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Abstract. In this paper, I will examine Shaftesbury‟s prima facie 
ambivalent attitude towards demonstrative reason, and its role in his 
discussion of “reasonable enthusiasm” in The Moralists. I will show that such 
attitude is heavily influenced by Epictetus, with whom Shaftesbury shares 
several worries about the role of reason in philosophy. In both cases, there is 
no real hostility against demonstrative reason; what both writers oppose, 
rather, is the dominant preoccupation with demonstration and analysis, which, 
they feel, bogs down philosophical debates in largely irrelevant technicalities. 
Demonstrative reason, in both philosophers, is considered a tool to analyze 
and test knowledge otherwise acquired. 

I will confirm this reading through an analysis of the narrative in The 
Moralists. Such narrative will confirm that, for Shaftesbury, the role of reason 
is that of testing enthusiasm, rather than causing it. In other words, the 
reasonableness of Theocles‟ (and Shaftesbury‟s) enthusiasm does not lie in its 
being caused by, or based on, a flawless demonstration, but in its being open 
to rational scrutiny. The openness to such scrutiny is what allows the 
philosopher to distinguish between good and bad enthusiasm. 
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Enthusiasm: a bad reputation 
A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm 1  is the opening work in Shaftesbury‟s 

Characteristics.2 It is a denunciation of “enthusiasm,” or religious fanaticism, inspired by 
the clamor raised by a small group of French Huguenots, known as Camisardes, who 
escaped persecution in their homeland by seeking refuge in England. Their theatrical 
and sometimes violent behavior caused them to be disowned even by England‟s own 
Huguenot community.3 Their excesses and the eventual trial of three of them in 1707 
generated a flurry of commentaries. Debates on enthusiasm, often conflated with 
superstition,4 precede the Camisardes incident. Depicted as the enemy of reason and 
virtue, enthusiasm seems to belong strictly to the worst among us: moral and 
intellectual degenerates, slaves to their extravagant imagination and passions. 
Shaftesbury does not describe enthusiasm as a sign of depravity, but as a disease, more 
deserving of therapy and understanding than the rack. More interestingly, his 
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discussion undermines traditional ways to distinguish genuine divine inspiration from 
fanaticism. 

Originally referring to the real presence of the deity, and, later, of more 
sinister forces, in the 17th century enthusiasm became part of larger ad hominem 
arguments attacking certain religious groups in terms of the psychology of the believer 
rather than on philosophical or theological grounds.5 In his Enthusiasmus Triumphatus,6 
for example, Henry More explains enthusiasm as an imbalance of the cognitive 
faculties, in which fancy successfully marginalizes reason. Thus, rather than engaging 
in philosophical refutations of the enthusiast‟s beliefs, More attacks a character type, 
highlighting issues of mental and social health. 7  Using physical deformities as a 
metaphor for mental deformities, effectively dehumanizing their targets, was also a 
strategy in works like Jonathan Swift‟s A Tale of a Tub, and Shaftesbury himself 
endeavors to evoke disgust as a response in several passages of his Letter.8 

While he is not the first to discuss enthusiasm as a disease, Shaftesbury‟s use 
of the label is novel and, to many of his contemporaries, alarming:9 for example, in 
Letter III he suggests that the early Christians presented the same mental symptoms as 
17th century fringe religious groups like the Camisardes. By appropriating a rhetorical 
weapon used until then against marginal religious groups, and turning it against 
mainstream Anglicanism, Shaftesbury shows that „fringe‟ groups do not have a 
monopoly on irrationality.10  

Shaftesbury is not the first to turn this kind of rhetorical weapon against 
contemporary, mainstream Christianity, as opposed to the „low hanging fruit‟ of fringe 
sects. In Spinoza‟s Theological-Political Treatise, the notion of superstition (a cognate to 
“enthusiasm”) is generously, if not explicitly, bestowed on the Counter Remostrants, 
as Shaftesbury almost certainly knew. However, Spinoza‟s respect for the figure of 
Jesus Christ and his explicit connection of superstition with political disobedience are 
absent from Shaftesbury‟s discussion.11 Another important distinction between the 
two is Spinoza‟s implication that superstitious speech can be close enough to sedition 
to justify suppressing it. While endorsing an almost unfettered freedom of speech, 
Spinoza claims that the government must keep a keen eye on the superstitious. A 
more significant influence on Shaftesbury‟s thought was certainly that of Pierre Bayle, 
whom Shaftesbury met in Rotterdam, and whose view of the rationality and morality 
of revealed religions, and on the dangers of fanaticism, has strong similarities with that 
of Shaftesbury.12  

Shaftesbury‟s defense of religious tolerance, influenced by Bayle‟s views, is 
stronger than Spinoza‟s or Locke‟s.13 In Letter, Shaftesbury supports tolerance towards 
all non-violent enthusiasts. Part of the reason for Shaftesbury‟s lenience is, as we will 
see, his definition of enthusiasm as a form of love, as well as a view on the limits of 
philosophy that is influenced by Bayle. But the main argument in his Letter relies on 
the understanding of enthusiasm as a disease of the soul: drawing an analogy from 
physiology, Shaftesbury claims that suppression of the “mental eruptions” of the 
enthusiast is as harmful as physically preventing the elimination of toxins from the 
body. “Gentleness” in the form of tolerance is the best remedy available to the 
“physician of the body politic,”14 since enthusiasts are rarely violent.15 
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Famously, in Letter, Shaftesbury argues that the best weapon against 
enthusiasm is ridicule.16 Non-violent fanatics should be tolerated, but their irrationality 
should be publicly exposed, and the most effective way of doing so, for Shaftesbury, is 
overt ridicule. Shaftesbury‟s support of ridicule, which is considerably less forceful in 
his later writings,17 is the target of sometimes vitriolic attacks, such as the Bishop of 
Gloucester‟s.18 A more friendly reader than the Bishop, G.W. Leibniz, who admired 
Shaftesbury, also notes that ridicule is not an effective test.19 Leibniz claims that the 
notion that truth cannot be victimized by ridicule is unrealistic: later remarks show 
that Shaftesbury agrees.20 As ancient and recent history shows, overt ridicule often 
exacerbates fanaticism, rather than cure it.   

Independently from the argument in favor of ridicule, Letter suggests a robust 
dose of reason as the main remedy against enthusiasm. Yet, Shaftesbury often 
cautions against the arrogance of reason: excessive reliance on demonstrative reason 
brings systems of philosophy largely irrelevant to human concerns, or, even worse, 
detestable ethical systems such as Hobbes‟ or Locke‟s moral egoism.21 Yet, at the end 
of Letter (Sect. 7), Shaftesbury declares that there is such thing as a good, or “divine,” 
enthusiasm and that “Heroes, Statesmen, Poets, Orators, Musicians, and 
even Philosophers themselves” experience it. If this statement is to be taken seriously, 
finding a balance between irrational fanaticism (the enthusiasm of the Camisardes) and 
contemporary über-rationalism is necessary in order to achieve such divine state. 

Shaftesbury became engaged in his project of redeeming enthusiasm several 
years before writing Letter. Around 1703-04, he completed and printed The Sociable 
Enthusiast, the first version of what would become TM. 22  The main characters, 
Theocles, Philocles and Palemon, are already present in this early version, as are 
several tenets defended in the final work, in particular the notion of a “divine 
enthusiasm.” Even earlier, Shaftesbury had declared himself an enthusiast in his 
private Askemata, especially in the section entitled “Deity,” written, according to Voitle, 
during Shaftesbury‟s first stay in Holland in 1698.  

Redeeming enthusiasm, in fact embracing enthusiasm, as Shaftesbury does in 
these earlier writings, appears to be a risky project. Shaftesbury does not want to be 
mistaken for a fanatic. With all his distaste for the excesses of rationalism, he has a 
deep appreciation for what he considers the divine gift of reason. In order to defend 
enthusiasm, then, he must show that “reasonable enthusiasm” is not an oxymoron.  

This seems to be a fool‟s errand: respectable philosophers, as we have just 
seen, rejected enthusiasm as antithetical to solid philosophy and good religion. The 
apparent tension between enthusiasm and philosophy has been pointed out by 
scholars such as Michael Gill and Timothy Dykstal, who worry about the workings of 
enthusiasm and reason in the apparent “conversion” of Philocles in TM. While 
Michael Prince argues that TM ends in a “tragic impasse,” an unsolved disagreement 
between incompatible points of view, 23  most interpretations see Theocles and 
Philocles engaged in a genuine exchange, ending in Philocles‟ (possibly temporary) 
conversion. 

In this passage, Michael Gill summarizes what he considers a major problem 
with Shaftesbury‟s discussion of enthusiasm in TM: 
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The main point to remember, however, is that his position requires a 
rational proof of God‟s existence. Theocles‟ enthusiasm is supposed 
to be reasonable. If he cannot show that his passionate love has a 
rational basis, then he has no grounds for claiming that it connects 
with the world as it really is, and that other‟s differing passions are 
delusive… Furthermore… it‟s unclear how an argument for the 
existence of God can produce such a feeling.24   

 
Shaftesbury‟s goal, Gill claims, is to show that reasonable enthusiasm is such 

because it is reality-based. However, Gill claims, in order to claim that Theocles‟ 
enthusiasm (as opposed to the fanatic‟s) is based in reality, Shaftesbury must show 
that it is based on proof. In order to meet this requirement, Gill continues, 
Shaftesbury‟s proofs for the existence of God must be flawless, which they are not. 
Moreover, Shaftesbury must offer his readers an account of how reason causes 
Philocles‟ enthusiasm.25 Such account, as Gill correctly notes, is absent. 

If Gill is right, a major part of Shaftesbury‟s philosophy is deeply flawed. 
Relying on one‟s subjective feelings brings the danger of irremediable disagreement, 
and the impossibility to distinguish noble enthusiasm from the perverted kind. Unless 
Theocles can offer the zealot a proof, Gill writes, the zealot has no reason to abandon 
his irrational enthusiasm in order to pursue the philosopher‟s. If Theocles fails, his 
enthusiasm has no better philosophical standing than the zealot‟s. Moreover, even if 
Theocles‟ proofs were successful, we would be left with a psychologically implausible 
narrative in which cold scientific reasoning, somewhat mysteriously, causes the warm 
feeling of enthusiasm.  

In an overview of the goals of skepticism and the dialogic form, Dykstal 
argues that Shaftesury‟s skepticism is more an acknowledgment of the deep diversity 
of opinions, and the difficulty to eliminate it through rationalism, than a form of 
radical doubt. 26  In a chapter dedicated to Shaftesbury‟s TM, Dykstal argues that 
“enthusiasm” is the rhetorical weapon that Shaftesbury uses to help overcome the 
common difficulty (expressed by Philocles) to move from love of our group to love of 
humanity in general. For Dykstal, “rehabilitating enthusiasm” is rehabilitation of 
rhetorical techniques: he points out that there is a tension between Shaftesbury‟s 
idealization of the polite dialogue as the forum for a free exercise of reason, and his 
reliance on a form of manipulation of emotions that seems prima facie to go in the 
opposite direction.  

In what follows, I will show that Gill misinterprets the role of demonstrative 
reason. I will argue that demonstrative reason is not supposed to cause reasonable 
enthusiasm, and it is not a necessary condition for it. While a rational, scientific 
understanding of the world as a system of interrelated parts facilitates reasonable 
enthusiasm, it does not cause it; in fact, it might even be a distraction.27 The role of 
reason in TM is that of testing enthusiasm: good enthusiasm will stand, indeed it will 
embrace, the test of reason, while bad enthusiasm will shun it. So, Shaftesbury does 
not run in the problems described by Gill. Later, I will argue that, because of this 
weaker role of reason, even a flawed but persuasive argument could meet the standard 
of reasonableness. In the discussion of the narrative in TM, I will also show that 
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Dykstal underestimate the extent to which, for Shaftesbury, sentiments are connected 
to reason in the discovery of the most important philosophical truths. 

TM consists for the most part of a dialogue between two friends, Philocles 
and Theocles. Theocles is a paragon of “sociable enthusiasm.” Intelligent and highly 
educated, virtuous, charming, and willing to subject his positions to Philocles‟ scrutiny, 
Theocles is the opposite of the narrow-minded, rude28 zealot who is a favorite target 
in Shaftesbury‟s writings. However, there must be something that such different 
characters have in common, or we would be hardly justified in labeling all of them as 
“enthusiast.” 

What makes Theocles, or Shaftesbury himself, as well as the unfriendly zealot, 
deserving of such label is the fact that they are “in love,” as Philocles explains in the 
first part of TM: 

 
The manner of it was more after the pleasing Transports of those 
antient Poets you are often charm‟d with, than after the fierce unsociable 
way of modern Zealots; those starch‟d gruff Gentlemen, who guard 
Religion as Bullys do a Mistress, and give us the while a very indifferent 
Opinion of their Lady‟s Merit, and their own Wit, by adoring what they 
neither allow to be inspected by others, nor care themselves to examine 
in a fair light. …But Love, I found, was every-where the same. 

 
In his Askemata, Shaftesbury writes: 
 

Shall I be ashamed of this diviner love and of an object of love so far 
excelling all those objects in dignity, majesty, grace, beauty, and 
amiableness? Is this enthusiasm? Be it: and so may I ever be an 
enthusiast.29 

 
In this passage from Misc. II Part 1, in addressing criticism of his Letter, Shaftesbury 
explains the genesis of enthusiasm: 
 

our Author himself30 … car‟d not in reality to grapple closely with his 
Subject, or give us, at once, the precise Definition of Enthusiasm. This 
however we may, with our Author, presume to infer …  “That there is 
a Power in Numbers, Harmony, Proportion, and Beauty of every kind, 
which naturally captivates the Heart, and raises the Imagination or 
Conceit of something majestick and divine.”  

 
This feeling of “captivation of the heart,” indeed of love, then, is enthusiasm.31 The 
passages above convey the conclusion that reasonable enthusiasm is a form of appropriate 
response of pure and disinterested love for the perfections of its object (the deity).32 
Yet, the Camisardes mocked in Letter, or the elderly zealot in TM, would claim that 
that their enthusiasm is the most appropriate response to the perfections of their 
deity.33 
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There is, however, an undeniable difference between Theocles and the 
fanatics depicted, a difference that fanatics would be hard pressed to deny: the latter 
are earnestly and incorrigibly anti-intellectual. The bigoted gentleman portrayed in TM, 
for example, openly disparages the use of reason on religious matters as 
“freethinking.” 34  That anti-intellectualism is the poison that turns good into bad 
(“vulgar”) enthusiasm is made explicit in this passage from Misc. V Ch. 3: 

 
…the most evidently ruinous and fatal to the Understanding is that 
of … vulgar Enthusiasm. This Passion, not contented like other Vices 
to deceive, and tacitly supplant our Reason, professes open War, 
holds up the intended Chains and Fetters, and declares its 
Resolution to enslave. The artificial Managers of this human Frailty 
declaim against Free-Thought, and Latitude of Understanding. To go 
beyond those Bounds of thinking which they have prescrib‟d, is by 
them declar‟d a Sacrilege. To them, Freedom of Mind, a Mastery of 
Sense, and a Liberty in Thought and Action, imply Debauch, Corruption, 
and Depravity. 

 
This open rejection of reason, and the demand that it be subject to strict limitations, 
are what make the fanatic‟s enthusiasm pernicious, and well deserving of censure. 
Contrariwise, it is the openness to Philocles‟ scrutiny that makes Theocles 
“reasonable,” and that justifies Shaftesbury‟s use of the oxymoron “sensible 
madness.”35 This sets a very different standard for “reasonable enthusiasm” than the 
one offered by Gill‟s interpretation, and it is my opinion that it effectively shields 
Shaftesbury from this part of Gill‟s criticism. It is no longer necessary to show that 
enthusiasm is caused by a flawless proof in order to meet the standard of 
reasonableness: the willingness to be open, rather than resistant, to philosophical 
scrutiny is enough. 

There is, however, an element in the narrative of TM that is puzzling, and that 
offers prima facie support for Gill‟s interpretation: the space and the location dedicated 
to the proofs of the existence of God. It seems that Theocles‟ strategy is to offer 
proofs to Philocles in order to cause him to feel the same enthusiasm that he 
experiences. The discussion of enthusiasm offered in Misc. II Ch. 1 states that 
enthusiasm is brought by the perception of harmony and beauty, and it is very unclear 
how such perception can amount to, or be caused by, a proof. I will later argue that 
the narrative in TM shows that the role of the proofs is not to cause enthusiasm. 

Before I proceed, I will devote the next section to a discussion of 
Shaftesbury‟s thoughts on the proper role of demonstrative reason, and to an 
examination of Epictetus‟ influence.  

 
The Stoic roots of Shaftesbury’s ambivalence 

Shaftebury‟s writings, as has been noted, are lacking in systematicity. This is 
largely explained by the fact that Shaftesbury never aspired to entering the pantheon 
of 17th century systematic philosophers, a‟ la Descartes; rather, he wanted to distance 
himself from them. In Misc., he even mocks his own style in the only technical and 
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systematic work in Characteristicks, An Inquiry Concerning Virtue and Merit, describing it as 
“dry” and “straight-laced.” 36  Shaftesbury‟s attitude towards demonstrative reason, 
however, is more complex than such scorn seems to imply. He has no real hostility to 
demonstrative reason; however, he wants to challenge its dominant role in philosophy. 
A very similar attitude can be found in the writings of one of Shaftesbury‟s 
philosophical role models, Epictetus.37  

There are several passages in Shaftesbury‟s works that question the role of 
demonstrative reason as the one source of reliable knowledge. For example, in TM I.2 
it is shown that Philocles turned to skepticism because he is unsatisfied with 
demonstrative reason. Skepticism is good insofar as it motivates one to question 
accepted wisdom; it is bad when it turns into a form of mental laziness, or, as 
Philocles says, “knowing nothing and believing everything.”38 Yet, it is very clear that 
Philocles does not suffer from mental laziness: he turned to skepticism because he 
found that demonstrative reasoning, advertised as the source of all knowledge worth 
having, failed to deliver knowledge that is truly certain and truly important.  

Shaftesbury is convinced that contemporary philosophy is plagued by two 
extremely serious problems that undermine the whole endeavor. On the one hand, 
philosophy has become largely irrelevant to the most pressing of human concerns: 
how to lead a good life. On the other hand, it has failed to provide the certainty that 
17th century philosophers, such as Descartes, presented as the only worthwhile form 
of knowledge. Of course, advertising philosophy as providing certain, indubitable 
knowledge caters to the deeply human yearning for certainty, poignantly described 
here in TM I: 

 
Men love to take party instantly. They can‟t bear being kept in suspence. 
The Examination torments ‟em. They want to be rid of it, upon the 
easiest terms. ‟Tis as if Men fansy‟d themselves drowning, whenever 
they dare trust to the Current of Reason. They seem hurrying away, 
they know not whither; and are ready to catch at the first Twig. There 
they chuse afterwards to hang, tho ever so insecurely, rather than trust 
their Strength to bear ‟em above Water. He who has got hold of 
an Hypothesis, how slight soever, is satisfy‟d. He can presently answer 
every Objection, and, with a few Terms of Art, give an account of 
every thing without trouble… Thus we will needs know every thing, and 
be at the pains of examining nothing. Of all Philosophy, therefore, how 
absolutely the most disagreeable must that appear, which goes upon no 
establish‟d Hypothesis, nor presents us with any flattering Scheme, 
talks only of Probabilitys, Suspence of Judgment, Inquiry, Search, and 
Caution not to be impos‟d on, or deceiv‟d? 

 
17th century rationalism overestimates the power and reach of demonstrative 
reasoning; moreover, it applies it to matters that are of very little relevance to human 
beings, in the sense that they are not conducive to a virtuous and thriving life, or so 
Shaftesbury things. Here Shaftesbury decries the excesses of philosophers of his times: 
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Many things exterior, and without our-selves, of no relation to our real 
Interests or to those of Society and Mankind, are diligently investigated: 
Nature‟s remotest Operations, deepest Mysterys, and most difficult 
Phaenomena discuss‟d, and whimsically explain‟d; Hypotheses and fantastick 
Systems erected; a Universe anatomiz‟d; and by some notable Scheme so 
solv‟d and reduc‟d, as to appear an easy Knack or Secret to those who 
have the Clew. Creation it-self can, upon occasion, be exhibited; 
Transmutations, Projections, and other Philosophical Arcana, such as in the 
corporeal World can accomplish all things; whilst in the intellectual, a set 
Frame of metaphysical Phrases and Distinctions can serve to solve 
whatever Difficultys may be propounded either in Logicks, Ethicks, or 
any real Science, of whatever kind (Misc. III.1).39 

 
Leibniz, who devoted much of his philosophical career to such “philosophical arcana,” 
and who felt stung by Shaftesbury‟s contempt, objected to this criticism: 
 

It is right to scorn a sterile philosophy…, but I believe that, if the 
author had true ideas of space, matter, and, above all of substance 
(ideas which he speaks of as quite useless but which are not so 
common or so well known as may be thought), he would find in 
himself the self-knowledge of which he advises…. The question of 
whether or not there is a vacuum… is more remote from morals, but 
whoever would establish the true principles even of ethics, and be 
demonstratively sure of them, will not disdain this question. The 
agreement and disagreement of ideas are not known through a simple 
comparison of our perceptions; we must come to an analysis.40 

 
Such an attentive reader as Leibniz, then, interpreted Shaftesbury as dismissing not 
merely irrelevant “arcana,” but demonstrative reason per se. His retort defends the use 
of analysis and demonstrations, rather than self-reflectivity (“a simple comparison of 
our perceptions”), even in matters of morality.  

As explained above, however, for Shaftesbury the real problem does not lie 
with demonstrative reason per se; rather, it is with its improper use. The passage from 
Misc. III.1 quoted above targets the improper reliance on demonstrative reason, rather 
than reason itself. In so doing, Shaftesbury resembles Epictetus, a philosopher whose 
work he much admired. Both Epictetus and Shaftesbury consider demonstrative 
reason a useful tool that ought to be utilized and developed, yet not worshipped. Most 
importantly, it must not be used to replace the deeper kind of character training that 
philosophy ought to provide. Epictetus warns his students that they ought to devote 
themselves to logic only after being properly trained to be human beings; or they will 
commit that most Socratic of sins, that is, they will be ignorant of their own ignorance.  

Below is one of several passages where Epictetus censures what he considers 
poor philosophical training. Young men read the arguments of philosophers such as 
Crysippus, or his Epicurean challengers, in their philosophy lessons. They learn to play 
with rules of reasoning, and then consider themselves masters, with nothing more to 
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learn. Yet, they have not learned, and cannot teach, the most important lesson from 
philosophy: how to live a good life, worthy of a good human being. 

 
Show us these things that we may see that you have in truth learned 
something from the philosophers. You say, No: but come and hear me 
read (philosophical) commentaries. Go away, and seek somebody to 
vomit them on. (He replies) And indeed I will expound to you the 
writings of Crysippus as no other man can: I will explain his text most 
clearly… Is it then for this that young men shall leave their country and 
their parents, that they may come to this place, and hear you explain 
words? Ought they not to return with a capacity to endure, to be active 
in association with others, free from passions, free from 
perturbation…41  

 
 As Crivelli explains in “Epictetus and Logic,” Epictetus does not demonize 

or reject demonstrative reason.42 Rather, he wants its role to be ancillary: it can help 
structure in proofs knowledge that has been gained independently of it, as well as defend it in 
debates. For Epictetus, self-knowledge and self-regulation are much more important, 
and philosophical studies ought to give them priority.  

 
…for, universally, every faculty acquired by the uninstructed and weak 
brings with it the danger of these persons being elated and inflated by it. 
For by what means could one persuade a young man that he ought not to 
become an appendage to them, but to make them an appendage to himself? Does 
he not trample on all such reasons, and strut before us elated and 
inflated, not enduring that any man should reprove him and remind 
him of what he has neglected…? Do I take away these faculties that 
you possess? By no means; for neither I do take away the faculty of 
seeing. But if you ask me what is the good of man, I cannot mention to 
you anything else than that it is a certain disposition of the will with 
respect to appearances. (my emphasis)43 

 
The fact that Epictetus states, here and elsewhere, that such exercises ought to be an 
“appendix,” and only have the role to clarify, corroborate, and test,44 shows that, for 
him, demonstrative reason has no major role in helping humans acquire important 
knowledge. Moving back to Shaftesbury, I will now argue that the narrative in TM 
show that the role of demonstrative reason is similar to the one Epictetus assigns to it: 
demonstrative reason corroborates, clarifies, and tests.  
 
The Moralists: the narrative 

Let me restate the problems. Gill claims that Shaftesbury‟s search for a 
“reasonable enthusiasm” seems doomed by the inadequacy of Theocles‟ 
demonstrations, and the connection between a proof and enthusiasm is 
psychologically implausible. Yet, if Philocles‟ enthusiasm is not caused by the 
demonstrations, it is not clear what makes it reasonable. Worse, it would seem that, 
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given the failure of Theocles‟ proofs, both his and Philocles‟ enthusiasm must be as 
unreasonable as the fanatic‟s. I have already shown that Shaftesbury‟s texts on 
enthusiasm support the view that for him reasonableness lies in being open to rational 
scrutiny, rather than in being caused by demonstrative reason. In this section, I will 
focus on the narrative in TM, and show that Theocles‟ proofs are not meant to be the 
cause of Philocles‟ enthusiasm: rather, just as for Epictetus, the role of demonstrative 
reason is an ancillary role of clarification and testing. 

TM consists of a long letter to Palemon from Philocles. It begins by 
summarizing a conversation with Palemon (Part I). Philocles then narrates his 
memorable visit to his friend Theocles, the “sociable enthusiast.” At the beginning of 
Part II, Philocles arrives at Theocles‟ mansion and finds him in the countryside, 
reading his beloved Virgil. Theocles tries to persuade Philocles, who is in a rather 
cynical mood, that loving humanity overall despite its imperfections is no more 
difficult than loving “the people of old Rome” despite their well-known failings. This 
argument does not persuade Philocles, who needs a less abstract object of love. 
Theocles promises that he will show Philocles some “faint and distant view” of a 
proper object (II.1). 

As the evening proceeds (2.IV), dinner guests arrive, one of them the 
personification of ill-mannered bigotry. The guests cajole Theocles into offering a 
speech described as “theological” and “philosophical.” Theocles offers a version of 
the argument from design, insisting that unity and harmony are proof of a benevolent 
ruling mind. The argument is vulnerable to several criticisms, as Gill remarks.45  

Shaftesbury anticipates some such criticism in the form of an objection raised 
by Philocles. Our world, Philocles suggests, could just be a fleeting, tiny island of 
order and harmony in an infinite sea of chaos, in danger of being swallowed at any 
time.46 The fact that we experience harmony and beauty is not decisive; in fact, our 
experience is marred by suffering, which might be evidence that the harmony we 
perceive is fleeting or perhaps imaginary. The objection is immediately dropped,47 and 
Philocles moves to a different challenge that Theocles answers easily.48  

Later (II.5), Philocles defends Theocles‟ theism against the bigot who seeks 
evidence for God in miracles and prodigies of all kind. Evidence for the existence of 
an intelligent benevolent designer is found in order and harmony, not in breaches 
thereof, argues Philocles; he then clarifies that he has been playing the part of a theist 
for the sake of the argument, without actually embracing theism. This confirms that, 
even though his objections have been answered, at the end of the evening Philocles is 
unconvinced by Theocles‟ demonstrations. It is clear that, at this point, demonstrative 
reason has not “caused” enthusiasm, or even persuasion. 

It was not intended to do so. Theocles does not engage in his philosophical 
sermon to cause enthusiasm in Philocles. In Part II, he is described as offering his 
arguments almost as a theatrical performance, at the insistence of his dinner guests. If 
Theocles‟ plan were to cause enthusiasm in Philocles through his proofs, he would 
have been more effective staging this conversation with Philocles in a quiet office, 
rather than at a dinner party, with the sometimes disruptive presence of others. 

It is only in Part III, after Philocles climbs the hill at dawn to find Theocles, 
and the latter raises his voice in a lyrical praise, that Philocles experiences enthusiasm. 
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Even before Theocles begins expressing his “divine thoughts” aloud, Philocles feels the 
presence of “some divinity,” as he admits: 

 
For well I see, methinks, that without any such preparations some divinity 
has approached us and already moves in you…We are on the most beautiful 
part of the hill, and the sun, now ready to rise, draws off the curtain of 
night and shows us the open scene of nature in the plains below. Begin! 
(My emphasis)49  

 
Theocles then offers his poetry to the deity. He soon interrupts his 

enthusiastic outburst: Philocles admits that his heart is moved, but his reason resists. 
While he begs Theocles to continue and silence his nagging reason, because he wants 
to continue to experience such a pleasant feeling, Theocles interrupts his poetic 
outburst and gives way to “cool reason” again. The most plausible explanation for 
Theocles‟ interruption is that he does not want to take advantage of what he calls a 
“warm fit” of his friend‟s imagination, and possibly give rise to the wrong kind of 
enthusiasm, that is, the kind that might later induce Philocles to reject rational scrutiny 
as disruptive to such pleasant feeling.50 In the reasonable enthusiast, feeling and reason 
do not conflict, but Philocles does not seem to be at that stage yet. Hence, the 
necessity for a “cool reason” break. 

Theocles wants to be sure that Philocles‟ enthusiasm is a response to the real 
presence of beauty and harmony, rather than to an enflamed imagination (as is the 
enthusiasm of bigots). This is why he proceeds to demonstrate, “in the cool ways of 
reason,” the existence of that one principle of unity, beauty, and goodness. If proof 
had been necessary and sufficient, as Gill claims, Theocles‟ “philosophical sermon” 
should have been sufficient to cause Philocles‟ enthusiasm at the dinner table: after all, 
by his own admission, Philocles‟ objections had all been answered.51  

Therefore, we must conclude that, as a narrative device, the aesthetic 
experience in the park (the beautiful landscape, the colors of the sky at dawn, Theocles‟ 
poetry) is rooted in Shaftesbury‟s conviction that “divine” enthusiasm is an emotional 
response that can only be elicited in a certain state of unperturbed contemplation, 
untroubled by a hypertrophic imagination. Natural as well as poetic beauty is 
conducive to this state of contemplation. Yet reason, while not the cause of 
enthusiasm, must not be pushed aside: it must be embraced. 

Once Philocles admits that the argument conquered his reason‟s resistance, 
the two go back to enjoying their enthusiastic fervor. Again, it is evident that it is not 
reason that causes Philocles‟ enthusiasm: it is the natural beauty that surrounds him, as 
well as the genius and beauty evoked by Theocles‟ poetry. Ultimately, this “reasonable 
enthusiasm” is such because it is an appropriate emotional response in front of real 
beauty and harmony: nothing is more beautiful than the Mind or Deity invoked by 
Theocles, the source of all existing goodness and beauty.52  

That good enthusiasm must be reality based, that Theocles suspends his 
“sensible madness” in order to make sure that Philocles is not falling into actual 
madness, should also answer Ditkas‟ worry about an incompatibility between the goals 
of enthusiasm (especially the rhetorical kind) and those of rational dialogue: while a 
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passage in Misc. II.2 suggests that Theocles overplays his enthusiasm for his friend‟s 
sake, Shaftesbury‟s narration shows that the intent is not to manipulate, but to make 
sure that the correct, reality-based form of love, or enthusiasm, is raised. 53 

What makes Theocles‟ enthusiasm “reasonable,” then, is the fact that it is 
attuned to the real order of things. Obviously, demonstrative reasoning can be among 
the means of assessing reality; yet, as we have seen, for Shaftesbury, its intrinsic 
limitations will not allow it to access the deeper unity and harmony of the universe. 
The proof of the existence of God offered the evening before does not fully convince 
Philocles: it is only after he is able to experience the presence of the deity through the 
perception of the harmony of nature that he accepts Theocles‟ theism. The role of 
demonstrative reason lies in scrutinizing enthusiasm and in avoiding the excesses of 
fanaticism; or, in plain English, to keep enthusiasm “grounded.” Theocles does not 
hide behind faith, mystery or authority: he offers arguments that show that his belief 
in the existence and nature of the deity is tenable.  

 
What is reasonable? 

There are serious flaws in both of Theocles‟ arguments for the existence of 
God. His argument from design is largely vulnerable; the argument based on mind as 
the principle of unity is also problematic, for reasons that I cannot address here. For 
the purposes of this paper, however, the question is whether or not the failure to offer 
a flawless argument critically undermines Shaftesbury‟s notion of a reasonable 
enthusiasm.  

It seems that, had Theocles met a more aggressive opponent, such as Hume‟s 
Philo (or maybe Cicero‟s Cotta),54 and had he been forced to admit defeat, he should 
either renounce his enthusiasm, or be considered unreasonable, maybe a fanatic. 
Theocles‟ enthusiasm, however, is Shaftesbury‟s enthusiasm. Therefore, if Gill is right 
in claiming that reasonable enthusiasm depends on successful demonstrative reason as 
a necessary condition, a large part of Shaftesbury‟s project is endangered. Shaftesbury 
would be forced to acknowledge the impossibility of the brand of theism he cherishes; 
and while some aspects of his moral theory could be salvaged without his assumptions 
about a benevolent deity, Shaftesbury thought that his ethical system depended on his 
theism.55 More than the reasonableness of Theocles‟ enthusiasm is at stake. 

I suggest, however, that the standard for reasonableness is lower than the one 
set by Gill. If I have successfully argued that the task of reason is not to cause 
enthusiasm, but to test it, it seems that, in order to pass this test, the object of 
enthusiasm must be shown not to be in conflict with reason. This standard is extremely 
vague: it might mean something as broad as “being not logically impossible,” a 
standard that is clearly overly inclusive. Many of those whom Shaftesbury describes as 
unreasonable enthusiasts have implausible, even repugnant beliefs, but not logically 
impossible. Shaftesbury would certainly have wanted a more stringent criterion.  

However, for Shaftesbury, the feeling of enthusiasm, in and of itself, is 
evidence for the existence of the deity. While it is not possible here to expand on 
Shaftesbury‟s discussion of our sentimental response to the presence or absence of 
harmony (a notion that underpins several of his doctrines, including ethics and 
aesthetics), he does assert that such response is what can take us beyond the limits of 
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reason and allow us to perceive the harmony and unity of the infinite whole and its 
divine mind.56 Reason and enthusiasm need to support each other: relying on the one 
and not on the other, for Shaftesbury, is why both philosophy and religion go awry. 

Because of the need for both reason and sentiment, Shaftesbury does not 
need a completely flawless argument: he needs a plausible one. Philocles‟ Lovecraftian 
hypothesis, while interesting and powerful, does not prove that the argument from 
design is false, as Theocles notes during the third day.57 We experience order and 
lawfulness, we do not experience the hypothetical ocean of chaos surrounding it; and 
Shaftesbury‟s benevolent principle of order would allow, in fact must allow, disorder 
and suffering in lower systems for the sake of the whole.  

Bad enthusiasm is undermined by reason, then, because the enthusiast‟ beliefs 
can be easily shown to be implausible. Moreover, for Shaftesbury, religious claims must 
be consistent with the evidence that comes from our natural affections, as he explains 
in IVM. 

 
Conclusion 

If Theocles and his fellow theists respond emotionally to beauty and 
goodness as evidence of the presence of a benevolent deity, and if there is a plausible, 
if not watertight, argument to support the claim that it exists, theists are well advised 
to pay attention to the concurrence between their sentiments and their reason: their 
enthusiasm qualifies as reasonable. If there is a conflict between sentiment and reason 
(as with Philocles during Theocles‟ rapture), then the right course of action is to 
engage in philosophical inquiry, rather than muzzle one‟s reason. This claim is 
certainly vulnerable to objections; but it is not irrational. Moreover, it consistent with 
Shaftesbury‟s philosophical attitude and the number of passages in which he 
denounces humans‟ search for demonstrative certainty. 

There is a tension here, to be sure. Shaftesbury wants to preserve a role for 
rational proofs and dialogue because he is aware of the devastating consequences of 
uncontrolled emotions and anti-intellectualism in general. At the same time, 
Shaftesbury is also aware of the failures caused by the unchallenged supremacy of the 
method of demonstration in philosophy.  

Shaftesbury‟s solution to this tension is to argue for sentiment as a source of 
knowledge, in the form of some response to the objective fact of harmony, be it moral, 
aesthetic, or natural harmony. But the input of sentiment must be such that it can be 
tested and shown to be compatible with rational scrutiny. It is a matter of debate 
whether Shaftesbury addresses this tension in a manner that is acceptable to today‟s 
reader, or not. But his attempt to address it is a sign of his modernity. 
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