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BooK II. OF THE PASSIONS. 413 

SECT. III. 
SECTION III. ---Of the 

Of the in.fluendng moHves of the wz7l. injf11end11g 
motives of 

N . l . h' I h d . the will. OTHING 1s more usua m p 1 osop y, an even m common 
life, than to talk of the combat of passion and reason, to give 
the preference to reason, and to assert that men are only so 
far virtuous as they conform themselves to its dictates. 
Every rational creature, 'tis said, is oblig'd to regulate his 
actions by reason; and if a~y other motive or principle chal-
lenge the direction of his conduct, he ought to oppose it, 'till 
it be entirely subdu'd, or at least brought to a conformity 
with that superior principle. On this method of thinking 
the greatest part of moral philosophy, ancient and modern, 
seems to be founded ; nor is there an ampler field, as well for 
metaphysical arguments, as popular declamations, than this 
~uppos'd pre-eminence of reason above passion. The eter-
nity, invariableness, and divine origin of the former have 
been display'd to the best advantage: The blindness, uncon-
stancy and deceitfulness of the latter have been as strongly 
insisted on. In order to shew the fallacy of all this philosophy, 
I shall endeavour to prove first, that reason alone can never be 
a motive to any action of the will; and second!),, that it can 
never oppose passion in the direction of the will. 

The understanding exerts itself after two different ways, as 
it judges from demonstration or probability ; as it regards 
the abstract relations of our ideas, or those relations of 
objects, -of which experience only gives us -information. I 
believe it scarce will be asserted, that the first species of 
reasoning alone is ever the cause of any action. As it's 
proper province is the world of ideas, and as the will always 
places us in that of realities, demonstration and volition seem, 
upon that -account, to be totally remov' d, from each other. 
Mathematics, indeed, are useful in all mechanical operations, 
and arithmetic in almost every art and profession : But 'tis 
not 9f themselves they have any influence. Mechanics are 
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PART III. the art of regulating the motions of bodies lo some design' d 
- . end or purpose; and the reason why we employ arithmetic in 

Of the wzll fi . th . f b . ] h and direct xmg e proportions o num ers, 1s on y t at we may 
passions. discover the proportions of their influence and operation. 

A merchant is desirous of knowing the sum total of his 
accounts with any person : Why? but that he may learn 
what sum will have the same effects in paying his debt, and 
going to market, as all the particular articles taken together. 
Abstract or demonstrative reasoning, therefore, never influ­
ences any of our actions, but only as it directs our judgment 
concerning causes and effects ; which leads us to the second 
operation of the understanding. 

'Tis obvious, that when we have the prospect of pain or 
pleasure from any object, we feel a consequent emotion of 
aversion or propensity, and are carry'd to avoid or embrace 
what will give us this uneasiness or satisfaction. 'Tis also 
obvious, that this emotion rests not here, but making us cast 
our view on every side, comprehends whatever objects are 
connected with its original one by the relation of cause and 
effect. Here then reasoning takes place to discover this 
relation ; and according as our reasoning varies, .our actions 
receive a subsequent variation. But 'tis evident in this case, 
that the jmpulse arises not from reason, but is only directed 
by it. 'Tis from the prospect of pain or pleasure that the 
aversion or propensity arises towards any object : And these 
emotions extend themselves to the causes and effects of that 
object, as they are pointed out to us by reason and experience. 
It can never in ttie least concern us to know, that such objects 
are causes, and such others effects, if both the causes and 
effects be. indifferent to us. Where the objects themselves 
do not affect us, their connexion can never give them any 
influence ; and 'tis plain, that as. reason is nothing but the 
discovery of this connexion, it cannot be by its means that 
the objects are able to .iffect us. 

Since -reason alone can. never produce any action, or give 
rise to volition, l infer, that the same faculty is as incapable 
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of preventing volition, or of disputing the preference with SEcT. III. 
any passion or emotion. This consequence is necessary. 

0 
-;­

'Tis impossible reason cou'd have the latter effect of pre- J{Ju:n.ing 
venting volition, but by giving an impulse in a contrary motiv~s ef 
d. . . d h . J h d . d tl,e will. irecuon to our passion ; an t at impu se, a 1t operate 
alone, wou'd have been able to produce volition. Nothing 
can oppose or retard the impulse of passion, but a contrary 
impulse ; and if this contrary impulse ever arises from reason, 
that latter faculty must have an original influence on the 
will, and must be able to cause, as well as hinder any act of 
volition. But if reason has no original influence, 'tis impos-
sible it can withstand any principle, which has such an 
efficacy, or ever keep the mind in suspence a moment. 
Thus it appears, that the principle, which opposes our 
passion, cannot be the same with reason, and is only call'd 
so in an improper sense. We speak not strictly and philo­
sophically when we talk of the combat of passion and of 
reason. Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the 
passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to 
serve and obey them. As this opinion may appear somewhat 
extraordinary, it may not be improper to confirm it by some , 
other considerations. 

A passion is an original existence, or, if you will, modi­
fication of existence, and contains not any representative 
quality, which renders it a copy of any other existence or 
modification. When I am angry, I am actually possest with 
the passion, and in that emotion have no more a reference 
to any other object, than when I am thirsty, or sick, or more 
than five foot high. 'Tis impossible, therefore, that this 
passion can be oppos'd by, or be contradictory to truth and 
reason ; since this contradiction consists in the disagreement 
of ideas, consider'd as copies, with those objects, which they 
represent. 

\Vhat may at first occur on this head, is, that as nothing 
can be contrary to truth or reason, except what has a 
reference to it, and as the judgments of C'ur understanding 
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PART III. only have this reference, it must follow, that passions can be 
- contrary to reason onlv so far as they are accompa11y'd with 

0/tl:e will , d ', · A d' h' · · 1 and direct some JU gment or opm10n. ccor mg to t 1s prmc1p e, 
passio11s. which is so obvious and natural, 'tis only in two senses, that 

any affection can be call'd unreasonable. First, When a 
passion, such as hope or fear, grief or joy, despair or 
security, is founded on the supposi tion of the existence of 
objects, which really do not exist. Secondly, 'When in 
exerting any passion in action, we chuse means insufficient 
for the design'd end, and deceive ourselves in our judgment 
of causes and effects. \\/here a passion is neither founded 
on false suppositions, nor chuses means insufficient for the 
end, the understanding can neither justify nor condemn it. 
'Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the 
whole world to the scratching of my finger. 'Tis not con· 
trary to reason for me to chuse my total ruin, to prevent the 
least uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to 
me. 'Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer even my own 
acknowledg'd lesser good to my greater, and have a more 
ardent affection for the former than the latter. A trivial good 
may, from certain circumstances, produce a desire superior 
to what arises from the greatest and most valuable enjoy· 
ment; nor is there any thing more extraordinary in this, than 
in mechanics to see one pound weight raise up a hundred by 
the advantage of its situation. In short, a passion must be 
accompany' d with some false judgment, in order to its being 
unreasonable; and even then ' tis not the passion, properly 
speaking, which is unreasonable, but the judgment. 

The consequences are evident. Since .i. passion can 
never, in any sense, be call'd unreasonable, but when founded 
on a false supposition, or when it chuses means insufficient 
for the design' d end, 'tis impossible, that reason and passion 
can· ever oppose each other, or dispute for the government 
of the will and actions. The moment we perceive the fals· 
hood of any supposition, or the insufficiency of any means 
9ur passions yield to our reaso~ without any opposition. I 
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may desire any fruit as of an excellent relish; bul whenever SECT. Jll. 

you convince me of my mistake, my longing ceases. I may --
. l h f f . . f b . . Of the w,l t e per ormance o certain actions as means o o tammg i,,jiuend11g 

any desir'd good; but as my willing of these actions is only motives of 

secondary, and founded on the sup[2osition, that they. are the wilt. 

causes of the propos' d effect ; as soon as I discover the 
falshood of that supposition, they must become indifferent 
to me. 

'Tis natural for one, that does not examine objects with a 
strict philosophic eye, to imagine, that those actions of the 
mind are entirely the same, which produce not a different 
sensation, and are not immediately distinguishable to the 
feeling and perception. Reason, for instance, exerts itself 
without producing any sensible emotion ; and except in the 
more sublime disquisitions of philosophy, or in the frivolous 
subtilties of .the schools, scarce ever conveys any pleasure or 
uneasiness. Hence it proceeds, that every action of the 
mind, which operates with the same calmness and tran­
quillity, is confounded with reason by all those, who judge of 
things from the first view and appearance. Now 'tis certain, 
there are certain calm desires and tendencies, which, tho'. 
they be real passions, produce little emotion in the mind, and 
are more known by their effects than by the immediate 
feeling or sensation. These desires are of two kinds; either 
certain instincts originally implanted in our natures, soch as 
benevolence and resentment, the love of life, and kindness to 
children ; or the general appetite to good, and aversion to evil, 
consider'd merely as such. When any of these passions are 
calm, and cause no disorder in the soul, they are very readily 
taken for the determinations of. reason, and are suppos'd to 
proceed from the same faculty, with that, which judges oftnith 
and falshood. Their nature and principles have · been. sup­
pos' d the same, because their sensations are not evidently 
different . 

.Beside ihese calm passions, which .often detennine the 
will, there are certain violent emotions of the same kind, 
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PART III. which have likewise a great influence on that faculty. ,¥hen 
- . I receive any injury from another, I often feel a violent passion 

Oft!te wzll f h" h k d · h" ·1 d · h and direct o resentment, w 1c ma ·es me es1re 1s ev1 an pums -
fes.rions. ment, independent of all considerations of pleasure and 

advantage to myself._ When I am immediately threaten'd 
with any grievous ill, my fears, apprehensions, and aversions 
rise to a great height, and produce a sensible emotion. 

The common error of metaphysicians has lain in ascribing 
the direction of the will entirely to one of these principles, 
and supposing the other to have no influence. Men often 
act knowingly against their interest : For which reason the 
view of the greatest possible good does not always influence 
them. Men often counter-act a violent passion in prosecu­
tion of their interests and designs: 'Tis not therefore the 
present uneasiness alone, which determines them. In general 
we may observe, that both these principles operate on the 
will; and where they are contrary, that ei ther of them pre­
vails, according to the gentral character or present disposition 
of the person. What we call strength of mind, implies the 
prevalence of the calm passions above the violent ; tho' we 
may easily observe, there is no man so constantly possess'd 
of this virtue, as never on any occasion to yield to the sollici­
tations of passion and desire. From these variations of 
temper proceeds the great difficulty of deciding concerning 
the actions and resolutions of men, where there is any con­
trariety of motives and passions; 

SECTION IV. 

Of the causes of the violent passions. 

TH.ERE is not in philosophy a subject of more nice specula­
tion than this of the different causes and effects of the calm 
and violent passions. 'Tis evident passions influence not the 
will in proportion to their violence, or the disorder they 
occasion in the temper; but on the contrary, that .when a 



BOOK III. 

OF MORALS. 

PART I. 

OF VIR TUE AND VICE IN CENERAL. 

SECTION I. 

Moral Dis!z'ndions not dent/ d from R eason. 

THERE is an inconvenience which attends all abstruse SECT. I. 
reasoning, that it may silence, without convincing an an- .., --++-

. d . h . d k moral tagomst, an requires t e same intense stu y to ma ·e us dittinctiom 
sensible of its force, that was at first requisite for its inven- not tltriv'd 
. Wh I I d · h from hon. en we eave our c oset, an engage m t e common r,ason. 

affairs of life, its conclusions seem to vanish, like the phan-
toms of the night on the appearance of the morning; and 
'tis difficult for us to retain even that conviction, which we 
had attain'd with difficulty. This is still more conspicuous 
in a long chain of reasoning, where we must preserve to the 
end the evidence of the first propositions, and where we 
often lose sight of all the most receiv'd maxims, either of 
philosophy or common life. I am not, however, without 
hopes, that the present system of philosophy will acquire 
new force as it advances; and that our reasonings concerning 
morals will corroborate whatever has been said concerning 
the understanding and the passions. Morality is a subject 
that interests us above all others: We fancy the peace 
of society to be at stake in every decision concerning it ; 
and 'tis evident, that this concern must make our specula-
tions appear more real and solid, than where the subject is, 
in a great measure, indifferent to us. · What affects us, we 

.. 
; . ; 
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PART I. conclude can never be a chimera; and as our passion is 
~ engag'd on the one side or the other, we naturally think thac 

Of virtue h · l' • h' h h · h' h · and vfre in t .e question 1es wit m uman com pre ens1on ; w 1c , in 

.ftmral. other cases of this nature, we are apt to entertain some 
doubt of. \Vithout this advantage I never should have ven­
tur'd upon a third volume of such abstruse philosophy, in an 
age, wherein the greatest part of men seem agreed to conven 
reading into an amusement, · and to reject every thing that 
requires any considerable degree of attention to be compre­
hended. 

It has been observ'd, that nothing is ever present to the 
mind but its perceptions; and that all the actions of seeing, 
hearing, judging, loving, hating, and thinking, fall under this 
denomination. The mind can never exert itself in any action, 
which we may not comprehend under the term of perception; 
and consequently that term is no less applicable to those 
judgments, by which we distinguish moral good and e1•il, 
than to every other operation of the mind.. To approve of 
one character, to condemn another, are only so many 
different perceptions. 

Now as perceptions resolve themselves into two kinds, viz. 
impressions and zaeas, this distinction gives rise to a question, 
with which we shall open up our present enquiry concerning 
morals, Whether 'tis by means of our ideas or impressions we 
dz'slt'ngut'sh betwixt vz'ce and virtue, and pronounce an action 
blameable or praz'se-worlll)' i' This will immediately cut off 
all loose discourses and declamations, and reduce us to some· 
thing precise and exact on the present subject. 

'Those who affirm that virtue is nothing but a conformity 
to reason; that there are eternal fitnesses and unfitnesses of 
things, which are the same to every rational being that con· 
side rs them; that the immutable measures of right and 
wrong impose an obligation, not only on human creatur~s, 
but also on the Deity himself: All these systems concur 10 

the opinion, that morality, like truth, is discern' d merely by 



BooK Ill . OF MORALS. 457 

ideas, and by their juxta-position and comparison. In order, SECT. I. 
1herefore, to judge of these systems, we need only consider, --­
whe1her it be possible, from reason alone, to distinguish be· X:!;~~ti,ms 
twixt moral good and evil, or whether there must concur not deriv'd 

some other principles to enable us to make that distinction. !:::,,. 
If morality had naturally no influence on human passions 

and actions, 'twere in vain to take such pains to inculcate it; 
and nothing wou'd be more fruitless than that multitude of 
rules. and precepts, with which all moralists abound. Philo­
sophy is commonly divided into speculakve and praclz'cal; 
and as morality is always comprehended under the latter 
division, 'tis supposed to influence our passions and actions, 
and to go beyond the calm and indolent judgments of the 
understanding. And this is confirm'd by common experi­
ence, which informs us, that men are often govern'd by their 
duties, and are deter'd from some actions by the opinion of 
injustice, and impell' d lo others by that of obligation. 

Since morals, therefore, have an influence on the actions 
and affections, it follows, that they cannot be deriv'd from 
reason; and that because reason alone, as we have already 
prov'd, can never have any such influence. Morals excite 
passions, and produce or prevent actions. Reason of itself 
is utterly impotent in this particular. The rules of morality, 
therefore, are not conclusions of our reason. 

No one, I believe, will deny the justness of this inference; 
nor is there any other means of evading it, than by denying 
that principle, on which it is founded. As long as it is 
allow'd, that reason has no influence on our passions and 
actions, 'tis in vain to preten<i, that morality is discover'd 
only by a deduction of reason. An active principle can 
never be founded on an inactive; and if reason be inactive 
in itself, it must remain so in all its shapes and appearances, 
whether it exerts itself in natural or moral subjects, whether 
it considers the powers of external bodies, or the actions of 
rational beings. 

It would be tedious to repeat all the arguments, by which 

.. · .. ~ 
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PA RT I. I have prov'd ', that reason is perfectly inert, and can never 

O)j~ either prevent or produce anv action or affection. 'Twill be 
1Jt1'tue " 

and via in easy to recollect what has been said upon that subject. I 
general. shall only recall on this occasion one of these arguments, 

which I shall ende?.vour to render still more conclusive, and 
more applicable to the present subject. 

Reason is the discovery of truth or falshood. Truth or 
falshood consists in an agreement or disagreement either to 
the real relations of ideas, or to real existence and matter of 
fact. \Vhatever, therefore, is not susceptible of this agree­
ment or disagreement, is incapable of being true or false, 
and can never be an object of our reason. Now 'tis evident 
our passions, volitions, and actions, are not susceptible of 
any such agreement or disagreement; being original facts 
and realities, compleat in themselves, and implying no refer­
ence to other passions, volitions, and actions. 'Tis impossible, 
therefore, they can be pronounced either true or false, and 
be either contrary or conformable to reason. 

This argument is of double advantage to our present 
purpose. For it proves directly, that actions do not deril'e 
their merit from a conformity to reason, nor their blame 
from a contrariety to it; and it proves the same truth more 
indirect{y, by shewing us, t~at as reason can never imme­
diately prevent or produce any action by contradicting or 
approving of it, it cannot be the source of moral good aud 
evil, which are found to have that influence. Actions may 
be laudable or blameable; but they cannot be reasonable or 
unreasonable : Laudable or blameable, therefore, are not the 
same with reasonable or unreasonable. The merit and 
demerit of actions frequently contradict, and sometimes con­
troul our natural propensities. But reason has no such 
influence. Moral distinctions, therefore, are not the offspring 
of reason. Reason is wholly inactive, and can never be the 
source of so active a principle as conscience, or a sense of 
morals. 

• Book IL Part Ill aect. 3. 
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But perhaps it may be said, that tho' no will or action can SecT. J. 

be immediately contradictory to reason, yet we may find .M.-;­
such a contradiction in some of the attendants of the.action, di;6:ctio11 
that is, in its causes or effects. The action mav cause a 1101 deriv'd 

. ' from 
judgment, or may be obliquely caus'd by one, when the rtaso11• 

judgment concurs with a passion; and by an abusive way of 
speaking, which philosophy will scarce allow of, the same 
contrariety may, upon that account, be ascrib'd to the action. 
How far this truth or falshood may be the source of morals, 
'twill now be proper to consider. 

It has been observ' d, that reason, in a strict and philo­
sophical sense, can have an influence on our conduct only 
after two ways : Either when it excites a passion by informing 
us of the existence of something which is a proper object of 
it; or when it 9iscovers the connexion of causes and effects, 
so as to afford us means of exerting any passion. These 
are the only kinds of judgment, which can accompany our 
actions, or can be said to produce them in any manner; and 
it must be allow' d, that these judgments may often be false 
and erroneous. A person may be affected with passion, by 
supposing a pain or pleasure to lie in an object, which has 
no tendency to produce either of these sensations, or which 
produces the contrary to what is imagin'd. A person may 
also take false measures for the attaining his end, and may 
retard, by his foolish conduct, instead of forwarding the 
execution of any project. These false judgments may be 
thought to affect the passions and actions, which are con­
nected with them, and may be said to render them unrearnn­
able, in a figurative and improper way of speaking. But tho' 
this be acknowledg' d, 'tis easy to observe, that these errors 
are so far from being the source of all immorality, that they 
are commonly very innocent, and draw no manner of guilt 
upon the person who is so unfortunate as to fall into them1...,. 
They extend not beyond a mistake of fad, which moralists 
~ave not generally suppos' d criminal, as being perfect!}! 
involuntary. I am more to be lamented than blam'd, if I 
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PA1tT I. am mistaken with regard to the influence of objects in pro-

0 
~ ducing pain or pleasure, or if I know not the proper means 

lfv,rtu~ f ' f · d · N d h am/ via ;,, o satts ymg my es1res. o one can ever regar sue 
gemral. errors as a defect in my moral character. A fruit, for 

inslance, that is really disagreeable, appears to me at a 
distance, and thro' mistake I fancy it to be pleasant and 
delicious. Here is one error. I choose certain means of 
reaching this fruit, which are not proper for my end. Here 
is a second error; nor is there any third one, which can ever 
possibly emer into our reasonings concerning actions. I 
ask, therefore, i( a man, in this situation, and guilty of these 
two errors, is to be regarded as vicious and criminal, how­
ever unavoidable they m:ght have been? Or if it be possible 
to imagine, that such errors are the sources of all im­
morality? 

And here it may be proper to observe, that if nioral distinc­
tions be deriv'd from the truth or falshood of those judgments, 
they must take place wherever we form the judgments; nor 
will there be any difference, whether the question be con· 
cerning an apple or a kingdom, or whether the error be 
avoidable or unavoidable. For as the very essence of morality 
is suppos' d to consist in an agreement or disagreement to 
reason, the other circumstances are entirely arbitrary, and 
can ne,·er either bestow on any action the character of 
virtuous or vicious, or deprive it of that character. To which 
we may add, that this agreement or disagreement, not admit· 
ting of degrees, all virtues and vices wou'd of course be equal . 

Shou'd it be pretended, that tho' a mistake of fact be not 
criminal, yet a mistake of right often is; and that this may 
be the source of immorality : I would answer, that 'tis impos­
sible such a mistake can ever be the original source of 
immorality, since it supposes a real right and wrong; that is, 
a real distinction in morals, independent of these judgments. 
A mistake, therefore, of right may become a species of 
immorality; but 'tis only a secondary one, and is founded on 
some other, antecedent to it. 



Boo& III. OF J.fORALS. 

As to those judgments which are the effects of our actions, ~E<:T. I. 
and which, when false, give occasion to pronounce the actions u -

moral 
contrary to truth and reason; we may observe, that our distinctions 
actions never cause any judgment, either true or false, in ,zot deriv'.J 

ourselves, and that 'tis only on others they have such an,;;:~n. 
influence. 'Tis certain, that an action, on many occasions, 
may give rise to false conclusions in others; and that a 
person, who thro' a window sees any lewd behaviour of mine 
with my neighbour's wife, may be so simple as to imagine 
she is certainly my own. · In this respect my action resembles 
somewhat a lye or falshood; only with this difference, which 
is material, that I perform not the action with any intention 
of giving rise to a false judgment in another, but merely to 
satisfy my lust and passion. It causes, however, a mistake 
and false judgment by accident; and the falshood of its effecis 
may be ascribed, by some odd figurative wa'{ of speaking, to 
the action itself. But still I can see no pretext of reason for 
asserting, that the tendency to cause such an error is the first 
spring or original source of all immorality '. 

1 One might think it were eotirely superfluous to prove this, if a late 
author [Wollaston ], who bas had the good fonune to obtain some reputa­
tion, had not seriously affirmed, t hat such a falsbood is the foundation of 
all guilt and moral deformity. That we may discover the fallacy of bis 
hypothesis, we need only consider, that a false conclusion is drawn from an 
action, only by means of an obscurity of natural principles, which makes 
a cause be secretly interrupted in its operation, by contrary causes, and 
renders the connexion betwixt two objects uncertain and variable. Now, 
as.• like uncertainty and variety of causes take place, even in natural 
obJects, and produce a like error in our judgment, if that tendency to 
produce error wete the very eisen~ of vice and immorality, it shou'd 
follow, that even inanimate objects might be vicious and immoral. 

'~is in vain to urge, that inanima.te objects act without liberty and 
choice. For as liberty and choice are not necessary to make an action 
produce in us an erroneous conclusion, they can be, in no respect, 
essential to morality; and I do not readily perceive, upon this system, 
how they can ever come to be regarded by it If the tendency to cause 
~nor be the origin of immorality, that tendency and immorality wou'd 
in every case be inseparable. 

~dd to this, that if I bad used the precaution of shutting the windows, 
while I indulg'd myself in those liberties with my neighbour's wife, I 
sh?uld have been guilty of no immorality; and that be<:&usc my action, 
befalmg perfectly conceal'd, wou'd have bad no tendency to prodnce any 

se coocltllion. 
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PART I. Thus upon the \\'hole, 'tis impossible, that the distinction 
-:-- betwixt moral good and evil, can be made by reason ; since 

Ofv,r~ h d' · · h · fl ' f h' h and via in t at 1stmct1on as an m uence upon our actions, o w 1c 

.~mrral. reason alone is incapable. Reason and judgment may, 
indeed, be the mediate cause of an action, by prompting, or 
by directing a passion: But it is not pretended, that a judg­
ment of this kind, either in its truth or falshood, is attended 
with virtue or vice. And as to the judgments, which are 

For the same reason, a thief, who steals in by a larlder a t a window, 
and takes all imagin.ahle care to canse no disturbance, is in no respect 
criminal. f or either he will not be percei•'d, or if he be, 'tis impossible 
he can produce any error, nor will any one, from these circumstances, 
take him to be other than what he really is. 

'Tis well known, that those who are squint-sighted, do very readily 
cause mistakes in others, and that we imagine they salute or are talking 
to one person, while they address themsel,.es to another. Are they 
therefore, upon that account, immoral? 

Besides, we may easily observe, that in all those arguments there ii 
an evident reasoning in a circle. A person who takes possession of 
anotWs goods, and uses them as his own, in a manner declares them to 
be his own; and this falshood is the source of the immorality of injus­
tice. Bat is property, or right, or obligation, intelligible, without an 
antecedent morality? 

A man that is ungrateful to his benefactor, in a manner affirms, that 
he never received any favours from him. But in what mnnner? Is it 
because 'tis his d11ty to be grateful? But this supposes, that there i; 
some antecedent rule of duty and morals. ls it because human nature 
is generally grateful, and makes us conclnde, that a man who does any 
harm never received any favour from the person be ba.rm'd? Hut 
human nature is not so generally grateful , as to justify su~b a conclus1011. 
Or if it were, is an exception to a general rule in every case criminal, 
for no other reuon than because it is an CJ<ception 1 

But what may suffice entirely to destroy this wbim,iical system Is, th~, 
it lea= us under the same diflic.nlty to give a reason why tru!h ,s 
virtuous and falshood vicious, as to account for the merit or turp!tude 
of any other action. I shall allow, if you please, that all immorahtY. i. 
derived from this sappo<ed falshood in acrion,!rovided you can give 
me a.cy plausible · reason, why such a. falshoo is immoral. If you 
consider rightly of the matter, you will fuid yoa~lf in the same 
difficulty a, at the beginning, 

This lut argument i1 very conclusive; .because if there be not ·~ 
evident merit or turpitude aonex'd to this species of truth or falshood, ,r 
can oner have a.cy iol!uenoe upon our actions. For, who ever thought 
of forbearing a.cy action, becaute 11thers m~ht poiiibly dr~w fahe c~n­
cl11Sion1 from it? Or, who ever perform'd a.cy, that be might give nsc 
to true conclusions? 

. ., 
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caused by our judgments, they can stiil less bestow those SEcT. L 

moral qualities on the actions, which are their causes. -
But to be more particular, and to shew, that those eternal !Znons 

immutable fitnesses and unfitnesses of things cannot be ""' ,uri'{)'d 

defended by sound philosophy,' we may weigh the following~,:;~. 
considerations. 

If the thought and understanding were alone capable 
of fixing the boundaries of right and ..drong, the character 
of virtuous and vicious either must lie in some relations 
of objects, or must be a matter of fact, which is discovered 
by our reasoning. This consequence is evident. As the 
operations of human understanding divide themselves into 
two kinds, the comparing of ideas, and the inferring of 
matter of fact ; were virtue discover' d by the understanding ; 
it must be an object of one of these operations, nor is there 
any third operation of the understanding, which can discover 
it. T here has bt:en an opinion very industriously propagated 
by certain philosophers, that morality is susceptible of demon­
stration ; and tho' no one has ever been able to advance 
a single ·step in those demonstrations; yet 'tis taken for 
granted, that this science may be brought to an equal certainty 
with geometry or algebra. Upon this supposition, vice and 
virtue must consist in some relations; since 'tis allow'd on all 
hands, that no matter of fact is capable of being demon­
strated. Let us, therefore, begin with examining this hypo­
thesis, and endeavour, if possible, to.fix those moral qualities, 
which have been so Jong the objects or our fruitless researches. 
Point out di.stinctly the relations, which constitute morality or 
obligation, that we may know wherein they consist, and after 
what manner ive must judge of them. 

If you assert, that vice and virtue consist in relations sus­
ceptible of certainty and demonstration, you must confine 
yourself to those /our relations, which alone admit _of that 
~egree of' evidence ; and in that case you run into absurdi­
ties, from which you will never be able to extricate yourself . . 
For as you make the very essence of morality to lie in the 

ll h 3 
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PART I. relations, and as there is no one of these relations but what 
~ is applicable, not only to an irrational, but also to an in­

~-!J:;.!~'in animate object; it follows, that even such objects must be 
geheral. susceptible of merit or demerit. R esemblance, contrarie(y, 

degrees in quality, and proportions in quantity and number; 
all these relations belong as properly to matter, as to our 
actions, passions, and volitions. 'Tis unquestionable, there­
fore, that morality lies not in any of these relations, nor the 
sense of it in their discovery'. 

Shou' d it be asserted, that the sense of morality consists in 
the discovery of some relation, distinct from these, and that 
our enumeration was not com pleat, when we comprehended all 
demonstrable relations under four general heads: To this I 
know not what to reply, till some one be so good as to point 
out to me this new relation. 'Tis impossible to refute a 
system, which has never yet been explain' d. In such a 
manner of fighting in the dark, a man loses his blows in the 
air, and often places them where the enemy is not presem. 

I must, therefore, on this occasion, rest contented with 
requiring the two following conditions of any one that wou'd 
undertake to clear up this system. First, As moral good 
and evil belong only to the actions of the mind, and are 
deriv'd from our situation with regard to external objects, the 
relations, from which these moral distinctions arise, must lie 

1 As a proof, how confus'd our way of thinking on this subject 
commonly is, we may observe, that those who assert, that morality is 
demonstrable, do not say, that morality lies in the relations, and that th< 
relations are distinguishable by reason. They only say, that reason can 
discover such an action, in such relations, to be virtuous, and such another 
vicions. It seems they thought it sufficient, if they cou'd bring tbe word, 
Relation, into the proposition, without troubling themselves whether 11 

was to the purpose or not, But here, I think, is plain argument. D~mon· 
stnitive reason discovers only relations. But that reason, accordin~ to 
this hypothesis, discovers also vice and virtue. These moral quaJmes, 
therefore, must be relations. When we blame any action, in any situ•· 
tioo, the whole complicated object, of action and situation, must for':' 
certain relations, wherein the «1ence of vice consists. This hypotbes!s 
is not otherwise intelligible. For what does reason discover, when 11 

pronounces any action vicious? Does it diJCOver 11 relation. or a matter 
of fact? Thue que&tiona are dccilivc, l.!)d must not .be eluded. 
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only betwixt internal actions, and external objects, and must SECT. I. 

not be applicable either to internal actions, compared among - -
1 I b. h l d . . . M1traf themse ves, or to externa o ~ects, w en pace m oppos1uon dislinetions 

to other external objects. . For as morality is supposed to not dniv'd 

attend certain relations, if these relations cou'd helong tot;;;n. 
internal actions consider'd singly, it wou'd follow, that we 
might be guilty of crimes in ourselves, ~nd independent of 
our situation, with respect to the universe: And in like 
manner, if these moral relations cou'd be apply'd to external 
objects, it wou' d follow, that even inanimate beings wou' d be 
susceptible of moral beauty and deformity. Now it seems 
difficult to imagine, that any relation can be discover' d be-
twixt our passions, volitions and actions, compared to 
external objects, which relation might not belong either to 
these passions and volitions, or to these external objects. 
compar'd among themselves. 

But it will be still more difficult to fulfil the second con­
dition, requisite to justify this system. According to the 
principles of those who maintain an abstract rational differ­
ence betwixt moral good and evil, and a natural fitness and 
unfitness of things, 'tis not only suppos' d, that these relations, 
being eternal and immutable, are the same, when consider'd 
by every rational creature, but their effects are also suppos'd 
to be necessarily the same; and 'Lis concluded they have no 
less, or rather a greater, influence in directing the will of the 
deity, than in governing the rational and virtuous of our own 
species. These two particulars are evidently distinct. 'Tis 
one thing to know virtue, and another to conform the will to 
it. In order, therefore, to prove, that the measures of right 
and wrong are eternal laws, obligatory on every rational 
mind, 'tis not sufficient to shew the relations upon which they 
are founded : We must also point out the connexion betwixt 
~e relation and the will; and must prove that this connexion 
•s so necessary, that in every well-disposed mind, it must 
take place and have its influence ; tho' the difference betwixt 
these minds be in other respects immense and infinite. No:w 
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PART J. besides what I have already prov'd, that even in human 
--- nature no relation can ever alone produce any action; be-

Of virl.u "d h. I ' h b I . . • f h d and vice in s1 es t 1s, say, 1t as een s 1ewn, m treaung o t e un er-
ge.ural. standing, that there is no connexion of cause and effect, such 

as this is suppos'd to be, which is discoverable otherwise than 
by experience, and of which we can pretend to have any 
security by the simple consideration of the objects. All 
beings in the univene, consider'd in themselves, appear 
entirely loose and independent of each other. 'Tis only by 
experience we learn their influence and connexion; and this 
influence we ought never to extend beyond experience. 

Thus it will be impossible to fulfil the first condition re­
quired to the system of eternal rational measures of right and 
wrong; because it is impossible to shew those relations, upon 
which such a distinction may be founded: And 'tis as im­
possible to fulfil the second condition ; because we cannot 
prove a priori, that these relations, if they really existed and 
were perceiv' d, wou' d be universally forcibre and obligatory. 

But to make these general reflexions more clear and 
convincing, we may illustrate them by some particular in­
stances, wherein this character of moral good or evil is the 
most universally acknowledged. Of all crimes that human 
creatures are capable of committing, the most horrid and 
unnatural is ingratitude, especially when it is committed 
against parents, and appears in the more flagrant instances 
of wounds and death. This is acknowledg'd by all mankind, 
philosophers as well as the people ; the question only arises 
among philosophers, whether the guilt or moral deformity 
of this action be discover' d by demonstrative reasoning, or 
be felt by an internal sense, and by means of some sentiment, 
which the reflecting on such an action naturally occasions. 
This question will soon be decided against the former 
opinion, if we can shew the same relations in other objects, 
without the notion of any guilt or iniquity attending them, 
Reason or science is nothing but the comparing of ideas, 
and the discovery of their relations; and if the same relations 
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bave different ch.aracters, it must evidently follow, that those S1::cT. I. 

characters are not discover'd merely by reason. To put the -
affair, therefore, to this trial, Jet us chuse any inanimaie -:X,°:,':;,,-

0
,,s 

object, such as an oak or elm ; and let us suppose, that by nqt deriv'd 

the dropping of its seed, it produces a sapling below it,from reason. 
which springing up by degrees, at last overtops and destroys 
the parent tree : I ask, if in this instance there be wanting 
any relation, \\'hich is discoverable in parricide or ingratitude? 
ls not the one tree the cause of the other's existence; and 
the latter the cause of the destruction of the former, in the 
same manner as when a child murders his parent? 'Tis not 
sufficient to reply, that a choice or will is wanting. For in 
the case of parricide, a will does not give rise to any dijferenl 
relations, but is only the cause from which the action is 
deriv'd; and consequently produces the same relations, that 
in the oak or elm arise from some other principles. 'Tis a 
will or choice, that determines a man to kill his parent ; and 
they are the laws of matter and motion, that determine a 
sapling to destroy the oak, from which it sprung. Here then 
the same relations have different causes; but still the relations 
are the same: And as their discovery is not in . both cases 
attended with a notion of immorality, it follows, that that 
notion does not arise from such a discovery. 

But to chuse an instance, still more resembling; I would 
fain ask any one, why incest in the human species is criminal, 
and why the very same action, and the same relations in 
animals have not the smallest moral turpitude and deformity? 
If it be answer'd, that this action is innocent in animtls, 
because they have not reason sufficient to discover its turpi­
tude; but that man, being endow' d with that faculty, which 
cught to restrain him to his duty, the same action instantly 
becomes criminal to him; should this be said, I would reply, 
that this is evidently arguing in a circle. F01 before reason 
can perceive this turpitude, the turpitude must exist; and 
consequently is independent of the decisions of our reason, 
and is their object more properly than their effect. Ac-

,, 

.. , . ' ., 
~ 1 . ' 
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PART J. cording to this system, then, every animal, that has sense, 
~ and appetite, and will; that is, every animal must be sus-

O/ vi,·fue t'bl f II h · d · r h. h and vice ;,, cep 1 e o a t e same virtues an vices, 1or w 1c we 
general. ascribe praise and blame to human creatures. All the 

difference is, that our superior reason may serve to discover 
the vice or virtue, and by that means may augment the blame 
or praise: But still this discovery supposes a separate being 
in these moral distinctions, and a being, which depends only 
on the will and appetite, and which, both in thought ancl 
reality, may be distinguish'd from the reason. Animals are 
susceptible of the same relations, with respect to each other, 
as the human species, and therefore wou'd also be susceptible 
of the same morality, if the essence of morality consisted in 
these relations. Their want of a sufficient degree of reason 
may hinder them from perceiving the duties and obligations 
of morality, but can never hinder these duties from existing; 
since they must antecedently exist, in order to their being 
perceiv'd. Reason must find them, and can never produce 
them. This argument deserves to be weigh'd, as being, in 
my opinion, entirely decisive. 

Nor does this reasoning only prove, that morality consisis 
not in any relations, that are the objects of science; but if 
exam in' d, will prove with equal certainty, that it consists not 
in any matter<>/ fact, which can be discover'd by the under­
standing. This is the sec()tld part of our argument; and if it 
can be made evident, we may conclude, that morality is not 
an object of reason. But can there be any difficulty in 
proving, that vice and virtue are not matters of fact, whose 
existence we can infer by reason? Take any action allow'd 
to be vicious : \Vilful murder, for instance. Examine it in 
all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact, or real 
existence, which you call vz'ce. · In which-ever way you take 
it, you find only certain passions, motives, volitions and 
thoughts. There is no other matter of fact in the case. The 
vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider the object. 
You never can find it, till you tum your re~e;tion into your 
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own breast, and find a sentiment of disapprobation, which SECT. I. 

arises in you, towards this action. Here is a matter of fac.t ; M-;­
but 'tis the object of feeling, not of reason. It lies in your- di!:ctions 
self, not in the object. So that when you pronounce any not ikn",/ d 

h I . . h" b h from action or c aracter to )e vicious, you mean not mg, ut t at reaso11• 

from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or 
sentiment of blame from the contemplation of it. Vice and , 
virtue, therefore, may be corn par' d to sounds, colours, heat 
and cold, which, according to modern philosophy, are not 
qualities in objects, but perceptions in the mind : And this 
discovery in morals, like that other in physics, is to be re­
garded as a considerable advancement of the speculative 
sciences ; tho', like that too, it has little or no influence on 
practice. Nothing can be more real, or concern us more, 
than our own sentiments of pleasure and uneasiness ; and if 
these be favourable to virtue, and unfavourable to vice, no 
more can be requisite to the regulation of our conduct and 
behaviour. 

I cannot forbear adding to these reasonings an observa­
tion, which may, perhaps, be found of some importance. 
In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, 
I have always remark'd, that the author proceeds for some 
time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and establishes the 
being of a God, or makes observations concerning human 
affairs; when of a sudden I am surpriz'd to find, that in­
stead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and z"s not, 
I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an 
ought, or an ought no/. This change is imperceptible ; but 
is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or 
ought not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, 'tis 
necessary that it shou' d be observ' d ancl explain' d ; and at 
the same time that a reason should be given, for what seems 
altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a de­
duction from others, which are entirely different from it. But 
as authors do not commonly use this precaution, I shall pre­
sume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, 
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. PART I. that this small attention wou'd subvert all the vulgar systems 
-- of morality, and let us see, that the distinction of vice and 

Ofdvirfut. virtue is not founded merely on the relations of obJ'ects, nor 
an vue in 
.t;mrral. is perceiv'd by reason. 

SECTION II. 

Mural diskndion.s den'v'd from a moral stnse. 

THUS the course of the argument leads us to conclude, 
that since vice and virtue are not discoverable merely by 
reason, or the comparison of ideas, it must be by means of 
some impression or sentiment they ocx:asion, that we are 
able to mark the difference betwixt them. Our decisions 
concerning moral rectitude and depravity are evidently per­
ceptions; and as all perceptions are either impressions or 
ideas, the exclusion of the one is a convincing argument for 
the ocher. .Morality, therefore, is more properly felt than 
judg' d of; tho' this feeling or sentiment is commonly so soft 
and gentle, that we are apt to confound it with an idea, 
according to our common custom of taking all things for 
the same, which have any near resemblance to each other. 

The next question is, Of what nature are these impres· 
sions, and after what manner do they operate upon us? 
Here we cannot remain long in suspense,· but must pro­
nounce the impression arising from vir-tue, to be agreeable, 
and that proceeding from vice to be uneasy. Every mo· 
ment's experience must conviqce us of this. There is no 
spectacle so. fair and beautiful as a noble and generous 
action; nor any which gives us more abhorrence than one 
that is cruel and treacherous. No enjoyment equals the 
satisfaction we receive from the company of those we love 
and esteem ; as the greatest of ill punishments is to be 
oblig'd to pass our lives with those we hate or contemn. 
A very play or romance may afford us instances of this 
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pleasure, which ,irtue conveys to us; and pain, which Sr.cT. II. 
arises from vice. -

N . h d' . . h' ' ' b h' h . l M<>ral ow smce t e 1stmgu1s mg 1mpress1ons, y w 1c mora distinctions 
good or evil is known, are nothing but parti'c1tlar pains or deriv'd 

pleasures ; it follows, that in all enquiries concerning these!!;':,; 
moral distinctions, it will be sufficient to shew the principles, sense. 
which make us feel a satisfaction or uneasiness from the sur-
vey of any character, in order to satisfy us why the character 
is laudable or blameable. An action, or sentiment, or cha-
racter is virtuous or vicious; why? because its view causes 
a pleasure or uneasiness of a particular kind. In giving 
a reason, therefore, for the pleasure or uneasiness, we suffi-
ciently explain the vice or ,irtue. To have the sense of 
virtue, is nothing but to fie! a satisfaction of a particular 
kind from the contemplation of a characte1. The very 
feeling constitutes our praise or admiration. We go no 
farthet'; nor do we enquire into the cause of the satisfac-
tion. \Ve do not infer a character to be virtuous, because 
it pleases·: But in feeling that it pleases after such a. par-
ticular manner, we in effect feel that it is virtuous. The 
case is · the same as in our judgments concerning all kinds 
of beauty, and tastes, and sensations. Our approbation is 
imply'd in the immediate pleasure they convey to us. 

I have objected to the system, which establishes eternal 
rational measures of right and wrong, that 'tis impossible 
to shew, in the · actions of reasonable creatures, any rela­
tions, which are not found in external objects; and there­
fore, if morality always attended these relations, '1were pos­
sible for inanimate matter to become virtuous or vicious. 
Now it may, in like manner, be objected to the present 
system, that jf. virtue and vice be determin'd by pleasure 
and pain, these qualities must, in every case, arise from the 
sensations; and consequently any object, whether animate 
or inanimate, rational or irrational, might become morally 
good or .evil, provided it can excite a satisfaction or uneasi­
ness. But tho' this objection seems to be the very same, 
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PART I. it has by no means the same force, in the one case as. in 
- the other. For, first, 'tis evident, that under the term plea-

0/1Jirtue 
and 1Jitt sure, we comprehend sensations, which are very different 
in gm,ra/. from each other, and which have only such a distant re-

semblance, as is requisite to make them be express' d by 
the same abstract term. A good composition of music and 
a bottle of good wine equally produce pleasure; and what 
is more, their goodness is determin' d merely by the pleasure. 
But shall we say upon that account, that the wine is har­
monious, or the music of a good flavour? In like manner 
an inanimate object, and the character or sentiments of any 
person may, both of them, give satisfaction; but as the satis­
faction is different, this keeps our sentiments concerning 
them from being confounded, and makes us ascribe virtue 
to the one, and not to the other. Nor is every sentiment of 
pleasure or pain, ll'hich arises from characters and actions, 
of that pecult'ar kind, which makes us praise or condemn. 
The good qualities of an enemy are hurtful to us; but may 
still command our esteem and respect. 'Tis only when 
a character is considered in general, without reference to our 
particular interest, that it causes such a feeling or sentiment, 
as denominates it morally good or evil. 'Tis true, those 
sentiments, from inlt:rest and morals, are apt to be con· 
founded, and naturally run into one another. It seldom 
happens, that we do not think an enemy vicious, and can 
distinguish betwixt his opposition to our interest and real 
villainy or baseness. But this hinders not, but that the sen· 
timents are, in themselves, distinct ; and a man of temper 
and judgment may preserve himself from these illusions. 
In like manner, tho' 'tis certain a musical voice is nothing 
but one that naturally gives a particular kind of pleasure i 
yet 'tis difficulc for a man to be sensible, that the voice of an 
enemy is agreeable, or to allow it to be musical. But 
a person of a fine ear, who has the command of himself, 
can separate these feelings, and give praise to what de­
serves it, 
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Second!Ji, \Ve may call to remembrance the preceding SECT. II. 

system of the passions, in order to remark a still more con- -
siderable difference among our pains and pleasures. Pride X°:t:,tions 
and humility, love and hatred are excited, when there is any <kriv'.d 

thing presented to us, that both bears a relation to the object ,!:;:7 
of the passion, and produces a separate sensation related to sense. 

the sensation of the passion. Now virtue and vice are 
attended with these circumstances. They must necessarily 
be plac'd either in oursdves or others, and excite either 
pleasure or uneasiness; and therefore must give rise to one 
of these four passions ; which clearly distinguishes them from 
the pleasure and pain arising from inanimate objects, that 
often bear no relation to us : And this is, perhaps, the most 
considerable effect that virtue and vice have upon the human 
mind. 

It may now be ask'd in general, concerning this pain or 
pleasure, that distinguishes moral good and evil, From whal 
principles i's ti derz'ved, and wluna does ti arise in the hum.an 
mind? To this I reply,first, that ·'tis absurd to imagine, that 
in every particular instance, these sentiments are produc' d by 
an original quality and primary constitution. For as the 
number of our duties is, in a manner, infinite, 'tis impossible 
that our original instincts should extend to each of them, 
and from our very first infancy impress on the human mind 
all that multitude of precepts, which are contain' d in the 
compleatest system of ethics. Such a method of proceeding 
is not conformable to the usual maxims, by which nature is 
conducted, where a few principles produce all that variety we 
observe in the universe, and every thing is carry' d on in the 
easiest and most simple manner. 'Tis necessary, therefore, 
to abridge these primary impulses, and find some more 
general principles, upon which all our notions of morals 
are founded. 

But in the second place, should it be ask' d, Whether we 
ought to search for these principles in nature, or whether 
we must look for them in some other origin? I wou'd 
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PAR'I I. reply, that our answer to this quest ion depends upon the 
~ definition of the word, Nature, than which there is none more 

Ojv,rlut b' d . l If be 'd , I and vice in am 1guous an equ1voca . nature oppos to mirac es, 
grneral. not only the distinction betwixt vice and virtue is natural, but 

also every event, which has ever happen'd in the world, 
excepl1'ng those miracles, on which qur religion 1's .founded. In 
saying, then, that the sentiments of vice and virtue are 
natural in this sense, we make no very extraordinary dis· 
covery. 

But nature may also be opposed to rare and unusual; and 
in this sense of the word, which is the common one, there 
may often arise disputes concerning what is natural or un, 
natural; and one may in general affirm, that we are not 
possess'd of any very precise standard, by which these dis­
putes can be decided. Frequent and rare depend upon the 
number of examples we have observ'd; and as th is number 
may gradually encrease or diminish, 'twill be impossible to 
fix any exact boundaries betwixt them. We may 'Only 
affirm on this head, that if ever there was any thing, which 
cou'd be call'd natural in this sense, the sentiments of 
morali ty certainly may; since there never was any nation of 
the world, nor any single person in any nation, who was 
utterly depriv'd of them, and who never, in any instance, 
shew' d the least approbation or dislike of manners. These 
sentiments are so rooted in our constitution and temper, 
that without entirely confounding the human mind by 
disease or madness, 'tis impossible to extirpate and destroy 
them. 

But na/u·re may alijo be opposed to artifice, as well as to 
what is rare and unusual; and in this sense it may be dis· 
puled, whether the notions of virtue be natural or not. We 
readily forget, that the designs, and projects, and views of 
men are principles as necessary in their operation as beat and 
cold, moist and dry: But taking them to be free and entirely 
our own, 'tis usual for us to set them in opposition to the 
other principles of nature. Shou'd it, therefore, be demanded, 
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whether the sense of virtue be natural or artificial, I am of SECT. II. 
opinion, that 'tis impossible for me at present to give al)y -

. h' . p h . 'JI Morld precise answer to t 1s question. er aps 1t w1 appear dish'n;:tums 

afterwards, that our sense of some virtues is artificial, and d~riv'd 

that of others natural. The discussion of thir- question wm-;;:,; 
be more proper, when we enter upon an exact detail of each sense. 

particular vice and virtue 1• , 
Mean while it may not be amiss to observe from these 

definitions of natural and unnatural, that nothing can be 
more unphilosophical than those systems, which assert, that 
virtue is the same with what is natural, and vice with what 
is unnatural. For in the first sense of the word, Nature, 
as opposed to miracles, both vice and virtue are equally 
natural; and in the second sense, as oppos'd to what is un­
usual, perhaps virtue will be found to be the most unnatural. 
At least it must be own'd, that heroic virtue, being as un­
usual, is as little natural as the most brutal barbarity. As to 
the third sense of the word, 'Lis certain, that both vice and 
virtue are equally artificial, and out of nature. For however 
it may be disputed, whether the notion of a merit or demerit 
in certain actions be natural or artificial , 'tis evident, that the 
action·s themselves are arti6cial, and are perform'd with a 
certain design and intention; otherwise they cou'd never be 
rank'd under any of these denominations. 'Tis impossible, 
therefore, that the character of natural and unnatural can 
ever, in any sense, mark the boundaries of vice and virtue. 

Thus we are still broug-ht back to our first position, that 
virtue is distinguished by the pleasure, and vice by the pain, 
that any action, sentiment or character gives us by the mere 
view and contemplation. This decision is very commQdious; 
because it reduces us to this simple question, Why any 
action or senltnunl upqn the general view or survey, gives 
a certat'n saltif adion or uneasiness, in order to shew the origin 

. ' . In the following discourse natural is also opposed sometimes to 
etv1f, !ometimcs to mo,../. The opposition will always discover the 
sell$C, 11\ which it is takco. 
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PA1t'r I. of its moral rectitude or depravity, without looking for any 
;- incomprehensible relations and qualities, which never did 

0/virtut . . · · · · b I and vice ;,, exist m nature, nor even m our 1magmatron, y any c ear 
general. and distinct conception. I flatter myself I have executed 

a great part of my present design by a state of the question, 
which appears to me so free from ambiguity and obscurity. 

V 



PART II. 

OF JUSTICE AN.D ll\f/VSTICE. 

SECTION I. 

Jusfi'ce, whether a natural ar artificial virtue r 

I HAVE already hinted, that our sense of every kind of SECT. I. 
virtue is not natural ; but that there are some virtues, that ,. :-

J"stzu, 
produce pleasure and approbation by means of an artifice or wlzetlter a 

contrivance, which arises from the circumstances and necessity 11at:,;a.t f' 
of mankind. Of this kind I assert jushce to be ; and shall ~')t,;~'f 
endeavour to defend this opinion by a short, and, I hope, 
convincing argument, before I examine the nature of the 
artifice, from which the sense of that virtue is derived. 

'Tis evident,· that when we praise any actions, we regard 
only the motives that produced them, and consider the actions 
as signs or indications of certain principles in the mind and 
temper. The external performance has no merit. \Ve must 
look within to find the moral quality. This we cannot do 
directly; and therefore fix our attention on actions, as on 
external signs. But these actions · are still considered as 
signs; and the ultimate object of our praise and approbation 
is the motive, that produc'd them. 

After the same manner, when we require any action, or 
blame a person for not performing it, we always suppose, 
that one in that situation shou'd be influenc'd by the proper 
motive of that action, and we esteem it vicious in him to be 
regardless of it. If we find, upon enquiry, that the virtuous 
rnotive was still powerful over ·his breast, tho' check'd in its 
operation by some circumstances unknown to us, we retract 

l i 

·• r 'l 
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our blame, and have the same esteem for him, as if he had 
actually perform'd the action, which we require of him. 

It appears, therefore, that all virtuous actions derive rheir 
me~it only from virtuous motives, and are consider'd merely 
as signs of those motives. From this principle I conclude, 
that the first virtuous motive, which bestows a merit on an}· 
action, can never be a regard to th~ virtue of that action, but 
must be some other natural motive or principle. To sup­
pose, that the mere regard to the virtue of the action, may 
be the first motive, which produc'd the action, and render'd 
it virtuous, is to reason in a circle. Before we can have such 
a regard, the action must be really virtuous ; an~ this virtue 
must be deriv'd trom some virtuous motive: And conse­
quently the virtuous motive must be different from the re­
gard to the virtue of the action. A virtuous motive is 
requisite to render an action virtuous. An action must be 
virtuous, before we can have a regard to its virtue. Some 
virtuous motive, therefore, must be antecedent to that regard. 

Kor is this mer-ely a metaphysical subtilty; but enters into 
all our reasonings in common life, tho' perhaps we may not 
be able to place it in such distinct philosophical terms. We 
blame a father for neglecting his child. \Vhy r because it 
shews a want of natural affection, which is the duty of every 
parent Were not natural affection a duty, the care of chil­
dren cou' d not be a duty; and 'twere impossible we cou'd 
have the duly in our eye in the attention we give to our off­
spring. In this case, therefore, all men suppose a motive to 
the action distinct from a sense of duty. 

Here is a man, that does many benevolent actions; relieves 
the distress' d, comforts the affiicted, and extends his bounty 
even to the greatest strangers. No c~aracter can be more 
amiable and virtuous. We regard these actions as proofs of 
the greatest humanity. This humanity bestows a merit on 
the actions. A regard to this merit is, therefore, .a secondary 
consideration, and deriv' d from the antecedent principle of 
bumal}ity, which is meritorious and lau~able •. 



BooK III. OF MORALS. 479 

In short, it may be establish'd as an undoubted maxim, S11q. 1. 
that no action can be virtuous, or morally good, unless there be -
t'n human nature some motz've lo produce 11, dt'stincl from the{:{;f ~r a 

sense if its morah'(y. natural or 
But may not the sense of morality or duty produce an a~tijic,~f 

. . · . virtue ? 
action, without any other motive? I answer, It may: But 
this is no objection to the present do;:trine. ·when any 
virtuous motive or principle is common in human nature, 
a person, who feels his heart devoid of that motive, may hate 
himself upon that account, and may.perform the action with-
out the motive, from a certain sense of duty, in order to 
acquire by practice, that virtuous principle, or at least, to 
disguise to himself, as much as possible, his want of it. A 
man that really feels no gratitude in his temper, is still pleas'd 
to perform grateful actions, and thinks he has, by that means, 
fulfilJ'd his duty. Actions are at first only consider'd as signs 
of motives : But 'tis usual, in this case, as in all others, to fix 
our attention on the signs, and neglect, in some measure, the 
thing signify'd. But tho', on some occasions, a person may 
perform an action merely out of regard to its moral obligation, 
yet stilt this supposes in human nature some distinct princi· 
pies, which are capable of producing the action, and whose 
moral beauty renders the action meritorious. 

Now to apply a:ll this to the present case; I suppose 
a person to have lent me a sum of money, on condition that · 
it be rest or' d in a few days; and also suppose, that after the 
expiration of the term agreed on, he demands the sum : I 
ask, Whal reason or motive have I to restore /he money? It 
will , perhaps, be said, that my regard to justice, and abhor­
rence of villainy and knavery, are sufficient reasons for me, if 
I have the least grain 9f honesty, or sense of duty and obli­
gation. And this · answer, no doubt, is just and satisfactory 
to man in his civili.z' d state, and when train' d up according 
to a certain discipline and education. But in his rude and 
m_~re nat"ra/ condition, if you are pleas' d t~ call such a con­
dition natural, . this answer wou' d be rejected as perfectly 
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PAI\T II. unintelligible and sophistical. For one in that situation 
wou' d immediately ask you, Wherein consists this honesty 
and justice, w h1d1 )'OU find 111 restoring a loan, and abtfaimng 

/rom the pruper(y of others i It does not surely lie in the 

-0/ juslitt 
'and 
i11juflice. 

external action. I t must, therefore, be plac' d in the motive, 
from which the external action is deriv'd. This motive can 
never be a regard to the honesty of the action. Fol' 'tis a 
plain fallacy to say, that a virtuous motive is requisite to 
render an action honest, and at the same time that a regard 
to the honesty is the motive of the action. 'Ne can never 
have a regard to the virtue of an action, unless the action be 
antecedently virtuous. No action can be virtuous, but so far 
as it proceeds from a virtuous motive. A virtuous motive, 
therefore, must precede the regard to the virtue; and 'tis 
impossible, that the virtuous motive and the regard to the 
viftue can be the same. 
V 'Tis requisite, then, to find some motive to acts of justice 
and hon.esty, distinct from our regard to the honesty; and in 
this lies the great difficulty. For shou'd we say, that a con­
cern for our private interest or reputation is the legitimate 
motive to all honest actions; it wou'd follow, that wherever 
that concern ceases, honesty can no longer have place. But 
'tis certain, that self-love, when it acts at its liberty, instead 
of engaging us to honest actions, is the source of all inju.stice 

· and violence ; nor can a man ever correct those vices, with­
out correcting and restraining the natural movements of that 
appetite. 

But shou' d it be affirm' 4, that the reason or motive of .such 
actions is the regard lo publicll interest, to which nothing is 
more contrary than examples of injustice and dishonesty; 
shou' d this be sai<I, I wou'd propose the three following con· 
siderations, as worthy of our attention. Firs/, public interest 
is not naturally attach' d to the observation of the rules of 
justice; but is only connected with it, after an artificial con­
vention for the establishment of these rules, as shall be shewn 
more at large hereafter. Stcondly, if we suppose, that the 
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loan was secret, and that it is necessary for the interest of SRCT. I. 
the person, that the money be restor'd in the same manner ;­
(as when the lender wou'd conceal his riches) in that case{:,l~J:;,. a 

the example ceases, and the public is no longer interested in nat11ra! or 
the actions of the borrower· tho' I suppose there is no arti"icif}! 

I '1/IYfttC r 
moralist, who will affirm, that the duty and obligation ceases. 
Thi'rd!J,, experience sufficiently prove~, that men, in the 
ordinary conduct of life, look not so far as the public in-
terest, when they pay their creditors, perform their promises, 
and abstain from theft, and robbery, and injustice of every 
kind. That is a motive too remote and too sublime to 
affect the generality of mankind, and operate with any force 
in actions so contrary to private interest as are frequently 
those of justice and common honesty. 

In general, it may be affinn'd, that there is no such 
passion in human minds, as the love of mankind, merely as 
such, independent of personal qualities, of services, or of 
relation to ourself. 'Tis true, there is no human, and indeed 
no sensible, creature, whose happiness or misery does not, in 
some measure, affect us, when brought near to us, and repre­
sented in lively colours: But this proceeds merely from 
sympathy, and is no proof of such an universal affection to 
mankind~ince this concern extends itself beyond our own 
specie~ An affection betwixt the sexes is a passion evidently 
implanted in human· nature; and this passion not only 
appears in its peculiar symptoms, but also in inflaming every 
other principle of affection, and raising a stronger Jove from 
beauty, wit, kindness, than what wou'd otherwise flow from 
them. Were there an universal love among all human 
creatures, it wou'd appear after the same manner. Any 
degree of a good quality wou'd cause a stronger affection 
than _the same degree of a bad quality wou'd cause hatred; 
contrary to what we find by experience. Men's tempers are 
different, and some have a propensity to the tender, and 
others to tb·e rougher, affections: But in the main, we may 
affirm, that man in general, or human nature, is nothing but 

•• I.(' 
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the object both of love and hatred, and requires some other 
cause, which by a double relation of impressions and ideas, 
may excite these passions. In vain wou'd we endeavour to 
elude this hypothesis. There are no phrenomena that point 
out any such kind affection to men, independent of their meri~ 
and every other circumstance. We love company in general; 
but 'tis as we love any other amusement. An Englishman 
in Italy is a friend: A Europ11!an in China; and perhaps a 
man wou' d be belov' d as such, were we to meet him in the 
moon. But this proceeds only from the relation to our­
selves; which in these cases gathers force by being confined 
to a few persons. 

If public benevolence, therefore, or a regard to the interests 
of mankind, cannot be the original motive to justice, much 
less can pn'vale bentvolenct, or a regard lo the 1iileresls of the 
party concern' d, be this motive. i'.'or what if he be my enemy, 
and has given me just cause to hate him? What if he be 
a vicious man, and deserves the hatred of all mankind? What 
if he be a miser, and can make no use of what I wou'd deprive 
him of I Vvhat if he be a profligate debauchee, and wou'd 
rather receive harm than benefit from large possessions ? 
What if I be in necessity, and have urgent motives to acquire 
something to my family? In all these cases, the original 
motive to justice wou'd fail; and consequently the justice 
itself, and along with it all property, right, and obligation. 

A rich man lies under a moral obligation to communicate 
to those in neces5ity a share of his superfluities. Were private 
benevolence the original motive to justice, a man wou'd not 
be oblig' d to leave others in the possession of more than he 
is oblig'd to give them. At least.the difference wou'd be very 
inconsiderable. Men generally fix their affections more on 
what they are possess'd of, than on what they never enjoy'd: 
For this reason, it wou' d be greater cruelty to dispossess 
a man of any thing, than not to give it him. But who will 
assert, that this is the only foundation of justice? 

Besides, we must consider, that the chief reason, why men 

• 
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attach themselves so much to their possessions is, that they SECT. I. 
consider them as their property, and as secur'd to them in- ;­
violably by the laws of society. But this is a secondary con--{;"J;;1;. a 

sideration, and dependent on the preceding notions of justice 11at'!ra_l or 
nd propertv. ar_ti}ic,al a , virtue? 

A man's property is suppos'd to be fenc'd against every 
mortal, in every possible case. But pi;ivate benevolence is, 
and ought to be, weaker in some persons, than in others: 
And in many, or indeed in most persons, must absolutely 
fail. Private benevolence, therefore, is not the original 
motive of justice. 

From all this it follows, that we: have no real or universal 
motive for observing the laws of equity, but the very equity 
and merit of that observance; and as no action can be equit­
able or meritorious, where it cannot arise from some separate 
motive, there is here an evident sophistry and reasoning in 
a circle. Unless, therefore, we will allow, that nature has 
establish'd a sophistry, and render'd it necessary and unavoid­
able, we must allow, that the sense of justice and injustice is 
not deriv'd from nature, but arises artificially, tho' necessarily 
from education, and human conventions. 

I shall add, as a corollary to this reasoning, that since no 
action can be laudable or blameable, without some motives 
or impelling passions, distinct from the sense of morals, these 
distinct passions must have a great influence on that sense. 
'Tis according to Lheir general force in human nature, that 
we blame or praise. In judging of the beauty of animal 
bodies, we always carry in our eye the reconomy of a certain 
species; and where the limbs and features observe that pro­
portion, which is common to the species, we pronounce them 
handsome and beautiful. In like manner we always consider 
the natural and usual force of the passions, when we deter­
mine concerning vice and virtue; and if the passions depart 
very much from the common measures on either side, they 
are always disapprov'd as vicious. A man naturally loves his 
children better than his nephews, his nephews better than his 

.. 
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. cousins, his cousins better than strangers, where every thing 
else is equal. Hence arise our common measures of duty, in 
preferring the one to the other. Our sense of duty 'always 
follows the common and natural course of our passions. 

To avoid giving offence, I must here observe, that when 
I deny justice to be a natural virtue, 1 make use of the word, 
natural, only as oppos'd to arlijicz'al. In another sense of the 
word; as no principle of the human mind is more natural 
than a sense of virtue ; so no virtue is more natural than 
justice. Mankind is an inventive species; and where an 
invention is obvious and absolutely necessary, it may as 
properly be said to be natural as any thing that proceeds 
immediately from original principles, without the intervention 
of thought or reflexion. Tho' the rules of justice be artificial, 
they are not arbzlrary. Nor is the expression improper to 
call them Laws o.f Nature; if by natural we understand whac 
is common to any species, or even if we confine it to mean 
what is inseparable from the species. 

SECTJON II. 

0/ the origin o.fjush'ce and property. 

Wi;: now proceed to examine two questions, viz. concen1111g 
the manner, in which the rules o.f juslt'ce are establish' d 0' flit 
artifice o.f men; and concernt'ng the reasons, which delermzi;! 
us lo a/tribute to the observance or neglect o.f these rules a 1Mral 

beauty and deform1ry. These questions will appear afterwards 
to be distinct. We shall begin with the former. 

Of all the animals, with which this globe is peopled, there 
is none towards whom nature seems, at first sight, to have 
exercis'd more cruelty than towards man, in the numberless 
wants and necessities, with which she has loaded him, and in 
the slender means, which she affords to the relieving these 
necessities. In other creatures these two particulars gene· 
rally compensate each other. If we consider the lion as a 
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voracious and carnivorous animal, we shall easily discover SECT. II. 
him ·to be very ·necessitous; but if we turn our eye to his -
make and temper, his agility, his courage, his arms, and his~{;;::,~ of 
force, we shall find, that bis advantages hold proportion with justice a11d 
his wants. The sheep and ox are depriv' d of all these property. 

advantages; but their appetites are moderate, and their food 
is of easy purchase. In man alone, this unnatural conjunc-
tion of infirmity, and of necessity, may' be observ'd in its 
greatest perfection. Not only the food, which is requir'd 
for his sustenance, flies his s~arch and approach, or at least 
requires his Jabour to be produc' d, but he must be possess' d 
of cloaths and lodging, to defend him against the injuries of 
the weather; tho' to consider him only in · himself, he is 
provided neither with arms, nor force, nor other natural 
abilities, which are in any degree answerable to so many 
necessities. 

'Tis by society alone he is able to supply his defects, and 
raise himself up to an equality with his fellow-creatures, and 
even acquire a superiority ab0ve them. By society all his 
infinnities are compensated; and tho' in that situation his 
wants multiply every moment upon him, yet his abilities are 
still more augmented, and leave him in every respect more 
satisfied and happy, than 'tis possible for him, in his savage 
and solitary condition, ever to become. When every indivi­
dual person labours a-part, and only for himself, his force is 
too small to execute any considerable work; his labour being 
employ' d in supplying all his different necessities, he never 
attains a perfection in any particular art ; and as his force 
and success are not at all times equal, the least failure in 
either of these particulars must be attended with inevitable 
ruin and misery. Society provides a remedy for these three 
inconveniences. By the conjunction of forces, our power is 
augmented : By the partition of employments, our ability 
encreases; And by mutual succour we are less expos'd to 

' fortune and accidents. 'Tis by this additional force, ab11ily, 
and security, that society becomes advantageous. 
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But in order to form society, ' tis requisi te not only that it 
be advantageous, but also that men be sensible of these 
advantages; and 'tis impossible, in their wild uncultivated 
state, that by study and reflexion alone, they should ever be 
able to attain this knowledge. Most fortunately, therefore, 
there is conjoin' d to those necessities, whose remedies are 
remote and obscure, another necessity, which having a pre­
sent and more obvious remedy, may justly be regarded as 
the first and original . principle of human society. This 
necessity is no other than that natural appetite betwixt the 
sexes, which uni tes them together, and preserves their union. 
till a new tye takes place in their concern for their common 
offspring. This new concern becomes also a principle of 
union betwixt the parents and offspring, and forms a more 
numerous society ; where the. parents govern by the ad­
vantage of their superior strength and wisdom, and at the 
same time are restrain' d in the exercise of their authority by 
that natural affection, which they bear their children. In a 
little time, custom and habit operating on the tender minds 
of the children, makes them sensible of the advantages, which 
they may reap from society, as well as fashions them by 
degrees for it, by rubbing off those rough corners and un­
toward affections, which prevent their coalition. 

For it must be confest, that however the circumstances of 
human nature may render an union necessary, and however 
those passions of lust and natural affection may seem to 
render it unavoidable; yet there are other particulars in 
our na/ural /emper, and in our outward circumstancts, 
which are very incommodious, and are even contrary to the 
requisite conjunction. Among the former, we may justly 
esteem our selfishness to be the most considerable. I am 
sensible, that, generally speaking, the representations of this 
quality have been carried much too far; and that the descrip· 
tions, which certain philosophers delight so much to form of 
mankind in this particular, are as wide of nature as any 
accounts of monsters, which we · meet with in fables and 
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romances. So far from thinking, that men have no affection Stcr. II. 
for any thing beyond themselves, l am of opinion, that tho' -
it be rare to meet with one, who loves any single person better <;1;;.; of 
than himself; yet 'tis as rare to meet with one, in whom all justice a,id 

the kind affections, taken together, do not over-balance all fropertr. 

the selfish. Consult common experience: Do you not see, 
that tho' the whole expence of the family.·be generally under 
the direction of the master of it, yet there are few that do not 
bestow the largest part of their fortunes on the pleasures of 
their wives, and the education of their children, reserving the 
smallest portion for their own proper use and entertainment. 
This is what we may observe concerning such as have those 
endearing ties; and may presume, that the case would be 
the same with others, were they plac' d in a like situation. 

But tho' this generosity must be acknowledg'd to the 
honour of human nature, we may at the same time remark, 
that so noble an affection, instead of fitting men for large 
societies, is almost as contrary to them, as the most narrow 
selfishness. For while each person loves himself better than 
any other single person, and in his love to others bears the 

• greatest affection to his relations and acquaintance, this must 
necessarily produce an opposition of passions, and a conse­
quent opposition of actions; which cannot but be dangerous 
to the new-establish' d union. 

'Tis however worth while to remark, that this contrariety 
of passions wou' d be attended with but small danger, did it 
not concur with a peculiarity in our eutward cz'rcumslanas, 
which affords it an opportunity of exerting itself. There are 
three different species of goods, which we are possess' d of; 
the internal satisfaction of our minds, the external advantages 
of our body, and the enjoyment of such possessions as we 
have acquir'd by our industry and good fortune. \Ve a.re 
perfectly secure in the enjoyment of the first. The second 
may be ravish'd from us, but can be of no advantage to him 
who deprives us of them. The last only are both expos~d to 
the violence oi others, and may be transferr'd without suffer-
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ing any loss or alteration ; while at the same time, there is 
not a sufficient quantity of them to supply every one's desires 
and necessities. As the improvement, therefore, of these 
goods is the chief advantage of society, so the z'nstabil1'/y of 
their possession, along with their scarct'ty, is the chief impedi­
ment. 

In vain shou'd we expect to find, in uncullivaled nature, 
a remedy to this ioconvenience; or hope for any inartificial 
principle of the human mind, which might controul those 
partial affections, and make us overcome the temptations 
arising from our circumstances. The idea of justice can 
never serve to this purpose, or be taken for a natural prin­
ciple, capable of inspiring men with' an equitable conduct 
towards each other. That virtue, as it is now understood, 
·wou'd never have been dream'd of among rude and savage 
men. For the notion of injury or injustice implies an 
immorality or vice committed against some other person : 
And as every immorality is deriv' d from some defect or 
unsoundness of the passions, and as this defect must be 
judg'd of, in a great measure, from the ordinary course of 
nature in the constitution of the mind; 'twill be easy to know, 
whether we be guilty of any immorality, with regard to others, 
by considering the natural, and usual force of those several 
affections, which are directed towards them. Now it appears, 
thaf in the original frame of our mind, our strongest atten· 
tion is confin' d to ourselves ; our next is extended to our 
relations and acquaintance; and 'tis only the weakest which 
reaches to strangers and indifferent persons. This partiality, 
then, and unequal affection, must not only .have an inBuence 
on our behaviour and conduct in society, but even on our 
ideas of vice and virtue; so as to make us regard any re· 
markable transgression of such a degree of partiality, either 
by too great an enlargement, or contraction of the affections, 
as vicious and immoral. This we may observe in our 
common judgments concerning actions, where we blame a 
person, who either centers all his affections in his family, or 
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is so regardless of them, as, in any opposition of interest, to SEc1·. IL 
aive the preference to a stranger, or mere chance acquaint- -
:nee. From all which it follows, that our natural unculti- f~;; of 
vated ideas of morality, instead of providing a remedy for justice and 

the partiality of our affections, do rather conform themselves property. 
to that partiality, and .give it an additional force and influ-

, 
ence. , 

The remedy, then, is not deriv'd from nature, but from 
artifice; or more properly speaking, nature provides a 
remedy in the judgment and understanding, for what is 
irregular and incommodi6us in the affections. For when 
men, from their early education in society, have become 
sensible of the infinite advantages that result from it, and 
have besides acquir'd a new affection to company and con­
versation; and when they have observ'd, that the principal 
disturbance in society arises from those goods, which we call 
external, and from their looseness and easy transition from 
one person to another; they must seek for a remedy, by 
putting these goods, as far as possible, on the same footing 
with the fix'd and constant advantages of the mind and body. 
This can be done after no other manner, than by a conven­
tion enter' d into by all the members of the society to bestow 
stability on the possession of those external goods, and leave 
every one in the peaceable enjoyment of what he may acquire 
by his fortune and industry. By this means, every one knows 
what he may safely possess ; and the passions are restrain' d 
in their partial and contradictory motions. Nor is such a 
restraint contrary to these passions; for if"so, it cou'd never 
be enter'd into, nor maintain' d ; but it is only contrary to 
their heedless and impetuous movement. Instead of depart­
ing from our own interest, or from that of our nearest friends, 
by abstaining from the possessions of others, we cannot 
better consult both these· interests, than by such a convention; 
because it is by that means we maintain society, which is so 
necessary to their well-being and subsistence, as well as. to 
our own. 

I,• , . 
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This convention is not of the nature of a.promise: For 
even promises themselves, as we shall see afterwards, arise 
from human conventions. It is only a general sense of 
common interest; which sense all the members of the 
society express to one another, and which induces them to 
regulate their conduct by certain rules. I observe, that it 
will be for my interest to leave another in th~ possession of 
his goods, provided he will act in the same manner with 
regard to me. He 'is sensible of a like interest in the regu­
lation of his conduct. · When this common sense of interest 
is mutually express'd, and is knO\~n to both, it produces a 
suitable resolution and l;ehaviour. And this may properly 
enough be call'd a convention or agreement betwixt us, tho' 
without the interposition of a promise; since the actions of 
each of us have a reference to those of the other, and are 
perform'd upon the supposition, that something is to be 
perform'd on the other part. Two men, who pull the oars of 
a boat, do it by an agreement or convention, tho' they have 
never given promises to each other. Nor is the rule con­
cerning the stability of possession the less deriv'd from 
human conventions, that it arises gradually, and acquires 
force by a slow progression, and by our repeated experience 
of the inconveniences of transgressing it. On the contrary, 
this experience assures us still more, that the sense of interest 
has become common to all our fellows, and gives us a con­
fidence of the future regularity of their conduct : And 'tis 
only on the expectation of this, that our moderation and 
abstinence are founded. In like manner are languages 
gradually establish'd by human conventions without any 
promise. . In like manner do gold and silver become the 
common measures of exchange, and are esteem'd sufficient 
payment for what is of a hundred times their value. 

After this convention, concerning abstinence from the 
possessions of others, is enter'd into, and every one has 
acqwr'd a stability in his possessions, there immediately arise 
the ideas of justice and injustice; as. also those of property, 
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right, and obligation. The latter are altogether unintelligible SECT. II. 
without first understanding the former. Our property is -
nothing but those goods, whose constant possession is ~i;i of 

establish'd by the laws of society; that is, by the laws ofjtt1tice and 
justice. Those, therefore, who make use of the words proj,erl;< 

properly, or right, or obligation, before they have explain'd 
the origin of justice, or even make use: of them in that 
explication, are guilty of a very gross fallacy, and can never 
reason upon any solid foundation. A man's property is some 
object related to him. This relation is not natural, but moral, 
and founded on justice. 'Tis very preposterous, therefore, to 
imagine, that we can have any idea of property, without fully 
comprehending the nature of justice, and shewing its origin 
in the artifice and contrivance of men. The origin of justice 
explains that of property. The same artifice gives rise to 
both. As our first and most natural sentiment of morals 
is founded on the nature of our passions, and gives the 
preference to ourselves and friends, above strangers; 'tis 
impossible there can be naturally any such thing as a fix'd 
right or property, while the opposite passions of men impel 
them in contrary directions, and are not restrain'd by any 
convention or agreement. 

No one can doubt, that the conventiotl for the distinction 
of property, and for the stability of possession, is of all circum· 
stances the most necessary to the establishment of human 
society, and· that after the agreement for the fixing and 
observing of this rule, there remains little or nothing to be 
done towards settling a perfect harmony and concord. All 
the other passions, beside this of interest, are eit!rer easily 
~estrain'd, or are not of such pernicious consequence, when 
mdulg' d. Jt''aniry is rather to be esteem'd a social passion, 
and a bond of union among men. Pily and love are to be 
consider'd in the same light. And as to enV)' and rromge, 
t~o' pernicious, they operate only by intervals, and are 
directed against particular persons, whom we consider as 
our superiors or enemies. This avidity alone, of acquiring 

• 
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goods and possessions for ourselves and our nearest friends, 
is insatiable, perpetual, universal, and directly destructive of 
society. There scarce is any one, who is not actuated bv it· , } 

and there is no one, who has not reason to fear from it, when 
it acts without any restraint, and gives way to its first and 
most natural movements. So that upon the whole, we are 
to esteem the difficulties in the establishment of society, to be 
greater or less, acco1ding to those we encounter in regulating 
and restraining this passion. 

'Tis certain, that no affection of the human mind has both 
a sufficient force, and a proper direction to counter-balance 
the love of gain, and render men fit members of society, 
by making them abstain from the pos~ssions of others. 
Benevolence to · strangers is too weak for this purpose ; and 
as to the other passions, they rather inflame this avidity, 
wh_en we observe, that the larger our possessions are, the 
more ability we have of grati(ving all our appetites. There 
is no passion, therefore, capable of controlling the interested 
affection, but the very affection itself, by an alteration of its 
direction. Now this alteration must necessarily take place 
upon the least reflection ; since 'tis evident, that the passion 
is much better satisfy'd by its restraint, than by its liberty, 
and that in preserving society, we make much greater 
advances in the acquiring possessions, than in the soli tary 
and forlorn condition, which must follow upon violence 
and an universal licence. The question, therefore, con­
cerning the wickedness or goodness of human nature, 
enters not in the least into that other question con· 
cerning the origin of society; nor is there any thing to 
be consider'd but the degrees of men's sagacity or folly. 
For whether t/i.e passion of self-interc;st be esteemed 
vicious or virtuous, 'tis all a case ; since itself alone 
restrains it: So that if it be virtuous, men become 
social by their vhtue ; if vicious, their vice has the same 
effect. 

Now as 'tis by establishing the rule for the stability of 
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possession, that this passion restrains itself; if that rule be very SECT. II. 

abstruse, and of difficult invention ; society must be esteem' d, -
in a manner, accidental, and the effect of many ages. But if~~.;/:~ ef 
it be found, that nothing can be more simple and obviousjustict and 
than that rule ; that every parent, in order to preserve peace property. 

among his children, must establish it; and that these first 
rud.iments of justice must every day be· improv'd, as the 
society enlarges : If all this appear evident, as it certainly 
must, we may conclude, that 'tis utterly impossible for men 
to remain any considerable time in that savage condition, 
which precedes society; but that his very first state and situa-
tion may justly be esteem'd social. This, however, hinders 
not, but that philosophers may, if they please, extend their 
reasoning to the suppos' d slate of nature; provided they 
allow it to be a mere philosophical fiction, which never had, 
and never cou'd have any reality. Human nature being 
Compos' d of two prjncipal parts, which are requisite in all its 
actions, the affections and understanding; 'tis certain, that 
the blind motions of the former, without the direction of the 
latter, incapacitate men for society: And it may be allow'd 
us to consider separately the effects, that result from the 
separate operations of these two component parts of the · 
mind. The same liberty may be permitted to moral, which 
is allow' d to natural philosophers; and 'tis very usual with 
the latter to consider any motion as compounded and con-
sisting of two parts separate from each other, tho' at the 
same time they acknowledge it to be in itself uncompounded 
and inseparable. 

This stale of nalure, therefore, is to be regarded as a mere 
fiction, not unlike that of the golden age, which poets have in­
vented; only with this difference, that the former is describ'd as 
full of war, violence and injustice; whereas the latter is painted 
out to us, as the most charming and most peaceable con­
dition, that can possibly be imagin'd. The seasons, in that 
first age of nature, were so temperate, if we may believe the · 
poets, that there was no necessity for men to provide them-
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PART ~I. selves with cloaths and houses as a security against the vio-
- Jenee of heat and cold. The rivers flow'd with wine and 

Of11i,stice milk: The oaks y·ielded honey,· and nature spontaneousl1· (l n.1 

i11;i,,1ire. produc'd her greatest delicacies. Nor were these the chi~i 
advantages of that happy age. The storms and tempests 
were not alone remov'd from nature; but those more furious 
tempests were unknown to human breasts, which now cause 
~uch uproar, and engender such confusion. Avarice, ambi­
tion, cruelty, selfishness, were never heard of: Cordial afiec­
tion, compassion, sympathy, were the only movements, with 
which the human mind was yet acquainted. Even the 
distinction of mine and thine was banish' d from that happ_l' 
race of mortals, and carry'd with them the very notions of 
property and obligation, justice and injustice. 

This, no doubt, is to be regarded as an idie fiction ; but 
yet deserves our attention, because nothing can more evi­
dently shew the origin of those viriues, which are the subjects 
of our present enquiry. I have already observ'd, that justice 

j 
takes its rise from human conventions; and that these are 
intended as a remedy to some inconveniences, which proceed 
from the concurrence of certain qua!t'tfrs of the human mind 
with the situation of external objects. The qualities of the 
mind are selfishness and linu'ted generosity: And the situation 
of external objects is tkeir easy change, join'd to their scarcity 
in comparison of the wants and desires of men. But ho11·­
ever philosophers may have been bewilder' d in those specu­
lations, poets have been guided more infaJlibly, by a certain 
taste or common instinct, which in most kinds of reasoning 
goes farther than any of that art and philosophy, with which 
we have been yet acquainted. They easily perceiv'd, if every 
man had a tender regard for another, or if nature supplied 
abundantly all our wants and desires, tha~ the jealousy of 
interest, which justice supposes, could no longer have place; 
nor would there be any occasion for those distinctions and 

' limits of property and possession, which at present are in use 
among mankind. Encrease to a sufficient degree the bene-
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volence of men, or the bounty of nature, and you render SECT. II. 
justice useless, by supplying its place with much nobler vir- --­
tues, and more valuable blessings. The selfishness of men is f~~t of 

animated by the few possessions we have, in proportion to justice a11d 
our wants; and 'tis to restrain this selfi~hness, that men have property. 

been oblig'd to separate themselves from the community, 
and to distinguish betwixt their own goods and those of 
others. 

Nor need we have recourse to the fictions of poets to learn 
this; but beside the reason of the thing, may discover the 
same truth by common experience and observation. 'Tis 
easy to remark, that a cordial affection renders all things 
common among friends ; and that married people in par­
ticular mutually lose their property, and are unacquainted 
with the mr'ne and thz'ne, which are so necessary, and yet 
cause such disturbance in human society. The same effect 
arises from any alteration in the circumstances of mankind; 
as when there is such a plenty of any thing as satisfies all the 
desires of men: In which case the distinction of property is 
entirely lost, and every thing remains in common. This we 
may observe with regard to air and water, tho' the most 
valuable of all external objects; and may easily conclude, 
that if men were supplied with every thing in the same 
abundance, or if every one had the same affection and tender 
regard for every one as for himself; justice and injustice 
would be equally unknown among mankind. 

Here then is a proposilion, which, I think, may be re­
garded as certain, that '/is only from the selfishness and con· 
fin'd generosr'ty of men, along w1~h the scanty prov1s1on nature 
has made for l11s wants, Iha/ juslzi:e derives r'ls origi'n. If we 

look backward we shall find, that this proposition bestows an 
additional force on some of those observations, which we 
have already made. on this subject. 
. First, we may conclude from it, that a regard to public 
mterest, or ,a strong extensive benevolence, is not our first 
and original motive for the observation of the rules of jus-
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P.AR.T II. tice; since 'tis allow'd, that if men were endow'd '1\-i th such 
-- a benevolence, these rules would never have been dreamt of. OJ justiee 

a11d Secondfy, we may conclude from the same principle, that 
injustice. the sense of justice is not founded on reason, or on the di~ 

covery of certain connexions and relations of ideas, which 
are eternal, immutable, and universally obligatory. For since 
it is confest, that sw:h an alteration as that above-mention'd, 
in the temper and circumstances of mankind, wou'd entirely 
alter our duties and obligations, 'tis necessary upon the 
common system, Iha! the sense of virtue t's deriv' d /rom reason, 
to shew the change which this must produce in the relations 
and ideas. But 'tis evident, that the only cause, why the ex­
tensive generosity of man, and the perfect abundance of 
every thing, wou'd destroy the very idea of justice, is because 
they render it useless; and that, on the other hand, his con­
fin' d benevolence, and his necessitous condition, give rise to 
that virtue, only by making it requisite to the publick in­
terest, and to that of every individual. 'Twas therefore a 
concern for our own, and the publick interest, which made 
us establish the laws of justice ; and nothing can be more 
certain, than that it is not any relation of ideas, which gives 
us this concern, but our impressions and sentiments, without 
which every thing in nature is perfectly indifferent to us, and 
can never in the least affect us. The sense of justice, there· 
fore, is not founded on our ideas, but ou our impressions. 

Thirdly, we may farther confirm the foregoing proposition, 
that those z'mpressions, which gz've rise lo tliz's sense of j11s/ice, 
are nol natural lo /he mind of man, out arise /rom artifice and 
human cmvmlions. For since any considerable alteration of 
temper and circumstances destroys equally justice and in­
justice; and since such an alteration has an effect only b)' 
changing our own and the publick interest; it follows, that 
the first establishment of the rules of justice depends on 
these different interests. But if men pursu'd the publick 
interest naturally, and with a hea~ty affection, they wou'd 
never have dream' d of restraining each other by these rules; 
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and if they pursu' d their own interest, without any precau- SECT, II. 
tion, they wou'd run head-long into every kind of injustice -
and violence, These rules, therefore, are artificial, and seek ~~;:: of 
their end in an oblique and indirect manner; nor is the in- ;'ustire aiui 
terest, which gives rise to them, of a kind that cou'd be property. 

pursu'd by the natural and inartificial passions of men. 
To make this more evident, consider, that tho' the rules of 

justice are establish'd merely by interest, their connexion 
with interest is somewhat singular, and is different from 
what may be observ'd on other occasions. A single act of 
justice is frequently contrary to public interest; and were it 
to stand alone, without being follow'd by other acts, may, 
in itself, be very prejudicial to society. When a man of 
merit, of a beneficent disposition, restores a great fortune 
to a miser, or a seditious bigot, he has acted justly and laud­
ably, but the public is a real sufferer. Nor is every single 
act of justice, consider' d apart, more conducive to private 
interest, than to public; and ' tis easily conceiv'd how a man 
may impoverish himself by a signal instance of integrity, 
and have reason to wish, that with regard to that singie act, 
the laws of justice were for a moment suspended in the 
universe. But however single acts of justice may be con­
trary, either to public or private interest, 'tis certain, that 
the whole plan or scheme is highly conducive, or indeed 
absolutely requisite, both to the support of society, and the 
well-being of every individual. 'Tis impossible to separate 
the good from the ill. Property must be stable, and must be 
fix' d by general rules. Tho' in one instance the public be a 
sufferer, this momentary ill is amply compe1Jsated by the 
steady prosecution of the rule, and by the peace and order, 
which it establishes in society. And even every individual 
person must find himself a gainer, on ballancing the account; 
since, without justice, society must immediately dissolve, and 
every one must fall into that savage and solitary condition, 
which is in1inite!Y worse than the worst situation that can 
possibly be suppos'd in society. When therefore men have 
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PART II. had experience enough to observe, that whatever may be the 
consequence of any single act of justice, perform'd by a 
single person, yet the whole system of actions, concurr'd in 
by the whole society, is infinitely advantageous to the whole, 
and to every part ; it is not Jong before justice and property 
take place. Every member of society is sensible of this in­
terest: Every one expresses this sense to his fellows, along 
with the resolution he has taken of squaring his actions by 
it, on condition that others will do the same. No more is re­
quisite to induce any one of them to perform an act of justice, 
who has the first opportunity. This becomes an example to 
others. And thus justice establishes itself by a kind of con­
vention or agreement; that is, by a sense of interest, sup­
pos' d 'to be common to all, and where every single act is 
perform'd in expectation that others are to perform the like. 
Without such a convention, no one wou'd ever have dream'd, 
that there was such a virtue as justice, or have been induc'd 
to conform his actions to it. Taking any single act, my 
justice may be pernicious in every respect; and ' tis only 

-0/jush'u 
and 
injustiu. 

· upon the supposition, that others are to imitate my example, 
that I can be induc'd to embrace that virtue; since nothing 
but this combination can render justice advantageous, or 
afford me any motives to conform my self to its rules. 

\Ve come now to the stc()11d question we propos'd, viz. 
1.Yhy we annex the z'dea o.f virtue lo justice, and o.f vice to 1i1· 

juslz'ce.' This question will not detain us long after the 
principles, which we have already establish'd, All we can 
say of it at present will be dispatch'd in a few words: And 
for farther satisfaction, the reader must wait till we come to 

the third part of this book. The natural obligation to 
justice, vis. interest, has been fully explain'd; but as to the 
moral obligation, or the sentiment of right and wrong, 'twill 
first be requisite to examine the natural virtues, before we 
can give a full and satisfactory account of it. 

After men have found by experi~nce, that their selfishness 
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and confin'd generosity, acting at their liberty, totally inca- SECT. IL 
pacitate them for society; and at the same time have observ'd, -

. . th . f: . f h Of tlu that society 1s necessary to e saus action o t ose very ori.1;,,, of 
passions, they are naturally induc'd to lay themselves under justice and 

the restraint of such rules, as may render their commerce proper~ 

more safe and commodious. To the imposition then, and 
observance of these rules, both in general, and in every par-
ticular instance, they are at first induc'd only by a regard to 
interest; and this motive, on the first formation of scciety, is 
sufficiently strong and forcible. But when society has be-
come numerous, and has encreas'd to a tribe or nation, this 
interest is more remote; nor do men so readily perceive, 
that disorder and confusion follow upon every breach of 
these ru !es, as in· a more narrow and contracted society. But 
tho' in our own actions we may frequently lose sight of that 
interest, which we have in maintaining order, and may follow 
a lesser and more present interest, we never fail to observe 
the prejudice we receive, either mediately or immediately, 
from the injustice of others; as not being in that case either 
blinded by passion, or byass' d by any contrary temptation. 
Nay when the injustice is so distant from us, as no way to 
affect our interest, it still displeases us; because we consider 
it as prejudicial to human society, and pernicious to every 
one that approaches the person guilty of it. \Ve partake of 
their uneasiness by sympaihy; and as every thing, which 
gives uneasiness in human actions, upon the general survey, 
is call'd Vice, and whatever produces satisfaction, in the same 
manner, is denominated Virtue; this is the reason why the 
sense of moral good and evil follows upon justice and in-
justice. And tho' this sense, in the present case, be deriv'd 
only from contemplating the actions of others, yet we fail not 
to extend it even to our own actions. The general ruk 
reaches 1::eyond those instances, from which it arose ; while 
at the same time we naturally sympathise with others in the 
sentiments they entertain of us. Thus ulf-111/eresl is the 
original motive Jo lk establishment of justice: 'but a sympathy 
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PART II. wzrlz public interest is //ze source of the moral approbation, 
- which attends that vzrlue. 

0/jurt£ce 
am/ 
injustiu. 

Tho' this progress of the sentiments be natural, and even 
necessary, 'tis certain, that it is here forwarded by the artifice 
of politicians, who, in order to govern men more easily, and 
preserve peace in human society, have endeavour'd to produce 
an esteem for justice, and an abhorrence of injustice. This, 
no doubt, must have its effect; but nothing can be more 
evident, than tha~ the matter has been carry' d too far by 
certain writers on morals, who seem to have emp_loy'd their 
utinost efforts to extirpate all sense of virtue from among 
mankind. Any artifice of politicians may assist nature in the 
producing of those sentiments, which she suggests to us, and 
may even on some occasions, produce alone an approbation 
or esteem for any particular action; but 'tis impossible it 
should be the sole cause of the distinction we make betwixt 
vice and virtue. For if nature did not aid us in this particular, 
'twou' d be in vain for politicians to talk of honourable or dis­
honourable, praz'seworllzy or blameable. These words wou'd be 
perfectly unintelligible, and wou'd no more have any idea 
annex' d to them, than if they were of a tongue perfectly un­
known to us. The utmost politicians can perform, is, to 
extend the natural sentiments beyond their original bounds ; 
but still nature must furnish the materials, and give us some 
notion of moral distinctions. 

As publick praise and blame encrease our esteem for 
justice; so private education and instruction contribute to 
the same effect. For as parents easily observe, that a man is 
the more useful, both to himself and others, the greater degree 
of probity and honour he is endow' d with ; and that those 
principles have greater force, when custom and education 
assist interest and reHexion: For these reasons they are in· 
due' d to inculcate on their children, from their earliest infancy, 
the princip,Jes of probity, and teach them to regard the ob· 
servance of those rules, by which society is maintain'd, as 
worthy and honourable, and their violation as base and 
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infamous. By this means the sentiments of honour may SECT. l!I. 

take root in their tender minds, and acquire such firmness -
and solidity, that they may fall little short of those principles, CJ!.:!:' 
which are the most essential to our natures, and the most which 
deeply radicated in our internal constitution. ;:;;/": 

What farther contributes to encrease their solidity, is the · 'J' 

interest of our reputation, after the opinion, that a men'! or 
demerit al/ends justice or 1'njusti'ce, is once firmly establish' d 
among mankind. There is nothing, which touches us more 
nearly than our reputation, and nothing on which our repu-
tation more depends than our conduct, with relation to the 
property of others. For this reason, every one, who has any 
regard to his character, or who intends to live on good terms 
with mankind, must fix an inviolable law to himself, never, by 
any temptation, to be induc' d to violate those principles, which 
are essential to a man of probity and honour. 

I shall make only one observation before I leave this sub­
ject, viz. that tho' I assert, that in the s(ate of nalure, or that 
imaginary state, which preceded society, there be neither 
justice nor injustice, yet I assert not, that it was allowable, in 
such a state, to violate the property of others. I only main­
tain, that there was no such thing as property; and conse­
quently cou'd be no such thing as justice or injustice. I 
shall have occasion to make a similar reflexion with regard 
to promises, when I come to treat of them; and I hope this 
reflexion, when duly weigh'd, will suffice to remove all odium 
from the foregoing opinions, with regard to . justice and 
injustice. 

SECTION III. 

0/ the rults, wlzz'cl, determine property. 

THo' the establislfment of the rule, concerning the stability 
of possession, be not only useful, but even absolutely neces­
sary .to human society, it can never serve to any purpose. 
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while it remains in such general terms. Some method must 
be shewn, by which we may distinguish what particular goods 
are to be assign'd to each particular person, while the rest of 
mankind are excluded from their possession and enjoyment. 
Our next business, then, must be to discover the reasons 
which modify this general rule, and fit it to the common use 
and practice of the world. 

'Tis obvious, that those reasons are not deriv' d from any 
utility or advantage, which either the parll,·tt!ar person or the 
public may reap from his enjoyment of any parl/cular goods, 
beyond what wou'd result from the po~session of them by any 
other person. 'Twere better, no doubt, that every one were 
possess'd of what is most suitable to him, and proper for his 
use : But besides, that t)iis relation of fitness may be com­
mon to several at once, ·~ liable to so many controversies, 
and men are so partial and passionate in judging of these 
controversies, that such a loose and uncertain rule wo:i'd be 
absolutely incompatible with the peace of human society. 
The convention concerning the stability of possession is 
enter'd into, in order to cut off all occasions of discord and 
contention; and this end wou'd never be attain'd, were we 
allow'd to apply this rule differently in every particular case, 
according to every particular utility, which might be dis­
cover'd in such an application. Justice, in her decisions, 
never regards the fitness or unfitness of objects to particular 
persons, but conducts herselr by more extensive views. 
Whether a man be generous, or a miser, he is equally 
well receiv'd by her, and ·obtains with the same facility 
a decision in his favou r, even for what is entirely useless 
to him. 

It follows, therefore, that the general rule, Iha/ possession 
must be stable, is not apply'd by particular judgments, but by 
other general rules, which must extend to the whole society, 
and be inflexible either by spite or favour. To illustrate 
this, I propose the following instance. I first consider men 
in their savage and solitary conditic;m; and suppose, that 
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being sensible of the misery of that state, and foreseeing the SEcT. III. 
advantages that wou'd result from society, they seek ell.ch --­
other's company, and make an offer of mutual protection and ~l;~ 

' assistance. I also suppose, that they are endow'<! with such which 

sagacity as immediately to perceive, that the chief impedi, :~:;::;"~ 
ment to this project of society and partnership lies in the 'Y 

avidity and selfishness of their natural temper; to remedy 
which, they enter into a convention for the stability of pos-
session, and for mutual. restraint and forbearance. I am 
sensible, that this method of proceeding is nor altogether 
natural; but besides that I here only suppose those reflexions 
to be forrn'd at once, which in fact arise insensibly and by 
degrees; besides this, I say, 'tis very possible, that several 
persons, being by different accidents separated from the 
societies, to which they formerly belng'd, may be oblig'd to 
form a new society among themselves; in which case they 
are entirely in the situation above-mention'd. 

'Tis evident, then, that their first difficulty, in this situation, 
after the general convention for the establishment of society, 
and for the constancy of possession, is, how to separate their 
possessions, and assign to each his particular portion, which he 
must for the future inailerably enjoy. This difficulty will not 
detain them long; but it must immediately occur to them, as 
the most natural expedient, that every one continue to enjoy 
what he is at present master of, and that property or con­
stant possession be conjoin'd to the immediate possession. 
Such is the effect of custom, that it not only reconciles us to 
any thing we have long enjoy'd, but even gives us an affection 
for it, and makes us prefer it to other objects, which may be 
more valuable, but ·are less known to us. What has Jong 
lain under our eye, and has often been employ'd to our 
advantage, that we are always the most unwilling to part 
with; but can easily Jive without possessions, which we never 
have enjoy'd, and are not accustom'd to. 'Tis evident, 
therefore, that men wou' d easily acquiesce in this expedient, 
that rotry one continue to mjoy what he is al presml possess' d 
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ef; and this is the reason, why they wou' d so naturally agree 
in preferring it 1, 

1 No questions in philosophy are more difficult, than when a nnmber 
of causes present themselves for the same phrenomenon, to determine 
which is the. principal and predominant. There seldom is any very 
precise argument to fix onr choice, and men must be contented to be 
guided by a kind of taste or fancy, ,irising from analogy, and a com, 
pa,ison of similar instances. T hus, in the present case, there a re, no 
doubt, motives of pnblic interest for most of the rnles, which determine 
property; but still I suspect, that tbese rules are principally fix'd by the 
imagination, or the more frivolons properties of our thought and con­
ception. I shall continue to explain these causes, leaving it to the 
reader's choice, whether he will prefer those deriv'd from pablick utility, 
or those deriv'd from the imagination. We shall begin with the right 
of the present possessor. 

'Tis a qcality, wh ich (a ) I have already obsef\''d in hcman natore, 
that when two objects app~r ic a close relation to each other, the mind 
is apt to a.scribe to them any additional relation, in order to compleat 
the union; and this inclination is so strong, as often to make us rnn 
into errors (such as that of the conjunction of thought and matter) if we 
find that they can serve to that purpose. Many of our impressions are 
incapable of place or local position; and yet those very impres;ions we 
suppose to have a local conjunction with the impressions of sight and 
touch, merely because they are conjoin'd by causation, and are already 
uni red in the imagination. Since, therefore, we can feign a new relation 
and even an absurd one, in order to compleat any union, 'twill easily I>< 
imagin'd, that if there be any relations, which depend on the mind, 
'twill readily conjoin them to any preceding relation, and unite, by a 
new bond, such objects as have already an union in the fancy. Thus for 
instance, we never fail, in onr arra.ogement of bodies, to place those 
which are resemhlfog in co,itiguity to each other, or at least in (Or· 
nspondmt points of view; because we feel a satisfaction in joining the 
relation of contiguity to that of resemblance, or the resemblance of 
situation t o that of qualities. And this is easily acc<iunted for from the 
!mown properties of human nature. When the mind is determin'd to 
join certain objects, but nndetermin'd in its choice of the particular 
objects, it naturally turns its eye to such as are related together. They 
are already united in the mind : They present themselves at the same 
time to the conception ; and instead of requiring any new reason for 
their conjunction, it won'd require a very powerful reason to make ~s 
over-look this natnral affinity. This we shat! hlve occasion to explain 
more fully afterwards, when we come to treat of btauty. Jn the me•r 
time, we may content ourselves with ohsemng, that the same Jove o 
order and uniformity, which arranges the books in a library, and the 
chain in a parlour, contribute to the formation of society, and to the 
well-being of mankind, by modifying the general rule concemin~ the 
stability of pQSSeuioD. And as property forna a relation betwixt ~ 
p=n and an object.. 'tis natural to found it on some prece<ling relanon, 
and as property is nothing but a constant posseuion, sccnr'd by the Jaws 

(a) Book I . Parl IV,.stcl, 5. 
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But we may observe, that tho' the rule of the assignment SECT. III. 

of property to the present possessor be natural, and by that --­
means useful, yet its utility extends not beyond the first f{,~!: 
formation of society; nor wou' d any thing be more per- which 

· · th th t b f · b h, h determi11~ mc1ous, an e constan o servance o 1t ; y w 1c p ,,., 1 YOrY'JI, 

restitution wou' d be excluded, and every injustice wou' d be 
authoriz' d and rewarded. \-Ve must, therefore, seek for some 
oth~r circumstance, that may give rise to property after 
society is once establish'd; and of this kind, I find four 
most considerable, viz. Occupation, Prescription, Accession, 
al)d Succession. \Ve shall briefly examine each of these, 
beginning 'llith Occupation. 

The possession of all external goods is changeable and 
uncertain; which is one of the most considerable impedi­
ments to the establishment of society, and is the reason why, 
by universal agreement, express or tacite, men restrain them­
selves by what we now call the rules of justice and equity. 
The .misery of the condition, which precedes this restraint, is 
the cause why we submit to that remedy as quickly as 
possible; and this affords us an easy reason, why we annex 
the idea of property to the first possession, or to occupation. 
Men are unwilling to leave property in suspence, even for 
the shortest time, or open the least door to violence and 
disorder. To which we may add, that the first possession 
always engages the attention most; and did we negled it, 
there wou'd be no colour of reason for assigning property to 
any succeeding possession 1. 

of s~clety, 'tis natunl to add it to the present possession, which is a 
relation that resembles it. For this also has its intlnence. If it be 
natu~al to conjoin all sorts of relations, 'tis more so, to conjoin such 
relations as are resembling, and art related together. 

1 Some philosophers account for the right of occupation, by sa.yin.g, 
~at e"ery one has a property in his own labonr; and when be joins that 

bour to any thin!f. it gives him the property of the whole: Bot, 1. 
There are 11CVertl kinds of occupation, where we cannot be said to join 
our \abour to the object we acquire : As when we t>Ossess a meadow by 
gru1n_g our cattle upon it. 2. This accounts for the matter by meant of 
~<f•mon; which ia taking a needless circuit, 3. We cannot be said to 
Jom our labour in any thing but in a figun.tin sense. Properly speaking, 
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PART II. There remains nothing, but to determine exactly, what is 
meant by possession ; and this is not so easy as may at first 
sight be imagin' d. \Ye are said to be in possession of any 
thing, not only when we immediately touch it, but also when 
we are so situated with respect to it, as to have it in our 
power to use it; and may move, alter, or destroy it, accord­
ing to our present pleasure or advantage. This relation, 
then, is a species of cause and effect; and as property is 
nothing but a stable possession, deriv'd from the rules of 
justice, or the conventions of men, 'tis to be consider'd as 
the same species of relation. But here we may observe, 
that as the power of using any object becomes more or less 
certain, according as the interruptions we may meet with are 
more or less probable; and as this probability may increa,e 
by insensible degrees; 'tis in many cases impossible to deter­
mine when possession begins or ends; nor is there anr 
certain standard, by which we can decide such controversies. 
A wild boar, that falls into our snares, is deem'd to be in our 
possession, if it be impossible for him to escape. But what 
do we mean by impossible ? How do we separate this im­
possibility from an improbability I And how distinguish that 
exactly from a probability? Mark the precise limits of the 
one and the other, and shew the standard, by which we may 
decide all disputes that may arise, and, as we find by experi­
ence, frequently do arise upon this subject 1• 

-Of justice 
nnd 
in;iistitt. 

we only make an alteration on it by our labour. This forms a rdaiion 
betwixt us and the object; and thence arises the property, according to 
the preceding principles. 

1 If we seek a solution of these difficulties in reason and public inte'.est, 
we never shall find satisfaction; and if we look for it in the imagioauon, 
' tis evident, that the qualities, which operate up<.m that faculty, run so 
insensibly and gradually into each other, that 'tis impos.ible to give them 
any precise bounds or termination, The difficulties on this bead must 
en=se, when we consider, that our judgment alters, very sensibly, 
according to the subject, and that the same po'l\·er and proximity will be 
decm'd posscuion in ·one case, which is not esteem'd such in anothc,r. 
A person, who has bunted a hare to the lut degree of weariness, wo~ d 
look upon it as an injustice for another to rush in before him, and seize 
bis prey. But the same penon, advancing to pluclc an apple, tbar bangs 
within his ref.ch, hu no reuon to complaui, if f.QOtber, more alert, pa;ses 
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But such disputes may not only arise concerning the real SECT. III. 

existence of property and possession, but also concerning 
O 

-
their extent ; and these disputes are often susceptible of no ,.t,!;" 

' (\ecision, or can be decided by no other faculty than the whid, . 
. . . A h l d h h f ll deter111u,.-1maginat1on. person w o an s on t e s ore o a srna proper/,. 

island, that is desart and uncultivated, is deem'd its possessor 'J 

from the very fi rst moment, and acquires the property of 
the whole; because the object is there bounded and circum-
scrib' d in the fancy, and at the same time is proportion'd to 
the new possessor. The same person landing on a desart 
island, as large as Great Bri'tai'n, extends his properly no 
farther _ than his immediate possession ; tho' a numerous 
colony are esteem' d the proprietors of the whole from the 
instant of their debarkment. 

But it often happens, that the title of first possession 
becomes obscure thro' time; and that 'tis impossible to 
determine many controversies, which may arise concerning 
him, and takes possession. What is the reason of tbis difference, but 
that immobility, not being natural to the hare, bat the effect of industry, 
forms in that case a strong relation with tbe hunter, which is wanting in 
the other l 

Here then it appears, that a certain and infallible power of enjoyment, 
without touch or some other sensible relation, often prodoces not 
property : And I fartber observe, that a sensible relation, without any 
P!esentrower, is sometimes sufficient to give a title to any object. The 
sight o a thing Is seldom a considerable rel•tion, and is only regarded 
a.i such, when the object is hidden, or very obscure: in which case we 
find, that the view alone conveys a property; according to that maxim, 
tliat ,<1!,_tn a whole continent belMt,ft to tlu na!itm, wMcA first disccver'd 
''· l 1s however remarkable, that both in the case of discovery and that 
of po1session, the first discoverer and possessor must join to tbe relation 
an rntention of rendering himself proprietor, otherwise the relation will 
not have its effect; and that because the connexion in our fancy betwixt 
the P,roperty and t_he relation is Dot so great, but that it requires to be 
help d by such an intention. 

From all these circumstances, 'tis easy to see how perplex'd many 
~nestions may become con~rniog the acquisition of property by oceupa­
llon; and the least effort of thought may present as with insunccs, which 
arc. not susceptible of aiiy reasonable decision. If we prefer examples, 
wh~ch ~re real, to such u are feign'd, we may consider tbe following one, 
jhich is to be met with in almost every writer, that has treated of the 
aws of nature. Two Gr"itn, colonies, leaving their native country, in 

:·•!ch or new seats, were inform'd that a city near them. was d~erted by 
ts mhab1t&Dts, To know the truth o( this report, they dispatch d at oa.cc 

·l 
·. , ... ,--.. '~ 
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P ART II. it. In that case long possession or prescripli"o11 naturally 
takes place, and gives a person a sufficient property in any 
thing he enjoys. The nature of human society admits not 
of any great accuracy; nor can we always remount to the 
first origin of things, in order to determine their present 
condition. Any considerable space of time sets objects at 
such a distance, that they seem, in a manner, to lose their 
reality, and have as little influence on the mind, as if they 
never had been in being. A man's title, that is clear and 
certain at present, will seem obscure and doubtful fifty years 
hence, even tho' the facts, on which it is founded, shou'd be 
prov'd with the greatest evidence and certainty. The same 
facts have not the same influence after so long nn interval of 
time. And this may be receiv'd as a convincing argument 
for our preceding doctrine with regard to property and 
justice. Possession during a long tract of time conveys a 
title to any object. · But as 'tis certain, that, however every 

--Ofjustice 
and 
1'71justice. 

l\\'0 messengers, one from each colony; who finding on their approach, 
that their information was true, began a race together with an intention 
to take possession of the city, each of them for his countrymen. One of 
these messengers, finding that he was not an equal match for the other, 
launch'd his spear at the gates of the city, and was so fortunate as to 6x 
it there before the arrival of h is companion. This produc'd a dispute 
betwixt the two colonies, which of them was the proprietor of the empty 
city ; and this dispute still subsists among philosophers. For my part 
I find the dispute impossible to be decided, and t!tat because the whole 
question hangs upon the fancy, which in this case is not possess'd of.any 
precise or determinate standard, npon which it can give sentence. To 
make this evident. let us consider, that if these two persons bad been 
simply members of the colonies, !llld not messengers or deputies, their 
actions wou'd not have been of any consequence ; since in that case their 
relation to the colonies wou'd have been but feeble and imperfect. Add 
to this, that nothing determin'd them to run to the gates rather than the 
walls, or any other part of the city, but that the gates, being the most 
obvious and remarkable part, satisfy the fancy best in taking them for 
the whole ; aJ we find by the poets, who frequently draw their images and 
metaphors from them. Besides we may consider, that the touch or 
contact of the one messenger is not properly possession, no more than 
the piercing the gates with a spea,; but only forms a relation; .and 
there is a relation, in the other case, equally obvious, tho' not, ~rhaps, 
of equal force. Which of these relation', then, con,·eys a right and 
property, or whether any of them be g11fficient for tbat eff~t, I leave to 

. the dedsion of such as are wiser than myself. 
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thing be produc' d in time, there is notping real, that is SEcr. III. 
produc'd by time; it follows, that proper.ty being produc'd -
b . . . h" 1 . h b" b . h Of the y time, 1s not any t mg rea m t e o ~eccs, ut 1s t e ,.,,1,, 

' offspring of the sentiments, on which alone time is found ,vliid, 
to have any influence 1• d,terrnine 

We acquire the property of objects by access/011, when they 
are connected in an intimate manner ,'vith objects that are 
already our property, and at the same time are inferior to 
them. Thus the fruits of our garden, the offspring of our 
cattle, and the work of our slaves, are all of them esteem' d 
our property, even before possession. Where ·objects are 
connected together in the imagination, they are apt to be put 
on the same footing, and are commonly suppos'd to be 
·endow' d with the same qualities. \Ve readily pass from one 
to the other, and . make no difference in our judgments 
concerning them; especially if the latter be inferior to the 
former 1. 

property. 

1 Present possession is plainly a telation betwixt a person and an 
object; but is not sufficient to counter-ballance the relation of first posses­
sion, unless the former be long and uninterrupted : In which case the 
relation is eucreas'd on the side of the present possession, by the extent 
or time, and diminish'd on that of first possession, by the distance. This 
change in the relation produces a consequent cban~e in the pro~rty. 

2 This source of property can never be explain d but from the ima­
ginations; and one may affirm, that the causes are here unmix'd. We 
shall proceed to explain them more particularly, and illustrate them by 
examples from common life and experience. 

It has been observ'd above, that the mind has a natural propensity to 
join relations, especially resembling ones, and finds a k ind of fitness and 
uniformity in such an union. From this propensity are deriv'd these 
laws of nature, that upon th~ first formation of stKiety, property always 
fol/()Ws the pyesenl pomttion; and afterwards, t/r.at it an·m from first 
or from long possasi,m. Now we may easily observe, that relation ia 
not confin'd merely to one degree ; but that from an object, that is 
related to ns, we acquire a relation to every other object which is related 
to it, and so on, till the thought loses the chain by to? long_ a proi,ess. 
However the relation mny weaken by each remove, 'tis not 1mmed1ately 
destroy'd; but freqnently connects two objects by means of an inter­
mediate one, which is related to both. And this principle is of such 
force as to give rise to the right of accession, and causes us to acquire 
the property not only of such objects as we are immediately possess'd of, · 
but al~o of such as are closely connected with them.. . 

Suppose a German, a Frmclm1an, and a Spaniarli to come mt? a 
room, where there ate plac'd npon the table three bottles of wtne;· 

L 1 
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P>.1tt II. The right of successz'on is a very natural one, from the 
presum'd consent of the. parent or near relation, and from 
the general interest of mankind, which requires, that men's 
possessions shou' d pass to those, who are dearest to them, in 

-++-
0/justice 
am{ 
i11jmtite. 

Rhmislz, Burgundy and Port; and suppose they shou'd fall a quarrel­
ling about the division of them; a person, who was chosen for umpire, 
wou'd naturally, to shew his impartiality, give every one the product of 
his own country: And this from a principle, which, in some measure, is 
the source of those laws of nature, that ascribe property to occupation, 
prescription and accession. 

In all these cases, and particularly that of accession, there is first a 
natural union betwixt the idea of the person and that of the object, and 
afterwards a new and moral union pro<luc'd by that right or property, 
which we ascribe to the person. But here there occurs a difficulty, 
which merits our attention, and may afford us an opportunity of putting 
to tryal that sin~ular method of reasoning, which has been employ'd on 
the present subJect. I have already observ'd, that the imagination 
passes with greater facility from little to great, than from great 19 little, 
,nd that the transition of ideas is always easier and smoother in the 
former case than in the latter. Now as the right of accession arises 
from the easy t ransition of ideas, by which !'elated objects are connected 
together, it sbou'd naturally be imagin'd, that the right of accession 
mu,t encrease in strength, in proportion as the transition of ideas is per­
form'd with greater facility. It may, therefore, be thought, that -..'hen 
we have acquir'd the property of any small object, we shall readily 
consider any great object related to it as an accession, and as belonging 
to the proprietor of the small one; hence the transition is in thnt case 
very easy from the small object to the great one, and shou'd connect 
them together in the closest manner. But in fact the case is always 
found to be otherwise. The empire of Great 811'/ain seems to dmv 
along with it the dominion of the Orkntys, the Htbn'dts, the isle of Ma11, 
and the isle of Wight; but the authority over those lesser islands does 
not naturally imply any title to Gnat Britain. In sho,t, a small object 
naturally follows a great one as its accession; but a great one is never 
suppos'd to belong to the proprietor of a small one related to it, merely 
on account of that property and relation. Yet in this latter case the 
transition of ideas is smoother from the proprietor to the small object, 
which is his property, and from the small object to the great one, than 
in the former case from the proprietor to the great object, and from the 
great one to the small. It may therefore be thought, that these phre­
nomena are objections to the foregoing hypothesis, that the ascribin.r of 
property to acam'on is ,wl/iing but an effect of flu relatiom of itkas, 
and of lite smooth transitwn of the imagination. 

'Twill be easy to solve this objeetion, if we consider the agility an.d 
unsteadiness of the imagination, with the different views, in which it 1s 
continually placing its objects. When we attribute to a person a 
property in two objects, we do not always pass from the person to one 
object, and from that to the other related to tt. The objects being here 

.. l4> be consider'd aJ the property of the person, we are apt to join them 
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order to, render them more industrious ~d frugal. Perhaps SECT, llL 
these causes are seconded by the influence of relalz'on, or the -
association of ideas, by which we are naturally directed to <;(,Je~ 
consider the son after the parent's decease, and ascribe to wAiclt 

delermi,u 

together, and p)ace them in the same light.. Suppose, therefore, a great property. 
and a small obJect to be relatcd·together; 1f a person be strongly related 
to the great object, he will likewise be strongly related to both the 
objects, consider'd together, because he is related to the most consider-
able part. On the contrary, if he be only related to the small object, 
be will not be strongly related to both, consider'd together, since his 
relation lies only with the most trivial port, which is not apt to strike 

· os in any great degree, when we consider the whole. And this is the 
reason, why small objects become accessions to great ones, and not 
great to small. 

'Tis the general opinion of philosophers and civilians, that the sea is 
incapable of becoming the property of any nation; and that because 'tis 
impossible to take possession of it, or form any such distinct relation 
with it, as may be the foundation of property. Where this reason 
ceases, property immediately takes place. Thus the most strenuous 
advocates for the liberty of the seas universally allow, that friths and 
bays naturally belong as an accession to the proprietors of the sur­
rounding continent. These have properly no more bond or union with 
the land, than the pacific ocean wou'd have; but having an union in the 
fancy, and being at the same time inferior, they are of course regarded 
as a.n acces~ion. 

The property of rivers, by the laws of most nations, and by the 
natural tum of our thought, is attributed to tbc proprietors of their 
banks, excepting such vast rivers as the Rhine or the J)a11ubt, which 
seem too large to the imagination to follow as an accession the property 
of the neighbouring fields. Yet even these rivers are consider'd as the 
property of that nation, thro' wliose dominions they run; the idea of a 
nation being of a suitable bulk to correspond with them, and bear them 
such a relation in the fancy. 

The accessions, which are made to lands bordering opon rhen;, 
follow the lnnd, say the chilians,/rovided it be made by what they 
call alluvion, that is, insensibly an imperceptibly; which are circum­
stances that mightily assist the imagination in the conjunction. Where 
there is any considerable portion torn at once from one bank, and jom'd 
to another, it becomes not his property, whose land it falls on, till it 
tlDite with the land, and till the trees or plants have spread their roots 
into both. Before that, the imagination does not sufficiently join them. 

There are other cases, which somewhat resemble this of accession, 
but which, at tbe bottom, arc considerably different, and merit our 
attention. Of this kind is the conjunction of the properties of different 
persons, after such a manner as not to admit of separation. The 
questio11 is, to whom the united mass must belong. 

Where this conjunction is of such a nature as to admit of divisian, 
hut not of uparalzon, the decision is natural and easy. The whole 
maas most be suppos'd to be common bem>ixt the proprieto11 of the 

LI 3 
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l'AR1' Il. him a title to his father's possessions. Those goods must 
become _the property of some body: But of whom is the 
question. Here 't is evident the persons children naturally 
present themselves to the mind; and being already connected 

---Ofj11stice 
nu,/ 
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several parts, and nfterwnrds must be dh·ided according to the pro­
portions of these parts. But here I cannot forbear taking notice of a 
remarknble subtilty of the P.M1an law, in distinguishing betwixt con­
fusion and commixtion. Confusion is an union of two bodies, such as 
different liquors, where the parts become entirely undistinguishable. 
Commixtion i s the blending of two bodies, such as two bushels of corn, 
where the parts remaio separate in an obvious and ,isible manner. As 
in t he latter case the imagination discovers not so entire an union as in 
the former, but is able to trace and preserve a distinct idea of the pro­
perty of each; this is the reason, why the civil law, tho' it estnblish'd 
an entire commllnity in the case of co11fusio11, and after that , propor­
tionnl dh•ision, yet in the case of commixtion, supposes each of the 
proprietors to maintain a distinct right ; however necessity may at last 
force them lo submit to the same division. 

Quod si j r ,mw,111111 Titii frumento ft,o mistum fueril: siquidem u 
V()/tmtate vestra, conunun.e est : quia singula corpora, id u t, singula 
grana, qua (1/jusque propria faenmt, ex c,msuisu vtstro communicata 
sun/. Q11od si cam id 11111/um fiuni, vd Titius id mi;cuerit sine tua 
voluntate, ndn vidtlur id t tJmmutu es;e .; 9uia s£n,gula ,orj»ra i,i sua 
subtlantia durnnl. Sed nee magis istis casibus commtlJtt sit j,·umt nhem 
quam gnx illteiligitur esse co111tmmis, si pecora Titii fuis pecoribus 
111ista fiuri11t. Std si ab a/te,·utro v~sfrf/111 tot11m id frummtum 
retimatttr, in ,·em quidmt atlio pro modo frummti wjusqz,e eompetit. 
Arbitrio autem j udids, ut ipse ~rime/ quale tujusque frummtum fuerit. 
Inst. Lih. II. Tit. 1. § 28. 

Where the properties o( t,vo persons are united after sllch a manner 
as neither to admit of division nor separati1m, as when one builds n 
house on another's ground , in that case, the whole must beh)ng to one 
of the proprietor;: And here I assert, that it naturally is co:iceiv'd to 
belong to the proprietor of the most considerable part. For however 
the compound obje'ct may have a relation to two different persons, and 
carry our view at once to both of them, yet as the most considernb!c 
part principally engages our attention, and by the strict union draws the 
111:ferior along it; for this reason, the whole bears a relat ion to the 
proprietor of that part, and is rep rded as his property. The only 
difficulty is, what we shall be pleas d to call the most considerable part, 
and most attractive to the imagination. 

This quality depends on several different circumstances, which have 
little connexion with each other. One part of a compound object may 
become more considerable than another, either because it is more con· 
stant and durable; because it is of greater value; because it is more 
ob,foas and remark• ble; because it is of greater extent; or because its 
existence is more separate and independent. 'Twill be easy to conceive, 
that, as the1!e circnitlstances may be conjoin'd and oppos'd in all the 
different ways, and according to all the ditf~rent degrees, which can be 
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to those possessions by means of their .. deceas'd parent, we SP.CT. III. 
are apt to connect them still farther by the relation of -++-

property. Of this there are many parallel instances 1• ?(ltht ,,1, es, 

imagin'd, there will result many cases, where the reasons on both sides dlhic/i . 
arc so equally ballanc' d, that 'tis impossible for us to give aoy sat is- tem11

:" 

factory decision. Here then is the pro,per business of municipal laws, to property . 
. fix what the principles of human narnre have left undetermin'd. 

The superficies yields to the soil, says the civil law : Tbe writing to 
the paper: The canvas to the picture. These decisions do not well 
agree together, and are a proof of the contrariety of those principles, from 
which they are deriv'd . 

.Hut .of all the questions of this kind the most curious is that, which 
for so many ages divided the disciples of P1·ocu!us and Sabinus. Sup, 
pose a person shoo'd make a cup from the metal of another, or a ship 
from his wood, and suppose the proprietor of the metal or wood shou'd 
demand his goods, the question is, whether he acquires a title to the cup 
or ship. Sabimu maintain'd the affirmative, and asserted that the sub­
stance or matter is the foundation of all the qualities; that it is in­
corruptible aod immortal, and therefore superior to the form, which is 
casual and dependent. On the other hand, Proculur observ'd, that the 
form is the most obvious and remnrkable part, and that from it bodies 
are denominated of this or that pin ticular species. To which he might 
baYe added, that the matter or substance is in most bodies so fluctuating 
aod uncertain, that ' tis utterly impossible to trace it in all its changes. 
For my part, I know not from what principles such a controversy can 
be certainly determin'd. I shall therefore content my self with ob­
serving, that the decision of Trebonian seems to me pretty ingenious; 
that the cop belongs to the proprietor of the metal, because it can Le 
brought back to its first form : But that the ship belongs to the author 
of its form for a contrary reason. But however ingenious this reason 
may seem, it plainly depends upon the fancy, which by the possibility of 
such a reduction, finds a closer connexion and relation betwixt a cup and 
the proprietor of its metal, than betwixt a ship and the proprietor of its 
wood, where the substance is more fix'd and unalterable. 

1 In examining the different titles to authority m government, we 
shall meet with many reasons to convince us, that the right of succession 
depends, in a great measure, on the imagination. Mean while I shall 
rest contented with observing one example, which belongs to the p~esent 
subject, Suppose that a person die without children, and that a dispute 
arises among his relations concerning his inheritance; 'tis evident, that 
if his riches be dcriv'd partly from his father, l!artly from his. ~othef, 
the most natural way of determining such a dispute, 1s, to divide his 
possessions, and assign each part to the family, from whence it is 
deriv'd. Now as the person is suppos'd to have been once the full and 
entire proprietor of those goods ; I ask, what is it makes ~s find a 
certain equity and natural reason in this partition, except 1t !'e t~e 
imagination? His affection to these families does not depend upon his 
possessions; for which reason his consent cao never be presum·d 
precisely for such a partition. And as ta the public interest, it seems 
not to be in the least conceru'd on the one side or the other. 
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SECTION IV. 

0/ the transfirence of properly by consent. 

' H ow.EVER useful, or even necessary, the stability of 
possession may be to human society, 'tis attended with 
very considerable inconveniences. The relation of fitness 
or suitableness ought never tO enter into consideration, in 
distributing the properties of mankind; but we must govern 
ourselves by rules, which are more general in their appli­
cation, and more free from doubt and uncertainty. Of this 
kind is present possession upon the first establishment of 
society; and afterwards occupatio11,prescriplion, accession, and 
succession. As these depend very much on chance, they 
must frequently prove contradictory both to men's wants and 
desires; and persons and possessions must often be very ill 
adjusted. This is a grand inconvenience, which calls for a 
remedy. To apply one directly, and allow every man to seize 
by violence what he judges to be fit for him, wou'd destroy 
society; and therefore the rules o( justice seek some medium 
betwixt a rigid stability, and this changeable and uncertain 
adjustment. But there is no medium better than that obvious 
one, that possession and property shou'd always be stable, 
except when the proprietor consents to bestow them on some 
other person. This rule can have no ill consequence, in 
occasioning wars and dissentions ; since th_e proprietor's 
consent, who alone is concern'd, is taken along in the 
alienation : And it may serve to many good purposes in 
adjusting property to persons. Different parts of the earth 
produce different commodities; and not only so, but different 
men both are by nature fitted for different employments, and 
attain to greater perfection in any one, when they confine 
themselves to it alone. All this requires a mutual exchange 
and commerce; for which reason the translation of property 
by consent is founded on a law of nature, as well as its 
stability without such a consent. 



BooK III. OF MORALS. 

So far is detennin' d by a plain utility ,and interest. But S&CT. IV. 
perhaps 'tis from more trivial reasons, that delz"very, or --
a sensible transference of the object is commonly requir' d !:ij,,.. . 
by civil laws, and also by the laws of nature, according to ence of 
most authors, as a requisite circumstance in the translation 1,;1:,;;:,zt. 
of property. The property of an object, when taken for 
something real, without any reference to morality, or the 
sentiments of the mind, is a quality perfectly insensible, and 
even inconceivable; nor can we form any distinct notion, 
either of its stability or translation. This imperfection of our 
ideas is less sensibly felt with regard to its stability, as it 
engages less our attention, and is easily past over by the mind, 
without any scrupulous examination. But as the translation of 
property from one. person to another is a more remarkable 
event, the defect of our ideas becomes more sensible on that 
occasion, and obliges us to turn ourselves on every side in 
search of some remedy. Now as nothing more enlivens any 
idea than a presSent impression, and a relation betwixt that 
impression and the idea; 'tis natural for us to seek some 
false light from this quarter. In order to aid the imagination 
in conceiving the transference of property, we take the 
sensible object, and actually transfer its possession to the 
person, on whom we wou'd bestow the property. The 
suppos' d resemblance of the actions, and the presence of this 
sensible delivery, deceive the mind, and make it fancy, that 
it conceives the mysterious transition of the property. And 
that this explication of the matter is just, appears hence, that 
men have invented a symbolical delivery, to satisfy the fancy, 
where the real one is impracticable. Thus the ,giving the 
keys of,a granary is understood to be the delivery of the com 
contain'd in it: The giving of stone and earth represents 
the delivery of a mannor. This is a kind of superstitious 
practice in civil laws, and in the laws of nature, resembling 
the R o1(Uln callu>lz'c superstitions in religion. As the Roman 
catholt'cs represent the inconceivable mysteries of the Chrzsh"an 
religion, and rencjer them more present to 'the mind, br. 

. . 
' 
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a taper, or habit, or grimace, which is suppos'd to resemble 
them; so lawyers and moralists have run into like inventions 
for the same reason, and have endeavour'd by those means 
to satisfy themselves concerning the transference of property 
by consent. 

SECTION V. 
V 

0/ the obligation if promises. 

THAT the rule of morality, which enjoins the performance 
of promises, is not natural, will sufficiently appear from these 
two propositions, which I proceed to prove, viz. Jhal a promise 
wou' d n()t be 1'nlellig1ole, before human conventions had establish' d 
11; and that even if 11 were intelligible, it wou' d not be al/ended 
w11h a,ry moral obligaHon. 

I say, first, that a promise is not intelligible naturally, nor 
antecedent to human conventions; and that a man, un­
acquainted with society, could never enter into any engage­
ments with another, even tho' they could perceive each other's 
thoughts by intuition. If promises be natural and intelligible, 
there must be some act of the mind attending these words, 
I pro1111se ; and on this act of the mind must the obligation 
depend. Let us, therefore, run over all the facultie~ of the 
soul, and see which of them is exerted in our promises. 

The act of the mind, exprest by a promise, is not a resolu­
lt'un to perform any thing: For that alone never imposes any 
obligation. Nor is it a desire of such a performance : For 
we may bind ourselves without such a desire, or even with 
an aversion, declar'd and avow'd. Neither is it the willing 
of that action, which we promise to perform: For a promise 
always regards some future time, and the will has an influence 
only on present actions. It follows, therefore, that since the 
act of the min,d, which enters into a promise, and produces its 
obligation, is neither the resolving, desiring, nor willing any 
particular performance, it must necessarily be the w1'/lt'ng of 
that obligalr'un, which arises from the promise. Nor is this 
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only a conclusion of philosophy; but is eptirely conformable .SECT. v. 
to our common ways of thinking and of expressing ourselves, -++-­

when we say that we are bound by our own consent, and ~{i~~tion 
that the obligation arises from our mere will and pleasure. efpromisr..,. 
The only question, then, is, whether there be not a manifest 
absurdity in supposing this act of the mind, and such an 
absurdity as no man cou' d fall· into, whose ideas are not 
confounded with prejudice and the fallacious use of language. 

All morality depends upon our sentiments; and when any 
action, or quality of the mind, pleases us after a certain 
manner, we say it is virtuous; and when lhe neglect, or 
non-performance of it, displeases us after a like manner, we 
say lhat we lie under an obligation to perform it. A change 
of the obligation supposes a change of the sentiment; and 
a creation of a new obligation supposes some new sentiment 
to arise. But ' tis certain we can naturally no more change 
our own sentiments, than the motions of rhe heavens; nor by 
a single act of our will, that is, by a promise, render any action 
agreeable or disagreeable, moral or immoral; which, without 
that act, wou'd have produc'd contrary impressions, or have 
been endow' d with different qualities. It wou' d be absurd, 
therefore, to will any new obligation, that is, any new senti­
ment of pain or pleasure; nor is it possible, that men cou'd 
naturally fall into so gross an absurdity. A promise, there­
fore, is naturally something altoge1her unintelligible, nor is 
there any act of the mind belonging to it 1• 

1 Were morality discoverable by reason, and not by sentiment, 
"twou'd be still more e\'ident, that promises con'd make no alteration 
up~n it. Morality is suppos'd to consist in relation. Every new im­
p<)s1tion of morality, therefore, must a rise from some new relatlon of 
objects; and consequently the will cou'd not produce immedialdy any 
change in morals, but cou'd have that effect on ly by producing a change 
upon the objects. But as the moral obligation of a promise is the pure 
~ffect of the will, without the least change io any part of the untverse; 
it follows, that promises have no nat11ral obligation. 

Shou!d it be said, that this :,.ct of the will being in effect a new objeet, 
produces new relations and new duties; I wou'd answer, that this is a 
Plll'C sophism, which may be detected by a. ve~y m?deratc. share of 
accuncy and exactness. To will a new obhgation, 11 to Will a new 
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PART II. But, secondly, if there was any act of the mind belonging -Of justice 
and 
injustice. 

to it, it could not nalural{y produce any obligation. This 
appears evidently from the foregoing reasoning. A: promise 
creates a new obligation. A new obligation supposes new 
sentiments to arise. The will never creates new sentiments. 
There could not naturally, therefore, arise any obligation 
from a promise, even supposing the mind could fall into the 
absurdity of willing that obligation. 

The same truth may be prov'd still more evidently by 
that reasoning, which prov'd justice in general to be an 
artificial virtue. No action can be requir'd of us as our duty, 
unless there be implanted in human nature some acmating 
passion or motive, capable of producing the action. This 
motive cannot be the sense of duty. A sense of duty sup­
poses an antecedent obligation : And where an action is not 
requir'd by any natural passion, it cannot be requir'd by any 
natural obligation; since it may be omitted without proving 
any defect or imperfection in the mind and temper, and con­
sequently without any vice. Now 'tis evident we have no 
motive leading us to the performance of promises, distinct 
from a sense of duty. If we though~ that promises had no 
moral obligation, we never shou'd feel any inclination to 

observe them. This is not the case with the natural virtues. 
Tho' there was no obligation to rcli~ve the miserable, our 
humanity wou'd lead us to it; and when we omit that duty, 
the immorality of 1he omission arises from its being a proof, 
that we want the natural sentiments of humanity. A father 
knows it to be his duty to take care of his children : But he 
relation of objects; and the.refore, if this new relation of objects were 
form'd by the volition itself, we shou'd in effect will the volition ; which 
is plainly absurd and impossible. The will has here no object to which 
it cou'd tend; but must return apon itself in infinitum. The new 
obligation depends upon new relations. The new relations depend upon 
a. new volition. The new volition has for object a new obligation, and 
conseqnently new relations, and consequently a new volition; which 
'Volition again has in view a new obligation, relation and volition, 
without any termination. 'Tis impossible, therefore, we cou'd ever will 
:i new obligation;' and conseqnently 'tis imposaible the will cou'd ever 
accompany a promise, or produce a new obligation of morality. 
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has also a natural inclination to it. And if, no human crea- SECT. V. 

ture had that inclination, no one cou'd lie under any such --­
obligation. But as there is naturally no inclination to observe r:£fh.:.tion 
promises, distinct from a sense of their obligation; it follows, ef pf~mises. 
that fidelity is no natural virtue, and that promises have no 
force, antecedent to human conventions. 

If any one dissent from this, he must give a regular proof 
of these two propositions, viz. Iha! there zs a peculiar act ef 
the mind, an11exl lo promises ; and tliat consequml lo this act 
of ll1e mind, there arises an 1ncH11ah'on lo peiform, distinct from 
a smse of duty. I presume; that it is impossible to prove 
either of these two points; and therefore I venture to con­
clude, that promises are human inventions, founded on the 
necessities and interests of society. 

In order to disco,•er these necessities and interests, we 
must consider the same qualities of human nature, which we 
have already found to give rise to the preceding laws of 
society. :C\'len being naturally selfish, or endow'd only with 
a confin'd generosity, they are not easily induc'd to perform 
any action for the interest of strangers, except with a view 
to some reciprocal advantage, which they had no hope . of 
obtaining but by such a performance. Kow as it frequently 
happens, thai these mutual performances cannot be finis~'d 
at the same instant, 'tis necessary, that one party be con­
tented to remain in uncertainty, and depend upon the grati­
tude of the other for a return of kindness. But so much 
corruption is there among men, I.hat, generally speaking, Lhis 
becomes but a slender security; and as the benefactor is 
here suppos'd to bestow his favours with a view to self. 
interest, this both takes off from the obligation, and sets an 
example of selfishness, which is the true mother of ingrati­
tude. \Vere we, therefore, to follow the natural course of our 
passions and inclinations, we shou' d perform but few actions 
for the advantage of others, from disinterested views ; be­
cause we are naturally very limited in our kindness and 
affection : And we shou'd perform as few of that kind, out of 
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a regard to interest; because we cannot depend upon their 
gratitude. Here then is the mutual commerce of good 
offices in a manner lost among mankind, and every one 
reduc'd to his own skill and industry for his well-being and 
subsi~tence. The invention of the law of. nature, concerning 
the slabz'li(y of possession, has already render'd men tolerable 
to each other ; that of the transference of property and pos­
session by consent has begun to render them mutually 
advantageous : But still these laws of nature, however strictly 
observ'd, are not sufficient to render them so serviceable to 
each other, as by nature they are fitted to become. Tho' 
possession be stable, men may often reap but small advantage 
from it, while they are possess'd of a greater quantity of any 
species of goods than they have occasion for, and at the same 
time suffer by the want of others. The transference of pro­
perty, which is the proper remedy for this inconvenience, 
cannot remedy it entirely; because it can' only take place 
with regard to such objects as are presen/ and 1ndz'm'dual, but 
not to such as are absent or general. One cannot transfer the 
property of a particular house, twenty leagues distant; be­
cause the consent cannot be attended with delivery, which is 
a requ1s1te circumstance. Neither can one transfer the pro­
perty of ten bushels of com, or five hogsheads of wine, by 
the mere expression and consent ; because these are only 
general terms, and have no direct relation to any particular 
heap of corn, or barrels of wine. Besides, the commerce of 
mankind is not confin' d to the barter of commodities, but 
may extend to services and actions, which we may exchange 
to our mutual interest and advant~ge. Your corn is ripe to­
day; mine will be so to-morrow. 'Tis profitable for us 
both, that I shou'd labour with you to-day, and that you 
shou'd aid me to-morrow. I have no kindness for you, and 
know you have as liule for me. I will not, therefore, take 
any pains upon your account ; and should I labour with you 
upon my own account, in expectation of a return, I know I 
shou' d be disappointed, and that I shou'd in vain depend upon 
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your gratitude. Here then I leave you to la)>our alone : You SECT. V. 
treat me in the same manner, The seasons change; and both of -­
us Jose our harvests for want of mutual confidence and security. <j{,

1
~ 1,m 

All this is the effect of the natural and inherent principles ofpromius. 

and passions of human nature; and as these passions and 
principles are inalterable, it may be thought, that our con-
duct, which depends on them, must be so too, and that 
'twou'd be in vain, either for moralists or politicians, to 
tamper with us, or attempt to change ,the usual course of 
our actions, with a view to public interest. And indeed, did 
the success of their designs depend upon their success in 
correcting the selfishness and ingratitude of men, they wou' d 
never make any progress, unless aided by omnipotence, 
which is alone able to new-mould the human mind, and 
change its character in such fundamental articles. All they 
can pretend to, is, to give a new direction to those natural 
passions, and teach us that we can better satisfy our appetites 
in an ohlique and artificial manner, than by their headlong 
and impetuous motion. Hence I learn to do a service to 
another, without bearing him any real kindness; because 
I forsee, that he will return my service, in expectation of 
another of the same kind, and in order to maintain the same 
correspondence of good offices with me or with others. And 
accordingly, after I have serv'd him, and he is in possession 
of the advantage arising from my action, he is induc'd to 
perform his part, as foreseeing the consequences of his 
refusal. 

But tho' this self-interested ·commerce of men begins to 
take place, and to predominate in society, it does not entirely 
abolish the more generous and noble intercourse of friendship 
and good offices. I may still do services to such persons as 
I love, and am more particularly acquainted witiJ, without any 
prospect of advantage; and they may make me a return in 
the same manner, without any view but that of recompensing 
my past services. In order, therefore, to distinguish those 
two different so~ls of commerce, the interested and the dis-
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interested, there is a ctrlai'n form of wwds invented for the 
former, by which we bind ourselves to the performance of 
any action. This form of words constitutes what we call a 
promise, which is the sanction of the interested commerce of 
mankind. ·when a man says he promises any thing, he in 
effect expresses a resolution of performing it; and along 
with that, by making use of this form of words, subjects 
himself to the penalty of never being trusted again in case of 
failure. A resolution is the natural act of the mind, which 
promises express : But were there no more than a resolution 
in the case, promises wou'd only declare our former motives, 
and wou' d not create any new motive or obligation. They 
are the conventions of men, which create a new motive, when 
experience has taught us, that human affairs wou'd be con­
ducted much more for mutual advantage, were there certain 
symbols or signs instituted, by which we might give each other 
security of our conduct in any particular incident. After 
these signs are instituted, whoever uses them is immediately 
bound by his interest to execute his engagements, and must 
never expect to be trusted any more, if he refuse to perform 
what he promis' d. 

Nor is that knowledge, which is requisi te to make man­
kind sensible of this interest in the inslilulz'on and observance 
of promises, to be esteem' d superior to the capacity of human 
nature, however savage and uncultivated. There needs but 
a very little practice of the world, to make us perceive all 
these consequences and advantages. The shortest experience 
of society discovers them to every mortal; and when each 
individual perceives the same sense of interest in all his 
fellows, he immediately performs his part of any contract, as 
being assur' d, that they will not be. wanting in theirs. All 
of them, by concert, enter into a scheme of actions, calculated 
for common benefit, and agree to be true to their word ; nor 
is there any thing requisite to form this concert or conven· 
tion, but that every one have a sense of interest in the faith­
ful fulfilling of engagements, and express that sense to other 
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members of the society. This imme4iately causes that SEcT. v. 
interest to operate upon them ; and interest is the firs/ -

. ~~ 
obligation to the performance of promises. obli.fation 

Afterwards a sentiment of morals concurs with interest, ofpromises. 

and becomes a new obligation upon mankind. This senti-
ment of morality, in the performance of promises, arises 
from the same principles as that in the abstinence from the 
property of others. Publi'c z'rz!eres!, educafion, and the artifices 
of polz'/icians, have the same effect in both cases. The 
difficulties, that occur to us, in supposing a moral obligation 
to attend promises, we either surmount or elude. For in· 
stance; the expression of a resolution is not commonly 
suppos'd to be obligatory; and we cannot readily conceive 
how the making use of a certain form of words shou'd be 
able to cause any material difference. Here, therefore, we 
feign a new act of the mind, which we call the wi'/hng an 
obligation; and on this we suppose the morality to depend. 
But we have prov' d already, that there is no such act of the 
mind, and consequently that promises impose no natural 
obligation. 

To confirm this, we may subjoin some other reflexions 
concerning that will, which is suppos' d to enter into a 
promise, and to cause its obligation. 'Tis evident, that the 
will alone is never suppos'd to cause the obligation, but 
must be express'd by words or signs, in order to impose a 
tye upon any man. Th_e expression being once brought in 
as subservient to the will, soon becomes the principal part of 
the promise; nor will a man be less bound by his word, tho' 
he secretly give a different direction to his intention, and 
with-hold himself both from a resolution, and from willing an 
obligation. But tho' the expression makes on most occasions 
the whole of the promise, yet it does not always so; and one, 
who shou'd make ·use of any expression, of which he knows 
not the. meaning, and which he uses without any intention of 
binding himself, wou'd not certainly be bound by it. Nay, 
tho' he knows its meaning, yet if he uses it in jest only, and .. 
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with such signs as shew evidently he has no serious intention 
of binding himself, he wou'd not lie under any obligation 
of performance ; but 'tis necessary, that the words be a 
perfect expression of the i,,ilJ, without any contrary sii::ns. 
Nay, even this we must not carry so far as to imagine, that 
one, whom, by our quickness of understanding, we conjec­
ture, from certain signs, to have an intention of deceiving us, 
is not bound by his expression or verbal promise, if we 
accept of it; but must limit this conclusion to those cases. 
where the signs are of a different kind from those of deceit. 
All these contradictions are easily accounted for, if the 
obligation of promises be merely a human invention for the 
convenience of society; but will never be explain'd, if it be 
something real and natural, arising from any action of the 
mind or body. 

I shall farther observe, that since every new ·promise im­
poses a new obligation of morality on the person who pro­
mises, and since this new obligation arises from his will ; 
'tis one of the most mysterious and incomprehensible opera­
tions that can possibly be imagin'd, and may even be com­
par'd to lransubslan/ialion, or holy orders 1, where a certain 
form of words, along with a certain intention, changes en­
tirely the nature of an external object, and even of a human 
creature. But tho' these mysteries be so far alike, 'tis very 
remarkable, that they differ widely in other particulars, and 
that chis difft rence may be regarded as a strong proof of 
the difference of their origins. As the obligation of pro­
mises is an invention for th~ interest of society, 'tis warp'd 
into as many different forms as that interest requires, and 
even runs into direct contradictions, rather than lose sight 
of its object. But as those other monstrous doctrines are 
merely priestly inventions, and have no public interest in 
view, they are less disturb'd in their progress by new ob­
stacles; an~. it must be own' d, that, after the first absurdity, 

1 I mean so far, as holy orders are snppos'd to prodace the indelible 
d1aratler. In other respects they are only a legal qtllllification. 
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they follow more directly the current of•. reason and good SECT. V, 

sense. Theologians clearly perceiv' d, that the external form _..._ 
of words, being mere sound, require an intention to make f£,'g~liMJ 
them have any efficacy; and that this intention being once of promises. 
consider' d as a requisite circumstance, its absence must 
equally prevent the effect, whether avow'd or conceal'd, 
whether sincere or deceitful. Accordingly they have com-
monly determin' d, that the intent ion of the priest makes the 
sacrament, and that when he secretly withdraws his inten-
tion, he is highly criminal in himself; but still destroys the 
baptism, or communion, or holy orders. The terribie con­
sequences of this doctrine were not able to hinder its takii:ig 
place; as the inconvenience of a similar doctrine, with re-
gard to promises, ha.ve prevented that doctrine from estab-
lishing itself. Men are always more concern'd about the 
p.resent life than the future; and are apt to think the 
smallest evil, which regards the former, more important 
than the greatest, which regards the latter. 

We may draw the same conclusion, concerning the origin 
of promises, from the force, which is suppos'd to invalidate 
all contracts, and to free us from the ir obligation. Such a 
principle is a proof, that promises have no natural oblig,1tion, 
and are mere artificial contrivances for the convenience and 
advantage of society. If we consider aright of the matter, 
force is not essentially different from any other motive of hope 
or fear, which may induce us to engage our word. and lay 
ourselves under any obligation. A man, dangerously wounded, 
who promises a competent sum to a surgeon to cure him, 
wou'd certainly be bound to performance; tho' the case be 
not so much different from that of one, who promises a sum 
to a robber, as to produce so great a difference in our sen­
timents of morality, if these sentiments were not built entirely 
on public interest and convenience. 

)Im 
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J'ART JI. ---Ojjustiu 
a.nd 
injustice. 

SECTION VJ. 

Some farther reflexions concerning justice and injusfict. 

\VE have now run over the three fundamental laws of 
11ature, tlzat o/ the stability of possession, of ifs transference 
~ consenl, and of 1/Je performance of promises. 'Tis on the 
strict observance of those three laws, that the peace and 
security of human society entirely depend; nor is there any 
possibility of establishing a good correspondence among 
men, where these are neglected. Society is absolutely neces­
sary for the well-being of men; and these are as necessary 
to the support of society. Whatever restraint they may im­
pose on the passions of men, they are the real offspring of 
those passions, and a:re only a more artful and more refin'd 
way of satisfying them. Nothing is more vigilant and in­
ventive than our passions; and nothing is more obvious, 
than the convention for the observance of these rules. Na­
ture has, therefore, trusted this affair entirely to the conduct 
of men, and has not plac'd in. the mind any peculiar original 
principles, to determine us to a set of actions, into which the 
other principles of our frame and constitution were sufficient 
to lead us. And to convince us the more fully of this truth, 
we may here stop a moment, and from a review of the pre­
ceding reasonings may draw some new arguments, to prove 
that those Jaws, however necessary, are entirely artificial, and 
of human invention ; and consequently that justice is an 

artificial, and not a natural virtue. 

I. The first argument I shall make use of is deriv' d from 
the vulgar definition of justice. Justice is commonly defin'd 
to be a constant and perpetual w1'/l o/ givi'rzg wery une his dtJt. 
In this definition 'tis supposed, that there are such things as 
right and property, independent of jastice, and antecedent to 
it; and that they wou' d have subsisted, tho' men had never 
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dreamt of practising such a virtue. I have already observ'd, S&cr. VI. 

in a cursory manner, the fallacy of this opinion, and shall -­
here continue to ?pen up a little more distinctly my senti-J;~r . 
ments on that subJect. rifle:xirms 

I shall begin with observing, that this quality, which we ~onc~rnin! 
I . l'k . f h , JUS/Ut Qfl cal properf.Y, 1s. 1 e many o t e imagmary qualities of the injustiu. 

peripatetic philosophy, and vanishes upon a more accurate 
inspection into the subject, when consider'd a-part from our 
moral sentiments. 'Tis evident property does not consist in 
any of the sensible qualities of the object. For these may 
continue invariably the same, while the property changes. 
Property, therefore, must consist in some relatio11 of the 
object. But 'tis not in its relation with regard to other 
external and inanimate objects. For these may also continue 
invariably the same, while the property changes. This 
quality, therefore, consists in the relations of objects to in-
telligent and rational beings, But 'tis not the external and 
corporeal relation, which forms the essence of property. For 
that relation may be the same betwixt inanimate objects, or 
with regard to brute creatures; tho'· in those cases it forms 
no property. 'Tis, therefore, in some internal relation, tbat 
the property consists ; that is, in some influence, which the 
external relations of the object have on the mind and actions. 
Thus the external relation, which we call occupation or first 
possession, is not of itself imagin' d to be the property of the 
object, but only to cause its property: Now 'tis evident, 
this external relation causes nothing in external objects, and 
has only an influence on the mind, by giving us a sense of 
duty in abstaining from that object, and in restoring it to the 
finit possessor. These actions are properly what we call 
juslz'ce; and c<;msequently 'tis on that virtue that the nature 
of property depends, and not the virtue on the property. 

If any one, therefore, wou'd assert, that justice is a natural 
virtue, and injustice a natural vice, he must assert, that 
abstracting from the notions of property, and right and obli­
galion, a certain conduct and train of actions, in certain 
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PART II. external relations of objects, has naturally a moral beauty or 
-- deformity, and causes an original pleasure or uneasiness. Thus 

Of justice 
and the restoring a man's goods to him is consider'd as virtuous, 
inj,utice. not because nature has annex'd a certain sentiment of pleasure 

to such a conduct, with regard to the property of others, but 
because she has annex' d that sentiment to such a conduct, 
with regard to those external objects, of which others have had 
the first or long possession, or which they have receiv' d by 
the consent of those, who hnve had first or Jong possession. 
If nature has given us no such sentiment, there is not, 
naturally, nor antecedent to human conv~ntions, any such 
thing as property. Now, tho' it seems sufficiently evident, in 
this dry and accurate consideration of the present subject, 
that nature has annex'd no pleasure or sentiment of appro­
bation to such a conduct; yet that I may leave as little room 
for doubt as possible, I shall subjoin a few more arguments 
to confirm my opinion. 

Fi'rsf, If nature had given us a pleasure of this kind, it 
wou'd have been as evident and discernible as on every other 
occasion; nor shou'd we have found any difficulty to per­
ceive, that the consideration of such actions, in such a situation, 
gives a certain pleasure and sentiment of approbation. We 
shou'd not have been oblig'd to have recourse to notions of 
property in the definition of justice, and at the same time 
make use of the notions of justice in the definition of pro­
perty. This deceitful method of reasoning is a plain proof, 
that there are contain'd in the subject some obscurities and 
difficulties, which we are not able to surmount, and which we 
desire to evade by this artifice. 

Secqnd(y, Those rules, by which properties, rights, and 
obligations are determin' d, have in them no marks of a 
natural origin, but many of artifice and contrivance. They 
are too numerous to have proceeded from nature : They are 
changeable by human laws: And have all of them a direct 
and evident tendency to public good, and the support of civil 
society. This last circumstance is remarkable upon two 
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accounts. First, because, tho' the cause af the establishment S&eT. YI. 
of these Jaws had been a regard for the public good, as much s. -
as the public good is their natural tendency, they wou'd still 1::-;t,, 
have been artificial, as being purposely contriv'd and directed Yej{exio~, 

. d c• d'' b . f h d b co,uemmt to a certain en . -0ccon !Y, ecause, 1 men a een jrutire and 
endow'd with such a strong regard for public good, they injustice. 

wou'd never have restrain'd themselves by these rules; so 
that the laws of justice arise from natural principles in a 
manner still more oblique and artificial. 'Tis self-love which 
is their real origin ; and as the self-love of one person is 
naturally contrary to that of another, these se,·eral interested 
passions are oblig'd to adjust themselves after such a manner 
as to concur in some system of conduct and behaviour. 
This system, therefore, comprehending the interest of each 
individual, is of course advantageous to the public; tho' it be 
not intended for that purpose by the inventors. 

11. In the second place we may observe, that all kinds of 
vice and virtue run insensibly into each other, and may 
approach by such imperceptible degrees as will make it very 
difficult, if not absolutely impossible, to determine when the 
one ends, and the other begins ; and from this observation 
we may derive a new argument for the foregoing principle. 
For whatever may be the case, with regard to all kinds of 
vice and virtue, 'Lis certain, that rights, and obligations, and 
property, admit of no ~uch insensible gradation, but that a 
man either has a full and perfect property, or none at all; 
and is either entirely oblig' d to perform any action, or lies 
under no manner of obligation. However civiJ laws may 
talk of a perfect domz'ni'on, and of an imperfect, 'tis easy to 
observe, that this arises from a fiction, which has no founda-
tion in reason, and can never enter into our notions of 
natural justice and equity. A man that hires a horse, tho' 
but for a day, has as full a right to make use of it for that 
time, as he whom we call its proprietor has to make use of it 
any other day; and 'tis evident, that however the use m:1.y be 

,, 
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bounded in time or degree, the right itself is not su,ceptible 
of any such gradation, but is absolute and entire, so far as it 
extends. Accordingly we may observe, that this right both 
arises and perishes in an instant ; and that a man entirely 
acquires the property of any object by occupation, or the 
consent of the proprietor ; and loses it by his own consent ; 
without any of that insensible gradation, which is remarkable 
in otber qualities and relations. Since, therefore, this is tqe 
case with regard to property, and rights, and obligations, I 
ask, how it stands with regard to justice and injustice r 
After whatever manner you answer this question, you run 
into inextricable difficulties. If you reply, that justice and 
injustice admit of degree, and run insensibly into each ·other, 
you expressly contradict the foregoing position, that obliga­
tion and property are not susceptible of such a gradation. 
Th_ese depend entirely upon justice and injustice, and follow 
them in all their variations. \Vhere the justice is entire, the 
property is also entire: \Vhere the justice is imperfect, 
the property must also be imperfect. And via versa, if the 
property admit of no such variations, they must also be in­
compatible with justice. If you assent, therefore, to this last 
proposition, and assert, that justice and injustice are not 
susceptible of degrees, you in effect assert, that they are not 
naturally either vicious or virtuous ; since vice and virtue, 
moral good and evil, and indeed all natural quali ties, run 
insensibly into each other, and are, on many occasions, un­
distinguishable. 

And here it may be worth while to observe, that tho' 
abstract reasoning, and the general maxims of philosophy 
and law establish this position, Iha/ property, and righl, and 
obligation admit not of degrees, yet in our common and negli­
gent way of thinking, we find great difficulty to entertain 
that opinion, and do even secretly embrace the contrary 
principle. An object must either be in the possession of 
one person or another. An action must either be perform'd 
or not. The necessity there is of choosing one side in these 
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dilemmas, and the impossibility there often is of finding any SECT. VI. 
just medium, oblige us, when we reflect on the matter, to -++­

acknowledge, that all property and obligations are entire. }:,.7;,,. 
But on the other hand, when we consider the origin of pro- rtfa:xion_s 

perty and obligation, and find that they depend on public 1°:,;t;/~':ft 
utility, and sometimes on the propensities of the imagination, injusti". 

which are seldom enti re on any side; we are naturally 
inclin' d to imagine, that these moral relations admit of an 
insensible gradation. Hence it is, that in referencc.s, where 
the consent of the parties leave the referees entire masters of 
the subject, they commonly discover so much equity and 
justice on both sides, as induces them to strike a medium, 
and divide the difference betwixt the parties. Civil judges, 
who have not this liberty, but are ob!ig! d to give a decisive 
sentence on some one side, are often at a loss how to deter-
mine, and are necessitated to proceed on the most frivolous 
reasons in the world. Half rights and obligations, which 
seem so natural in common life, are perfect absurdities in 
their tribunal; for which reason they are often oblig'd to take 
half arguments for whole ones, in order to terminate the affair 
one way or other. 

III. The third argument of this kind I shall make use of 
may be explain"d thus. If we consider the ordinary course 
of human actions, we shall find, that the, mind restrains 
not itself by any general and universal rules; but acts on 
most occasions as it is determin'd by its present motives 
and inclination. As each action is a particular individual 
event, it must proceed from particular principles, and from 
our immediate situation within ourselves, and with respect 
to the rest of the universe. If on some occasions we extend 
our motives beyond those very circumstances, which gave rise 
to them, and form something like gmeral rules for our con­
duct, 'tis easy to observe, that these rules are not perfectly 
inflexible, but allow of many exceptions. Since, therefore, 
this is the ordinary course of human actions, we may cqn~lude, 
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that the laws of justice, being universal and perfectly inflexible, 
can never be deril•d from nature, nor be the immediate off. 
sp1ing of any natural motive or inclination. .Ko action can . 
be either morally good or evil, unless there be some natural 
passion -or motive to impel us Lo it, or deter us from it; and 
' tis evident, that the morality must be susceptible of all 
the same \·ariations, which are natural to the passion. Here 
are two persons, who dispuLe for an estate; of whom one is 
rich, a fool, and a batchelor; the other poor, a man of sense, 
and has a numerous family : The first is my enemy: the 
seconrl my friend. \-Vltether I be actuated in this affair by 
a view to public or private interest, by friendship or enmity, 
I must be induc'd to do my utmost to procure the esLate to 
the latter. Nor wou'd any consideration of the right and 
property of the persons be able to restrain me, were I actu­
ated only by natural motives, without any combination or 
convention wiLh . others. For as all property depends on 
morality; and as· all morality depends on the ordinary course 
of our passions and actions ; and as these again are only 
directed by particular motives ; ' tis evident, such a partial 
conduct must be suitable to the strictest morality, and cou'd 
never be a violation of property. \Vere men, therefore, to 
take the liberty of acting with regard to the laws of society, 
as they do in every other affair, they wou'd conduct them· 

I selves, on most occasions, by particular judgments, and wou'd 
take into consideration the characters and circumstances of 
the persons, as well as the general nature of the question. 
But 'tis easy to observe, ihat this wou'd produce an infinite 
confusion in human society, and that the avidity and par· 
tiality of men wou'd quickly bring disorder into the world, 
if not restrain'd by some general and inflexible principle,. 
'Twas, therefore, with a view to this inconvenience, that men 
have establish'd those principles, and have agreed to restrain 
themselves by general rules, which are unchangeable by spite 
and favour, and by particular views of priva!e or public in· 
t¢rest. These rules, t_hen, are arti.ficially invented for a certain 
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purpose, and are contrary to the common principles of human SECT. vr. 
nature, which ac,commodate themselves to circumstances, and -

d · · bl h d f · Some have no state mvana e met o o operation. farther 

Nor do I perceive how I can . easily be mistaken in th is rejltxims 
matter. I see evidently, that when any man imposes on ~oncerninrf 

. . . ;ushtt an, 
himself general inflexible rules m his conduct with others, .he injustia. 

considers certain objects as their property, which he supposes 
to be sacred and inviolable. But no proposition can be more 
evident, than that property is perfec:ly unintelligible without 
first supposing justice and injustice; and that these virtues 
and vices are as unintelligible, unless we ha\·e motives, 
independent of the morality, to impel us' to just actions, and 
deter us from unjust ones. Let those motives, therefore, 
be what they will, they must accommodate themselves to 
circumstances, and must admit of all the variations, which 
human affairs, in their incessant revolutions, are susceptible 
of. They are consequently a very improper foundation 
for such rigid inflexible rules as the laws of [justice ?J; 
and 'tis evident these laws can only be deriv'd from human 
conventions, when men have perceiv'd the disorders that 
result from following their natural and. variable principles. 

Upon the whole, then, we are to consider this distinction 
betwixt justice and injustice, as having two different founda­
tions, viz. that of t'nleresl, when men observe, that 'tis impos­
sible to Jive in society without restraining themselves by certain 
rules; and that of moralzry, when this interest is once observ'd, 
and men receive a pleasure from the view of such actions as 
tend to the peace of society, and an uneasiness from such as 
are contrary to it. 'Tis the voluntary convention and artifice 
of men, which makes the first interest take place; and there­
fore those laws of justice are so far to be consider'd as 
arlijicia/. After that interest is once establish' d and acknow­
ledg' d, the sense of moralitv in the observance of these rules 
follows ,za/uralfy, and of it;elf; tho' 'tis certain, that it is also 
augmented by a new arlifia, and that the public instructions 
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of politicians, and the private education of parents, contribute 
to the giving us a sense of honour and duty in the strict regu­
lation of our actions with regard to the properties of others. 

SECTION VIL 

0/ the origin of government. 

NOTHING is more certain, than that men are, in a great 
measure, govern' d by interest, and that even when they 
extend their concern beyond themselves, 'tis not to any great 
distance·; nor is it usual for them, in common life, to look 
farther than their nearest friends and acquaintance. 'Tis no 
less certain, that 'tis impossible for men to consult their 
interest in so effectual a manner, as by an universal and 
inflexible observance of the rules of justice, by which alone 
they can preserve society, and keep themselves from falling 
into that wretched and savage condition, which is commonly 
represented as the state of nature. And as this interest, which 
all men have in the upholding of society, and the observation 
of the rules of justice, is great, so is it palpable and evident, 
even to the most rude and uncultivated of human race; and 
'tis almost impossible for any one, who has had experience of 
society, to be mistaken in this particular. Since, therefore, 
men are so sincerely attach' d to their interest, and their 
interest is so much concern'd in the observance of justice, 
and this interest is so certain and avow'd; it may be ask'd, 
how any disorder can ever arise in society, and what prin· 
ciple there is in human nature so powerful as to overcome 
so strong a passion, or· so v1'olent as to obscure so clear 
a knowledge? 

It has been observ'd, in treating of the passions, that men 
are mightily govern'd by the imagination, and proportion 
their affec(ions more to the light, under which any object 
appears to them, than to its real and intrinsic value. ·what 
strikes upon them with a strong and lively idea commonly 
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prevails above what lies in a more obscure' light ; and it must SECT. VII. 

be a great superiority of value, that is able to compensate this -­
advantage. Now as every thing, that is contiguous to us, ~t1?: of 
either in space or time, strikes upon us with such an idea, it J'J:rn­
has a proportional effect on the will and pa~sions, and ment. 

commonly operates with more force than any object, that lies 
in a more distant and obscure light. Tho' we may be fully 
convinc'd, that the latter object excels the former, we are not 
able to regulate our actions by this judgment; but yield to 
the rnllicitations of our passions, which always plead in favour 
of whatever is near and contiguous. 

This is the reason why men so often act in contradiction 
to their known interest; and in particular why they prefer 
any trivial advantage, that is present, to the maintenance of 
order in society, which so much depends on the observance 
of justice. The consequences of every breach of equity seem 
to lie very remote, and are not able to counterballance any 
immediate advantage; that may be reap'd from it. They are, 
however, never the less real for being remote; and as all 
men are, in some degree, subject to the same weakness, it 
necessarily happens, that the violations of equity must be­
come very frequent in society, and the commerce of men, by 
that means, be render' d very dangerous and uncertain. You 
have the same propension, that I have, in favour of what is 
contiguous above what is remote. You are, therefore, natu­
rally carried to commit acts of injustice as well as me. Your 
example both pushes me forward in this way by imitation, 
and also affords me a new reason for any breach of equity, 
by shewing me, that I should be the cully of my integrity, if 
I alone shou' d impose on myself a severe restraint amidst the 
licentiousness of others. 

This quality, therefore, of human nature, not only is very 
dangerous to society, but also seems, on a cursory view, to 
be incapable of any remedy. The remedy can only come 
from the consent of men ; and if men be incapable of 
themselves to prefer remote to contiguous, they will never , 
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consent to any thing, which wou'd oblige them to such 
a choice, and contradict, in so sensible a manner, che ir 
natural principles and propensit ies. Whoever chuses' the 
means, ch uses also the end; and if it be impossible for us to 
prefer what is remote, 'tis equally impossible for us to submit 
io any necessity, which wou'd obl ige us to such a method 
of acting. 

But here 'tis observable, that this infirmity of human nature 
becomes a remedy to itself, and that we provide against 
our negligence about remote objects, merely because we are 
naturally inclin'd to that negligence. Whe.n we consider any 
objects at a, distance, all their minute distinctions vanish, and 
we alll'ays give the preference to whatever is in itself pre­
ferable, without considering its situation and circumstances. 
This gives rise to what in an improper sense we call reason, 
which is a principle, that is often contradictory to those 
propensities that display themselves upon the approach of the 
object. In reflecting on any action, which I am to perform 
a twelve-month hence, I always resolve to prefer the greater 
good, whether at that time it will be more contiguous or 
remote; nor does any difference in that particular make 
a difference in my present intentions and resolutions. My 
distance from the final determination makes all those minute 
differences vanish, nor am I affected by any thing, but the 
general and more discernable qualities of good and evil. But . 
on my nearer approach, those circumstances, which I at first 
over-look'd, begin to appear, and have an influence on my 
conduct and affections. A new inclination to the present 
good springs up, and makes it difficult for me to adhere 
inflexibly to my first purpose and resolution. This natural 
infirmity I may very much regret, and I may endeavour, by 
all possible means, to free my self from it. I may have 
recourse to study and reflexion within myself; to the aqrice 
of friends; to frequent meditation, and repeated resolution: 
And having experienc'd how ineffectual all these are, I may 
embrace with pleasure any other expedient, by which 
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I may impose a restraint upon myself, and guard against StcT. VII. 

this weakness. -
The only difficulty, therefore, is to find out this expedient,~~;~ of 

by which men cure their natural weakness, and lay them- govern-
] d h · t f b · h ] f ' · men/. se ves un er l e nece~s1 y o o servmg t e aws o Justice . 

and equi ty, notwithstanding their violent propension to prefer 
contiguous to remote. 'Tis evident such a remedy can never 
be effectual without correcting this propensity; and as 'tis 
impossible to change or correct any thing material in our 
nature, the utmost we can do is to change our circumstances 
and situation, and render the obser\'ance of the laws of justice 
our nearest interest, and their violation our most remote. 
But this being impracticable with respect to all mankind, it 
can only take place with respect to a few, whom we thus 
immediately interest in the execution of justice. These are 
the persons, whom we C?-ll civil magistrates, kings and their 
ministers, our governors and rulers, who being indifferent 
persons to the greatest part of the state, have no interest, or 
bnt a remote one, in any act of injustice ; and being satisfied 
with their present condition, and with their part in society, 
have an immediate interest in every execution of justice, 
which is so necessary to the upholding of society. Here 
then is the origin of civil government and society. !l'fen 
are not able radically to cure, either in themselves or others, 
that narrowness of soul, which makes them prefer the present 
to. the remote. They cannot change their natures. All they 
can do is lo change their situation, and render the observance 
of justice the immediate interest of some particular persons, 
and its violation their more remote. These persons, then, 
are not only induc'd to observe those rules· in their own. 
conduct, but also to constrain others to a like regularity, and 
inforce the dictates of equity. thro' the whole society. And 
if it be necessary, they may also interest others more imme­
diately in the execution of justice, and create a number of 
officers, civil and military, to assist them in their government. 

But this execution of justice, tho' the principal, is ~ot the 

. " .. ~ . . ' 



PART II. -Of justice 
anti 
injustice. 

538 A TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE. 

only advantage of government. As violent passion hinders 
men from seeing distinctly the interest they have in an equit­
able behaviour towards others; so it hinders them from seeing 
that equity itself, and gives them a remarkable partiality in 
their own favours. This inconvenience is corrected in the 
same manner as that above-mention'd. The same persons, 
who execute the laws of justice, will also decide all con­
troversies concerning them ; and being indifferent to the 
greatest part of the society, will decide them more equitably 
than every one wou' d in his own case. 

By means of these two advantages, in the ex ecution and 
decis1im of justice, men acquire a security against each others 
weakness and passion, as well as against their own, and 
under the shelter of 1heir governors, begin to taste at ease 
the sweets of society and mutual assistance. But government 
extends farther its beneficial influence; and not contented to 
protect men in those conventions they make for their mutual 
interest, it often obliges them to make such com•entions, and 
forces them to seek their own advantage, by a concurrence 
in some common end or purpose. There is no quality in 
human nature, which causes more fatal errors in our conduct, 
than that which leads us to prefer whatever is present to 
the distant and remote, and makes us desire objects more 
according to their situation than their intrinsic value. Two 
neighbours may agree to drain a meadow, which they possess 
in common ; because 'tis easy for them to know each others 
mind; and each must perceive, that the immediate conse­
quence of his failing in his part, is the abandoning the whole 
project. But 'tis very difficult, and indeed impossible, that 
a thousand persons shou'd agree in any such action; it being 
difficult for them 10 concert so complicated a design, and still 
more difficult for them to exec~te it; while each seeks a pre· 
text to free himself of the trouble and expence, and wou'd lay 
the whole burden on others. Political society easily remedies 
both these inconveniences. Magistrates find an immediate 
interest in the interest of any considerable part of their 



BooK III. OF MORALS. 539 

subjects. They need consult no body but themselves to form SECT. vu. 
any scheme for the promoting of that interest. And as the -­
failure of any one piece in 1he execution is connected, tho' ~t;~: of 
not immediately, with the failure of the whole, they prevent g~ern­
that failure, because they find no interest in it, either im- mm!. 

mediate or remote. Thus bridges are built; harbours 
open' d; ramparts rais'd; canals form'd; fl eets equip'd ; and 
armies disciplin'd; every where, by the care of government, 
which, tho' compos' d of men subject to all human infirmities, 
becomes, by one of the finest and most suotle inventions 
imaginable, a composition, which is, in some measure, 
exempted from all these in fi rmities. 

SECTION VIII. 

Of the source of allegi'ance. 

THOUGH government be an invention very advantageous, 
and even in some circumstances absolutely necessary to 
mankind ; it is not necessary in all circumstances, nor is it 
impossible for men to preserve society for some time, without 
having recourse to such an invention. Men, 'tis true, are 
always much inclin'd to prefer present interest to distant and 
remote; nor is it easy for them to resist the temptation of 
any advantage, that they may immediately enjoy, in appre­
hension of an evil, that lies at a distance from the,n: But 
still this weakness is less conspicuous, where the possessions, 
and the pleasures of life are few, and of little value, as they 
always are in the infancy of society. An Indian is but little 
tempted to dispossess another of his hut, or to steal his bow, 
as being already provideq of the same advantages; and as to 
any superior fortune, which may attend one above another in · 
hunting and fishing, 'tis only casual and temporary, and will 
have but small tendency to disturb society. And so far am 
I from thinking with some philosophers, that men are utterly 
incapable of society without govemmem, that I assert the 

• 



David Hume 
 

 
An Enquiry Concerning the Principles 

of Morals 
 
 
 
 

David Hume, Enquiries Concerning the 
Human Understanding and Concerning 
the Principles of Morals. Ed. L. A. Selby-
Bigge, M.A. 2nd ed. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1902 
 



AN ENQUIRY 

CONC&RSISG Ttllt 

PRINCIPLES OF MORALS 

-
SECTION I. 

OF THE GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF MORALS, 

133 DISPUTES with men, pertinaciously obstinate in their 
principles, are, of all others, the most irksome; except, 
perhaps, those with persons, entirely disingenuous, who 
really do not believe the opinions they defend, but engage in 
the controversy, from affectation, from a spirit of opposition, 
or from a desire of showing wit and ingenuity, superior to 
the rest of mankind. The same blind adherence to their own 
arguments is to be expected in both; the same contempt of 
their antagonists; and the same passionate vehemence, in 
inforcing sophistry and falsehood. And as reasoning is 
not the source, whence either disputant derives his tenets; 
it is in vain to expect, that any logic, which speaks not 
to the affections, will ever engage him to embrace sounder 
principles. 

Those who have denied the reality of moral distinctions, 
may be ranked among the disingenuous disputants; nor is 
it conceivable, that any human creature could ever seriously 
believe, that all characters and actions were alike entitled to 
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the affection and regard of everyone. The difference, which 
nature has placed between one man and another, is so wide, 
and this difference is still so much farther widened, by 
education, example, and habit, that, where the opposite 
extremes come at once under our apprehension, there is no 
scepticism so scrupulous, and scarce any assurance so 
determined, as absolutely to deny all distinction between 
them. Let a man's insensibility be ever so great, he must 
often be touched with the images of Right and Wrong; and 
let his prejudices be ever so obstinate, he must observe, 
that others are susceptible of like impressions. The only 
way, therefore, of converting an antagonist of this kind, is to 
leave him to himself. For, finding that nobody keeps up 
the controversy with him, it is probable he will, at last, of 
himself, from mere weariness, come over to the side of 
common sense and reason. 

184 There has been a controversy started of late, much better 
worth examination, concerning the general foundation of 
Morals; whether they be derived from Reason, or from 
Sentiment; whether we attain the knowledge of them by 
a chain of argument and induction, or by an immediate feel­
ing and finer internal sense; whether, like all sound judge­
ment of truth and falsehood, they should be the same to 
every rational intelligent being ; or whether, like the percep­
tion of beauty and deformity, they be founded entirely on 
the particular fabric and constitution of the human species. 

The ancient philosphers, though they often affirm, that 
virtue is nothing but conformity to reason, yet, in general, 
seem to consider morals as deriving their existence from 
taste and sentiment.· On the other hand, our modern 
enquirers, though they also talk much of the beauty of virtue, 
and deformity of vice, yet have commonly endeavoured to 
account for these distinctions by metaphysical reasonings, 
and by deductions from the most abstract principles of the 
understanding. Such confusion reigned in these subjects. 
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that an opposition of the greatest consequence could prevail 
between one system and another, and even in the parts of 
almost each individual system ; and yet nobody, till very 
lately, was ever sensible of it. The elegant Lord Shaftesbury, 
who first gave occasion to remark this distinction, and who, 
in general, adhered to the principles of the ancients, is not, 
himself, entirely free from the same confusion. 

\35 It must be acknowledged, that both sides of the question 
are susceptible of specious arguments. Moral distinctions, it 
may be said, are discernible by pure reason : else, whence 
the many disputes that reign in common life, as well as in 
philosophy, with regard to this subject: the long chain of 
proofs often produced on both sides ; the examples cited, the 
authorities appealed to, the analogies employed, the fallacies 
detecte<l, the inferences drawn, and the several conclusions 
adjusted to their proper principles. Truth is disputable; 
not taste: what exists in the nature of things is the standard 
of our judgement; what each man feels within himself is the 
standard of sentiment. Propositions in geometry may be 
proved, systems in physics may be controverted ; but the 
harmony of verse, the tenderness of passion, the brilliancy 
of wit, must give immediate pleasure. No man reasons 
concerning another's beauty.; but frequently concerning the 
justice or injustice of his actions. In every criminal trial 
the first object of the prisoner is to disprove the facts alleged, 
and deny the actions imputed to him : the second to prove, 
that, even if these actions were real, they might be justified, 
as innocent and lawful. It is confessedly by deductions of 
the understanding, that the first point is ascertained: how 
can we suppose that a different faculty of the mind is 
employed in fixing the other? 

186 On the other hand, those who would resolve all moral 
determinations into sentiment, may endeavour to show, that 
it is impossible for reason ever to draw conclusions of this 
nature. To virtue, say they, it belongs to be amiable, and 
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vice odious. This forms their very nature or essence. But 
can reason or argumentation distribute these different 
epithets to any subjects, and pronounce beforehand, that 
this must produce love, and that hatred? Or what other 
reason can we ever assign for these affections, but the 
original fabric and formation of the human mind, which is 
naturally adapted to receive them? 

The end of all moral speculations is to teach us our duty; 
and, by proper representations of the deformity of vice and 
beauty of virtue, beget correspondent habits, and engage us 
to avoid the one, and embrace the other. But is this ever 
to be expected from inferences and conclusions of the under· 
standing, which of themselves have no hold of the affections 
or set in motion the active powers of men ? They d iscover 
truths: but where the truths which they discover are 
indifferent, and beget no desire or aversion, they can have 
no influence on conduct and behaviour. What is honour­
able, what is fair, what is becoming, what is noble, what is 
generous, takes possession of the heart, and animates us 
to embrace and maintain it. ,vhat is intelligible, what is 
evident, what is probable, what is true, procures only the 
cool assent of the understanding ; and gratifying a specu· 
lative curiosity, puts an end 10 our researches. 

Extinguish all the warm feelings and prepossessions 
in favour of virtue, and all disgust or aversion to vice: 
render men totally indifferent towards these distinctions; 
and morality is no longer a practical study, nor has any 
tendency to regulate our lives and actions. 

137 These arguments on each side (and many more might be 
produced) are so plausible, that I am apt to suspect, they 
may, the one as well as the other, be solid and satisfactory, 
and that reason and sentiment concur in almost all moral 
determinations and conclusions. The final sentence, it is 
probable, which pronounces characters and actions amiable 
or odious, praise.worthy or blameable; th::it which stamps 
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on them the mark of honour or infamy, approbation or 
censure; that which renders morality an active principle 
and constitutes virtue our happiness, and vice our misery: 
it is probable, I say, that this final sentence depends on 
some internal sense or feeling, which nature has made 
universal in the whole species. For 'll·hat else can have an 
influence of th is nature? But in order to pave the way for 
such a sentiment, and give a proper discernment of its object, 
it is often necessary, we find, that much reasoning should 
precede, that nice distinctions be made, just conclusions 
drawn, distant comparsions formed, complicated relations 
examined, and general facts fixed and ascertained. Some 
species of beauty, especially the natural kinds, on their first 
appearance, command our affection and approbation ; and 
where they fail of this effect, it is impossible for any reasoning 
to redress their influence, or adapt them better to our taste 
and sentiment. But in many orders of beauty, particularly 
those of the finer arts, it is requisite to employ much reason­
ing, in order to feel the proper sentiment; and a false relish 
may frequent ly be corrected by argument and reflection. 
There are just grounds to conclude, that moral beauty 
partakes much of this latter species, and demands the 
assistance of our intellectual faculties, in order to give it a 
suitable influence on the human mind. 

138 But though this question, concerning the general principles 
of morals, be curious and important, it is needless for us, at 
present, to employ farther care in our researches concerning 
it. For if we can be so happy, in the course of this enquiry, 
as to discover the true origin of morals, it will then easily 
appear how far either sentiment or reason enters into all 
determinations of this n:tture 1• In order to attain this 
purpose, we shall endeavour to follow a very simple method: 
we shall analyse that complication of mental qualities, which 
form what, in common life, we call Personal Merit : we shall 

1 Sec Appendix I. 
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consider every attribute of the mind, which renders a man an 
object either of esteem and affection, or of hatred and 
contempt; every habit or sentiment or faculty, which, if 
ascribed to any person, implies either praise or blame, and 
may enter into any panegyric or satire of his character and 
manners. The quick sensibility, which, on this head, is so 
universal among mankind, gives a philosopher sufficient 
assurance, that he can never be considerably mistaken i. 
framing the catalogue, or incur any danger of misplacing the 
objects of his contemplation : he needs only enter into his 
own breast for a moment, and consider whether or not he 
should desire to have this or that quality ascribed to him, 
and whether such or such an imputation would proceed from 
a friend or an enemy. The very nature of language guides 
us almost infallibly in forming a judgement of this nature; 
and as every tongue possesses one set of words which are 
taken in a good sense, and another in the opposite, the least 
acquaintance with the idiom suffices, without any reasoning, 
to direct us in collecting and arranging the estimable or 
blameable qualities of men. The only object of reasoning 
is to discover the circumstances on both sides, which are 
common to these qualities ; to observe that particular in 
which the estimable qualities agree on the one hand, and the 
blameable on the other ; and thence to reach the foundation 
of ethics, and find those universal principles, from which all 
censure or approbation is ultimately derived. As this is a 
question of fact, not of abstract science, we can only expect 
success, by following the experimental method, and deducing 
general maxims from a comparison of particular instances. 
The other scientific method, where a general abstract prin­
ciple is first established, and is afterwards branched out 
into a Yariety of inferences and conclusions, may be more 
perfect in itself, but suits Jess the imperfection of human 
nature, and is a common source of illusion and mistake in 
this as well as in other subjects. Men are now cured of 
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their passion for hypotheses and systems in natural phi!o. 
sophy, and will hearken to no arguments but those which 
are derived from experience. It is full time they should 
attempt a like reformation in all moral disquisitions; and 
reject every system of ethics, however subtle or ingenious, 
which is not founded on fact and observation. 

\Ve shall begin our enquiry on this head by the considera. 
tion of the social virtues, Benevolence and Justice. The 
explication of them will probably give us an opening by 
which the others may be accounted for. 



SECTION II. 

01' BENEVOLENCE. 

PART I . 

189 IT may be esteemed, perhaps, a superfluous task to prove, 
that the benevolent or softer affections are estimable; and 
wherever they appear, engage the approbation and good-will 
of mankind. The epithets sociable, good-natured, humane, 
merciful, grateful, friendly, generous, ben,ficent, or their 
equivalents, are known in all languages, and universally 
express the highest merit, which human nature is capable of 
attammg. 'Where these amiable qualities are attended with 
birth and power and eminent abilities, and display them­
selves in the good government or useful instruction of 
mankind, they seem even to raise the possessors of them 
above the rank of human nature, and make them approach 
in some measure to the divine. Exalted capacity, un­
daunted courage, prosperous success ; these may only expose 
a hero or politician to the envy and ill-will of the public: 
but as soon as the praises are added of humane and bene­
ficent; when instances are displayed of lenity, tenderness or 
friendship; envy itself is silent, or joins the general voice of 
approbation and applause. 

When Pericles, the great Athenian statesman and general, 
was on his death-bed, his surrounding friends, deeming him 
now insensible, began to indulge their sorrow for their 
expiring patron, by enumerating his great qualities and 
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successes, his conquests and victories, the unusual length 
of his administration, and his nine trophies erected over the 
enemies of the republic. You forget, cries the dying hero, 
who had heard all, you forget tk most eminent of my praises, 
while you dwell so muc/, on t/1ose vulgar advantages, in which 
fortune had a pn·nci'pal share. You have not observed that no 
citizen has ever yet worne mourning on my account'. 

In men of more ordinary talents and capacity, the social 
virtues become, if possible, still more essentially requisite; 
there being nothing eminent, in that case, to compensate for 
the want of them, or preserve the person from our severest 
hatred, as well as contempt. A high ambition, an elevated 
courage, is apt, says Cicero, in less perfect characters, to 
degenerate into a turbulent ferocity. The more social and 
softer virtues are there chiefly to be regarded. These are 
always good and amiable •. 

The principal advantage, which Juvenal discovers in the 
extensive capacity of the human species, is that it renders 
our benevolence also more extensive, and gives us larger 
opportunities of spreading our kindly influence than what 
are indulged to the inferior creation •. It must, indeed, be 
confessed, that by doing good only, can a man truly enjoy 
the advantages of being e.minent. His exalted station, of 
itself but the more exposes him to danger and tempest. His 
sole prerogative is to afford shelter to inferiors, who repose 
themselves under his cover and protection. 

140 But I forget, that it is not my present business to recom­
mend generosity and benevolence, or to paint, in their 
true colours, all the genuine charms of the social virtues. 
These, indeed, sufficiently engage every heart, on the first 
apprehension of them; and it is difficult to abstain from 
some sally of panegyric, as often as they occur in discourse 
or reasoning. But our object here being more the speculative, 

1 Plut. in Pcriclc. ' Cic. de Officiia, lib. 1. 

• Sat. xv. 139 and seq. 

N 
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than the practical part of morals, it will suffice to remark, 
(what will readily, I believe, be allowed) that no qualities 
are more intitled to the general good-will and approbation 
of mankind than beneficence and humanity, friendship 
and gratitude, natural affection and public spirit, or what­
ever proceeds from a tender sympathy with others, and 
a generous concern for our kind and species. These 
wherever they appear, seem to transfuse themselves, in 
a manner, into each beholder, and to call forth, in their own 
behalf, the same favourable and affectionate sentiments, 
which they exert on all around. 

PART II. 
141 \Ve may observe that, in displaying the praises of any 

humane, beneficent man, there is one circumstance which 
never fails to be amply insisted on, namely, the happiness 
P.nd satisfaction, derived to society from his intercourse and 
good offices. To his parents, we are apt to say, he endears 
himself by his pious attachment and duteous care still more 
than by the connexions of nature. His children never feel 
his authority, but when employed for their advantage. 
\.Vith him, the ties of love are consolidated by beneficence 
and friendship. The ties of friendsh ip approach, in a fond 
observance of each obliging office, to those of love and 
inclination. His domestics and dependants have in him 
a sure resource; and no longer dread the power of fortune, 
but so far as she exercises it over him. From him the 
hungry receive food, the naked clothing, the ignorant 
and slothful skill and industry. Like the sun, an inferior 
minister of providence he cheers, invigorates, and sustains 
the surrounding world. 

If confined to private life, the sphere of his activity is 
narrower; but, his influence is all benign and gentle. If 
exalted into a higher station, mankind and posterity reap the 
fruit of his labours. 
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As these topics of praise never fail to be employed, and 
with success, where we would inspire esteem for any one ; 
may it not thence be concluded, that the utility, resulting 
from the social virtues, forms, at least, a part of their merit, 
and is one source of that approbation and regard &o uni­
versally paid to them? 

142 \Vhen we recommend even an animal or a plant as useful 
and beneficial, we give it an applause and recommendation 
suited to its nature. As, on the other hand, reflection on 
the baneful influence of any of these inferior beings always 
inspires us with the sentiment of aversion. The eye is 
pleased with the prospect of corn-fields and loaded vine­
yards; horses grazing, and flocks pasturing: but flies the 
view of briars and brambles, affording shelter to wolves and 
serpents. 

A machine, a piece of furniture, a vestment, a house well 
contrived for use and conveniency, is so far beautiful, and is 
contemplated with pleasure and approbation. An experi­
enced eye is here sensible to many excellencies, which escape 
persons ignorant and uninstructed. 

Can anything stronger be said in praise of a profession, 
such as merchandize or manufacture, than to observe the 
advantages which it procur.es to society ; and is not a monk 
and inquisitor enraged when we treat his order as useless or 
pernicious to mankind? 

The historian exults in displaying the benefit arising 
from his labours. The writer of romance alleviates or 
denies the bad consequences ascribed to his manner of 
composition. 

In general, what praise is implied in the simple epithet 
useful! What reproach in the contrary I 

Your Gods, says Cicero 1, in opposition to the Epicureans, 
cannot justly claim any worship or adoration, 'll'ith whatever 
imaginary perfections you may suppose them endowed. 

1 De Nat . Dcor. lib. i. 

N 2 
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They are totally useless and inactive. Even the Egyptians, 
whom you so much ridicule, never consecrated any animal 
but on account of its utility. 

The sceptics assert 1, though absurdly, that the origin of all 
religious worship was derived from the utility of inanimate 
objects, as the sun and moon, to the support and well-being 
of mankind. This is also the common reason assigned 
by historians, for the deification of eminent heroes and 
legislators\ 

To plant a tree, to cultivate a field, to beget children; 
meritorious acts, according to t he religion of Zoroaster. 

143 In all determinations of morality, this circumstance of 
public utility is ever principally in view ; and wherever 
disputes arise, either in philosophy or common life, con· 
cerning the bounds of duty, the question cannot, by any 
means, be decided with greater certainty, than by ascertain­
ing, on any side, the true interests of mankind. If any false 
opinion, embraced from appearances, has been found to 
prevail ; as soon as farther experience and sounder reasoning 
have given us juster notions of human affairs, we retract our 
first sentiment, and adjust anew the boundaries of moral 
good and evil. 

Giving alms to common beggars is naturally praised; be­
cause it seems to carry relief to the distressed and indigent: 
but when we observe the encouragement thence arising to 
idleness and debauchery, we regard that species of charity 
rather as a weakness than a virtue. 

Tyrannicide, or the assassination of usurpers and oppressive 
princes, was highly extolled in ancient times; because it 
both freed mankind from many of these monsters, and 
seemed to keep the others in awe, whom the sword or 
poinard could not reach. But history and experience 
having since convinced us, that this practice increases the 

1 Sext. Emp. advcTStls Math. lib. viii. 
1 Diod. Sic. pas;im. 
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jealously and cruelty of princes, a Timoleon and a Brutus, 
though treated with indulgence on account of the prejudices 
of their times, are now considered as very improper models 
for imitation. 

Liberality in princes is regarded as a mark of beneficence, 
but when it occurs, that the homely bread of the honest and 
industrious is often thereby converted into delicious cates for 
the idle and the prodigal, we soon retract our heedless 
praises. The regrets of a prince, for having lost a day, were 
noble and generous : but had he intended to have spent it in 
acts of generosity to his greedy courtiers, it was better lost 
than misemployed after that manner. 

Luxury, or a refinement on the pleasures and conveni• 
encies of life, had not long been supposed the source of 
every corruption in government, and the immediate cause of 
faction, sedition, civil wars, and the total loss of liberty. It 
was, therefore, universally regarded as a vice, and was an 
object of declamation to all satirists, and severe moralists. 
Those, who prove, or attempt to prove, that such refinements 
rather tend to the increase of industry, civility, and arts 
regulate anew our moral as well as political sentiments, and 
represent, as laudable or innocent, what had formerly been 
regarded as pernicious and blameable. 

144 Upon the whole, then, it seems undeniable, that nothing 
can bestow more merit on any human creature than the 
sentiment of benevolence in an eminent degree; and that a 
part, at least, of its merit arises from its tendency to promote 
the interests of our species, and bestow happiness on human 
society. We carry our view into the salutary consequences 
of such a character and disposition ; and whatever has so 
benign an influence, and forwards so desirable an end, is 
beheld with complacency and pleasure. The social virtues 
are never regarded without their beneficial tendencies, nor 
viewed as barren and unfruitful. The happiness of mankind, 
the order of society, the harmony of families, the mutual 
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support of friends, are always considered as the result of 
their gentle dominion over the breasts of men. 

How considerable a part of their merit we ought to 
ascribe to their utility, will better appear from future dis­
quisitions 1 

; as well as the reason, why this circumstance has 
such a command over our esteem and approbation 1, 

' Sect. III and IV. ' Sect. V. 



SECTION Ill. 

OF JUSTICE, 

PART I. 

145 THAT Justice is useful to society, and consequently that 
part of its merit, at least, must arise from that consideration, 
it would be a superfluous undertaking to prove. That public 
utility is the sole origin of justice, and that reflections on 
the beneficial consequences of this virtue are the sole founda­
tion of its merit ; this proposition, being more curious and 
important, will better deserve our examination and enquiry. 

Let us suppose that nature has bestowed on the human 
race such profuse abundance of all external convenien­
cies, that, without any uncertainty in the event, without 
any care or industry on our part, every individual finds 
himself fully provided with whatever bis most voracious 
appetites can want, or luxurious imagination wish or 
desire. His natural beauty, we shall suppose, surpasses 
all acquired ornaments: the perpetual clemency of the 
seasons renders useless all clothes or covering : the raw 
herbage affords him the most delicious fare; the clear 
fountain, the richest beverage. No laborious occupation 
required: no tillage: no navigation. Music, poetry, and 
contemplation form his sole business : conversation, mirth, 
and friendship his sole amusement. 

It seems evident that, in such a happy state, every other 
social Tirtue would flourish, and receive tenfold increase; 
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but the cautious, jealous virtue of justice would never once 
have been dreamed of. For what purpose make a partition 
of goods, where every one has already more than enough ? 
Why give rise to property, ,vhere there cannot possibly be 
any injury? Why call this object mim, when upon the 
seizing of it by another, I need but stretch ou't my hand to 
possess myself tc what is equally valuable ? Justice, in that 
case, being totally useless, would be an idle ceremonial, 
and could never possibly have place in the catalogue of 
virtues. 

We see, even in the present necessitous condition of 
mankind, that, wherever any benefit is bestowed by nature 
in an unlimited abundance, we leave it always in common 
among the whole human race, and make no subdi\'isions 
of right and property. Water and air, though the most 
necessary of all objects, are not challenged as the property 
of individuals ; nor can any man commit injustice by the 
most lavish use and enjoyment of these blessings. In fertile 
extensiv¢ countries, with few inhabitants, land is regarded 
on the same footing. And no topic is so much insisted on 
by those, who defend the Ii berty of the seas, as the unex· 
hausted use of them in navigation. Were the advantages, 
procured by navigation, as inexhaustible, these reasoners had 
never had any adversaries to refute; nor had any claims 
ever been advanced of a separate, exclusive dominion over 
the ocean. 

It may happen, in some countries, at some periods, that 
there be established a property in water, none in land 1 

; if 
the latter be in greater abundance than can be used by the 
inhabitants, and the former be found, with difficulty, and in 
very small quantities. 

146 Again; suppose, that, though the necessities of human 
race continue the same as at present, yet the mind is so 
enlarged, and so replete with friendship and generosity, 

• Genesis, chap&. xiii and ni. 
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that every man has the utmost tenderness for every man, 
and feels no more concern for his own interest than for 
that of his fellows ; it seems evident, that the use of 
justice would, in this case, be suspended by such an 
extensive benevolence, nor would the divisions and barriers 
of property and obligation have ever been thought of. Why 
should I bind another, by a deed or promise, to do me any 
good office, when I know that he is already prompted, by 
the strongest inclination, to seek my happiness, and would, 
of himself, perform the desired service ; except the hurt, he 
thereby receives, be greater than the benefit accruing to me ? 
in which case, he knows, that, from my innate humanity 
and friendship, I should be the first to oppose myself to his 
imprudent generosity. Why raise land-marks between my 
neighbour's field and mine, when my heart has made no 
division between our interests ; but shares all his joys and 
sorrows with the same force and vivacity as if originally my 
own? Every man, upon this supposition, being a second 
self to another, would trust all his interests to the discretion 
of every man ; without jealousy, without partition, without 
distinction. And the whole human race would form only 
one family; where all would lie in common, and be used 
freely, without regard to property; but cautiously too, with 
as entire regard to the necessities of each individual, as if 
our own interests were most intimately concerned. 

In the present disposition of the human heart, it would, 
perhaps, be difficult to find complete instances of such 
enlarged affections; but still we may observe, that the case 
of families approaches towards it ; and the stronger the 
mutual benevolence is among the individuals, the nearer it 
approaches ; till all distinction of property be, in a great 
measure, lost and confounded among them. Between 
married persons, the cement of friendship is by the laws 
supposed so strong as to abolish all division of possessions ; 
and has often, in reality, the force ascribed to it. And it is 
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observable, that, during the ardour of new enthusiasms, 
when every principle is inflamed into extravagance, the 
community of goods bas frequently been attempted ; and 
nothing but experience of its inconveniencies, from the 
returning or disguised selfishness of men, could make the 
imprudent fanatics adopt anew the ideas of justice and of 
separate property. So true is it, that this virtue derives its 
existence entirely from its necessary use to the intercourse 
and social state of mankind. 

147 To make this truth more evident, let us reverse the fore­
going suppositions; and canying everything to the opposite 
extreme, consider what would be the effect of these new 
situations. Suppose a society to fall into such want of all 
common necessaries, that the utmost frugality and industry 
cannot preserve the greater number from perishing, and the 
whole from extreme misery; it will readily, I believe, be 
admitted, that the strict Jaws of justice are suspended, in 
such a pressing emergence, and give place to the stronger 
motives of necessity and self-preservation. Is it any crime, 
after a ship1vreck, to seize whatever means or instrument of 
safety one can Jay hold of, without regard to former limita­
tions of property? Or if a city besieged were perishing with 
hunger; can we imagine, that men will see any means of 
preservation before them, and lose their lives, from a scrupu­
lous regard to what, in other situations, would be the rules 
of equity and justice? The use and tendency of that virtue 
is to procure happiness and security, by preserving order in 
society: but v.·here the society is ready to perish from 
extreme necessity, no greater evil can be dreaded from 
violence and injustice; and every man may now provide 
for himself by all the means, which prudence can dictate, 
or humanity permit. The public, even in less urgent 
necessities, opens granaries, without the consent of pro­
prietors; as justly supposing, that the authority of magistracy 
may, consistent with equity, extend so far: but were any 
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number of men to assemble, without the tie of laws or civil 
jurisdiction ; would an equal partition of bread in a famine, 
though effected by power and even violence, be regarded as 
criminal or injurious? 

148 Suppose likewise, that it should be a virtuous man's fate 
to fall into the society of ruffians, remote trom the protection 
of laws and government; what conduct must he embrace 
in that melancholy situation? He sees such a desperate 
rapaciousness prevail ; such a disregard to equity, such con­
tempt of order, such stupid blindness to future consequences, 
as must immediately have the most tragical conclusion, and 
must terminate in destruction to the greater number, and in 
a total dissolution of society to the rest. He, meanwhile, can 
have no other expedient than to arm himself, to whomever 
the sword he seizes, or the buckler, may belong : To make 
provision of all means of defence and security : And his 
particular regard to justice being no longer of use to his own 
safety or that of others, he must consult the dictates of 
self-preservation alone, without concern for those who no 
longer merit his care and attention. 

\Vhen any man, even in political society, renders himself 
by his crimes, obnoxious to the public, he is punished by 
the laws in his goods and person; that is, the ordinary rules 
of justice are, with regard to him, suspended for a moment, 
and it becomes equitable to inflict on him, for the benefit of 
society, what otherwise he could not suffer without wrong 
or injury. 

The rage and violence of public war; what is it but 
a suspension of justice among the warring parties, who 
perceive, that this virtue is now no longer of any use or 
advantage to them ? The laws of war, which then succeed 
to those of equity and justice, are rules calculated for the 
advantage and utility of that particular state, in which men 
are now placed. And were a civilized nation engaged with 
barbarians, who observed no rules even of war, the former 
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must also suspend their observance of them, where they no 
longer serve to any purpose ; and must render every action 
or rencounter as bloody and pernicious as possible to the 
first aggressors. 

149 Thus, the rules of equity or justice depend entirely on 
the p:lrticular state and condition in which men are placed, 
and owe their origin and existence to that utility, which 
results to the public from their strict and regular observance. 
Reverse, in any considerable circumstance, the condition of 
men : Produce extreme abundance or extreme necessity : 
Implant in the human breast perfect moderation and 
humanity, or perfect rapaciousness and malice: By render­
ing justice totally useless, you thereby totally destroy its 
essence, and suspend its obligation upon mankind. 

The common situation of society is a medium amidst all 
these extremes. ·we are naturally partial to ourselves, and 
to our friends; but are capable of learning the advantage 
resulting from a more equitable conduct. Few enjoyments 
are given us from the open and liberal hand of nature ; but 
by art, labour, and industry, we can extract them in great 
abundance. Hence the ideas of property become necessary 
in all civil society: Hence justice derives its usefulness to 
the public: And hence alone arises its merit and moral 
obligation. 

150 These conclusions are so natural and obvious, that they 
have not escaped even the poets, in their descriptions of the 
felicity attending the golden age or the reign of Saturn. 
The seasons, in that first period of nature, were so tem­
perate, if we credit these agreeable fictions, that there was 
no necessity for men to provide themselves with clothes and 
houses, as a security against the violence of heat and cold : 
The rivers flowed with wine and milk : The oaks yielded 
honey ; and nature spontaneously produced her greatest 
delicacies. Nor were these the chief advantages of that happy 
age. Tempests were not alone removed from nature ; but 
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those more furious tempests were unknown to human 
breasts, which now cause such uproar, and engender such 
confusion. Avarice, ambition, cruelty, selfishness, were 
never heard of: Cordial affection, compassion, sympathy, 
were the only movements with which the mind was yet 
acquainted. Even the punctilious distinction of mine and 
thine was banished from among that happy race of mortals, 
and carried with it the very notion of property and obliga­
tion, justice and injustice. 

151 This poetical fiction of the golden age is, in some respects, 
of a piece with the philosophical fiction of the state of nature ; 
only that the former is represented as the most charming 
and most peaceable condition, which can possibly be 
imagined; whereas the latter is painted out as a state of 
mutual war and violence, attended with the most extreme 
necessity. On the first origin of mankind, we are told, 
their ignorance and savage nature were so prevalent, that 
they could give no mutual trust, but must each depend upon 
himself and his own force or cunning for protection and 
security. No law was heard of: Ko rule of justice known : 
No distinction of property regarded : Power was the only 
measure of right ; and a perpetual war of all against all was 
the result of men's untamed-selfishness and barbarity 1• 

1 This fiction of a sta!e of nstnre, as o. state of war, was not firs t 
started by Mr. Hob~s, as is co mmonly imagined. Plato endeavours 
to refute an hypothesis very like it io tbe second, third, aod fourth books 
de republica. Cicero, on the contrary, supposes it certain and 
universally ackcowledged in the following passage. 'Quiseoim vestrum, 
jndices, ignorat, ita naturam rerum tulisse, ut quodam tempore homines, 
ooodom neque oaturali neque civili Jure descripto, fusi per agros ac 
dispersi vagarentur tantumque habereot quantum mar.u ac viribus, per 
caedem ac vulnera, aut eripere aut retioere potuissent? Qui igitur 
primi virtnte & consilio p raestanti exliteront, ii perspecto genere 
hu.mat1ae docilitatis atque ingenii, dissipates W1Um io locum coo­
gregarunt, eosque ex feritate ilia ad justitiam ac maosuetudioem traos­
duxerunt. Tum res ad commuoem utilitatem, quas publicu appellamus, 
tum cooventicnla hominum, quae postea civltatea nomioatae S!Ult, tum 
domicilia coojuocta, q uas urbc• dicamus, inveoto & divioo & humano 
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Whether such a condition of human nature could ever 
exist, or if it did, could continue so long as to merit the 
appellation of a slate, may justly be doubted. Men are 
necessarily born in a family-society, at least; and are 
trained up by their parents to some rule of conduct and 
behaviour. But this must be admitted, that, if such a state 
of mutual war and violence was ever real, the suspension of 
all laws of justice, from their absolute inutility, is a necessary 
and infallible consequence. 

162 The more we vary our views of human life, and the 
newer and more unusual the lights are in which we 
survey it, the more shall we be convinced, that the 
origin here assigned for the virtue of justice is real and 
satisfactory. 

·were there a species of creatures intermingled with 
men, which, though rational, were possessed of such inferior 
strength, both of body and mind, that they were incapable 
of all resistance, and could never, upon the highest pro­
vocation, make us feel the effects of their resentment ; the 
necessary consequence, I think, is that we should be bound 
by the laws of humanity to give gentle usage to these 
creatures, but should not, properly speaking, lie under any 
restraint of justice with regard to them, nor could they 
possess any right or property, exclusive of such arbitrary 
lords. Our intercourse with them could not be called 
society, which supposes a degree of equality; but absolute 
command on the one side, and servile obedience on the 
other. '\Vhatever we covet, they must instantly resign: 
Our permission is the only tenure, by which they hold their 
possessions : Our compassion and kindness the only check, 

jore, mocnibus sepserunt.. Atqoe inter hanc vitam, perpolitam humani­
tate, & illam imroanem, nibil tam interest quam JUS atgue VIS. 
Horum utro uti nolimus, altero est utcodum. Vim vol11111us e1tingui. 
Jus valeat ne«sse eat, id est, judicia, quibu1 omne jus contioetur. 
Jodicia displiceat, aut nulla ,unL Vis dom!netlll' necesse est. Haec 
vident omnc,.' PrQ StJ<t. §. _.2. 
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by which they curb our lawless will : And as no incon· 
venience ever results from the exercise of a power, so firmly 
established in nature, the restraints of justice and property, 
being totally usdess, would never have place in so unequal 
a confederacy. 

This is plainly the situation of men, with regard to 
animals ; and how far these may be said to possess reason, 
I leave it to others to determine. The great superiority of 
civilized Europeans above barbarous I ndians, tempted us 
to imagine ourselves on the same footing with regard to 
them, and made us throw off all restraints of justice, and 
even of humanity, in our treatment of them. In many 
nations, the female sex are reduced to like slavery, and are 
rendered incapable of all property, in opposition to their 
lordly masters. But though the males, when united, have 
in all countries bodily force sufficient to maintain this 
severe tyranny, yet such are the insinuation, address, and 
charms of their fair companions, that women are commonly 
able to break the confederacy, and share with the other sex 
in all the rights and privileges of society. 

158 Were the human species so framed by nature as that 
each individual possessed within himself every faculty, re­
quisite both for his own preservation and for the propagation 
of his kind : Were all society and intercourse cut off between 
man and man, by the primary intention of the supreme 
Creator : It seems evident, that so solitary a being would be 
as much incapable of justice, as of social discourse and con­
versation. Where mutual regards and forbearance serve to 
no manner of purpose, they would never direct the conduct 
of any reasonable man. The headlong course of the 
passions would be checked by no reflection on future con­
sequences. And as each man is here supposed to love him­
self alone, and to depend only on himself and his own activity 
for safety and happiness, he would, on every occasion, to 
the utmost of his power, challenge the preference above 
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every other being, to none of which he is bound by any ties, 
either of nature or of interest. 

But suppose the conjunction of the sexes to be estab­
lished in nature, a family immediately arises ; and parti­
cular rules being found requisite for its subsistence, these 
are immediately embraced; though without comprehending 
the rest of mankind within their prescriptions. Suppose 
that several families unite together into one society, which 
is totally disjoined from all others, the ru les, which preserve 
peace and order, enlarge themselves to the utmost extent of 
that society ; but becoming then entirely useless, lose their 
force when carried one step farther. But again suppose, 
that several distinct societies maintain a kind of intercourse 
for mutual convenience and advantage, the boundaries of 
justice still grow larger, in proportion to the largeness of 
men 's views, and the force of their mutual connexions. 
History, experience, reason sufficiently instruct us in this 
natural progress of human sentiments, and in the gradual 
enlargement of our regards to justice, in proportion as 
we become acquainted with the extensive utility of that 
virtue. 

PART II. 

164 If we examine the particular Jaws, by which justice is 
directed, and property determined ; we shall still be pre­
sented with the same conclusion. The good of mankind 
is the only object of all these laws and regulations. Not 
only it is requisite, for the peace and interest of society, 
that men's possessions should be separated; but the rules, 
which we follow, in making the separation, are such as 
can best be contrived to serve farther the interests of 
society. 

\:Ve shall suppose that a creature, possessed of reason, 
but unacquainted with human nature, deliberates with him­
self what rules of justice or property would best promote 
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public interest, and establish peace and security among 
mankind: His most obvious thought would be, to assign 
the largest possessions to the most extensive virtue, and 
give every one the power of doing good, proportioned to his 
inclination. In a perfect theocracy, where a being, infinitely 
intelligent, governs by particular volitions, this rule would 
certainly have place, and might serve to the wisest purposes : 
But were mankind to execute such a law; so great is the 
uncertainty of merit, both from its natural obscurity, and 
from the self-conceit of each individual, that no determinate 
rule of conduct would ever result from it ; and the total 
dissolution of society must be the immediate consequence. 
Fanatics may suppose, that dominion if founded on grace, and 
that saints alone inherit the earth ; but the civil magistrate 
very justly puts these sublime theorists on the same footing 
with common robbers, and teaches them by the severest 
discipline, that a rule, which, in speculation, may seem the 
most advantageous to society, may yet be found, in practice, 
totally pernicious and destructive. 

That there were religious fanatics of this kind in England, 
during the civil wars, we learn from history; though it is pro­
bable, that the obvious tendency of these principles excited 
such horror in mankind, as soon obliged the dangerous 
enthusiasts to renounce, or at least conceal their tenets. 
Perhaps the levellers, who claimed an equal distribution of 
propeny, were a kind of political fanatics, which arose from 
the religious species, and more openly avowed their preten­
sions ; as carrying a more plausible appearance, of being 
practicable in themselves, as well as useful to human society. 

165 It must, indeed, be confessed, that nature is so liberal to 
mankind, that, were all her presents equally divided among 
the species, and improved by art and industry, every indi­
vidual would enjoy all the necessaries, and even most of 
the comforts of life ; nor would ever be liable to any ills, but 
such as might accidentally arise from the sickly frame and 

0 
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constitution of his body. It must also be confessed, that, 
wherever we depart from this equality, we rob the poor of 
more satisfaction than we add to the rich, and that the 
slight gratification of a frivolous vanity, in one individual, 
frequently costs more than bread to many families, and even 
provinces. It may appear withal, that the rule of equality, 
as it would be highly useful, is not altogether impracticable; 
but has taken place, at least in an imperfect degree, in some 
republics ; particularly that of Sparta; where it was attended, 
it is said, with the most beneficial consequences. Not to 
mention that the Agrarian laws, so frequently claimed in 
Rome, and carried into execution in many Greek cities, 
proceeded, all of them, from a general idea of the utility of 
this principle. 

But historians, and even common sense, may inform us, 
that, however specious these ideas of perfect equality may 
seem, they are really, at bottom, impracticable; and were 
they not so, would be extremely perniciuus to human society. 
Render possessions ever so equal, men's different degrees of 
art, care, and industry will immediately break that equality. 
Or if you check these virtues, you reduce society to the most 
extreme indigence ; and instead of preventing want and 
beggary in a few, render it unavoidable to the whole com­
munity. The most rigorous inquisition too is requisite to 
watch every inequality on its first appearance; and the most 
severe jurisdiction, to punish and redress it. But besides, 
that so much authority must soon degenerate into tyranny, 
and be exerted with great partialities; who can possibly be 
possessed of it, in such a situation as is here supposed? 
Perfect equality of possessions, destroying all subordination, 
weakens extremely the authority of magistracy, and must 
reduce all power nearly to a level, as well as property. 

166 We may conclude, therefore, that, in order to establish 
laws for the regulation of property, we must be acquainted 
with the nature and situation of man ; must reject 



Stet. Ill, Part 11,J THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS. 195 

appearances, which may be false, though specious; and 
must search for those rules, which are, on the whole, most 
useful and bmificial. Vulgar sense and slight experience 
are sufficient for this purpose; where men give not way to 
too selfish avidity, or too extensive enthusiasm. 

Who sees not, for instance, that whatever is produced or 
improved by a man's art or industry ought, for ever, to be 
secured to him, in order to give encouragement to such 
useful habits and accomplishments? That the property 
ought also to descend to children and relations, for the 
same useful purpose? That it may be alienated by consent, 
in order to beget that commerce and intercourse, which is 
so beneficial to human society ? And that all contracts and 
promises ought carefully to be fulfilled, in order to secure 
mutual trust and confidence, by which the general interest 
of mankind is so much promoted? 

Examine the writers on the laws of nature; and you will 
always find, that, whatever principles they set out with, they 
are sure to terminate here at last, and to assign, as the 
ultimate reason for every rule which they establish, the 
convenience and necessities of mankind. A concession thus 
extorted, in opposition to systems, has more authority than 
ff it had been made in prosi;cution of them. 

What other reason, indeed, could writers ever give, why 
this must be mine and that yours; since uninstructed nature 
surely never made any such distinction? The objects which 
receive those appellations are, of themselves, foreign to us ; 
they are totally disjoined and separated from us; and 
nothing but the general interests of society can form the 
connexion. 

167 Sometimes the interests of society may require a rule of 
justice in a particular case; but may not determine any par­
ticular rule, among several, which are all equally beneficial. 
ln that case, the slightest analogies are laid hold of, in order 
to prevent that indifference and ambiguity, which would be 

0 :r 
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the source of perpetual dissension. Thus possession alone, 
and first possession, is supposed to convey property, where 
no body else has any preceding claim and pretension. 
Many of the reasonings of lawyers are of this analogical 
nature, and depend on very slight connexions of the 
imagination. 

Does any one scruple, in extraordinary cases, to violate 
all regard to the private property of individuals, and sacrifice 
to public interest a distinction, which had been established 
for the sake of that interest? The safety of the people is the 
supreme law: All other particular laws are subordinate to 
it, and dependent on it : And if, in the common course of 
things, they be followed and regarded; it is only because 
the public safety and interest commonly demand so equal 
and impartial an administration. 

Sometimes both utility and analogy fail, and leave the 
laws of justice in total uncertainty. Thus, it is highly 
requisite, that prescription or long possession should convey 
property; but what number of days or months or years 
should be sufficient for that purpose, it is impossible for 
reason alone to determine. Civil laws here supply the 
place of the natural code, and assign different terms for 
prescription, according to the different utilities, proposed by 
the legislator. Bills. of exchange and promissory notes, by 
the laws of most countries, prescribe sooner than bonds, and 
mortgages, and contracts of a more formal nature. 

U58 In general we may observe that all questions of property 
are subordinate to the authority of civil laws, which extend, 
restrain, modify, and alter the rules of natural justice, 
according to the particular convenience of each community. 
The laws have, or ought to have, a constant reference to 
the constitution of government, the manners, the climate, 
the religion, the commerce, the situation of each society. 
A late author of genius, as well as learning, bas prosecuted 
this subject at large, and has established, from these prin-
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ciples, a system of political knowledge, which abounds in 
ingenious and brilliant thoughts, and is not wanting in 
solidity 1• 

What is a man's property 1 Anything which it is lawful 
for him, and for him alone, to use. But what rule kave we, 
by which we can distint;uish these objects 1 Here we must 
have recourse to statutes, customs, precedents, analogies, 
and a hundred other circumstances ; some of which are 
constant and inflexible, some variable and arbitrary. But 

1 The anthor of L' Espn'I tkt Loix. This illnstrious writer, however, 
sets out with a different theory, and supposes all right to be founded on 
cert:un rapports or relations; which is a system, that, in my opinion, 
never will be reconciled with true philosophy. Father Malebranche, 
as far u I can learn, was the first that started this ab,tract theory of 
morals, which was afterwards adopted by Cudworth, Clarke, and others; 
and as it excludes all sentiment, and pretends to fonnd everything 
on reason, it has not wanted followers in this philosophic age. See 
Section I, Appendix I. With regard to jnstice, the virtue here trented 
of, the inference against this theory seems short and conclusive. 
Property is allowed to be dependent on civil laws ; ch11 laws are allowed 
to have no other object, but the interest of society: This therefore must 
be allowed to be the sole fonndation of property and justice. Not to 
mention, that our obligation itself to obey the magistrate and his laws 
is founded on nothing but the interests of society. 

If the ideas of justice, sometimes, do not follow the dispositions of 
civil Jaw; we shall find, that these cases, instead of objcction1, are con· 
tirmations of the theory delh·cred above. 'Where a civil law is so 
perverse as to cross all the intereats of society, it loses all its authority, 
and men judge by the ideas of natural justice, which are conformable to 
those interests. Sometimes also civil laws, for useful purposes, reqnire 
a ceremony or form to any deed ; and where that is wanting, their 
decrees run contrary to the usual tenour of justice ; but one wbo takes 
adnntage of such chicanes, is not commonly regarded &1 an honest 
man. Thus, the interests of society require, that contracts be fulfilled; 
and there Is not a more material article either of natnral or ci vii justice : 
But the omission of a trilling circnmstance will oftell, by law, invalidate 
a contract, in /wo liumano, bot not in /two ,mscimlilu, as divines 
expreSI themselves. In these cases, the magistrate is suppoted only to 
withdraw bis power of enforcing the right, not to have altered the rigbL 
Where bis intention extends to the right, and is conformable to the 
Interests of society; It never failJ to alter the right ; a clear proof of the 
origin of jn,;tice and of property, u anigned above. 
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the ultimate point, in which they all professedly terminate, 
is the interest and happiness of human society. Where 
this enters not into consideration, nothing can appear more 
whimsical, unnatural, and even superstitious, than all or most 
of the laws of justice and of property. 

Those who ridicule vulgar superstitions, and expose the 
folly of particular regards to meats, days, places, postures, 
apparel, have an easy task ; while they consider all the 
qualities and relations of the objects, and discover no 
adequate cause for that affection or antipathy, veneration or 
horror, which have so mighty an influence over a consider­
able part of mankind. A Syrian would have starved rather 
than taste pigeon; an Egyptian would not have approached 
bacon: But if these species of food be examined by the 
senses of sigh:, smell, or taste, or scrutinized by the sciences 
of chemistry, medicine, or physics, no difference is ever 
found between them and any other species, nor can that 
precise circumstance be pitched on, which may afford a just 
foundation for the religious passion. A fowl on Thursday 
is lawful food; on Friday abominable: Eggs in this house 
and in this diocese, are permitted during Lent; a hundred 
paces farther, to eat them is a damnable sin. This earth or 
building, yesterday was profane; to-day, by the muttering 
of certain words, it has become holy and sacred. Such 
reflections as these, in the mouth of a philosopher, one 
may s_afely say, are too obvious to have any influence; 
because they must always, to every man, occur at first 
sight; and where they prevail not, of themselves, they are 
surely obstructed by education, prejudice, and passion, not 
by ignorance or mistake. 

159 It may appear to a careless view, or rather a too abstracted 
reflection, that there enters a like superstition into all the 
sentiments of justice ; and that, if a man expose its object, 
or what we call property, to the same scrutiny of sense 
and science, he will not, by the most accurate enquiry, find 
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any foundation for the difference made by moral sentiment. 
I may lawfully nourish myself from this tree; but the fruit 
of another of the same species, ten paces off, it is criminal 
for me to touch. Had I worn this apparel an hour ago, 
I had merited the severest punishment; but a man, by pro­
nouncing a few magical syllables, has now rendered it fit for 
my use and service. ,v ere this house placed in the neigh· 
bouring territory, it had been immoral for me to dwell in it; 
but being built on this side the river, it is subject to a different 
municipal law, and by its becoming mine I incur no blame 
or censure. The same species of reasoning it may be 
thought, which so successfully exposes superstition, is also 
applicable to justice ; nor is it possible, in the one case 
more than in the other, to point out, in the object, that 
precise quality or circumstance, which is the foundation of 
the sentiment. 

But there is this material difference between superstition and 
justice, that the former is frivolous, useless, and burdensome; 
the latter is absolutely requisite to the well-being of man· 
kind and existence of society. When we abstract from this 
circumstance (for it is too apparent ever to be overlooked) it 
must be confessed, that all regards to right and property, 
seem entirely without foundation, as much as the grossest 
and most vulgar superstition. \Vere the interests of society 
nowise concerned, it is as unintelligible why another's 
articulating certain sounds implying consent, should change 
the nature of my actions with regard to a particular object, 
as why the reciting of a liturgy by a priest, in a certain habit 
and posture, should dedicate a heap of brick and timber, and 
render it, thenceforth and for ever, sacred 1

• 

1 It is e,ident, that the will or consent alone never transfer; property, 
nor causes the obligation of a promise (for the same reasoning extenda 
to both) bnt the will must be cxpre,iaed by words or signs, in order to 
impose a. tic npon any man. The expression being oucc brought ia 
a, subservient to the will, soon becomes the principal put of the 
promise; nor will a man be less bo11Dd by bis word, though he ICCl'Ctly 
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These reflections are far from weakening the obligations 
of justice, or diminishing anything from the most sacred 

give a different direction to hi1 Intention, and withhold the assent of 
hia mind. But t hoogh the expression makes, oo most occasions, the 
whole of the promise, yet it does not always so; and one who shooJd 
make use of any expression, of which he knows not the meaning, and 
which be uses withont any sense of the consequences, would not 
certainly be bound by it. Nay, tboogb he know its meaning, yet if be 
use it in jest only, and with such signs as evidently show, that be bas no 
serious intention of binding himself, he ,vould not lie under any obliga­
tion of performance; but it is necessary, that the words be a perfect 
expression of the will, without any contrary signs. Nny, even this we 
must not carry so far as to imagine, that one, whom, by our quickness 
of nnderstanding, we conjecture, from certain signs, to have an intention 
of deceiving us, is not bound by his expression or verbal promise, if we 
accept of it; bot must limit this conclusion to those cases where the 
aigns are of a different nature from those of deceit. All these contra­
dictions are easily accounted for, if justice arise entirely from its useful· 
ness to society; but will never be uplaioed on any other hypothesis. 

It is remarkable, that the moral decisions of the Juuifl and other 
relaxed casuists, were commonly formed in prosecution of some soch 
sobtilties of re:.soning as arc here pointed out. and proceed as much 
from the habit of scholastic refinement as from any corrnption of the 
heart, if we may follow the aothority of Mons. Bayle. See his Dic­
tionary, article LOYOLA. And why has the indignation of mankind 
risen so high against these casuists; but because every one perceived, 
that human society could not subsist were such practices authorized, and 
that morals must always be handled with a view to public interest, 
more thiui philosophical regularity? If the secret direction of the 
intention, said every man of sense, could invalidate a contract ; where is 
our security? And yet a metaphysical achoo!mftn might think, that, 
where an intention was supposed to be reqnisite, if that intention really 
had not place, no conseqoence ought to follow, and no obligation be 
imposed. The casuistical subtiltics may not be greater than the 
rnbtilties of lawyers, hinted at above ; bnt as the former are pernidMU, 
and the latter ,·,,_m1 and even n«euary, this is the reason of the very 
different reception they meet v.itb from the world. 

It is a doctrine of the Church of Rome, that the priest, by a secret 
direction of his Intention, can invalidate any sacrament. This position 
ia duiTed from a strict and regular prosec:ution of the obvions truth, 
that empty words alone, without any meaIJing or intention in the 
speaker, can ncnr be a ttended with any effect. If the aame conclaaion 
be not admitted. In reasonings concerning civil contract&, where the 
a!air is allowed. to be of so mnch less conteqacnce than the eternal 
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attention to property. On the contrary, such sentiments 
must acquire new force from the present reasoning. For 
what stronger foundation can be desired or conceived for 
any duty, than to observe, that human society, or even 
human nature, could not subsist without the establishment 
of it; and will still arrive at greater degrees of happiness 
and perfection, the more inviolable the regard is, which 
is paid to that duty? 

160 The dilemma seems obvious : As justice evidently tends 
to promote public utility and to support civil society, the 
sentiment of justice is either derived from our reflecting on 
that tendency, or like hunger, thirst, and other appetites, 
resentment, love of life, attachment to offspring, and other 
passions, arises from a simple original instinct in the 
human breast, which nature has implanted for like salutary 
purposes. If the latter be the case, it follows, that property, 
which is the object of justice, is also distinguished by 
a simple original instinct, and is not ascertained by any 
argument or reflection. But who is there that ever heard 
of such an instinct? Or is this a subject in which new 
discoveries can be made? We may as well expect to 
discover, in the body, new senses, which had before escaped 
the observation of all mankind. 

161 But farther, though it seems a very simple proposition to 
say, that nature, by an instinctive sentiment, distinguishes 
property, yet in reality we shall find, that there are required 
for that purpose ten thousand different instincts, and these 
employed about objects of the greatest intricacy and nicest 
discernment. For when a definition of property is required, 

u.lvation of thonu.nd1, it proceeds entirely from men's sense of the 
dailger and iilconTenicncc of the doctrine in the former case : And we 
may thcnoc observe, that howev~ positive, arrogant, and dogmatical 
any supentition may appcu, it never can conYcy any thorongh per­
suasion of the ttallty of its objects, or pnt them, in any degrtt, on 
a balance with the common iacidenu of life, which we learn from daily 
obeervatiOD and experimental J'e&IODing. 
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that relation is found to resolve itself into any possession 
acquired by occupation, by industry, by prescription, by 
inheritance, by contract, &c. Can we think that nature, 
by an original instinct, instructs us in all these methods of 
acquisition ? 

These words too, inheritance and contract, stand for ideas 
infinitely complicated; and to define them exactly, a hundred 
volumes of Jaws, and a thousand volumes of commentators, 
have not been found sufficient. Does nature, whose instincts 
in men are all simple, embrace such complicated and artificial 
objects, and create a rational creature, without trusting any­
thing to the operation of his reason? 

But even though all this were admitted, it would not be 
satisfactory. Positive laws can certainly transfer property. 
I t is by another original instinct, that we recognize the 
authority of kings and senates, and mark all the boundaries 
of their jurisdiction? Judges too, even though their sentence 
be erroneous and illegal, must be allowed, for the sake of 
peace and order, to have decisive authority, and ultimately 
to determine property. Have we original innate ideas of 
praetors and chancellors and juries? vVho sees not, that all 
these institutions arise merely from the necessities of human 
society? 

All birds of the same species in every age and country, 
built their nests alike: In this we see the force of instinct. 
Men, in different times and places, frame their houses differ­
ently : Here we perceive the influence of reason and custom. 
A like inference may be drawn from comparing the instinct 
of generation and the institution of property. 

How great soever the variety of municipal laws, it must be 
confessed, that their chief out-lines pretty regularly concur; 
because the purposes, to which they tend, are everywhere 
exactly similar. In like manner, all houses have a roof and 
walls, windows and chimneys; though diversified in their 
shape, figure, and materials. The purposes of the latter, 
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directed to the conveniencies of human life, discover not 
more plainly their origin from reason and reflection, than do 
those of the former, which point all to a like end. 

I need not mention the variations, which all the rules of 
property receive from the finer turns and connexions of the 
imagination, and from the subtilties and abstractions of law­
topics and reasonings. There is no possibility of reconciling 
this observation to the notion of original instincts. 

162 'What alone will beget a doubt concerning the theory, on 
which I insist, is the influence of education and acquired 
habits, by which we are so accustomed to blame injustice, 
that we are not, in every instance, conscious of any imme­
diate reflection on the pernicious consequences of it. The 
views the most familillr to us are apt, for that very reason, to 
escape us; an".! what we have very frequently performed 
from certain motives, we are apt likewise to continue 
mechanically, without recalling, on every occasion, the reflec­
tions, which first determined us. The convenience, or ra ther 
necessity, which leads to justice is so universal, and every­
where points so much to the same rules, that the habit takes 
place in all societies; and it is not without some scrutiny, 
that we are able to ascertain its true origin. The matter, how­
ever, is not so obscure, but that even in common life we 
have every moment recourse to the principle of public utility, 
and ask, What must become of th.e world, if such practices 
.f>revailf How could society subsist under such disorders 7 
Were the distinction or separation of possessions entirely 
useless, can any one conceive, that it ever should have 
obtained in society ? 

163 Thus ,ve seem, upon the whole, to have attained a know­
ledge of the force of that principle here insisted on, and can 
determine what degree of esteem or moral approbation may 
result from reflections on public interest and utility. The 
necessity of justice to the support of society is the sole 
foundation of that virtue ; and since no moral excellence is 
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more highly esteemed, we may conclude that this circum­
stance of usefulness has, in general, the strongest energy, and 
most entire command over our sentiments. It must, there­
fore, be the source of a considerable part of the merit ascribed 
to humanity, benevolence, friendship, public spirit, and other 
social virtues of that stamp ; as it is the sole source of the 
moral approbation paid to fidelity, justice, veracity, integr ity, 
and those other estimable and useful qualities and principles. 
It is entirely agreeable to the rules of philosophy, and even 
of common reason; where any principle has been found to 
have a great force and energy in one instance, to ascribe 
to it a like energy in all similar instances. This indeed is 
Newton's chief rule of philosophizing '. 

1 Principi-'1, Lib. iii. 



SECTION IV. 

OF POLITICAL SOCIETY. 

164. HAD every man sufficient sagacity to perceive, at all times, 
the strong interest which binds him to the observance 
of justice and equity, and strength of mind sufficient to 
persevere in a steady adherence to a general and a distant 
interest, in opposition to the allurements of present pleasure 
and advantage; there had never, in that case, been any such 
thing as government or political society, but each man, follow­
ing his natural liberty, had lived in entire peace and harmony 
with all others. What need of positive law where natural 
justice is, of itself, a sufficient restraint ? W'hy create magis­
trates, where there never arises any disorder or iniquity? 
'Why abridge our native freedom, when, in every instance, 
the utmost exertion of it is, found innocent and beneficial? 
It is evident, that, if government were totally useless, it never 
could have place, and that the sole foundation of the duty of 
allegiance is the advantage, which it procures to society, by 
preserving peace and order among mankind. 

186 When a number of political societies are erected, and 
maintain a great intercourse together, a new set of rules are im­
mediately discovered to be useful in that particular situation; 
and accordingly take place under the title of Laws of Nations. 
Of this kind are, the sacredness of the person of ambassadors, 
abstaining from poisoned arms, quarter in war, with others 
of that kind, which are plainly calculated for the advantage 
of states and kingdoms in their intercourse with each other. 
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T he rules of justice, such as prevail among individuals, are 
not entirely suspended among political societies. All princes 
pretend a regard to the rights of other princes; and some, 
no doubt, without hypocrisy. Alliances and treaties are 
every day made between independent states, which would 
only be so much waste of parchment, if they were not found 
by experience to have some influence and authority. But 
here is the difference between kingdoms and individuals. 
Human nature cannot by any means subsist, without the 
association of individuals ; and that association never could 
have place, were no regard paid to the laws of equity and 
justice. Disorder, confusion, the war of all against all, are the 
necessary consequences of such a licentious conduct. But 
nations can subsist without intercourse. They may even 
subsist, in some degree, under a general war. The observance 
of justice, though useful among them, is not guarded by so 
strong a necessity as among individuals; and the moral 
obl((ation holds proportion with the usefulness. All poli­
ticians will allow, and most philosophers, that reasons of state 
may, in particular emergencies, dispense with the rules of 
justice, and invalidate any treaty or alliance, where the strict 
observance of it would be prejudicial, in a considerable 
degree, to either of the contracting parties. But nothing 
less than the most extreme necessity, it is confessed, can 
justify individuals in a breach of promise, or an invasion of 
the properties of others. 

In a confederated commonwealth, such as the Achaean 
republic of old, or the Swiss Cantons and United Provinces 
in modern times; as the league has here a peculiar utility, 
the conditions of union have a peculiar sacredness and 
authority, and a violation of them would be regarded as 
no less, or even as more criminal, than any private injury 
or injustice. 

lee The long and helpless infancy of man requires the com­
bination of parents for the subsistence of their young; and 
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that combination requires the virtue of chastity or fidelity to 
the marriage bed. Without such a utility, it will readily be 
owned, that such a virtue would never have been thought of'. 

An infidelity of this nature is much more pernicious in 
women than in men. Hence the Jaws of chastity are much 
stricter over the one sex than over the other. 

167 These rules have all a reference to generation ; and yet 
women past child-bearing are no more supposed to be 
exempted from them than those in the flower of their youth 
and beauty. General rules are often extended beyond the 
principle whence they first arise; and this in all matters of taste 
and sentiment. It is a vulgar story at Paris, that, during 
the rage of the Mississippi, a hump-backed fellow went every 
day into the Rue de Quincempoix, where the stock-jobbers 
met in great crowds, and was well paid for allowing them to 
make use of his hump as a desk, in order to sign their con­
tracts upon iL Would the fortune, which he raised by this 
expedient, make him a handsome fellow ; though it be con­
fessed, that personal beauty arises very much from ideas of 
utility? The imagination is influenced by associations of 
ideas ; which, though they arise at first from the judgemt:nt, 
are not easily altered by every particular exception that 
occurs to us. To which we may add, in the present case of 
chastity, that the example o'f the old would be pernicious 

1 The only solutiou, which Plato giYes to all the objections that 
might be raised against tbe commuoity of women, established io his 
imaginary commonwealth, is, Kci>.>.cuTa 7a.p ~ Tov.-o "al >.,-ynac '"" 
>.,>.,(ero,, s., ... ~ µ~v c!4>l>.cµo> Ka>.6v, 'f'O 31 /J>.a/J,~v aluxp6v, Stile 
tnim istud et di<iluf' et diutur, .fd tJUM uti/1 sit Ao,usfum tste, fJutJd 
a11tem inutile sit tur}' esse. De Rep. Jib. v. p. -4 57. ex edit. Ser. And 
this maxim will admit of no doubt, where public utility is concerned; 
which is P lato's meaning. And indeed to what other purpose do all 
the ideas of chastity a.nd modesty serve I Niti ,,fl'le ell tJUQd fadmus, 
/rustra e,t glon'a, aays Pbaedrus. Ka,\~• ~;;,• /J7'a/J,po,v ov3lv, says 
Plutasch, tie vitioso pudqr,. Nibil eorum quae damnosa s1111t, pulchrum 
est. The Jame was the opinion of the Stoics. +cal• oil,, ol JrwcKol 
d')'(IS~v ,1 .... dxpi>. .. av ~ ov)( fr,por ~>.,,as, dxpl>.t<a• µIv >.l-yWTn 1',},, 
dp,,~,. Ka1 Ti)v <11rov&.lar •paiw, Sept. Emp. lib. iii. cap. ao. 
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to the young; and that women, continually foreseeing that 
a certain time would bring them the liberty of indulgence, 
would naturally advance that period, and think more lightly 
of this whole duty, so requisite to society. 

168 Those who live in the same family have such frequent 
opportunities of licence of this kind, that nothing could pre­
serve purity of manners, were maniage allowed, among the 
nearest relations, or any intercourse of love between them 
ratified by law and custom. Incest, therefore, beingpernicious 
in a superior degree, has also a superior turpitude and moral 
deformity annexed to it. 

What is the reason, why, by the Athenian laws, one might 
marry a half-sister by the father, but not by the mother ? 
Plainly this: The manners of the Athenians were so 
reserved, that a man was never permitted to approach the 
women's apartment, even in the same family, unless ,vhere 
he visited his own mother. His step-mother and her children 
were as much shut up from him as the women of any other 
family, and there was as little danger of any criminal corre· 
spondence between them. Uncles and nieces, for a like 
reason, might marry at Athens ; but neither these, nor half­
brothers and sisters, could contract that alliance at Rome, 
where the intercourse was more open between the sexes. 
Public utility is the cause of all these variations. 

169 To repeat, to a man's prejudice, anything that escaped 
him in private conversation, or to make any such use of his 
private letters, is highly blamed. The free and social inter­
course of minds must be extremely checked, where no such 
rules of fidelity are established. 

Even in repeating stories, whence we can foresee no ill 
consequences to result, the giving of one's author is regarded 
as a piece of indiscretion, if not of immorality. These 
stories, in passing from hand to hand, and receiving all the 
w;ual variations, frequently come about to the persons 
concerned, and produce animosities and quarrels among 
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people, whose intentions a.re the most innocent and in­
offensive. 

To pry into secrets, to open or even read the letters of 
others, to play the spy upon their words and looks and 
actions; what habits more inconvenient in society? \\'hat 
habits, of consequence, more blameable? 

This principle is also the foundation of most of the Jaws 
of good manners; a kind of lesser morality, calculated for 
the ease of company and conversation. Too much or too 
little ceremony are both blamed, and everything, which 
promotes case, without an indecent familiarity, is useful and 
laudable. 

170 Constancy in friendships, attachments, and familiarities, 
is commendable, and is requisite to support trust and good 
correspondence in society. But in places of general, though 
casual concourse, where the pursuit of health and pleasure 
brings people promiscuously together, public conveniency 
has dispensed with this maxim ; and custom there promotes 
an unreserved conversation for the time, by indulging the 
privilege of dropping afterwards every indifferent acquaint· 
ance, without breach of civility or good manners. 

Even in societies, which are established on principles the 
most immoral, and the most destructive to the interests 
of the general society, there are required certain rules, 
which a species of false honour, as well as private interest, 
engages the members to observe. Robbers and pirates, 
it has often been remarked, could not maintain their 
pernicious confederacy, did they not establish a new 
distributive justice among themselves, and recall those 
laws of equity, which they have violated with the rest of 
mankind. 

I hate a drinking companion, says the Greek proverb, 
who never forgets. The follies of the last debauch should 
be buried in eternal oblivion, in order to &ive full scope to 
the follies of the next. 

p 
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171 Among nations, where an immoral gallantry, if covered 
with a thin veil of mystery, is, in some degree, authorized 
by custom, there immediately arise a set of rules, calculated 
for the conveniency of that attachment. The famous court 
or parliament of love in Pro1·ence formerly decided all 
difficult cases of this nature. 

In societies for play, there are laws required for the 
conduct of the game; and these laws are different in each 
game. The foundation, I own, of such societies is frivolous; 
and the laws are, in a great measure, though not altogether, 
capricious and arbitrary. So far is there a material difference 
between them and the rules of justice, fidel ity, and loyalty. 
The general societies of men are absolutely requisite for the 
subsistence of the species; a.nd the public conveniency, 
which regulates morals, is inviolably established in the nature 
of man, and of the world, in which he lives. The com­
parison, therefore, in these re.spects, is very imperfect. \Ve 
may only learn from it the necessity of rules, wherever men 
have any intercourse with each other. 

T hey cannot even pass each other on the road without 
rules. \Vaggoners, coachmen, and postilions have principles, 
by which they give the way; and these are chiefly founded 
on mutual ease and convenience. Sometimes also they are 
arbitrary, at lea.st dependent on a kind of capricious analogy 
liJce many of the reasonings of lawyers 1

• 

To carry the matter farther, we may observe, that it 
is impossible for men so mucb as to murder each other 
without statutes, and maxims, and an idea of justice and 

• Tht tho lii:hter mae.iine yield to the heavier, and, in machines of 
the same kind, that the empty yield to the loaded ; this rule is fou.nded 
oo coovcnicncc. That thooe who uc going to the capital toh place of 
those who a.re couw,g from it; this seems to~ folllldcd on some idea of 
\be di(nity of the, great city, and of the preference of the future to the 
put. From like reuooa, amoni: foot•walkcra, th e right·lwld entitles 
a man to the wall, and pl'C'Ycn\1 Jostlioi:, which peaceable people find 
vuy dJae'rett,ble and i.uconYt11ic11L 
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honour. \Var has its laws as well as peace ; and even that 
sport ive le.ind of war, carried on among wrestlers, boxers, 
cudgel-players, gladiators, is regulated by fixed principles. 
Common interest and util ity beget infallibly a standard of 
right and wrong among the parties concerned. 

p 2 



SECTION V. 

WHY UTILITl/ PLEASES. 

PART I. 

1711 IT seems so natural a thought to ascribe to their utility 
the praise, which we bestow on the social virtues, that one 
would expect to meet with this principle everywhere in 
moral writers, as the chief foundation of their reasoning 
and enquiry. In common life, we may observe, that the 
circumstance of utility is nlways appealed to; nor is it 
supposed, that a greater eulogy can be given to any man, 
than to display his usefulness to t he public, and enumerate 
the services, which he has performed to mankind and 
society. What praise, even of an inanimate form, if the 
regularity and elegance of it.s parts destroy not its fi tness for 
any useful purpose I And how satisfactory an apology for 
any disproportion or seeming deformity, if we can show the 
necessity of that particular construction for the use intended I 
A ship appears more beautiful to an artist, or one mode.r:,.tely 
skilled in navigation, where its prow is wide and swelling 
beyond its poop, than if it were framed with a precise 
geometrical regularity, in contradiction to all the laws of 
mechanics. A building, whose doors and windows were 
exact squares, would hurt the eye by that very proportion ; 
as ill adapted to the figure of a human creature, for whose 
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service the fabric was intended. What wonder then, that 
a man, whose habits and conduct are hurtful to society, a nd 
dangerous or pernicious to every one who has an intercourse 
with him, should, on that account, be an object of dis­
approbation, and communicate to every spectator the 
strongest sentiment of disgust and hatred 1• 

But perhaps the difficulty of accounting for these effects 
of usefulness, or its contrary, has kept philosophers from 
admitting them into their systems of ethics, and has induced 
them rather to employ any other principle, in explaining 
the origin of moral good and evil. But it is no just reason 
for rejecting any principle, confirmed by experience, that 
we cannot give a satisfactory account of its origin, nor are 
able to resolve it into other more general principles. And 
if we would employ a little thought on the present subject, 
we need be at no loss to account for the influence of utility, 
and to deduce it from principles, the most known and 
avowed in human nature. 

1 W e ought not to imagine, bccaall<! an inanimate object may be 
useful u well as a ma n, that tberefore it ought also, according to this 
system, to merit tbe appellation of v irtu6u.s. T he sentiments, excited 
by utility, arc, in the two cases, very different; a.nd the one is mixed 
with affection , esteem, approbation, &c., and not the other. J'Jl like 
::nanner, ac intnim&tc obict m•y h ave i:ood colour and proportions u 
well as a human figure. But can we ever be in love with the former? 
There a.re a numerous set of passions and sentiments, of which thinking 
rational being s arc, by the original constitution of c aturc, the onl:, 
proper objects : acd thougb. the very same quolities be transferred to an 
insensible, inanimate beini:, th ey .. m not excite the same sectimenu . 
T he beneficial qualities of herbs and minerals are, indeed, sot0ctimc1 
called their flirl"4.J ; bat thi5 is an effect of the caprice of lo.nguoge, 
which ought not to be rega.rded in re:,.;oning. For tboogh there be 
a species of r.pprobation attendi"l? even inanimate objcca, when ~e­
ficial, yet this IClltiment is so weak, and so different from that which is 
directed to benclicex,t magistrates or , tatcsmeo. ; that tbey ought not to 
be ranked 11Dder the aa.me claS£ or appel!&tion. 

A n ry small nriation of the object, e-ren where the ume qualities 
~ preserved, will dc, troy a se,,timeot. Tbns, the same bea11ty, tn.ns­
ferred to • diffcre,,t scx, excites no 11,moroa.s pusion, where natun, i1 
11ec e1trnnely pernrted. 
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178 From the apparent usefulness of the social virtues, it has 
readily been inferred by sceptics, both ancient and modern, 
that all moral distinctions arise from education, and were, 
at first, invented, and afterwards encouraged, by the art of 
politicians, in order to render men tractable, and subdue 
their natura l ferocity and selfishness, which incapaci tated 
them for society. This principle, indeed, of precept and 
education, must so far be owned to have a powerful influence, 
that it may frequently increase or diminish, beyond their 
natural standard, the sentiments of approbation or d islike; 
and may even, in particular instances, create, without any 
natural principle, a new sentiment of this kind ; as is 
evident in all superstitious practices and observances : But 
that all moral affection or dislike arises from this origin, 
will never surely be allowed by any judicious enquirer. 
Had nature made no such distinction, founded on the 
original constitution of the mind, the words, honourable 
and sl:amiful, IIJ'lle/y and odious, noble and despicable, had 
never had place in any language; nor could politicians, 
had they invented these terms, ever have been able to 
render them intelligible, or make tbem convey any idea 
to the audience. So that nothing can be more super­
ficial than this paradox of the sceptics; and it were well, 
if, in the abstruser studies of logic and metaphysics, we 
could as easily obviate the cavils of that sect, as in the 
practical and more intelligible sciences of politics and 
morals. 

The social virtues must, therefore, be allowed to have 
a natural beauty and amiableness, which, at first, antecedent 
to all precept or education, recommends them to the esteem 
of uninstructed mankind, and engages their affections. And 
as the public utility of these virtues is the chief circum­
stance, whence they derive their merit, it follows, that the 
end, which they have a tendency to promote, must be some 
way agreeable to us, and take hold of some natural affection. 
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It must please, either from considerations of self-interest, or 
from more generous motives and regards. 

174. It has often been asserted, that, as every man has a 
strong connexion with society, and perceives the impos­
sibility of his solitary subsistence, he becomes, on that 
account, favourable to all those habits or principles, which 
promote order in society, and insure to him the quiet 
possession of so inestimable a blessing. As much as 
we value our own happiness and welfare, as much must 
we applaud the practice of justice and humanity, by 
which alone the social confederacy can be maintained, 
and every man reap the fruits of mutual protection and 
assistance. 

This deduction of morals from self-love, or a regard to 
private interest, is an obvious t hought, and has not arisen 
wholly from the wanton sallies and sportive assaults of 
the sceptics. To mention no others, Polybius, one of the 
gravest and most judicious, as well as most moral writers of 
antiquity, has assigned this selfish origin to all our senti­
ments of virtue•. But though the solid practical sense of 
that author, and his aversion to all vain subtilties, render 
his authority on the present subject very considerable; yet 
:s not this an affair to be decided by authority, and the 
voice of nature and experience seems plainly to oppose the 
selfish theory. 

175 \ Ve frequently bestow praise on virtuous actions, per· 
formed in very distant ages and remote countries; where 

1 Uodutifuhiess to parents is disapproved of by mankind, wpoopo,µ.iYotJf 
,a µ.lMov, Nal • • >.>.or•Coµ.lYOIX OTI ,a WG/XU>.f,rr,ov , .. ,;q, ... ahciw ,;vy• 
1tupfi<,u. Ingratitude for a like rcuon (though he Kuns there 10 mb: 
" more generous regard) """"'Y""""'"""'•' )'I• Tf' ,r/>,.o,, d,,a~lpona, 3' 
, ... al,,ovr T3 o:Opaft>.~a,o•, If WV /i,royiyvtTai "' . .. °'" trap' l1ta"1''1' ,ij, 
TOll Kas,)xov,os ~ .. a1rn,1r ical Bf<»/Mf. Lib. vi. cap. 4 (ed. Gronovia.s). 
Perhaps the historian only meant, tlat oursympatby and humanity wu 
more enlivened, by our coosideriag the similr.rity o( our ca.sc with th,.t of 
tht person ,ufferiag ; which u a just seotimeot. 
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the utmost subtilty of imagination would not discover any 
appearance of self-interest, or find any connexion of our 
present happiness and security with events so widely 
separated from us. 

A generous, a brave, a noble deed, performed by an 
adversary, commands our approbation ; while in its con­
sequences it may be acknowledged prejudicial to our 
particular interest. 

,vbere private advantage concurs with general affection 
for virtue, we readily perceive and avow the mixture of 
these distinct sentiments, which have a very different feeling 
and influence on the mind. Vie praise, perhaps, with more 
alacrity, where the generous humane action contributes to 
our particular interest : But the topics of praise, which 
we insist on, are very wide of this circumstance. And we 
may attempt to bring over others to our sentiments, 
without endeavouring to convince them, that they reap any 
advantage from the actions which we recommend to their 
approbation and applause. 

Frame the model of a praiseworthy character, consisting 
of all the most amiable moral virtues : Give instances, in 
which these display themselves after an eminent and extra­
ordinary manner : You readily engage the esteem and 
approbation of all your audience, who never so much as 
enquire in what age and country the person lived, who 
possessed these noble qualities: A circumstance, however, 
of all others, the most material to self-love, or a concern for 
our own individual happiness. 

Once on a time, a statesman, in the shock and contest 
of parties, prevailed so far as to procure, by his eloquence, 
the banishment of an able adversary ; whom be secretly 
followed, olfering him money for his support during his 
exile, and soothing him with topics of consolation in his 
misfortunes. Alas I cries the banished statesman, witlrw/u,/ 
ngret must I /lave "')' frw,ds ;,, this (,-I)>, wlun even uumus 
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are ro generour I Virtue, though in an enemy, here pleased 
him : And we also give it the just tribute of praise and 
approbation ; nor do we retract these sentiments, when we 
hear, that the action passed at Athens, about two thousand 
years ago, and that the persons names were Eschines and 
Demosthenes. 

Wiza! ti that to me 1 There are few occasions, when this 
question is not pertinent: And had it that universal, io­
fal]jb!e influence supposed, it would turn into ridicule every 
composition, and almost every conversation, which contain 
any praise or censure of men and manners. 

176 It is but a weak subterfuge, when pressed by these facts 
and arguments, to say, that we transport ourselves, by the 
force of imagination, ioto distant ages and countries, and 
consider the advantage, which we should have reaped from 
thest characters, had we been contemporaries, and had any 
commerce with the persons. It is not conceivable, how 
a real sentiment or passion can ever a.zise from a. known 
imaginary interest; especially when our real interest is still 
kept in view, and is often acknowledged to be entirely 
distinct from the imaginary, a.ad even sometimes opposite 
to it. 

A man, brought to the brink of a precipice, cannot loc,k 
down without trembling ; and the sentiment of imaginary 
danger actuates him, in opposition to the opinion and 
belief of real safety. But the imagination is here assisted 
by the presence of a striking object; and yet prevails not, 
except it be also aided by novelty, and the unusual appear­
ance of the object Custom soon reconciles us to heights 
and precipices, and wears off these false and delusive terrors. 
The reverse is obser v&ble in the estimates which we form 
of characters and manners ; and the more we habituate 
ourselves to an accurate scrutiny of morals, the more 
delicate feeling do we acquire of the most mi.cute distinc­
tions between vice and virtue. Such frequent occasion. 
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indeed, have we, in common life, to pronounce all kinds of 
moral determinations, that no object of this kind can be 
new or unusual to us ; nor could any false views or pre­
possessions maintain their ground against an experience, 
so common and familiar. Experience being chiefly what 
forms the associations of ideas, it is impossible that any 
association could establish and support itself, in direct 
opposition to that principle. 

177 Usefulness is agreeable, and engages our approbation. 
This is a matter of fact, confirmed by daily observation. 
But, useful? For what? For somebody's interest, surely. 
Whose interest then? Not our own only : For our appro­
bation frequently extends farther. It must, therefore, be 
the interest of those. who a.re served by the character or 
action approved of; and these we may conclude, however 
remote, are not totally indifferent to us. By opening up 
this principle, we shall discover one great source of moral 
distinctions. 

PART II. 

178 Self.love is a principle in human nature of such extensive 
energy, and the interest of each individual is, in general, so 
closely connected with that of the community, that those 
philosophers were excusable, who fancied that all our 
concern for the public might be resolved into a concern 
for our own happiness and preservation. They saw every 
moment, instances of approbation or blame, satisfaction or 
displeasure towards characters and actions ; they deno· 
minated the objects of these sentiments, virtues, or vices; 
they observed, that the forme r had a tendency to increase 
tbe happiness, and the latter the misery of mankind; they 
asked, whether it were possible that we could have any 
general concern for society, or any disinterested resentment 
of the welfare or injury of others; they found it simpler co 
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consider all these sentiments as modifications of self-love; 
and they discovered a pretence, at least, for this unity of 
principle, in that close union of interest, which is so 
observable between the public and each individual. 

But notwithstanding this frequent confusion of interests, 
it is easy to attain what natural philosophers, after Lord 
Bacon, have affected to call the experimmfum crucis, or that 
experiment which points out the right way in any doubt or 
ambiguity. \Ve have found instances, in which private 
interest was separate from public; in which it was even 
contrary : And yet we observed the moral sentiment to 
continue, notwithstanding this disjunction of interests. And 
wherever these distinct interests sensibly concurred, we 
always found a sensible increase of the sentiment, and 
a more warm affection to virtue, and detestation of vice, or 
what we properly call, gratitude and rroenge. Compelled 
by these instances, we must renounce the theory, which 
accounts for every moral sentiment by the principle of 
self-love. \Ve must adopt a more public affection, and 
allow, that the interests of society are not, even on their 
own account, entirely indifferent to us. Usefulness is only 
a tendency to a certain end; and it is a contradiction in 
ierms, that anything pleases, as means to an end, where the 
end itself no wise affects us. If usefulness, therefore, be 
a source of moral sentiment, and if this usefulness be not 
always considered with a reference to self; it follows, that 
everything, which contributes to the happiness of society, 
recommends itself directly to our approbation and good-1~ill. 
Here is a principle, which accounts, in great part, for the 
origin of morality: And what need we seek for abstruse 
and remote systems, when there occurs one so obvious and 
natural 1 ? 

' It is needless to pash OIIJ' researches so far as to ask, wby we have 
humanity or " fellow-feeling with other,- It i, •ufficient, that this ill 
exp<rienoed to be a principle in human nature. We mnst 1top some. 
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1'79 Hne we any difficulty to comprehend the force of 
humanity and benevolence? Or to conceive, that the very 
aspect of happiness, joy, prosperity, gives pleasure; that of 
pain, suffering, sorrow, communicates uneasiness? The 
human countenance, says Horace 1, borrows smiles or tears 
from the human countenance. Reduce a person to solitude, 
and he loses all enjoyment, except either of the sensual or 
speculative kind; and that because the movements of his 
heart are not forwarded by correspondent movements in his 
fello\.,.-creatures. The signs of sorrow and mourning, though 
arbitrary, affect us with melancholy; but the natural 
symptoms, tears and cries and groans, never fail to infuse 
compassion and uneasiness. And if the effects of misery 
touch us in so lively a manner; can we be supposed 
altogether insensible or indifferent towards its causes ; 
when a malicious or treacherous character and behaviour 
are presented to us? 

·we enter, I shall suppose, into a convenient, warm, well· 
contrived apartment: \Ve necessarily receive a pleasure 
from its very survey ; because it presents us with the 
pleasing ideas of ease, satisfaction, and enjoyment. The 
hospitable, good-humoured, humane landlord appears. This 
circumstance surely must embellish the whole; nor can we 
easily forbear reflecting, with pleasure, on the satisfaction 

where in on, e.umination of causes ; and there arc, in every sciwce, 
some eeneral principles, beyond which we caooot hope to find any 
principle more gex>cral. No man is ablolutely indifferent to the happi· 
Dets and misery of other$. The 6nt has a natural tendency to give 
pleasure; the &ee0od, pain. This every one may find in h imself. It 
iJ not probable, that these principles c:ao be resolved into principles 
more simple and univenal, whatc•er attcmptJ may hue been made 
to tht.t purpo5e. But if it were possible, it belo11gs not to the present 
aubject; and we may here u fely consider these principles as original: 
happy, if we ca.n render all the consequences 1ulliclcnUy pla!A and 
~piCIIOIIS I 

• • Uti ridentibua mident, it& ftex,tibul adilent 
liunwd vultua.' -Hor. 
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which results to every one from his intercourse and good. 
offices. 

His whole family, by the freedom, case, confidence, and 
calm enjoyment, diffused over their countenances, suffi. 
ciently express their happiness. I have a pleasing sympathy 
in the prospect of so much joy, and can never consider the 
source of it, without the most agreeable emotioos. 

He tells me, that an oppressive and powerful neighbour 
had attempted to dispossess him of his inheritance, and had 
long distuibed all his innocent and social pleasures. I feel 
an immediate indignation arise in me against such violence 
and injury. 

But it is no wonder, he adds, that a private wrong 
should proceed from a man, who had enslaved provinces, 
depopulated cities, and made the field and scaffold stream 
with human blood. I am struck with horror at the prospect 
of so much misery, and am actuated by the strongest 
antipathy against its author. 

180 In general, it is certain, that, 'l'l"herever we go, whatever 
we reflect on or converse about, everything still presents 
us with the view of human happiness or misery, and 
excites in our breas t a sympathetic movement of pleasure 
or uneasiness. In our serious occupations, in our careless 
amusements, this principle still exerts its active energy. 

A man who enters the theatre, is immediately struck 
with the view of so great a multitude, participating of 
one common amusement ; and experiences, from their 
very aspect, a superior sensibility or disposition of being 
affected with every sentiment, which he shares with bis 
fellow-creatures. 

H e observes the actors to be animated by the appearance 
of a full audience, and raised to a degree of enthusiasm, 
which they cannot command in any solitary or calm 
moment. 

Every movement of the theatre, by a akilful poet, ia 
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communicated, as it were by magic, to the spectators ; who 
weep, t remble, resent, rejoice, and are inflamed with all the 
variety of passions, which actuate the several personages of 
the drama. 

\Vhere any event crosses our wishes, and interrupts the 
happiness of the favourite characters, we feel a sensible 
anxiety and concern. :But where their sufferings proceed 
from the treachery, cruelty, or tyranny of an enemy, our 
breasts are affected with the liveliest resentment against the 
author of these C:tlamities. 

It is here esteemed contrary to the rules of art to represent 
anything cool and indifferent. A distant friend, or a con­
fident, who has no immediate interest in the catastrophe, 
ought, if possible, to be avoided by the poet ; as communi­
cating a like indifference to the audience, and checking the 
progress of the passions. 

Few species of poetry are more entertaining than pastoral; 
and every one is sensible, that the chief source of its pleasure 
arises from those images of a gentle and tender tranquillity, 
which it represents in its personages, and of which it com· 
municates a like sentiment to the reader. Sannaza.rius, 
who transferred the scene to the sea-shore, though he pre­
sented the most magnificent object in nature, is confessed to 
have erred in his choice. The idea of coil, labour, and danger, 
suffered by the fishermen, is painful ; by an unavoidable 
sympathy, which attends every conception of human happi­
ness or misery. 

\Vhen I was hrenty, says a French poet, Ovid \l'as my 
favourite : Now I am forty, I declare for H orace. ,vc enter, 
to be sure, more readily into sentiments, which resemble 
those ~e feel every day : :But no passion, when well repre­
sented, can be entirely indiffe.rent to us; because there is 
none, of which every man has not, within him, at least the 
seeds and first principles. It is the business of poetry to 
bring every 11fection near to us by lively imagery and repro-
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sentation, and make it look like truth and reality : A certain 
proof, that, wherever that reality is found, our minds are dis­
posed to be strongly affected by it. 

181 Any recent event or piece of news, by which the fate of 
states, provinces, or many individuals is affected, is extremely 
interesting even to those whose welfare is not immediately 
engaged. Such intelligence is propagated with celerity, heard 
with avidity, and enquired into with attention and concern. 
The interest of society appears, on this occasion, to be in 
some degree the interest of each individual. T he imagina· 
tion is sure to be affected; though the passions excited may 
not always be so strong and steady as to have great influence 
on the conduct and behaviour. 

The perusal of a history seems a calm entertainment ; but 
would be no entertainment at all, did not our hearts beat 
v.-ith correspondent movements to those which are described 
by the historian. 

Thucydides and Guicciardin support with difficulty 
our attention ; while the former describes the trivial ren· 
counters of the small cities of Greece, and the latter the 
harmless wars of Pisa. The few persons interested and the 
small interest fill not the imagination, and engage not the 
affections. The deep distress of the numerous Athenian 
army before Syracuse; the danger which so nearly threatens 
Venice ; these excite com passion ; these move terror and 
anxiety. 

The indifferent, unin teresting style of Suetonius, equally 
with the masterly pencil of Tacitus, may convince us of the 
cruel depravity of Nero or T iberius : But what a difference 
of sentiment! \.Vhile the former coldly relates the facts ; 
ind the latter sets before our eyes the venerable figures of 
a Soranus and a Thrasea, intrepid in their fate, and only 
moved by the melting sorrows of their friends and 
kindred. \Vhat sympathy then touches every human 
heart I What indignation against the tyrant, whose cause-
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less fear or unprovoked malice gave rise to such detestable 
barbarity! 

182 If we bring these subjects nearer : If we remove all 
suspicion of fiction and deceit : What powerful concern 
is excited, and bow much superior, in many instances, to 
the narrow attachments of self-love and private interest ! 
Popular sedition, party zeal, a devoted obedience to 
factious leaders ; these are some of the most visible, 
though less laudable effects of this social sympathy in 
human nature. 

The frivolousness of the subject too, we may observe, is 
not able to detach us entirely from what carries an image of 
human sentiment and affection. 

When a person stutters, and pronounces with difficulty, 
we even sympathize with this trivial uneasiness, and suffer 
for him. And it is a rule in criticism, that every combina­
tion of syllables or letters, which gives pain to the organs of 
speech in the recital, appears also from a species of sympathy 
harsh and disagreeable to the ear. Nay, when we run over 
a book with our eye, we a.re sensible of such unharmonious 
composition ; because we still imagine, that a person recites 
it to us, and suffers from the pronunciation of these jarring 
sounds. So delicate is our sympathy! 

Easy and unconstrained postures and motions. are always 
beautiful : An air of health and vigour is agreeable: Clothes 
which warm, without burthening the body ; which cover, 
without imprisoning the limbs, are well-fashioned. In every 
judgement of beauty, the feelings of the person affected enter 
into consideration, and communicate to the spectator similar 
touches of pain or 'pleasure 1• What wonder, then, if we 

' • Deccntior eqt1us cujus astricta sunt ilia: ~ idem ~elocior. PulcheT 
upectu sit athlcta, cujus lacertos e.xcrcitatio exprcssit ; idem certamioi 
paratior. Nunquam c11im spmes ab f'lilitau dividitur. Scd hoc 
quidcm dlaceruere modici judicii est.'-Quiotilian, /mt. Ub. viii. 
cap. 3. 
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cao pronounce no judgement concerning the character and 
conduct of men, without considering the tendencies of their 
actions, and the happiness or misery which thence arises to 
society? What association of ideas would ever operate, 
were that principle here totally unactive 1• 

183 If any man from a cold insensibility, or narrow selfishness 
of temper, is unaffected with the images of human happiness 
or misery, he must be equally indifferent to the images of 
vice and virtue: As, on the other hand, it is always found, 
that a warm concern for the interests o( our species is 
attended with a delicate feeling of all moral d istinctions ; 
a strong resentment of injury done to men; a lively appro­
bation of their welfare. In this particular, though great 
superiority is observable of one man abo,,e another ; yet none 
are so entirely indifferent to the interest of their fellow­
creatures, as to perceive no distinctions of moral good and 
evil, in consequence of the different tendencies of actions 
and principles. How, indeed, can ,ve suppose it possible in 
any one, who wears a human heart, that if there be subjected 
to his censure, one character or system of conduct, which is 
beneficial, and another which is pernicious to bis species 01 

1 Io proportion to the stntion which n mao pos!cUet, according to 
the relations in wbich he ii p!Lced ; we ahv ~ys expect from him 
a greater or less degree of good, and wben disappointed, blame bi, 
inutility; and mucb more do we b lame him, if any ill or prejudice uise 
from his conduct nnd b<'.bniour. When tbc intc:csta of one coantry 
interfere with those of another, we e1timate the merits o( a stntnmao by 
t he good or ill, which results to his own country from his mcu,res uid 
councils, "itbout regard to the prejudice which be bring, on its cncmi« 
and riv.ts. H i• fc\low·citiJ<:11s uc the objects, whicb lie ncarc,t the 
eye, ,vhile we dctenni.oe bis chnrncter. And as nat1Ue hu implanted i.o 
every one a superior affection to bii own country, we oever expect a.ny 
rcgud to distant nations, where a competition a.rises. Not to mention, 
tMt, while every man consults the &ood of his owu coauoooity, we are 
1cnsjble, that the general interest of ina.nkind is better promoted, than 
by a,y loose indeterminate view• to the good of a apec.ics, wh ence co 
beneficid action coold e,·er nsult, (or want of a duly limited object, ou 
li',b.ich they contd uert thcmldv~. 

Q 
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community, he will not so much as give a cool preference to 
the former, or ascribe to it the smallest merit or regard? 
Let us suppose such a person ever so s::lfish ; let private 
interest have ingrossed ever so much his attention ; yet in 
instances, where that is not concerned, he must unavoidably 
feel some propensity to the good of mankind, and make it an 
object of choice, if everything else be equal. \Vould any 
man, who is walking along, tread as willingly on another's 
gouty toes, whom he has no quarrel with, as on the hard 
flint and pavement? There is here surely a difference in 
the case. \Ve surely take into consideration t he happiness 
and misery of others, in weighing the several motives of 
action, and incline to the former, where no private regards 
draw us to seek our own promotion or advantage by the 
injury of our fellow-creatures. And if the principles of 
h umanity are capable, in many instances, of influencing our 
actions, they must, at all times, have some authority over 
our sentiments, and give us a general approbation of what 
is useful to society, and blame of what is dangerous or 
pernicious. The degrees of these sentiments may be the 
subject of controversy ; but the reality of their existence, 
one should think, must be admitted in every theory or 
system. 

184 A creature, ab solutely mal icious and spiteful, \Vere there 
any such in nature, must be worse than indifierent to the 
images of vice and virtue. All his sentiments must be 
inverted, and directly opposi te to those, which prevail in the 
human species. \Vhatever contributes to the good of man· 
kind, as it crosses the_constant bent of his wishes and desires, 
must produce uneasiness and disapprobation ; and on the 
contrary, whatever is the source of disorder and misery in 
society, must, for the same reason, be regarded with pleasure 
and complacency. Timon, who probably from his affected 
spleen more than any inveterate malice, was denominated 
the manhater, embraced Alcibiades with great fondness. 
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G<, on my l>oy I cried he, acquire the confidence of the people: 
You will om day, I fanste, bt the cause of great calamities to 
them 1• Could we admit the two principles of the Manicbeans, 
it is an infallible consequence, that their sentiments ot 
human actions, as well as of everything else, must be totally 
opposite, and that every instance of justice and humanity, 
from its necessary tendency, must please the one deity and 
displease the other. All mankind so far resemble the good 
principle, that, where interest or revenge or envy perverts not 
our dispo,ition, we are always inclined, from our natural 
philanthropy, to give the preference to the happiness ot 
society, and consequently to virtue above its opposite. 
Absolute, unpro,•oked, disinterested malice has never perhaps 
place in any human breast ; or if it bad, must there pervert 
all the sentiments of morals, as well as the feelings of 
humanity. If the cruelty of ~ero be allowed entirely 
voluntary, and not rather the effect of constant fear and 
resentment; it is evident that Tigellinus, preferably to 
Seneca or Burrhus, must haYe possessed his steady and 
uniform approbation. 

195 A statesman or patriot, who serves our own country in our 
own time, has always a more passionate regard paid to him, 
than one whose beneficial influence operated on distant 
ages or remote nations ; where the good, resulting from his 
generous humanity, being less connected with us, seems 
more obscure, and affects us with a less lively sympathy. 
We may own the merit to be equally great, though our 
sentiments are not raised to an equal height, in both cases. 
The judgement here corrects the inequalities of our internal 
emotions and perceptions ; in like manner, as it preserves 
us from enor, in the several variations of images, pre.sented 
to our external senses. The same object, at a double 
distance, re:illy throws on the eye a picture of but half the 

• Plutar<:b ;,. .,;,,. A I,. 

Q 3 
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bulk; yet we imagine that it appears of the same size in both 
situations; because we know that on our approach to it, its 
image would expand on the eye, and that the difference 
consists not in the object itself, but in our posidon with 
regard to it. And, indeed, without such a correction of 
appearances, both in internal and external sentiment, men 
could never think or talk steadily on any subject; while 
their fluctuating situations produce a continual variation on 
objects, and throw them into such different and contrary 
lights and positions'. 

186 The more we converse with mankind, and the greater 
social intercourse we maintain, the more shall we be 
familiarized to these general preferences and distinctions, 
without which our conversation and discourse could scarcely 
be rendered intelligible to each other. Every man's interest 
is peculiar to himself, and the aversions and desires, which 
result from it, cannot be supposed to aff'ect others in a like 
degree. General language, therefore, being formed for 
general use, must be moulded on some more general views, 
and must affix the epithets of praise or blame, in conformity 
to sentiments, which arise from the general interests of the 
community. And if these sentiments, in most men, be not 

1 For a like reason, the tendencies of actions and cbaraclen, not their 
real accidental consequences, are alone regarded in our moral determina· 
tions or general judgements; lbougb in onr real fee!IJlg or sentiment, we 
cannot help paying greater regard to one whose station, joined to virtue, 
rcnden him really u..ful lo society, than to one, who exerts the soci•l 
vinues only in good intentions and benevolent affections. Separoting 
the character from tbc fortune, by an easy aod necessary effort of 
thonght, we pronounce tbe.se persons alike, and give them tbe same 
genual praise. The judgement corrects or endeavoun to correct the 
appearance : But is not able entirely to prevail over s~timent. 

Why ii Ibis peach-t ree said to be bcttu than that other; h11t because 
It produces more or b<!tter fruit ? Al>d would not the same praise l:,c 
given it, though snails or vermin h.,d desrroyed the pe•ches, be1<>re tbcy 
came to full maturity ? In morals too, is not the tree k,wwn by th e 
f rwit 1 And a.nnot we easily distinguiah between nature and accident, 
in the one c:a.se as well u in tbe other ? 
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so strong as those, which have a reference to private good; 
yet still they must make some distinction, even in persons 
the most depraved and selfish; and must a.ttacb the notion 
of good to a beneficent conduct, and of evil to the contrary. 
Sympathy, we shall allow, is much fainter than our concern 
for ourselves, and sympathy with persons remote from us 
much fainter than that with persons near and contiguous ; 
but for this very reason it is necessary for us, in our calm 
judgements and discourse concerning the characters of men, 
to neglect all these differences, and render our sentiments 
more public and social. Besides, that we ourselves often 
change our situation in this particular, we every day meet 
with persons who are in a situation different from us, 
and who could never converse with us were we to remain 
constantly in that position and point of view, which is 
peculiar to ourselves. T he intercourse of sentiments, there­
fore, in society and conversation, makes us form some 
general unalterable standard, by which we may approve or 
disapprove of characters and manners. And though the 
heart takes not part entirely with those general notions, nor 
regulates all its Jove and halred by the universal abstract 
d ifferences of vice and virtue, without regard to sel(, or the 
persons with whom we are more intimately connected; yet 
have these moral differences a considerable influence, and 
being sufficient, at least for discourse, serve all our purposes 
in company, in the pulpit, on tbe theatre, and in the 
schools 1

, 

1 It is wisdy ordained by nature, that pnTate eoooezio~ 1bould 
commonly prevail over univenal view, and coo1ideration1 ; otberwue 
our affections and action• would be dissipnted and loet, for want of 
a proper limited object, Thu, n ,mall be1lefit done to ourselYes, or our 
near friends, excites more lhely ocntimcnts of love Lnd approbation than 
• great bellefit done to a distant commonwealth : But still we know 
hett, as In all the 1CD1&, to correct tbe,ie ineqn&iitles by reflection, and 
~tain ,. geoeral 1taodard of vice and vlrtue, founded chiefly on genenl 
-fulnesa. 
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187 Thus, in whatever light we take this subject, the merit, 
ascribed to the social virtues, appears still uniform, and 
arises chiefly from that regard, which the natural sentiment of 
benevolence engages us to pay to the interests of mankind 
and society. I f we consider the principles of the human 
make, such as they appear to daily experience and observa­
tion, we must, a p n'on·, conclude it impossible for such 
a creature as man to be totally indifferent to the well or 
ill-being of his fellow-creatures, and not readily, of himself, 
to pronounce, where nothing gives him any particular bias, 
that what promotes their happiness is good, what tends to 
their misery is evil, without any farther regard or considera­
t ion. Here then arc the faint rudiments, at least, or out­
lines, of a general distinction between actions ; and in propor­
tion as the humanity of the person is supposed to encrease, 
his connexion with those who are injured or benefited, and 
his lively conception of their misery or happiness; his con­
sequent censure or approbation acquires proportionable 
vigour. There is no necessity, that a generous action, 
barely mentioned in an old history or remote ga.iette, should 
communicate any strong feelings of applause and admiration. 
Virtue, placed at such a distance, is like a fixed star, which, 
though to the eye of reason it may appear as luminous as 
the sun in his meridian, is so infinitely removed as to 
affect the senses, neither ,vith light nor heat. Bring this 
virtue nearer, by our acquaintance or connexion with the 
persons, or even by an eloquent recital of the C'.lse; our 
hearts are immediately caught, our sympathy enlivened, and 
our cool approbation converted into the warmest sentiments 
of frtendship and regard. These seem necessary and 
infallible consequences of the general principles of human 
nature, as discovered in common life and practice. 

188 Again; reverse these views and reasonings : Consider the 
matter a posferion'; and weighing the consequences, enquire 
if the merit of social virtue be not, in a great measure, 
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derived from the feelings of humanity, with which it affects 
the spectators. It appears to he matter of fact, that the 
circumstance of utility, in all subjects, is a source of praise 
and approbation : That it is constantly appealed to in all 
moral decisions concerning the merit and demerit of actions: 
That it is the sole source of that high regard paid to 
justice, fidelity, honour, allegiance, and chastity: That it is 
inseparable from all the other social ,•irtues, humanity, 
generosity, charity, affability, lenity, mercy, and moderation: 
And, in a word, that it is a foundation of the chief part of 
morals, which has a reference to mankind and our fellow­
creatures. 

189 It appears also, that, in our general approbation of char­
acters and manners, the useful tendency of the social virtues 
moves us not by any regards to self-interest, but has an 
influence much more universal and extensive. It appears 
that a tendency to public good, and to the promoting of 
peace, harmony, and order in society, does always, by 
affecting the benevolent principles of our frame, engage us 
on the side of the social virtues. And it appears, as an 
additional confirmation, that these principles of humanity 
and sympathy enter so deeply into all our sentiments, and 
have so powerful an influen.cc, as may enable them to excite 
the strongest censure and applause. The present theory is 
the simple result of all these inferences, each of which seems 
founded on uniform experience and observation. 

190 ·were it doubtful, whether there were any such principle 
in our nature as humanity or a concern for others, yet when 
we see, in numberless instances, that whatever has a tendency 
to promote the interests of society, is so highly approved of, 
we ought thence to learn the force of the benevolent prin­
ciple ; since it is impossible for anything to please as means 
to an end, where the end is totally indifferent. On the other 
hand, "'ere it doubtful, whether there were, implanted 
in our nature, any general principle of moral blame and 
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approbation, yet when we see, in numberless instances, the 
influence of humanity, we ought thence to conclude, that 
it is impossible, but that everything which promotes the 
interest of society must communicate pleasure, and what 
is pernicious give uneasiness. But when these different 
reflections and observations concur in establishing the same 
conclusion, must they not bestow an und isputed e1,idence 
upon it? 

It is however hoped, that the progress of this argument 
will bring a farther confirmation of the present theory, by 
showing the rise of other sentiments of esteem and regard 
from the same or like principles. 



SECTION VI. 

Oi' QUALITIES USEFUL TO OU RSELVES. 

PART I. 

191 IT seems evident, that where a quality or habit is 
subjected to our examination, if it appear in any respect 
prejudicial to the person possessed of it, o r such :is in­
capacitates him for business and action, it is instantly 
blamed, and ranked among his faults and imperfections. 
Indolence, negligence, want of order and method, obstinacy, 
fickleness, rashness, credulity ; these qual ities were never 
esteemed by any one indi fferent to a character; much less, 
extolled as accomplishments or virtues. The prejudice, 
resulting from them, immediately strikes our eye, and gives 
us the sentiment of pain ;ind disapprobation. 

No quality, it is allowed, is absolutely either blame,.ble 
or praise-worthy. I t is all according to its degree. A due 
medium, says the Peripatetics, is the characteristic of virtue. 
But this medium is chiefly determined by utility. A proper 
celerity, for instance, and dispatch in business, is com­
mendable. When derective, no progress is ever made in 
the execution of any purpose: \Vhen excessive, it engages 
us in precipitate and ill-concerted measures and enterprises : 
By such reasonings, we fix the proper and commendable 
mediocrity in all moral and prudential disquisitions; and 
never lose view of the advantages, which result from any 
character or habit. 
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Now as these advantages are enjoyed by the person 
possessed of the character, it can never be se/j/QVe which 
renders the prospect of them agreeable to us, the specta­
tors, and prompts our esteem and approbation. No force 
of imagination can convert us into another person, and 
make us fancy, that \Ve, being that person, reap benefit 
from those valuable qualities, which belong to him. Or 
if it did, no celerity of imagination could immediately 
transport us back, into ourselves, and make us love and 
esteem the person, as different from us. Views and senti­
ments, so opposite to known truth and to each other, could 
never have place, at the same time, in the same person. 
All suspicion, therefore, of selfish regards, is here totally 
excluded. It is a quite different principle, which actuates 
our bosom, and interests us in the felicity of the person 
whom we contemplate. \Vhere his natural talents and 
acquired abilities give us the prospect of elevation, ad. 
vancement, a figure in life, prosperous success, a steady 
command over fortune, and the execution of great or 
advantageous undertakings; we are struck with such 
agreeable images, and feel a complacency and regard 
immediately arise towards him. T he ideas of happiness, 
joy, triumph, prosperity, are connected witb every circum­
stance of his character, and diffuse over our minds a pleasing 
sentiment of sympathy and humanity 1

• 

1 One m,y venture to affirm, t hn t there Is no hamtn creature, to 
wbom the oppeuuncc of happiness ( wbere envy or revenge h~s co place) 
does not give ple>sure, thot of misery, uneosincss. This seems insepar­
able from oar make and constitution. But they are only lhe more 
generous minds, that are tnencc prompted to seek 1e:i.l ousl y the i:ood of 
ethers, and to have a real passion for their welfare. W ith meo of 
narrow and ungenerou.s spirits, this sympathy goes not beyond a slight 
feeling of tbe imagino.tion, which serves only to excite , enrimeots of 
complacency or censure, and makes them • pply to the object eith er 
honouro.blc or dishonour:i.ble ap~ llat ions. A gr.pang miser, for instance, 
praises extremely i',ulustry and frugality even in other~. onrl s.t, them, 
in his estimation , o.bove all the other ,·iitue1. He knows the good that 
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192 Let us suppose a person originally framed so as to haYe 
no manner of concern for his fellow-creature.s, but to regard 
the happiness and misery cf all sensible beings with greater 
indifference than even two contiguous shades of the same 
colour. Let us suppose, if the prosperity of nations were 
laid on the one hand, and their ruin on the other, and he 
were desired to choose; that he would stand like the 
schoolman's ass, irresolute and undetermined, between 
equal motives ; or rather, like the same ass between two 
pieces of wood or marble, without any inclination or 
propensity to ei ther side. T he consequence, I believe, 
must be allowed jus t, that such a person, being absolutely 
unconcerned, either for the public good of a community or 
the private utility of others, would look on every quality, 
however pernicious, or however beneficial, to society, or to 
its possessor, with the same indifference as on the most 
common and uninteresting object. 

But if, instead of this fancied monster, we suppose 
a man to form a judgement or determination in the case, 
there is to him a plain foundation of preference, where 
everything else is equal ; and however cool his choice 
may be, if his heart be selfish, or if the persons interested 
be remote from him ; there must still be a choice or 
distinction between what is useful, and what is pernicious. 
Now this distinction is the same in all its parts, with the 
moral distinct£on, whose foundation has been so often, and 
so much in vain, enquired after. The same endowments 
of the mind, in every circumstance, are agreeable to the 
sentiment of morals and to that of humanity; the same 
temper is susceptible of high degrees of the one sentiment 
and of the other ; and the same alteration in the objects, 

results from them,aod feels that species of happinesnrith a more li•e!y 
sympathy, than any other you could rcpreseat to him ; though perhaps 
he would not part with a shilling to make the fortune of the indastriou1 
man, whom he praise, so hi{:hly. 
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by their nearer approach or by connexions, enlivens the 
one and the other. By all the rules of philosophy, there­
fore, we must conclude, that these sentiments are originally 
the same ; since, in each panicular, even the most minute, 
they are governed by t he same laws, and are moved by the 
same objects. · 

, vby do philosophers infer, with the greatest certainty, 
that the moon is kept in its orbit by the same force of 
gravity, that makes bodies fall near the surface of the 
earth, but because these effects are, upon computation, 
found similar and equal? And must not this argument 
bring as strong conviction, in moral as in natural disqui­
sit ions ? 

188 To prove, by any long detail, that all the qualities, useful 
to the possessor, are approved of, and the contrary censured, 
would be superfluous. The least reflection on what is every 
day experienced in life, will be sufficient. , ve shall only 
mention a few instances, in order to remove, if possible, all 
doubt and hesitation. 

The quality, the most necessary for the execution of any 
useful enterprise, is discret ion ; by which we carry on n safe 
intercourse with others, give due attention to our own and 
to their character, weigh each circumstance of the business 
which we undertake, and employ the surest and safest 
means for the attainment of any end or purpose. To 
a Cromwell, perhaps, or a De Retz, discretion may appear 
an alderman-like virtue, as Dr. Swift calls it; and being 
incompatible with those vast designs, to which thei r 
courage a.nd ambition prompted them, it might really, in 
them, be a fault or imperfection. But in the conduct 
of ordinary life, no virtue is more requisi te, not only to 
obtain success, but to avoid the most fatal miscarriages 
and disappointments. The greatest parts 0nitbout it, 
u observed by an elegant writer, may be fatal to their 
owner; as Polyphemus, deprived of his eye, was only the 
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more exposed, on account of his enormous strength and 
stature. 

The best character, indeed, were it not rather too perfect 
for human nature, is tbat which is not swayed by temper of 
any kind; but alternately employs enterprise and caution, 
as each is useful to the particular purpose intended. Such 
is the excellence which St Evremond ascribes to Mareschal 
Turenne, who displayed every campaign, as he grew older, 
more teme:ity in his military enterprises; and being now, 
from long experience, perfectly acquainted with every 
incident in war, he advanced with greater finnness and 
security, in a road so well known to him. Fabius, says 
Machiavel, was caut ious; Scipio enterprising : And both 
succeeded, because the situation of the Roman affairs, 
during the command of each, was peculiarly adapted to 
his genius; but both would have failed, had these situations 
been reversed. H e is happy, whose circumstances suit his 
temper ; but he is more excellenc, who can suit his temper 
to any circumstances. 

194 What need is there to display the praises of industry, 
and to extol its advantages, in the acquisition of powe.r and 
riches, or in rais ing what we call a fortune in tbe world? 
T he tortoise, according to the fable, by his perseverance, 
gained the race of the hare, though possessed of much 
superior swiftness. A man's time, when well husbanded, 
is like a cultivated field, of which a few acres produce 
more of what is useful to life, than extensive provinces, 
even of the richest soil, when over-run with weeds and 
brambles. 

But all prospect of success in life, or even of tolerable 
subsistence, rnust fail, where a reasonable frugality is 
wanting. T he heap, instead of encreasing, diminishes daily, 
and leaves its possessor so much more unhappy, as, not 
having been able to confine his expences to a large revenue, 
he will still less be able to live contentedly on a small one 
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The souls of men, according to Plato', inflamed with impure 
appetites, and losing the body, which alone afforded means 
of satisfaction, hover about the earth, and haunt the places, 
where their bodies are deposited; possessed with a longing 
desire to recover the lost organs of sensation. So may we 
see worthless prodigals, having consumed their fortune in 
wild debauches, thrusting themselves into every plentiful 
table, and every party of pleasure, hated even by the vicious, 
and despised even by fools. 

The one extreme of frugality is avan'ce, which, as it 
both deprives a man of all use of his riches, and checks 
hospitality and every social enjoyment, is justly censured 
on a double account. Prodigality, the other extreme, is 
commonly more hurtful to a man himself; and e3ch of 
these extremes is blnmed above the other, according to the 
temper of the person who censures, and according to his 
greater or less sensibility to pleasure, either social or sensual. 

185 Qualities onen derive their merit from complicated 
sources. Honesty, fidelity, truth, are praised for their im­
mediate tendency to promote the interests of society; but 
after those virtues are once established upon this founda­
tion, they are also considered as advantageous to the 
person himself, and as the source of that trust and confi­
dence, which can alone give a man any consideration in 
life. One becomes contemptible, no less than odious, 
when he forgets the duty, which, in this particular, he owes 
to himself as well as to society. 

Perhaps, this consideration is one c/iz'if source of the 
high blame, which is thrown on any instance of failure 
among women in point of ,hastily. The greatest regard, 
which can be acquired by that sex, is derived from their 
fi delity ; and a woman becomes cheap and vulgar, loses 
her rank, and is exposed to e,·ery insult, who is deficient 

I P/uud~. 
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in this particular. The smallest failure is here sufficient 
to blast her character. A female has so many opportunities 
of secretly indulging these appetites, that nothing can give 
us security but her absolute modesty and reserve ; and 
where a breach is once made, it can scarcely ever be fu lly 
repaired. If a man behave with cowardice on one occasion, 
a contrary conduct reinstates him in his character. But by 
what action can a woman, whose behaviour has once been 
dissolute, be able to assure us, that she has formed better 
resolutions, and has self-command enough to carry them 
into execution? 

198 All men, it is allowed, are equally desirous of happiness; 
but few are successful in the pursuit : One considerable 
cause is the want of strength of mind, which might enable 
them to resist the temptation of present ease or pleasure, 
and carry them forward in the search of more distant profit 
and enjoyment. Our affections, on a general prospect of 
their objects, form certain rules of conduct, and certain 
measures of preference of one above another: and these 
decisions, though really the result of our calm passions and 
propensities, (for what else can pronounce any object eligible 
or the contrary ?) are yet said, by a natural abuse of terms, 
to be the determinations of pure reason and reflection. But 
when some of these objects approach nearer to us, or acquire 
the advantages of favourable lights and positions, which 
catch the heart or imagination; our general resolutions are 
frequently confounded, a small enjoyment preferred, and 
lasting shame and sorrow entailed upon us. And however 
poets may employ their wit and eloquence, in celebrating 
present pleasure, and rejecting all distant views to fame, 
health, or fortune; it is obvious, that this practice is the 
source of all dissoluteness and disorder, repentance and 
misery. A man of a strong and determined temper adheres 
tenaciously to his general resolutions, and is neither seduced 
by the allurements of pleasure, nor terrified by the menaces 
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of pain; but keeps still in view those distant pursuits, by 
which he, at once, ensures his happiness and his honour. 

1Q7 Self-satisfaction, at least in some degree, is an advantage, 
which equally attends the fool and the wise man : But it 
is the only one; nor is there any other circumstance in the 
conduct of life, where they are upon an equal footing. 
Business, books, conversation ; for all of these, a fool is 
totally incapacitated, and except condemned by his station 
to the coarsest drudgery, remains a usdess burthen upon 
the earth. Accordingly, it is found, that men are extremely 
jealous of their character in this particular ; and many 
instances are seen of profligacy and treachery, the most 
avowed and unreserved ; none of bearing patiently the 
imputation of ignorance and stupidity. Dicaearchus, t he 
Macedonian general, who, as Polybius tells us', openly 
erected one altar to impiety, another to injustice, in order 
to bid defiance to mankind ; even he, I am well assured, 
would have started at the epithet of fool, and have meditated 
revenge for so injurious an appellation. Except the affection 
of parents, the strongest and most indissoluble bond in 
nature, no connexion has strength sufficient to support the 
disgust arising from this character. Love itself, which can 
subsist under treachery, ingratitude, malice, and infidelit}', 
is immediately extinguished by it, when perceived and 
acknowledged ; nor are deform ity and old age more fatal 
to the dominion of that passion. So dreadful are the ideas 
of an utter incapacity for any purpose or undertaking, and 
of continued error and misconduct in life! 

l98 \Vhen it is asked, whether a quick or a slow apprehension 
be most valuable? Whether one, that, at first view, pene­
trates far into a subject, but can perform nothing upon 
study; or a contrary character, ,vhich must work out every­
thing by dint of application ? Whether a clear bead or 

• Ub. nil. cap. 35• 
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a copious invention ? \Vhether a profound genius or a sure 
judgement? In short, what character, or peculiar turn of 
understanding, is more excellent than another? It is 
evident, that we can answer none of these questions, 
without considering which of those q ualities capacitates 
a man best for the world, and carries him farthest in any 
undertaking. 

If refined sense and exalted sense be not so useful as 
common sense, their rarity, their novelty, and the nobleness 
of their objects make some compensation, and render them 
the admiration of mankind : As gold, though less service­
able than iron, acquires from its scarcity a value which is 
mucb superior. 

The defects of judgement can be supplied by no art or 
invention; but those of memory frequently may, both in 
business and in study, by method and industry, and by 
diligence in committing everything to writing; and we 
scarcely ever hear a short memory given as a reason for 
a man's failure in any undertaking. But in ancient times, 
when no man could make a figure without the talent of 
speaking, and when t he audience were too delicate to bear 
such crude, undigested harangues as our extemporary orators 
offer to public assemblies; t.he faculty of memory was then 
of the utmost consequence, and was accordingly much more 
valued than at present. Scarce any great genius is men­
tioned in antiquity, who is not celebrated for this talent; 
and Cicero enumerates it among the other sublime qualities 
of Caesar himself'. 

l88 Particular customs and manners alter the usefulness of 
qualities: they also alter their merit. Particular situations 
and accidents have, in some degree, the same influence. 
He will always be more esteemed, who possesses those 

1 Fuit io. illo iogeoium, ratio, uierooria, literac, cura, co&itatio, dili• 
gentia, &c. Philip. 2. 

a 
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talents and accomplishments, which suit his station and 
profession, than he whom fortune has misplaced in the part 
which she has assigned him. The private or selfish virtues 
are, in this respect, more arbitrary than the public and 
social In other respects they are, perhaps, less liable to 
doubt and controversy. 

In this kingdom, such continued ostentation, of late 
years, has prevailed among men in a,tive life with regard to 
publie spirit, and among those in speculative wi th regard to 
benevq/ence ; and so many false pretensions to each have 
been, no doubt, detected, that men of the world are apt, 
without any bad intention, to discover a sullen incredulity 
on the head of those moral endowments, and even some­
times absolutely to deny their existence and reality. I n 
like manner I find, that, of old, the perpetual cant of the 
Stqi(s and Cynics concerning virtue, the ir magnificent pro­
fessions and slender performances, bred a disgust in man­
kind; and Lucian, wbo, though licentious with regard to 
pleasure, is yet in other respects a very moral writer, 
cannot sometimes talk of virtue, so much boasted, without 
betraying symptoms of spleen and irony'. But surely this 
peevish delicacy, whence-ever it arises, can never be carried 
so far as to make us deny the existence of every species of 
merit, and all distinction of manners and behaviour. Besides 
d1's,re/iqn1 cautiqn, enterprise, industry, assiduity, f n1gality, 
ecqnomy , good-sense, prudence, discernment; besides these 
endowments, I say, whose very names force an avowal of 
their merit, there are many o,hers, to which the most deter­
mined scepticism cannot for a moment refuse the tribute of 

1 'Ap<'Tf)Y Two., l«U !a&.J,14n, •nl Af/povr )lf'y&>.t, •ii 4'01V~ (w<1 p6vrcw. 
Luc. Timon. 9. Again. Ke1I O'llYa'Ya-yovnr (ol ~,>.6a04>01) • • •[ a11<i. r ry1a 
,,..,pd.,<,a. TI\• •• ,ro)..vSp.;>.~rov ~p, r~v Tp<1')'916ova,. Icaro-men. In 
anothn place, 'H wov "'f"P l ,nw ~ • o>.v8pv>.11r•• ap11~, 1tal ~ua1t, «al 
dl"lPl'fl'f/, •al niX'I, (1,.,,.6,mm, .al .c,va i:po.1JJA•ow ov61'aTA ; Deor. 

Concil. 13-
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praise and approbation. Temperance, sobn'ety, pati'ence, 
(onsta11cy, perseverance, forethought, considerateness, secrecy, 
()rder, insinuation, address, presence of mind, quickness of 
conception, facility of expression; these, and a thousand 
more of the same kind, no man will ever deny to be 
excellencies and perfections. As their merit consists in 
their tendency to serve the person, possessed of them, 
without any magnificent claim to public and social desert, 
we are the less jealous of their pretensions, and readily 
admit them into the catalogue of laudable qualities. We 
are not sensible that, by th is concession, we have paved the 
way for all the other moral excellencies, and cannot con· 
sistently hesitate any longer, with regard to disinterested 
benevolence, patriotism, and humanity. 

I t seems, indeed, certain, that first appearances are here, 
as usual, extremely decei tful, and that it is more difficult, in 
a speculative way, to resolve into self-love the merit which 
we ascribe to the selfish virtues above mentioned, than that 
even of the social virtues, justice and beneficence. For 
this latter purpose, we need but say, that whatever conduct 
promotes the good of the communi ty is loved, praised, and 
esteemed by the community, on account of that utility and 
interest, of which every on~ partakes; and though this 
affection and regard be, in reality, gratitude, not self-love, 
yet a distinction, even of this ob\•ious nature, may not 
readily be made by superficial reasoners; and there is room, 
at least, to support the cavil and dispute for a moment. 
But as qualities, which tend only to the utility of their 
possessor, without any reference to us, or to the community, 
are yet esteemed and valued ; by what theory or system can 
we account for this sentiment from self.Jove, or deduce it 
from that favourite origin? There seems here a necessity 
for confessing that the happiness and misery of others are 
not spectacles entirely indifferent to us; but that the view 
of the former, whether in its causes or effects, like sunshine 

R Z 
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or the prospect of well-cultivated plains (to carry our pre­
tensions no higher), communicates a secret joy and satis­
faction ; the appearance of the latter, like a lowering cloud 
or barren landscape, throws a melancholy damp over the 
imagination. And this concession being once made, the 
difficulty is over; and a natural unforced interpretation of 
the phenomena of human life will afterwards, we may 
hope, prevail among all speculative enquirers. 

PART II. 

200 It may not be improper, in this place, to examine the 
influence of bodily endowments, and of the goods of fortune, 
over our sentiments of regard and esteem, and to consider 
whether these phenomena fortify or weaken the present 
theory. It will naturally be expected, that the beauty of 
the body, as is supposed by all ancient moralists, will be 
similar, in some respects, to that of the mind; and that 
every kind of esteem, which is paid to a man, will have 
something similar in its origin, whether it arise from his 
mental endowments, or from the situation of his exterior 
circumstances. 

It is evident, that one considerable source of beauty in 
all animals is the advantage which they reap from the 
particular str ucture of their limbs and members, suitably to 
tbe particular manner of life, to which they are by nature 
destined. The just proportions of a horse, described by 
Xenophon and Virgil, are the same that are received al 
this day by our modern jockeys; because the foundation of 
them is the same, namely, experience of what is detrimental 
or useful in the animal. 

Broad shoulders, a lank belly, firm joints, taper legs; all 
these are beautiful in our species, because signs of force and 
vigour. Ideas of utility and its contrary, though they do 
not entirely determine what is handsome or deformed, are 
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evidently the source of a considerable part of approbation 
or dislike. 

In ancient times, bodily strength and dexterity, being of 
greater use and importance in war, was also much more 
esteemed and valued, than at present. Not to insist on 
Homer and the poets, we may observe, that historians 
scruple not to mention j1Jra of b1Jdy among the other accom­
plishments even of Epaminondas, whom they acknowledge 
to be the greatest hero, statesman, and general of all the 
Greeks'. A like praise is given to Pompey, one of the 
greatest of the Romans'· This instance is similar to what 
we observed above with regard to memory. 

\.Vhat derision and contempt, with both sexes, attend 
impotence; while the unhappy object is regarded as one 
deprived of so capital a pleasure in life, and at the same 
time, as disabled from communicating it to others. Bar­
renness in women, being also a species of inutility, is 
a reproach, but not in the same degree : of which the 
reason is very obvious, according to the present theory. 

T here is no rule in painting or statuary more indis­
pensible than that of balancing the figures, and placing them 
with the greatest exactness on their proper centre of gravity. 
A figure, which is not justly balanced, is ugly; because it 
conveys the disagreeable ideas of fall, harm, and pain •. 

1 Cum a!turibus, sallu; cum r,efocibus, cunu; ,um vafidis rut, 
<trtabat. Sallust apud \'eget. 

' Diodorus Siculus, lib. xv. It may not be improper to give the 
character of Epaminondas, as drawn by the historian, in order to show 
the ideas of perfe<:t merit, which prevailed in those ages. In other 
illnstrious men, says be, you will observe, that each poueascd some 
ooc shining quality, which was the foundation of bis fame: In Epami­
oondas all the f>irtuu are found united; force of body, eloquence of 
expression, vigour of mind, contempt of riches, gentleness of disposition, 
and what is chitj/7 to 6e regarded, conragc and conduct in war. 

1 All men arc eqn&lly liable to pain and diseue and sickness; and 
may again recover health and case. These circumstances, u they make 
no distinction between one m>.n and another, are no source of pritk or 
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201 A disposition or turn of mind, which qualifies a man to 
rise in the world and advance his fortune, is entitled to 
esteem and regard, as has already been explained. It may, 
therefore, naturally be supposed, that the actual possession 
of riches and authori ty will have a considerable influence 
over these sentiments. 

Let us examine any hypothesis by which we can account 
for the regard paid to the rich and powerful ; we shall 
find none satisfactory, but that which deri\'es it from the 
enjoyment communicated to the spectator by the images of 
prosperity, happiness, ease, plenty, authority, and the gratifi­
cation of every appeti te. Self-love, for instance, which some 
affect so much to consider as the source of every sentiment, 
is plainly insufficient for this purpose. \Vhere no good-will 
or friendship appears, it is difficult to concei"e on what we 
can found our hope of ad1•antage from t he riches of others; 
though we naturally respect the rich, even before they dis­
CO\'er any such favourable d isposition towards us. 

\.Ve are affected with the same sentiments, when we lie so 
much out of the sphere of their activity, that they cannot 
even be supposed to possess the power of serving us. 
A prisoner of war, in all civilized nations, is treated with 
a regard suited to his condition; and riches, it is e~ident, 
go far towards fixing the condition of any person. If birth 
and quality enter for a share, this s:ill affords us an argu­
ment to our present purpose. For what is it we call a man 

bumlllty, r~ OT contc111pt. Bet comparing our own , pe:ics to 
,upn ior ones, it is • •cry mortifying consideration, that we should all 
be so liable to disc&scs and in6 rmitie,; &Dd chines accordbgly employ 
this topic, in order 10 depress self-conceit and vanity. Tbey would 
have more Sllocess, if the common bent of ouT thoughts were 0 01 

perpetually turned to compare oursch·es wit.b 01hers. T he infirmities of 
old age ,uc mortifyiag; because a comparison with the young may take 
place. The king's evil is industriously concealed, becansc it alfo:u 
others, and b often tnuumittcd to pottcrity. The ~sc is nearly the 
same with anch diseases as coo• cy any nai:scou1 or frigbtfal imni;es ; 
the epilepsy, for instance, lllctn, sores. scabs, &c. 
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of birth, but one who is descended from a long succession 
of rich and powerful ancestors, and who acquires our esteem 
by his connexion with persons whom we esteem? H is 
ancestors, therefore, though dead, are respected, in some 
measure, on account of their riches; and consequently, 
without any kind of expectation. 

But not to go so far as prisoners of war or the dead, 
to find instances of this disinterested regard for riches; 
we may only observe, wilh a little attention, those phe· 
nomena which occur in common life and conversation. 
A man, who is himself, we shall suppose, of a competent 
fortune, and of no profession, being introduced to a com· 
pany of strangers, naturally treats them with d ifferent degrees 
of respect, as he is informed of their different fortunes and 
conditions; though it is impossible that he can so suddenly 
propose, and perhaps he would not accept of, any pecuniary 
advantage from them. A traveller is always admitted into 
company, and meets with civility, in proportion as his train 
and equipage speak him a man of great or moderate fortune. 
In short, the different ranks of men are, in a great measure, 
regulated by riches; and that with regard to superiors as 
well as inferiors, strangers as well as acquaintance. 

202 What remains, therefore, .but to conclude, that, as riches 
are desired for ourselves only as the means of gratifying our 
appetites, either at present or in some imaginary future 
period, they beget esteem in others merely from their 
having that influence. T his indeed is their very nature or 
offence: they have a direct reference to the commodities, 
conveniences, and pleasures of life. The bill of a banker, 
who is broke, or gold in a desert island, would otherwise be 
full as valuable. \Vhcn we approach a man who is, as we 
say, at his ease, \fe are presented with the pleasing ideas of 
plenty, satisfaction, cleanliness, wamuh; a cheerful house, 
elegant furniture, ready service, and whatever is desirable in 
meat, drink, or apparel On the contrary, when a poor man 
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appears, the disagreeable images of want, penury, hard 
labour, dirty furniture, coarse or ragged clothes, nauseous 
meat and distasteful liquor, immediately strike our fancy. 
What else do we mean by saying that one is rich, the other 
poor? And as regard or contempt is the natural consequence 
of those different situalions in life, it is easily seen what 
additional light and evidence this throws on our preceding 
theory, with regard to all moral distinctions 1• 

A man who has cured himself of all rid iculous preposses­
sions, and is fully, sincerely, and steadily convinced, from 
experience as well as philosophy, that the difference of 
fortune makes less difference in happiness than is vulgarly 
imagined; such a one does not measure out degrees of 
esteem according to the rent-rolls of his acquaintance. He 
may, indeed, externally pay a superior deference to the great 
lord above the vassal; because riches are the most con­
venient, being the most fixed and determinate, source of 
distinction. But his internal sentiments are more regulated 
by the personal characters of men, than by the accidental 
and capricious favours of fortune. 

In most countries of Europe, family, that is, hereditary 
riches, marked with titles and symbols from the sovereign, 
is the chief source of distinction. In England, more regard 

1 There is something e.xtraordloary, and ~ emingly un accountnble in 
the operation of our passioos, when we consider the fortune and situntion 
of others. Very often another's advancemeat and prosperity produce, 
envy, which bas• stro~g mixture of hatred, and arises cbieBy from the 
comparison of otJrse1vei with the person. At tht very same time, or at 
least in very short intervals, we may fed the passion of respect, which is 
a species of afl'ectioo or good-will, with a mixture of humility. On the 
other band, the misfortunes of our fellom often cause pity, which bas in 
it a strong mixhlrc of good·will. This sentiment of pity is nearly s.Uicd 
to contempt, which is a 1pecies of dislike, with a mixtare of pride. 
l only point ont tbe!e phenomena, as a subject of speculation to sncb as 
are curious with regard to moral enquiries. It ii 1ufficicnt for the 
p=t pnrpose to observe in general, that power and ricbe1 commonly 
call.SC rcsp«t, poverty ll!ld meanness contempt, though particular view, 
a.nd incidents may sometimes raii;e the passions of envy a.nd of pity. 
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is paid to present opulence and plenty. Each practice has 
its advantages and disadvantages. Where birth is respected, 
unactive, spiritless minds remain in haughty indolence, and 
dream of nothing but pedigrees and genealogies : the 
generous and ambitious seek honour and authority, and 
reputation and favour. Where riches are the chief idol, 
corruption, venality, rapine prevail : arts, manufactures, 
commerce, agriculture flourish. The former prejudice, being 
favourable to military virtue, is more suited to monarchies. 
T he latter, being the chief spur to industry, agrees better 
with a republican government. And we accordingly find 
that each of these forms of government, by varying the 
utility of those customs, has commonly a proportionable 
effect on the sentiments of mankind. 



SECTION VII. 

OF QUALITIES I MMEDIATELY AGREEABLE TO 

OURSELVES. 

203 WnoEYER has passed an evening with serious melancholy 
people, and has obser ved how suddenly the conversation 
was animated, and what sprightliness diffused itself over 
the countenance, discourse, and behaviour of every one, on 
the accession of a good-humoured, lively companion ; such 
a one will easily allow that cheerfulness carries great merit 
with it, and naturally conciliates the good-will of mankind. 
N'> quality, indeed, more readily communicates itself to all 
around ; because no one has a greater propensity to display 
itself, in jovial talk and pleasant entertainment. The flame 
spreads through the whole circle ; and the most sullen and 
morose are often caught by it. That the melancholy hate 
the merry, even though Horace says it, I have some difficulty 
to allow; because I haYe always observed that, where the 
jollity is moderate and decent, serious people are so much 
the more delighted, as it dissipates the gloom with which 
they are commonly oppressed, and gives them an unusu:il 
enjoyment. 

From this influence of cheerfulness, both to communic.'tte 
itself and to engage approbation, we may perceive that 
there is another set of mental qualities, which, without any 
utility or any tendency to farther good, either of the 
community or of the possessor, diffuse a satisfaction on the 
beholders, and procure friendship and regard. Their imme-
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diate sensation, to the person possessed of them, is agreeable. 
Others enter into the same humour, and catch the sentiment, 
by a contagion or natural sympathy; and as we cannot 
forbear loving whatever pleases, a kindly emotion arises 
towards the person who communicates so much satisfaction. 
He is a more animating spectacle; his presence diffuses 
over us more serene complacency and enjoyment; our 
imagination, entering into his feelings and disposition, is 
affected in a more agreeable manner than if a melancholy, 
dejected, sullen, anxious temper were presented to us. 
H ence the affection and probation which attend the former: 
t he aversion and disgust, with which we regard the latter 1• 

Few men would envy the character which Caesar gives 
of Cassius : 

He loves no play, 
As thou do'st, Anthony : he hears no music : 
Seldom he smiles ; and smiles in such a sort, 
As if he mock'd himself, and scorn'd his spirit 
T hat could be mov'd to smile at any thing. 

Not only such men, as Caesar adds, are commonly dangerous, 
but also, having little enjoyment within themselves, they can 
never become agreeable to others, or contribute to social 
entertainment. In all polite nations and ages, a relish for 
pleasure, if accompanied with temperance and decency, is 
esteemed a considerable merit, even in the greatest men; 
and becomes still more requisite in those of inferior rank and 
character. It is an agreeable representation, which a French 
writer gives of the situation of his own mind in this particular, 

1 There is no mllD, who, on particular occasions, is not affected with 
all the disagreeable pas&ions, fear, anger, dcjectioa, grief, melancholy, 
•nxiety, &c. But these, so far as they are natara l, and uni~erul, make 
no difference between one man and another, and can never be the object 
of bl•me. It is only when the disposit im give1 a propensity to any o{ 
these disagreeable passions, tbat they di, ligure tbe character, and by 
giving llllCasineu, convey the ,entiment o{ diu.pproba1ioo to the 
spectator. 
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Vir tue 1 love, says he, without austerity: Pleasure without 
effeminary: And life, without fearing its end 1, 

204 \\iho is not struck with any signal instance of greatness 
of mind or dignity of character; with elevation of sentiment, 
disdain of slavery, and with that noble pride and spirit, 
which arises from conscious virtue? The sublime, says 
Longinus, is often nothing but the echo or image of magna­
nimity; and where this quality appears in any one, even 
though a syllable be not uttered, it excites our applause and 
admiration ; as may be observed of the famous si lence of 
Ajax in the Odyssey, which expresses more noble disdain 
and resolute indignation than any language can convey•. 

Were I Alexander, said Parmenio, I W()U/d accept of I/use 
offen made by Darius. So would I too, replied Alexander, 
were I Parmenio. This saying is admirable, says Longin us, 
from a like principle 1• 

Go I cries the same hero to his soldiers, when they 
refused to follow him to the Indies, go tell your countrymen, 
that you lift Alexander completing tlze ,onquesf of flu world. 
'Alexander,' said the Prince of Conde, who always admired 
this passage, 'abandoned by his soldiers, among barbarians, 
not yet fully subdued, felt in himself such a dignity and 
right of empire, that he could not believe it possible that 
any one would refuse to obey him. lVhether in Europe or 
in Asia, among Greeks or Persians, all was indifferent to 
him : wherever he found men, he fancied he should find 
subjects.' 

The confident of Medea in the tragedy recommends 
caution and submission ; and enumerating all the distresses 
of that unfortunate heroine, asks her, what she has to support 
her against her numerous and implacable enemies. ilfyself, 

1 'J'aime la "ertn, saAS rcdessc ; 
j'aime le plaisir, nos molesse; 
J'ahne la ~ie, ct n'eo cn ins point la fin.'- St. Evrunond. 

1 Cap. 9. • Idem. 
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replies she; Myself I say, a11d if is enough. Boileau justly 
recommends this passage as an instance of true sublime '· 

·when Phocion, the modest, the gentle Phocion, was led 
to execution, be turned to one of his fellow-sufferers, who 
was lamenting his own hard fate, Is if not glory enough Jo,. 
you, says he, Iha/ you die with Phocion 2 ? 

Place in opposition the picture which Tacitus draws of 
Vitellius, fallen from empire, prolonging his ignominy 
from a wretched love of life, delivered over to the merciless 
rabble ; tossed, buffeted, and kicked about ; constrained, by 
their holding a poinard under his chin, to raise his head, 
and expose himself to every contumely. \Vhat abject 
infamy! What low humilation I Yet even here, says the 
historian, he discovered some symptoms of a mind not wholly 
degenerate. To a tribune, who insulted him, he replied, 
I am still your emperor'. 

\Ve never excuse the absolute want of spirit and dignity 
of character, or a proper sense of what is due to one's 
self, in society and the common intercourse of life. This 
vice consti tutes what we properly call meanness; when a 
man can submit to the basest slavery, in order to gain his 
ends; fawn upon those who abuse him; and degrade him­
self by intimacies and familiarities with undeserving inferiors. 
A certain degree of generous pride or self-value is so requisite, 
that the absence of it in the mind displeases, after t he same 
manner as the want of a nose, eye, or any of the most 
material feature of the face or member of the body•. 

1 Reflexion 1 o sur Longin. • Plutarch in Phoc. 
• Tacit. hist. lib. iii. The author entering upon the narration, says, 

Laniata 1;e1t,, foedum 1putn,11lum d11tt6a1J1,-, ,,,ultis ;,u,..pantilnu, 
,su/lo inlturimanll: deformitas exit us mi&ericordiam abstu!crat . To 
enter tborougbly into this method of thinkiog, we must make allowance 
for the Ulcient ma.r.ims, that no ooe ought to proloog bis life after It 
beame dishonourable ; but, aa he had always a right to dispose of It, it 
then beca.me a duty to part with it. 

• The absence of Yirtue may often be • 11cc; and that of tbe highest 
kind; u in the in1tance of ingratit11de, u well u meanoesa. Where we 
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aC>5 The utility of courage, both to the public and to the 
person possessed of it, is an obvious foundation of merit . 
But to any one who duly considers of the matter, it will 
appear that this quality has a peculiar lustre, which it derives 
wholly from itself, and from that noble elevation inseparable 
from it. Its figure, drawn by painters and by poets, displays, 
in each feature, a sublimity and daring confidence; which 
catches the eye, engages the affections, and diffuses, by 
sympathy, a like sublimity of sentiment over every spectator. 

Under what shining colours does Demosthenes' represent 
Philip; where the orator apologizes for h is own administra­
tion, and just ifies that pertinacious love of liberty, with which 
he had inspired the Athenians. 'I beheld Philip,' says he, 
'he with whom was your contest, resolutely, while in pursuit 
of empire and dominion, exposing himself to every wound i 
his eye gored, his neck wrested, his arm, his thigh pierced, 
what ever part of his body fortune should seize on, that 
cheerfully relinquishing; provided that, with what remained, 
he might live in honour and renown. And shall it be said 
that he, born in Pella, a place heretofore mean and ignoble, 
should be inspired with so high an ambition and thirst of 
fame : while you, Athenians, &c.' These praises excite 
the most lively admiration; but the views presented by the 
orator, carry us not, we see, beyond the hero himself, nor 
ever regard the future advantageous consequences of his 
valour. 

The martial temper of the Romans, inflamed by continual 
wars, had raised their esteem of courage so high, that, in 

expect a beauty. the disappointment gives e.n uneBsy sensation, and 
produces & real deformity. An abjectness of chlll'1cter, likewise, is dis­
gu1tful and contemptible in another view. Where a man bas no sense 
of value in himself, we &re not likely to have any h igher cstetm of him. 
And if the ume person, who crouches to his superiors, is insolent to hi, 
inferiors (a.s often happens) , t his contrariety of behaviour, Instead of 
cornctine the former vie<!, aegnvates it extremely by the addition of a 
'rice ,till more odious. Sec S~t.. VIII. t De Corona. 
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their language, it was called virtue, by way of excellence and 
of distinction from all other moral qualities. Tiu Suevi, in 
the opinion of Tacitus 1, dressed 1/ztir hair with a /audal>le 
intent: not fur the purpose of /()'/Jing or being /()'/Jtd ,· they 
adorned themselves <m/y for their enemies, and in order to 
appear more tern'ble. A sentiment of the historian, which 
would sound a little oddly in other nat ions and other ages. 

The Scythians, according to Herodotus•, after scalping 
their enemies, dressed the skin like leather, and used it as 
a towel ; and whoever had the most of those towels was 
most esteemed among them. So much had martial bravery, 
in that nation, as well as in many others, destroyed the 
sentiments of humanity; a virtue surely much more useful 
and engaging. 

I t is indeed observable, that, among all uncultivated 
nations, who have not as yet had full experience of 1he 
advantages attending beneficence, justice, and t he social 
virtues, courage is the predominant excellence; wh:i.t is 
most celebrated by poets, recommended by parents and 
instructors, and admired by the public in general. T he 
ethics of Homer are, in this part icular, very different from 
t hose of Fenelon, his elegant imitator; and such as were 
well suited to an age, when one hero, as remarked by 
Thucydides 3, could ask another, without offence, whether he 
were a robber or not. Such also very lately was the system 
of ethics '°'·hich prevailed in many barbarous parts of 
I reland; if we may credit Spenser, in his judicious account 
of the state of that kingdom '. 

1 De moribn• Germ. ' Lib. iT, • Lib. L 
• It is a common 111e, says be, amongst their gentlemen's sons, that, 

e.s ,oon u they an aLle to use their weaporu, they Rrait gnlher 10 

themselves three or four a1ngglcrs or kem, with whom wandcrine 
a while up and down idly the co1111by, taking only meat, be at lu t 
falletb into some bt.d occasion, that $ball be offered ; which bcinr once 
made koown, be i, tbcncefor1b countod a m&n of worth, in whom the1c 
Iii courage. 
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206 Of the same class of virtues with courage is that undis­
turbed philosophical tranquillity, superior to pain, sorrow, 
anxiety, and each assault of adverse fortu ne. Conscious of 
bis own virtue, say the philosophers, the sage elevates him­
self above every accident of life; and securely placed in the 
temple of wisdom, looks down on inferior mortals engaged 
in pursuit of honours, riches, repulation, and every frivolous 
enjoyment. These pretensions, no doubt, when stretched 
to the utmost, are by far too magnificent for human nature. 
They carry, however, a grandeur with them, which seizes 
the spectator, and strikes him with admirat ion. And the 
nearer we can approach in practice to this sublime tran­
quillity and indifference (for we must distinguish it from 
a stupid insensibility), the more secure enjoyment shall 
we attain within ourselves, and the more greatness of 
mind shall we discover to the world. The philosophical 
tranquillity may, indeed, be considered only as a branch 
of magnanimity. 

\Vho admires not Socrates; his perpetual serenity and 
contentment, amidst the greatest poverty and domestic 
vexations; his resolute contempt of riches, and his mag­
nanimous care of presen·ing liberty, while he refused all 
assistance from his frie nds and disciples, and avoided even 
the dependence of an obligation ? Epictetus had not so 
much as a door to his little house or hovel ; and therefore, 
soon lost bis iron lamp, t he only furniture which be had 
worth taking. But resolving to disappoint all robbers for 
the future, he supplied its place with an earthen lamp, of 
which he very peacefully kept possession ever after. 

Among the ancients, the heroes in philosophy, as well 
11s those in war and patriotism, have a grandeur and force 
of sentiment, which astonishes our narrow souls, and is 
rashly rejected as extravagant and supernatural. They, in 
their tum, I allow, would have had equal reason to consider 
as roma ntic and incredible, the degree of humanity, clemency, 
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order, tranquillity; and other social virtues, to which, in the 
administration of government, we have attained in modem 
times, had any one been then able to have made a fair 
representation of them. Such is the compensation, which 
nature, or rather education, bas made in the distribution 
of excellencies and virtues, in those different ages. 

207 The merit of benevolence, arising from its utility, and its 
tendency to promote the good of man kind, has been already 
explained, and is, no doubt, the source of a cq11siderabk 
part of that esteem, which is so universally paid to it. But 
it will also be allowed, that the very softness and tender­
ness of the sentiment, its engaging endearments, its fond 
expressions, its delicate attentions, and all that flow of mutual 
confidence and regard, which enters into a warm attachment 
of Jove and friendship : it will be allowed, I say, that these 
feelings, being delightful in themselves, are necessarily 
communicated to the spectators, and melt them into the 
same fondness and delicacy. The tear naturally starts in 
our eye on the apprehension of a warm sentiment of this 
nature : our breast heaves, our heart is agitated, and every 
humane tender principle of our frame is set in motion, and 
gives us the purest and most satisfactory enjoyment. 

'When poets form descriptions of Elysian fields, where the 
blessed inhabitants stand in no need of each other's 
assistance, they yet represent them as maintaining a con­
stant intercourse of love and friendship, and sooth our fancy 
with the pleasing image of these soft and gentle passions. 
The idea of tender tranquillity in a pastoral Arcadia is 
agreeabie from a like principle, as has been observed 
above'. 

Who would live amidst perpetual wrangling, and scolding, 
and mutual reproaches? The roughness and harshness of 
these emotions disturb and displease us : we suffer by 

' Sect. v, Put a. 
a 



AN ENQUIRY CONCERNING [Sod. VII, 

~ontagion and sympathy; nor can we remain indifferent 
spectators, even though certain that no pernicious conse 
quences would ever follow from such angry passions. 

108 As a cenain proof that the whole merit of benevolence is 
not derived from its usefulness, we may observe, that in 
a kind way of blame, we say, a person is too good; when he 
exceeds his part in society, and carries h is attention for 
others beyond the proper bounds. I n like manner, we say 
a man is too high-spirited, too intrepid, loo indifferent ab/JU I 
fortune: reproaches, which really, at bottom, imply more 
esteem than many panegyrics. Being accustomed to rate 
the merit and demerit of characters chiefly by their useful 
or pernicious tendencies, we cannot forbear applying the 
epithet of blame, when we discover a sentiment, which dses 
to a degree, that is hurtful; but it may happen, at the same 
time, that its noble elevation, or its engaging tenderness so 
seizes the heart, as rather to increase our friendship and 
concern for the person'. 

The amours and attachments of Harry the I Vth of 
France, during the civil wars of the league, frequently hurt 
his interest and his cause; but all the young, at least, and 
amorous, who can sympathize with the tender passions, will 
allow that this very weakness, for they will readily call it 
such, chiefly endtars that hero, and interests them in his 
fortunes. 

The excessive bravery and resolute inflexibility of 
Charles the XI!th ruined his own country, and infested all 
his neighbours ; but have such splendour and greatness in 
their appearance, as strikes us with admiration ; and they 
might, in some degree, be even approved of, if they 
betrayed not sometimes too evident symptoms of madness 
11.nd disorder. 

1 Cheerfulness could _,-ce admit of blame from Its excess, were it 
11ot that dissolute mirth, without a proper cause or subject, is a &are 
symptom and character ii tic of folly, and 011 that account dis~ul. 
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200 The Athenians pretended to the first invention of agricul­
ture and of laws: and always valued themselves ext remely 
on the benefit thereby procured to the whole race of man­
kind. They also boasted, and with reason, of their warlike 
enterprises ; particularly against those innumerable fleets and 
armies of Persians, which invaded Greece during the reigns 
of Darius and Xerxes. But though there be no comparison 
in point of utility, between these peaceful and military 
honours; yet we find, that the orators, who have writ such 
elaborate panegyrics on that famous city, have chiefly 
triumphed in displaying the warlike achievements. Lysias, 
Thucydides, Plato, and lsocrates d iscover, all of them, the 
same part iality ; which, though condemned by calm reason 
and reflection, appears so natural in the mind of man. 

It is obserl'abie, that the great charm of poetry consists in 
lively pictures of the sublime passions, magnanimity, courage, 
disdain of fortune; or those of the tender affections, love and 
friendship; which warm the heart, and diffuse over it similar 
sentiments and emotions. And though all kinds of passion, 
even the most disagreeable, such as grief and anger, are 
observed, when excited by poetry, to convey a satisfaction, 
from a mechanism of nature, not easy to be explained: Yet 
those more elevated or softer affections have a peculiar 
influence, a nd please from more than one cause or principle. 
Not to mention that they alone interest us in the fortune of 
the pe.rsons represented, or communicate any esteem and 
affection for their character. 

And can it possibly be doubted, that this talent itself of 
poets, to move the passions, this pathetic and sublime of 
sentiment, is a very considerable merit; and being enhanced 
by its extreme rarity, may exalt the person possessed of it, 
above every character of the age in which he lives? The 
prudence, address, steadiness, and benign govemmeat of 
Augustus, adorned with all the splendour of his noble birth 
and imperial crown, render him but an unequal competitor 

s ' 
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for fame with Virgil, who lays nothing into the opposite scale 
but the divine beauties of his poetical genius. 

The very sensibility to these beauties, or a delicacy 
or taste, is itself a beauty in any character; as conveying 
the purest, the most durable, and most innocent of all 
enjoyments. 

210 T hese are some instances or the several species of merit, 
that are ,•alued for the immediate pleasure which they 
communicate to the person possessed of them. No views 
of utility or of future beneficial consequences enter into this 
sentiment of approbation ; yet is it of a kind similar to that 
other sentiment, wliich arises from views of a public or 
private utility. The same social sympathy, we may observe, 
or fellow-feeling with human happiness or misery, gives rise 
to both ; and this analogy, in all the parts of the present 
theory, may justly be regarded as a confirmation of it 



SECTION VIII. 

011' QUALITIES IMMEDI ATELY AGREEABLE TO OTHERS 1, 

211 As the mutual shocks, in society, and the oppositions of 
interest and self-love have constrained mankind to estab­
lish the laws of j ustice, in order to preserve the advan­
tages of mutual assistance and protection : io like manner, 
the eternal contrarieties, in company, of men's pride and 
self-conceit, have introduced the rules of Good Manners 
or Politeness, in order to facilitate the intercourse of minds, 
and an undisturbed commerce and conversation. Among 
well-bred people, a mutual deference is affected ; contempt 
of others disguised; authority concealed; attention given 
to each in his tum ; and an easy stream of conversation 
maintained, without vehemence, without interruption, with­
out eagerness for victory, and without any airs of superiority. 
These attentions and regards are immediately agreeable to 
others, abstracted from any consideration of utility or bene­
ficial tendencies ; they conciliate affection, promote esteem, 
and extremely enhance the merit of the person who regulates 
his behaviour by them. 

1 It is the nature and, indeed, the definition of vlrtae, that It It 
• pality ,f llu mind agneabl, I• or ajfrwtd if l,y ~ tJrU WM 
.,,nsidtrt or e611Jtmjlal11 ii. Bo.I some qoalities produce pleasore, 
because they are useful to IOCiety, or useful or agreeable to the penon 
himoelf ; others prodou it more immediatel1, which is the case with 
the clau of virtues here considered. 
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Many of the forms of breeding are arbitrary and casual ; 
but the thing expressed by them is still the same. A 
Spaniard goes out of his own house before his guest, to 
signify that he leaves him master of all. In other countries, 
the landlord walks out last, as a common mark of deference 
and regard. 

2llil But, in order to render a min perfect gqod company, he 
must have \Vit and Ingenuity as well as good manners. 
What wit is, it may not be easy to define ; but it is easy 
surely to determine that it is a quality immediately agru· 
able to others, and communicating, on its first appearance, 
a lively joy and satisfaction to every one who has any com­
prehension of it. The most profound metaphysics, indeed, 
might be employed in explaining the ,·arious kinds and 
species of wit ; and many classes of it, which are now 
received on the sole testimony of taste and sentiment, 
might, perhaps, be resolved into more general principles. 
But this is sufficient for our present purpose, that it does 
affect taste and sentiment, and bestowing an immediate 
enjoyment, is a sure source of approbation and affection. 

"In countries where men pass most of their time in con· 
versation, and visits, and assemblies, these companionablt 
qualities, so to speak, are of high estimation, and form 
a chief part of personal merit. In countries where men 
live a more domestic life, and either are employed in 
business, or amuse themselves in a narrower circle of 
acquaintance, the more solid qual ities are chiefly regarded. 
Thus, I have often observed, that, among the French, the 
first questions with regard to a stranger are, Is he polite? 
Has Jze wit? In our own country, the chief praise bestowed 
is always that of a goqd-nah,red, sensible ftl/()'UJ. 

In conversation, the lively spirit of dialogue is agreeable, 
even to those who desire not to have any share in the dis· 
course : hence the teller of Jong stories, or the pompous 
declaimer, is very little approved of. But most men desire 
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likewise their tum in the conversation, and regard, with 
a very evil eye, that loquarify which deprives them of a right 
they are naturally so jealous of. 

There is a sort of harmless liars, frequently to be met 
with in company, who deal much in the marvellous. Their 
usual intention is to please and entertain ; but as men are 
most delighted with what they conceive to be truth, these 
people mistake extremely the means of pleasing, and incur 
universal blame. Some indulgence, however, to lying or 
fiction is given in lzumoruus stories; because it is there 
really agreeable and entertaining, and truth is not of any 
importance. 

Eloquence, genius of all kinds, even good sense, and 
sound reasoning, when it rises to an eminent degree, and 
is employed upon subjects of any considerable dignity and 
nice discernment; all these endowments seem immediately 
agreeable, and have a merit distinct from their usefulness. 
Rarity, likewise, which so much enhances the price of every 
thing, must set an additional value on these noble talcnta 
of the human mind. 

218 Modesty may be understood in different senses, even 
abstracted from chastity, which bas been already treated 
of. It sometimes means that tenderness and nicety of 
honour, that apprehension of blame, that dread of intrusion 
or injury towards others, that Pudor, which is the proper 
guardian of every kind of virtue, and a sure preservative 
against vice and corruption. But its most usual meaning 
is when it is opposed to i111j>ude1ue and arrogance, and 
expresses a diffidence of our own judgement, and a due 
attention and regard for others. In young men chiefly, 
this quality is a sure sign of good sense; and is also the 
certain means of augmenting that endowment, by preserving 
their ears open to instruction, and making them still grasp 
after new attainments. But it has a further charm to every 
spectator ; by flattering every man's vanity, and presenting 
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the appearance of a docile pupil, who receives, with proper 
attention and respect, every word they utter. 

Men have, in general, a much greater propensity to over­
value tha.n undervalue themselves ; notwithstanding the 
opinion of Aristotle 1• This makes ns more jealous of the 
excess on the former side, and causes us to regard, with 
a peculiar indulgence, all tendency to modesty and self­
diffidence; as esteeming the danger Jess of falling into any 
vicious extreme of that nature. It is thus in countries 
where men's bodies are apt to exceed in corpulency, per­
sonal beauty is placed in a much greater degree of slender­
ness, than in countries where that is the most usual defect 
Being so often struck with instances of one species of 
deformity, men think they can never keep at too great 
a distance from it, and wish always to have a leaning to 
the opposite side. In like manner, were the door opened 
to self-praise, and v.·ere Montaigne's maxim observed, that 
one should say as frankly, I nave sense, I have learning, 
I have courage, beauty, or wit, as it is sure we often think 
so; were t b1s the case, I say, every one is sensible that 
such a flood of impertinence would break in upon us, as 
would render society wholly intolerable- For this reason 
custom has established it as a rule, in common societies, 
that men should not indulge themselves in self-praise, or 
even speak much of themselves; and it is only among 
intimate friends or people of very manly behaviour, that 
one is allowed to do himself justice. Nobody finds fault 
with Maurice, Prince of Orange, for his reply to one who 
asked him, whom be esteemed the first general of the age, 
Tiu marquis of Spinola, said he, is llu second. Though it is 
observable, that the aelf•praise implied is here better implied, 
than if it had been directly expressed, without any cover or 
disguise. 

He must be a very superficial thinker, who imagine, 
1 Ethic:. ad Nicomacham. 



Set. Vlll J THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS. 

that all instances of mutual deference are to be understood 
in earnest, and that a man would be more esteemable for 
being ignorant of his own merits and accomplishments. 
A small bias towards modesty, even in the internal senti­
ment, is favourably regarded, especially in young people; 
and a strong bias is required in the outward behaviour; 
but this excludes not a noble pride and spirit, which may 
openly display itself in its full extent, when one lies under 
calumny or oppression of any kind. The generous con· 
tumacy of Socrates, as Cicero calls it, has been highly 
celebrated in all ages; and when joined to the usual 
modesty of his behaviour, forms a shining character. 
lphicrates, the Athenian, being accused of betraying the 
interests of his country, asked his accuser, Would you, says 
be, have, on a lilu occasion, bun !71illy of ihal n ime 1 .By no 
means, replied the other. And cr.n yQU llun imagine, cried 
the hero, that IphicrateJ would 6e guilty 11 In short, 
a generous spirit and self-value, well founded, decently 
disguised, and courageously supported under distress and 
calumny, is a great excellency, and seems to derive its meri t 
from the noble elevation of its sentiment, or its immediate 
agreeableness to its possessor. In ordinary characters, we 
approve of a bias towards modesty, which is a quality 
immediately agreeable to others : the vicious excess of the 
former virtue, namely, insolence or haughtiness, is im­
mediately disagreeable to others; the excess of the latter 
is so to the possessor. T hus are the boundaries of these 
duties adjusted. 

214. A desire of fame, reputation, or a character with others, is 
so far from being blameable, that it seems inseparable from 
virtue, genius, capacity, and a generous or noble d isposition. 
An attention even to trivial matters, in order to pleue, is 
also expected and demanded by society ; and no one ia 
surprised, if he find & man in company to observe a ife&ter 

1 Qoinetil. lib. • . cap. u. 
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elegance of dress and more pleasant flow of conversation, 
than when he passes his time at home, and with his own 
family. 'Wherein, then, consists Vanity, which is so justly 
regarded a.s a fault or imperfection. It seems to consist 
chiefly in such an intemperate d isplay of our advantages, 
honours, and accomplishments; in such an importunate 
and open demand of praise and admiration, as is offensive 
to others, and encroaches too far on their secret vanity and 
ambition. It is besides a sure symptom of the want of true 
dignity and elevation of mind, which is so great an orna­
ment in any character. For why that impatient desire of 
applause; as if you were not justly entitled to it, and might 
not reasonably expect that it would for ever attend you ? 
Why so anxious to inform us of the great company which 
you have kept; the obliging things which were said to you; 
the honours, the distinctions which you met with; as if 
these were not things of course, and what we could readily, 
of ourselves, have imagined, without being told of them? 

216 Decency, or a proper regard to age, sex, character, and 
station in the world, may be ranked among the qualities 
which are immediately agreeable to others, and which, 
by that means, acqui re praise and approbation. An effemi­
nate behaviour in a man, a rough manner in a woman ; 
these are ugly because unsuitable to each character, and 
different from the qualities which we expect in the sexes. 
It is as if a tragedy abounded in comic beauties, or a comedy 
in tragic. The disproportions hurt the eye, and convey 
a disagreeable sentiment to the spectators, the source of 
blame and disapprobation. T his is that induorum, which 
is explained so much at large by Cicero in his Offices. 

Among the other virtues, we may also give Cleanliness 
a place; since it naturally renders us agreeable to others, 
and is no inconsiderable source of love and affection. No 
one will deny, that a negligence in this particular is a fault; 
and as faults are nothing but smaller vices, a.nd this fault 



S.O,, VIII.] THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS. 

can have no other origin than the uneasy sensation which 
it excites in others; we may, in this instance, seemingly so 
trivial, clearly discover the origin of moral distinctions, 
about which the learned have involved themselves in such 
mazes of perplexity and error. 

216 But besides all the agreeable qualities, the origin of whose 
beauty we can, in some degree, explain and account for, 
there still remains something mysterious and inexplicable, 
which conveys an immediate satisfaction to the spectator, 
but bow, or why, or for what re:ison, he cannot pretend to 
determine. There is a manner, a grace, an ease, a genteel­
ness, an I-know-not-what, which some men possess above 
others, which is very different from external beauty and 
comeliness, and which, however, catches our affection 
almost as suddenly and powerfully. And though this 
manner be chiefly talked of in the passion between the 
sexes, where the concealed magic is easily explained, yet 
surely much of it prernils in all our estimation of characters, 
and form s no inconsiderable part of personal merit. This 
class of accomplishments, therefore, must be trusted entirely 
to the blind, but sure testimony of taste and sentiment ; 
and must be considered as a part of ethics, left by nature 
to baffle all the pride of phi_losophy, and make her sensible 
of her nanow boundaries and slender acquisitions. 

\Ve approve of another, because of his wit, politeness, 
modesty, decency, or any agreeable quality which he pos­
sesses; al though he be not of our acquaintance, nor has 
ever given us any entertainment, by means of these accom­
plishments. The idea, which we form of their effect on his 
acquaintance, has an agreeable influence on our imagination, 
and gives us the sentiment of approbation. This principle 
enters into all the judgements which we form concerning 
manners and characters. 



SECTION IX. 

CONCLUSION. 

P ART I. 

217 IT may justly appear surprising that any man io so late 
an age, should find it requisite to prove, by elaborate 
reasoning, that Personal Merit consists altogether in the 
possession of mental qualities, useful or acreeable to the 
person himself or to others. It might be expected that 
this principle would have occurred even to the first rude, 
unpractised enquirers concerning morals, and been received 
from its own evidence, without any argument or disputation. 
Whatever is valuable in any kind, so naturally classes itself 
under the division of useful or acreeable, the utile or the 
duke, that it is not easy to imagine why we should ever 
seek further, or consider the question as a matter of n ice 
research or inquiry. And as every thing useful or agreeable 
must possess these qualities with regard either to the person 
nimse/f or to others, the complete delineation or description 
of merit seems to be performed as naturally as a shadow is 
cast by the sun, or an image is reflected upon water. If 
the ground, on which the shadow is cast, be not broken 
and uneven ; nor the surface from which the image is re­
flected. disturbed and confused; a just figure is immediately 
presented, without any art or attention. And it seems 
a reasonable presumption, that systems and hypotheses 
have perverted our natural understandin2. when a theory, 
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so simple and obvious, could so long have escaped the 
most elaborate examination. 

218 But however the case may have fared with philosophy, 
in common life these principles are still implicitly main­
tained; nor is any other topic of praise or blame ever 
recurred to, when we employ any panegyric or satire, any 
applause or censure of human action and behaviour. If we 
observe men, in every intercourse of business or pleasure, 
in every discourse and conversation, we shall find them no­
where, except in the schools, at any loss upon this subject. 
What so natural, for instance, as the following dialogue? 
You are very happy, we shall suppose one to say, addressing 
himself to another, that you have given your daughter to 
Cleanthes. He is a man of honour and humanity. Every 
one, who has any intercourse with him, is sure of fair 
and kind treatment 1• I congratulate you too, says another, 
on the promising expectations of this son-in-law; whose 
assiduous application to the study of the laws, whose quick 
penetration and early knowledge both of men and business, 
prognosticate the greatest honours and advancement•. You 
surprise me, replies a third, when you talk of Cleanthes as 
a man of business and application. I met him lately in 
fl circle of the gayest compapy, and he was the very life and 
soul of our conversation: so much wit with good manners; 
so much gallantry without affectation ; so much ingenious 
knowledge so genteelly delivered, I have never before 
observed in any one 8. You would admire him still more, 
says a fourth, if you knew him more familiarly. T hat 
cheerfulness, which you might remark in him, is not a 
sudden flash struck out by company : it runs through the 
whole tenor of his life, and preserves a perpetual serenity 
on his countenance, and tranquillity in his souL He has · 

I Qualities aufnl to othen 
• Q,u,lities asefal to the pel'50D himself. 
8 Qualities imniediately a~ble to othen. 
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met with severe trials, misfortunes as well as dangers; and 
by his greatness of mind, was still superior to all of them 1• 

The image, gent lemen, which you have here delineated of 
Cleanthes, cried I, is that of accomplished merit. Each of 
you has given a stroke of the pencil to his figure ; and 
you have unawares exceeded all the pictures drawn by 
Gratian or Castiglione. A philosopher might select this 
character as a model of perfect virtue. 

218 And as every quality which is useful or agreeable to our­
selves or others is, in common life, allowed to be a part of 
personal merit; so no other will ever be received, where 
men judge of things by their natural, unprejudiced reason, 
without the delusive glosses of superstition and false religion. 
Celibacy, fasting, penance, mortification, self-denial, humility, 
silence, solitude, and the whole train of monkish virtues; 
for what reason are they everywhere rejected by men of 
sense, but because they serve to no manner of purpose; 
neither advance a man's fortune in the world, nor render 
him a more valuable member of society ; neither qualify 
him for the entertainment of company, nor increase his 
power of self-enjoyment? We observe, on the contrary, 
that they cross all these desirable ends; stupify the under· 
standing and harden the heart, obscure the fancy and sour 
the temper. We justly, therefore, transfer them to the 
opposite column, and place them in the catalogue of vices ; 
nor has any superstition force sufficient among men of the 
world, to pervert entirely these natural sentiments. A 
gloomy, hair-brained enthusiast, after his death, may have 
a place in the calendar; but will scarcely ever be admitted, 
when alive, into intimacy and society, except by those who 
are as delirious and dismal as himself. 

220 It seems a happiness in the present theory, that it enters 
not into that vulgar dispute concerning the degrees of 
benevolence or self-love., which prevail in human nature; 

1 Q11&1ities immediately agreeable to the pcn<>n himaelf. 
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a dispute which is never likely to have any issue, both 
because men, who have taken part, are not easily con· 
vinced, and because the phenomena, which can be pro­
d uced on either side, are so dispersed, so uncertain, and 
subject to so many interpretations, that it is scarcely 
possible accurately to compare them, or draw from them 
any determinate inference or conclusion. It is sufficient 
for our present purpose, if it be allowed, what surely, 
without the greatest absurdity cannot be disputed, that there 
is some benevolence, however small, infused into our bosom; 
some spark of friendship for human kind ; some particle of 
the dove kneaded into our frame, along with the elements 
of the wolf and serpent. Let these generous sentiments be 
supposed ever so weak; let them be insufficient to move 
even a hand or finger of our body, they must still direct 
the detenninations of our mind, and where everything else 
is equal, produce a cool preference of what is useful and 
serviceable to mankind, above what is pernicious and 
dangerous. A moral dislindion, therefore, immediately 
arises; a general sentiment of blame and approbation; 
a tendency, however faint, to the objects of the one, and 
a proportionable aversion to those of the other. Nor will 
those reasoners, who so earnestly maintain the predominant 
selfishness of human kind, be any wise scandalized at 
hearing of the weak sentiments of virtue implanted in our 
nature. On the contrary, they are found as ready to 
maintain the one tenet as the other ; and their spirit of 
satire (for such it appears, rather than of corruption) 
naturally gives rise to both opinions; which have, indeed, 
a great and almost an indissoluble connexion together. 

221 Avarice, ambition, vanity, and all passions vulgarly, 
though improperly, comprised under the denomination o{ 

selj-/Qve, are here excluded from our theory concerning the 
origin of morals, not because they are too 'l\'eak, but 
bcc:ause they have not a proper direction for that purpose. 
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The notion of morals implies some sentiment common to 
all mankind, which recommends the same object to general 
approbation, and makes every man, or most men, agree in 
the same opinion or decision concerning it It also implies 
some sentiment, so universal and comprehensive as to 
extend to all mankind, aod render the actions and conduct, 
even of the persons the most remote, an object of applause 
or censure, according as they agree or disagree with that 
rule of right which is established. These two requisite 
circumstances belong alone to the sentiment of humanity 
here insisted on. The other passions produce in every 
breast, many strong sentiments of desire and aversion, 
affection and hatred ; but these neither are felt so much in 
common, nor are so comprehensive, as to be the foundation 
of any general system and established theory of blame or 
approbation. 

222 \Vhen a man denominates another his emmy, bis n'val, 
his antagonist, his advenary, he is understood to speak the 
language of self-love, and to express sentiments, peculiar to 
himself, and arising from his particular circumstances and 
situation. But when he bestows on any man the epithets 
of 'llltiQUs or odious or depraved, he then speaks another 
language, and expresses sentiments, in whicb he expects 
all his audience are to concur with him. He must here, 
therefore, depart from his private and particular situation, 
and must choose a point of view, common to him with 
others ; he must move some universal principle of the 
human frame, and touch a string to which all mankind 
have an accord and symphony. If be mean, therefore, to 
express that this man possesses qualities, whose tendency 
is pernicious to society, be has chosen this common point 
of view, and ha.s touched the principle o{ humanity, in 
which every man, in some degree, concurs. \Vhiie the 
human heart is compounded of the same elements as at 
present, it will never be wholly indifferent to public good, 
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nor entirely unaffected with the tendency of characters and 
manners. And though this affection of humanity may not 
generally be esteemed so strong as vanity or ambition, yet, 
bei.ng common to all men, it can alone be the foundation 
of morals, or of any general system of blame or praise. 
One man's ambition is not another's ambition, nor will the 
same event or object satisfy both ; but the humanity of 
one man is the humanity of every one, and the same 
object touches this passion in all human creatures. 

223 But the sentiments, which arise from humanity, are not 
only the same in all human creatures, and produce the 
same approbation or censure ; but they also comprehend 
all human creatures; nor is there any one whose conduct or 
character is not, by their means, an object to every one of 
censure or approbation. On the contrary, those other 
passions, commonly denominated selfish, both produce 
different sentiments in each individual. according to his 
particular situation; and also contemplate the greater part 
of mankind with the utmost indifference and unconcern. 
\Vhoever bas a high regard and esteem for me flatters my 
vanity; whoever expresses contempt mortifies and dis­
pleases rue; but as my name is known but to a small part 
of mankind, there are few who come within the sphere of 
t his passion, or excite, on its account, either my affec­
tion or disgust. But if you represent a tyrannical, insolent, 
or barbarous behaviour, in any country or in any age of the 
world, I soon carry my eye to the pernicious tendency of 
such a conduct, and feel the sentiment of repugnance and 
displeasure towards it. No character can be so remote as 
to be, in this light, wholly indifferent to me. What is 
beneficial to society or to the person himself must still be 
preferred. And every quality or action, of every human 
being, must, by this means, be ranked under some class or 
denomination, expressive of general censure or applause. 

What more, therefore, can we ask to distinguish the 
T 
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sentiments, dependent on humanity, from those connected 
with any other passion, or to satisfy us, why the former are 
the origin of morals, not the latter? \Vhatever conduct 
gains my approbation, by touching my humanity, procures 
also the applause of all mankind, by a[ccting the same 
principle in them; but what serves my avarice or ambition 
pleases these passions in me alone, and affects not the 
avarice and ambition of the rest of mankind. There is no 
circumstance of conduct in any man, provided it ha,•e 
a beneficial tendency, that is not agreeable to my 
humanity, however remote the person; but every man, so 
far removed as neither to cross nor serve my avarice 
and ambition, is regarded a.s wholly indifferent by those 
passions. The distinction, therefore, between these species 
of sentiment being so great and evident, language must 
soon be moulded upon it, and must invent a peculiar set of 
terms, in order to express those universal sentiments of 
censure or approbation, which arise from humanity, or from 
views of general usefulness and its contrary. Virtue and 
Vice become then known; morals are recognized; certain 
general ideas are framed of human conduct and behaviour; 
such measures are expected from men in such situations. 
This action is determined to be conformable to our ab· 
stract rule ; that other, contrary. And by such universal 
principles are the particular sentiments of self-love frequently 
controlled and limited 1• 

1 It seems ctrtain, both from reason and experience, tba.t a rude, 
unt•ught savage regulat~ chieAy bh love and hatred by the ideas of 
private utility and i.Djury, aod bas bot faint conceptions of o. general rule 
or S)'Jtem of behaviour. The m•o who stands opposite to him i.o battle, 
he bates heartily, not only for the present moment, which is almost 
unavoidable, bot for ever after; nor is be aatisfied without the most 
n treme punishment and TeDgeaoce. Bat we, accustomed to society, &Jld 
to mo~ eol&r(:ed rcffectiocs, consider, that tb.ia man is sening his own 
country and commnnity; tht.t any m&D. in the .._me situation, would do 
the Jame ; !lat we oonehes, in like circumstances, observe a like con• 
duct; that, i.D gmeral, blUIWl society ii bc,t supponed 011 111ch ma.xims : 
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224 From instances of popular tumults, seditions, factions, 
panics, and of all passions, which are shared with a multi· 
tude, we may learn the influence of society in exciting 
and supporting any emotion; while the most ungovernable 
disorders are raised, we find, by that means, from the 
slightest and most frivolous occasions. Solon was no very 
cruel, though, perhaps, an unjust legislator, who punished 
neuters in civil wars; and few, I believe, would, in such 
cases, incur the penalty, were their affection and discourse 
allowed sufficient to absolve them. No selfishness, and 
scarce any philosophy, have there force sufficient to support 
a total coolness and indifference; and he must be more or 
less than man, who kindles not in tbe common blaze. \\That 
wonder then, that moral sentiments are found of such 
influence in life; though springing from principles, which 
may appear, at first sight, somen·hat small and delicate? 
But these principles, we must remark, are social and 
universal; they form, in a manner, the party of human­
kind against vice or disorder, its common enemy. And as 
the benevolent concern for others is diffused, in a greater or 
less degree, over all men, and is the same in all, it occurs 
more frequently in discourse, is cherished by society and 
conversation, and the blame and approbation, consequent 
on it, are thereby roused from that lethargy into which 
they are probably lulled, in solitary and uncultivated nature. 
Other passions, though perhaps originally stronger, yet 

and by these suppo5illoos and ,·iews, we correct, in some measare, our 
ruder and narrower passions. Aod though much of our friendship and 
enmity be still regulated by private considerations of benefit and harm, 
we P"Y, at least, Ibis homage to general mies, "'hieh we are accustomed 
to respect, tbat we commonly ~rvert our adversary's conduct, by 
imputing mAlice or injnstice to bim, in order to giTc Yent to those 
passions, which arise from self.love and private interest When the 
he<Lrt is full of rage, it never wants pretcnces of this nature; thoagb 
sometimes as frivolous, as those from which Horl<CC, being 1.lmost 
crashed by the fall of a tree, affects to accuse of pa.rricide the fint 
pl&Dta of it 

T2 
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being selfish and private, are often overpowered by its force, 
and yield the dominion of our breast to those social and 
public principles. 

226 Another spring of our constitution, that brings a great 
addition of force to moral sentiments, is the love of fame ; 
which rules, with such uncontrolled authority, in all generous 
minds, and is often the grand object of all their designs and 
undertakings. By our continual and earnest pursuit of a 
character, a name, a reputation in the world, we bring our own 
deportment and conduct frequently in review, and consider 
how they appear in the eyes of those who approach and 
regard us. T his constant habit of surveying ourselves, as 
i t were, in reflection, keeps alive all the sentiments of right 
and wrong, and beget.s, in noble natures, a certain reverence 
for themselves as well as o thers, which is the surest guardian 
of every virtue. The animal conveniencies and pleasures 
sin.k gradually in their value; while e ve.ry inward beauty 
and moral grace is studiously acquired, and the mind is 
accomplished in every perfection, which can adorn or 
embellish a rational creature. 

Here is the most perfect morality with which we are 
acquainted : here is displayed the force of many sympathies. 
Our moral sentiment is itself a feeling chiefly of that nature, 
and our regard to a character with oihers seems to arise 
only from a care of preserving a charact.er with ourselves ; 
and in order to attain this end, we find it necessary to prop 
our tottering judgement on the corrC$pondent approbation 
of mankind. 

128 But, that we may accommodate matters, and remove if 
possible every difficulty, let us allow all these reasonings to 
be false. Let us allow that, when we resolve the pleasure, 
which arises from views of utility, into the sentiments of 
humanity .md sympathy, we have embraced a wrong 
hypothesis. Let us confess it necessary to find some other 
explication of that applause, which is paid to objects, whether 
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inanimate, animate, or rational, if they have a tendency to 
promote the welfare and advantage of mankind. However 
difficult it be to conceive that an object is approved of on 
account of its tendency to a certain end, while the end 
itself is totally indifferent : let us swallow this absurdity, 
and consider what are the consequences. The preceding 
delineation or definition of Personal Merit must still retain its 
evidence and authority: it must still be allowed that every 
quality of the mind, which is useful or agr«a/Jk to the person 
himself or to others, communicates a pleasure to the spectator, 
engages his esteem, and is admitted under the honourable 
denomination of virtue or merit. Are not justice, fidelity, 
honour, veracity, allegiance, chastity, esteemed solely on 
account of their tendency to promote the good of society? Is 
not that tendency inseparable from humanity, benevolence, 
lenity, generosity, gratitude, moderation, tenderness, friend­
ship, and all the other social virtues ? Can it possibly be 
doubted that industry, discretion, frugality, secrecy, order, 
perseverance, forethought, judgement, and this whole class of 
virtues and accomplishments, of which many pages would 
not contain the catalogue; can it be doubted, I say, that the 
tendency of these qualities to promote the interest and hap­
piness of their possessor, is the sole foundation of their merit? 
\Vbo can dispute that a mind, which supports a perpetual 
serenity and cheerfulness, a noble d ignity and undaunted 
spirit, a tender affection and good-will to all around ; 
as it has more enjoyment within itself, is also a more 
animating and rejoicing spectacle, than if dejected with 
melancholy, tormented with anxiety, irritated with rage, 
or sunk into the most abject baseness aod degeneracy ? 
And as to the qualities, immediately ag reeab/1 to others, 
they speak sufficiently for themselves; and he must be 
unhappy, indeed, either in bis own temper, or in his 
situation and company, who has never perceived the 
charms of a facetious wit or flowing affability, of a 
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delicate modesty or decent genteelness of address and 
manner. 

227 I am sensible, that nothing can be more unphilosophical 
t han to be positive or dogmatical on any subject; and that, 
even if excestive scepticism could be maintained, it would not 
be more destructive to all just reasoning and inquiry. I am 
convinced that, where men are the most sure and arrogant, 
they are commonly the most mistaken, and have there 
given reins to passion, without t hat proper deliberation and 
suspense, which can alone secure them from the grossest 
absurdities. Yet, I must confess, that this enumeration 
puts the matter in so strong a light, that I cannot, at p ruent, 
be more assured of any truth, which I learn from reasoning 
and argument, than that personal merit consists entirely in 
the usefu lness or agreeableness of qualities to the person 
himself possessed of them, or to others, who have any 
intercourse with him. But when I reflect that, though the 
bulk and figure of the earth have been measured and 
delineated, though the motions of the tides have been 
accounted for, the order and economy of tbe heavenly bodies 
subjected to their proper Jaws, and I nfinite itself reduced co 
calculation; yet men still dispute concerning the foundation 
of their moral duties. \.Vhen I reflect on this, I say, I fo ll 
back. into diffidence and scepticism, and suspect that an 
hypothesis, so obvious, had it been a true one, would, long 
ere now, have been received by the unanimous suffrage and 
consent of mankind. 

PART II. 

228 Having explained the moral app robatwn attending merit 
or virtue, there remains nothing but briefly to consider our 
interested obligation to it, and to inquire whether every man, 
who has any regard to his own happiness and welfare, will 
not best find his account in the practice of every moral 
duty. If this can be clearly ascertained from the foregoi.ng 
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theory, we shall have the satisfaction to reflect, that we have 
advanced principles, which not only, it is hoped, will stand 
the test of reasoning and inquiry, but may contribute to the 
amendment of men's lives, and their improvement in 
morality and social virtue. And though the philosophical 
truth of any proposition by no means depends on its ten­
dency to promote the interests of society ; yet a man has but 
a bad grace, who delivers a theory, however true, which, he 
must confess, leads to a practice dangerous and pernicious. 
\Vhy rake into those corners of nature which spread a nuisance 
all around ? W'hy dig up the pestilence from the pit in 
which it is buried? The ingenuity of your researches may 
be admired, but your systems will be detested ; and man­
kind will agree, if they cannot refute them, to sink them, at 
least, in eternal silence and oblivion. Truths which are 
pemidous to society, if any such there be, will yield to 
errors which are salutary and advantageous. 

But what philosophical truths can be more advantageous 
to society, than those here delivered, which represent virtue 
in all her genuine and most engaging charms, and makes 
us approach her with ease, familiarity, and affection? The 
dismal dress falls off, with which many divines, and some 
philosophers, have covered her ; and nothing appears but 
gentleness, humanity beneficence, affability; nay, even at 
proper intervals, play, frolic, and gaiety. She talks not of 
useless austerities and rigours, suffering and self-denial. She 
declares that her sole purpose is to make her votaries and 
all mankind, during every instant of their existence, if 

possible, cheerful and happy; nor does she ever willingly 
part with any pleasure but in hopes of ample compensation 
in some other period of their lives. The sole trouble 
which sbe demands, is that of just calculation, and a steady 
preference of the greater happiness. And if any austere 
pretenders approach her, enemies to joy and pleasure, she 
either rejects them as hypocrites and deceivers; or, if she 
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admit them in her train, they are ranked, however, among 
the least favoured of her votaries. 

And, indeed, to drop all figurative expression, what hope.s 
can we ever have of engaging mankind to a practice which 
we confess full of austerity and rigour? Or what theory of 
morals can ever serve any useful purpose, unless it can show, 
by a particular detai~ that all the duties which it recom­
mends, are also the true interest of each individual? The 
peculiar advantage of the foregoing system seems to be, 
that it furnishes proper mediums for that purpose. 

329 That the virtues which are immediately usiful or agruablt 
to the person possessed of them, are desirable in a view 
to self-interest, it would surely be superfluous to prove. 
Moralists, indeed, may spare themselves all the pains which 
they often take in recommending these duties. To what 
purpose collect arguments to evince that temperance is 
advantageous, and the excesses of pleasure hurtful, when 
it appears that these excesses are only denominated such, 
because they are hurtful ; and that, if the unlimited use of 
strong liquors, for instance, no more impaired health or the 
faculties of mind and body than the use of air or water, it 
would not be a whit more vicious or blameable? 

It seems equally superfluous to prove, that the com­
paniona/Jle virtues of good manners and wit, decency and 
genteelness, are more desirable than the contrary qualities. 
Vanity alone, without any other consideration, is a sufficient 
motive to make us wish for the possession of these accom­
plishments. No man was ever willingly deficient in this 
particular. All our failures here proceed from bad education, 
want of capacity, or a perverse and unpliable disposition. 
Would you have your company coveted, admired, followed; 
rather than hated, despised, avoided ? Can any one seriously 
deliberate in the case? As no enjoyment is sincere, without 
some reference to company and society; so no society can 
be agreeable, or even tolerable, where a man feela his 



S«t IX,Put ll.J THE PRINCIPLES OF N ORALS. 1 81 

presence unwelcome, and discovers all around him symptoms 
of disgust and aversion. 

230 But why, in the greater society or confederacy of mankind, 
should not the case be the same as in particulu clubs and 
companies? Why is it more doubtful, that the enlarged 
virtues of humanity, generosity, beneficence, are desirable 
with a view of happiness and self-interest, than the limited 
endowments of ingenuity and politeness ? Are we appre­
hensive lest those social affections interfere, in a greater 
and more immediate degree than any other pursuits, with 
private utility, and cannot be gratified, without some im­
portant sacrifice of honour and advantage? If so, we are 
but ill-instructed in the nature of the human passions, and 
are more influenced by verbal distinctions than by rea l 
differences. 

\.Vhatever contradiction may vulgarly be supposed between 
the se/jith and S()(la/ sentimentS or dispositions, they are 
really no more opposite than selfish and ambi tious, selfish and 
revengefu~ selfish and vain. It is requisite that there be an 
original propensity of some kind, in order to be a basis to 
self-love, by giving a relish to the objects of its pursuit; 
and none more fit for this purpose than benevolence or 
humanity. T he goods of fortune are spent in one grati­
fication or another: the miser who accumulates his annual 
income, and lends it out at interest, bas really spent it in 
the gratification of his avarice. And it would be difficult 
to show why a man is more a loser by a generous action, 
than by any other method of expense; since the utmost 
which he can attain by the most elaborate 5e\fishness, is the 
indulgence of some affection. 

231 Now if life, without passion, must be &ltogether insipid 
and tiresome ; let a man suppose that he bas full power or 
modelling his own disposition, and let him deliberate what 
appetite or desire he would choose for the foundation of 
his happincas and enjoyment. Every affection, he would 
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observe, when gratified by success, gives a satisfaction pro­
portioned to its force and violence; but besides this advan­
tage, common to all, t he immediate feeling of benevolence 
and friendship, humanity and kindness, is sweet, smooth, 
tender, and agreeable. independent of all fortune and acci­
dents. These virtues are besides attended with a pleasing 
consciousness or remembrance, and keep us in humour with 
ourselves as well as others; while we retain the agreeable 
reflection of having done our part towards mankind and 
society. And though all men show a jealousy of our success in 
the pursuits of avarice and ambition; yet are we almost sure 
of their good-will and good wishes, so long as we persevere 
in the paths of virtue, and employ ourselve, in the execution 
of generous plans and purposes. What other passion is 
there where we shall find so many advantages united; an 
agreeable sentiment, a pleasing consciousness, a good repu­
tation? But of these truths, we may observe, men are, of 
themselves, pretty much convinced; nor are they deficient 
in their duty to society, because they would not wish to be 
generous, friendly, and humane; but because they do not 
feel themselves such. 

232 Treating vice with the greatest candour, and making it all 
possible concessions, we must acknowledge that there is 
not, in any instance, the smallest pretext for giving it the 
preference above virtue, with a view of self-interest; except, 
perhaps, in the case of justice, where a man, taking things in 
a certain light, may often seem to be a loser by his integrity. 
And though it is allowed that, without a regard to property, 
no society could su.bsist; yet according to the imperfect 
way in which human affairs are conducted, a sensible knave, 
iu particular incidents, may think that an act of iniquity or 
infidelity will make a considerable addition to his fortune, 
without causing any considerable breach in the social union 
and confederacy. That /zqnesfy is the best policy, may be 
a good general ·rule, but is liable to many exceptions ; and 
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he, it may perhaps be thought, conducts himself with most 
wisdom, who observes the general rule, and takes advantage 
of all the exceptions. 

233 I must confess that, if a man think that this reasoning 
much requires an answer, it would be a little difficult 
to find any which will to him appear satisfactory and 
convincing. If his heart rebel not against such pernicious 
maxims, if he feel no reluctance to the thoughts of villainy 
or baseness, he has indeed lost a considerable mot ive to 
virtue; and we may expect that this practice will be answer­
able to his speculation. But in all ingenuous natures, the 
antipathy to treachery and roguery is too strong to be counter· 
balanced by a.ny views of profit or pecuniary advantage. 
I nward peace of mind, consciousness of integrity, a satis­
factory review of our own conduct; these a.re circumstances, 
very requisite to happiness, and will be cherished and 
cultivated by every honest man, who feels the importance 
of them. 

Such a one has, besides, the freq uent satisfaction of seeing 
knaves, with all their pretended cunning and abilities, 
betrayed by their own maxims; and while they purpose to 
cheat with moderation and secrecy, a tempting incident 
occurs, nature is frail, and they give into the snare; whence 
they can never extricate themselves, without a total loss of 
reputation, and the forfeiture of all future trust and con­
fidence with mankind. 

But were they ever so secret and successful, the honest 
man, if he has any tincture of philosophy, or even common 
obsen•:ition and reflection, wiU discover that they themselves 
are, in the end, the greatest dupes, and have sacrificed the 
invaluable enjoyment of a character, with themselves at least, 
for the acquisition of worthless toys and gewgaws. How 
little is requisite to supply the ne(estz'ties of nature ? And in 
a view to pleasure, what comparison between the unbought 
satisfaction of conversation, society, study, even health and 
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the common beauties of nature, but above all the peaceful 
reflection on one's own conduct; what comparison, I say, 
between these and the feverish, empty amusements of 
luxury and expense? These natural pleasures, indeed, are 
really without price; both because they are below all price 
in their attainment, and above it in their enjoyment. 



APPENDIX I. 

CONCERNING ~ORAL SENTIMENT. 

28' IP the foregoing hypothesis be received, it will now be 
easy for us to determine the question first started i, con­
cerning the general principles of morals; and though we 
postponed the decision of that question, lest it should then 
involve us in intricate speculations, which are unfit for moral 
discourses, we may resume it at present, and examine how 
far either reason or sentiment enters into all decisions of 
praise or censure. 

One principal foundation of moral praise being supposed 
to lie in the usefulness of any quality or action, it is 
evident that reason must enter for a considerable share in 
all decisions of this kind ; since nothing but that faculty can 
instruct us in tbe tendency of qualities and actions, and 
point out their beneficial consequences to society and to 
their possessor. In many cases this is an affair liable to 
great controversy : doubts may arise; opposite interests 
may occur i and a preference must be given to one side, 
from very n ice views, and a small overbalance of utility. 
This is particularly remarkable in questions with regard to 
justice; as is, indeed, natural to suppose, from that species 
of utility which attends this virtue '· Were every single 
instance of justice, like that of benevolence, useful to society; 
this would be a more simple state of the case, and seldom 

• Sect. L • See App. m 
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liable to great controversy. But as single instances of 
justice are often pernicious in their first and immediate ten­
dency, and as the advantage to society results only from the 
o bservance of the general rule, and from the concurrence 
and combination of several persons in the same equitable con­
duct; the case here becomes more intricate and involved. 
The various circumstances of society; the va.rious conse­
quences of any practice; the various interests which may 
be proposed; these, on many occasions, are doubtful, and 
subject to great discussion and inquiry. The object of 
municipal laws is to fix all the questions with regard to 
justice: the debates of civilians; the reflections of politi· 
cians; the precedents of history and public records, are all 
directed to the same purpose. And a very accurate reason 
or judgement is often requisite, to give the t rue deterrnina· 
t ion, amidst such intricate doubts arising from obscure or 
opposite utilities. 

2 85 But though reason, when fully assisted and improved, be 
sufficient to instruct us in the pernicious or useful tendency 
of qualities and actions ; it is not alone sufficient to produce 
any moral blame or approbation. Utility is only a tendency 
to a certain end; and were the end totally indifferent to us, 
we should feel the same indifference towards the means. 
It is requisite a sentiment should here display itself, in 
order to give a preference to the useful above the pernicious 
tendencies. This sentiment can be no other than a feeling 
for the happiness of mankind, and a resentment of their 
misery; since these are the different ends which virtue and 
vice have a tendency to promote. Here therefore reasqn 
instructs us in the several tendencies of actions, and 
humanity makes a distinction in favour of those which are 
useful and beneficial. 

288 This partition between the faculties of understanding and 
sentiment, in all moral decisions, seems clear from the 
preceding hypothesis. But I sball suppose tbat hypothesis 
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false: it will then be requisite to look out for some other 
theory that may be saris factory; and I dare venture to 
affirm that none such will ever be found, so long as we sup­
pose reason to be the sole source of morals. To prove this, 
it will be proper to weigh the five following considerations. 

I. It is easy for a false hypothesis to maintain some appear­
ance of truth, while it keeps wholly in generals, makes use 
of undefined terms, and employs comparisons, instead of 
instances. This is particularly remarkable in that philosophy, 
which ascribes the discernment of all moral distinctions to 
reason alone, without the concurrence of sentiment. It is 
impossible that, in any particular instance, this hypothesis 
can so much as be rendered intelligible, whatever specious 
figure it may make in general declamations and discourses. 
Examine tbe crime of ingratitude, for instance ; which has 
place, wherever we observe good-will, expressed and known, 
together with good-offices performed, on the one side, and 
a return of ill-will or indifference, with ill-offices or neglect 
on the other : anatomize all these circumstances, and 
examine, by your reason alone, in what consists the demerit 
or blame. You never will come to any issue or conclusion. 

287 Reason judges either of mafler of j(l(f or of relations. 
Enquire then,first, where is that matter of fact which we here 
call crime; point it out ; determine the time of its existence ; 
describe its essence or nature; explain the sense or faculty to 
which it discovers itself. It resides in the mind of the person 
who is ungrateful. He must, therefore, feel it, and be con­
scious of it But nothing is there, except the passion of ill-will 
or absolute indifference. You cannot say that these, of them­
selves, always, and in all circumstances, are crimes. No, 
they are only crimes when directed towards persons who have 
before expressed a.nd displayed good-will towards us. Conse­
quently, we may infer, that the crime of ingratitude is not 
any particular individual f{J(t; but arises from a. com­
plication of circumstances, which, being presented to the 
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spectator, excites the ienfiment of blame, by the particular 
structure and fabric of bis mind. 

2.88 This representation, you say, is false. Crime, indeed, 
consists not in a particular fact, of whose reality we are 
assured by reason; but it consists in certain moral relations, 
discovered by reason, in the same manner as we dis­
cover by reason the truths of geometry or algebra. 
But what are the relations, I ask, of which you here talk? 
In the case stated above, I see first good-will and good­
offices in one person ; then ill-will and ill-offices in the 
other. Between these, there is a relation of contrariety. 
Does the crime consist in that relation ? But suppose 
a person bore me ill-will or did me ill-offices ; and I, in 
return, were indifferent towards him, or did him good-offices. 
Here is the s:i.me relation of controritly; and yet my con­
duct is often highly laudable. Twist and turn this matter as 
much as you will, you can never rest the morality on relation; 
but must have recourse to the decisions of sentiment. 

When it is affirmed that two and three are equal to the 
half of ten, this relation of equality I understand perfectly. 
I conceive, that if ten be divided into two parts, of which 
one has as many units as the other; and if any of these 
parts be compared to t1ro added to three, it will contain as 
many units as that compound number. But when you draw 
thence a comparison to moral relations, I own that I am 
altogether at a loss to understand you. A moraJ action, 
a crime, such as ingratitude, is a complicated object. Does the 
morality consist in the relation of its parts to each other? 
How? After what manner? Specify the relation : be more 
particulu and explicit in your propositions, and you will 
ea.sily see their falsehood. 

289 No, say you, the morality consists in the relation of 
actions to the rule of right ; and they are denominated 
good or ill, according as they agree or disagree with it. 
Wb.a.t then is this rule of right? In what does it consist? How 
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is it determined ? By reason, you say, which examines the 
moral relations of actions. So that moral relations are 
d etermined by the comparison of action to a rule. And 
that rule is determined by considering the moral relations of 
objects. Is not this fine reasoning? 

All this is metaphysics, you cry. That is enough ; there 
needs nothing more to give a strong presumption of false· 
hood. Yes, reply I, here are metaphysics surely; but they 
are aU on your side, who advance an abstruse hypothesis, 
which can never be made intelligible, nor quadrate with any 
particular instance or illustration. The hypothesis which 
we embrace is plain. It maintains that morality is deter­
mined by sentiment. It defines virtue to be wltafe,•er 
mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleasing 
sentiment of approbation,· and vice the contrary. \Ve then 
proceed to examine a plain matter of fact, to wit, what 
actions have this influence. ·we consider all the circum­
stances in which these actions agree, and thence endeavour 
to extract some general observations with regard to these 
sentiments. If you call this metaphysics, and find anything 
abstruse here, you need only conclude that your turn of 
mind is not suited to the moral sciences. 

240 II. When a man, at any time, deliberates concerning 
his own conduct (as, whether he had better, in a particular 
emergence, assist a brother or a benefactor), he must con­
sider these separate relations, with all the circumstances and 
situations of the persons, in order to determine the 
superior duty and obligation; and in order to determine the 
proportion of lines in any triangle, it is necessary to examine 
the nature of that figure, and the relation which its several 
parts bear to each other. But notwithstanding this appear­
ing similarity in the two cases, there is, at bottom, an extreme 
difference between them. A speculative reasoner concerning 
triangles or circles considers the several known and given 
relations of the parts of these figures, and thence infers 

1.1 
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some unknown relation, which is dependent on the former. 
But in moral deliberations we must be acquainted before­
hand with all the objects, and all their relations to each 
other; and from a comparison of the whole, fix our choice 
or approbation. No new fact to be ascertained ; no new 
relation to be discovered. All the circumstances of the 
case are supposed to be laid before us, ere we can fix any 
sentence of blame or approbation. If any material circum­
stance be yet unknown or doubtful, we must first employ our 
inquiry or intellectual faculties to assure us of it ; and must 
suspend for a time all moral decision or sentiment. ,vhile 
we are ignorant whether a man were aggressor or not, how 
can we determine whether the person who killed him be 
criminal or innocent? But after every circumstance, every 
relation is known, the understanding has no further room to 
operate, nor any object on which it could employ itself. 
The approbation or blame which then ensues, cannot be 
the work of the judgement, but of the heart; and is not a 
speculative proposition or affirmation, but an active feeling or 
sentiment. In the disquisitions of the understanding, from 
known circumstances and relations, we infer some new and 
unknown. In moral decisions, all the circumstances and 
relations must be previously known ; and the mind, from 
the contemplation of the whole, feels some new impression 
of affection or disgust, esteem or contempt, approbation 
or blame. 

241 Hence the great difference between a mistake of fact 
and one of right; and hence the reason why the one jg 

commonly criminal and not the other. 'When Oedipus 
lr.illed Laius, he was ignorant of the relation, and from 
circumstances, innocent and involuntary, formed erroneous 
opinions concerning the action which he committed. 
But when Nero killed Agrippina, all the relations between 
himself and the person, and all the circumstances of the 
fact, were previously known to him; but the motive of 
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revenge, or fear, or interest, prevailed in his savage heart 
over the sentiments of duty and humanity. And when 
we express that detestation against him to which he him­
self, in a little time, became insensible, it is not that we 
see any relations, of which he was ignorant ; but that, 
for the rectitude of our disposition, we feel sentiments 
against which he was hardened from flattery and a long 
perseverance in the most enormous crimes. In these 
sentiments then, not in a discovery of relations of any 
kind, do all moral determinations consist. Before we can 
pretend to form any decision of this kind, everything must 
be known and ascertained on the side of the object or 
action. Nothing remains but to feel, on our part, some 
sentiment of blame or approbation; whence we pronounce 
the action criminal or virtuous. 

242 III. This doctrine will become still more evident, if 
we compare moral beauty with natural, to which in many 
particulars it bears so near a resemblance. It is on the 
proportion, relation, and position of parts, that all natural 
beauty depends; but it would be absurd thence to infer, 
that the perception of beauty, like that of truth in geo­
metrical problems, consists wholly in the perception of rela­
tions, and was performed entirely by the understanding or 
intellectual faculties. In all the sciences, our mind from 
the known relations investigates the unknown. But in 
all decisions of taste or external beauty, all the relations 
are beforehand obvious to the eye ; and we thence proceed 
to feel a sentiment of complacency or d isgust, according 
to the nature of the object, and disposition of our organs. 

Euclid has fully explained all the qualities of the 
circle; but bas not in any proposition said a word of 
its beauty. The reason is evident The beauty is not 
a quality of the circle. It lies not in any part of the line, 
whose parts are equally distant from a common centre. 
I t is only the effect which that figure produces upon the 

u :z 
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mind, whose peculiar fabric of structure renders it sus­
ceptible of such sentiments. In vain would you look for 
it in the circle, or seek it, either by your senses or by 
mathematical reasoning, in all the properties of that figure. 

Attend to Palladio and Perrault, while they explain 
all the parts and proportions of a pillar. They talk of the 
cornice, and frieze, and base, and entablature, and shaft 
and architrave ; and give the description and position 
of each of these members. But should you ask the de­
scription and position of its beauty, they would readily 
reply, that the beauty is not in any of the parts or members 
of a pillar, but results from the whole, when that com­
plicated figure is presented to an intelligent mind, suscep­
tible to those finer sensations. Till such a spectator 
appear, there is nothing but a figure of such particular 
dimensions and proportions : from his sentiments alone 
arise its elegance and beauty. 

Again ; attend to Cicero, while he paints the crimes 
of a Verres or a Catiline. You must acknowledge that 
the moral turpitude results, in the same manner, from 
the contemplation of the whole, when presented to a being 
whose organs have such a particular structure and formation. 
The orator may paint rage, insolence, barbarity on the one 
side; meekness, suffering, sorrow, innocence on the other. 
But if you feel no indignation or compassion arise in you 
from this complication of circumstances, you would in vain 
ask him, in what consists the crime or villainy, which he so 
vehemently exclaims against? At what time, or on what 
subject it first began to exist ? And what has a few months 
afterwards become of it, when every disposition and thought 
of all tbe actors is totally altered or a.nnihilated ? No 
satisfactory answer can be given to any of these questions, 
upon the abstract hypothesis of morals ; and we must 
at last acknowledge, that the crime or immorality is no 
particular fact or relation, which can be the object of th• 
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understanding, but arises entirely from the sentiment of 
disapprobation, which, by the structure of human nature, 
we unavoidably feel on the apprehension of barbarity or 
treachery. 

243 IV. Inanimate objects may bear to each other all the 
same relations which we observe in moral agents ; though 
the former can never be the object of love or hatred, nor 
are consequently susceptible of merit or iniquity. A young 
tree, which over-tops and destroys its parent, stands in all 
the same relations with Nero, when he murdered Agrippina; 
and if morality consisted merely in relations, would no 
doubt be equally criminal. 

244 V. It appears evident that the ultimate ends of human 
actions can never, in any case, be accounted for by reason, 
but recommend themselves entirely to the sentiments and 
affections of mankind, without any dependance on the 
intellectual faculties. Ask a man why he uses extrcise; 
he will answer, because lze desires to hep his health. If you 
then enquire, why lze desb-es lzealth, he will readily reply, 
because sickness is painful. If you push your enquiries 
farther, and desire a reason wlzy he hates pain, it is im­
possible he can ever give any. This is an ultimate end, 
and is never referred to any· other object. 

Perhaps to your second question, why he desires lzealtlz, 
he may also reply, that it is necessary for the exerdse of his 
calling. If you ask, why he is anxious on tlzat head, he 
will answer, btCause lze desires lo get money. If you demand 
Why f It is the instrument of pleasure, says he. And 
beyond this it is an absurdity to ask for a reason. It is 
impossiole there can be a progress in infinitum; and that 
one thing can always be a reason why another is desired. 
Something must be desirable oo its own account, and 
because of its immediate accord or agreement with human 
sentiment and affection. 

24.5 Now as virtue is an end, and is desirable on its own 
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account, without fee and reward, merely for the immediate 
satisfaction which it conveys ; it is requisite that there 
should be some sentiment which it touches, some internal 
taste or feeling, or whatever you may please to call it, which 
distinguishes moral good and evil, and which embraces the 
one and rejects the other. 

248 Thus the distinct boundaries and offices of reason and 
of taste are easily ascerta ined. T he former conveys the 
knowledge of truth and falsehood : the latter gives the 
sentiment of beauty and deformity, vice and virtue. The 
one d iscovers objects as they really stand in nature, with­
out addition or diminution : the other has a productive 
faculty, and gilding or staining all natural objects with 
the colours, borrowed from internal sentiment, raises in 
a manner a new creation. Reason being cool and dis· 
engaged, is no motive to action, and d irects only the impulse 
received from appetite or inclination, by showing us the 
means of attaining happiness or a voiding misery : T aste, 
as it gives pleasure or pain, and thereby constitutes happi­
ness or misery, becomes a motive to action, and is the 
first spring or impulse to desire and volition. From cir­
cumstances and relations, known or supposed, the former 
leads us to the discovery of the concealed and unknown : 
after all circumstances and relations are laid before us, 
the latter makes us feel from the whole a new sentiment 
of blame or approbation. T he standard of the one, being 
founded on the nature of things, is eternal and inflexible, 
even by the will of the Supreme Being: the standard 
of the other, arising from the eternal frame and con­
stitution of animals, is ultimately derived from that Supreme 
Will, which bestowed on each being its peculiar nature, 
and arranged the several classes and orders of existence. 



APPENDIX II. 

OF SELF-LOVE. 

247 THERE is a principle, supposed to prevail among many, 
which is utterly incompatible with all virtue or moral 
sentiment ; and as it can proceed from nothing but the 
most depraved disposition, so in its turn it tends still 
further to encourage that depravity. This principle is, 
that all benevolence is mere hypocrisy, friendship a cheat, 
public spirit a farce, fidelity a snare to procure trust and 
confidence; and that while all of us, at bottom, pursue 
only our private interest, we wear these fair disguises, in 
order to put others off their guard, and expose them the 
more to our wiles and machinations. 'What heart one 
:nust be possessed of who . possesses such principles, and 
who feels no internal sentiment that belies so pernicious 
a theory, it is easy to imagine : and also what degree 
of affection and benevolence he can bear to a species whom 
be represents under such odious colours, and supposes so 
little susceptible of gratitude or any return of affection. 
Or if we should not ascribe these principles wholly to 
a corrupted heart, we must at least account for them from 
the most careless and precipitate examination. Superficial 
reasoners, indeed, observing many false pretences among 
mankind, and feeling, perhaps, no very strong restraint in 
their own disposition, might draw a general and a hasty 
conclusion that all is equally corrupted, and that men, 
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different from all other animals, and indeed from all other 
species of existence, admit of no degrees of good or bad, 
but are, in every instance, the same creatures under 
different disguises and appearances. 

248 There is another principle, somewhat resembling the 
former; which bas been much insisted on by philosophers, 
and has been the foundation of many a system ; that, 
whatever affection one may feel, or imagine be feels 
for others, no passion is, or can be disinterested; that 
the most generous friendship, however sincere, is a modi­
fication of self-love; and that, even unknown to ourselves, 
we seek only our own gratification, while we appear the 
most deeply engaged in schemes for the liberty and 
happiness of mankind. By a turn of imagination, by 
a refinement of reflection, by an enthusiasm of passion, 
we seem to take part in the interests of others, and imagine 
ourselves divested of all selfish considerations : but, at 
bottom, the most generous patriot and most niggardly 
miser, the bravest hero and most abject coward, have, in 
every action, an equal regard to their own happiness and 
welfare. 

\Vhoever concludes from the seeming tendency of this 
opinion, that those, who make profession of it, cannot 
possibly feel the true sentiments of benevolence, or have 
any regard for genuine virtue, will often fi nd himself, in 
practice, very much mistaken. Probity and honour were 
no strangers to Epicurus and his sect. Atticus and Horace 
seem to have enjoyed from nature, and cultivated by 
reflection, as generous and friendly dispositions as any 
disciple of the auste.rer schools. And among the modern, 
H obbes and Locke, who maintained the selfish system of 
morals, lived irreproachable lives; though the former lay 
not under any resrralnt of religion which might supply the 
defects of bis philosophy. 

M.9 An epicurean or a Hobbist readily allows, that there is 
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such a thing as a friendship in the world, without hypocrisy 
or disguise; though be may attempt, by a philosophical 
chyrnistry, to resolve the elements of this passion, if I may so 
speak, into those of another, and explain every affection to 
be self-Jove, twisted and moulded, by a particular turn of 
imagination, into a variety of appearances. But as the same 
turn of imagination prevails not in every man, nor gives the 
same direction to the original passion ; this is sufficient even 
according to the selfish system to make the widest difference 
in human characters, and denominate one man virtuous and 
humane, another vicious and meanly interested. I esteem 
the man whose self-love, by whatever means, is so directed 
as to give him a concern for others, and render him service­
able to society: as I hate or despise him, who has no regard 
to any thing beyond his own gratifications and enjoyments. 
In vain would you suggest that these characters, though 
seemingly opposite, are at bottom the same, and that a very 
inconsiderable turn of thought forms the whole difference 
behveen them. Each character, notwithstanding these in­
considerable differences, appears to me, in practice, pretty 
durable and untransmutable. And I find not in this more 
than in other subjects, that the natural sentiments arising 
from the general appearances of things are easily destroyed 
by subtile reflections concerning the minute origin of these 
appearances. Does not the lively, cheerful colour of a 
countenance inspire me with complacency and pleasure; 
even though I learn from philosophy that all difference of 
complexion arises from the most minute differences of thick­
ness, in the most minute parts of the skin; by means of which 
a superficies is qualified to reflect one of the original colours 
of light, and absorb the others ? 

260 But though the question concerning the universal or partial 
selfishness of man be not so material as is usually imagined 
to morality and practice, it is certainly of consequence in the 
speculative science of human nature, and is a proper object 
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of curiosity and enquiry. It may not, therefore, be unsuit­
able, in this place, to bestow a few reflections upon it'. 

The most obvious objection to the selfish hypothesis is, 
that, as it is contrary to common feeling and our most unpre­
judiced notions, there is required the highest stretch of phi­
losophy to establish so extraordinary a paradox. T o the 
most careless observer there appear to be such dispositions 
as benevolence and generosity; such affections as love, friend­
ship, compassion, gratitude. These sentiments have their 
r.auses, effects, objects, and operations, marked by common 
language and observation, and plainly distinguished from 
those or the selfish passions. And as this is the obvious 
appearance of things, it must be admitted, till some hypo­
thesis be discovered, which by penetrating deeper into 
human nature, may prove the former affections to be nothing 
but modifications of the latter. All attempts of this kind 
have hitl1erto proved fruitless, and seem to have proceeded 
entirely from that love of simplicity which has been the 
source or much false reasoning in philosophy. I shall not 
here enter into any det:iil on the present subject. Many able 
philosopbers have shown the insufficiency of these systems. 
And I shall take for granted what, I believe, the smallest 
reflection will make evident to every impartial enquirer. 

261 But the nature of the subject furnishes the strongest 
presumption, that no better system will ever, for the future, 

1 Bencvol,nce naturally d lvl~ca Into two kinds, the general and the 
J<irlim lar. The fint i1, .vbcrc we have no friendship or connexion or 
es:eem for the pel'$oo, but feel on ly a general sympathy with him or 
a compudoo for his pains, aod a conii1atulatioo with bi, pica.sores. 
The orbu species or benevolence is fot111dcd on 8.0 opinion of virtue, on 
2rv!ccs done us, or on some particular coonc.xions. Both t.hcse SCDti· 
meets must be allowed real in human natare: bat whether they will 
ttsolve into some nice eo111idcration1 o{ self-love, is a qacsrion more 
curious than importan t. The fonncr 2ntimeot, to wit, that of general 
bene,•oleocc, or homaoity, or symp:ithy, we shall bave occasion fre­
quently to treat of In the course of thh enqoiry; and I usome it as real, 
from i eoere.J experience, without any other proof. 
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be invented, in order to account for t he origin of the bene­
volent from the selfish affections, and reduce all the various 
emotions of the human mind to a perfect simplicity. T he 
case is not the same in this species of philosophy as in physics. 
Many an hypothesis in natu re, contrary to first appearances, 
has been found, on more accurate scrutiny, solid and satis­
factory. I nstances of this kind are so frequent that a judi­
cious, as well as witty philosopher 1, has ventured to affirm, 
if there be more than one way in which any phenomenon 
may be produced, tha t there is general presumption for its 
arising from the causes which are the least obvious and 
familiar. But the presumption always lies on the other side, 
in all enquiries concerning the origin of our pa.ssions, and 
of the internal operations of the human mind. The simplest 
and most obvious cause which can there be assigned for 
any phenomenon, is probably the true one. When a pbilo. 
sopher, in the explication of his system, is obliged to have 
recourse to some very intricate and refined reflections, and 
to suppose them essential to the production of any passion or 
emotion, we have reason to be extremely on our guard against 
so fallacious an hypothesis. The affections :ire not susceptible 
of any impression from the refinements of reason or imagina­
tion ; and it is always found that a vigorous exertion of the 
lat ter faculties, necessarily, from the narrow capaciiy of 
the human mind, destroys all activity in the former. Our 
predominant motive or intention is, indeed, frequently con­
cealed from ourselves when it is mingled and confounded 
with other motives wh ich the mind, from vani ty or self. 
conceit, is desirous of supposing more prevalent : but there is 
no instance that a concealment of th is nature has ever arisen 
from the abstruseness and intricacy of the motive. A man 
that bas lost a friend and patron may flat ter himself that 
all bis grief arises from generous sentiments, without any 
mixture of narrow or interested considerations : but a man that 

• Mona. Foo1cncllc. 
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grieves for a valuable friend, who needed his patronage and 
protection ; how can we suppose, that his passionate tender­
ness arises from some metaphysical regards to a self-interest, 
whkh has no foundation or reality? \Ve may as well imagine 
that minute wheels and springs, like those of a watch, give 
motion to a loaded waggon, as account for the origin of 
passion from such abstruse reflections. 

252 Animals are found susceptible of kindness, both to their 
own species and to ours ; nor is there, in this case, the 
least suspicion of disguise or artifice. Shall we account 
for all their sentiments, too, from refined deductions of self­
interest? Or if we admit a disinterested benevolence in the 
inferior species, by what rule of analogy can we refuse it in 
lhe superior ? 

Love between the sexes begets a complacency and 
good-will, very distinct from the gratification of an appetite. 
Tenderness to their offspring, in all sensible beings, is com­
monly able alone to counter-balance the strongest motives of 
self-love, and has no manner of dependance on that affection. 
What interest can a fond mother have in view, who loses 
her health by assiduous attendance on her sick child, and 
afterwards languishes and dies of grief, when freed, by its 
death, from the slavery of that attendance? 

Is gratitude no affection of the human breast, or is that 
a word merely, without any meaning or reality? Have we 
no satisfaction in one man's company above another's, and 
no desire of the welfare of our friend, even though absence 
or death should prevent us from all participation in it? Or 
what is it commonly, that gives us any participation in it, even 
while alive and present, but our affection and regard to him ? 

These and a thousand other instances are marks of a 
general benevolence in human nature, where no real interest 
binds us to the object. And how an imaginary interest 
known and avowed for such, can be the origin of any passion 
or emotion, seems difficult to explain. No satisfactory 
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hypothesis of this kind has yet been cliscovered; nor is 
there the smallest probability that the future industry of 
men will ever be attended with more favourable success. 

26S But farther, if we consider rightly of the matter, we shall 
fi nd that the hypothesis which allows of a disinterested bene­
volence, distinct from self-love, has really more s-implidly in 
it, and is more conformable to the analogy of nature than 
that which pretends to resolve all friendship and humanity 
into this latter principle. There are bodily wants or appetites 
acknowledged by every one, which necessarily precede all 
sensual enjoyment., and carry us directly to seek possession 
of the object. Thus, hunger and thirst have eating and 
drinking for their end; and from the gratification of t hese 
primary appetites arises a pleasure, which may become the 
object of another species of desire or inclination that is 
secondary and interested. I n the same manner there are 
mental passions by which we are impelled immediately to seek 
particular objects, such as fame or power, or vengeance with­
out any regard to interest; and when these objects are attained 
a pleasing enjoyment ensues, as the consequence of our in­
dulged affections. Nature must, by the internal frame and 
constitution of the mind, give an original propensity to 
fame, ere we can reap any pleasure from that acquisition, or 
pursue it from motives of self-love, and desire of happiness. 
If I have no vanity, I take no delight in praise: if I be 
void of ambition, power gives me no enjoyment: if I be not 
angry, the punishment of an adversary is totally indifferent 
to me. I n all these cases there is a passion which points 
immediately to the object, and constitutes it our good or 
happiness; as there are other secondary passions which 
a fte!'W1lrds arise and pursue it as a part of our happiness, 
when once it is constituted such by our original affections. 
Were there no appetite of any kind antecedent to 
self-love, that propensity could scarcely ever exert itself ; 
because we should, in that case, have felt few and slender 
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pains or pleasures, and have little misery or happiness to 
avoid or to pursue. 

254 Now where is the difficulty in conceiving, that this may 
likewise be the case with benevolence and friendship, and 
that, from the original frame of our temper, we may feel 
a desire of another's happiness or good, which, by means of 
that affection, becomes our own good, and is afterwards 
pursued, from the combined motives of benevolence and 
self-enjoyments? \Vho sees not that vengeance, from the 
force alone of passion, may be so eagerly pursued, as to 
make us knowingly neglect every consideration of ease, 
interest, or safety ; and, like some vindictive animals, infuse 
our very souls in to the wounds we give an enemy 1 

; and 
what a malignant philosophy must it be, that will not allow 
to humanity and friendship the same privileges which are 
undisputably granted to the darker passions of enmity and 
resentment; such a philosophy is more like a satyr than 
a true delineation or description of human nature; and may 
be a good foundation for paradoxical wit and raillery, but is 
a very bad one for any serious argument or reasonin:;. 

1 Ani.muqne in vulnere ponuot. VIRO. Dnm alteri noceat, sui 
~gli~no, says Seneca of Anger. De lra, l. i. 
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SOME FARTHER CONSIDERATIONS WITH REGARD 

TO JUSTICE. 

21515 THE intention of this Appendix is to give some more 
particular explicat ion of the oribin and nature of Justice, 
and to mark some differences between it and the other 
virtues. 

The social virtues of humanity and benevolence exen 
their influence immediately by a direct tendency or instinct, 
which chiefly keeps in view the simple object, moving the 
affections, and comprehends not any scheme or system, nor 
the consequences resulting from the concurrence, imitation, 
or example of others. A parent flies to the relief of his 
child; transported by that natural sympathy which actuates 
him, and which affords no leisure to reflect on the senti· 
ments or conduct of the rest of mankind in like circum­
stances. A generous man cheerfully embraces an oppor­
tunity of serving his friend; because he then feels himself 
under the dominion of the beneficent affections, nor is he 
concerned whether any other person in the universe were 
ever before actuated by such noble motives, or will ever 
afterwards prove their influence. In all these cases the 
social passions have in view a single individual object, and 
pursue the safety or happiness alone of the person loved 
and esteemed. With this they are satisfied : in this they 
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acquiesce. And as the good, resulting from their benign 
influence, is in itself complete and entire, it also excites the 
moral sentiment of approbation, without any reflection on 
farther consequences, and· wi1hout any more enlarged views 
of the concurrence or imitation of the other members of 
society. On the contrary, were the generous friend or 
disinterested patriot to stand alone in the practice of 
beneficence, this would rather inhance his v:i.lue in our eyes, 
and join the praise of rarity and novelty to his other more 
exalted merits. 

2 156 Tbe case is not the same 'll"ith the social virtues of justice 
and fidelity. T hey are highly useful, or indeed absolutely 
necessary to the well-being of mankind: but the benefit 
resulting from them is not the consequence of every 
individual single act ; but arises from the whole scheme or 
system concurred in by the whole, or the greater part of 
the society. General peace and order are the attendants 
of justice or a general abstinence from the possessions of 
others; but a parcicular regard to the particular right of one 
individual citizen may frequently, considered in itself, be 
productive of pernicious consequences. The resul t of the 
individual acts is here, in many instances, directly opposite 
to that of the whole system of actions ; and the former may 
be extremely hurtful, while the latter is, to the highest 
degree, advantageous. Riches, inherited from a parent, are, 
in a bad man's hand, the instrument of mischief. The right 
of succession may, in one instance, be hurtful. I ts benefit 
arises only from the ob!ervance of the general rule; and it is 
sufficient, if compensation be thereby made for all the ills 
and inconveniences which flow from particul:lr characters 
and situations. 

Cyrus, young and unexperienced, considered only the 
individual case before him, and reflected oo a limited fitness 
and convenience, when he assigned the Jong coat to the tall 
boy, and the short coat to the other of smaller size. His 
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governor instructed him better, while be pointed out more 
enlarged views and consequences, and informed his pupil 
of the general, inflexible rules, necessary to support general 
peace and order in society. 

The happiness and prosperity of mankind, arising from 
the social virtue of benevolence and its subdivisions, may 
be compared to a wall, built by many hands, which still 
rises by each stone that is heaped upon it, and receives 
increase proportional to the diligence and care of each 
workman. The same happiness, raised by the social 
virtue of justice and its subdivisions, may be compared to 
the building of a vault, where each individual stone would, 
of itself, fall to the ground ; nor is the whole fabric 
supported but by the mutual assistance and combination of 
its corresponding parts. 

All the laws of nature, which regulate property, as well as 
all civil laws, are general, and regard alone some essential 
circumstances of the case, without taking into consideration 
the characters, situations, and connexions of the person 
concerned, or any particular consequences which may result 
from the determination of these laws in any particular 
case which offers. They deprive, without scruple, a bene­
ficent man of all his possessions, if acquired by mistake, 
without a good title ; in order to bestow them on a selfish 
miser, who has already heaped up immense stores of 
superfluous riches. Public utility requires that property 
should be regulated by general inflexible rules; and though 
such rules are adopted as best serve the same end of public 
utility, it is impossible for them to prevent all particular 
hardships, or make beneficial consequences resu lt from 
every individual case. It is sufficient, if the whole plan 
or scheme be necessary to the support of ci vii society, 
and if the balance of good, in the main, do thereby pre­
ponderate much above that of evil Even the general 
laws of the univerae, though planned by infulite wisdom, 

X 
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cannot exclude all evil or inconvenience in e\·ery particular 
operation. 

lUl7 It has been asserted by some, that justice arises from 
Human Conventions,and proceeds from the voluntary choice, 
consent, or combination of mankind. If by co11venlion be 
here meant a promise (which is the most usual sense of the 
word) nothing can be more absurd than this position. The 
observance of promise.sis itself one of the most considerable 
parts of justice, and we arc not surely bound to keep our 
word because we have given our word to keep it. But if by 
convention be meant a sense of common interest; which 
sen.se each man feels in his own breast, which he remarks in 
his fellows, and which carries him, in concurrence with 
others, into a general plan or system of actions, which tends 
to public utility ; it must be owned, that, io this sense, 
justice arises from human conventions. For if it be allowed 
( what is, indeed, evident) that the particular consequences 
of a particular act of justice may be hurtful to the public 
as well as to individuals ; it foJlows that every man, in em· 
bracing that virtue, must have an eye to the whole plan or 
system, and must expect the concurrence of his fellows in 
the same conduct and behaviour. Did all his views termi­
nate in the consequences of each act of his own, his 
benevolence and humanity, as well as his self-love, might 
often prescribe to him measures of conduct very di fferent 
from those which are agreeable to the strict rules of right 
and justice. 

Thus, two men pull the oars of a boat by common 
convention for common interest, 'fithout any promise or 
contract : thus gold and silver are made the measures of 
exchange; thus speech and words and language are fixed 
by human convention and agTeement. Whatever is advan­
tageous to two or more persons, if all perform their part; 
but what loses all advantage if only one perform, can arise 
from no other principle. There would otherwise be no 



App. 111,J THE PIUNCIPLES OP MORALS. 

motive for any one of them to enter into that scheme of 
conduct'. 

258 The word natural is commonly taken in so many senses 
and is of so loose a signification, that it seems vain to 
dispute whether justice be natural or not. If self-love, 
if benevolence be natural to man; if reason and forethought 
be also natural ; then may the same epithet be applied to 
justice, order, fidelity, property, society. Men's inclination, 
their necessities, lead them to combine ; their understanding 
and experience tell them that this combination is impossible 
where each governs himself by no rule, and pays no regard 
to the possessions of others : and from these passions and 
reflections conjoined, as soon as we observe like passions 
and reflections in others, the sentiment of justice, through­
out all ages, has infallibly and certainly had place to some 
degree or other in every individual of the human species. In 
so sagacious an animal, what necessarily arises from the 
exertion of his intellectual faculties may justly be esteemed 
natural 9• 

1 Tbis tbcory concerning the origin of property, and consequently of 
justice, is, io tbe main, the &a.me with tbat hinted at Wld adopted by 
Grotius. • Hine discimus, qua.e fucrit causa, ob qaam & primaeva 
commnnione renim primo mobilium, dcinde et immobilinm disce5Sllm 
est: r.imi= quod cum non contenti homines vcsci sponte ca tis, anua 
babitarc, corporc aut uudo agerc, aut cortidbus uborum fcrarumvc 
pellibus vestito, vitae genus e.quisitius delegissent, industrio. opus fuit, 
quam singuli rebus singulis adhibereot: Quo minta autem fructus in 
commune conferrcniur, primum obstitit locorum, In qv.ae homine1 
disccsscrunt, distaati a, dcindc justitlae et amoris dcfec1us, per quem 
fiebat, tit nee in laborc, nee in consumtiooc fructuum, qa,e debebat, 
aequalltas servaretur. Simul di,cimus, quomodo res in proprieta.!em 
iverint; non animi &eta solo, neqne enim scire alii poteran t, qaid aJii 
saum csse vellent, ut co abstinerent, et idem velle plurcs pot<r&nt; aed 
pacto quod&m nut cxpresso, ut per divisionem, &ut tacito, ut per occupa­
tionem.' IJ, jur, 6dli # paru. Lib. iJ. cap. 2. § 2. art. 4 and 5. 

1 Natural may be opposed, eithe r to what is unusual. mir~ultnu, or 
artificial. In tbc two former .enses, justice and property 11re undo11bt• 
edly natural. But as they auppose reason, forethought, design, and 
a aoci&I Wlion and confederacy among men, perbapt that epithet cannot 

l( : 
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:169 Among all civiliz.ed nations it has been the constant 
endeavour to remove everything arbitrary and partial from 
the decision of property, and to fix the sentence of judges 
by such general views and considerations as may be equal to 
every member of society. For besides, that nothing could 
be more dangerous than to accustom the bench, even in the 
smallest instance, to regard private friendship or enmity; 
it is certain, that men, where they imagine that there was 
no other reason for the preference of their adversary but 
personal favour, are apt to entertain the stro:igest ill-will 
against the magistrates and judges. \\'hen natur.u rea.son, 
therefore, points out no fixed view of public utility by which 
a controversy of property can be decided, positive laws are 
often framed to supply it.s place, and direct the procedure 
of all courts of judicature. ,vhere these too fail, as often 
happens, precedents are called for; and a former decision, 
though given itself without any sufficient reason, justly 
becomes a sufficient reason for a new decision. If direct 
laws and precedents be wanting, imperfect and indirect ones 
are brought in aid ; and the controverted case is ranged 
under them by analogical reasonings and comparisons, and 
similitudes, and correspondencies, which are often more 
fanciful than real. In general, it mo.y safely be affirmed 
that jurisprudence is, in this respect, different from all the: 
sciences; and that in many of its nicer questions, there 
cannot properly be said to be truth or falsehood on either 
side. I f one pleader bring the case under any former law 
or precedent, by a refined analogy or comparison ; the 
opposite pleader is not at a loss to find an opposite analogy 
or comparison : and the preference given by the judge is 

strictly, ii) the lut sense, be applied to them. Had men lived without 
society, propcny bad never been known, .ad ceitber justice oor injustice 
had ever e:ristcd. But society among b.uman crcatu, .. had been impos· 
lible w\thout rouoo and fore thoaght. fofcrioi acimah, th•t unite, are 
guided by instinct, wb.lch sapplieli the place of reason. B11t 1.ll these 
cilsputoi a.re mc,ely verbal. 
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often founded more on taste and imagination than on any 
solid argument. Public utility is the general object of all 
courts of judicature ; and this utility too requires a stable 
rule in all controversies : but where several rules, nearly 
equal and indifferent, present themselves, it is a very slight 
turn of thought which fixes the decision in favour of either 
party'. 

1 That the.re be a ~epa rat!on or distinction of possessions, a nd that tbiJ 
1epara1ion be study and constnt ; this is absolutely required by the 
iotere,ts of society, and hence tbe or igin of just ice and property. What 
poueuions are assigned to particula r persons ; this is, generally spealc· 
loll", pretty lodifiereot ; a od is often determined by very frivolous , i ews 
Llld considert tlons, We shall mention a few particulars. 

Were a society Conned among several independe nt memben , the most 
obvious rule, wbicb could be agreed on, would be to annex property to 
/ rt11nt posau sion, and lea'<"e e\'ery one a right to wbat he at p~I 
enjoys. The relation of possession, which w:es p lace between the 
p erson and the object, nnturally draws on the re!Ation of property. 

For a like reason, oc~upation or first possession bccom~ the foW1da· 
tloo of property . 

Where a man bestows la bour and industry upon any objec1, which 
before belonged to no body; as ill cutting down and shaping a uee, in 
cultivating a field, &c., the altenuions, which be produces, causes 
a relation bet\feen him a nd the object, and naturally engages 11$ lo an:ies 
it to him by th e new rela tion of property. Thu c:use here concurs with 
the public uti lity, which consists in the enco1>ragemcnt given !o indn,try 
and labour. 

Perhaps too, pri1·a1c homanity towards tl:c poss~ssor ~oncun, ill this 
insta nce, with the other motiTcs, u,d engages us to leave with him ""hat 
be bu acquired by bis swu t and labour; and what be bas flattered 
hi mself in the consant enjoyment o( For though priute humanity 
can, by no mca.ns, be the origin of justice ; suice the latter -rirtue 
to oftw contradicts the former; yet when the role of separate t.nd 
coura~t possession is once formed by the indispensable necessities 
of society, privAte humanity, and an a '<"emon to the doing a hardship 
to another, may, in a particular instance, ~,·e rise t o & particular ?Ule 
of property. 

I am much inclined lo think, that the right of six:oessioo or inherit · 
ancc much depeod1 OD those co11Deatio11s of the imagint.tlon, and that 
t he rdatlon to a former proprietor b, getting a relation to the object, 
b the cauge why the property Is tniafcrrcd to a man a.fter the death 
of his ldn1mao. It h t rue ; industry is mon: encoun.red by the 
rransferenec of possession to children or near rdations : but this con· 
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260 \Ve may just observe, before we conclude this subject, 
that after the laws of justice arc fixed by views o( general 
utility, the injury, the hardship, the harm, which result to 
any individual from a violation of them, enter very much 
into consideration, and are a great source of that universal 
blame which attends every wrong or iniquity. By the laws 
of society, this coat, this horse is mine, and ought to remain 
perpetually in my possession : I reckon on the secure 
enjoyment of it: by depriving me of it, you disappoint my 
expectations, and doubly displease me, and offend e\·ery 
bystander. It is a public wrong, so far as the rules of equity 
are violated : it is a private harm, so far as an individual is 
injured. And though the second consideration could have 

1id~at!on will only have place io a eulth·atod &ecie:y; wberco.s the 
right of succession is regarded e~eo omong the greatest &rbarians. 

Acqnisition of p roperty by arussion c:an be expl,.Joed oo way but by 
having recourse to the relations and connexions of the imaginatio~. 

The property of ri,'Crs, by t he laws of most nations, e.nd by the 
natural tcru of ocr thoughts, is attributed to the proprietors of their 
baolcs, excepting such vu1 rivers as the Rhine or tbe Danube, which 
seem 100 Jaree to follow as an accession to tbe propertr of the neleb· 
bourlng fields. Yet even these riven o.rc cocsidercd as the property of 
tbot nation, through wbo;c dominions t hey run ; tbe idea of o. n"lion 
being of a suitable bulk to correspond witb tbem, and bear tbem sucb 
a relation in the fancy. 

The accessioos, wbicb are made to b nd, bordcrini;: upon rivers , 
follow the land, say the civilioos, provided it be made by whot they 
call al/uvion, thot is, insensibly and imperceptibly ; which are cacum· 
stances, that assist the imagination in tbe conjunct ion. · 

Where there is any considerable ponion toro at once from one bank 
and added to another, it becomes not his propcny, wbose land ft falls 
on, till it w,ite with tbc laod, o.nd till the trees and plants ho\'e sprc•d 
their roots into both. Before that, the thought does not sufficiently join 
them. 

ID short, we must ever distinguish between the necessity of a scptr:i· 
tion a.od consuncy in men·s possession, aod the rules, which as,ign 
puticular objects to particular persons. 1'bc firs t neccasity is obvioos, 
JltTong, And invindble: the l>tter may depend on a public utility more 
Jie'bt and fri•olona, on the sentiment of printe humanity and "''ersioo 
to private ba.rdship, on positive laws, on prcccdenu, analogies, and very 
fine co1111cxion., aod nun, of tbe imagination. 
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no place, were not the former previously established : for 
otherwise the distinction of mine and thine would be 
unknown in society : yet there is no question but the regard 
to general good is much enforced by the respect to particular. 
What injures the community, without hurting any individual, 
is often more lightly thought of. But where the greatest 
public wrong is also conjoined with a considerable private 
one, no wonder the highest disapprobation attends so 
iniquitous a behaviour. 



David Hume 

That Politics May Be Reduced to a Science 
Of The First Principles of Government 

Of The Origin of Government 

David Hume, The Philosophical Works of 
David Hume. Including all the Essays, and 
exhibiting the more important Alterations 
and Corrections in the successive Editions 
by the Author. Four Volumes. Vol. 3 
Edinburgh: Adam Black and William 
Tait, 1826 



14. ESSAY JU. ' 

ESSAY III. 

THAT P OLITICS M A Y BE R E D UCED TO A SCIENCE, 

I T is a q uestion with several, whether ther e be any 
essen t ial differenc e between one fonn o f government 
and another ? and, whether ever y form m ay not be­
come good or bad, according as it is well or i ll admi­
nister ed?• W er e it once admitted, tha t all govern­
m e nts are alike, and that the o nly difference consists in 
the character and cond uct of the governors, most poli­
tical disputes would b e a t an e nd, and all Zeal for one 
constitution above another m ust be esteemed m ere bi­
gotry and folly. But, t h ough a frieud to moderation, 
I cannot forbear condemning this sentiment, a nd sh ou ld 
be sorry to think, that human affairs a d mit of n o g r eat ­
er stability, than what they r eceive from the casual 
humours and characters of particular m en . . 

It is true , those who maintain that the g oodness of 
all government consists in the goodness o f th e admi­
nistration, may cite many partic ular instances iu histo­
ry, where the very same government, in differ ent hands, 
has varied S\lddenly into the two opposite ex trem es of 
good and bad. Compare ~e French governmen t u n -

• F or f".onna of go't'ernmeD.t. let fool.a ,con~ 
Wb&te' er is best a.dminiatered !1 belt. 

E<Muv o-,, M.u,, Book 3. 
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·der H enry Ill. and under Henry IV. Opp ressio n , le­
vity, artifice on the par t of the rulers; faction , sedit ion , 
treacher y , r ebellion , d isloyalty on th e p art of the sub­
j ects : These compose the character of the former m i­
serab le era. B u t w hen the patr iot and h ero ic p rince, 
wh o succeeded , wa s onc e firmly seated on the throne, 
the g o vernment, the peop le, e v~ t hing, seem ed to be 
t o tally c hanged ; and all from the differen c e o f the 
tempe r an d conduc t of these two sovet'eigns. 4 Instan­
ces of t h is k ind may be multiplied, almost without num­
ber , fro m ancien t as w ell as modern h istory, fo reign 
a s well as domestic. · 

But her e it may be proper to make a distinct ion. 
All ab sol u te gove rnmen ts m ust very much depend on 
the administrution; a n d this is one o f the great incon­
ven ien ces attending that form o f government. But a 
republican and free government ·wo uld be an obvious 
abs urdity , if the par ticu lar c hecks a n d controls, provid­
ed by the cons titution, had really no influ ence, and made 
it not t he interest, e ven of bad m en, to act for th e pub­
lic good. Such is t h e int en t ion o f t hese forms of go­
ve rnment, a n d s uc h is t heir r eal e ffect, where they are 
wisely constituted : A s, o n the o ther hand, they are the 
source o f all diso rder , and o f the b lBCkest crimes, wher e 
either sk ill o r honesty has been wanting in t hei r o ri­
ginal frame and institu tion . 

So g reat is the fo rce o f laws, and of particular forms 
of g overnmen t, and &0 little d ep endence have they o n 
the humours and tempe rs of mea, that consequences 
alm ost as general and certain m ay som e times be deduo-

4 A n equal durercmce o{ • contrary k.iud may be found In comparing 
the reigns of E J~ak, h and Jom~,, at le•,t , vith re_gard w foreign .aC­
fai.n.-EDr1T10Ks A, C, D , N. 
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otl from them, as any which the mathematical sciences 
afford us. 

The constitution of the R oman r epublic gave the 
whole legislati,•e power to the people, without a.llQwin g 
a n egative voice either to th e nobility or cons u ls. This 
unbounded power t hey possessed in a collective, not in 
a representative bod,Y, '.(:he consequ ences we re: When 
the p eople, by s uccess and conquest, }ind becom e,,ve·ry 
numerous, and h ad spread themselves to a great dis­
tn.nce from the capital, the ci ty tribes, though t h e most 
contemptible, curried almost every vote : T hey were, 
therefore, most cajoled by every one that affected po­
pularity: T hey were sup ported in idleness by the 
general d istribution of corn, and by particular bribes, 
which they r eceived from almost· every candidate : By 
lhis means, th ey became every day mor e licentious, and 
the Campus .M ar tius was a perpetual scene of tumult 
and sedition : Armed slaves wer e introduced !lmon g 
these r ascally citizens, so that the whole g overnment 
fell into anarchy ; a n d the g r entest hnppiness which the 
Romans could look for, was the d espotic p ower of the 
Cresars. Such_ are the effects of d emocracy without a 
1·epresentati,·e. . 

A Nobility mny possess the whol e, or any part of 
the legisl a ti,·e powe r of n s tate, in two differen t ways. 
Either every nobleman shares the p ower as a part of 

· t he whole bo<ly, or the whole body enjoys the power 
ns composed of p nr ts, which have each a -distinct power 
and autlio rity .. T he Ven etian aristocracy is an instance 
of the first kind of government; the P olish, of the 
second. ln the Vt:netian government the whole body 
of n obility possesses the whole p ower, and 11 0 noble­
man h as any authority which h e receives not from the 
whole. I n the P olish goyernmcnt every nobleman, by 

I 
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m eans of his fi efs, has ·a distinct hereditary nuthority 
over his vassals, and the whole body has no a.uthor ity 
but what it receives from the concurrence of it.s parts. 
The different operations and tendencies of these two 
species of go,•ernment might be made apparent even a 
pt·ivri. A Venetian nobility is prefer able to a. Polish, 
let the humours and education of men be ever so m uch 
varied. A nobility, who possess their power in com­
mon, will preserve peace and order, both among them­
eelves, and t h eir subj ects; and no member can have au­
thority enough to control the laws for a moment. The 
nobles will preserve their authority over the people, but 
without any grievous tyranny, or any b reach of private 
property; because such a tyrannical government pro­
motes not the interests o f the whole body, however it 
may that of son1e individuals. There will be a distinc­
tion of rank between the nobility and people, but this 
will be the o nly distinction in the state. T he whole 
nobility will form one body, and the whole people an­
othe1·, without any of those private feuds and animosi­
ties, which spread ruin and desolation every where. It 
is easy to see the disadvantages of a P olish nobility in 
every on e of these particulars. 

It is possible so to constitute a free government, as 
that a single person, call him a doge, prince, or king, 
shall possess a large share of power, and shall form a 
proper balance or counterpoise to the other parts of the 
legislature. This chief magistrate may be either ·elec­
tive or keredita-ry; and though the former institution 
may, to a superficial view, appear the most advantage­
ous; yet a more accurate inspection will discover in it 
greater inconven iences the.ti in the latter, and such as 
are founded on causes and principles eternal and im­
mutable. The filling of the throne, in s uch a gove rn:.. 

VO.L. II I. B 
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ment, is a point of too great and too general interest, 
not to divide the ~·hole people into factions~ Whence 
a civil war, the greatest of ills, may be apprehended, 
almost with certainty, upon every vacancy. The prince 
elected must be either a Foreigner or a Native : The 
form er will be ignorant of the people whom he is to 
go\-ern ; suspicious of his new subjects, and suspected 
by them; giving his confidence entirely to strangers, 
who will have no other care but of enriching themselves 
in the quickest manner, while their master's favour and 
authority are able to support them. A native will carry 
into the throne all his private animosities and friend­
ships, and will n ever be viewed in his elevation without 
exciting the' sent imen t of envy in those who formerly 
conside7e-d h im as their equal. Not to mention that a 
crown is too high a reward ever to be given to m erit 
alone, and will always induce the candicl&tes to employ 
force, or money, or intrigue, to procure the votes of the 
electors: So that such an election will give no better 
chance for supei-ior merit in the prince, than if the state 
h ad trusted to birth alone for d etermining the sovereign. 

It may. therefore, be pronounced as an universal ax.­
iom in politics, That an hereditary pri1ice, a nobility 
w ithout vassals, and a people voting by tlieir representa­
t ives, form the best MO NARCH Y, ARISTOO!U.CY and DEMO­

CRACY. But in order to prove more fully, that politics 
admit of general tn1ths, which are invariable by the 
humour or education either of subject ar sovereign, it 
may not be amiss to observe some other princip les of 
this science, which may seem to deserve that character. 

I t may easily b e observed, that though free govern- ! 

m ents have been commonly the most happy for those l 
who par take of their free dom ; yet a re they the most l 
rwnous nn.d oppressive to their provinces: And thiS, o~ 

j 
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servation may, I b elie ve, be fixed as a maxim of the k ind 
w e are here speaking of. When a monarch extends his 
dominion s by conquest, he soon learns to consider his 
old ond h is new subjects as on the same footing; be• 
cause, in reality, all his subjects are to h im the same, 
except the few friends and favourites with whom he is 
personally acquainted. H e does not, therefore, make 
any distinction between them in his general laws; and, 
at the s11me time, is careful to prevent all particular acts 
of oppression on the one as well as the other. But a 
free state necessar ily makes a great distinction, and 
must i1lways d o so, till men learn to love their neigh• 
hours as well as themselves. The conquerors, in such 
a governm ent, ar e all legislators, and will be ·su re to 
contrive mntters, by restrictions on trade, and by taxes, 
so ns to drnw some private, as well as public advantage 
from their conquests. Provincial governors have also 
a bette r chan ce, in a republic, to escape with their 
plunder, b y m ean s of bribery or intrigue; and their 
fellow-citizens, who fin<l their own state to be enrich:. 
ed by the spoils of the subject provinces, will be the 
more inclined to tolerate such abuses. Not to men­
tion, that it is a necessary precaution in a free stat e to 
change t h e governors freq ueutly; which obliges these 
t emporary tyrants to be more expeditious and rapa­
cious, that they may accumulate sufficient wealth be­
fore they give place to their successor s. What cruel 
tyrants were the Romans over the world during the 
time of their commonweolth I I t is t r ue, they had 
laws to prevent oppression in their provincial m agis­
trates; but Cicero informs us, that the Romans could 
not better consult the interests of the provinces tl:ian 
by repealing th ese very lows . For , in that case, says 
he, o ur magistrates, having enti1·e impunity, woula 

.1:1 2 
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plunder no m ore t han would satisfy their own rap a ­
ciousness; whereas, at present, they m ust also satisfy 
that of their j udges, and of all the great men in Rome, 
of whose p rotection they stand in need. Who. can 
read of the cr uelties and oppressions of Verres without 
horror and astonishment? And who i s n ot touch ed 
with indignation to hear, that, afteT C icero h ad ex­
h austed on that abandon e d criminal all the thunders 
of his eloquence, and had prevailed so far os to get 
him condemned to the utmost extent of the laws, yet 
that cruel tyrant lived peaceably to o ld age, in .opu­
lence and ease, and, t h irty y ears a fterwards, '-"'ns put 
into the proscription b y Mark Antony, on account of 
his e x orbitant wealth, where he fell with Cicero him­
self, and all the most v irtuous m en of R ome? Afte r 
the dissolution of the commonw ealth, the R oman yoke 
became easier upon the provinces, as Tacitus info rms 
us; • and it may be observed, t ha t many of the worst 
emperors, D omitian, • for in stance, were careful to pre­
vent all oppression on the provinces. I n Tibe rius's• 
time, . Gaul was esteemed ric h e r than I taly itself : Nor 
do I find, during the wh ole t.ime of the R o man monar­
chy, that the em pire became less rich or populo us in 
any of its provinces; though indeed its valour and mi­
litary discipline w e1·e always upon the d ecline . The 
oppression and t y ranny of the C arthaginians over their 
subject states in Africa went so for, as w e learn from 
P olybius, 4 t hat., not content with exacting tb e half of 
all the produ ce of the land, which of itself was a very 

• Ann. Ub . j, cap. 2. b Suet. in vha Dom.it. 
c Egregium resurnendae lJ.bertati tempus, ~i ipsi florentes, quam loops 

I talia, quam imbellis urba.na. plebs, nihil validum in c.xercit.ibus, n.ilU 
quod e1tternum cogitacent.-Tacit. Ann. lib. iii. 

d Lib. i. cap. n 
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high re nt, they also loaded them with many othe r 
tax es. If w e pass fro m ancient to modern times, w e 
shall s till find the obsen•ation to hold. The provinces 
of absolute monarchies are always better treated than 
tho.roe of free states. Compare the Pai°s conquis o f 
France with Ireland, and you will b e convinced of this 
truth ; though this latter kingdom, b eing in a good 
measure p eopled from England, possesses so many 
r ights a.nd privileges as should n aturally make it chal­
lenge bet ter treatment than that of a. conquered pro­
vince. Corsica is also on obvious instance to the same 
p urpose. 

Tl1e re is an observation of Machiavel, with regard 
to the conquests of Ale xande r the Great, which, I 
think, may be regarded as one of those eternal politi­
cnl truths, which no time nor a c cidents can vary. It may 
seem strange, says that politician, that such sudden 
conquests, as those of Ale xand er, should be possessed 
so peaceably by his successors, and that the Persians, 
during all the confusions and civil wars among the 
Greeks, never made the smallest effort towards the re­
,;:over;t of their former indep endent government. · To 
satisfy us concen1ing the cause of this remarkable ev ent, 
we may consider, that a monarch may govern his sub­
j ects in two different ways. H e may eitJier follow tl1e 
maxims of the Eastern princes, and stretch his authori• 
ty so far as to leave no distinction of rank among his 
subjects, but what proceeds immediately fro m himself; 
no advantages of birth; no hereditar y honours and pos­
sessions; arid, in a word, no credit among the p eople~ 
except from his commission alone. Or a monarch may 
exert his power after a milder manner, like other Eu­
ropean p rinces ; and lea \•e other sources of honour, be­
side his smite a1~d favour: Birth, titles, possessions~· 



22 ESSAY 111. 

valour, integrity, knowledge, or great and fortunate 
achievements. In the form er species of government, 
after a. conquest, it is impossible ever to shake off the 
yoke; s ince no one possesses, among the p eople, so 
much personal credit and authori ty a s to begin s uch 
an enterprise: vVhereas, in the latter, the l east misfor­
tune, or discord among the victors, will encourage the 
vanquished to take ar ms, who have lenders ready to 
prompt a nd conduct them in every undertaking. • 

• I have taken it f or granted, acconling to the supposition o ( Machia­
vel, that the ancient Persian, had no nobility ; though there is reosoo to 
&uspect. that tho Flo, C'ntin~ secretary, " ' ho seems to have been better 
acquainted ""itb the Roman than the Greek outhor~ WA$ mistaken in 
this particular. The rnore ancient. P P_rsio.ns, whose mannen are desc.rib­
..d by X e n ophon, w e r e a free p eople, and had n obiHty. Theil' op.~"'' IA" 
w er e p r eserved even after the extending of their conque&ts and tho con .... 
seq·uent change of their g overnnlenL A rria.n rneotions them in Darius's 
t ime, D e e~pcd . .Aler. lib. ii, H istorians a lso speak ofle·n ot the. per­
sons in command as men or ramily. Tygranes1 who was general of the 
J)1cdcs under X cr-xes, was of the rt1ce of Ac.hm,cnrs, Heriod.. lib . vii. 
cap. 62. Artaclueus~ who clil'ected the cutt.ing of the CQ.Ua.1 about lUoun, 
Athos, was of th• s arne family. Id. cap. 117. M egaby•u• ,.. ... one of 
the se v en eminent P ersio.1u who conspired ciga.inst the M e.gi. H i• •on, 
Zopyrus, was i n th e highest comm.and under Dariws, ond delivered Ba­
bylon to him. His grnndwn, Megabyzus, commanded the a nny de­
f~at.ed t1.t Marathon . Hi!> great.gra ndson, Zopyrus. was ol~o eminent, 
end was bani, hed P ersia. Herod. Ub. iii. Tbuc. lib. i. Ro.saoc,• who 
commanded a.n anny in Egypt unde r Artaxerxes, "'' 01 also dec~cndcd 
f"rom one of the ,;even conspire.ton, Diod. Sic. lt"b . xvi. .Ag~ilaus, ln 
Xenophon. H ist. Gr·re.c. lib. iv. being d esirous of mult.ing a marriage 
~twixt Jd ng C9tys his ally, and the daughter of Spi th rid-.tes, a P Qn.ian 
or ranl\, who bad dcsertod t o rum, first Ml<• Coty• what family Spi­
thridates Js of. One of the mott considerable i n PersJa, says Cotytt. 
Aristus, whee ofren.>d the sovereignty by Cleatthu.!1 and the ten thousand 
Greek$, ~fu.&.ed it as of too low a rank, aod &a.id, that. "° n,any emi­
nent Pen;ians would neYer e a d u.re bis rule. I d. tie czped, lib. H. Some 
of tlle' (arnilies dMcended from tbe sever, Persfo.ns above montioncd N?­

m ained during A Jcs a nder's sucCeS&CJrs; and M ithridatc.s, in J\nt.iochuH•a 

time, i• said by P olybiua t.Q be d e&eend..d train one of 11,em, lib. ~. cap. 
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. Such is the r ensoning of Machinvel, which seems 
solid and conclusive; though I wish he had not mixed 
fRlsehoo<l with truth, in 11.5s ertiag that monarcbiei., go­
verned according to Easte rn policy, though moi-e easily 
kept when once subdued, y et are the most difficult to 
sul>due; since they cannot contain any powerful sub. 
ject, whose discontent and faction may facilitate the en­
te rprises of an enemy. For , b esides, that such a ty• 
rannical government enervates the cotuage of men, and 
rende1·s them indifferent towards the fortunes of thei11 
sover eig n ; besides t his, I say, we find by experience, 
thnt even the temporary and d elegated authority of the 
generals and m agistrates, being always, in such govern­
ments, ns absolute within its sphere as tha t .of the prince 
himself, is able, with barba 1·ians accustomed to a b lind 
submission, t o produce the most dangerous an<l fatal 
r evolutions. So that in e ve ry r espect, a gentle govern- · 
ment is preferable, a.nd gives the greatest security lo 
the sovereign as well ns t o the subject. 

Legislators, therefore, ought not to trust the future 
government of a state entirely t o chance, but ought to 
provide a system of laws t o regulnte the administrntio n 
of public affairs to t h e latest posteri ty. Effects will a f~ 

48. A rt.abnzus w a..o; esteemed as Anian says, u <ro,, '1'pr.,ro,, ntfa""'"'• 
lib.. iii. Aod wh en A le.x a.ndcr marric.d in one day 80 o f hiu captains to 

Fenian women, his intentio n plainly was to all y the l\.Iacedoniane with 
the m06t em.i nent Persian families:. Id. lib. vii.. Djodoru9 Sici!Ju s say;, 
they were of' the most nol )le birtJ1 in P ersia, lib. xvii. The g o vernment 
cl PIH'Sia ..,._ .. de:spot.ic, and conducted in ·o,a.ny reepccu afte r the Ea.et.en, 
manner, but wa~ not carried 'SO f'a r a.s to e•tirpato all nobility, and con._ 
,ound all ranks and orders. It left men who were still gnat, by them~ 
selns and their family, independent of their office and commission. AJ1d 
the reason wby the Macedonian& kep t so euity dominion o ver them, wft81 
0 wing to other causes easy to be found in the historians ; tboUg:h it must 
he owned that Ma.chb:ve\·• J"eGs.oning is, in iuelf, just, however dou.btl'Lll 
it!l application to tlw pt'Mcnt case. · 

3 • 
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.. ways correspond to causes; and wise r egulations, in 
· any commonwealth, are the most valuable l egacy that 
can be left to future ages. In the smallest court or 
office, the stated fonns and methods by which busi­
ness must be conducted, are found to be a consider­
able check on the natural depravity of mankind, Why 
should not the case be the same in · public affairs? 
Can we ascribe the stability and wisdom of the Vene­
tian government, through so many ages, to any thing 
but the form of government? And is it not easy to 
point cut those d efecls in the original constitution, 
which produced the tumultuous governments of Athens 
nnd Rome, and ended at last in the ruin of these 
two famous republics? And so little dependence has 
this affai r on the humours and education of particular 
men, tbnt one part of the som~. republic may be wisely 
conducted, and another weakly, by the very same men, 
merely on account of the differences of the forms and 
in~t itutions by which these parts are regulated. His­
torians inform us that this was actually the case with 
Genon. For while the sttlte was always full of sedition, 
nnd tumult, and disorder, the bank of St George, 
which had become a. considerable part of the people, 
was conducted, for several ages, w ith the utmost in­
tegrity and wisdom. • 

The nges of greatest public 
most eminent for privnte virtue. 

spiri t · are not al "VO)'S 
Good laws may beget 

111 Ewmpio verameolte ra.o, et da.~ filo50fi. in t&nte loro lmma.giaau e 
TeduLC Repubbllcbe mai non trovato, •ede-rc den tro ad W\ medesitJIO «r­
chao. Ira medesimi cit tadinj, •~ (jbe.rt,a. • la tir·&nnide, la vita ci'ri.le e · la 
c.on-otto, la giu5ti.zia e 1a licc·nz;a; perche qu.Uo ordine solo mantieo.e 
qut-Ua citla piena di C'OtStumi AJ'ltidli e veoe.rabi1i. E •·egli &TT«DHllle-, 

d,e .al umpo in ogni modo a•verri, ch~ Sen Giorgio tutta. quell& 
dtti. oc.cupu.w, sarebbe quell& uua Repubblica pi~ cbe 1a Veoeaiana ~­
morabile.- Dell• )~tori• Fiot'~ntioe, Ii~. vii.L 437.-Florent. 1782. 

I 

l 
! 
l 
i 
)! 
.i 

'j 
.\ 

'l 
j 
1 
l 
; 
J 

t 



POLITICS A SCIEl)1CE • 25 

. order and IJ\~ration in the government, where the 
manners and cu&µ>ms have instilled little humanity or 
just4::e into the tempers of men.. The mo~t illustrious 
period of th.e Roman history, considered in a political 
~ew, is that between the beginning of the first and 
eJ}d of the le.st :Punic war; the due balance between 
the nobility and people being then fixed by the con­
tests of the tribW1es·, and not being yet lost by the 
extent of conqaests, ¥et at this very time, the horrid 
practice of poisoning was so common, that, during 
part of the season, a Prator punished capitally for 
this crime above thre.e thousand • p e rsons in a part ~ of 
Italy; and found informaA:ions .of this nature still mul­
tiplying upon him. There is a similar, or rather a 
:worse instance, • in the more early times of t h e com­
monwealth ; so d epraved in priva te life were . that 
people, whom in their his tories we so 1nuch admire. I 
doubt not but they were really more virtuous during 
the time .of the two Tritt,nvit-ates; when they we re 
tearing the ir common country to pieces, and spreading 
slaug hter and desolation over the fape of the earth, 
merely fq r the choice o f tyrants. • 

Here, the n, is a s ufficient inducement to maintain, 
with the utmost zeal, ·in every fre e state, those forms 
11nd institutions by which liberty is secured, the public 
good consulted, and the av.e.rice or ambition of parti~ 
cular men restrained and punished, ~otbing does 
more honpur to h .uman nat~re, than to see it s~scept.ibfo 
of so noble a passion; as nothing can be a greater in; 

• T. Liyii, lib . .,.1. cap. <l,S. 

• T. Livii, Ill,,. viii. cap. 18. 
c i: Ailtle ~ontre 1· Aig le, Romains contrc Romains. 

~~tans 8~ulet!U!Jlt pour le choi1 de tyrans. 

' 
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dication of meanness of heart in any man than to see 
him destitute of it. A man who loves only himself, 
without regard to friendship and desert, merits the se­
verest blame; and a man, who is only susceptible of 
friendship, without public spirit, or a regard to the 
community, is deficient in the most material part of 
virtue. 

But this is a subject which needs not be longer in­
sisted on at present. There are enow of zealots on 
both sides, who kindle up the passions of their riarti­
sans, and, under pretence of public good, pursue the 
interests and ends of their particular faction. For my 
part, I shall always b e more fond of promoting moder­
ation than zeal; though perhaps the surest way of pro­
ducing moderation in every party is to increase our zeal 
for the public. Let us therefore try, if it be possible, 
from the foregoing doctrine, to draw a lesson of moder­
ation with regard to the parties into which our country 
is at present divided; at the same time, that we allow 
not this moderation to abate the industry and passion, 
with which e very individual is bound to pursue the 
good of his country. · 

Those who either attack or defend a minister in 
such a government as ours, where the utmost liberty is 
allowed, always carry matters to an extreme, and ex­
aggerate his merit or demerit with regard to the pub­
lic. His enemies are sure to charge him with the 
greatest enormities, both in domestic and foreign ma-.· 
nagement; and there is no meanness or crime, of 
which, in the ir accoun·t, h e is not capable. Unneces­
sary wars, scandalous treaties, profusion of public trea­
sure, oppressive laxes, every kind of mal-administra­
tion is ascribed to him. To aggravate the charge, his 
pernicious conduct, it is said, will extend its baneful 
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in fluence even to posterity, by undermining the best 
constitution in the world, and disordering that wise 
system of lnws, institutions and customs, by which our 
ancestor s, dur ing so many centu ries, have been so hap­
p ily governed. He is not only a. wicked minister in 
himself, but has removed every security provided a­
gainst wicked ministers for the future. 

On the other hand, the partisans of the minister 
make his pnn egyr ic run as high as the accusation a ­
gainst him, and celebrate his wise, steady, and mode­
rate conduct in every part of his admin istration. The 
honour and interest of the nation supported abroad, 
p ubl ic c l·edit m a intained at home, persecution restrain­
ed, fact.ion subdue d ; the merit of all these blessings is 
ascribed solely to the minister. A t the same time, he 
crown s all h is other meribl by a religious care of the 
best constitution in the world, which he has preserved 
in all its parts, and has transmitted entire, to be the 
h appiness and security of the l atest posterity. 

When this accusation and panegyric are received by 
the pnrtisnns of each party , no wonder they b eget an 
extraordinary ferment on both sides, and £11 the nation 
with violent animosities. But I "'.oul d fain per suade 
these party zealots, that ther e is a fiat contradiction 
both in the accusation and panegyric, and thnt it were 
impossible for either of them to run so high, were it 
n ot for this contradiction. I f our constitution be real­
ly tliat noble fabric, the pride ef Britain, the envy ef our 
ru:ighbou,·s, r aised b.!J t lu: labour ef so many ctmLuries, re­
paired at the t'xpe11se ef so man:y millions, and cemented 
by suc/1 a prefwsion ef blood ;· I say, if ou r constitution 
does in a ny u egr ee d eserve these eulogies, it would 

· • Di-rtat.iou on Parties, Lettu X. 
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never have suffered n wicked and weak minister to go­
vern triumph'antly for a course of twenty years, when 
opposed by the greatest geniuses in the nation, who ex­
,rcised the u tmost liberty of tongue and pen, in parlia­
ment, and in their frequent appeals to the people. 
But, ·jf the minister be wicked and weak, to the degree 
!;O strenuously insisted on, the c~mstitution must be 
faulty in its original principles, and h e cannot consist­
ently be charged with undern1ining the best form of 
gover nment in the world. A constitution is only so 
far good, as it provides a remedy against mal-admini­
i;trntion; and if the British, when.in its weatest vigour, 
and r epaire d by two such r emarkable events as the Re­
volution and A ccession, by which our ancient royal fa­
mily was sacrificed to it; if our constitution, I say, 
with so greHt advantages, d•s not, in fact, provide any 
such r emedy, we are rather b eholden to any minister 
who undermines it, and alfoxds us an opportunity of 
erecting a better in its place. 

I would employ the same topics to modera te the zeal 
of those who defend the minister. Is our constitutiore 
$0 excellent !' Then a clrnnge of ministry can be no 
such dreadful event; since it is essential to s uch a con~ 
stitution, in every ministry, both to preserve itself from 
violation, and to pre"ent all enormities in the adminis­
tration. Is our const£tutio11 very bad!' Then so ex­
traordinary a jealousy and apprehension, on accoun; 
of changes, is ill p laced ; and ·a man should no more b,e: 
anxious in this case, than a husban<l, who had married 
a woman from the stews, should be watchful to preven~ 
)lei- infidelity. Public affairs, in such a government, 
must necessarily go to confusion, by whatever hands. 
they are conducted; and the zeal of patriots is in that 
~!1~ ~uch less r equisite than the patience and submis.,, 
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sion ofpitilosopliers. 'The virttie and good intention of 
Cato and Brutus are highly laudable; but to ·what 
purpose did their zeal serve? Only to hasten the fatal 
period of the Roman governmen~ and r.ender its con­
vulsions and dying agonies more -violent and painfuu 

I would not be understood to mean, that public af­
fairs deserYe no cai:e and litfention at all. Would men 
be moderate arid cobsisten~ their claims might be ad­
mitted·; at least might be examined. The cmu:try party 
might still assert, that onr constitution, though excel­
len~ will admit of mal-adm,nistration to a certain de• 
gree; and therefore, if the mini9ter ·be bad, it is pro­
per to oppose him with a !uitable degree of zeal. And, 
on the other hand, the court part.!/ may be allowed, up. 
on the supposition that the minister were good, to de­
fend, and with so,ne zeal too, his administration. I 
would only persuade men not to contend, as if they 
were fighting pro aris etfocis, and change a good con­
stitution into a bad one, by the violence of theh· fac­
t ions. 

I have not here considered any thing that is p er son­
al in the present controversy. In the b est civil con­
stitution, where every man is restrained by the most 
rigid laws, it is easy to discove r either the good or bad 
inte ntions of a. minister, and to judge whether his per• 
sonal character deserve lo ve or hatred. But such 
questions are of little importance· to the public, and lay 
those, who employ the ir pens upon them, under a just 
suspicion either of malevolence or of flattery. s 

s W1aat °"r at,.lhor~, opi,..lon wa, qt· Che famC11U *ini.ltw here poi• tM 
at, ffloy be kar,uutfrom ,,.,,, Buoy, pr.-.u«d in tlvf"""'"' ed>4ioro, iutder 
lhe tide of" A Character of Sir R,oben Wslpole." ,, a,os a.sfol'-'• ,-. 
There never wa., a man 1\tbo.,e actions and cbaz'acter laave been more 
•a. a,stly Mhl openly <l<lftv......d ~ tJaosc ol U... ~ ~-r, wbo, 

haring aoverned " learned and ftte Jl8UOO foe eo lone. a. time, &lllid•t 
3 
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•u.ch mighty oppos1uo11, ffi:\)' ~c a lar&'e Hl>rary or whst h!U been · 
wr,:::,te fo r and against h im, · A,nd is the tu.bj ec;t o f above ha.If the p..,.pcr · 
that 1,;..., been blotted in tlie uatiOJ:\ within these twenty Y"'!'•· I ,n,,t,. 
for the hono ur of our co1&0try, that at1y one character of him had been 
drawn ·with su Cb juA8 ,,.,.e11t and i:mpartia.tity a.s to haVc some cr-8-0it with 
poot,,rity, ·aod to 'show that our liberty !Jq.,;, once Rt lc~r, been employed 
"? good p urpose. J am only afraid of failing in the former quality of 
judgment: But if it 15bould be .eo, i t is bu t one p11gC more thrown a.way. 
after an hundred thousand upon the same subject, that ha"·e p erished' 
and ·becOme UsCtess • . in 'the Mean time-~ I shall flatte_r mysetf 'with tfle' 
11leaaing imagination, thnt the follo wing charact«r "'ill l>e adopt.eel by f11-
1tu.re hi,torian.s. 

Sir Rob';;rt ,vaipolc, Prime !\:Iin1ster oi Gt'eo., B r[toiff , is a mai:i of', 
ability, not a genius; gOOd natured, n ot virtuous; constant, not ritag­
>1animouS; mode.rate, not equitable.. • H fs virtues, in ·some ins tances, 
~re f ree ffom the a.l.lll-y of those \.-ices wbicb u .sua.Jly oc~o mpa.ny s u ch 
virtues: He is a generous friend, without. being u. bi tter epemy. Hi.6 
,,foe;, in other insta"nce-s, are n.o t c omp~!\Sated l>y those ,irt1.1es which a.re 
n early allied to them : H is want of ente rprise is not nttended with fru­
gality. The private charncter of the man is betrer than the public : H is 
virtue5 more tban his "'ices ; His fortuq~ g reat~r 1,han \1is fame. \Vi th 
rnany good qun.lities, he hag incu-rrcd the public hatred : With good ca­
pacity, he has not escaped ridicule. He ~·o u ld h a v ~ l.,een ie-steemed more 
worthy of his high station, llad be never possessed it; and is better qua ... 
lified for the seco nd tban for the Grst place in a n y government: His D"li- · 

:pistry ho.s be:cn mo-re advantageous to his family tha.n to the public, bl?t­
ter for this age tl)an f~r poste ri t)' ! and more p ernicious by ~ad prece­
dents t.han by real grievances. During his time t.rade h as Aou rit;hed, li­
berty declined, and learning gone to ruin . Afi I arn a mani I love him; 
as I nm a scho~ar, l hate him ; as I 11m o. Briton, I caliny \"ish hi~ fall. 
J\nd ~·ere l ~ m ~mber ~f ei thef House. I would S.ive m y ~·9'te for Te.­
!J!Oving him from S t 1ames?s ; b ot sho uld be g lad to see hin1 retire to 
H v 1i.glil on• /loll, to pA.Ss the remainder of his days in ease and p leasure. 
: The author is J)lea,ed lo ft.nd, that ofter animositi.es «·re laid, a nd cn ­
lutn!J,!J ho, cc,uc,l, t he whole nntion rrl rnost hai.oe rclurn ed lo the 1an~c ,no­
dcrat~ sentiments with regnrd IO Jlds gr,eot man; .iftltey a re M t Yathcr 
become more fin;aurable to him, by <t very n ntural tran .i;ition, from one er. 
h·cmc to anolf;cr. The au.t1, or would not o;>pan tl~se h ·u.mane .fcntiment1 
~owords tl,c dead: tho-ugll he 1;onnot for6ear ob,~rving, thal ,.he. not payin g 
more ofo u.T' 1mlil..C d elus wr.u, a, J,int~d iu this ch n ra {:ter, c, g1"eat, and the 
ouly greAI, error i,n. tl,at lo~g..Qd.mirtistration.-NOTE IN E n 1TJONs D and 
N, and published O.! n. sep,arate E ssay in Edition B. 

• ~oderatc. i.u the e.xcr.ci.se of. power, not CfJUitabk in cngros$ing 1t. 

t 
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ESSAY IV. 

OF THE FIRST FRINCIPLES OF GOV~RN~ENT. 

Noll'HING appears more surpnsmg to those who 
consider human affairs with a philosopl1ical eye, thtw. 
the easiness with which the many are governed by the 
few; and the implicit submission, with which men r e­
sign their own sentiments and passions to those of their 
rulers. When we inquire by what means this wonde r 
is effected, we shall find, that, as Force is always o n 
tl1e side of the governed, the governors have nothing 
to support them but opinion. It is, therefore, .on 
opinion only that government is founded ; and thi.s 
maxim extends to the most despotic and most milit.a.ry 
governments, as well as to the most free and moS4; 
popular. The soldan of Egypt. o r th e emperor of 
Rome, might drive h is harmless subjects, like. brute 
beasts, against their sentiments and inclination. But 
he must, at least, have led his mamalukes or pra:toria1G 
bands, like. men, by their opinion. 

Opinion is of two kinds, to wit, opinion of I NTEREST, 

and opmion of RIGHT. By opinion of interest. I chief:. 
ly understand the sense of the general advantage which 
is reaped from government; together with the persua,.. 
sion, that the particular government which is establish­
ed is equally advantageous with any other that could 
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easily be settled. When this opinion p revails among 
the generality of a state, or among those who have the 
force in their hands, i t gives great security to any go­
vernment. 

R ig h t is of two kinds ; rig h t to Power; and right to 
Prop erty. What prevalence opinion of the fir st k ind 
h as over mankind, m Ety easily b e under stood, by ob ­
serving the attach1nent wh ich all nations have to their 
ancient government, and even to those names which 
h ave had t h e san ction of antiquity. Antiq uity always 
begets the opinion of r ight ; and whatever d isadvan ta­
geous sentiments we may entertain o f mankind, they 
are always found to be prodigal both of blood and 
treasure in th e maintenance of public justice. 0 There 
is, indeed, no particular in which, at fu-st iAghtr there 
may appear a greater contradiction in the frame of the 
human min d than th e p resent. "\Vhea men act in a 
faction, they are apt, withottt. shame o r relJlDrse, to 
neglect all the ties of hono ur a nd morality, in order to 
serve their part y ; and yet, when a faction is formed 
upon a point of r ight or principle, ther.e is no occasion 
whe re men discover a greater obstinacy, and a m ore 
determined sen se of justice and equity. T he same so­
cial disposition of rrumkino is the cauise of these ooa­
tradictory appearances . 

It is sufficiently u nde i:stood., that th e opinion of r igh t 
t o property is of moment in .all matters of gov.ernment. 
A noted a uthor has made p roperty the foru1dation of 
all government; a nd mos t of our political writers seem 
inclined to follow him in that particular. This is cor-

e Th.it pu,ion we ma.y denom.ina1e entbt.niam:i, or we may gi•c it 
wh.u apJ>"ll.adoo w e pl-; but a politici&'1 who should overlook iu ia. 
Buen.ce oo human affain, would pro~e ·b.J.mself to have bu..c. a •ery limit­
ed u11dentaoding.- E l>1TJOH•, A, C, D, N. 
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rying tit-e :matter -·Wl8 far ; ·-lmt SLill it -must ~ :owned, 
th:st ·dle bpnismn of ,mglx to property has a .gneat ,infiu­
esree in this subject. 

Upon thelW!"'three .opinion-a, .therefure, ·of p,tblic ·i,._ 
term, of ;right tB ]JD'll'Jer~ end of rigla 'to property, are 
a,H ~enaments.founded, and .ail utt.hority :m -tae ,few 
over -die :JmLnY- There are -iadeed ether P"'inciples 
whi<:h add force VO these, ,cnd driermin:e, limit, or alter 
$heir -'OJ)e!"atwn ; . sach ;as ,-seif..interest, fear, and qffic­
tion. ·But still we.tn'll.y assert, thllt these other princi­
ples .am have no inilnenee alone, but suppose the an­
tecedent influence.of tho~e opinions above mentioned. 
They a:re, ther.ef~ .to be esteemed the secondary, not 
tne '«>rigmal, prineipres -of government. 

For, .fo':st, as .to self-interest, by · which I mean the 
expecmtion . of .particrular , rewards, distinct from . the 
geneml protection w,bich w.e receive -from government, 
it is evident that the magistrate's authority mast be an­
t-edently .established, at least he hoped for~ in order 
to produoe this-expectation. The prospect of reward 
may a.ugment his -authority with ffgard to some parti­
cular persons, but can never give birth to it, with re­
gar-d to ,the public. Men. natura.1.ly.loo.k fur the great­
est fit.vours from their friends and acquaintance ; and 
therefore, the hopes of any considerable number of the 
state would never centre in any particular s.et of men, 
if these men .had no other title to magistracy, and had 
no separate influence ,over the opin.ions of m~d. 
The same ·observation may be exten<led to the ~~r. 
two prio_ciples of fear and .affection. No man w~.:.. 
have any reason to fear the fury of a tyrant, if ~«f ~~,? 
no authority oTer any but from .fear; since, as a single 
man, his bodily fot'ce can reach. but a small way, and 
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all the farther power h e possesses must be _founded ei­
ther on our own opinion, or on t h e presumed. opinion 
of others . And though cdfiction to wisdom 1µ1d · virtue 
in a sovereign extends · very far,. and has great intlu­
enpe, yet he must antecedently be supposed invested 
wi th a public character, otherwise the public ·esteem 
will serve him in no stead, n o r will h is virtue have any 
influence beyond a narro w sphere. 

A gove rnment may endure for several ages, though 
the balance of power and the balance of p rop erty do 
not coincid e. This chiefly happens w here any rank or 
order of the state has acquired a large share in th e 
p roperty; but, from the original constitution of the go.: 
vernment, has n o share in the power. Under what 
pretence would any individual of that order a ssu me 
authority in public afta.irs ? A s men a re commonly 
much attached to their ancient government, i-t _is noi' to 
be expected , thnt the public would ever favour such 
u surpati'ons. But where the o riginal consti~tion . al­
low s a ny sh a re of p ower, th.ough SJ'.1?all, to an orae r 'of 
men who p ossess n large share of p roperty, it is' easy 
fo r them g radually to stretch their nuthodty, and bring 
the b alance of power to coincid e with that of property. 
This hns been th e case with th e H ouse of Common·s in 
E ngland. 

M ost writers that have treated o f the British govern­
m ent, have supposed, that, a s the L ower House r epre• 
seots all the Commons of Great B ritain, its weight in 
the scale is p ropor tioned to t h e property and 1>9wer of 
all whom it represents. But this p ri nciple must not 
b e received as a bsolut~ly true. F or though th~ people 
a re ap t to attach th emselves more to the I-louse o£ 
Commons than to any other 1nember· o f th e oonstitu-

l 
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.t ion, that House being chosen by them as "their repre .. 
sentatives, and as the public guardians of their liberty·: 
yet are there instances where the House, even when in 
opposition to the crown, lias not been followed by the 
people, as we may particularly obser ve of the Torj; 
. House of Commons in the reign of King William. 
Were the m "'mbers obliged to receive instructions from 
their constituents, l ike the Dutch deputies, this would 
entirely alter the case; and if !?UCh immense power and 
1·iches, as those of aU the Commons of Great Britain, 
wer e brought into the scale, it is not easy to conceive, 
that the crown could either influence that multitude of 
people, or withstand that balance of property. It is 
true, the crown has great influence over the collective 
body in the elections of members; but were this influ­
ence, which at p resent is only exerted once in seven 
years, to be employed in bri11gir-ig over the people t_o 
every vote, it wou ld soon be wasted, and no skill, po­
pularity or revenue, could support it. I mnst, there­
fore, be of opinion, that an alteration in this particular 
would introduce a total alte ration in our government, 
and would soon reduce it to a pure republic; and, pei:­
haps, to a republic of no inconvenient form. For 
though t h e p eople, collected in. a body !ike the Roman 
tribes, be q u ite unfit for government, yet, when dis­
persed in small bodies, they are more susceptible both 
of r eason and o rder t the force of popular currents and 
tides is in a great measure broken; and the public in­
te rest may be pursued with some method and constan­
cy. But it is needless to reason any farther concern­
ing a form of government which is never likely to have 
place in G reat Britain, and which seems not to be the 
aim of any par ty amongst us. L et us cherish and im­
prove our ancient governm ent as much as possible, 
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without ericonrnging a passion for sueh daiJgerdue no-

~- • r 
' J shall conclnde. this subject with ob9erving, tlfat the preffl\t · poli­

tical cont.rc>TeN)' with regard to inUrv.ctions, is a very fr.holous one, o..nd 
can never 00 broug!·1t to .uiy decision, as it i s managed by both parties. 
The country party do not pretend that a member is absolutely b ound w 
f.oUow instroct.io?is a,· an amlM.•a.do r or general iN eon·-fi.neii by bi& orders, 
and tha.t h;ie vot.e i• not to be received in the Hau6e ~t i,o far u i t ls 
conformable to them. The e<>urt party, again, do not pretend that tbe 
sentiments of the ·people ought to have no weight with every member ; 
much less that be ought te despise tbc sentiment.s of .. those "'•hoin he re­
,pn,oent,i, e.nd with whom he ls more particularly connected. And if 
the.ir ""otiments be of weight,. why ought t!N,y not to express these sen­
timents? The question then i :i; only concerning the degrees of weight 
•bich ought to b e placed on instructions. But · suclli is the nature of' 
language, that it is llnpossible for j t t.o express d.i.stirlctly these di1ferent. 
degt'e.e.s ; a.nd if men will c.arry on a controveny on tbis be&d, it mo.J 
"."•ll b.&ppen that they differ in the language, and yet agrM in their senti­
ments; or ditJ'er in their senthnent.~ and yet agree in their l.&nguagc~ 
Besides, )>(>W i s it p<>ssible t0 fix these degrees, considering the variety 

~of aflhlff that come before tbe llouse, and the variety of p laces 'IVhich 
·'Dlcmbers reptt1Cnt ? ·Ought the inatcuct.ions of Tolneu to ha·\·e the 
same weight u those of London ? o r instructions with regard to the 
Co111oention which respected foreign politics, to have the same weight as 
'those with regard to the ErcUe., whicl1 re~pectcd only our domc.stic af­

EA.i.rs ?- EDt'l'IO'SII A, e, D. 
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ESSAY V. I 

OF THE ORIGIN OF GOVERNMENT. 

MA.N, born in a family, is oorapelled to maintain so­
ciety from n e<:essi ty, f.rom natural inclin;tion, a nd from 
habit. The same c reature, in his fa rther prog ress, i s 
engaged to establish p olitical society, in order to a.dini­
nister justice , v.-ithout w hich th ere caR be no peace a­
mong them, nor safety, n o r m utual inte rcourse. We 
Are , therefore, to look upon all the vast apparatu s of 
our governmen t , a s havin g u ltimately no o ther o bj ect 
.or purpose but the distribution of justice, or, in other 
word s, the support o f th e t welve judges. Kings and 
purliaments, fleets a n d urmies, officers of the court and 
revenue, ambassadors, minister s and privy-counsellors, 
are a.11 subordina~ in their e n d to this part of admin i­
s trat ion. Even th e cle-rgy, as their d u ty leads them to 
inculcate morality, may jus tly be thought, so ~r a.s re­
gards this vrorld, to ha'l(e n o 9ther useful object of their 
institution. 

All m en a.re sensible of the necessity of justice to 
m a intain peace and order ; and all n1en ar.e .sensible of 
the necessity of peace and orde.r for the maintenance 
of socie ty.' Yet, notwithstanding th is strong a nd ·oh-

1 T¥!i ~y is i;,o~ publi,i,,_ed in any of tho Editions l'rior to E~­
!>P~ Q. 
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vious necessity, such is the frailty or perverseness o f 
our nature I i t is impossible to keep men faithfully un d 
unerringly i n the paths of justice. Some extraordi­
nary circumstances m ay h appen, in which a man finds 
h is interests to be more promoted by fraud or rapine, 
than hurt by the breach which his injustice makes in 
the social union.. B ut much more frequently h e is se­
duced from h is great and important, but di.stout inte­
rests, by the allurement of present, though often very 
frivolous temptations. This grep.t weakness is incur­
able in human nature. 

M en must, t herefore, endeavour to palliat e what they 
cannot cure. T hey must institute some p er sons under 
the appellation of mogistrates, whose peculiar office it 
is to point out the decrees of equity, to punish trans­
gressors, t o c o rrect fraud and violence, nncl to obligo 
men, h owever rel uctant, to consult their o wn ,·ea! a nd 
permanent interests. I n a word , obedi~nce is a new 
dut y which must be invented to s upport that of jus tice, 
an d the ties of equity must be corx·ol:iorated by t hos·e 
of allegiance, 

But still, viewing matter s in an abstract light, it may 
be thought that nothing is gained by this alliance, and 
that the factitio us duty of obed ience, from its very na­
ture, lay s as feel?le a h old o f the hll.O'lun mind, a s the 
primitive and natural duty of just ice. P eculiar inte­
rests and present. temptat ions may overcome the o n e as 
well as the other. They are equally exposed to the 
5ame inconvenience ; and the man who is inclined to bo 
a bad neighbour, must be led by the same m otives, 
well o r ill understood, to be a b ad citizen or subject. 
~ot to µiention, that the magistrate h im self m ay often 
b e negligent, or partial, or· unjust in his administration. 

J::xperi~nce, how~ver, pro-yes \bill there is a g r ea t dif~ 
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ference b etween ·the cases. Order in society, we find, 
i's much better maintained by m eans of government; 
and.our.'duty to the magistrate is more strictly guarded 
by the principles of l1uman nature, than our duty to our 
fellow:.citizens, The love of dominion is so strong in 
the breast of man, that m ·any not only submit to, but 
court all the.dangers, and fatigues, and co.res of govern­
ment; and meri, once raised t.o that station, t.h<>Ugh oft­
en led astray by private passions, find, in oroinary cases, 
a visible interest in the impartial administration of jus­
tice. The persons who first attain this distinction, by 
the consent, tacit or express, of the people, must be 
endowed with superior personal qualities of valour, 
fo rce, integrity, or prudence, which command respect 
and ~on . .fidencc ; and, after government is established, 
a regard .to birth, rank, and station, has a mighty in­
fluen.ce over :ri11:m, and en.forces the decrees of the ma­
gistrate.· · The prince or leader· exclaims· against every 
d isorder which disturbs his society. He summons all 
his partisans and all men of probity to ·aid him in cor­
recting and redressing it; and he is readily followed by 
all indifferent persons in the execution of his office. 
He soon· acquires the power of rewarding these ser­
vices ; and in the progress· of society, he establishes 
subordinate ministers, and often a · military force, who 
find an immediate and a visible inter.est in supporting 
his authority. Habit soon consolidates what other prin-

. ciples of human nature had imperfectly founded; and 
men, once accustomed to obedience, never think of de­

. parting from that path, in which they and their ances­
tors have constantly trod, and t.o which they are con­
fined .by so many urgent and visible motives. 

··But though this progress of ·human affairs roay ap­
pear <:e~tai.n and inevitable, and tho ugh the support 
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vhich alle,gi&Dce briQgs liQ, justiee be fOIIA(ied o• oo~ 
e11,9 principles of hlllD$ll lUl~e,. ic; QMlJl<M, be e:s;peebe'1 
that men should beio,ehand be ab.Le to diaooveir taeJD. 
or foresee the.ir "peration. ~ve.rmneJl,t 01>~~ 

more euually. a~d more imperfecdy. h i• probaWe, 
$hat the tint asc.endant 0f one man <Wer multitudett 
begun during a state of war ; where the saperiorit;y oi 
eourage and of genius disco.vers: it.self most visil>iy., 
where unanimity and concert are most i:equis~ aeti 
where the perDicio.DS effects of disordel' are, most ~,.. 
s.ibly felt. The long continuance of ihat s.talle .. an ~ 
dent com.man among ~vage · tribes., inured the. people 
to submission; and if the chleAain. possessed all muc~ 
equity as prude.r;i.ce and. valei,u-, he became; ~n ~lll'.mg 
peace, the arbiter of all differences, .and coakl sra.du­
ally,. by a mixture. of iorce and co11.seot, establish bi.& 
suthority. The benent sensibly feh from bis icffue-.e> 
made it· be cberished by the people, at leai.t by ~ 
peaceable and well-disposed ablong them i allld if ·biis 
ilOD enjoyed ilie same good qualities, goYeru:ment ad-v.a­
ad the sooner to maturity and pe.rfuctiOll ;.·but was still 
in a feeble state, till the farther pi,ogress- of improve­
ment procured the magistni.te a revenue, and -bled 
him to bestow rewards. oo: tbe severol iwtruments of llis 
admi.uistrat~ ancl to · infilct pt.Wish~~ o:n the ~ 
fractory and disobedient. Before that period, each ex­
ertion of bis inHuence most have been particu.La.r.,. an~. 
founded on the peculi&r mcomstaoce;s ,of" the case. Af. 
~ i~ submission wa.s no longer a llWe&u ,of cJwi.ce ill 
~e bulk of the community, but wall riga.amq, e:s:acted 
by the authority of ,the, supreme m~. · 

In all gm,,ern.meuts, tbere i!t a peqietual inteatm~ 
atruggle, ope.n or sec:ret, between Aathority aod Li: 
bertV'; aDd .neither of taei;n ca.a ever absolutely prevail 
.... . . . . . . : ' . : 
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in the contest. A great sacrifice of liberty must neces­
;,arily be m.ade in every government; yet even the au­
thority, which confines· liberty, can never, and perhaps 
ought never, in any constitution, to become quite entire 
and uncontrollable. The sultan is master of the life and 
fqrttµ1e of any individ~&I.; but will not be permitted to 
impose new taxes on his subjects: a French monarch 
can impose taxes at plei,.sure ; but would find it dan­
gerous to a.tten;i..pt the lives and fortunes of individuals. 
Jleligion also, in most countries, is commonly found to 
be 11, very intractable principle; and other principles 
~ iwej,udio.es freq~u.tly resist all the authority of the 
civil i,nagist~,~ whose power, bei.ag foWlded on opi­
nion. cao aev.,er aubvert other opinions equally r0:0ted 
widl: tiuit et,." bis- title. to do.minion. The gov.ern.ment, 
. whidl... in ~OD appellation, receives the appellation 
of &e,e.. '.i~ that. which admits of a partition of power 
a.moag 86¥-el'.al members, whese wtited &tHoority ls no 
leBs, or is cemlft&nly· greater, than Hta.t, of &RY. monarch; 
b4t whQ, in the u .sual c,ou;r:se of admi:nistration~ must 
act by ge:o,e),.'al f!.P,.d eq~ laws. that IU"e previously 
kaow.n to all tae ~ and to. all their subjects. 
In this sense1 it m·ust be owned, that liberty is the per­
fectio1\ of c:.ivil so~iety, but .still au~hoxity must be ac­
~nowledged e;;seo!lial to ~ v~y e~te,nce: and in thos.e 
eoatu,ts wb.iclt !iO oflesi take place bet-u the one and 
the other, the latter may., on that account, challenge 
the pi:e~rence. tr:nlesa verh.i,~~ OP..e :i;i;ia._y say ( and it; 
may be. ~4 llll~ fi.QtRe. J4~ .~ a cir~ll,lmj.tru;l.c~ 
wh,ich ia •-tiai to die .-r*- of civil aociety, muat 
a.lwa:ys·support itself, and ~eeds be gulli:ded with ~ 
1ealo~sy, .thao. OIJ..~ that ~~.tri.b.'.lte.s. ®.ly 1Q its perf'~c. 
tion, which !he ilMloleii<:e .of men is so apt .to neglect, 
Pf tllei~ igno~anoe to overlook. 




