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Stellingen bij het proefschrift: Reasoning about Morality: The Empirical Turn in Early-Modern Moral 
Philosophy from Hobbes to Rousseau 
 
Willem Verhoeven 
 
 
1. According to Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, reason is not simply the slave of the passions. Rather, reason 
participates in practical deliberation by weighing and selecting desires in view of their consequences. 
(Chapters 1, 2, and 5) 
 
2. For Hobbes, practical reason is neither an innate faculty nor limited to merely finding the means to our 
desires. Rather, the practical reasoning that produces the laws of nature involves both identifying the 
pursuits most suited to human nature, and finding the means to these ends in view of the human 
condition. (Chapter 1) 
 
3. Locke’s dichotomy between ideas of modes and of substances prohibits the method of deriving values 
from facts. As Locke does not provide an alternative approach to moral epistemology, his philosophy is left 
without a clear foundation for morality. (Chapter 2) 
 
4. As Hobbes, Locke, Condillac, and Rousseau all maintain that words play an important role in human 
cognition by structuring and expanding our ideas, they have sometimes been read as early proponents of 
linguistic relativism. Yet this interpretation is only warranted in the case of Condillac. (Chapter 3) 
 
5. Helvétius’s highly reductionist account of human nature describes humans as entirely determined by 
their passions. Accordingly, Helvétius thinks that the purpose of both morality and the state is to provide 
the most effective means to satisfy whatever passions we might have. (Chapter 4) 
 
6. Rousseau’s moral epistemology and conception of man should be interpreted in the context of early 
modern empiricism rather than as a return to Platonism or an anticipation of Kant. (Chapter 5) 
 
7. In the study of the history of philosophy, it is often more instructive to display the fissures and the loose 
ends of a theory than to strive for a fully coherent interpretation by trying to resolve all of its 
inconsistencies. (Introduction) 
 
8. The approach of deriving morality from a conception of human nature can be interpreted as an attempt 
to apply an empiricist methodology to ethics, as it presents morality as representative of an empirical object 
– namely human nature. 

 
 


