason that mathematics cannot express 

what is so easily explained in ordinary language is that the language of mathematics is designed 

to express quantitative relationships, but there is nothing quantitative about the purpose of telling 

time, even though time itself is eminently quantifiable.  Part of the reason is that the language of 

mathematics expresses determinate relations between given things, and the purpose of a watch is 

not determinate in that way. The purpose of the watch is not given in the object itself, but 

something I project into it by a judgment I make about its end. This judgment I make about 

purpose is what allows me to hone in on the face of the watch as its most significant part, and to 

ignore the rest of the machine’s functioning as irrelevant to my purposes. This is precisely what 

turns the watch into a meaningful object for me, rather than merely a mechanism I can dissect, 

analyze and describe. The radical disjunction between the reason for the watch’s existence and 

the physical explanation of its functioning becomes apparent when I focus on the face of the 

watch to the exclusion of all else. Ultimately, it does not matter to me whether, behind the face, 

there is a cesium atomic clock, a complex system of cogs, a cheap electronic circuit, a burning 
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candle or dripping water, as long as I can read the time. Nor does it matter whether the time is 

shown through electronic digits, turning hands on a dial, or a level indicator. The body of the 

object is irrelevant to the purpose of the object, as long as the body is sufficient to the purpose, 

and there are many, perhaps innumerable, ways for it to be sufficient for its purpose. What 

Shaftesbury means us to see with this example is that, while the materiality of the object has 

some bearing on its suitability for its purpose – I may need the accuracy of a cesium clock and a 

cheap electronic watch may be utterly useless to me, or I may need the portability of a 

wristwatch not easily achieved by dripping water or a burning candle – the purpose of an object 

is an ideality I project onto it, and only through this projection does the thing acquire any 

significance whatsoever. I call this ideal projection a “judgment” because it has several of the 

key elements of what I have been calling judgment throughout this study. First, it creates value 

where there was none, and it allows us to discern the important from the unimportant, the 

relevant from the irrelevant. Second, it is concerned with the work of forging ends. Third, it is 

only possible through a certain fictioning capacity. And fourth, it can always be made otherwise. 

These last two features are simply another way of saying that the meaning or end of an object is 

not given in the object itself but only through the idealizing projection of judgment. This will 

become clear if we press the example of the watch into further service. In most cases, my 

judgment that the purpose of the watch is to tell time will be the right one, but not always. If I am 

making an assumption about the one who made the watch, then I might be wrong because this 

watch might have been made to mimic an antique object for decorative purposes. Or if I am 

making an assumption about the purpose of the watch in a particular situation, I might be wrong 

because right now I need to use this object as a projectile in self-defense, or I need its conducting 

capacities to close a circuit urgently or I need the metal in this watch to build something far more 
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valuable to me. In short, no object has purpose except insofar as I bring purpose to it through the 

idealizing projection of judgment.36 

Through the example of the watch, Shaftesbury is able to achieve a transformative 

commentary on Locke’s account of motivation in Chapter 2.21 of the Essay. We have seen in the 

previous chapter that, in the first edition of the Essay, Locke had accounted for motivation 

through the notion of some good for the sake of which we act: “Good then, the greater Good is 

that alone which determines the will” (1st ed, 124). We are determined to act through the notion 

of some purpose or end that motivates us, “that for the sake of which” we do something, as 

Aristotle explains in his account of the four “causes” (aititai). However, in the second edition of 

the essay, Locke revised his account significantly: “It seems so established and settled a maxim 

by the general consent of mankind, that good, the greater good, determines the will, that I do not 

at all wonder, that when I first published my thoughts on this subject, I took it for granted ... But 

yet upon a stricter inquiry, I am forced to conclude that good, the greater good, though 

apprehended and acknowledged to be so, does not determine the will, until our desire, raised 

proportionably to it, make us uneasy, in the want of it” (234). We might indeed have ideas of 

purposes or ends, Locke concedes, but he refuses to allow them any motive force in the psyche; 

something more is needed. At this point, he develops his mechanical or economic model of the 

psyche, which accounts for motivation purely through efficient causation, the push or motive 

force of what he calls “uneasiness” or desire, as though this were somehow a more satisfactory 

                                                             
36 Two things should be noted about this idealizing projection of judgment. First, it explains what it means for 
meaning to be “spiritual,” that is to say a thing of the mind independent of the materiality of the object, though there 
is nothing mystical or otherworldly about this spirituality. It refers simply to the purposes we endow things with. 
Second, though meaning is not simply given by the object, it is not completely arbitrary, and it is constrained by the 
materiality of the object. Thus, judgments can be right or wrong, better or worse, even when judgment is a fictioning 
projection. In most ordinary circumstances, someone who thought the purpose of a watch was anything other than 
telling the time would be mistaken, and there are ends which this particular object cannot serve, not matter how 
much I may will it so. For example, I could not use the watch as a writing implement. 
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model. The impetus for this change can be traced at least to Locke’s Baconian legacy, and 

Bacon’s methodological injunction to disregard final causes.37 We have already seen some of the 

inadequacies of this model, and Locke himself acknowledged these when he noted our capacity 

to hesitate and suspend the motive force of any and all desires in order to judge which ones to act 

on. However, in Locke’s account, the capacity to hesitate had emerged unaccountably, and its 

power over desire remained mysterious. Was it simply another force interacting with the others 

in the psyche, or did it have a different status altogether? What Shaftesbury allows us to see is 

that, when we remain at the level of desire and efficient causation, and even when we introduce 

the notion of hesitation as simple cessation of activity or of the impulsive force of desire, we 

remain at the level of the passenger who inquires about the physics of the watch without 

understanding its purpose:  

Shou’d a Philosopher, after the same manner [as the passenger inquiring about the 

watch], employing himself in the Study of human Nature, discover only, what Effects 

each Passion wrought upon the Body; what change of Aspect or Feature they produc’d; 

and in what different manner they affected the Limbs and Muscles; this might possibly 

qualify him to give Advice to an Anatomist or a Limner, but not to Mankind or to 

Himself: Since according to this Survey he consider’d not the real Operation or Energy of 

his Subject, nor contemplated the Man, as real Man, and as a human Agent; but as a 

Watch or common Machine. (1.181) 

Only when we conceive hesitation as the practice of soliloquy can we begin to understand how 

we might be motivated by purposes, ends and reasons rather than desires, because only ordinary 
                                                             
37 Although Bacon sometimes speaks of the introduction of final causes as a kind of evil (New Organon, 53), and 
sees them as largely useless for the purposes of science, he still recognizes their value for understanding human 
actions: “It is right to lay down: ‘to know truly is to know by causes.’ It is also not bad to distinguish four causes: 
Material, Formal, Efficient and Final. But of these the Final is a long way from being useful; in fact it actually 
distorts the sciences except in the case of human actions” (102, my emphasis). In this sense, Locke’s theory is a 
radicalization beyond Bacon’s. On Locke’s Baconianism, see Wood, Politics of Locke’s Philosophy. 
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language and not the language of mathematics has the capacity to articulate purposes. When we 

begin to talk to ourselves in soliloquy, we can give ourselves ends, purposes and reasons, which 

have nothing to do with the inarticulate push of desiring, and such ends and reasons have a 

motive capacity as a moment’s reflection will show. In short, what the capacity for self-

conversation allows us to do is not merely something as crude as suspending the press of desire, 

though it does this too; rather, by the use of so-called natural language, it wrenches us out of the 

realm of efficient causation, into a realm of final causation where we are able to give ourselves 

ends, purposes and reasons – desires may be among the considerations that shape these, but they 

will not be determinative – and act on them.38 As much as an aura of mystery surrounds this 

observation, leading us to wonder how such an operation is possible, we should not be tempted, 

for all that, to explain the observation away through a dogmatic insistence on the primacy or 

exclusivity of efficient causation, since the ability to soliloquize, give ourselves reason and act 

on them is the most banal of everyday facts that we can all confirm for ourselves every time we 

act reflectively and judgingly in the world. I would almost call this a phenomenological 

observation, since it involves a reflection on the process of our cognition as we form our 

resolutions to act, but it would be more accurate to call this a noumenological observation, since 

we enter here into the space of reasons which no phenomenology, only language in its non-

phenomenality, can portray. Hence the mute inanity of the painting of The Judgment of Hercules, 

                                                             
38 I only wish to make the case for the possibility of this alternate mode of causation as a way of accounting for 
certain actions. I do not mean to suggest that it accounts for all kinds of behaviors. There are clearly many 
unconscious processes at work in the body, that operate in the modality of efficient causation, and the efficacy of 
drugs that alter mental states shows that the mind is in no way immune from this form of causation. Nor do I mean 
to speculate about how these two forms of causality interact with or relate to one another. (Indeed, how to 
understand their interaction is precisely the problem that an argument such as this one poses.) Finally, it is not even 
the case that it is always better to operate in the mode of final causation. To subject every aspect of our bodily 
functioning to conscious control would be both impossible and undesirable. For now, it is enough to establish that 
the possibility of final causation exists, and that it operates according to a different logic than efficient causation. 
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which can only point us toward Shaftesbury’s essays and the reasons they articulate for 

Hercules’s judgment. 

Shaftesbury implies, by the end of the watch example, that the right way to consider a 

person is not as a desiring machine, but with a view to their purposes or ends which transcend 

the machinic assemblage of desires, since it was only by knowing the purpose of the watch that 

we understood it as watch, not by knowing the physical properties of the machine. But at 

precisely this moment, he breaks the analogy between the watch and the human being, even 

though it was the watch that had revealed to us the importance of thinking in purposive or ends-

oriented ways: “Since according to this Survey he consider’d not the real Operation or Energy of 

his Subject, nor contemplated the Man, as real Man, and as a human Agent; but as a Watch or 

common Machine.” What makes for the difference between the human being and the watch, 

since they both have purposes, and the very audacity of introducing the watch example was to 

show that, just like the watch, it makes no sense to consider the human being apart from its 

purpose?39 There are at least two important differences that make the watch a mechanism, 

despite its embodiment of purpose. First, if desires are to be considered the mechanism of the 

psyche, we cannot simply calculate their effects on behavior because they are never 

straighforwardly given; they can be shaped, altered, transformed, even destroyed by the process 

of judgment and soliloquy, just as judgment itself is shaped by and premised on desire. The 

person is not just a mechanism in which, once we are given all the desires, we can calculate the 

outcome, because the examination and giving of reasons change the desires themselves:  

For instance, if Superstition be the sort of Fear which most oppresses; ’tis not very 

material to inquire, on this occasion, to what Parts or Districts the Blood or Spirits are 

                                                             
39 Kramnick shows that the example of the watch surfaces in compatibilist accounts in the period, as a way of 
erasing the differences between physical objects and minded ones (Actions and Objects, 45). 
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immediately detach’d, or where they are made to rendevouz. … But when the Grounds of 

this superstitious Fear are consider’d to be from Opinion, and the Subjects of it come to 

be thorowly search’d and examin’d; the Passion it-self must necessarily diminish. (1.182-

83; see also, 190, 197) 

In this example, the process of engaging in soliloquy, the examination of the grounds and 

reasons for a passion, can have the effect of diminishing (but presumably also intensifying) the 

passion itself.40 What is important here is that Shaftesbury is not interested in the eradication of 

desire (though the eradication of some desires may be necessary), nor is he interested in some 

crude opposition of Reason and desire. Desires are an essential part of the organism, and they 

help interest, motivate and orient us.41 Judgment organizes desires, but to do that, there must be 

desire for it to organize. By themselves, desires are disorganized and not purposive; they simply 

push us around this way and that. We may know what desires we have, but we do not know what 

we want until we have deliberated on it through the process of soliloquy (see Townsend, 

“Shaftesbury’s Aesthetic Theory,” 212). One function of judgment, then, is to arrange, evaluate 

and give purpose to desire, to decide which desires to act on and which ones not to act on, and 

this is what it means to craft oneself as a self: 

as long as we enjoy a Mind, as long as we have Appetites and Sense, the Fancys of all 

kinds will be hard at work; and whether we are in company, or alone, they must range 
                                                             
40 For Epictetus, the very naming of something diminishes our attachment to it: “If you are fond of a jug, say, ‘It is a 
jug that I am fond of’; then, if it is broken, you will not be disturbed” (Handbook, 288). It is also worth noting that 
the rhetorical form of the advice Epictetus gives here and throughout the handbook is about the kinds of things one 
should say to oneself in particular situations. In other words, it is a set of prescriptions for how to undertake 
soliloquy. He also recognizes the value of delay or hesitation (300). See also, Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of 
Politeness, 89, on the importance of language for reasoning with ones desires. Pfau explains more fully why “the 
Stoics’ conception of judgment is anchored in a philosophy of language” (298). 
41 This is one reason why, as Townsend explains, Shaftesbury’s notion of judgment cannot easily be understood in 
terms of the later concept of aesthetic disinterest (“Shaftesbury’s Aesthetic Theory,” 206, 211). See also, Den Uyl, 
“Shaftesbury and the Modern Problem of Virtue,” 301, for the notion of beauty as engagement rather than 
disinterest; Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 56. Similarly, Nazar sees sentiment and autonomous 
judgment as being aligned rather than opposed in the period (Enlightened Sentiments). By contrast, Valihora still 
reads Shaftesbury’s account of judgment in terms of distance, impartiality and objectivity (38, 40). 
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still, and be active. They must have their Field. The Question is, Whether they shall have 

it wholly to themselves; or whether they shall acknowledg some Controuler or Manager. 

If none; ’tis this, I fear, which leads to Madness. ’Tis this, and nothing else, which can be 

call’d Madness, or Loss of Reason. For if Fancy be left Judg of any thing, she must be 

Judg of all. (1.198; see also, 1.192) 

On this model, the function of judgment is executive, but it does not operate according to some 

abstract and monolithic Reason or rationality which dominates and enforces its law. It is the very 

opposite of force, as we see in the Judgment of Hercules, where neither goddess threatens to or 

could bully Hercules into her point of view. Judgment works, then, not through Reason, but the 

giving of reasons and the articulation of purposes, in the plural, through the give and take of the 

conversation I have with myself. Only the “gentle sway” of reasons, my ability to take them all 

and consider them on my own terms, can provide an alternative to force; only in the giving of 

reasons and the articulation of purposes does something like the possibility of freedom come into 

view, as an alternative to the economy of forces that otherwise determine everything. The giving 

of reasons Shaftesbury describes here is no abstruse metaphysical enterprise, but the most 

quotidian of experiences that occurs every time I talk to myself about how I will act in a 

particular situation. There are no rules or formulas for these conversations, since the field of 

things I might consider is potentially infinite as are the kinds of reasons and purposes I might 

offer. Like an artist confronting a blank canvas, there are many ways that we might begin to 

articulate those reasons and there can be no thought of running through the full range of 

possibilities available for consideration. Part of the art of judgment is recognizing the salient 

considerations in this instance, so that we might begin painting.  
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The second, and even more important feature that distinguishes the watch from the 

person is that the watch cannot make its own purpose, whereas the human being can, and it is 

precisely the process of making oneself into a self through the giving of purposes that is at issue 

in the practice of soliloquy. Shaftesbury told us that the one who considered the person as a 

mechanism “consider’d not the real Operation or Energy of his Subject.” “Energy” refers to the 

distinction Aristotle makes between energeia and kinesis in the Metaphysics (1048b 18-34). 

“Energetic” actions are those in which the end of the action is indistinguishable from the process 

itself, whereas “kinetic” actions are those in which the end is separate from the process and 

achieved only at the conclusion of the process. When Shaftesbury transfers the notion of 

“Energy” to subjects rather than actions, he cannot mean simply that the end or purpose lies 

within the subject since, as I have already explained, no object has its purpose simply given 

within it in this way: the end is always a projective judgment. What Shaftesbury means, then, is 

not that the human being has its end given within it, but rather that we are the kinds of beings 

(there may be others) that make our own ends. We need not do so, but it is difficult to imagine 

what a life without ends-making would look like, or why we would even want to live it. Indeed, 

asking the question “why” already puts us in the realm of purposive reasoning: if we wanted a 

life stripped of ends, we would have to refuse the “why” at every turn. We would have to follow 

every whim and passion as it came uppermost in our minds, with no regard for organizing our 

lives into anything like the “coherence” of a narrative.42 Allowing ourselves to be buffeted 

around by every wayward whim of the psyche, we could not even be said to be persons who are 
                                                             
42 Coherence need not imply a strong sense of subordination to a single unifying principle. There are many forms 
that the coherence of narrative can take. Coherence only refers to the active work of organization. However, 
Shaftesbury himself inclines towards a stronger notion of coherence, unity or harmony. Purviance argues that the 
unity of a life is never actually achieved, but a guiding idea or project (“Shaftesbury on Self as a Practice,” 155). 
Prince appropriately raises the question of how Shaftesbury can insist on unity when the Characteristics resists 
unification and systematic theorization, answering that Shaftesbury has two competing criteria, a skeptical one based 
on ridicule and a Platonic one based on unity and decorum (28). See also, Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of 
Politeness, 114-15. 
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distinct and separated off from the mechanism of the world. We only become individuals when, 

through the process of self-division, soliloquy and fictioning judgment, we are able to give 

ourselves purposes where there were none before. At stake in the crafting of purposes is not 

principally the making of a better self (though that concerns Shaftesbury too) but the making of a 

self at all, someone for whom better and worse can even begin to matter:43  

We hope, however, that by our Method of Practice, and the help of the grand Arcanum, 

which we have profess’d to reveal, this Regimen or Discipline of the Fancys may not in 

the end prove so severe or mortifying as is imagin’d. We hope also that our Patient (for 

such we naturally suppose our Reader) will consider duly with himself, that what he 

endures in this Operation is for no inconsiderable End: since ’tis to gain him a Will, and 

insure him a certain Resolution; by which he shall know where to find himself; be sure of 

his own Meaning and Design; and as to all his Desires, Opinions, and Inclinations, be 

warranted one and the same Person to day as yesterday, and to morrow as to day. (116) 

Or, put more succinctly: “My chief Interest, it seems therefore, must be to get an Aim” (190). 

There is a nearly Nietzschean sense of aesthetic self-constitution here, except that the aesthetic 

(as we will see in a moment) has not yet been divorced of its ethical import; its purpose is 

precisely to ensure that the forging of ends is consonant with the demands of ethics (163, 208).  

***** 

We have now established that Shaftesbury describes the practice of judgment as one in 

which we craft purposes for ourselves by giving reasons. But one of the most powerful critiques 

of the Enlightenment and modernity that we have inherited is the “critique of instrumental 

reason” developed by the Frankfurt School. Is Shaftesbury’s model of judgment not the very 

epitome of instrumental reason, then, since he conceives reason as oriented toward the making 
                                                             
43 See Den Uyl, “Shaftesbury and the Modern Problem of Virtue,” 310. 
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and attaining of ends? Is this not the instrumentalization or functionalization of human life that 

the critique of instrumental reason was meant to put us on our guard against? Worse still, is 

Shaftesbury’s account not incoherent, since his ethics is often directed against virtuous behavior 

undertaken merely for the sake of reward, against any instrumental or utilitarian account of 

ethics?44 In fact, not only is Shaftesbury’s account coherent, but we have much to learn from it in 

terms of developing a more complex and supple critique of instrumental reason. One of the great 

dangers of a “critique of instrumental reason,” and indeed of the many critiques of teleological 

thinking that abound in post-structuralist forms of critical theory, is that they afford us no way to 

distinguish any form of ends-oriented reasoning from mere instrumentality.45 In both cases, there 

is an end specified, and we use certain means to achieve those ends. I use a hammer to bang in a 

nail; I exploit the labor of others to enrich myself; I act in certain ways to further my happiness. 

All these forms of activity require a certain coordination of means and ends, and therefore a 

certain instrumentality. So, if we radicalize the critique of instrumental reason, all these forms of 

purposive activity become suspect as ends-oriented or teleological. The alternative, then, from at 

least Kant onward, has been to find modes of action which are purely formal, self-reflexive, and 

not oriented towards ends, which are concerned with process and procedure alone. The 

bracketing of ends, the taboo on positing ends of any kind, is one form of the crisis of judgment, 

and it has become de rigueur in most of the forms of critical theory we are familiar with. It is not 

just a danger, but a dogma, that any form of substantive thinking about ends are off limits and 

tantamount to ideology, crass moralism, metaphysics or “ontotheology.” But to give up on ends-

oriented thinking entirely, as I have been trying to argue, would require us to abandon the most 

                                                             
44 See Den Uyl, “Shaftesbury and the Modern Problem of Virtue,” 289; Prince, Philosophical Dialogue, 54; Klein, 
Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 53; Valihora, Austen’s Oughts, 38. 
45 For perhaps the most recent critique of ends-oriented thinking and action from an aesthetic perspective, see 
Rancière, Aisthesis, xiv-xvi. 
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basic kinds of purposive activities out of which we fabricate our lives; in the extreme instances, 

as I will show in later chapters, it requires the abandonment of any substantive judgment and 

therefore any possibility of acting thinkingly in the world.  

However, one of the architects of the critique of instrumental reason, Max Horkheimer, 

while he is certainly prone to the danger I have described of eliding the distinction between ends-

oriented reason and instrumental reason, still manages to preserve something of the distinction in 

his impressive study, The Eclipse of Reason. The first chapter of Eclipse of Reason ought to be 

read in its entirety here alongside Shaftesbury’s own account, for the exemplary diagnosis it 

offers, but I will offer a brief synopsis here. Horkheimer begins by explaining how a pre-modern 

conception of objective reason differs from the subjective reason which comes to displace it in 

modernity:  

The degree of reasonableness of a man’s life could be determined according to its 

harmony with this totality. Its objective structure, and not just man and his purposes, was 

to be the measuring rod for individual thoughts and actions. … The emphasis was on ends 

rather than means. The supreme endeavor of this kind of thinking was to reconcile the 

objective order of the ‘reasonable,’ as philosophy conceived it, with human existence, 

including self-interest and self-preservation. … The theory of objective reason did not 

focus on the co-ordination of behavior and aim, but on concepts – however mythological 

they sound to us today – on the idea of the greatest good, on the problem of human 

destiny, and on the way of realization of ultimate goals. (4-5, my emphasis; see also, 

Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 104) 

The account might as well be Shaftesbury’s, with the reference to “harmony” that is such an 

important feature of Shaftesbury’s analysis, the focus on ends, and the uncomfortable recognition 
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of the fictive ground on which judgments are based (“concepts – however mythological they 

sound to us today”). The effort to distinguish instrumental reason (“the co-ordination of behavior 

and aim”) from ends-oriented reason (“the idea of the greatest good,” etc.) is also in evidence 

here, but the grounds for this distinction remain opaque. How are the aims toward which 

behavior is co-ordinated in any way different from ends such as the greatest good? Once we have 

an end such as the latter, don’t we co-ordinate our actions in such a way as to achieve it? It is 

precisely the ability to distinguish between these two kinds of ends-oriented action that the 

critique of instrumental reason promises to deliver without being able to do so. All the same, 

Horkheimer diagnoses lucidly the problems that arise when this notion of “objective reason” is 

displaced by that of “subjective reason”:  

In the subjectivist view, when ‘reason’ is used to connote a thing or an idea rather than an 

act, it refers exclusively to the relation of such an object or concept to a purpose, not to 

the object or concept itself. It means that the thing or idea is good for something else. 

There is no reasonable aim as such, and to discuss the superiority of one aim over another 

in terms of reason becomes meaningless. (6) 

Although Horkheimer recognizes the effects of the transformation that are underway – the 

inability of reason or judgment to arbitrate between ends – his description of the subjectivist 

view risks giving up too much, especially when he attributes the instrumentality of such a view 

to the linking of object with “purpose.” Once again, we must ask how such instrumental 

purposes differ from concepts of objective reason like “the greatest good” described a page 

earlier? Horkheimer attributes it to the purposiveness itself, but that will not help us separate 

instrumental from ends-oriented reason. The ultimate effect of the transition from objective to 

subjective reason may be summarized as follows:  
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In the end, no particular reality can seem reasonable per se; all the basic concepts, 

emptied of their content, have come to be only formal shells. As reason is subjectivized, 

it also becomes formalized. … If the subjectivist view holds true, thinking cannot be of 

any help in determining the desirability of any goal in itself. (7; see also, 92; Horkheimer 

and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 88-89) 

The problem Horkheimer describes here is exactly the one I am grappling with in this study, and 

the one that Shaftesbury confronts in “Soliloquy.” It is, as Horkheimer sees, a problem of 

judgment: “Reason has never really directed social reality, but now reason has been so 

thoroughly purged of any specific trend or preference that it has finally renounced even the task 

of passing judgment on man’s actions and way of life” (9).46 But the terms in which Horkheimer 

articulates the problem, that of instrumentality and objective versus subjective reasons, obscures 

the way to a solution. After all, if thinking were to “help in determining the desirability of any 

goal in itself,” then surely it will have articulated some goal, purpose or aim, and we would be 

hard-pressed to know how these were any different from the instrumental ends Horkheimer 

wants to critique. By blocking the way to an account of ends-oriented reason which differs from 

instrumental reason, Horkheimer’s only recourse will be to the formal and empty notion of 

reason he impugns, as we will see in a moment.  

Despite the proximity of my diagnosis to Horkheimer’s (and Adorno’s), the critique of 

instrumental reason does not offer us a helpful way to distinguish between a degraded 

instrumentality and a valuable, indeed indispensable, orientation towards ends. The reasons are 

                                                             
46 See also, “Traditional and Critical Theory,” 202, 208. As Horkheimer explains, the alternative to judgment, to 
which dialectical social theorists from Mandeville to Hegel will recur, is to abandon the outcome to objective 
conflict: “Reason has turned them over for ultimate sanction to the conflicting interests to which our world actually 
seems abandoned” (9). Surprisingly, we will find both Horkheimer and Shaftesbury adopting this model in different 
contexts. 
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manifold.47 To begin with, the foundation of the distinction, for Horkheimer, lies in the 

distinction between objective and subjective reason. Objective reason had the ability to ground 

substantive ends, whereas subjective reason accepts purposes as arbitrarily given and functions 

only as a means to those ends. However, Horkheimer recognizes that, under the conditions of 

modernity, it becomes impossible to return to or credit any conception of objective reason: 

“Today there is a general tendency to revive past theories of objective reason in order to give 

some philosophical foundation to the rapidly disintegrating hierarchy of generally accepted 

values. … But the transition from objective to subjective reason was not an accident, and the 

process of development of ideas cannot arbitrarily at any given moment be reversed” (61-61). 

Thus, when Horkheimer himself has recourse to the notion of instrumentality, which relies on 

being able to distinguish objective from subjective reason, his indictments can only seem 

arbitrary, vague, subjective and ungrounded, as they often do in Eclipse of Reason. The 

distinction between defensible ends and a mere instrumentality becomes elusive, as we have 

seen, and all forms of ends-orientation begin to seem suspect. Speaking of the practice of critical 

theory, Horkheimer says: “On the contrary, it is suspicious of the very categories of better, 

useful, appropriate, productive, and valuable, as these are understood in the present order, and 

refuses to take them as nonscientific presuppositions about which one can do nothing” (Critical 

Theory, 207). The qualification “as these are understood in the present order” makes clear that 

some version of these ends are desirable and necessary, though they must be transformed in 

some way. But what is wrong with the ends themselves? Is it simply the fact of existing within 

the present order, in which case the problem doesn’t lie with the ends themselves but with the 

social order itself? But how are the problems with that social order to be judged if not by way of 

                                                             
47 One question that I cannot take up here, but needs to be explored further is what the “instrumental” in 
instrumental reason refers to: at various times, it is the instrumental use of reason itself, a purely procedural or non-
instrumental use of reason, the instrumental use of persons or the instrumental domination of nature. 
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“instrumentality”? And how can the ends be transformed to make them more appropriate or 

defensible? Without any ability to distinguish between instrumental and non-instrumental 

versions of “better,” “productive” and “valuable,” the critique threatens to consume any account 

of ends-orientation as merely instrumental. An example of this excessive critique can be found in 

the Dialectic of Enlightenment, when Adorno and Horkheimer compare the man of science to the 

dictator: “The man of science knows things in so far as he can make them. In this way their 

potentiality is turned to his own ends” (9). One wonders what, in the abstract, can be wrong with 

making and shaping things for our own ends, and how it is even possible to live without doing 

so. The effect of a critique that will concede no orientation according to ends, a critique that 

cannot offer a defense of certain ends as preferable to others, is that only formal, abstract and 

non-substantive uses of reason can be endorsed: “In a historical period like the present true 

theory is more critical than affirmative, just as the society that corresponds to it cannot be called 

‘productive’” (“Traditional and Critical Theory,” 242). For such a negative dialectics, freedom 

has to be understood as liberation from purposiveness (“Even as a negation of that social 

purposiveness which is spreading through the market, its freedom remains essentially bound up 

with the premise of a commodity economy” [Dialectic of Enlightenment, 157]), a non-

instrumentalized thinking becomes a reflection on itself (“Enlightenment has put aside the classic 

requirement of thinking about thought” [25]) and concrete suggestions for action become taboo 

(“the author is not trying to suggest anything like a program of action” [Eclipse of Reason, vi]).  

The only way beyond these impasses of the critique of instrumental reason is through a 

robust account of the practice of judgment, of the kind I have been trying to extract from 

Shaftesbury’s “Soliloquy” essay. Such an account of finite judgment will have to satisfy several 

conditions. It must allow us to specify substantive ends without recourse to notions such as 
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“objective reason” which are no longer available to us.48 It must embrace the fictions on which 

any judgment is founded. (We have seen Horkheimer’s discomfort with this.) And yet, the 

process of judgment, and even the construction of appropriate fictions, must not be construed as 

arbitrary; it has to be grounded, not in Reason, but in the giving of reasons. The conditions that 

an account of judgment must satisfy are easy to state, but it is difficult to find a working account 

that satisfies them. Adorno and Horkheimer often gesture towards the necessity for such an 

account, although they never articulate one themselves, as the problems with the critique of 

instrumental reason show. For example, in the Eclipse of Reason, Horkheimer speaks of the need 

to define “the objective goals of society” (175), and in his essay “Traditional and Critical 

Theory,” the practice of critical theory is described as “the unfolding of a single existential 

judgment” (227; see also, 234, 239). The Dialectic of Enlightenment offers a more extended 

discussion of judgment (194-201), and even alludes to Hamlet’s hesitation as a sign of thinking 

in very much the way that Shaftesbury’s transformation of Lockean hesitation into soliloquy 

does: “The person who doubts is already outlawed as a deserter. Since Hamlet, hesitation has 

been a sign of thinking and humanity for modern thinkers” (205). But beyond these gestures, 

critical theory offers us no resources for distinguishing an ends-oriented reason from 

instrumental reason.49 

Can Shaftesbury help us solve this problem? Can he teach us how to save the possibility 

of an ends-oriented reason, while still retaining the valuable critique of instrumentality that both 

he and the Frankfurt School share? I believe the answer is embedded in Shaftesbury’s 

“Soliloquy” essay, but it cannot lie in the distinction between means and ends, and the ways in 

                                                             
48 Shaftesbury’s dependence on “harmony” to ground aesthetic and moral judgments must be considered a problem 
from this perspective. For this reason, I have been trying to develop his ideas about Soliloquy without reference to 
this concept. But we will have to address its role in his thought eventually. 
49 On the more widespread withering of this distinction, see Pfau, “Letter of Judgment,” 292. 
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which those are coordinated. Any such attempt will result in the abandonment of ends-

orientation altogether, because an ends-oriented reason is required to coordinate means to ends 

just as an instrumental reason is. Whether I want to hammer in a nail, make a corporation more 

efficient, hire a contract killer or want to have been judged happy, I will have to reason about the 

means that are necessary for that particular end and act in certain ways to try and achieve it. Yet 

the first three would surely be classified as instrumental reasoning, whereas the fourth is, even 

for Horkheimer, appropriate as an end if considered in the right way (“the greatest good”). In 

order to arrive at a tenable distinction between those uses of reason that Horkheimer calls 

“instrumental” and those he calls “objective,” we must consider the explanatory regimes within 

which the coordination of means to ends and the constitution of ends are undertaken. In 

particular, we must attend to the fundamental shift from explanations in the mode of efficient 

causation to explanation in the mode of final causation that is made possible by the fictioning 

judgment that opens the space of soliloquy. To see what I mean, let us turn to Shaftesbury’s 

watch again. To understand the watch from the perspective of efficient causation is to describe 

the laws of physics by which the various gears and springs move in relation to each other. (In 

fact, such a description will already require a judgment about which aspect of the physical 

description is salient: we want to explain how the gears move in order to turn the hands which 

represent the time. The salience of this description is not given to us by the object but by a 

judgment about its purpose. In other instances, we might be interested in its gravitational pull, its 

conductivity, its heat capacity or its chemical composition.) Now, we have already seen that the 

language of efficient causation, the language of mathematics, does not even have a way of 

expressing something like the “purpose” of the watch, and must stand mute in relation to that 

purpose, which can only be accounted for in the mode of final causation.50 So a first problem 
                                                             
50 One of the critiques of mathematization, within this theory, is that it renders everything equal, equivalent and 
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with explaining the watch in the mode of efficient causation is simply that it misses entirely the 

point of the watch as an object. This by itself is not an ethical problem. We can and should 

explain the functioning of the watch in the mode of efficient causation, and it undoubtedly 

requires the development of mechanics to a certain level of sophistication before accurate 

timepieces can be made. The issue is only that we fail to understand something fundamental 

about the watch, the reason why anyone would want to make such a thing in the first place, if we 

do not situate it in relation to the world of human purposes and ends. The problem here is only 

that instrumentality or, more precisely expressed, explanation in the mode of efficient causation, 

is obtuse to the “for-the-sake-of” or the “why” of the watch.  

However, there is a second problem with explaining the watch in the mode of efficient 

causation, which begins to touch on the ethical concerns articulated by the critique of 

instrumental reason. The second problem arises when we assume that an explanation in the mode 

of efficient causation actually does give us a purpose to which we are compelled to subject 

ourselves, rather than one which we might reject, deliberate about or organize otherwise. One 

need only think here of the myriad descriptions of the way in which the human body is subjected 

to the rigid regimes of factory time and industrial process, without considering the adequacy of 

those regimes to human ends and purposes. An early instance of this, nearly contemporaneous 

with Shaftesbury, is found in Swift’s description of the Lilliputians trying to make sense of 

Gulliver’s relationship to his watch:  

Out of the right fob hung a great silver chain, with a wonderful kind of engine at the 

bottom. We directed him to draw out whatever was at the end of the chain, which 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
fungible, thereby subordinating it to the logic of the market. See Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, 7, 10, 25. However, from the perspective I am describing, the problem with a mathematical 
description of any system is not its rendering equivalent of incommensurables. As Derrida has shown, exchange 
value will always haunt use value, so it makes no sense to find value in things sheltered from the vagaries of 
exchange (Specters of Marx). The problem is rather the evacuation of purposiveness required by any model of 
efficient causation.  
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appeared to be a globe, half silver, and half of some transparent metal: for on the 

transparent side we saw certain strange figures circularly drawn, and thought we could 

touch them, until we found our fingers stopped with that lucid substance. He put this 

engine to our ears, which made an incessant noise like that of a watermill. And we 

conjecture that it is either some unknown animal or the god that he worships: but we are 

more inclined to the latter opinion, because he assured us … that he seldom did anything 

without consulting it. He called it his oracle, and said it pointed out the time for 

everything in his life. (Gulliver’s Travels, 29) 

To say that the watch is “the god that he worships” is, in this instance, to say that Gulliver 

accepts the purpose supposedly dictated by the watch without deliberating about it or questioning 

it as a purpose, as he easily might: “Why should I subject myself to the mechanical temporality 

of this watch? Wouldn’t my life be better if I sometimes or even always ignored it? What is the 

right relationship between attending to the strictness of clock time and being able to free myself 

from it?” These are the questions of deliberative and soliloquizing judgment that are elided when 

the purpose of the watch is treated as given by the explanation in the mode of efficient causality. 

This involves a misunderstanding or misapplication of the explanation by efficient causality, 

which can never give any purpose, but it is one that is all too common, and the history of 

violence it has given rise to in terms of subjecting the rhythms of human time to clock time are 

too well known to need rehearsing. As the sciences daily expand their explanatory reach and 

seek to explain absolutely everything observable in the mode of efficient causation, it is vital to 

acknowledge the value, salience and validity of this enterprise, and to encourage its extension as 

far as possible, at the same time as we must refuse the misapplication of this explanatory mode – 
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the assumption that it can generate purposes or ends – at every turn.51 The sciences, for all their 

remarkable achievements which continue to astound us every day – like the newest model of a 

cesium clock I just heard about, that divides a second into quadrillionths, and is possibly accurate 

enough to test the theory of relativity52 – must stand in mute obeisance at the door of human 

purposes. 53 

There is a third problem with explanations by efficient causality, but it cannot be 

disclosed by the example of the watch, because it involves applying such explanations to beings 

who are not only motivated by purposes but who have the capacity to make those purposes for 

themselves: beings like us. This is precisely the point where Shaftesbury had diagnosed the 

breakdown of the analogy between the watch and the human being (1.181), and even Bacon 

recognized the continuing value of explanations by final causation. Today, the sciences are 

pressing ever further and deeper in the direction of explaining human behavior in the mode of 

efficient causality, though this project, as we have seen, can be traced at least to Locke’s Essay. 

But we must be very cautious about how we specify the problem here. There can be no question 

of calling a halt to this endeavor; indeed, it must be encouraged to reach its farthest possible 

extension, one whose possibilities and limits we have only the vaguest comprehension of at the 

present moment. The problem, then, cannot lie in the simple fact of applying such explanations, 

as far as they go and with the appropriate limits, to human behavior. It must lie elsewhere, and 

there are at least two facets to it. First, no explanation of my action in the mode of efficient 

causation can or should prevent me from using my freedom, if I have it, to exercise my judgment 

in the determination of my ends. Second, it is unclear, to say the least, how or whether the 

                                                             
51 For a contemporary example of the misapplication of explanatory modes, drawn from the field of “positive 
psychology,” see Soni, “Introduction,” 264. 
52 http://www.npr.org/2013/08/22/214186448/the-worlds-most-precise-clock-could-prove-einstein-wrong 
53 Horkheimer and Adorno rightly emphasize this dimension of the problem. See Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic 
of Enlightenment, 85; Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason, 175. 
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language of efficient causation might be translated into the language of final causes, and if it 

were to become possible, what its effects might be. It cannot be ruled out that such a translation 

might be possible. However, such a translation can have no effect on the practice of soliloquizing 

judgment. Moreover, under the current conditions of knowledge, the sense of violence that we 

have in the application of explanations by efficient causation to forms of behavior ostensibly 

motivated by final causes – the sense of an instrumental reason run amok – lies in part in the 

crude and forcible application of simplistic efficient-causal explanations to forms of thinking and 

action to which it does not seem adequate, with no demonstration of either the possibility or 

legitimacy of translation between these causal regimes that appear so fundamentally 

incommensurable.54 My own account of this problem remains partial and inadequate, and will 

need to be developed further. 

 

 

I have thus far avoided any appeal to the aesthetic in my description of the practice of 

soliloquizing judgment, as Shaftesbury understands it. This originary judgment, or originary 

partition (Ur-teil) as Hölderlin has it, which first opens a world to us and discloses a self to us in 

its self-division, requires no appeal to the category of the aesthetic or to any faculty of aesthetic 

judgment. It is judgment per se, though it could be said to have an aesthetic component to it 

insofar as it only works through the fictions that enable it. My account is faithful to 

Shaftesbury’s argument in that, even though much of the essay is about the critical reception of 

works of art by princes, critics and the public at large, Shaftesbury only turns to the aesthetic 

proper after the lengthy description of the process of self-constitution through soliloquy. If I am 

                                                             
54 On this point, see especially Pfau, “Letter of Judgment,” 291, 295. He explains that judgment is called for by the 
antagonism between efficient-causal and final-causal explanations. 
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right that Shaftesbury’s “Soliloquy” is a response to the impasses of judgment in Locke’s Essay, 

then examining why Shaftesbury finds it necessary to invoke the aesthetic as part of this solution 

will help us understand how the aesthetic comes into being in this period as a response to the 

crisis of judgment generated by empiricism. 

The practice of soliloquizing judgment is not rule-bound. It cannot be if it is to remain 

judgment. If a rule were given according to which a judgment must be formed, then the so-called 

judgment would simply be a form of computation, indistinguishable from the merely 

instrumental use of reason. For a cognitive practice to count as judgment, it must be “free,” 

which is to say that it must involve the free fashioning/fictioning of ends. Otherwise, it could be 

accounted for within the regime of efficient causation, which is where acts of computation 

belong. This is not to say that acts of judgment are completely arbitrary. They are usually bound 

by strict constraints; they must be attentive to the specificities of context; and, they must be 

accountable through the giving of reasons: there are undoubtedly good and bad judgments, better 

and worse judgments. It is only to say that it must be possible for judgments to be made 

otherwise, even when that otherwise may involve deleterious or possibly catastrophic 

consequences. Judgment can be learned through practice, habit and experience, even if it can’t be 

taught:55 “They can bear a Master in Mathematicks, in Musick, or in any other Science; but not 

in Understanding and Good Sense. … My Proposal is to consider of this Affair, as a Case of 

Surgery. ’Tis Practice, we all allow, which makes a Hand. ‘But who, on this occasion, will be 

practis’d on? Who will willingly be the first to try our Hand, and afford us the requisite 

Experience? ’ Here lies the Difficulty” (98-99, my emphasis). In these passages Shaftesbury is 

talking about giving advice, which is one of the tasks of the essay: “Soliloquy; or, Advice to an 

                                                             
55 It may be thought that this well-known dictum about judgment is simply a bit of humanist nostalgia. But we are 
increasingly surrounded by gadgets which learn from their environment, without being taught their modes of 
behavior a priori. 



45 
 

Author.” The free gift of advice that Shaftesbury discusses at the beginning of the essay is 

precisely the mode in which good judgment is shared with or imparted to another autonomous 

and judging entity. It can never be forced or foisted on someone. Advice, whether it concerns 

aesthetic matters or not, has the structure of aesthetic judgments described by Kant in the 

Critique of Judgment, whereby we expect agreement with our judgment or advice but we cannot 

require or demand this agreement (5: 216). Shaftesbury tells us that “ ’tis no easy matter to make 

Advice a free Gift” (98), and by the end of the essay, this observation is borne out by his own 

turn to the aesthetic.  

The purpose of beauty is a strange one in this essay: to give us a rule that does not appear 

to be a rule, or to offer an end which will ultimately turn out to be no end at all. The purpose of 

beauty is purpose itself, which is to say that beauty serves to relieve us of the burden of judging 

purpose.56 Its function is not to aid judgment or offer advice, so much as to constrain or radically 

curb the free exercise of judgment as it emerges through practice, habit or experience.57 

Confronted with the free, indeed anarchic, fictioning power of judgment to make its own ends, a 

power that can in the last instance only be adequately constrained by the habits and practices 

atrophying under the conditions of modernity, Shaftesbury balks.58 The emergence of aesthetic 

discourse at this moment is the panicked reaction to the discovery of the free fictioning power of 

judgment, as it is disclosed in Shaftesbury’s confrontation with Lockean empiricism and its 

reductive account of motivation. That aesthetic discourse is a response to the “crisis” of ends-

oriented thinking in empiricism, or rather to the very real threat that explanations in the mode of 

                                                             
56 Caygill, by contrast, sees beauty as questioning the legitimacy of judgment (Art of Judgment, 16-17, 35). 
57 The problem with giving a rule by which to judge beauty cannot lie in the mere fact of constraint, since we have 
seen that judgment always operates with constraints. The problem is rather that one form of constraint is inflexibly 
applied to all situations equally, eliding the work of judgment about whether this constraint is appropriate or not. An 
aesthetic of harmony is certainly one form of the aesthetic, but so is an aesthetic of disharmony, disruption, and the 
judicious breaking of symmetry. See Stolnitz, “On the Significance of Lord Shaftesbury,” 111.  
58 See Stolnitz, “On the Significance of Lord Shaftesbury,” 113; Prince, Philosophical Dialogue, 42. 
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final causes will be ruled inadmissible or illegitimate, is perhaps more clearly evident in other 

early aesthetic thinkers of the period.59 Facing the possibility of a world radically denuded of 

meaning and purpose, once it has been explained in the mode of efficient causation, these 

thinkers strive to reanimate the world with purposiveness, not by way of the capacity of 

judgment to forge purposes, but rather by way of aesthetic categories treated as quasi-natural 

and, as it were, empirically observable. Thus, in their Spectator numbers on the “pleasures of the 

imagination,” Addison and Steele, writing at almost the same time as Shaftesbury, explain that 

beauty generates the purposiveness of sexual desire; greatness (sublimity) motivates us to respect 

and worship god; and our fascination with novelty is the impetus that drives us to seek 

knowledge (Spectator 413, 2.720-21).60 For his part, Hutcheson also finds a tripartite 

purposiveness to the aesthetic, with the epistemological (Inquiry, 79) and theological (section 5) 

functions of the aesthetic remaining similar, but the sexual impetus of beauty has been 

repurposed as that which spurs us to the accumulation of wealth (76)!61 The purposes of sexual 

reproduction, worshiping god, seeking knowledge and wanting wealth cannot be made by 

ourselves, but must be given by naturally conditioned modes of aesthetic perception. The 

function of aesthetic categories, in these cases, is to restore purposiveness, but to do so as if 

purpose were simply a given and observable fact within the empiricist framework, rather than 

acknowledging it as the work of free judgment.  

The situation is more complicated in the case of Shaftesbury. We have seen that he has a 

rich and robust account of judgment as perhaps the most fundamental process of cognition, since 

it is what makes us into the ends-oriented beings that we are. But the aesthetic does not dictate or 

                                                             
59 For the counterpart in the German aesthetic tradition, see Beiser, Diotima’s Children, 44. 
60 Klein sees the project of the Characteristics and the Spectators as aligned, a polite moralism in the service of the 
new Whig order (Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness, 2, 12, 36). 
61 See also, Caygill, Art of Judgment, 76, 87, 93. 
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confirm for judgment some intrinsic end that we have, as in the case of Addison and Steele or 

Hutcheson. Rather, it restricts the use of judgment by specifying a formal rule or condition that 

the ends of judgment must satisfy in any circumstances whatsoever, namely the demand of 

harmony, self-consistency and order. The love of beauty ingrains in us a love of the principle of 

harmony, which is meant to keep the free exercise of judgment within proper bounds:  

But see! A lovely Form advances to our Assistance, introduc’d by the prime Muse, the 

beauteous Calliope! She shews us what real Beauty is, and what those Numbers are, 

which make Life perfect, and bestow the chief Enjoyment. She sets Virtue before our 

Eyes, and teaches us how to rate Life, from the Experience of the most heroick Spirits. … 

From the latter she borrows what is sublimest in Philosophy, to explain the Laws of 

Nature, the Order of the Universe, and represent to us the Justice of accompanying this 

amiable Administration. She shews us, that by this just Compliance we are made 

happiest. (194-95) 

The formal condition that Shaftesbury introduces to constrain the exercise of judgment is at once 

unnecessary and insufficient: unnecessary because there will be situations in which harmony, 

order and self-consistency will be the wrong criteria to use; insufficient because the purpose of 

the condition is to ensure the coincidence of virtue and beauty, and to allow the love of beauty to 

serve as a propaedeutic to virtue, which it manifestly cannot do.62 The premise underlying 

Shaftesbury’s alignment of virtue and beauty is that, if we forge ourselves poetically in ways that 

are consistent, harmonious and orderly, we will inescapably have become virtuous:  

Such a Poet is indeed a second Maker; a just Prometheus, under Jove. Like that 

Sovereign Artist or universal Plastick Nature, he forms a Whole, coherent and 

                                                             
62 Later in the century, Austen will make this incisive critique of a Shaftesburian aesthetics in the person of 
Marianne in Sense and Sensibility, insisting that only good judgment itself can serve as an exercise on the faculty of 
judgment. See my “Preface.” 
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proportion’d in it-self, with due Subjection and Subordinacy of constituent Parts. … The 

moral Artist, who can thus imitate the Creator, and is thus knowing in the inward Form 

and Structure of his Fellow-Creature, will hardly, I presume, be found unknowing in 

Himself, or at a loss in those Numbers which make the Harmony of a Mind. For Knavery 

is mere Dissonance and Disproportion. And tho Villains may have strong Tones and 

natural Capacitys of Action; ’tis impossible that true Judgment and Ingenuity shou’d 

reside, where Harmony and Honesty have no being. (129-30, my emphasis) 

Shaftesbury aligns the villain with “mere dissonance and disproportion,” judgment with 

harmony, but it is all too easy to imagine characters who make an art of crime and atrocity.63 The 

tether for judgment that Shaftesbury seeks, in the form of the perception of beauty, cannot 

provide the determinate and concrete end he desires. In making ourselves, acting according to the 

dictates of harmony and proportion cannot guarantee that we will act well or live well, and 

moreover, there will be times when it is necessary to defy those dictates in order to act well and 

live well. Only good judgment, not some formal criterion specified in advance, can discern when 

those times will be.64 

The upshot of this reliance on beauty to anchor judgment is not that it leaves judgment 

too limited, constrained or determinate. The reverse is rather the case. Beauty offers the false 

hope – a hope that is never realized – that it will suffice to guide judgment, thereby both 

preventing further investigation into the practices that would constitute good judgment and 

leaving judgment itself floundering in indeterminacy. Having provided perhaps the most 

                                                             
63 In contemporary terms, one might think of a character like Hannibal Lecter, or Lacan’s reading of Antigone. It is 
not coincidental that such characters begin to fascinate in the romantic period, for example, Byron’s Manfred. 
Austen’s Willloughby is a less extreme example, but operates in a similar way. 
64 There are times when Shaftesbury recognizes the inadequacy of a formal rule specified in advance, as a criterion 
for good judgment. For example, only good judgment, not any rule, will allow us to discern the difference between 
good and bad forms of enthusiasm in the “Letter Concerning Enthusiasm,” between good and bad forms of ridicule 
in “Sensus Communis.” 
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thoroughgoing and compelling account of the foundational character of judgment for cognition, 

Shaftesbury himself avoids or feigns the avoidance of judgment at decisive moments in the 

essay. It is perhaps inauspicious that his conclusion begins as an attack on conclusions (1.203) – 

just as his preface is an attack on prefaces (1.xxi, 1.203) – leading us to wonder about the 

possibility of ends and endings.65 This need not concern us overly, since ends are often 

provisional in nature. But the conclusion itself is riddled with failures of judgment.66 Most 

notably, having accorded philosophy – by which he means his “honest Home-Philosophy” of 

soliloquy (1.224) – the role of absolute arbiter of judgment,67 he retracts or at least strongly 

qualifies that position at the end. Whereas in the earlier passage, philosophy was accorded the 

privilege of “giv[ing] to every inferior Science its just rank,” now there is a fragmentation of 

disciplines: “The main matter is to keep these Provinces [religion and philosophy] distinct, and 

settle their just Boundarys” (1.222). This is not simply an equal division. While philosophy is 

allowed to exercise judgment in private, judgment is required to defer to the authorized forms in 

public: “ ‘Tis agreed on all hands, that particular Persons may design or paint, in their private 

Capacity, after what manner they think fit: But they must blazon only as the Publick directs. … 

Naturalists may, in their separate and distinct Capacity, inquire, as they think fit, into the real 

Existence and natural Truth of Things: But they must by no means dispute the authoriz’d 

Forms.” (1.223; see also, 1.220). This drastic contraction of the realm of judgment is not 

                                                             
65 The tension I am describing here – between a flexible and open-ended judgment and a judgment of beauty and 
harmony made according to a rule – Prince finds reflected in the tension between two fundamentally opposed modes 
of dialogue in Shaftesbury, one Platonic and the other skeptical. See Prince, Philosophical Dialogue.  
66 In addition to the examples mentioned below, I am thinking especially of Shaftesbury’s condemnation of the 
seductions of narrative, using the figure of Othello (1.214). 
67 “And thus Philosophy, which judges both of her-self, and of every thing besides; discovers her own Province, and 
chief Command; teaches me to distinguish between her Person and her Likeness; and shews me her immediate and 
real self, by that sole Privilege of teaching me to know my-self, and what belongs to me. She gives to every inferior 
Science its just rank; leaves some to measure Sounds; others to scan Syllables; others to weigh Vacuums, and define 
Spaces, and Extensions: but reserves to her-self her due Authority, and Majesty; keeps her State, and antient Title, of 
Guide of life, investigator of virtue, and the rest of those just Appellations which of old belong’d to her” (1.184). 



50 
 

consonant with the rights of soliloquizing philosophy to sit in judgment on any discipline 

whatsoever, to accord it its boundaries and assess its value.68 There can be no clearer abdication 

of judgment than this. But we need not have waited till the end of the essay to find this out, 

because Shaftesbury warns us at the very beginning of the essay that he will refuse judgment, 

whether he does so in the course of the essay or not. The essay had billed itself as “Advice to an 

Author” in its subtitle, and advice, I have argued is the very mode in which good judgment is 

imparted or shared. But, in the self-reflexive gesture that characterizes all formalism,69 

Shaftesbury declares at the outset that he will withhold advice, or at best, only offer advice about 

how to give advice: “That my Pretension is not so much to give Advice, as to consider of the 

Way and Manner of advising. My Science, if it be any, is no better than that of a Language-

Master, or a Logician” (1.98). If beauty had held out the promise of guiding our judgment 

towards the formation of substantive ends to guide our practices, that is a promise it simply 

cannot deliver on.70 And we should be glad that it cannot. Because in the moment it did, it would 

have usurped our capacity for judgment. The hazard and opportunity of judgment is that, in the 

last instance, it can rely on nothing but itself. 

                                                             
68 See Prince, Philosophical Dialogue, 34. 
69 “Self-reflexive” in this context does not mean reflecting on the self, as in soliloquy. It refers, rather, to the way 
Shaftesbury refuses to offer substantive advice but only gives advice about how to give advice. This gesture is 
replicated elsewhere, and typical of how judgment is evaded. See my “Introduction” for more examples. 
70 My purpose, in making this case, is not to suggest that we should “do without art,” as Steven Connor has recently 
argued (“Doing without Art”). His project of liberating modes of perception from cognitive interference is, 
paradoxically, aligned with eighteenth-century aesthetic theories, though he presents this as an anti-aesthetic gesture 
(64, 67). 
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