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In this magisterial study, one of our leading moral philosophers refutes 

the charge (originally made by Elizabeth Anscombe) that modern ethics 

is incoherent because it essentially depends on theological and religious 

assumptions that it cannot acknowledge. Stephen Darwall’s panoramic 

picture starts with the seventeenth-century thinker Grotius and tells the 

story continuously down to the time of Kant, exploring what was in fact 

a completely new way of doing ethics based on secular ideas of human 

psychology and universal accountability. He shows that thinkers from 

Grotius to Kant are profoundly united by this modern approach, and that 

it helped them to create a theory of natural human rights that remains 

of great political relevance today. He further shows that this new way of 

thinking provides conceptual resources that are far from exhausted, and 

that moral philosophy in this idiom still has a vibrant future.

Stephen Darwall  teaches philosophy at Yale University. He is the 

author of �e British Moralists and the Internal ‘Ought’, 1640–1740 (Cam-

bridge University Press, 1995), and of many other publications in moral 
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PREFACE

 2 When Paul Guyer and Gary Hat�eld invited me to contribute to a series of histories of 
modern philosophy they were editing for Cambridge University Press.

 1 I will thus be neglecting a number of �gures who are less signi�cant from this perspective, 
such as Descartes, Malebranche, Voltaire, Diderot, Montesquieu, and d’Holbach, among 
others.

�is is the �rst of a projected two-volume work on the history of moral philoso-
phy in the modern period, beginning with Grotius and extending through the 
end of the twentieth century, more or less. �is �rst volume will end with Kant, 
and the next will begin with Fichte and Hegel. As the Introduction to follow 
makes clear, even at two completed volumes the work will be far from com-
prehensive. It will be framed by the challenge Elizabeth Anscombe famously 
issued in “Modern Moral Philosophy” that Western ethical philosophers’ focus 
on deontic morality during this period has been substantially misplaced (Ans-
combe 1958).1

My attention will be devoted mainly to modern philosophers’ attempts to 
respond to Anscombe’s challenge (o
en avant la lettre), that is, to theorize, 
defend, and ground deontic morality. However, I will also be concerned 
with attempts to criticize or limit morality, for example, in Hegel, Marx, and 
Kierkegaard, as well as to undermine it completely, as in Nietzsche (and, argu-
ably, Spinoza). As we shall see, these philosophers pay homage to the power 
and in�uence of the modern idea of morality as well, even as they seek to 
oppose or restrict it. And there will be discussions too of aspects of modern 
ethical thought that do not focus on deontic morality at all, for example, ethics 
of virtue and feminist critiques of orthodox moral theory in the late twentieth 
century.

I began to work on this project over twenty years ago.2 Painfully aware of my 
ignorance of various periods and important �gures, especially post-Kantian 
Continental thinkers, I undertook to �ll in some of the gaps. Supported by a 
grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1998–99, I began to 
study Fichte and Hegel and came upon Allen Wood’s Hegel’s Ethical �ought. 
�ere I found Wood’s chapter on recognition and its section “Fichte’s �eory 
of Recognition.” I read this with something approaching ecstatic endorsement, 
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xii preface

with a resounding “yes!” as Nietzsche might put it (Wood 1990: 77–93; 
Nietzsche 2007: 377). Encountering for the �rst time Fichte’s idea that it takes 
a “summons” (Au�orderung) from another person to gain practical conscious-
ness of our own freedom, and that this reciprocal awareness of summoned and 
summoner alike can ground fundamental principles of a theory of equal right, 
it felt as if the scales had fallen from my eyes (Fichte 2000: 35–83).

I came face-to-face with an idea that, as I allowed it to penetrate my thought 
fully over the weeks and months to come, seemed to me to provide the missing 
piece necessary to adequately ground morality, something I had been search-
ing for perhaps my entire philosophical life. When I combined “Fichte’s Point,” 
as I came to call it, with Pufendorf and Grotius on sociability, Reid on the 
“social operations of the mind,” Smith on the role of empathy (“sympathy”) in 
judgments of justice, and, most importantly, Strawson on the role of the “par-
ticipant” stance in moral responsibility, these insights appeared to me to point 
toward a fundamental reorientation of the foundations of morality and moral 
theory, providing a grounding for both in the “second-person standpoint.”

I pretty much put my historical project on hold that year. �e history of eth-
ics could wait for a while; a
er all, the texts weren’t going anywhere. I began to 
work on what became �e Second-Person Standpoint almost immediately and for 
the last twenty years have pursued what I have taken to be the fruits of Fichte’s 
insight (and the complementary insights of other historical �gures) through many 
articles and books (Darwall 2006, 2013a, 2013b).

Some of those essays were explicitly historical – on Grotius, Pufendorf, 
Smith, Kant, and Nietzsche – as I found central elements of the second-
personal framework in these writers, sometimes under attack, as in Nietzsche 
(Darwall 2013a, 2013b). Increasingly, I came to realize that even when modern 
philosophers did not make explicit use of Fichte’s insight, it was implicit in 
their thought, nonetheless.

A good example is the distinction between law and counsel Suárez drew at 
the beginning of the early modern period, which in�uenced so much of the 
moral philosophy that followed.3 Suárez notes a fundamental conceptual con-
trast between a normative area that is tied intrinsically to accountability and 
free moral agency (law) and one that is not (counsel). �ere can be beings who 
are agents having normative reasons but who lack the kind of freedom (moral 
agency) that Fichte relates distinctively to rights. (�is, I came to see, was 
essentially the same as Cudworth’s distinction between “animal free will” and 
“moral free will,” which I discuss in Chapter 4.) Suárez’s distinction was taken 

 3 Suárez was not the �rst to draw this distinction, although his version was especially salient 
to modern moral philosophers who followed. Schneewind describes Grotius’s invocation 
of it as following “the Scholastic tradition” (Schneewind 1998: 74). I am indebted to an 
anonymous referee to the Press for pressing this point.
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up explicitly by Grotius, Hobbes, and Kant and implicitly by many others. It 
is in the background of almost all modern moral philosophy, as will begin to 
become clear in the Introduction.

If the texts stayed pretty much the same during the last twenty years, his-
torical scholarship has not. �e most prominent intervention has been Terence 
Irwin’s magisterial �e Development of Ethics, almost two volumes of which are 
devoted to the modern period (Irwin 2008, 2009). Many excellent smaller stud-
ies have appeared as well. Just within Fichte scholarship, both Michelle Kosch 
and Allen Wood have published superb works (Kosch 2018; Wood 2016). And 
Kosch has also brought out an unsurpassed treatment of Kierkegaard’s ethics 
(Kosch 2006). �ese are only a few examples. �e last twenty plus years have 
been a period of extraordinary �ourishing in the history of modern philosophi-
cal ethics.4

I return to this project now with some trepidation, therefore, but also 
with real excitement. �ere really does seem to me to be an untold story of 
this period that emphasizes Anscombe’s challenge and modern philosophers’ 
attempts to deal with it. �is volume, and the one to follow, are my attempt to 
tell that story.

�ere is, moreover, even greater reason now to consider whether such a 
story can be told, since Irwin’s Development of Ethics expresses skepticism 
on this score. On Irwin’s telling, the history of modern philosophical ethics 
is largely continuous with what he calls “Aristotelian Naturalism.” In this 
respect, I will be writing against Irwin’s account, echoing Anscombe and other 
historians who mark a signi�cant contrast between modern ethical thought 
and the ancient and medieval philosophy that preceded it.5

Since I have “a horse in the race,” readers will want to keep my philosophical 
biases in mind. I can only hope that my having something at stake as a phi-
losopher makes for a more philosophically engaged (and engaging) histori-
cal account. My biases may make me sensitive to things others might not see, 
though perhaps I am just looking through “second-personal glasses” that dis-
tort my reading of texts and obscure important historical context. I hope my 
fellow historians of ethics, and you, dear reader, will keep me honest. Recalling 
the old Russian proverb that Reagan loved to quote to Gorbachev – “Trust, but 
verify” – I hope you will ignore the �rst and pursue the second.

 5 Here I have in mind Sidgwick, Schneewind, and Rawls, as I make clearer in the Introduction.

 4 Another striking example is Hurka’s study of British ethical thought from Sidgwick 
through Ewing (Hurka 2014).
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I spent the fall semester of 1982 as a visitor at the University of Michigan, 
talking o
en with Frankena. When I took a permanent position there in 
1984, it was, in e�ect, to complete a new “Michigan �ree,” with Allan Gib-
bard and Peter Railton – the original three having been Frankena, Stevenson, 
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like the pattern instantiated in the present historical project in relation to my own second-
personal philosophizing (most obviously, in Darwall [2006]).
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