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ABSTRACT
The purpose of the thesis is to explore the conception of natural rights and liberty in
late eighteenth-century English political thought. It is argued that the conception of
natural rights, or rights of man as they have been conventionally called, is a mixture
of heterogenous and often contradictory theoretical assumptions. It is shown that the
language of natural rights on the one hand, was increasingly dominated by utilitarian
ideas, and on the other, was associated with a conception of moral agency - derived
from treatises on morals and metaphysics - which rendered the rhetoric of natural
rights especially appealing for purposes of reform. An attempt is made to illuminate
in detail the way in which the right of private judgment was transferred from religion
to politics. In distinguishing between the formation of thought, its expression, and
acting in accordance with it, it is contended that the affinity between the arguments
in defence of religious and political liberty lies in their common ground, that is, as
rights concerning the expression of opinion. The exercise of such a right by all was
deemed equally compatible and even conducive to the formation of the public interest.
Although terms such as ‘rights’ and ‘liberty’ were often used synonymously, an attack
on natural rights involved an analytical distinction between liberty and a right. The
study investigates conceptual problems involved in attempts to define liberty in
relation to law. It further discusses the tendency, common in many eighteenth-century
writers, to confound liberty with other concepts such as utility, obedience, or wisdom.
The primary sources used consist of a considerable number of pamphlets which have

previously received little attention.
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INTRODUCTION.

The thesis is built around three major themes which capture different aspects
of the late eighteenth-century debate about natural rights and liberty. First, it considers
the doctrine of natural rights in relation to the idea of moral agency, on the one hand,
and utilitarianism on the other. Second, it discusses the problem of the extension of
the right of private judgement from religion to politics. Third, it concentrates on
analytical discussions of liberty and the distinction between political and civil liberty.

The late eighteenth-century debate on the rights of man has been customarily
presented as an ideological clash between Burke and Paine,' who established the
frameworks of political radicalism and conservatism respectively.? Diametrically
opposite views have been expressed about the theoretical merits of the two gladiators’
major works. One commentator has presented Paine’s Rights of Man as ‘essentially
a basic philosophy’ and not a mere ‘rebuttal of Burke’s arguments’. Another has
considered Burke as the original philosopher claiming that the ‘Reflections on the

Revolution in France would have been written, even if Paine had never existed’.

! Recent major contributions to the exploration of the debate beyond the Burke-
Paine controversy are Gregory Claeys, ‘The French Revolution Debate and British
Political Thought’, History of Political Thought, Vol. 11, 1990, pp. 59-80; T.P.
Schofield, ‘Conservative Political Thought in Britain in Response to the French
Revolution’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 29, 1986, pp. 601-22; J. R. Dinwiddy,
‘Conceptions of Revolution in the English Radicalism of the 1790’s’, Radicalism and
Reform in Britain 1780-1850, London 1992, pp. 169-74. Consider also, S. Bernstein,
‘English Reactions to the French Revolution’, Science and Society, Vol. 9, 1945, pp.
147-71.

2 1. Christie, Stress and Stability in Late Eighteenth-Century Britain, Oxford 1984,
p. 170; R.R.Fennessy, Burke, Paine and the Rights of Man: A Difference of Political
Opinion, The Hague 1963, p. 10; cf. p. 220.

* W.E. Woodward, Tom Paine: America’s Godfather, London 1946, p. 191;
Fennessy, Burke, Paine, and the Rights of Man, p. 253; see also pp. 244, 250.
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Quite apart from the reason alleged, the latter contention is true simply because the
Reflections constituted a response to Richard Price and not to Thomas Paine. Despite
this fact, the importance of Price has been seriously underestimated, at least until
recently. It was often argued that Price offered to Burke the golden opportunity to
write his brilliant Reflections, but after that Price himself was forgotten.

An increasing tendency, however, to focus on the role of Rational Dissent and
Richard Price, in particular, has gained ground in recent years, especially after the
publication of D.O. Thomas’s comprehensive study of Price’s work as a whole.* Thus
Price’s role has been emphasised at the expense of Paine’s in the context of measuring
the extent and assessing the nature of political radicalism in the 1790s.’ Certain
distinctive features permeating the account of natural rights as it w;s expounded by
others have been attributed to his philosophical influence.® An analysis of Price’s
arguments have enabled some historians to account for certain peculiarities in the
arguments of other political thinkers, such as Godwin. The philosophical rationale for
Godwin’s ideas concerning the importance of private judgement and moral duty

(which tended to undermine the utilitarian framework of his theory), has been traced

back to Price’s texts.” The recognition of Price’s significance as a moral philosopher

* D.O. Thomas, The Honest Mind: The Thought and Work of Richard Price,
Oxford 1977.

5 e.g. Mark Philp, ‘Rational Religion and Political Radicalism in the 1790s’,
Enlightenment and Dissent, No. 4, 1985, pp. 39-40.

¢ M. Myers, ‘Politics from the Outside: Mary Wollstonecraft’s First Vindication’,
Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture, Vol. 6, 1977, pp. 118-9.

" M. Philp, Godwin’s Political Justice, London 1986, esp. pp. 19, 21; W. Stafford,
‘Dissenting Religion Translated into Politics: Godwin’s Political Justice’, History of
Political Thought, Vol. 1, 1980, esp. pp. 286-92.
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has been followed by attempts to link his ethical theory with his political ideas.®
Following in this direction, it will be argued here that the most crucial idea for the
articulation of Price’s political thought was his conception of free will.

In the writings of all those who inveighed against the rights of man, the words
‘natural rights’ and ‘metaphysics’ (in a pejorative sense) went hand in hand. Paine was
accused for having ‘crudely stolen’ his ‘crazy metaphysics’ from others.” Studies of
Burke have continuously pointed to his dislike of the ‘professor of metaphysics’.
Burke’s aversion to abstract speculation and metaphysics has often been interpreted
as the natural reaction of an English politician confronting the generalities propagated
on the other side of the Channel. Frederick Dreyer, however, has argued that in
composing the Reflections Burke had in mind Price’s philosophical arguments rather
than the events of the French Revolution.!® According to him, the ‘metaphysician’,

whom Burke so often and so vehemently denounced without naming, was, in fact,

¥ Bernard Peach, who has most emphatically pointed to the unity between Price’s
epistemological, moral and political theory, finds it rather hard to distinguish politics
from ethics in Price. Sometimes he writes in such a way that it seems that ethical
considerations constitute a weightier, yet distinctive, factor apart from political
considerations (‘...Price holds, quite generally, that moral and ethical factors carry
"greater weight" than political factors’) but at other times it appears that political
considerations are themselves ethical considerations (‘Price judges political, military,
economic, or religious attitudes, practices, or policies from the moral point of view’.
See Richard Price and the Ethical Foundations of the American Revolution, Durham
NC. 1979, pp. 23 and 27 respectively; also pp. 29, 34-5 cf. ‘Human Nature and the
Foundation of Ethics’, Enlightenment and Dissent, No. 4, 1985, p. 28. The closest
connection between Price’s ethical and political ideas is defended in S.R. Peterson,
‘The Compatibility of Richard Price’s Politics and Ethics’, Journal of the History of
Ideas, Vol. 45, 1984, pp. 537-47; esp. pp. 536-7.

® Anon., Letters to Thomas Paine in Answer to his Late Publication on the Rights
of Man, London 1791, p. 15.

1 F. Dreyer, ‘The Genesis of Burke’s Reflections’ Journal of Modern History,
Vol. 50, 1978, pp. 462-79. Bold characters here and throughout the thesis signify my
emphasis.
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Richard Price. In substantiating his position Dreyer quotes, among other things, a
revealing passage from Burke: ‘There are people who have split and anatomized the
doctrine of free government, as if it were an abstract question concerning
metaphysical liberty and necessity, and not a matter of moral prudence and natural
feeling.”"" Although Dreyer does not follow the full implications of the evidence he
presents, this is a remarkable statement, because it indicates what Price had
undertaken. In his philosophical works Price defended the idea of metaphysical or
philosophical liberty as a precondition of moral agency. In the first and most important
theoretical section of his influential Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty he
primarily summarized his earlier philosophical views in the analysis of the nature of
liberty. As one of his opponents complained, in the first section of Observations the
‘political divine’ was ‘totally out in his philosophy’."?

Although, the Lockean, the republican, and the millenarian influences in the
formation of the late eighteenth-century radicalism have received from historians the
attention they deserve, there are certain ideas and linguistic conventions in widespread
use among the champions of natural rights, which do not make much sense when set
against the background either of Locke’s Treatise, or Harrington’s republican ideas.
Instead, they are meaningful, however, against the background of philosophical
treatises concerning the morality of human action and especially the notion of agency.

This is plausible if we bear in mind that the dominant issue in philosophical

" Ibid., p. 467.

12 william King, An Essay on Civil Government, London 1776, p. 21.
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discussions of the eighteenth century (and before) was freedom from sin."
Consequently the great controversy focused upon free will and necessity. Intellectual
historians have suggested that there is a connection between this debate and political
ideas.!* However, certain links can be established in different and even opposite
directions. While, for example, Priestley can been regarded as the eighteenth-century
paradigm of ‘a conjunction of moral determinism with political liberalism’,”* John
Lind or John Brown could serve as examples of a conjunction of moral determinism
with political conservatism.'® On the other hand, while Price is the most notorious
example of a philosophical libertarian and political liberal, many of his opponents, like
Johnson, were political conservatives but would have agreed with him that ‘free will’
was ‘absolutely essential if men were to be regarded as moral beings’.” No
suggestion, therefore is made here of an exclusive link between certain political ideas
and a particular stance in the great metaphysical controversy. After all as Thelwall

claimed:

13 J.W. Cooke, The American Tradition of Liberty 1800-1860: From Jefferson to
Lincoln, Lewiston 1986, pp. 11-22.

4 See A. Vartanian, ‘Necessity or Freedom? The Politics of an Eighteenth -
Century Metaphysical Debate’, Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture, Vol. 7, 1978,
pp. 153-74. See also M.K. Zebrowski, ‘The Corruption of Politics and the Dignity of
Human Nature: The Critical and Constructive Radicalism of James Burgh’,
Enlightenment and Dissent, No. 10, 1991, esp. 95-103, esp. p. 99.

15 Vartanian, ‘Necessity or Freedom?’, p. 174, note 25.

16 For the nature of Lind’s conservatism see M. E. Avery, ‘Toryism in the Age of
the American Revolution: John Lind and John Shebbeare’, Historical Studies, Vol. 18,
April 1978 - Oct. 1979, pp. 24-36.

17 C. Chapin, ‘Samuel Johnson and the Scottish Common Sense School’, The
Eighteenth Century, Vol. 20, 1979, p. 59. For the link between conservatism and free
will see Vartanian, ‘Necessity or Freedom?’ pp. 160-61.
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I care not upon what hypothesis of man you proceed: whether of
creation, of eternal succession, of chance, of necessity, of inherent laws
of matter and motion, or what not: for a treatise on government, like
government itself should be of no sect - but accommodated to all. All
lead to the same conclusion: for here is nature, or the universe; and
here is man, chief tenant of the universe! child and creature of that
nature!'®
Thelwall’s remarks allude to the connection between political and metaphysical ideas
that his contemporaries sought to establish. Very often, expressions were borrowed
directly from the metaphysical controversy to expound natural-rights ideas. The
consideration of this debate is essential for acquiring a clearer view of the language
and philosophical underpinnings of the doctrine of natural rights as it was held by
many of its eighteenth century adherents. In a political context, the special appeal of
the idea of free will, was that it enabled people to present liberty as a moral
requirement and not only as a means to another good. Thus the appeal to higher moral
principles was a plausible way of counteracting arguments exhibiting the advantages
of the institutions in a ‘perfect’ constitution. No doubt the defence of free will as a
metaphysical reality carried the claims ‘of human nature to dignity’ ‘too high’,"® but
the notion of dignity was essential to the idea of personality which figured as the sole
foundation of the rights of man. Chapter I provides the textual evidence (taken from
many writers except Price) concerning the connection between free will and political
ideas. Chapter II demonstrates in what sense free will could be relevant to political

argument. Chapter III indicates how congenial to the articulation of the doctrine of

natural rights was the conception of the internal constitution of man which emerged

18 J. Thelwall, The Rights of Nature against the Usurpation of Establishments,
London 1796, 2nd Part, p. 38.

1 T. Somerville, The Effects of the French Revolution, Edinburgh 1793, p. 10.
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in the discussions about free will and necessity.

Eighteenth-century radicalism has been characterized by a tendency towards
theoretical eclecticism and a disregard ‘for logical consistency’.” From this
perspective an interesting but neglected aspect of eighteenth century political thought
is the relationship between natural rights and the utilitarian tradition. It is worth
considering, more specifically, the extent to which the doctrine of natural rights was
permeated by utilitarian langauge and utilitarian concepts.

Writing about John Cartwright, the English radical who had based the right to
vote solely on the idea of individual personality, John Osborne suggested that at one
point Cartwright came under the influence of Bentham’s writings. ‘This was especially
true of A Fragment on Government, which had been published in 1776. Toward the
end of An Appeal his sentence about the end of all government being the good and
happiness of the people might suggest Bentham’s influence. But as far back as Take
Your Choice! Cartwright belonged to the natural rights school, which was
completely distinct from utilitarianism. As Halévy points out, "To the divine right
of kings Cartwright opposed the divine right of individuals, not the utility of the
greatest number."’* Is the acknowledgement that the end of government is the
happiness of the people evidence of utilitarian credentials? It is hardly possible to find
a champion of natural rights who did not include this or a similar statement in his

political vocabulary. Is the natural rights school completely distinct from

*® Dinwiddy, ‘Conceptions of Revolution in the English Radicalism of the 1790’s’,
p. 169.

2! J.W. Osborne, John Cartwright, Cambridge 1972, p. 63 (the reference from
Halévy is in The Growth of Philosophic Radicalism, London 1928, p. 139). Cf.
Claeys, ‘The French Revolution and British Political Thought’, p. 62 with p. 70.
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utilitarianism? It is difficult to answer this question since the same idea was often
described as a law of nature by one and as utility by another. Finally, is it true that
Cartwright and his allies did not oppose to the divine right of the king fhc interest of
the greatest number? This question is very important for assessing the relation between
utilitarianism and the doctrine of the rights of man, because it brings to the forefront
a common problem, that is, the problem of individuals or minorities versus the
majority.

The traditional critique of utilitarianism, namely that its logic fails to take
notice of individual or minority rights, can stand only as a criticism of a caricature of
‘classical utilitarianism’ and especially Bentham’s ideas.”* Despite its historical
inaccuracy, this has been the received interpretation of utilitarianism and has been
widely employed by contemporary exponents of natural or moral rights. It is
interesting, however, to observe in this connection that in the eighteenth century the
accusation of a failure to pay due attention to individual or minority rights was
directed against the exponents of the rights of man by conservative thinkers, many of
whom were also outspoken utilitarians (eg. Hey, Lind). They launched this kind of
critique in order to bring out their opponents’ self-contradiction. Briefly, the argument
was that since the exponents of the rights of man had adopted the principle of
majority rule as a legitimate mode of decision-making, they had necessarily abandoned
the notion of an inalienable individual right. For conformity to the wishes of the
majority implied such an alienation of the right to follow one’s own will. The ultimate

end was to undermine the notion of personality as the theoretical foundation of natural

22 See F. Rosen, ‘Majorities and Minorities: A Classical Utilitarian View’, Nomos,
Vol. 32, 1990, pp. 24-43.
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rights, by arguing that since one could not follow his own will he ceased to be a
moral agent.

The contrast in those discussions was between individual titles and the public
good. This contrast between individual titles, or rights, and the public good can be
presented either as an opposition between individual rights and ‘some version of
utilitarian theory’ or individual rights and ‘majoritarian democracy’.”® This is the
main reason why the language of utilitarianism and the language of the champions of
the rights of man tended to converge in the late eighteenth-century. The exponents of
the rights of man defended primarily the right to political participation, that is, an
individual right enjoyable only in a collective form. In providing the theoretical
foundation of this right the champions of the rights of man stressed its individual
character and its inalienable nature. When, however, they applied this conception to
the cause of political reform they had to stress the rights of the community as a whole
against the rights or the interests of the one or the few, that is, the king and the court.

Further, the conception of public good in those discussions has generally been
taken by contemporary historians as an indication of a commitment to
republicanism.?* However, there is no reason why it should be seen exclusively in
this light. In considering the language of the rights of man we shall demonstrate that
very often the conception of public good was used with explicit utilitarian overtones.

Josiah Tucker has been taken as the starting point for considering the extent

2 See, J. Waldron, ‘Rights and Majorities: Rousseau Revisited’, Nomos, Vol. 32,
p. 45.

# See e.g. J. Fruchtman, ‘Politics and the Apocalypse: The Republic and the
Millennium in Late-Eighteenth-Century English Political Thought’, Studies in
Eighteenth-Century Culture, Vol. 10, 1981, p. 155.
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of the influence of utilitarianism on the conception of the rights of man. Although he
is generally known for his economic ideas and his novel views concerning the need
for separating from the Colonies, his political theory is built on a sharp and systematic
contrast at all levels between individual titles and the public good. The interesting
element in Tucker is that, without being known as a utilitarian, he launched the same
critique and made the same connections as persons who are known to be committed
utilitarians. Tucker’s critique of natural rights is discussed in Chapter IV. Chapter V
places in a broader context the features of this critique and assesses the extent of the
influence of utilitarianism on the rights of man.

The renewed interest in the role of religion in the formation of political
radicalism has left unanswered many questions. There are, in particular, many
ambiguities surrounding the widely held assumption concerning the connection
between the Dissenters’ political and religious views. It is difficult to show where the
similarity between their political and religious principles lies. The major difficulty in
this sense is to locate the common features of religious liberty and political
participation, since the two kinds of liberty point in different directions. The argument
which shall be advanced here is that religious and political liberty are similar because
of their special character as rights concerning opinions. The unique characteristic of
such rights, unlike for example the right to property, is that their most extensive
exercise by all was believed to be feasible, and even beneficial to the formation of the
public interest. It was the importance of the free expression of opinion in all its
different forms (one of which was political participation) that was highlighted by the
champions of natural rights. However, their opponents suppressed this dimension, and

tended to analyze natural rights in terms of physical powers in an anarchical state of
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nature.

We shall acquire a better understanding of this problem by focusing on the
three distinct (although occasionally overlapping) meanings of the right to private
judgement. The right to private judgment could mean the right to form a judgement;
it could also mean the right to express a judgment; it could mean further the right to
act according to the judgment. The first meaning could be dismissed as trivially true
(although it was in this context that power and right really meant the same thing). The
third meaning could render the right of private judgement incompatible with the idea
of civil society, since it implied a potential disobedience to every law which was not
approved by the individual’s judgement. Thus, the right of private judgement in this
sense was regarded as a very dangerous principle. Those who challenged the rights of
man were very keen to stress this point. Nevertheless, they tended to ignore the
second meaning indicated above (the expression of judgment), or to absorb it into the
third meaning (acting according to one’s own judgment), overshadowing in this way
the unique characteristics of the right to the free expression of opinion. The axis of
our analysis of the right of private judgement shall be the comparison of earlier
arguments in defence of religious toleration with Thomas Paine’s formulation of the
doctrine of natural rights in the classical form it assumed in the First Part of the
Rights of Man.

Our argument concerning the relationship between religious and political
liberty does not depend on certain theological premises which were deployed in the
context of religious toleration. Instead, it stresses the common criteria connecting
religious liberty and political participation. The argument concerning the link between

political and religious liberty presupposes the elimination of the distinction between
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temporal and spiritual matters which dominated the controversy over religious
toleration. Religious and political liberty are treated here in the light of a conception
of the universal toleration of opinions. From this perspective political liberty is related
to the right of free speech as much as to religious liberty. Moreover, the limitations
of the distinction between temporal and spiritual matters was felt even in the context
of defending religious toleration, and in the course of the debate it was partly replaced
by an emphasis on the conception of public good. The free dissemination of individual
opinions were seen as part of the formation of the public interest, and this dimension
was also critical to the arguments in defence of political participation. Lastly, the right
of private judgment had an immediate religious reference, and those who challenged,
defended, or at any rate investigated this idea, did so in the immediate context of the
religious controversy. For these reasons it has been necessary to consider the
discussion of toleration and religious liberty before embarking on the detailed analysis
of the right to private judgment.

Chapter VI indicates in what senses there are problems with the idea of the
extension of the right to private judgment from religion to politics, and how the
Dissenters fit into this argument. Chapter VII focuses on the theoretical underpinnings
of the discussion of toleration and religious liberty and provides the link for the
comprehensive analysis of the right of private judgment in Chapter VIIL

The last major theme which is dealt with here concemns liberty in a more
explicitly political context than before. Chapter IX discusses the distinction between
political and civil liberty. Chapter X discusses various attempts to define liberty and
relate it with other concepts. The last chapter (XI) concentrates on the conception of

sovereign which is also crucial to the discussion of both civil and political liberty.
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The distinction between political and civil liberty is one of the most complex
and important ideas of the eighteenth century. Priestley’s definitions are the common
point of reference and are usually taken as the starting point for discussing this
distinction. Price is generally considered as confused, while David Williams is
believed to be the most original contributor to the debate.”® An attempt is made here
to show that the very phrasing of Priestley’s important definitions reflected his
sentiments respecting the value of each one of the two kinds of liberty. Outside this
context his definitions are an easy target, and less cogent than it is often assumed.
Another important but neglected aspect of the discussion about the two kinds of
liberty refers to the way in which Price modified his argument in Additional
Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty. Price’s indebtedness to Montesquieu is
not apparent for two basic reasons. The first is that his account of natural rights placed
him in the tradition established by Locke. The second is that Price made a rather
peculiar use of Montesquieu, namely, he did not take from him ideas which in the
long run have been associated with Montesquieu’s name. (For, example Price quoted
Montesquieu and not Rousseau in support of the idea of self-government). It is argued
that Price responded to his opponents (who drew heavily on Montesquieu to refute
him) by stressing the idea of security. What is less clear in this connection, is that he
advanced an argument whereby political liberty became a part of his conception of
civil liberty. This made redundant the initial division of liberty into these two broad

categories, civil and political. This is exactly what Montesquieu himself had done. The

% See J.LAW. Gunn, Beyond Liberty and Property: The Process of Self-
Recognition in Eighteenth-Century Political Thought, Montreal 1983; J. Dybikowski,
‘David Williams and the Eighteenth Century Distinction between Civil and Political
Liberty’, Enlightenment and Dissent, No. 3, 1984, pp. 15-39.
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third element that is stressed is Williams’s significant departure from the traditional
language of natural rights. This departure was brought about not only by his insistence
on the idea of security, but also by his attempt to clarify the distinction between the
sovereign and the actual administration of government, which placed the distinction
between political and civil liberty in a new perspective.

The distinction between political and civil liberty is also important for another
reason. It enables us to acquire a clearer perception of the arguments concerning the
attempts to define the meaning of liberty. It is argued that some attempts (mainly by
Lind and Hey) to distinguish between liberty and a right in the critique of certain
ideas of liberty was nothing more than the reintroduction of the distinction between
civil and political liberty in a different shape. It is also suggested that the absence of
a conception of political liberty, either in the form of security, or in the more
traditional form of direct political participation, was one of the main causes which led
to the transformation of civil liberty into utility. A utilitarian argument about liberty
and a confusion between liberty and utility are different things. It is arguable that
utility, in a sense, bridged the gap of legitimacy created by the absence of a
conception of political liberty which could justify restrictions on civil liberty.

One further difficulty surrounding the idea of liberty was that the same word
was used to define relationships between individuals and describe ways of controlling,
or influencing the acts of the legislator. An account of natural rights may be advanced
as the strongest possible control on the legislature as it incapacitates it from
intervening in areas protected by the respective right. In a natural-rights account the
acts of private individuals and those of the supreme legislature are seen in the same

light, that is, both as illegitimate invasions of the same nature. The main difficulty is
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to reconcile the conception of natural rights with the conception of the sovereign. The
last chapter deals with some attempts to resolve this difficulty by placing the emphasis
on the interests of the members of a nominally unlimited sovereign. Particular
attention is paid to the fact that the notion of an unlimited power was meant in a
relative sense, despite the contrary impressions which might be created by the
terminology used. The idea, however, that sovereign should be reckoned formally
unlimited was retained as a logical requirement.

The thesis focuses mainly on the arguments of Richard Price, Joseph Priestley,
Thomas Paine, David Williams, Josiah Tucker, John Lind and Richard Hey, but a

large number of pamphlets by others have also been explored.



I.- THE GENERAL DIVISIONS OF LIBERTY.

In his Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty Price gave a general
definition of liberty as the power of self-government, and he approached liberty
through its four general divisions: physical, moral, religious and civil. Commentators
on Price have often acknowledged that his conception of liberty, as it has been
expounded in his political pamphlet, is indebted to his earlier philosophical work and
notably his Review of the Principal Questions in Morals.! This acknowledgement,
however, has not been followed by a clear exposition of the way in which the
divisions of liberty Price put forward in his Observations are mutually related.

Clark, although he claimed that Price’s political theory was premised on ‘a
moral theory of the autonomy of the individual’, identified Price’s conception of free
will with religious liberty and then claimed that civil liberty ‘in general seemed to
follow from Price’s preoccupation with religious liberty.’? In contrast, Brown asserted
that the connection between Price’s conception of moral obligation and his religious
beliefs was ‘none whatsoever’, because Price ‘considered moral consciousness an

endowment common to all, and equally binding upon the atheist and the believer’.”

! D.O. Thomas, The Honest Mind, pp. viii-ix; W.B. Peach, Richard Price and the
Ethical Foundations of the American Revolution, pp. 13, 15, 23; C. Bonwick, English
Radicals and the American Revolution, Chapel Hill N.C. 1977, p. 93; C.B. Cone,
Torchbearer of Freedom. The Influence of Richard Price on Eighteenth Century
Thought, Lexington 1952, pp. 26, 79; P. Brown, The Chathamites: A Study in the
Relationship between Personalities and Ideas in the second half of the Eighteenth
Century, London 1967, p. 134; H.F. May, The Enlightenment in America, New York
1976, p. 158; D.D. Raphael, ‘Enlightenment and Revolution’, in N. MacCkormick &
Z. Bankowski, Enlightenment, Rights and Revolution, Aberdeen 1989. Contrast J.
Stephens, ‘Price, Providence and the Principia’, Enlightenment and Dissent, No. 6,
1987, pp. 86-87.

2].C.D. Clark, English Society 1688-1832: Ideology, Social Structure and Political
Practice During the Ancien Regime, Cambridge 1985, p. 330.

3 Brown, The Chathamites, p. 136. See also L. Aqvist, The Moral Philosophy of
Richard Price, Uppsala 1960, pp. 14, 16.
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Gunn, although he asserted that Price sought to ‘ground his case on philosophical
premises’, went directly to Price’s definition of civil liberty identifying its defects
without considering in what sense those premises were linked with civil liberty.*
White appeared to have gone to the other extreme in making a connection between
Price’s philosophical stance and political theory, for he asserted that Price’s notion of
independent agency deriving from his conception of physical liberty or self-
determination, enabled him to elaborate the philosophical justification of property
qualifications for suffrage.’ Robbins maintained that civil liberty comprised all other
divisions of liberty and by Price’s physical liberty she understood, ‘self-preservation,
our own control over our own actions’.® But what actions? Note how different
signification the same idea has in the context of considering Price’s moral and notably
epistemological theory by Raphael without any connection with his political doctrines:
‘The physical concept of action is incompatible with the concept of right, for ethical
concepts are outside the field and language of physics. The actions with which we are

concerned are actions which proceed from a free, or at least a self-determining, will.

* J.LAW. Gunn, Beyond Liberty and Property, pp. 244-5.

> ‘It would appear, however, that Price thinks of the “collective body of the
people" as composed only of what he calls "independent agents," namely, those of us
who possess what he calls physical liberty, spontaneity, or self-determination "which
gives us a command over our actions, rendering them properly ours, and not effects
of any foreign cause." ... Here we see a philosophical rationale for property
qualification in a free society. The whole society or state can be free if and only if its
"independent agents" elect representatives, and the indigent are, for Price, definitely
not independent agents.” See Morton White, The Philosophy of the American
Revolution, Oxford 1981, p. 262; see also pp. 289-91. It might be said that this
argument applies to Joseph Towers, but for more mundane reasons than White

suggests. See [J. Towers], Peace and Reform against War and Corruption, London
1974, pp. 81, 95-100.

¢ C. Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman, Cambridge Mass. 1959,
Pp. 336-7.
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It is, only in this sense of the word that actions can be called right or wrong’.” Long,
without reference to Price’s divisions of liberty, gave an account of his notion of
liberty containing ideas pertaining to a combination of Price’s idea of physical and
moral liberty. He contended that for Price freedom ‘meant the absence of certain
wicked impulses, and complete subservience instead to others - a conception, one
would think, not unlike Bentham’s notion of total subservience to our "sovereign

master", pleasure and pain.’®

Long regarded Price’s theological stance as
responsible for this conception of freedom.” However, what is striking in Long’s
interpretation is that, given the fact that he discusses Price’s conception of freedom
in the context of the critique launched by Lind (and Hey) based on Bentham’s
conception of negative liberty, how is it possible to compare Price’s conception of
freedom, not with Bentham’s conception of freedom, but with Bentham’s conception
of ‘physiology’. It might have occurred to him that what he perceived as Price’s
conception of freedom in general could well refer to a conception of physiology, or
natural psychology, contrary to that of Bentham’s. When Lind challenged Price’s idea
of moral freedom, by saying that if Price did not allow for passions to be the motives

of action no man could be free, he made a claim identical to Priestley’s, when the

latter attacked Price’s conception of free will'® by means of his conception of

" D.D. Raphael, The Moral Sense, London 1947, p. 134.

® D.G. Long, Bentham and Liberty: Jeremy Bentham's Idea of Liberty in Relation
to his Utilitarianism, Toronto 1977, p. 56.

* Ibid., p. 55.

19 *If the operation of the passions destroyed moral liberty, where is the man who
is morally free? Do you suppose any man to act without motive? Can you point out
any other motive than the passions?’ ([J. Lind], Three Letters to Dr. Price, London
1776, p. 14); cf. also the following passages by Shebbeare referring to Price’s
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determinism. Price used the word ‘freedom’ to denote both social freedom (and I
mean by ‘social’ the freedom of a person in relation to other persons) and freedom in
a metaphysical or philosophical sense to expound a conception of natural psychology
concerning the principles operating in the human mind. He contributed much to the
confusion surrounding his conception of liberty once he gave the inappropriate name
of ‘physical freedom’ to describe his conception of the internal constitution of man.
Those of Price’s contemporaries who embarked on an attempt to provide a refutation
of the principles he enunciated in his Observations did not seem aware of the meaning
Price attached to ‘physical liberty’, and even the accounts of recent specialists on Price
exhibit instances of remarkable confusion on that issue: Laboucheix observed that
there was a ‘defect’ in Price’s classification of the general divisions of liberty, for he
presented physical liberty as something ‘so noble’ in a way that it was ‘too easy to
emphasize a similarity between physical and civil’ liberty. He would prefer Price to
have started ‘from a purely animal physical liberty and progressively enrich it with
consciousness and reason. But it is quite clear that by physical liberty Price meant that
of a rational being. On the other hand, by making political liberty come after moral
liberty, Price managed to emphasize even more the close link between these two

powers. The self-government of the community, which wants to organize itself in its

conception of passion, that is, the brute within: ‘Passion, or the brute, as you call it,
does not conquer but create the will of the man.’ ‘Such were the effects of Dr. Price’s
Brute, without which, man would have remained as inert as matter, and reason have
had no motives to induce him to act...” (J. Shebbeare, An Essay on the Origin,
Progress and Establishment of National Society, London 1776, pp. 63, 39); cf.
Hobbes: ‘Appetite, fear, hope, and the rest of the passions are not called voluntary; for
they proceed not from, but are the will, and the will is not voluntary’, Human Nature
or the Fundamental Elements of Policy, Ch. xii, The English Works of Thomas Hobbes
of Malmesbury, W. Molesworth (ed.), London 1839-45, 4:69.
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own way, derives from intellectual or moral liberty, which prescribes its own law.’"!
We can detect here an initial reservation about the appropriateness of Price’s use of
the word ‘physical’, accompanied by a subsequent identification of moral with
physical liberty, which are then linked with civil or political liberty. In an almost
similar vein Cone has remarked that without fully realizing the importance that Price
attached to ‘freedom of action and will’, one cannot comprehend the ‘integration of
his moral, religious, and political thought’, adding, however, that priority should be
given to Price’s idea of moral freedom. What is actually claimed here is that although
Price’s idea of physical freedom -identified both with freedom to will and freedom to
act according to will- is the unifying element which gave value and coherence to
Price’s moral, religious, and political thought (corresponding to the three remaining
divisions of liberty), the “first and basic was moral freedom’.'> Consider, further, the
argument in the following passage: ‘Without freedom, or the power to form decisions
and act, Price considered, there could be no moral capacity. This liberty, obviously,
could be dangerous, but how much better it was to be free, even to err, than to be the
creature of physical necessity!’'* What sort of relation can possibly exist between
liberty being dangerous and leading to error on the one hand, and the power of mind

to form decisions on the other?™ The inability to distinguish between freedom of the

1 H. Laboucheix, Richard Price as Moral Philosopher and Political Scientist,
translated by Sylvia and D. Raphael, Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century,
Vol. 207, 1982, p. 89.

12 Cone, Torchbearer of Freedom, p. 24.
3 Ibid. p. 23.

14 ¢f.: “The political theory Price puts forward actually follows from his insistence
on the individual’s capacity for free will: the first mark of a just government is its
protection of individual liberty, enabling its citizens to act as moral agents.” (S.R.
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will and freedom to act according to the will - attributing both ideas to Price’s
conception of physical freedom - has led these authors to misconstrue the gist of the
Price-Priestley controversy, and still more importantly, to present Priestley as being
inimical to social freedom just because he was a philosophical determinist:

The one [Price] was led to establish a political theory in which man is

self-determining. The other [Priestley] came to formulate a social

doctrine in which man is a determined being. Price’s moral obligation

does not deny that psychological or social forces are determining, but

it makes use of them or controls them. Priestley’s determinism is self-

sufficient and the very idea of liberty loses all meaning in his eye. So

we see, in new perspective, a confrontation between liberty as a

regulator of well-being and the sole principle of utility as negating all

liberty.'
The connection of determinism and indeterminism with the idea of freedom embedded
in a political theory in this way is false and naturally leads to false conclusions. What
Laboucheix asserts that Price did not deny is exactly what Price denied. Equally false
is the claim that because of Priestley’s determinism the idea of liberty ‘loses all
meaning in his eyes’. Priestley was at great pains to point out exactly the opposite,
namely that only by the assumption of determinism or ‘philosophical necessity’ it was
possible to construct a conception of liberty. The subsequent identification that
Laboucheix makes between Priestley’s adoption of the principle of utility and his

inimical position to ‘all liberty’ manifests an ignorance of Priestley’s doctrine of

determinism, for Priestley insisted that ‘[i]n fact the system of necessity makes every

Peterson, ‘The Compatibility of Richard Price’s Politics and Ethics ’, pp. 546-7).

15 Laboucheix, Richard Price as Moral Philosopher and Political Theorist, pp.
100-1; contrast Laboucheix, ‘Chemistry Materialism and Theology in the Works of
Joseph Priestley’, Price - Priestley Newsletter, No. 1, 1977, pp. 36, 41.
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man the maker of his own fortune’ '

The clouds surrounding Price’s conception of liberty, as the above examples
show, provide a good reason for considering afresh how Price’s conception of free
will is relevant to his conception of freedom. However, there is a further reason
warranting a detailed exploration of Price’s conception of free will. In the eighteenth
century the language of natural rights, to a large extent, was dominated by the idea
of free will. The typical assertion in giving an account of natural rights was that God
created man with reason and free will. But what was meant by ‘free will’? Man had
been created free to act according to his will, or the will of man itself was free in the
sense that its resolutions were not determined by God or by any cause extraneous to
the agent or the ‘self’. Consider the following extracts:

...for liberty or a power of choosing or refusing, is only another term

for will. Will, or willingness, implies freedom in the very term. ...

There neither is, nor can be, any will but free will. Constraint, or
force, is the very opposite of will, or willingness."”

16]. Priestley, The Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity Illustrated, The Theological
and Miscellaneous Works of Joseph Priestley, Rutt (ed.), vols. 25, 1817-32, 3:503. A
similar confusion can be indicated in Cone’s argument in the same context of
comparing Price with Priestley: ‘Where Price insisted upon moral autonomy as the
only basis for freedom of the will, Priestley believed that men, as agents of God who
placed the proper motives before them, would respond in a necessary and mechanical
manner once they chose the course of their actions.” (Cone, Torchbearer of Freedom,
p- 99). Priestley’s doctrine was exactly the opposite. The choice was determined in a
mechanical but imperceptible way which left as much freedom of acting as one could
wish. Cf.: “To be a necessarian in practice was to allow oneself to be perfected by the
goodness of God’s system and to urge or compel others to act in accordance to that
system as well. ... The necessarian hypothesis ... is at bottom, a manifesto for social
and psychological manipulation.” (J.J. Hoecker, Joseph Priestley and the Idea of
Progress, New York 1987, p. 81.

7 3. Burgh, The Dignity of the Human Nature, London 1754, pp. 212-3; cf.: ‘I
think you extremely right in asserting that will implies liberty in the Idea of it...’
(Price, ‘To Lord Monboddo 10 August 1780°, The Correspondence of Richard Price,
D.O. Thomas & B. Peach (eds.) 2 vols., Durham-Cardiff 1983-1991, 2:65-66).
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...the natural Liberty of mankind consists properly in a power of acting
as one thinks fit ... being a right inherent in us by birth, and one of the
Gifts of God to man at his creation, when he endued him with the
faculty of free will..."*

If man existed, as I think is clear, had not the power of willing and of
acting...?"

It is in vain to think of enjoying liberty of action, if the opinions, by
which is to be directed, are not also free.”

We apprehend those patriarchal rights were, first, the operations of the
mind, such as perception, and volition.”!

...let those men, who thus inconsiderably venture to affront the dignity
of mankind, by withholding from them their temporal Rights, (viz.
Choice, Free will, and the due exercise of that Reason which God has
given them)...”

...the eventual unfoldings of the Human Mind divine, the diversified
operations of Genius and the Understanding: the unavoidable
spontaneous result of all which, in the course and issue of things, is -
Dominion, Empire, Independence ®

...by depriving us of every species of free will ... reducing us to the

18 G. Sharp, An Essay on Slavery, Burlington 1773 reprinted in London 1776, p.
7.

% Anon., The Political Crisis; or a Dissertation on the Rights of Man, London
1791, p. 5.

20 B.W. Brown, An Essay on the Natural Equality of Men, London 1794, p. 133.

L T. Molloy, An Appeal from Man in a State of Civil Society to Man in a State
of Nature, Dublin 1792, p. 96; ‘Man being created with free will, and endowed with
reason to regulate it, he is therefore by nature a free agent; now, if he be deprived of
that agency, contrary to his free will by any adventitious unnatural cause, the smart
of his subservient situation, and the feelings of his immortal soul are at eternal war
with his reason.” (Ibid., p. 120; see also pp. 123ff, 167 and especially his comments
on Locke pp. 102-3).

2 G. Sharp, The Declaration of the People’s Natural Right to a Share in the
Legislature, London 1774, p. xxviii.

2 Th. Philadelphus, Sequence to Common Sense; or the American Controversy
Considered, 2nd ed. Dublin 1777, p. 60.
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mere automaton state of slavery, they would save us from the soul-
sinking shame of being in any respect accessary to things, either to act
or to suffer, are alike disgraceful to human nature!?*

Of the natural rights which God has given to man, the most perfect is
the freedom of his own mind.*

When Cartwright maintained that all men had ‘the same free will to determine, all
alike’*® what idea did he invoke? Freedom of the will or being free to act according
to the will? Probably the second, when he described what meant to ‘be saddled against
the freedom of one’s own will with another’s political creed’, but presumably the first
when he said that to ‘think, to reason, and to will, on moral considerations, and with
independency of mind, is to be a man’” In the way in which ‘free will’ was
couched in these texts it is indeed very hard to disentangle the two notions. The
ambivalence was often felt and reported by those who challenged the ‘rights of man’
and the assumptions on which they rested. Consider, for example, Samuel Cooper. It
had been widely affirmed, he said, that men were born free. But this could only mean,
he continued, something

which is as little to the purpose, - that NATURE, or more properly
the GOD of NATURE, has endowed them with FREE-WILL, or a

% J. Oswald, Review on the Constitution of Great-Britain, 3rd. ed. [London?
17937 p. 26; ‘Two things, I think, will be allowed to belong to a man by the most
sacred right, his purse, and his opinion. To tax a man without this consent, is to
plunder him. But is it not infinitely more tyrannical to forbid the operation of his
mind, and to rob him of that right of estimation and discrimination which every man,
and even many animals, possess from Nature, and which of all thing should be free
and spontaneous?’ (Ibid., p. 10, cf. p. 52). The influence of Price is evident: “...0
PRICE!’ (Ibid., p. 39).

% G. Rous, A Letter to the Right Hon. Edmund Burke, London [1791], p. 36.
% J. Cartwright, Take your Choice, London 1776, p. 3.

77 Both statements are in the same passage, J. Cartwright, Give us our Rights,
London [1782], p. 2.





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































