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Foreword

WILLIAM PALEY’S Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, first published in
1785, played a seminal role in the dissemination of utilitarianism in England. Adopted
as an integral part of the curriculum at Cambridge University, the Principles helped
shape the political thinking of England’s intellectual elite well into the nineteenth
century. “It has laid the foundation of the Moral Philosophy of many
hundreds—probably thousands—of Youth while under a course of training designed
to qualify them for being afterwards the Moral instructors of Millions,” Archbishop
Whately wrote in 1859; “such a work therefore cannot fail to exercise a very
considerable and extensive influence on the Minds of successive generations.” As late
as 1933, John Maynard Keynes called Paley’s Principles “an immortal book.”1

Paley’s political philosophy remains difficult to classify, especially by modern
standards. His theological utilitarianism helped buttress the formation of classical
liberalism, the most important political ideology to emerge from the Enlightenment.
Yet his Principles also contains passages that mesh comfortably with traditional
eighteenth-century aristocratic paternalism, a philosophy frequently antagonistic to
liberalism. Then too, despite his published opposition to the French Revolution, some
considered Paley sympathetic to radicalism, a charge that may have affected his
clerical advancement. Paley vivified the gross inequalities of the distribution of
property; he condemned the slave trade; he proposed a graduated income tax that
appealed to Tom Paine. In 1802, the Anti-Jacobin Review noted that from Paley “the
most determined Jacobin might find a justification of his principles, and a sanction for
his conduct.”2 Though radicals during the 1790s never claimed Paley as an ally, his
iconoclasm remained appealing to many commentators. Paley wrote during a
transitional era of rapidly evolving civic discourse when traditional political labels
proved inadequate and emerging ideological designations had yet to be fully formed.3

Paley’s Principles might best be placed within the context of his life and writings.
William Paley was born in Peterborough in 1743, the son of a vicar who two years
later became the headmaster of Giggleswick in Yorkshire. At sixteen, Paley entered
Christ’s College, Cambridge, where he distinguished himself as a student, graduating
as Senior Wrangler in 1763. Three years later, he was elected to a fellowship at
Christ’s, where he lectured on metaphysics, moral philosophy, and the Greek
Testament. It was from these lectures that Paley rapidly gained the reputation as one
of Cambridge’s most engaging teachers. He often challenged the complacent
assumptions of his undergraduates, himself advocating a position so extreme that his
students were forced to clarify their own opinions in relation to it. Paley’s classroom
notes, now preserved in the British Library, reveal that he based an enormous amount
of his later philosophy on his Cambridge teaching. As in his lectures, the Principles
began with general observations on ethics, then proceeded directly into considerations
of particular obligations such as the responsibilities of marriage, the nature of
contracts, and the evils of fornication and drunkenness. Paley’s great strengths as a
writer—clear organization, lucid prose, striking examples—evolved from his years as
an instructor of undergraduates.4
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At Cambridge, Paley associated himself with Latitudinarians that included John Law,
Richard Watson, and John Jebb. Law became Paley’s closest friend and a valuable
contact for Paley’s career in the church. Watson rose to a minor bishopric, but was
blocked from further advancement within the church by his outspoken views. Jebb
eventually advocated politically radical views that Paley disavowed, though not at the
cost of their friendship. This group shared a number of beliefs at Cambridge: they
advocated a natural religion grounded upon the argument from design for the
existence of God; they accepted a theologically informed utilitarian definition of
virtue; and they endorsed an open and tolerant marketplace of ideas. As reformers,
they also frequently disagreed among themselves. At one point on a particularly
contentious issue, Paley noted flippantly that he “could not afford to keep a
conscience,” a remark that would haunt his reputation.5

Paley left Cambridge in 1776 and married Jane Hewitt, who would bear him eight
children. He spent the remainder of his life as a clergyman, first in Appleby and
Dalston for six years; then in Carlisle from 1782 to 1795 where he became
archdeacon; finally in Durham and Lincoln from 1795 until his death in 1805. Like
other eighteenth-century divines, he derived his income from a number of livings.
Although he never experienced the poverty of some lesser clergy, he attained genuine
affluence only when he was translated to the lucrative rectorship of Bishop-
Wearmouth in 1795. The daily routine of his existence varied little after Cambridge.
He discharged his clerical duties conscientiously; he involved himself in the domestic
chores of raising a family; he devoted himself to his writings. In 1790, five years after
the Principles, he published his most original study, Horae Paulinae, an exegesis of
certain “undesigned coincidences” in the Acts and letters of Paul. In 1794, he
completed his analysis of revealed religion with the Evidences of Christianity, a
masterful example of Christian apologetics that earned him a variety of honors,
including a Doctorate of Divinity from Cambridge. The Evidences also became part
of the Cambridge curriculum and retained its defenders through the nineteenth
century. In 1802, he published his Natural Theology, the cornerstone of his
philosophic thought. The “following discussion alone was wanted to make up my
works into a system,” he wrote in the preface. “The public now have before them the
evidences of Natural Religion, the evidences of Revealed Religion, and an account of
the duties that result from both.”6

Within the context of his life and thought, then, the Principles eventually became part
of a coherent philosophic system that Paley synthesized from the Enlightenment in
England and bequeathed as undergraduate texts to the nineteenth century. As part of
this system, Paley’s ethics and politics, like his biblical criticism, were intimately
related to his natural theology. The logical problems and underlying assumptions of
the teleological argument for the existence of God provided a conceptual framework
which Paley used with systematic thoroughness when he confronted the difficult task
of building a system of ethics. The link between morals and theology, like that
between natural and revealed religion, lay in a series of interconnecting analogies; it
was from his observations of felos in natural phenomena—the adaptation of means to
ends for beneficent purposes—that he derived his notion of utility and the conviction
that God willed human happiness.
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Like many Enlightenment moralists, Paley asserted that ethical statements reflected
the emotional and intellectual proclivities of the moral agent. Deriving his notion of
the good from Locke’s epistemology, Paley argued that man’s basic instinct was to
seek pleasure and to avoid pain. As a Christian, he disassociated himself from vulgar
notions of hedonism, providing a variety of reasons why happiness did not consist in
sensual pleasures. More positively, he offered a specific definition of happiness,
whose cardinal tenet emphasized “engagement,” a notion that curiously prefigured
Christian existentialism. To Paley, happiness consisted in living by a standard that
was self-imposed and self-realized. It was self-imposed because the choice of activity
remained radically individual. Unlike the phenomena of nature, which God created
with a specific purpose, each person chose their own purpose in life, their final cause.
Yet, as in nature where God adapted the various mechanisms of the eye for the
purpose of seeing, each person must individually adapt themselves to their chosen
end. Christianity, through its promise of an afterlife, offered an incentive to
meaningful engagement matched by no other activity. The eternal bliss guaranteed to
the faithful provided the best hope of continued pleasure after death. The notion of
Christian engagement thereby dovetailed conveniently into Paley’s general theory of
value.

Paley defined moral virtue as “the doing good to mankind, in obedience to the will of
God, and for the sake of everlasting happiness.” In a single stroke, he thus
encompassed the subject, rule, and motive of the moral life. To Paley, the undeniable
demands of self-interest coincided rather than conflicted with the needs of society:
one unselfishly contributed to the common good for the selfish purpose of achieving
the pleasures of heaven and avoiding the pains of hell. For this reason, he has been
called a theological utilitarian. Although he admitted that a future life remained
strictly an article of faith, it provided his ethics with a powerful moral sanction.
Secular utilitarians would dismiss the Christian motive for moral behavior, but found
that the reconstruction of ethics without traditional sanctions was difficult to execute.

To Paley, as to thinkers before him, God’s will could be found either in Scripture or
nature, either in revealed or natural religion. In nature the purpose of each contrivance
was not to harm a creature, and since God created all things, it followed that the Deity
was benevolent. The argument’s major premise encompassed a negative; that is, Paley
demonstrated that evil was not the purpose of the contrivance. But behind the negative
lay a positive assertion that constituted the thrust of the discussion; the adaptation of
means to ends in all natural phenomena promoted the happiness of the creature. By
analogy, Paley concluded that it was the utility of any moral rule alone which
determined obligation, and he compressed this moral rule into a simple epigram:
“Whatever is expedient, is right.” Unfortunately, this notion of expediency would be
misunderstood, even by his sympathetic readers. Of course “expedient” could mean
“convenient” or “politic” as opposed to “just” or “right.” For Paley, however, the
controversial term was intended to convey moral suitability that was appropriately
adjusted to specific goals, not unlike the relationship between means and ends in
nature’s contrivances. Once again, God’s designs set the standard for moral
deliberation.
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The sources of Paley’s theological utilitarianism have generally been traced to
ethicists such as John Gay, Daniel Waterland, and Abraham Tucker. Although Paley’s
knowledge of Waterland remains conjectural, he certainly read Gay, whose short
treatise on ethics appeared in 1731 as a preface to a work edited by Edmund Law,
Paley’s early patron and the father of his closest friend. Paley followed Gay in his
definition of virtue, his psychological egoism, and in a number of minor points,
though Paley tended to be less deterministic than the more mechanistic Gay. Gay’s
brief essay influenced both David Hartley, popular among early Romantics, and
Abraham Tucker, who under the pseudonym Edmund Search, published his massive
The Light of Nature Pursued between 1768 and 1778. Paley commends the work in
his preface, but his debt proved less comprehensive than sometimes assumed. To be
sure, Paley followed the general prescriptions of Tucker’s theological utilitarianism,
but the vast mass of Tucker’s ponderous work finds no parallel in the Principles. In
fact, on specific points, Paley borrowed heavily from the Cambridge divine Thomas
Rutherforth who, because of a private feud, he never acknowledged.”

The theological utilitarians rejected the notion of a moral sense, arguing with Locke
that nothing could be innate to the mind. Yet moral sense ethicists such as
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Adam Smith also drew upon the teleological categories
of natural religion for their analysis. Natural religion provided the moral sense school
with an ethical standard and a methodology that guided their reasoning. Though
substantial and intractable differences separated the moral sense school from
theological utilitarians, both sought in ethics what they detected in God’s creation. In
an era noted for satire and bitter polemic, moralists argued their differences with
mutual respect precisely because they operated within a shared intellectual
framework. Paley distilled fundamental elements of this consensus into his moral and
political thought.8

Yet, as Paley himself asserted, he was more than a “mere compiler.” He devoted the
largest portion of his Principles to an extended analysis of individuals’ specific rights
and their duties to themselves, their society, and to God. This discussion, which
consumes almost half the book, contains the bulk of his practical advice on such
topics as business contracts, probate, legal oaths, and the duties of prayer. It also
includes one of the most famous and original passages in all of Paley’s works. The
pigeon analogy demonstrated that Paley was painfully aware of the human
exploitation that accompanied the institution of private property. Ninety-nine toiled
relentlessly for the benefit of one, often a “madman” or a “fool.” Wrenched from
context, the analogy was perhaps the most radical declaration against property in the
Enlightenment, though its explicit anti-aristocratic bias was not without parallel in
Paley’s ethical thought. He often emphasized virtues that could be practiced by rich
and poor alike. His definition of happiness embodied strong elements of
egalitarianism and reflected the New Testament’s prejudice against wealth and
privilege. Indeed, Paley saved some of his most scathing indictments for the idle
preoccupations of the leisure class.

Yet Paley never sought to challenge landed wealth or to reform radically the

institution of private property. A cautious though not always predictable realist, he
valued social order. Immediately following the analogy, he endorsed the standard
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justifications for private property and sanctioned philosophically the moral right of
unlimited possessive individualism. He also justified the institution of property on the
basis of its expediency for society. Property increased productivity and eliminated
civil struggles over ownership. Despite its inequities, it contributed to social well-
being. Unlike some apologists, Paley acknowledged the affective force of radical
criticism and turned it to his own use. The parable of the pigeons, striking in its stark
perception of human depravity, served as a rhetorical device to initiate a dialectical
argument with his readers, much as he had done with his students at Cambridge.

He was less paradoxical when it came to charity. To Paley, individuals labored under
a strong obligation to relieve the distress of the poor, since all land was once held in
common, the private possession of no single person or state. Though eschewing the
primitive communism of the early Christians, he also rejected the customary excuses
why wealthy citizens refused to help the poor. Charity promoted their happiness and
served the larger designs of God. Like earlier natural theologians such as John Ray
and William Derham, Paley related the emotion of pity to the unfathomable wisdom
of a great Creator. God created within human nature feelings of empathy intended to
ease suffering. Though in the Natural Theology Paley accepted a more Malthusian
approach concerning the dispossessed, both the Principles and his sermons
emphasized the traditional Christian obligations toward the poor.9

Like other Enlightenment theorists, Paley initiated his analysis of politics by
discussing the origins of political society. Once establish the rationale of political
groupings, it was reasoned, and the rights and duties of both the citizen and the
government would follow, like postulates from a theorem. This preoccupation with
origins, which never pretended to be historical, had its counterpart in ethics where, as
in Locke, moral problems were grounded in epistemology, ethics thereby becoming
rooted in human psychology. The central precepts of the utilitarians liberated them
from the awkward fiction of the social contract that, by the late eighteenth century,
had sustained damaging criticism. Paley rejected the social contract for two reasons:
He questioned its historical reliability, arguing that only in America had there been
anything resembling a gathering of free individuals to plan a future government. More
important, he repudiated the notion that political obligations passed from one
generation to another without the knowledge or consent of the governed. As a
theologian whose writings often implicitly challenged Original Sin, Paley mistrusted
legal fictions. If, as Locke suggested, humans were born a tabula rasa, they could not
be bound by ahistorical obligations.

In place of a social contract, Paley traced the origin of government to the gradual
extension of the family unit into a protective military organization. He argued that the
first governments were probably monarchies, though he stressed that this
development carried with it no current rights or obligations. His natural history of
civil society thus resembled those in vogue among Scottish philosophers, and forecast
in embryonic form the anthropological studies of the late nineteenth century. Paley
approached the issue of political obligation by analyzing how, in fact, governments
controlled their citizens. Since the physical strength of any nation resided in the
governed, the question became why major revolutions were not more frequent and
minor revolts more violent. Writing four years before the French Revolution, Paley
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considered a number of possibilities, including the notion that the governed obeyed
from prejudice and prescription. If, to Edmund Burke, the notion of prescription
embodied almost mystic overtones, Paley described it simply as the habit of
obedience, reinforced by self-interest and rational calculation. He opposed such
developments as the formation of “combinations” or trade unions, because he knew
that, when organized, the general population might discover its own considerable
strength. For all his authentic concerns for the poor, Paley still regarded them as
politically unpredictable and potentially dangerous.

For Paley, the moral basis of political obligation resided in the same standard that
animated his ethics, “the Will of God as Collected from Expediency.” Just as in nature
where each part of a contrivance contributed to the efficient functioning of the whole,
so in politics individuals needed to fit their own abilities to the happiness of the larger
society. Conversely, a government remained legitimate only as long as it served
effectively its constituents and therefore, as in Locke, the right of resistance became
critical. To Paley such a right could be determined by careful calculation. He listed
the factors to be evaluated, arguing that the larger social interest bound its individual
parts. As in his analysis of evil in his Natural Theology, no exception disproved a
general rule. Just as teeth were not contrived to ache, so also political subjects were
not intended to revolt—even though occasionally teeth ached and subjects revolted.
The rebellion in America, sympathetically assessed by Burke, stirred uneasy feelings
in Paley, who found it difficult to comprehend the intense passions of political
movements. He argued that discontented groups ought to act like rational individuals.

Like Paine, Paley recognized that the British constitution consisted of precedents
fabricated by individuals and thereby subject to periodic revision. As a human artifact
constructed over time, it nevertheless resembled nature in its concern for the
happiness of its subjects. Paley endorsed the conventional notion found in
Montesquieu and others that the British constitution was a network of checks and
balances. Each component served its own purpose while contributing to the
functioning of the whole. To such trusted themes, Paley added a discussion of crown
patronage as an integral element of the balanced constitution. Paley claimed that
without an extensive system of patronage the king would eventually relinquish his
political leverage over the House of Commons. The Principles was published only
four years after the famous Dunning resolution which challenged the increasing
power of the monarchy and only three years after the movement for economical
reform eliminated the more egregious governmental sinecures. Though Paley refused
to defend all forms of patronage, he recognized that the future lay with the House of
Commons, not the monarchy.

Yet Paley opposed immediate electoral reform in part because he feared its
unintended consequences. Ever since the protracted controversy over John Wilkes,
reformers sought some alteration of the franchise. Although the younger Pitt, a Tory,
introduced reform bills in the 1780s, it would be almost fifty years before the Reform
Bill of 1832 extended the vote. Paley believed that Parliament should represent only
the landed and moneyed interests of society. He rejected the notion that individuals
possessed a natural right to vote, adding in a footnote that if such a right existed,
women should vote as well. Though he defended the buying of seats as an effective
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means of introducing talent into the legislature, he condemned electoral bribery.
Above all, he feared that comprehensive reform might lead unintentionally to mob
rule. A balanced constitution could not survive the transference of power to those who
lacked a stake in the system. This fear of democracy molded his opposition to the
French Revolution, during which he republished his chapter on the British
constitution as a separate pamphlet to be distributed among the poor. Paley’s
antagonism to the events in France became part of a larger ideological discourse that
helped the British power structure withstand the revolutionary currents of the
1790s.10

The Principles also addressed other issues of concern to the British elites. Since the
mid-eighteenth century, efforts to reform the complex, and often brutally ineffective,
system of penal law had attracted wide attention. In 1750, for example, the novelist
Henry Fielding published a work that explored the problem of crime and was flattered
when, a few years later, a committee appointed by the House of Commons
recommended acceptance of some of his suggestions. In 1771, William Eden
published his Principles of Penal Law which, influenced by Montesquieu and
Beccaria, argued that the severity of punishment, including the death penalty, rarely
deterred crime. It was during this same period, of course, that Bentham began his long
campaign to revise the English legal code.11 Like Bentham and others, Paley
considered the function of punishment to be essentially didactic: it sought to prevent
crime rather than simply penalize it.

Yet, unlike Bentham, Paley refused to condemn the British legal system as archaic
and corrupt. In one of the most remarkable passages in the Principles, he defended the
death penalty for the stealing of horses and sheep. He noted that juries rarely enforced
such draconian penalties that, he argued, frightened potential thieves from committing
such crimes. Though he acknowledged that the certainty rather than the severity of
punishment proved the most effective deterrence, he remained deeply impressed by
the efficacy of fear in reforming criminals. He argued against public executions,
however, pointing out how they coarsened the honest citizenry. Paley considered his
reflections on criminal law entirely consistent with his utilitarianism even though his
analysis proved anathema to other reformers.

Paley also justified the practices of the church by an appeal to utility. Unlike William
Warburton, who appealed to Divine Providence to defend church-state relations in
England, Paley showed how existing hierarchies served society as a whole. The
church preserved and communicated religious knowledge among the various social
classes, while providing strong incentives for talented individuals to join the clergy.
If, for the most part, these notions reinforced existing practices, Paley’s views on
religious toleration proved more controversial. He distinguished between partial
toleration, where Dissenters could worship but not hold public office, and complete
toleration, where all religious practitioners enjoyed the same civil rights. Reflecting
the Latitudinarian views of his Cambridge friends, many of whom had protested the
imposed uniformity of the Thirty-nine Articles, Paley advocated complete toleration.
To Paley, as to Locke before him and Mill later on, toleration invigorated debate
within the public sphere.
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Paley’s political thought demonstrated that utilitarianism need not be a radical
doctrine. Unlike Bentham, whose invocation of utility constantly revealed the
inadequacies and irrationalities of existing practices, Paley employed the notion to
justify the status quo. In politics and ethics, Paley remained a theorist who, as in his
natural theology, judged a practice by how well means were adapted to ends. Unlike
his discontented contemporaries, he saw only successes; whether in the British
constitution with its unique pattern of checks and balances, or in the legal code with
its inconsistent enforcement of the death penalty. Paley sought the rationale of
existing practices in the Principles, just as later, in the Reflections, Burke would
demonstrate the usefulness of tradition. Both placed the burden of proof on those who
innovated radically rather than reformed gradually.

The influence of the Principles on nineteenth-century thought often involved
paradoxes and unintended consequences, a fate that would not have astonished Paley.
His theological utilitarianism contributed to an ideological climate that made
Bentham’s ideas more palatable to respectable opinion. Yet the standard contrast
between the cautious Paley and the radical Bentham sometimes obscures as much as it
reveals. Paley’s emphasis on individual autonomy in his definition of virtue and moral
obligation meshed more comfortably with the political axioms of liberal reformers in
the nineteenth century than Bentham’s frequent authoritarian reliance on government
legislation to create social happiness.12 Moreover, Paley’s utilitarianism, despite its
Christian themes, contributed powerfully to the secularization of political theory in
Britain.13 In a variety of ways, including in his Natural Theology where he revised
some of his earlier ideas, Paley became an important component of what A. M. C.
Waterman has called “Christian Political Economy” in the early nineteenth century.14
The complex evolution of nineteenth-century liberalism and conservatism involved a
number of ideological crosscurrents. Paley’s Principles became a protean source of
ideas for thinkers and politicians of diverse allegiances.

The book also sustained bitter criticism from both the Evangelicals and the
Romantics. In 1789, for example, Thomas Gisborne condemned Paley’s notion of
expediency as morally pernicious. The concept, he wrote, could not be found in the
Bible; it led to rationalizations about personal responsibilities; its consequences could
not be predicted.15 Other Evangelical writers such as William Wilberforce also
condemned the notion of expediency as self-serving and materialistic.16 The
Romantics, like the Evangelicals, substituted an ethic of inward conscience and
spiritual obligation for the calculating moral system of Paley. Both viewed the
English empiricists as shallow optimists incapable of penetrating the mysteries of the
human spirit. Samuel Taylor Coleridge condemned Paley’s ethics as “the anarchy of
morals” and a “debasing slavery to the outward senses.” Such strong language was
not unusual among the Romantic critics of the archdeacon. William Hazlitt labeled
the Principles “a disgrace to the national character” and saved some of his most
savage denunciations for Paley himself.17

Hostility to the Principles extended to respected dons at Cambridge itself. At Kings,
the ascendancy of Charles Simeon meant that Evangelical distrust of Paley began
filtering through to undergraduates, while at Sidney Sussex the master Edward
Pearson published in 1800 a critique of both the Evangelicals and Paley. Though
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some defenders such as Latham Wainewright rallied to Paley’s aid, the influence of
the Principles sustained its most effective criticism during the 1830s when two
influential dons, Adam Sedgwick and William Whewell, warned against the dangers
of utilitarian ethics. Sedgwick vehemently protested against Paley’s rejection of the
moral sense, while Whewell, the Knightsbridge Professor of Moral Philosophy,
argued that Paley’s thinking contributed to the ethical confusions of the age. Both of
these early Victorians believed that morals implied duty, struggle, and a constant
distrust of the senses. Although the Principles would remain on the reading lists of
some colleges far into the nineteenth century, its practical influence waned during the
1830s.18

For readers today, the Principles offers insights into a complex era of intellectual
history. As part of a coherent system of thought, Paley’s moral and political
philosophy demonstrates how a late eighteenth-century divine accommodated the
secular impulses of the Enlightenment for religious purposes. Paley’s synthesis would
not survive the Darwinian redescription of the natural world, but his desire to
reconcile science and religion drew upon traditions not yet extinguished. His specific
version of theological utilitarianism finds no converts today, but his prescriptions for
the good life transcend the historical context which produced them. Paley’s strengths
as a writer may still surprise readers in the twenty-first century.

D. L. Le Mahieu

Lake Forest College
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To The Right Reverend Edmund Law, D.D. Lord Bishop Of
Carlisle

My Lord,

Had the obligations which I owe to your Lordship’s kindness been much less, or
much fewer, than they are; had personal gratitude left any place in my mind for
deliberation or for inquiry; in selecting a name which every reader might confess to be
prefixed with propriety to a work, that, in many of its parts, bears no obscure relation
to the general principles of natural and revealed religion, I should have found myself
directed by many considerations to that of the Bishop of Carlisle. A long life spent in
the most interesting of all human pursuits—the investigation of moral and religious
truth, in constant and unwearied endeavours to advance the discovery,
communication, and success, of both; a life so occupied, and arrived at that period
which renders every life venerable, commands respect by a title which no virtuous
mind will dispute, which no mind sensible of the importance of these studies to the
supreme concernments of mankind will not rejoice to see acknowledged. Whatever
difference, or whatever opposition, some who peruse your Lordship’s writings may
perceive between your conclusions and their own, the good and wise of all
persuasions will revere that industry, which has for its object the illustration or
defence of our common Christianity. Your Lordship’s researches have never lost sight
of one purpose, namely, to recover the simplicity of the Gospel from beneath that load
of unauthorised additions, which the ignorance of some ages, and the learning of
others, the superstition of weak, and the craft of designing men, have (unhappily for
its interest) heaped upon it. And this purpose, I am convinced, was dictated by the
purest motive; by a firm, and, I think, a just opinion, that whatever renders religion
more rational, renders it more credible; that he who, by a diligent and faithful
examination of the original records, dismisses from the system one article which
contradicts the apprehension, the experience, or the reasoning of mankind, does more
towards recommending the belief, and, with the belief, the influence of Christianity,
to the understandings and consciences of serious inquirers, and through them to
universal reception and authority, than can be effected by a thousand contenders for
creeds and ordinances of human establishment.

When the doctrine of Transubstantiation had taken possession of the Christian world,
it was not without the industry of learned men that it came at length to be discovered,
that no such doctrine was contained in the New Testament. But had those excellent
persons done nothing more by their discovery than abolished an innocent superstition,
or changed some directions in the ceremonial of public worship, they had merited
little of that veneration, with which the gratitude of Protestant Churches remembers
their services. What they did for mankind was this: they exonerated Christianity of a
weight which sunk it. If indolence or timidity had checked these exertions, or
suppressed the fruit and publication of these inquiries, is it too much to affirm, that
infidelity would at this day have been universal?

PLL v5 (generated January 22, 2010) 16 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/703



Online Library of Liberty: The Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy

I do not mean, my Lord, by the mention of this example, to insinuate that any popular
opinion which your Lordship may have encountered ought to be compared with
Transubstantiation, or that the assurance with which we reject that extravagant
absurdity is attainable in the controversies in which your Lordship has been engaged;
but I mean, by calling to mind those great reformers of the public faith, to observe, or
rather to express my own persuasion, that to restore the purity, is most effectually to
promote the progress of Christianity; and that the same virtuous motive which has
sanctified their labours, suggested yours. At a time when some men appear not to
perceive any good, and others to suspect an evil tendency, in that spirit of examination
and research which is gone forth in Christian countries, this testimony is become due,
not only to the probity of your Lordship’s views, but to the general cause of
intellectual and religious liberty.

That your Lordship’s life may be prolonged in health and honour; that it may continue
to afford an instructive proof, how serene and easy old age can be made by the
memory of important and well-intended labours, by the possession of public and
deserved esteem, by the presence of many grateful relatives; above all, by the
resources of religion, by an unshaken confidence in the designs of a “faithful
Creator,” and a settled trust in the truth and in the promises of Christianity; is the
fervent prayer of,

My Lord,

Your Lordship’S Dutiful,
Most Obliged,

And Most Devoted Servant,

William Paley
Carlisle,

Feb. 10, 1785
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Preface

IN THE treatises that I have met with upon the subject of morals, I appear to myself
to have remarked the following imperfections—either that the principle was
erroneous, or that it was indistinctly explained, or that the rules deduced from it were
not sufficiently adapted to real life and to actual situations. The writings of Grotius,
and the larger work of Puffendorff, are of too forensic a cast, too much mixed up with
civil law and with the jurisprudence of Germany, to answer precisely the design of a
system of ethics—the direction of private consciences in the general conduct of
human life. Perhaps, indeed, they are not to be regarded as institutes of morality
calculated to instruct an individual in his duty, so much as a species of law-books and
law-authorities, suited to the practice of those courts of justice, whose decisions are
regulated by general principles of natural equity, in conjunction with the maxims of
the Roman code; of which kind, I understand, there are many upon the Continent. To
which may be added, concerning both these authors, that they are more occupied in
describing the rights and usages of independent communities than is necessary in a
work which professes not to adjust the correspondence of nations, but to delineate the
offices of domestic life. The profusion also of classical quotations with which many
of their pages abound seems to me a fault from which it will not be easy to excuse
them. If these extracts be intended as decorations of style, the composition is
overloaded with ornaments of one kind. To any thing more than ornament they can
make no claim. To propose them as serious arguments, gravely to attempt to establish
or fortify a moral duty by the testimony of a Greek or Roman poet, is to trifle with the
attention of the reader, or rather to take it off from all just principles of reasoning in
morals.

Of our own writers in this branch of philosophy, I find none that I think perfectly free
from the three objections which I have stated. There is likewise a fourth property
observable almost in all of them, namely, that they divide too much the law of Nature
from the precepts of Revelation; some authors industriously declining the mention of
Scripture authorities, as belonging to a different province; and others reserving them
for a separate volume: which appears to me much the same defect, as if a
commentator on the laws of England should content himself with stating upon each
head the common law of the land, without taking any notice of acts of parliament; or
should choose to give his readers the common law in one book, and the statute law in
another. “When the obligations of morality are taught,” says a pious and celebrated
writer, “let the sanctions of Christianity never be forgotten; by which it will be shown
that they give strength and lustre to each other: religion will appear to be the voice of
reason, and morality will be the will of God.”*

The manner also in which modern writers have treated of subjects of morality is, in
my judgement, liable to much exception. It has become of late a fashion to deliver
moral institutes in strings or series of detached propositions, without subjoining a
continued argument or regular dissertation to any of them. This sententious
apophthegmatising style, by crowding propositions and paragraphs too fast upon the
mind, and by carrying the eye of the reader from subject to subject in too quick a
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succession, gains not a sufficient hold upon the attention to leave either the memory
furnished, or the understanding satisfied. However useful a syllabus of topics or a
series of propositions may be in the hands of a lecturer, or as a guide to a student, who
is supposed to consult other books, or to institute upon each subject researches of his
own, the method is by no means convenient for ordinary readers; because few readers
are such thinkers as to want only a hint to set their thoughts at work upon; or such as
will pause and tarry at every proposition, till they have traced out its dependency,
proof, relation, and consequences, before they permit themselves to step on to
another. A respectable writer of this class* has comprised his doctrine of slavery in
the three following propositions:

“No one is born a slave; because every one is born with all his original rights.”

“No one can become a slave; because no one from being a person can, in the language
of the Roman law, become a thing, or subject of property.”

“The supposed property of the master in the slave, therefore, is matter of usurpation,
not of right.”

It may be possible to deduce from these few adages such a theory of the primitive
rights of human nature, as will evince the illegality of slavery: but surely an author
requires too much of his reader, when he expects him to make these deductions for
himself; or to supply, perhaps from some remote chapter of the same treatise, the
several proofs and explanations which are necessary to render the meaning and truth
of these assertions intelligible.

There is a fault, the opposite of this, which some moralists who have adopted a
different, and I think a better plan of composition, have not always been careful to
avoid; namely, the dwelling upon verbal and elementary distinctions, with a labour
and prolixity proportioned much more to the subtlety of the question than to its value
and importance in the prosecution of the subject. A writer upon the law of nature,}
whose explications in every part of philosophy, though always diffuse, are often very
successful, has employed three long sections in endeavouring to prove that
“permissions are not laws.” The discussion of this controversy, however essential it
might be to dialectic precision, was certainly not necessary to the progress of a work
designed to describe the duties and obligations of civil life. The reader becomes
impatient when he is detained by disquisitions which have no other object than the
settling of terms and phrases; and, what is worse, they for whose use such books are
chiefly intended will not be persuaded to read them at all.

I am led to propose these strictures, not by any propensity to depreciate the labours of
my predecessors, much less to invite a comparison between the merits of their
performances and my own; but solely by the consideration, that when a writer offers a
book to the public, upon a subject on which the public are already in possession of
many others, he is bound by a kind of literary justice to inform his readers, distinctly
and specifically, what it is he professes to supply and what he expects to improve. The
imperfections above enumerated are those which I have endeavoured to avoid or
remedy. Of the execution, the reader must judge: but this was the design.
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Concerning the principle of morals it would be premature to speak: but concerning
the manner of unfolding and explaining that principle, I have somewhat which I wish
to be remarked. An experience of nine years in the office of a public tutor in one of
the universities, and in that department of education to which these chapters relate,
afforded me frequent occasions to observe, that in discoursing to young minds upon
topics of morality, it required much more pains to make them perceive the difficulty
than to understand the solution; that, unless the subject was so drawn up to a point as
to exhibit the full force of an objection, or the exact place of a doubt, before any
explanation was entered upon—in other words, unless some curiosity was excited
before it was attempted to be satisfied, the labour of the teacher was lost. When
information was not desired, it was seldom, I found, retained. I have made this
observation my guide in the following work: that is, upon each occasion I have
endeavoured, before I suffered myself to proceed in the disquisition, to put the reader
in complete possession of the question; and to do it in the way that I thought most
likely to stir up his own doubts and solicitude about it.

In pursuing the principle of morals through the detail of cases to which it is
applicable, I have had in view to accommodate both the choice of the subjects and the
manner of handling them to the situations which arise in the life of an inhabitant of
this country in these times. This is the thing that I think to be principally wanting in
former treatises; and perhaps the chief advantage which will be found in mine. I have
examined no doubts, I have discussed no obscurities, I have encountered no errors, 1
have adverted to no controversies, but what I have seen actually to exist. If some of
the questions treated of appear to a more instructed reader minute or puerile, I desire
such reader to be assured that I have found them occasions of difficulty to young
minds; and what [ have observed in young minds, I should expect to meet with in all
who approach these subjects for the first time. Upon each article of human duty, I
have combined with the conclusion of reason the declarations of Scripture, when they
are to be had, as of co-ordinate authority, and as both terminating in the same
sanctions.

In the manner of the work, I have endeavoured so to attemper the opposite plans
above animadverted upon, as that the reader may not accuse me either of too much
haste, or too much delay. I have bestowed upon each subject enough of dissertation to
give a body and substance to the chapter in which it is treated of, as well as coherence
and perspicuity: on the other hand, I have seldom, I hope, exercised the patience of
the reader by the length and prolixity of my essays, or disappointed that patience at
last by the tenuity and unimportance of the conclusion.

There are two particulars in the following work, for which it may be thought
necessary that I should offer some excuse. The first of which is, that I have scarcely
ever referred to any other book; or mentioned the name of the author whose thoughts,
and sometimes, possibly, whose very expressions, I have adopted. My method of
writing has constantly been this; to extract what I could from my own stores and my
own reflections in the first place; to put down that, and afterwards to consult upon
each subject such readings as fell in my way; which order, I am convinced, is the only
one whereby any person can keep his thoughts from sliding into other men’s trains.
The effect of such a plan upon the production itself will be, that, whilst some parts in
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matter or manner may be new, others will be little else than a repetition of the old. I
make no pretensions to perfect originality: I claim to be something more than a mere
compiler. Much, no doubt, is borrowed; but the fact is, that the notes for this work
having been prepared for some years, and such things having been from time to time
inserted in them as appeared to me worth preserving, and such insertions made
commonly without the name of the author from whom they were taken, I should, at
this time, have found a difficulty in recovering those names with sufficient exactness
to be able to render to every man his own. Nor, to speak the truth, did it appear to me
worth while to repeat the search merely for this purpose. When authorities are relied
upon, names must be produced: when a discovery has been made in science, it may be
unjust to borrow the invention without acknowledging the author. But in an
argumentative treatise, and upon a subject which allows no place for discovery or
invention, properly so called; and in which all that can belong to a writer is his mode
of reasoning, or his judgement of probabilities; I should have thought it superfluous,
had it been easier to me than it was, to have interrupted my text, or crowded my
margin, with references to every author whose sentiments I have made use of. There
is, however, one work to which I owe so much, that it would be ungrateful not to
confess the obligation: | mean the writings of the late Abraham Tucker, Esq. part of
which were published by himself, and the remainder since his death, under the title of
“The Light of Nature pursued, by Edward Search, Esq.” I have found in this writer
more original thinking and observation upon the several subjects that he has taken in
hand than in any other, not to say, than in all others put together. His talent also for
illustration is unrivalled. But his thoughts are diffused through a long, various, and
irregular work. I shall account it no mean praise, if [ have been sometimes able to
dispose into method, to collect into heads and articles, or to exhibit in more compact
and tangible masses, what, in that otherwise excellent performance, is spread over too
much surface.

The next circumstance for which some apology may be expected is the joining of
moral and political philosophy together, or the addition of a book of politics to a
system of ethics. Against this objection, if it be made one, I might defend myself by
the example of many approved writers, who have treated de officiis hominis et civis,
or, as some choose to express it, “of the rights and obligations of man, in his
individual and social capacity,” in the same book. I might allege, also, that the part a
member of the commonwealth shall take in political contentions, the vote he shall
give, the counsels he shall approve, the support he shall afford, or the opposition he
shall make, to any system of public measures—is as much a question of personal
duty, as much concerns the conscience of the individual who deliberates, as the
determination of any doubt which relates to the conduct of private life: that
consequently political philosophy is, properly speaking, a continuation of moral
philosophy; or rather indeed a part of it, supposing moral philosophy to have for its
aim the information of the human conscience in every deliberation that is likely to
come before it. I might avail myself of these excuses, if [ wanted them; but the
vindication upon which I rely is the following: In stating the principle of morals, the
reader will observe that [ have employed some industry in explaining the theory, and
showing the necessity of general rules; without the full and constant consideration of
which, I am persuaded that no system of moral philosophy can be satisfactory or
consistent. This foundation being laid, or rather this habit being formed, the
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discussion of political subjects, to which, more than to almost any other, general rules
are applicable, became clear and easy. Whereas, had these topics been assigned to a
distinct work, it would have been necessary to have repeated the same rudiments, to
have established over again the same principles, as those which we had already
exemplified, and rendered familiar to the reader, in the former parts of this. In a word,
if there appear to any one too great a diversity, or too wide a distance, between the
subjects treated of in the course of the present volume, let him be reminded, that the
doctrine of general rules pervades and connects the whole.

It may not be improper, however, to admonish the reader, that, under the name of
politics, he 1s not to look for those occasional controversies, which the occurrences of
the present day, or any temporary situation of public affairs, may excite; and most of
which, if not beneath the dignity, it is beside the purpose, of a philosophical
institution to advert to. He will perceive that the several disquisitions are framed with
a reference to the condition of this country, and of this government: but it seemed to
me to belong to the design of a work like the following, not so much to discuss each
altercated point with the particularity of a political pamphlet upon the subject, as to
deliver those universal principles, and to exhibit that mode and train of reasoning in
politics, by the due application of which every man might be enabled to attain to just
conclusions of his own. I am not ignorant of an objection that has been advanced
against all abstract speculations concerning the origin, principle, or limitation of civil
authority; namely, that such speculations possess little or no influence upon the
conduct either of the state or of the subject, of the governors or the governed; nor are
attended with any useful consequences to either: that in times of tranquillity they are
not wanted; in times of confusion they are never heard. This representation, however,
in my opinion, is not just. Times of tumult, it is true, are not the times to learn; but the
choice which men make of their side and party, in the most critical occasions of the
commonwealth, may nevertheless depend upon the lessons they have received, the
books they have read, and the opinions they have imbibed, in seasons of leisure and
quietness. Some judicious persons, who were present at Geneva during the troubles
which lately convulsed that city, thought they perceived, in the contentions there
carrying on, the operation of that political theory, which the writings of Rousseau, and
the unbounded esteem in which these writings are holden by his countrymen, had
diffused amongst the people. Throughout the political disputes that have within these
few years taken place in Great Britain, in her sister-kingdom, and in her foreign
dependencies, it was impossible not to observe in the language of party, in the
resolutions of public meetings, in debate, in conversation, in the general strain of
those fugitive and diurnal addresses to the public which such occasions call forth, the
prevalency of those ideas of civil authority which are displayed in the works of Mr.
Locke. The credit of that great name, the courage and liberality of his principles, the
skill and clearness with which his arguments are proposed, no less than the weight of
the arguments themselves, have given a reputation and currency to his opinions, of
which I am persuaded, in any unsettled state of public affairs, the influence would be
felt. As this is not a place for examining the truth or tendency of these doctrines, I
would not be understood by what I have said to express any judgement concerning
either. I mean only to remark, that such doctrines are not without effect; and that it is
of practical importance to have the principles from which the obligations of social
union, and the extent of civil obedience, are derived, rightly explained, and well
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understood. Indeed, as far as I have observed, in political, beyond all other subjects,
where men are without some fundamental and scientific principles to resort to, they
are liable to have their understandings played upon by cant phrases and unmeaning
terms, of which every party in every country possesses a vocabulary. We appear
astonished when we see the multitude led away by sounds; but we should remember
that, if sounds work miracles, it is always upon ignorance. The influence of names is
in exact proportion to the want of knowledge.

These are the observations with which I have judged it expedient to prepare the
attention of my reader. Concerning the personal motives which engaged me in the
following attempt, it is not necessary that I say much; the nature of my academical
situation, a great deal of leisure since my retirement from it, the recommendation of
an honoured and excellent friend, the authority of the venerable prelate to whom these
labours are inscribed, the not perceiving in what way I could employ my time or
talents better, and my disapprobation, in literary men, of that fastidious indolence
which sits still because it disdains to do /ittle, were the considerations that directed my
thoughts to this design. Nor have I repented of the undertaking. Whatever be the fate
or reception of this work, it owes its author nothing. In sickness and in health I have
found in it that which can alone alleviate the one, or give enjoyment to the
other—occupation and engagement.
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The Principles Of Moral And Political Philosophy
Book I

Preliminary Considerations

Chapter 1

Definition And Use Of The Science

Moral Philosophy, Morality, Ethics, Casuistry, Natural Law, mean all the same thing;
namely, that science which teaches men their duty and the reasons of it.

The use of such a study depends upon this, that, without it, the rules of life, by which
men are ordinarily governed, oftentimes mislead them, through a defect either in the

rule, or in the application.

These rules are, the Law of Honour, the Law of the Land, and the Scriptures.
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Chapter 2

The Law Of Honour

The Law of Honour is a system of rules constructed by people of fashion, and
calculated to facilitate their intercourse with one another; and for no other purpose.

Consequently, nothing is adverted to by the Law of Honour, but what tends to
incommode this intercourse.

Hence this law only prescribes and regulates the duties betwixt equals; omitting such
as relate to the Supreme Being, as well as those which we owe to our inferiors.

For which reason, profaneness, neglect of public worship or private devotion, cruelty
to servants, rigorous treatment of tenants or other dependants, want of charity to the
poor, injuries done to tradesmen by insolvency or delay of payment, with numberless
examples of the same kind, are accounted no breaches of honour; because a man is
not a less agreeable companion for these vices, nor the worse to deal with, in those
concerns which are usually transacted between one gentleman and another.

Again; the Law of Honour, being constituted by men occupied in the pursuit of
pleasure, and for the mutual conveniency of such men, will be found, as might be
expected from the character and design of the law-makers, to be, in most instances,
favourable to the licentious indulgence of the natural passions.

Thus it allows of fornication, adultery, drunkenness, prodigality, duelling, and of
revenge in the extreme; and lays no stress upon the virtues opposite to these.
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Chapter 3

The Law Of The Land

That part of mankind, who are beneath the Law of Honour, often make the Law of the
Land their rule of life; that is, they are satisfied with themselves, so long as they do or
omit nothing, for the doing or omitting of which the law can punish them.

Whereas every system of human laws, considered as a rule of life, labours under the
two following defects:

I. Human laws omit many duties, as not objects of compulsion; such as piety to God,
bounty to the poor, forgiveness of injuries, education of children, gratitude to
benefactors.

The law never speaks but to command, nor commands but where it can compel;
consequently those duties, which by their nature must be voluntary, are left out of the
statute-book, as lying beyond the reach of its operation and authority.

II. Human laws permit, or, which is the same thing, suffer to go unpunished, many
crimes, because they are incapable of being defined by any previous description. Of
which nature are luxury, prodigality, partiality in voting at those elections in which
the qualifications of the candidate ought to determine the success, caprice in the
disposition of men’s fortunes at their death, disrespect to parents, and a multitude of
similar examples.

For, this is the alternative: either the law must define beforehand and with precision
the offences which it punishes; or it must be left to the discretion of the magistrate, to
determine upon each particular accusation, whether it constitute that offence which
the law designed to punish, or not; which is, in effect, leaving to the magistrate to
punish or not to punish, at his pleasure, the individual who is brought before him;
which is just so much tyranny. Where, therefore, as in the instances above-mentioned,
the distinction between right and wrong is of too subtile or of too secret a nature to be
ascertained by any preconcerted language, the law of most countries, especially of
free states, rather than commit the liberty of the subject to the discretion of the
magistrate, leaves men in such cases to themselves.
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Chapter 4

The Scriptures

Whoever expects to find in the Scriptures a specific direction for every moral doubt
that arises, looks for more than he will meet with. And to what a magnitude such a
detail of particular precepts would have enlarged the sacred volume, may be partly
understood from the following consideration: The laws of this country, including the
acts of the legislature, and the decisions of our supreme courts of justice, are not
contained in fewer than fifty folio volumes; and yet it is not once in ten attempts that
you can find the case you look for, in any law-book whatever: to say nothing of those
numerous points of conduct, concerning which the law professes not to prescribe or
determine any thing. Had then the same particularity, which obtains in human laws so
far as they go, been attempted in the Scriptures, throughout the whole extent of
morality, it is manifest they would have been by much too bulky to be either read or
circulated; or rather, as St. John says, “even the world itself could not contain the
books that should be written.”

Morality is taught in Scripture in this wise. General rules are laid down, of piety,
justice, benevolence, and purity: such as, worshipping God in spirit and in truth; doing
as we would be done by; loving our neighbour as ourself; forgiving others, as we
expect forgiveness from God; that mercy is better than sacrifice; that not that which
entereth into a man (nor, by parity of reason, any ceremonial pollutions), but that
which proceedeth from the heart, defileth him. These rules are occasionally
illustrated, either by fictitious examples, as in the parable of the good Samaritan; and
of the cruel servant, who refused to his fellow-servant that indulgence and
compassion which his master had shown to him: or in instances which actually
presented themselves, as in Christ’s reproof of his disciples at the Samaritan village;
his praise of the poor widow, who cast in her last mite; his censure of the Pharisees
who chose out the chief rooms, and of the tradition, whereby they evaded the
command to sustain their indigent parents: or, lastly, in the resolution of questions,
which those who were about our Saviour proposed to him, as his answer to the young
man who asked him, “What lack I yet?”” and to the honest scribe, who had found out,
even in that age and country, that “to love God and his neighbour, was more than all
whole burnt-offerings and sacrifice.”

And this is in truth the way in which all practical sciences are taught, as Arithmetic,
Grammar, Navigation, and the like. Rules are laid down, and examples are subjoined:
not that these examples are the cases, much less all the cases, which will actually
occur; but by way only of explaining the principle of the rule, and as so many
specimens of the method of applying it. The chief difference is, that the examples in
Scripture are not annexed to the rules with the didactic regularity to which we are
now-a-days accustomed, but delivered dispersedly, as particular occasions suggested
them; which gave them, however (especially to those who heard them, and were
present to the occasions which produced them), an energy and persuasion, much
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beyond what the same or any instances would have appeared with, in their places in a
system.

Besides this, the Scriptures commonly presuppose in the persons to whom they speak,
a knowledge of the principles of natural justice; and are employed not so much to
teach new rules of morality, as to enforce the practice of it by new sanctions, and by a
greater certainty;, which last seems to be the proper business of a revelation from
God, and what was most wanted.

Thus the “unjust, covenant-breakers, and extortioners,” are condemned in Scripture,
supposing it known, or leaving it, where it admits of doubt, to moralists to determine,
what injustice, extortion, or breach of covenant, are.

The above considerations are intended to prove that the Scriptures do not supersede

the use of the science of which we profess to treat, and at the same time to acquit
them of any charge of imperfection or insufficiency on that account.
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Chapter 5

The Moral Sense

“The father of Caius Toranius had been proscribed by the triumvirate. Caius
Toranius, coming over to the interests of that party, discovered to the officers, who
were in pursuit of his father’s life, the place where he concealed himself, and gave
them withal a description, by which they might distinguish his person, when they
found him. The old man, more anxious for the safety and fortunes of his son, than
about the little that might remain of his own life, began immediately to inquire of the
officers who seized him, whether his son was well, whether he had done his duty to
the satisfaction of his generals. ‘That son (replied one of the officers), so dear to thy
affections, betrayed thee to us; by his information thou art apprehended, and diest.’
The officer with this, struck a poniard to his heart, and the unhappy parent fell, not so
much affected by his fate, as by the means to which he owed it.”*

Now the question is, whether, if this story were related to the wild boy caught some
years ago in the woods of Hanover, or to a savage without experience, and without
instruction, cut off in his infancy from all intercourse with his species, and,
consequently, under no possible influence of example, authority, education,
sympathy, or habit; whether, I say, such a one would feel, upon the relation, any
degree of that sentiment of disapprobation of Toranius’s conduct which we feel, or
not?

They who maintain the existence of a moral sense; of innate maxims; of a natural
conscience; that the love of virtue and hatred of vice are instinctive; or the perception
of right and wrong intuitive; (all which are only different ways of expressing the same
opinion), affirm that he would.

They who deny the existence of a moral sense, &c. affirm that he would not.
And upon this, issue is joined.

As the experiment has never been made, and, from the difficulty of procuring a
subject (not to mention the impossibility of proposing the question to him, if we had
one), is never likely to be made, what would be the event, can only be judged of from
probable reasons.

They who contend for the affirmative, observe, that we approve examples of
generosity, gratitude, fidelity, &c. and condemn the contrary, instantly, without
deliberation, without having any interest of our own concerned in them, oft-times
without being conscious of, or able to give any reason for, our approbation: that this
approbation is uniform and universal, the same sorts of conduct being approved or
disapproved in all ages and countries of the world—circumstances, say they, which
strongly indicate the operation of an instinct or moral sense.
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On the other hand, answers have been given to most of these arguments, by the
patrons of the opposite system: and,

First, as to the uniformity above alleged, they controvert the fact. They remark, from
authentic accounts of historians and travellers, that there is scarcely a single vice
which, in some age or country of the world, has not been countenanced by public
opinion: that in one country, it is esteemed an office of piety in children to sustain
their aged parents; in another, to despatch them out of the way: that suicide, in one
age of the world, has been heroism, is in another felony: that theft, which is punished
by most laws, by the laws of Sparta was not unfrequently rewarded: that the
promiscuous commerce of the sexes, although condemned by the regulations and
censure of all civilised nations, is practised by the savages of the tropical regions
without reserve, compunction, or disgrace: that crimes, of which it is no longer
permitted us even to speak, have had their advocates amongst the sages of very
renowned times: that, if an inhabitant of the polished nations of Europe be delighted
with the appearance, wherever he meets 