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Lecture Notes 7: Ethics of the Renaissance and Reformation
I. The history of Western ethics: The Renaissance and the Reformation 
A. The Renaissance

1. The revival of Classical learning and culture that began in 15th-century Italy and then slowly spread throughout Europe did not give immediate birth to any major new ethical theories. 
2. Its significance for ethics lies, rather, in a change of focus. 
3. For the first time since the conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity, man, not God, became the chief object of philosophical interest, and the main theme of philosophical thinking was not religion but humanity—the powers, freedom, and accomplishments of human beings (humanism). 
4. This does not mean that there was a sudden conversion to atheism. 
5. Most Renaissance thinkers remained Christian, and they still considered human beings as being somehow midway between the beasts and the angels. 
6. Yet, even this middle position meant that humans were special. 
7. It meant, too, a new conception of human dignity and of the importance of the individual.

B. Machiavelli
1. Although the Renaissance did not produce any outstanding moral philosophers, there is one writer whose work is of some importance in the history of ethics: Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527). 
2. His book The Prince (1513) offered advice to rulers as to what they must do to achieve their aims and secure their power. 
3. Its significance for ethics lies precisely in the fact that Machiavelli’s advice ignores the usual ethical rules: “It is necessary for a prince, who wishes to maintain himself, to learn how not to be good, and to use this knowledge and not use it, according to the necessities of the case.” 
4. There had not been so frank a rejection of morality since the Greek Sophists. 
5. So startling is the cynicism of Machiavelli’s advice that it has been suggested that The Prince was an attempt to satirize the conduct of the princely rulers of Renaissance Italy. 
6. It may be more accurate, however, to view Machiavelli as an early political scientist, concerned only with setting out what human beings are like and how power is maintained, with no intention of passing moral judgment on the state of affairs described. 
7. In any case, The Prince gained instant notoriety, and Machiavelli’s name became synonymous with political cynicism and deviousness. 
8. Despite the chorus of condemnation, the work led to a sharper appreciation of the difference between the lofty ethical systems of philosophers and the practical realities of political life.

C. The first Protestants
1. It was left to the English philosopher and political theorist Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) to take up the challenge of constructing an ethical system on the basis of so unflattering a view of human nature. 
2. Between Machiavelli and Hobbes, however, there occurred the traumatic breakup of Western Christendom known as the Reformation. 
3. Reacting against the worldly immorality apparent in the Renaissance church, Martin Luther (1483–1546), John Calvin (1509–64), and other leaders of the new Protestantism sought to return to the pure early Christianity of the Scriptures, especially as reflected in the teachings of Paul and of the Church Fathers, Augustine foremost among them. 
4. They were contemptuous of Aristotle (Luther called him a “buffoon”) and of non-Christian philosophers in general. 
5. Luther’s standard of right and wrong was whatever God commands. 
6. Like William of Ockham, Luther insisted that the commands of God cannot be justified by any independent standard of goodness: good simply means what God commands. 
7. Luther did not believe that these commands would be designed by God to satisfy human desires, because he was convinced that human desires are totally corrupt. 
8. In fact, he thought that human nature itself is totally corrupt. 
9. In any case, Luther insisted that one does not earn salvation by good works; one is justified by faith in Christ and receives salvation through divine grace.
10. It is apparent that if these premises are accepted, there is little scope for human reason in ethics. 
11. As a result, no moral philosophy has ever had the kind of close association with any Protestant church that, for example, the philosophy of Aquinas has had with Roman Catholicism. 
12. Yet, because Protestants emphasized the capacity of the individual to read and understand the Gospels without first receiving the authoritative interpretation of the church, the ultimate outcome of the Reformation was a greater freedom to read and write independently of the church hierarchy. 
13. This development made possible a new era of ethical thought.
14. From this time, too, distinctively national traditions of moral philosophy began to emerge; 
a. the British tradition, in particular, developed largely independently of ethics on the Continent. 
