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Note

CATHARINE MACAULAY’S
REWORKINGS OF WILLIAM PALEY’S
PRINCIPLES OF MORAL AND POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY (1785) IN HER LETTERS ON
EDUCATION (1790)

William Paley, the archdeacon of Carlisle, and
Catharine Macaulay, the Whig historian, were two
of the most prominent philosophers in eighteenth-
century Britain. Paley’s Principles of Moral and
Political Philosophy (1785) reached its eleventh
edition in 1796 and became a standard moral phil-
osophy textbook at the universities of the North
Atlantic world, from Cambridge to Harvard.'
Macaulay’s writings, meanwhile, shaped the philo-
sophical ideals of a variety of significant authors,
such as Mary Wollstonecraft.> That Macaulay’s
Letters on Education (1790) might have been
indebted to Paley’s Principles has not, however,
been considered by scholars.® Tt would, after all,
be surprising if Macaulay had appropriated
Paleyian notions. Macaulay not only never directly
referred to Paley in her works but her Immutability
of Moral Truth (1783) was partly dedicated to
refuting some of the conclusions of the translation
of Archbishop William King’s Origin of Moral Evil
(1731) produced by Paley’s patron Edmund Law.*
Nevertheless, there is strong textual evidence that
Macaulay drew extensively upon Paley in Part I of
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the Letters on Education in ‘Letter VIII” on the im-
portance of the gentler satisfactions to happiness
and ‘Letter XVIII’ on politeness and beauty. Her
borrowings from Paley in these two epistles were
often drawn primarily from the early chapters of
Paley’s Principles: the former from chapter six on
‘Human Happiness® and the latter from chapter five
on ‘The Moral Sense’. In ‘Letter VIII’, Macaulay
even went so far as to allude to Paley as ‘a sensible
writer’.’ Reconstructing Macaulay’s philosophical
encounter with Paley not only reveals a neglected
source for her educational thinking but also points
towards the ways in which she constructed the
Letters on Education and the eclecticism of
eighteenth-century British intellectual culture.

Macaulay’s first substantial engagement with
Paley emerged in ‘Letter VIII’ with Paley where
her first five pages echoed the argumentative
structure of chapter six of the Principles and regu-
larly paraphrased that work. Paley had proposed
that happiness consists in the overall predomin-
ance of pleasure over pain before moving on to
discuss false ideas of pleasure in this life and then
finally outlining a truer account of the highest
earthly delights as arising from moderate social
and intellectual enjoyments.® Macaulay’s ‘Letter
VIII’ began with a distinct invocation of the
‘moralist’” who understood ‘that the vexations of
human life’ arise from ‘our ignorance of those
matters on which our happiness depends’ before
proceeding to make more Paleyian deductions
about the nature of true felicity.” Paley had prem-
ised that ‘any condition, in which the amount or
aggregate of pleasure exceeds that of pain, esti-
mating both pleasure and pain, by the intensity
and continuance, may be denominated happy: and
the degree of happiness depends upon the quantity
of this excess.”® Macaulay adapted this conclusion
through the means of a debate between sensibility,
reason, and experience:

How can happiness exist without pleasure, says
Sensibility; and if pleasure is the ground work
of happiness, says Reason, why certainly the
more pleasure, the more happiness; and thus by
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a rational deduction, we come to the conclusion
that pleasure, and the means to obtain it, is the
only wise pursuit of man. Your argument
would be very just, replies Experience, were
our opportunity always within our reach, and
were the powers of the human frame and all its
faculties, as capable of encreasing and length-
ening enjoyment, as are the boundless desires
of man.’

This passage differed from Paley’s account of
happiness not only in its greater rhetorical force
but also in subtly downplaying the importance
of pleasure. Pleasure became the ‘ground work
of happiness’, rather than happiness itself.'’
Nevertheless, by presenting pleasure as central to
happiness, she was able to discuss which delights
are more or less important to this state in essential-
ly Paleyian terms and paraphrase his chapter six.

Immediately after this account of the limits of
human pleasure, Macaulay declared that:

But as this is not so in Nature, as there are lim-
its to which the intense pleasures soon arrive,
and from which they ever afterwards decline,
they are by necessity of short duration; and if
we endeavour to compensate for such limita-
tions by the frequency of repetition, we shall
lose more than we gain by the fatigue of our
faculties, and the diminution of sensibility.'"

This remark was clearly adapted from Paley’s
declaration in chapter six of the Principles:

The truth is, there is a limit, at which these
pleasures soon arrive, and from which they
ever afterwards decline. They are in their na-
ture of short duration, as the organs cannot
hold on their emotions beyond a certain length
of time; and if you endeavour to compensate
for this imperfection, by the frequency with
which you repeat them, you lose more than you
gain, by the fatigue of the faculties, and the
diminution of sensibility.'?

Macaulay’s passage departed subtly from the
Principles by appealing to ‘Nature’ in general and
avoiding Paley’s reductionist focus on the depend-
ence of pleasure on the ‘organs’. Yet much of the
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phrasing was almost identical, such as the sugges-
tion that ‘we shall lose more than we gain by the
fatigue of our faculties, and the diminution of
sensibility”.'®

Macaulay continued to rework other aspects of
Paley’s account of pleasure on the same page.
Proceeding to discuss those who were unable to
continue their pleasures with the same intensity,
she declared:

Nor is it the sensual voluptuary only who has
to lament in the decay of his faculties, the im-
portunity of desires which can never be grati-
fied, and the memory of pleasures which must
return no more. No; the mentalist, whose
enjoyments depend more on those delights,
which are adapted to soothe his imagination,
on the variety of his amusements, on the pleas-
ing sensations which attend the gratification of
the factitious passions; he also will find his
capabilities fall infinitely beneath his desires.'*

This passage was substantially taken again
from chapter six of Paley’s Principles where he
described ‘the loss of opportunities, or the decay
of faculties, which, whenever they happen, leave
the voluptuary, destitute and desperate; teazed by
desires that can never be gratified, and the mem-
ory of pleasures which must return no more’."
The wording of the beginning of Macaulay’s de-
scription is almost identical with shared descrip-
tions of the ‘voluptuary’ being subjected to the
‘decay of his faculties’, taunted by ‘desires which
can never be gratified, and the memory of pleas-
ures which must return no more’.'® Macaulay sub-
stantially reworked the purpose of this language
by using it to set up the fact that ‘the mentalist’
enthralled to his imagination is subject to the same
constraints but Paley had also critiqued those who
relied too much on the delights of fantasy. He had
declared that those for ‘whom nothing will go
down but works of humour and pleasantry, or
whose curiosity must be interested by perpetual
novelty, will consume a bookseller’s window in
half a forenoon’ and be left unsatisfied.!” Thus, al-
though Macaulay moved away from Paley’s lan-
guage, her argument retained a conceptual
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connection to his Principles of Moral and
Political Philosophy.

Continuing in a similar vein about how intense
enjoyments invariably fail to satisfy in the long-
term, Macaulay went on to declare that:

When the humour of being prodigiously
delighted, says a sensible writer, has taken a
strong hold on the imagination, it hinders our
providing for, or acquiescing in those gently
soothing engagements, the due variety and suc-
cession of which, are the only things that sup-
ply a continued stream of happiness.'®

That ‘sensible writer’ was evidently Paley be-
cause the passage was an almost exact reproduc-
tion of his remark that: ‘when this humour of
being prodigiously delighted, has once taken
hold of the imagination, it hinders us from provid-
ing for, or acquiescing in, those gently soothing
engagements, the due variety and succession of
which, are the only things that can supply any
man with a continued stream of happiness’."”
Macaulay then wove this Paleyian principle into
a further justification for one of Archbishop
Frangois Fénelon’s educational principles in his
Treatise on the Education of Daughters (1688).
She contended that this desire to be ‘prodigiously
delighted’ often arises when children are incenti-
vised to be good by gifts of ‘a very fine baby, a
fine coach the horses, or some other toy’. She then
averred that this method of cultivating the passions
of children violated Fenelon’s belief that a well-
educated young lady has ‘no need of fine
machines or sights, theatrical pomps, or expences
to recreate her’.? In this way, Macaulay seamless-
ly blended Paley’s understanding of the nature of
pleasure into her wider educational framework.

In ‘Letter XVIII’, Macaulay engaged in a simi-
lar process of turning Paley’s philosophical argu-
ments into a concrete educational proposal.
Cautioning against elaborate dress as reflecting a
mind too focused on insignificant matters, she
argued that human ideas of physical beauty were
invariably shaped by society, so that ‘the Venuses
and the Adonises of the African shores’ differ ‘in
colour, figure, and form of feature to the brilliant
beauties of Europe’.?' Her justification for this
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aesthetic position was taken from Paley’s argu-
ment that what some philosophers, such as Francis
Hutcheson, considered an innate moral sense in
fact arises gradually from human beings associat-
ing the qualities of good and bad with certain
objects.”> She averred that ideas of beauty were
socially constructed by children associating ideas
of affection with specific objects:

Yes: children readily apply expressions of af-
fection or aversion, of approbation or resent-
ment; and when these expressions are once
connected by the same associations, which con-
nect words with their ideas; the sentiment will
follow the idea, and attend upon the object to
which the child has been accustomed to apply
the epithet.*

This passage was a close paraphrase of Paley’s
declaration that: ‘when these passions and expres-
sions are once connected (which they soon will
be) by the same association, which unites words
with their ideas; the passion will follow the ex-
pression, and attach upon the object which the
child has been accustomed to apply the expres-
sion.”?* Indeed, Macaulay signalled that her argu-
ment was drawn from critiques of the notion of an
innate moral sense. She declared that: ‘Hence
moral sense proceeds, and hence those trains of
affections, which with the exception of some
eccentric beings, govern the human character
through the whole course of its conduct’.?
Macaulay then utilised this philosophical case to
support her own educational proposal: that tutors
should ‘discountenance all high panegyric on col-
our, size, shape, limb, and feature’ and instead
focus on how moral character is reflected in the
expression.”®

Macaulay’s Letters on Education were thus evi-
dently substantially indebted to Paley’s Principles
for her account of the art of pursuing the best
pleasures and the social construction of beauty.
That a writer as resolutely opposed to many of
the philosophical principles of Paley’s fellow-
travellers as Catharine Macaulay still utilised his
Principles testifies to the expansive influence of
that work. Macaulay’s method of deploying

2 Paley, Principles, 1st edn, 8-17.
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Paleyian ideas is also suggestive of the process by
which she wrote the Letters on Education. She al-
most never simply reproduced Paley’s system in
its entirety but usually adopted a specific argument
or principle, which she then reworked to support
her own wider position. Notably, Macaulay invari-
ably took these ideas from chapters in Paley’s
Principles that were directly related to the theme
she was discussing, which seems to suggest that
she was plundering her own commonplace books
under headings such as ‘Happiness’ and ‘Moral
Sense’ for relevant passages to support her claims.
Despite her philosophical differences with Paley’s
circle, therefore, Macaulay was able to extract
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particular arguments from Paley and mould them
to her own purpose; an intellectual process that
reveals the ways in which the eclecticism of
eighteenth-century European intellectual culture
could transcend the battlelines of philosophic-
al dispute.
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