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Fifteen Sermons And Other Writings On Ethics is a collection of sermons
and essays by the renowned British moral philosopher, William Paley.
Originally published in 1785, the book has become a classic work in the
field of ethics, offering a systematic and influential account of moral
principles and duties.

Paley's ethics is often characterized as "utilitarian," emphasizing the
importance of promoting happiness and preventing harm. However, his
approach is more complex than a simple calculus of pleasure and pain.
Paley also draws on natural law theory, arguing that humans have a natural
inclination to follow moral rules.
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In this article, we will explore the key themes and arguments of Fifteen
Sermons And Other Writings On Ethics. We will examine Paley's views on
virtue, duty, happiness, natural law, and divine command theory. We will
also assess the book's significance in the history of ethics and its relevance
to contemporary ethical debates.

Virtue and Duty

For Paley, virtue is the disposition to act in accordance with moral rules.
Moral rules, in turn, are those that promote happiness and prevent harm.
Thus, virtuous actions are those that contribute to the overall well-being of
society.

Paley distinguishes between two types of moral rules: duties to oneself and
duties to others. Duties to oneself include taking care of one's own health,
education, and well-being. Duties to others include respecting their rights,
helping them in need, and avoiding harm.

Paley emphasizes the importance of both types of duties. He argues that
we have a duty to ourselves to live a fulfilling and virtuous life. However, we
also have a duty to others to contribute to their happiness and well-being.

Happiness

Paley's ethics is often described as "hedonistic," emphasizing the
importance of happiness. However, Paley's conception of happiness is not
simply a matter of pursuing pleasure. For Paley, happiness is a state of
well-being that includes both physical and mental health, social
relationships, and spiritual fulfillment.



Paley argues that happiness is the ultimate goal of human life. However, he
also recognizes that happiness is not always easy to achieve. There are
many obstacles to happiness, both within ourselves and in the world
around us. Nevertheless, Paley believes that we should strive to live a
happy life, both for our own sake and for the sake of others.

Natural Law

Paley's ethics is also influenced by natural law theory. Natural law theory
holds that there are certain moral principles that are universally true and
binding on all human beings. These principles are based on the nature of
human beings and the world around us.

Paley argues that the natural law can be discovered through reason. He
identifies a number of natural laws, including the law of self-preservation,
the law of gratitude, the law of justice, and the law of benevolence.

Paley believes that the natural law provides a solid foundation for morality.
He argues that moral rules based on the natural law are objective, rational,
and universally binding.

Divine Command Theory

In addition to natural law theory, Paley also draws on divine command
theory. Divine command theory holds that moral rules are binding because
they are commanded by God. Paley argues that the existence of God
provides a further justification for morality.

Paley believes that the moral law is consistent with the will of God. He
argues that God created the world and established the natural laws that



govern it. He also believes that God revealed the moral law to human
beings through the Bible.

Paley's use of divine command theory is controversial. Some critics argue
that morality cannot be based on divine commands because there is no
way to prove that God exists or that the Bible is his word.

Significance and Legacy

Fifteen Sermons And Other Writings On Ethics has been a highly influential
work in the history of ethics. Paley's systematic and rational approach to
morality has been praised by many philosophers, including John Stuart Mill
and Jeremy Bentham.

Paley's ethics has also been used to justify a wide range of policies,
including social welfare programs, public education, and criminal justice
reform. His emphasis on happiness and well-being has also influenced the
development of modern welfare economics and public policy.

However, Paley's ethics has also been criticized by some philosophers.
Critics have argued that Paley's ethics is too simplistic and that it does not
take into account the complexity of human motivation and the importance
of individual rights.

Despite these criticisms, Fifteen Sermons And Other Writings On Ethics
remains a valuable and thought-provoking work. Paley's insights into
human nature and the nature of morality continue to be relevant to
contemporary ethical debates.



Fifteen Sermons And Other Writings On Ethics is a classic work of moral
philosophy that has made a significant contribution to the field. Paley's
systematic and rational approach to morality has influenced many
philosophers and policymakers. His emphasis on happiness and well-being
has also been influential in the development of modern welfare economics
and public policy.

While Paley's ethics has been criticized by some philosophers, it remains a
valuable and thought-provoking work. Paley's insights into human nature
and the nature of morality continue to be relevant to contemporary ethical
debates.

"The only true measure of a man's character is what he would do if he
knew he would never be found out."

- William Paley
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