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432 ESSAYS. 

doctrine which should make the civil power give place to the 
military, which should make a respect to their superior officers 
destroy or diminish their obedience to civil magistrates, or which 
should give any man a right in conscience, honor, or even in 
punctilio and dcHcaoy, to neglect the institutions of the public, 
and seek his own remedy for wrongs and injuries of any kind. 

ON SELF-DELUSION. 

NO. II. 
TO TRB PRINTERS.l 

My worthy and ingenious friend, Mr. J., having strutted his 
hour upon the stage, and acqnjred as well as deserved a good 
reputation, as a man of sense and learning, some time since 
made his exit, and now is heard no more. 

Soon after Mr. J.'s departure, your present correspondent 
made his appeaiance, but has not yet executed his intended 
plan. Mr. J. enlisted himself under tue banners of a faction, 
and employed his agleeable pen in the propagation of the princi
ples and prejudices of a party, and for this purpose be found 
himself obliged to exalt some characters~ and depress others, 
equally beyond the truth. The greatest and best of all man
kind deserve less admiration, and even the worst and vilest 
deserve more candor, than the world in general is willing to 
allow them. The favorites of parties, although they have rJways 
some virtues, have always many imperfections. Many of the 
ablest tongues and pens have, in every age, been employed in 
the foolish, deluded, and pernicious flattery of one set of parti
sans, and in furious, prostitute invectives against another; but 
such kinds of oratory never had any charms for me; and if I 
must do one or the other, I would quarrel with both parties and 
with every individual of each, before I would subjugate my 
understanding, or prostitute my tongue or pen to either. 

To divert men's minds from subjects of vain , or 
unprofi.ta~ science, to the as well as entertaining specu
lations of agriculture; to eradicate the Gothic and pernicious 

1 Fultll the Baston Gazette, No. 489, 29 1768. 



ON SELF-DELUSION. 433 

principles of private revenge that have been lately spread among 
my countrymen, to the debasement of their character, and to the 
frequent violation of the public peace, and to recommend a care
ful attenfion to political measures, and a candid manner of rea
soning about them, instead of abusive insolence or uncharitable 
imputations upon men and characters, has, since I first under
took the employment of entertaining the public, been my con
stant and invariable view. The difficulty or impracticability of 
succeeding in my enterprise, has often been objected to me by 
my friends j but even this has not wholly disheartened me. I 
own it would be easier to depopulate a province, or subvert a 
monarchy, to transplant a nation, or enkindlc a new war j and 
that I should have a fairer prospect of success in such designs as 
those. But my consolation is this, that if I am unable by my 
writings to effect any good purpose, I never will sub serve a bad 
one. If engagements to a party are necessary to make a for
tune, I had rather makc none at all j and spend the remainder of 
my days like my favorite author, that ancient and immortal 
husbandman, philosopher, politician, aud general, Xenophon, in 
his retreat, considering ldngs and princes as shepherds, and 
their people and subjects like floel,s and herds, or as mere 
objects of contemplation and parts of a curious machinc in 
which I had no interest, th,n to wound my own mind by engag
ing in any party, and spreading prejudices, vices, or follies. 
Notwithstanding this, I remember the monkish maxim, fac 
officium taliter qualiter, sed sta bene cum priore; and it is impos
sible to stand well with the abbot without fighting for his cause 
throughfas and neJas. 

Please to insert the foregoing and following, which is the last 
deviation I purpose to make from my principal and favorite 
views of writing on husbandry and mechanic arts. u .. 

THERE is nothing in the science of human nature more curious, 
or that deserves a critical attention from every order of men so 
much, as that principle which moral writers have distinguished 
by the name of self-deceit. This principle is the spurious oft: 
spring of ; and is, perhaps, the source of far the greatest 
and worst part of the vices and calamities among IIlankind. 

The most abandoned minds are ingenious in contriving 
excuses for their crimes, from constu,jnt, necessity, the strength 
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or suddenness of temptation, or the violence of passion, which 
serve to soften the remordings of their own consciences, and to 
render them by degrees insensible equally to the charms of virtue 
and the turpitude of vice. What multitudes in older countries 
discover, even while they are suffering deservedly the most infa
mous and tenible of civil punish.ments, a tranquillity and even a 
magnanimity like that which we may suppose in a real patriot 
dying to preserve his country! Happy would it be for the 
world if the fruits of this pernicious principle were confined to 
such profligates. But, if we look abroad, shall we not see the 
most modest, sensible, and virtuous of the common people, 
almost every hour of their liveD, warped a.nd blinded by the 

disposition to flatter and deceive thewselves 1 When they 
think themselves injured by any foible or vice in ·others, is not 
this injury always seen through the magnifying end of the per
spective ? When reminded of any such imperfection in them
selves, by which their neighbors or fellow-citizens 81'C sufferers, is 
not the perspective instantly reversed? of the beams 
in our own eyes, are we not quick in discerning motes in those 
of others? Nay, however melancholy it may be, and how 
humbling soever to the pride of the human heart, even the few 
favorites of, who have received from her clearer under-
standings and more happy tempers other men, who seem 
designed, under Providence, to be conductors of the 
art and science, the war and peace, the laws and religion of t. 
lower world; ale often sn81ed by this unhappy disposition in 
tl,teir minds, to their. own and the injury, oay, often 
to the utter desolation of ' of their lellow-men. Since 

• 

tru~~d.virt~e, as the m~ane of and happineas, 
~<w~e~ Wbe~e. only', tha~ ~et«te tQ be , . 
to ~hat , ,liD, 9ut, or. ' folly in out 
conduct, excepting this of which we have been speaking, can 

. ,impute the, multiplied diversity of opinions, customs, 
ht:ws,: an4 religions that have prevailed, and are still triumphant, 
in. . ' opposition to both ? From what other 8On,~ can such 
~disp~tations arise concerning the two things which 
tht\ moet ~oD80naut to the .entire Ualpe of human natmG? , 

. Iod~d, it must be' confessed, and it ought to 1>8' ~ith much 
contriti.on lamented, that those eyes, which have been given us to 
see, ,wj)]jngly suffered by us to be obscmed, and those con-

-
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sciences, which by the commission of God Almighty have a right
ful authority over us, to be deposed by prejudices, appetites, and 
passions, which ought to hold a much inferior rank in the intel. 
lectual and moral system. Such swa.rms of passions, avarice 
and ambition, servility and adulation, hopes, fears, jealousies, 
envy, malice, and cruelty, are continually buzzing in the 
world, and we are so extremely pro?e to mistake the impulses 
of these for the dictates of our consciences, that the great· 
est genius, united to the best disposition, will find it hard to 
hearken 1;6 the voice of reason, or even to be certain of the purity 
of his own intentions. 

From this true, but deplorable condition of mankind, it hap. 
pens that no improvements in science or literature, no reform. 
ation in religion or morals, nor any rectification of mistaken 

in government, can be made without opposition from 
numbers, who, flattering themselves that their own intentions 

, 

al6 pure, (how sinister soever they may be in fact) will reproach 
impme designs to others, or, fearing a detriment to their interest 
or a mortification to their passions from the innovation, will even 
think it lawful directly and knowingly to falsify the motives and 
cha i acters of the innocent. 

Vain ambition and other vicious' motives were charged by the 
sacred congregation upon Galileo, as the causes of his hypothe. 
sis concerning the motion of the earth, and charged so often and 
~.ith 80 many tenns, as to render the old man at last suspicious, 
if not satisfied, that the charge was true, though he had been 
led to this hypothesis by the light of a great genius and deep 

into astronomy. Sedition, rebellion, pedantry, desire 
of fame, turbulence, and malice, were always reproached to the 
great reformers, who delivered us from the worst chains that 
were ever forged by monks or devils fol' the human mind. Zosi. 
mus and Julian could easily discover or invent anecdotes to dis. 
honor the conversion of Constantine, and his establishment of 
Christianity in the empire. 

For these reasons we can never be secure in a resignation of 
our understandings, or in confiding enormous power either to 
the lnalilble or the cedar; no, nor to any mortal, however great 
or good; and for th~ sarno reasons we should always be upon 
our guard the epithets and reflection~; of writers and 
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declaimers, whose constant art it is to falsify and blacken the 
characters and measures they are determined to discredit. 

These reflections have been occasioned by the late controver
sies in our newspapers about certain measures in the political 
world.l Controversies that have this in common with others of 
much greater tignre and importance, and, indeed, with aU others, 
(in which numbers have been concerned,) from the first invention 
of lett.ers to the present hour j that more pains have been 
employed in charging of popularity, restless turbulence 
of spirit, ambitious views, envy, revenge, malice, and jealousy on 
one side; and servility, adulation, tyranny, principles of arbitrary 
power, lust of dominion, avarice, desires of civil or military com
missions on the other j or, in fewer words, in attempts to blacken 
and the motives of the disputants on both sides, than 
in rational inquiries into the merita of the cause, the truth, and 
rectitude of the meaSllleS contested. 

Let not writers nor statesmen deceive themselves. The 
springs of their own conduct and opinions are not always 80 

clear and pure, nor ale those of their antagonists in politics 
always so polluted and corrupted, as they believe, and would 
have the world believe too. Mere readers and private persons 
can see virtues and talents on each side j and to their sorrow 
they have not yet seen any side altogether free from atrocious 
vices, extreme and most lamentable folly. Nor will 
mere readers and private persons be less excusable if they should 
Buffer themselves to be imposed on by others, who first impos~ 
upon themselves. step in the public administration of gov
er)Ul'ient concerns us nearly. Life and forLnne, our own and 
thQse of our . ale not tri6esto be or totally 
entrusted to other hands; and these, in the of human 
things, may be rendered in a few years either totally uncerbdn, 
or as as fixed lawlJ and the British constitution well 

1 Hutchinson mentions the yeaI' 1768, aa the time when 
eetta to take their form. "Men took: sidee in New upon mere 

point! in when there waa practice which 
could any next however, 

his of the CQDuection lAng hid grounds 
for partiea which all inllimtiveJy to be to be flll'Dished 
by the country. It was the ripple on the thee of the etill water, indica-
tive of the storm that was BOOn to follow. Hutory 0/ Mas.oc1iUlettB, vol. iii. pp. 
108-10~. 
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administered can make them, in consequence of measures that 
seem at present but trifles, and to many scarcely worth attention. 
Let us not be bubbled then out of our reverence and obedience 
to government on one hand j nor out of our right to think and 
act for ourselves in our own department 011 the other. The 
steady management of a good government is the most anxious, 
arduous, and hazardous vocation on this side the grave. Let 
lUI not encumber those, therefore, who have spirit enough to 
embark in such an enterprise, with any kind of opposition that 
the preservation or perfection of our mild, our happy, our most 
excellent constitution, does not soberly demand. 

But, on the other hand, as we know that ignorance, vanity, 
excessive ambition and venality, will, in spite of all human pre
cautions, creep into government, and will ever be aspiring at 
extravagant and unconstitutional emoluments to individuals, let 
us never relax our attention, or our resolution, to keep these 
unhappy imperfectIons in hllman nature, out of which material, 
frail as it is, all our rulers must be compounded, under a strict 
inspection and a just control. We electors have an important 
constitutional power placed in our hands i we have a check upon 
two branches of the legislature, as each branch has upon the 
other two; the power I mean of electing, at stated periods, one 
branch, which branch has the power of electing another. It 
becomes necessary to every subject then, to be in some degree a 
statesman, and to examine and judge for himself of the tend
ency of political principles and measures. Let us examine, then, 
with a sober, a manly, a British, and a Christian spirit j let us 
neglect all party virulence and advert to facts; let us believe 
no man to be infallible or impe~able in government, any more 
than in religion; take no man's word against evidence, nor 
implicitly adopt the sentiments of others, who may be deceived 
themselves, or may be interested in deceiving us. u • 
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