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A N D R E W S TA R K I E

Abstract: Bernard Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees (1723), an influential work
of moral and economic theory, was decried as a libertine publication. The
response of William Law to Mandeville, Remarks on the Fable of the Bees
(1724), attacked the work on both the rational and the rhetorical level.
Despite his reputation as a pious High-Churchman, Law was as adept as his
opponent at employing the fashionable rhetoric of wit and irony. He appealed
to Newtonian and Lockean ideas, and made alliance with Low-Church and
Whig moralists in articulating a realist moral philosophy in opposition to
Mandeville’s libertinism.
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Eighteenth-century English society witnessed an ongoing conflict between
the irreligious and the orthodox worked out in the popular press. There has
been much scholarly attention paid to the varieties of irreligious, heterodox
and libertine thought expressed in this literature.1 The orthodox response to
irreligion has been less well documented in recent historical research. Justin
Champion has maintained that the works of that doyen of impious writers,
John Toland, ‘set the immune system of orthodox culture against itself ’.2

J. G. A. Pocock, on the other hand, in a study of orthodox engagement with
irreligion, courteously advised historians that it was ‘always worth keeping in
mind that the orthodox are not stupid but know what they are up against’.3

This article examines the response of one influential orthodox Christian
writer, William Law, to an irreligious publication of 1723, The Fable of the
Bees, by Bernard Mandeville.

If there has been a tendency in some recent historical writing to project
back onto eighteenth-century society our modish obsessions about sex
and shopping, then the writings of Bernard Mandeville fully justify such
treatment.4 Mandeville notoriously applauded the economic benefits of luxury
and vice, and argued that the state should connive at the running of brothels.5

The son of a Dutch physician, Mandeville studied at Leiden. He moved to
England, perhaps for political reasons. He continued to practise medicine but
also cultivated the reputation of a wit, conversationalist and author.

The Fable of the Bees is Mandeville’s best-known work. Law’s response to it
was prompted by the publication of its second edition in 1723. The book had
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begun life in 1705 as a poem entitled The Grumbling Hive. It told the story of
a community of bees who resembled in every way a human society. They
managed to live in prosperity because their self-interest, vanity and
corruption had the effect of stimulating the economy of the hive: ‘Luxury /
Employ’d a Million of the Poor, / And odious Pride a Million more.’ The
various trades and professions of the bees were drolly described, along with
their related vices. The verses concerning the sacred hierarchy among the
bees were certainly anti-clerical, but the whole poem was so misanthropic
that the clergy were painted no blacker than any other profession, including
Mandeville’s own, that of medicine. At the end of the poem the bees were
morally reformed by the intervention of Jove, and the economy of the hive,
without the stimulus of vanity and greed, collapsed. The hive was unable to
maintain its standard of living or defend itself against its external enemies.
The moral, Mandeville concluded, was that:

T’enjoy the World’s Conveniencies,
Be famed in War, yet live in Ease
Without great Vices, is a vain
Eutopia seated in the Brain.

In 1714 Mandeville retitled the work The Fable of the Bees and added an
introduction, an ‘Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue’, and a series of
more or less facetious remarks on the poem. In the introduction Mandeville
asserted that man was an animal who acted entirely in response to his
passions. Because he was so selfish and headstrong, however, this made social
harmony difficult to achieve. Crafty politicians therefore, in an appeal to
men’s pride, invented and exalted by flattery the idea of moral virtue, in order
to persuade men to subdue their self-interest to the interest of society as a
whole. Moral virtue was therefore illusory. It was the creation of crafty
politicians, who flattered man into acting in ways they deemed useful. In
Mandeville’s own words, ‘the Moral Virtues are the Political Offspring which
Flattery begot upon Pride’.6 Moreover, Mandeville maintained, it was what
was considered to be vice and not virtue that was the only basis of all trades
and employments, and so of a flourishing society.

The 1714 publication had not roused much controversy, but that of 1723,
which included a caustic attack on charity schools, was presented by the
Grand Jury of Middlesex for promoting blasphemy and immorality, and
received numerous replies.7 It is not entirely clear what Mandeville was
hoping to achieve by this publication, or who his adversaries were. Bill Speck
has pointed out the largely Tory composition of the Middlesex Grand Jury, and
it is possible that Mandeville’s blatant justification of corruption was targeted
by Tories in order to make common cause with Whig opponents of Walpole’s
regime. While Mandeville’s most cutting remarks were aimed at High-Church
Tories – and this is particularly the case in his attack on charity schools,
which were perceived by some to be nurseries of Jacobite allegiance and

308 ANDREW STARKIE

© 2009 British Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies



sacerdotalism – his theory also undermined the justifications of the
predominantly Whig supporters of the Societies for the Reformation of
Manners.

William Law’s Remarks on the Fable of the Bees, which appeared in January
1724, was among the earliest responses to Mandeville to be published and
was the first substantial reply. Although it was republished twice in the
nineteenth century and was judged by F. B. Kaye, editor of the Oxford
University Press edition of Mandeville’s Fable, to be ‘a masterpiece of
controversial writing’, it is sometimes dismissed and often not understood by
commentators.8 Law had first come to public attention as a controversialist
when he became the leading opponent of Benjamin Hoadly in the Bangorian
controversy in 1717. The son of a Northamptonshire grocer, Law had been a
promising young Cambridge don, a Fellow of Emmanuel College, and was
ordained deacon in the Church of England. He was both a High-Churchman
and a Jacobite, and in 1715 a promising career was consequently cut short
when he was ejected from both Church and university for refusing to take the
oath of abjuration against the Pretender.

Law was later to write devotional works, including the immensely
influential Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life (1729), as well as works of
mystical theology. He became something of a guru to the young John and
Charles Wesley and later in life established an eccentric, quasi-monastic
household with two women. A rather venerable and pious reputation has
grown up around Law since the mid-eighteenth century, and perhaps this has
influenced the judgement of critics who have examined his reply to
Mandeville. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry on Mandeville,
for example, slights Law’s reply as one based on ‘religious’ objections.9

Another writer on Mandeville could refer to Law’s ‘Calvinist’ revulsion
against Mandeville’s libertinism. In reality Law, a catholic-minded Church of
England man, didn’t have a Calvinist bone in his body.10 Indeed, it might be
noted that it is Mandeville’s view of human nature, rather than Law’s, that
bears most resemblance to the Calvinist doctrine of man’s total depravity.

Any examination of Law’s work in this period must recognise that, as a
controversial writer, Law was intending to occupy the public space inhabited
by the ‘wits’ and men of letters such as Mandeville (a function he developed
even in his ‘devotional’ works). His skill in handling the developing English
language is evident – his work sounds modern and belongs definitively to the
eighteenth century. Before his ejection he had been elected to a lectureship in
rhetoric at Cambridge – albeit one that had probably become a sinecure – and
he was as adept as any of his literary contemporaries at both deconstructing
and employing the arts of rhetoric within the literary culture of the popular
pamphlet.

Let us turn, then, to Law’s work itself and attempt to discern what this
publication was meant to achieve. Law attacked Mandeville’s pamphlet on
three fronts: those of reason, knowledge and imagination. He did so to
maintain two fundamental principles against Mandeville: that reason can
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and should be the primary motivation for human action, and that the natural
state of social and commercial life is characterised by harmony. The public
space into which Mandeville’s and Law’s pamphlets were published was far
from secular. Sermons, Bibles and prayer books constituted a great part of the
market for print. Through publishing the Fable, Mandeville appeared to
occupy a space in this market-place where religious authority was more
obviously contested, and Law was aware of this. Law, therefore, did not appeal
directly to religious authority, although he reserved the right to locate his
writings in the norms of Christian society. It was to reason, rather than
authority, that Law submitted Mandeville’s text for judgement.

In appealing to reason, Law turned to man’s common experience of nature.
By this Law did not mean, as Mandeville did, something wild and irrational.
An important part of Mandeville’s rhetoric was to equate the natural with the
animal and material, as opposed to the human and rational. He could
therefore ridicule as vain, proud and unnatural all human pretensions to
be rational creatures. This was the fundamental presupposition that
underpinned the portrait of man Mandeville had penned in the Fable. Against
this, Law’s understanding of nature was ‘fitness’: man, through reason,
discovered what was appropriate for him.

Law had therefore to guide his readers in thinking about their own
experience of being human, and to show that man’s actual experience of
human life contradicted the materialist anthropology that Mandeville was
advancing. Mandeville had defined man ‘(besides Skin, Flesh, Bones, &c. that
are obvious to the Eye) to be a Compound of various Passions, that all of them
as they are provok’d and come uppermost, govern him by turn whether
he will or no’. Law noted the contradiction inherent in Mandeville’s claim
that he believed man to be a ‘Compound of various Passions’. How could
Mandeville believe anything, if he was merely a compound of passions, since
believing was not a passion?

Since, Law maintained, man possessed both an animal and a rational
nature, he questioned Mandeville’s supposition that the animal nature in
man should be the only basis of human action or virtue. There was, Law
contested, no reason to believe, as Mandeville appeared to, that ‘the
Rationality of our Beings, which is, in some degree, a Likeness to God, should
be the Foundation of no Laws of Nature, so as to make it fit for us to act
suitable to its Perfection and Happiness’.11 Law was offering his readers a
positive statement of a Christian anthropology that portrayed man as
consisting of both a rational soul and a physical body, but whose distinctive
human characteristic as imago dei was rationality.

One of the central justifications that Mandeville offered in defence of his
publication was that he was merely making man more self-aware. Such a
claim went to the heart of contemporary philosophical concerns (among
other texts, Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, of 1690, reflected
this concern to find a reliable defence against scepticism). In portraying his
work as part of a project to further man’s self-understanding, Mandeville
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could both give it an elevated justification and slight his critics with the
charge of obstructing such a worthwhile project. Mandeville was himself
appealing to those who considered themselves ‘knowing’, and the tone of the
Fable is one of tacit praise for those who recognise the ‘gnosis’ or elevated
knowledge it contains.

The book was, Mandeville claimed, ‘Design’d for the Entertainment of
People of Knowledge and Education’ and was ‘a Book of severe and exalted
Morality, that contains a strict Test of Virtue’. Law was not convinced of the
exalted nature of this gnosis and retorted: ‘Had you said that the Author was
a Seraphim, and that he never was any nearer the Earth than the fix’d Stars, I
should have thought you in a sober Way as you now appear to be in.’ He
added, in an allusion to Mandeville’s satires on religion: ‘if you can believe,
that you have writ a Book of severe and exalted Morality, you must not laugh at
those who believe Stocks and Stones to be Objects of Worship, or took a Leek or
an Onion to be a Deity.’12 Law contended that Mandeville was not improving
but rather depraving man’s understanding.13

Law understood knowledge of human nature, and particularly knowledge
of morality, to be akin to man’s knowledge of the physical universe. In both
cases, knowledge concerned discovery of something real, not the invention
of something arbitrary, though useful. The foundations for both sorts of
knowledge lay in the nature of things and, in the case of our knowledge of
morality, in innate ideas. It was not, as Mandeville contended, only passions
that were natural to man but also, Law contended, the capacity to know the
principles of morality. ‘Were not the first Principles and Reasons of Morality
Connatural to us, and essential to our Minds,’ he maintained, ‘there would
have been nothing for the Moral Philosophers to have improv’d upon.’ ‘Do but
suppose all to be invented,’ he continued, ‘and then it will follow that nothing
could be invented in any Science.’14

Law here sought to ally the ‘new science’ to his positive account of moral
knowledge. In particular, Law invoked Newtonian discoveries to demonstrate
the existence of an ordered universe, both materially and morally. Law
therefore remarked that if Mandeville were to have a grandson as wise as
himself, he would be able to teach his own generation that ‘Seeing was first
introduc’d into the World, by Sir Isaac Newton’s Treatise upon Opticks’.15

Mandeville had, Law believed, confused theorising about moral virtue with
bringing it into existence. Other Newtonian references in Law’s Remarks
maintained this flavour of alliance with the new science. Thus, when giving
an example of a belief that was not reducible to passion (as Mandeville
had maintained all human action must be), Law cited Newton’s scientific
demonstrations.

Law wanted to show, against Mandeville, that inconsistency in men’s
judgement did not imply that men were completely and always irrational. For
an example he turned to Newton’s discoveries, which had ‘proved a Vacuum’,
against Descartes’s assertion of a plenum. This was not, Law asserted,
because Descartes was never governed by reason in his philosophy, but only
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because he failed to be so governed at some points.16 The choice of this
example reinforced the association that Law wished to make between the
discoveries of an ordered universe in Newtonian science and the moral order
of the universe.

To maintain, as Mandeville did, that there was no objective moral order,
was not to be sceptical, in Law’s view, but entailed extravagant claims that
went beyond the bounds of possible human knowledge. We are ignorant
about so many things concerning human nature, Law contended, that we
ought to be less presumptuous in our assertions than the atheistic ‘wits’
generally were. In a manner suggestive of Pascal’s famous wager, Law pointed
out that it was impossible to prove that a belief in man’s immortality and
God’s judgement (a belief that had possibly infinite consequences) was false.17

Although Mandeville appeared to be sceptical about religious truths and
pointed out the differences between different religions to make his point, Law
considered him not sceptical enough. Mandeville denied the power of reason
and religion (notions Law thought were adopted from Jacques Esprit and
Pierre Bayle), but he inconsistently demanded that people put their trust in his
philosophy, for which he could offer no evidence. He suggested the text of a
speech that Mandeville might give to his followers:

Though there is nothing certain or valuable in religious Truths, though moral
Virtue is the Offspring of Pride, the Invention of Philosophers, and all mere Whim
and Fancy, yet my Speculations, having the utmost Contrariety to all that is
virtuous, moral, or religious, you may safely put your whole Trust and
Confidence in them.18

While claiming to expand human knowledge, the Fable rather advocated an
irrational leap of faith in order to embrace Mandeville’s principles. Such a
suspension of reason as Mandeville advocated would, Law charged, make a
man a ‘blind bigot’.19

Law realised that an appeal to reason by itself could go only so far in
countering writers who denied the power of reason over human action. He
noted that Deists had little by way of reason with which to attack Christianity,
but rather did so by way of mockery and jests. ‘But’, Law added, ‘it must be
confess’d, that idle and foolish as these Arts appear in Point of Reason, yet
they are very fatal in their Effects upon the Minds of Men.’20

The imagination was, in Law’s understanding, of critical importance in
influencing how people believe and behave, and he put forward a summary of
its significance in his Remarks:

Religion requires a serious and wise Use of our Reason [...] it preserves its Power
over our Minds no longer than whilst we consider it as the most serious,
important, and sacred Thing in the World. [...] For this Reason, they who only
laugh at Religion, may be said to have us’d the strongest Argument against it, for
there is no coming at it any other way; it is only to be attack’d by little Jests, and
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lewd flings of Wit, such as may betray the Mind into Levity, and corrupt the
Imagination, which so far as it is effected, so far is the power of Religion
lessen’d.21

Law was sensitive to the rhetorical power of Mandeville’s writings. And his
reply was designed to be an antidote to the ‘fatal’ effects of that rhetoric. Idle
jests and innuendoes against religion, Law noted, ‘serve not only to confound
and distract the Mind, and lessen the difference of things, but [...] also gratify
and engage the most immoral and wicked Men, as they furnish them with a
Confutation of Religion at so cheap a Rate’.22 Law therefore endeavoured
whenever he could to turn Mandeville’s weapons against him and counter his
mockery with his own sharp pen, as the best apologetic strategy.

In combating Mandeville, wit and repartee were employed throughout and
assisted reasoning to make it both persuasive and entertaining. Law’s pen,
sharpened in his exchanges with Benjamin Hoadly in the Bangorian
controversy, was not slow to puncture Mandeville’s cultivated reputation as
a wit. Almost at the opening of his Remarks Law commented drily on
Mandeville’s definition of man as a compound of passions: ‘Surely this
Definition is too General, because it seems to suit a Wolf or a Bear, as exactly
as yourself, or a Grecian Philosopher.’

Law was adept at using irony to engage the imagination and thus disarm
his opponents. ‘A poor inflam’d wretch’, Law wrote,

who never had the use of Reason in his Life, may easily call Religion a Dulcinea
del Tobosa, and all who would procure any regard to it, Saint errants, and when
he has done this, he may reckon himself a great Genius, and to have shewn as
much learning in favour of Deism, as the first Rate Infidel of the Age.23

The mistakes here in the allusions to Don Quixote (‘Tobosa’ instead of
‘Toboso’, and ‘Saint errants’ instead of ‘Saints errant’) are almost certainly
deliberate (they were included in all eighteenth-century editions of the work).
They serve, in a very knowing and humorous way, to turn the charge of Quixo-
tic madness, dullness and ignorance back on to the opponents of religion.24

Unmasking what Law saw as Mandeville’s corruption of the imagination,
and thus deconstructing his rhetorical strategy, was an important part of the
task Law set himself in the Remarks. Mandeville had attributed the belief in
the immortality of the soul to a ‘desperate love of Flattery’. He had not denied
the immortality of the soul in express terms, because, Law charged him, ‘such
a flat denial would have signify’d much less than what you have said’. He
pointed out that it was more useful to Mandeville’s cause to make the
immortality of the soul appear contemptible than to make it appear merely
false.25 The suspicion that was levelled at immortality applied equally,
however, to all promises of happiness in religion, which caused Law pointedly
to suggest that ‘had we a Religion which proposed nothing worthy of God, or
beneficial to Man, the Deists and Wits of your Size, would all of them turn
Priests, and devoutly wait at its Altars’.26
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Mandeville’s strategy was, Law believed, to make ‘moral Virtue odious and
contemptible’.27 Central to this strategy was the portrayal of moral virtue as
both inherently hypocritical and driven by unacknowledged influences of
education and natural temper. Mandeville, for example, maintained that the
reward of humility was a gratifying contemplation of one’s own worth. This
was, he claimed, a certain sign of pride. Apparent charity was merely the
selfish indulgence of one’s passion of pity.

Mandeville’s claims touched on the function that the imagination had in
training the passions and engaging the affections. It was not, in Law’s view,
hypocritical not to pursue self-denial for its own sake. On the contrary, self-
denial should never be pursued for its own sake. By elevating self-denial to a
moral end in itself, Mandeville was demonstrating what might be called a
dour Calvinism. Law, by contrast, put forward a positive account of the
function of the affections in moral action, as assisting the choice of right
action. Law maintained that ‘Happiness is the only reasonable End of every
Being’. It was not self-denial (as Mandeville maintained) that made an action
virtuous, but its conformity to duty. In fact, the virtuous person who had long
practised doing this duty found it easier to perform, and so less a matter of
self-denial. Ultimately human beings were meant to be not self-denying but,
on the contrary, happy. The more virtuous we were, the more pleasure we
would take in performing the virtuous actions that were our duty.28

The dual nature of man as both rational and physical meant, Law
maintained, that the body was influenced by the pleasure of the rational soul
and shared in this pleasure. The body was ‘an Agent in all that we do’. Since
it was the only visible agent, ‘some weak heads’ have imagined ‘that we are
nothing else but Body’.29 It was far from true that the influence of education
and custom proved moral virtue to be a fraud, Law claimed. Reason actually
demanded that we make use of education and custom to make the
performance of our moral duty easier. ‘A good Education would be a Sin,’ Law
pointed out, ‘if the Benefit that is received from it, or the Facility of performing
good Actions, took away from their Goodness.’30

This doctrine of Mandeville’s – that we act only on the impulse of the
passions as they are influenced by education, custom, instinct and temper –
had a second point made against it by Law. He noted that it was (what we
would call now) a conspiracy theory. As he put it: ‘it is a Suspicion thus
founded against all the Appearances of Truth, and is forc’d to make those
the Proofs of the Absence of a Thing, which are the natural signs of its
Presence.’31 The fact that bodily temper sometimes prepared the mind for
virtuous actions did not in itself demonstrate that reason had no part to play
in the matter.

A digression on the characteristics of the sexes illustrates the central place
imagination played in this contention. In an aside Mandeville had slighted the
female sex, attributing its greater capacity for pity to weakness of mind. A
digression by Law in their defence allowed him to observe that women were
generally more affected by the truths of religion than men, and he suggested
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this might be attributed to ‘a happy Tenderness of their Constitutions’.32

Virtue, literally manliness, meant for Mandeville an atrophying of the
religious imagination. For Law this was not strength of mind but hardness of
heart.

Mandeville’s Fable covered a wide variety of subjects, and many of these
Law chose not to engage with, or to engage with only indirectly. Most
significantly, Law did not engage directly with Mandeville’s economic theory,
that vice was the engine of prosperity. Having endeavoured to show that
virtue was real, he didn’t need to consider whether or not it also made people
and nations prosperous. Indeed, to have done so would to have conceded that
the question was worth asking and therefore to have joined battle on territory
that was favourable to his opponent.

Neither did Law take Mandeville to task for his attack on charity schools. He
deliberately avoided it, he claimed, because ‘Some Things are so plain, that it
is yielding too much to offer to defend them’.33 It may have been that the
attack on them was keenly felt by Law. In condemning charity schools,
Mandeville mocked as ‘Bigots’ the pious parents among ‘the midling People of
all Trades’ who wished a son of theirs to enter the sacred ministry:

[M]any a kind Mother in this Kingdom, without consulting her own
Circumstances or her Child’s Capacity, transported with this laudable Wish, is
daily feasting on this pleasing Thought, and often before her Son is twelve Years
old, mixing Maternal Love with Devotion, throws herself into Ecstasies and
Tears of Satisfaction, by reflecting on the future Enjoyment she is to receive from
seeing him stand in a Pulpit, and with her own Ears hearing him preach the
Word of God.34

Law had matriculated at the university as a sizar, the poorest rank of student.
Two of his brothers followed him to Emmanuel. In a letter to his brother on
refusing the Oath of Abjuration, Law’s main concern was for the worry his
mother would be feeling on his behalf. Mandeville was treading rather heavily
on the filial piety and material sacrifice of families such as Law’s. Law was
probably wise to avoid answering him on this point.

In a similar manner he also refused, as a clergyman, to defend the clergy
against Mandeville’s contempt. ‘For,’ he wrote, ‘if when we assert the
common doctrines of Christianity, we are thought too much interested, we
shall hardly be reckon’d less selfish when we plead for common Equity
towards our selves.’ Law’s rhetorical skill is evident here. He defended both
charity schools and the clergy most eloquently against Mandeville’s attacks
by refusing to defend them. Law did, however, proceed to dissect Mandeville’s
anti-clerical mirth – ‘such Mirth as might pass for Dulness upon any other
Subject’ – by parodying Mandeville’s mocking description of the clergy.

Law’s was the first substantial reply to Mandeville’s publication of 1723.
There is good reason to believe that these issues had been important in Law’s
thinking for several years before that date. In 1714, while still a Fellow of
Emmanuel College, Law had given a recitation of Latin verses at the Public
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Commencement, the ceremonial highlight of the academic year at
Cambridge. One of the epic hexameters was entitled ‘The State of Nature is
Not a State of War’, a phrase that echoed John Locke’s repudiation of Hobbes
in his Two Treatises on Government (1690). In the poem Law had emphasised
the ordered nature of the universe and the reasonableness even of the beasts
who would not attack their own kind. The world was calm, before ‘the fertile
mob of crimes, and frauds and trickeries [...] cast into turmoil the commerce
of social life’. It was when man was seduced by greed that he was moved to
attack his brother, but ‘Hobbesian rage’ tried in vain to obliterate reason
which re-established order among men, even as the Sun ordered the planets
by gravity.35

The primacy of reason in human action and the natural harmony of social
and commercial life that Law affirmed in his Latin hexameters of 1714 were
central to his opposition in 1724 to Mandeville’s Fable. In affirming the
natural order of things, Law had been happy to co-opt the support of Locke
against Hobbes. Law had been eager also to invoke Newton’s discoveries in
natural philosophy in support of a universe, and therefore a human nature,
ordered by reason. In doing so, Law appeared to have been assembling an
alliance of thinkers who, whatever their other differences, would witness to
the order of things in the world and in human nature.

It is important to recognise that in his defence of this position Law was
emphasising its ubiquity, and deliberately not retreating to the citadel of
a narrowly conceived nonjuring or High-Church orthodoxy. Archibald
Campbell, in his ARETE-LOGIA, or an Enquiry into the Original of Moral Virtue,
published in 1728, was, in a similar vein, to assemble what he called a ‘jury’
of Classical heathen moral philosophers by which Mandeville’s Fable of the
Bees might be judged. Campbell suggested that Mandeville needed to become
a good pagan before he could begin to see the truth of the Christian religion.
Appropriately, Campbell cited ‘the ingenious Mr Law’ with approval in his
Introduction to that work.36

Law’s work was therefore part of a tacit alliance between moral realists
of different schools against a common threat. Richard Fiddes, a High-
Churchman and chaplain to the Earl of Oxford, had promoted Law’s writings
in the Bangorian controversy.37 He was also swift to attack Mandeville’s Fable
and contrasted the Dutchman’s moral system unfavourably with that of the
third Earl of Shaftesbury.38 Mandeville’s bleak view of human nature and
his enthusiastic Hobbism put him in opposition to the optimistic, Pelagian
Whiggery of Shaftesbury and English Whigs of the Latitudinarian tradition,
who were conspicuous in supporting the Societies for the Reformation of
Manners. Mandeville even mocked the polite moralism of Sir Richard Steele’s
journalism.

Law and Fiddes shared with these latitudinarian Whigs a belief in the
natural harmony of social and commercial life, and the real nature of moral
distinctions. While there was much that divided these High-Churchmen from
the Shaftesburian Whigs (as indeed there were nuances of belief within
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Latitudinarian thought itself), all were concerned to maintain these principles
against those of Mandeville. Perhaps Law’s impeccable credentials as a
champion of High-Church orthodoxy put him in a strong position to
assemble something of a broad alliance of realist thought that would be
accepted by the orthodox. He could affirm Locke insofar as he opposed the
amoralism of Hobbes; he enthusiastically championed Newton in his
affirmation of a divinely ordered universe. As with Fiddes, the natural law
was not, in Law’s view, a rival to the divine law but was perfected by it.

Law’s High-Churchmanship does come through in his Remarks: the
benefits of fasting, discipline and the external order of the Church, typically
approved by High-Churchmen, are seen not as a rejection of man’s nature but
as the means of training his disordered passions and affections. Thus Law
objected to Mandeville: ‘you make the Moderation of our Passions to be even
a Sin against our own Consciences, as acting deceitfully contrary to what we
know becomes us.’39 The importance of the training of the affections,
especially through the religious imagination, was a theme that would
continue to inform Law’s writing, not least in the Serious Call. In allying an
affirmation of traditional religious disciplines to a defence of moral realism,
Law was not just attacking Mandeville’s position; he was also maintaining the
practical relevance of training the imagination against the charge of mere
formalism.

Law’s Remarks is about the function of the imagination, but it is also an
imaginative work itself. It emphasises the intimate relationship between mind
and body in determining moral action, and it imitates that relationship in
intimately uniting reason and rhetoric. Mandeville was adept at both
ridiculing reason and diverting the imagination; Law, if he was to respond
effectively to the Fable as an apologist, needed likewise to engage his readers on
both fronts.

Knowing was not just about knowledge but about the rhetoric of
knowledge. Alluding to Mandeville’s reputation as a ‘wit’, Law cited ‘the most
excellent Bruyere’: ‘Have the Libertines, says he, who value themselves so much
upon the Title of Wits, have they Wit enough to perceive that they are only call’d so
by Irony?’40 William Law is perhaps not best known as an exponent of irony,
but another mocker of religion, Edward Gibbon, later recognised and
approved Law’s debt to Jean de la Bruyère, the French satirist, whose works
were published in English in 1723. Sharp wit commanded respect among
knowing young men and those who devoured fashionable literature.
Although Gibbon was immune to Law’s particular blend of reason and
rhetoric – Law had been tutor to Gibbon’s father – others who came up to the
universities throughout the eighteenth century, including John Wesley and
Samuel Johnson, came under its influence.

In responding to Mandeville, Law also had a positive agenda. Against
Mandeville’s repackaged Hobbism, he was repackaging and transmitting a
realist moral philosophy, inherited from the Christian tradition, in terms that
were sensitive to contemporary rhetorical conventions. In particular, he was

William Law and The Fable of the Bees 317

© 2009 British Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies



concerned to nourish the Christian religious imagination and arm it against
the popular rhetoric of the irreligious. His reply to Mandeville’s Fable allowed
him the opportunity to further these aims and develop these ideas.
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