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UTILITARIANISM IN THE AGE OF

ENLIGHTENMENT

This is the first book-length study of one of the most influential
traditions in eighteenth-century Anglophone moral and political
thought, ‘theological utilitarianism’. Niall O’Flaherty charts its devel-
opment from its formulation by Anglican disciples of Locke in the
1730s to its culmination in William Paley’s work. Few works of moral
and political thought had such a profound impact on political dis-
course as Paley’s Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (1785).
His arguments were at the forefront of debates about the constitution,
the judicial system, slavery and poverty. By placing Paley’s moral
thought in the context of theological debate, this book establishes his
genuine commitment to a worldly theology and to a programme of
human advancement. It thus raises serious doubts about histories
which treat the Enlightenment as an entirely secular enterprise, as
well as those which see English thought as being markedly out of step
with wider European intellectual developments.

niall o’flaherty is a Lecturer in the History of European
Political Thought at King’s College London. His research focuses
on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century moral, political and religious
thought in Britain. He has published articles on William Paley and
Thomas Robert Malthus, and is currently writing a book entitled
Malthus and the Discovery of Poverty.
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ideas in context

Edited by David Armitage, Richard Bourke, Jennifer Pitts and John
Robertson

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of
related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and vocabularies that were generated
will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the contemporary
frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of
such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it is hoped that
a new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts.
By this means, artificial distinctions between the history of philosophy, of the
various sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.

The series is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation.

A list of books in the series can be found at the end of the volume.
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