CHAPTER 7

DAVID HUME

In 1641, Descartes published his Meditations. In
that immortal text is his famous cogito, “I think
therefore I am.” With these five words,
Descartes strove to answer the ancient skeptics
by establishing a secure foundation for knowl-
edge. Seven decades later, in 1711, one of the
most powerful skeptics of them all was born—
the Scotsman David Hume.

Hume’s father died when he was two, leaving
his devoted mother to look after three young
children. A highly precocious and yet shy young
man, Hume entered the university at the age of
twelve. His mother pressed him to seek a career
in law but as the philosopher himself would
later put it, he had “an insurmountable aversion
to everything but the pursuits of Philosophy
and general learning.”

Hume was powerfully influenced by John
Locke and George Berkeley. As a university stu-
dent, Hume’s curriculum consisted of, among
other things, philosophy, French, mathematics,
Newtonian physics, and a careful examination
of such secular writers as Virgil and Cicero.

Hume had the kind of temperament that
would allow him to raise earthshaking meta-




physical questions in the afternoon (such as: Do
causes really exist? Do we have any reason to
believe that selves exist?) and then to enjoy a
night at the billiard table.

At fifteen Hume left the university without a
degree and immersed himself in an intensive
personal course of studies. Whether from exces-
sive intellectual cramming or other causes, he,
like John Stuart Mill, succumbed to a serious
depression in his early twenties. For a brief time
Hume sought out a more practical career in the
mercantile business. However, he soon tired of
the world of commerce and in 1734 Hume
moved to Rheims, where he studied at La
Fleche, the site of Descartes’s old college. While
in France, Hume made extensive use of the
Jesuit library, where he pored over the works of
Malebranche, Dubos, and the French skeptic
Pierre Bayle. At the same time, he completed a
draft of his Treatise on Human Nature. Perhaps
concerned about its anti-theological orientation,
Hume published the first two books of the Trea-
tise anonymously in 1739. Always ambitious, he
was disappointed with the public reception and
claimed that “the book fell stillborn from the
press.”

From 1741 to 1742 Hume put into print the
two-volume Essays Moral and Political. This work
explored some of the themes of the Treatise but
in a more accessible fashion. It found a solid
readership and Hume achieved some notice. In
1745, Hume began service as a tutor to the daft
if not downright mad Marquis of Annandale. A
year later, he was appointed private secretary to
General St. Clair. Now in his mid-thirties,




Hume enjoyed trips with the general on diplo-
matic missions to Vienna and Turin.

Hume returned to his philosophical reflec-
tions and in 1748 published Enquiry Concerning
Human Understanding and then, three years later,
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. In
1752, he published his very popular Political Dis-
courses and from 1754 to 1762 he came out with
his six-volume History of England: From the Inva-
sion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution in 1688. This
sweeping study brought Hume great renown
and, eventually, wealth.

A creature of the Enlightenment, the Socratic
Scotsman placed great weight on both reason
and experience. As early as 1748 Hume wrote
this epigram for empiricism:

If we take in our hand any volume
of divinity or school metaphysics
(works on religion and philoso-
phy) let us ask this question, does
it contain any abstract reasoning
concerning quantity or number?
No. Does it contain any experi-
mental reasoning concerning mat-
ter of fact or existence? No.
Commit it then to the flames, for
it can be nothing but sophistry
and illusion.

Late in his life, Hume was able to live off royal-
ties from his writings. He spent his last decade
in Edinburgh correcting and re-correcting his
manuscripts and composing his Dialogues Con-
cerning Natural Religion. The elegantly written




Dialogues raised profound questions about tradi-
tional arguments for God’s existence, and
Hume, who had long been a target of attack for
defenders of the faith, bid his close friend, econ-
omist Adam Smith, to wait two and a half years
after his death before bringing it into print.
Hume died of cancer in 1776.

After his friend’s demise, Smith scribbled a
wistful letter: “Upon the whole, I have always
considered him both in his lifetime and since
his death, as approaching as nearly to the idea
of a perfectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps
the nature of human frailty will permit.”

In stark contrast to many philosophers of his
time, Hume recognized the paramount impor-
tance of the passions. Unlike Kant, who once
remarked that Hume had awakened him from
his dogmatic slumbers, the Scotsman held that
“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.”
Though Hume maintained that reason is
required to develop general systems of ethics,
he believed that the brick and mortar of a moral
life was not our ability to reason but instead our
ability to empathize.




AN ENQUIRY CONCERNING

THE PRINCIPLES OF MORALS

SECTION 1. OF THE GENERAL PRINCIPES of
MORALS.

Disputes with men, pertinaciously obstinate in
their principles, are, of all others, the most irk-
some; 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 false-
hood. 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 disin-
genuous disputants; nor is it conceivable, that
any human creature could ever seriously
believe, that all characters and actions were




alike entitled to the affection and regard of
every one. 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 con-
verting an antagonist of this kind, is to leave
him to himself. For, finding that no body 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.

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 SENTI-
MENT, whether we attain the knowledge of
them by a chain of argument and induction, or
by an immediate feeling and finer internal
sense; whether, like all sound judgment of truth
and falsehood, they should be the same to every
rational intelligent being; or whether, like the
perception of beauty and deformity, they be
founded entirely on the particular fabric and
constitution of the human species.

The ancient philosophers, 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 senti-
ment. On the other hand, our modern enquir-
ers, though they also talk much of the beauty of
virtue, and deformity of vice, yet have com-
monly endeavored to account for these distinc-
tions by metaphysical reasonings, and by
deductions from the most abstract principles of
the understanding. Such confusion reigned in
these subjects, that an opposition of the great-
est consequence could prevail between one sys-
tem and another, and even in the parts of
almost each individual system; and yet no body,
till very lately, was ever sensible of it. The ele-
gant 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.

It must be acknowledged, that both sides of
the question are susceptible of specious argu-
ments. 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 sub-
ject: The long chain of proofs often produced on
both sides; the examples cited, the authorities
appealed to, the analogies employed, the fallac-
ies detected, the inferences drawn, and the sev-
eral conclusions adjusted to their proper
principles. Truth is disputable; not taste: What
exists in the nature of things is the standard of
our judgment; what each man feels within him-
self 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?

On the other hand, those who would resolve
all moral determinations into sentiment, may
endeavor to show, that it is impossible for rea-
son ever to draw conclusions of this nature. To
virtue, say they, it belongs to be amiable, and
vice odious. This forms their very nature or
essence. But can reason or argumentation dis-
tribute these different epithets to any subjects,
and pronounce before-hand, that this must pro-
duce love, and that hatred? Or what other rea-
son 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 understanding, which of themselves have
no hold of the affections or set in motion the
active powers of men? They discover truths: But
where the truths which they discover are indif-




ferent, and beget no desire or aversion, they can
have no influence on conduct and behavior.
What is honorable, what is fair, what is becom-
ing, what is noble, what is generous, takes pos-
session of the heart, and animates us to
embrace and maintain it. What is intelligible,
what is evident, what is probable, what is true,
procures only the cool assent of the understand-
ing; and gratifying a speculative curiosity, puts
an end to our researches.

Extinguish all the warm feelings and prepos-
sessions in favor of virtue, and all disgust or
aversion to vice: Render men totally indifferent
toward these distinctions; and morality is no
longer a practical study, nor has any tendency to
regulate our lives and actions.

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 rea-
son and sentiment concur in almost all moral
determinations and conclusions. The final sen-
tence, it is probable, which pronounces charac-
ters and actions amiable or odious, praise-
worthy or blameable; that which stamps on
them the mark of honor or infamy, approbation
or censure; that which renders morality an
active principle, and constitutes virtue our hap-
piness, and vice our misery: It is probable, I say,
that this final sentence depends on some inter-
nal sense or feeling, which nature has made
universal in the whole species. For what else
can have an influence of this 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 comparisons
formed, complicated relations examined, and
general facts fixed and ascertained. Some
species of beauty, especially the natural kinds,
on their first appearance, command our affec-
tion 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 reasoning, in order to
feel the proper sentiment; and a false relish may
frequently be corrected by argument and reflec-
tion. 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 suit-
able influence on the human mind.

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 concern-
ing 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 determina-
tions of this nature.” In order to attain this pur-
pose, we shall endeavor to follow a very simple
method: We shall analyze that complication of
mental qualities, which form what, in common
life, we call PERSONAL MERIT: We shall 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 senti-
ment or faculty, which, if ascribed to any per-




son, implies either praise or blame, and may
enter into any panegyric or satire of his charac-
ter 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 in 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 pro-
ceed from a friend or an enemy. The very nature
of language guides us almost infallibly in form-
ing a judgment of this nature; and as every
tongue possesses one set of words which are
taken in a good sense, and another in the oppo-
site, the least acquaintance with the idiom suf-
fices, 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 quali-
ties; 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 univer-
sal principles, from which all censure or appro-
bation is ultimately derived. As this is a
question of fact, not of abstract science, we can
only expect success, by following the experi-
mental method, and deducing general maxims
from a comparison of particular instances. The
other scientifical method, where a general
abstract principle is first established, and is
afterward branched out into a variety of infer-




ences and conclusions, may be more perfect in
itself, but suits less 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 their passion for hypotheses
and systems in natural philosophy, 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 subtile or ingenious, which is not
founded on fact and observation.

We shall begin our enquiry on this head by
the consideration of social virtues, benevolence
and justice. The explication of them will proba-
bly give us an opening by which others may be
accounted for.

SECTION II. OF BENEVOLENCE.
PART 1.

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, benefi-
cent, or their equivalents, are known in all lan-
guages, and universally express the highest
merit, which human nature is capable of attain-
ing. Where these amiable qualities are attended
with birth and power and eminent abilities, and
display themselves 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,
undaunted courage, prosperous success; these
may only expose a hero or politician to the envy
or ill-will of the public: But as soon as the
praises are added of humane and beneficent;
when instances are displayed of lenity, tender-
ness, or friendship: envy itself is silent, or joins
the general voice of approbation and applause.

When PERICLES, the great ATHENIAN states-
man and general, was on his death-bed, his sur-
rounding friends, deeming him now insensible,
began to indulge their sorrow for their expiring
patron, by enumerating his great qualities and
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 the most eminent of my
praises, while you dwell so much on those vulgar
advantages, in which fortune had a principal 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 emi-
nent, in that case, to compensate for the want
of them, or preserve the person from our sever-
est hatred, as well as contempt. A high ambi-
tion, 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 benevo-
lence 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 eminent. His exalted station, of itself,
but the more exposes him to danger and tem-
pest. His sole prerogative is to afford shelter to
inferiors, who repose themselves under his
cover and protection.

But I forget, that it is not my present busi-
ness to recommend generosity and benevolence,
or to paint, in their true colors, all the genuine
charms of the social virtues. These, indeed, suf-
ficiently engage every heart, on the first appre-
hension 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, than the prac-
tical 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 benevo-
lence and humanity, friendship and gratitude,
natural affection and public spirit, or whatever
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 favorable and affectionate sentiments,
which they exert on all around.




PART II.

We may observe, that, in displaying the praises
of any humane, beneficent man, there is one cir-
cumstance which never fails to be amply
insisted on, namely, the happiness and satisfac-
tion, 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. With
him, the ties of love are consolidated by benefi-
cence and friendship. The ties of friendship
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 for-
tune, but so far as she exercises it over him.
From him the hungry receive food, the naked
cloathing, 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 sta-
tion, mankind and posterity reap the fruit of his
labors.

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 so universally paid to them?




When 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 aver-
sion. The eye is pleased with the prospect of
corn-fields and loaded vineyards; horses graz-
ing, 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 plea-
sure and approbation. An experienced 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 manufac-
ture, than to observe the advantages which it
procures 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 labors. The writer of romance
alleviates or denies the bad consequences
ascribed to his manner of composition.

In general, what praise is implied in the sim-
ple epithert useful! What reproach in the
contrary!

Your Gods, says CICERO, in opposition to the
EPICUREANS, cannot justly claim any worship or
adoration, with whatever imaginary perfections
you may suppose them endowed. They are
totally useless and unactive. Even the EGYP-




TIANS, whom you so much ridicule, never con-
secrated any animal but on account of its utility.

The sceptics assert, 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 the reli-
gion of ZOROASTER.

In all determinations of morality, this circum-
stance of public utility is ever principally in
view; and wherever disputes arise, either in phi-
losophy or common life, concerning the bounds
of duty, the question cannot, by any means, be
decided with greater certainty, than by ascer-
taining, 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; because 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 char-
ity 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 experi-
ence having since convinced us, that this prac-
tice encreases the jealousy and cruelty of
princes, a TIMOLEON and a BRUTUS, though
treated with indulgence on account of the preju-
dices 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 gen-
erosity to his greedy courtiers, it was better lost
than misemployed after that manner.

Luxury, or a refinement on the pleasures and
conveniencies of life, had 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 satyrists,
and severe moralists. Those, who prove, or
attempt to prove, that such refinements rather
tend to the encrease of industry, civility, and
arts, regulate anew our moral as well as political
sentiments, and represent, as laudable or inno-
cent, what had formerly been regarded as perni-
cious and blameable.

Upon the whole, then, it seems undeniable,
that nothing can bestow more merit on any
human creature than the sentiment of benevo-
lence 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 forward so desirable
an end, is beheld with complacency and plea-
sure. The social virtues are never regarded with-
out their beneficial tendencies, nor viewed as
barren and unfruitful. The happiness of
mankind, the order of society, the harmony of
families, the mutual 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 disquisitions, as well as the
reason, why this circumstance has such a com-
mand over our esteem and approbation.

SECTION III. OF JUSTICE.

PART L.




APPENDIX I. CONCERNING MORAL SENTIMENT.

IF the foregoing hypothesis be received, it will
now be easy for us to determine the question
first started, concerning the general principles
of morals; and though we postponed the deci-
sion 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 the tendency of qualities and
actions, and point out their beneficial conse-
quences to society and to their possessor. In
many cases, this is an affair liable to great con-
troversy: Doubts may arise; opposite interests
may occur; and a preference must be given to
one side, from very nice 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
liable to great controversy. But as single
instances of justice are often pernicious in their
first and immediate tendency, and as the advan-
tage to society results only from the observance
of the general rule, and from the concurrence
and combination of several persons in the same
equitable conduct; the case here becomes more
intricate and involved. The various circum-
stances of society; the various consequences of
any practice; the various interests, which may
be proposed: These, on many occasions, are
doubtful, and subject to great discussion and
enquiry. 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 as directed to the same purpose.
And a very accurate reason or judgment is often
requisite, to give the true determination, amidst
such intricate doubts arising from obscure or
opposite utilities.

But though reason when fully assisted and
improved, be sufficient to instruct us in the per-
nicious 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 toward the means. It is requi-
site 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 as resentment of their misery;
since these are the different ends which virtue
and vice have a tendency to promote. Here,
therefore, reason instructs us in the several ten-
dencies of actions, and humanity makes a dis-
tinction in favor to those which are useful and
beneficial.

This partition between the faculties of under-
standing and sentiment, in an moral decisions,
seems clear from the preceding hypothesis. But
[ shall suppose that hypothesis false: It will
then be requisite to look out for some other
theory, that may be satisfactory; and I dare ven-
ture to affirm, that none such will ever be
found, so long as we suppose 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 appearance 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 dis-
tinctions to reason alone, without the concur-
rence 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 the 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 cir-




cumstances, and examine, by your reason alone
in what consists the demerit or blame: You
never will come to any issue or conclusion.

Reason judges either of matter of fact or of rela-
tions. 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 conscious of it.
But nothing is there, except the passion of ill-
will or absolute indifference. You cannot say,
that these, of themselves, always, and in all cir-
cumstances, are crimes. No: They are only
crimes, when directed toward persons, who
have before expressed and displayed good-will
toward us. Consequently, we may infer, that the
crime of ingratitude is not any particular indi-
vidual fact; but arises from a complication of cir-
cumstances, which, being presented to the
spectator, excites the sentiment of blame, by the
particular structure and fabric of his mind.

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 discover, 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 the relation of contrariety. Does the crime con-
sist in that relation? But suppose a person bore
me ill-will or did me ill-offices; and I, in return,




were indifferent toward him, or did him good-
offices: Here is the same relation of contrariety;
and yet my conduct 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 two added to three, it will
contain as many units as that compound num-
ber. But when you draw thence a comparison to
moral relations, I own that I am altogether at a
loss to understand you. A moral action, a crime,
such as ingratitude, is a complicated object.
Does morality consist in the relation of its parts
to each other? How? After what manner? Spec-
ify the relation: Be more particular and explicit
in your propositions; and you will easily see
their falsehood.

No, say you, the morality consists in the rela-
tion of actions to the rule of right; and they are
denominated good or ill, according as they
agree or disagree with it. What then is this rule
of right? In what does it consist? How is it
determined? By reason, you say, which exam-
ines the moral relations of actions. So that
moral relations are determined by the compari-
son of actions to a rule. And that rule is deter-
mined 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 falsehood. Yes, reply I:
Here are metaphysics surely: But they are all on
your side, who advance an abstruse hypothesis,
which can never be made intelligible, nor
quadrate with any particular instance or illus-
tration. The hypothesis which we embrace is
plain. It maintains, that morality is determined
by sentiment. It defines virtue to be whatever
mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleas-
ing sentiment of approbation; and vice the contrary.
We then proceed to examine a plain matter of
fact, to wit, what actions have this influence:
We consider all the circumstances, in which
these actions agree: And thence endeavor to
extract some general observations with regard
to these sentiments. If you call this meta-
physics, and find any thing abstruse here, you
need only conclude, that your turn of mind is
not suited to the moral sciences.

II. When a man, at any time, deliberates con-
cerning his own conduct (as, whether he had
better, in a particular emergence, assist a
brother or a benefactor), he must consider
these separate relations, with all the circum-
stances 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 relations
which its several parts bear to each other. But
notwithstanding this appearing similarity in the
two cases, there is, at bottom, an extreme dif-
ference 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 some




unknown relation, which is dependent on the
former. But in moral deliberations, we must be
acquainted, beforehand, 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 circum-
stances of the case are supposed to be laid
before us, ere we can fix any sentence of blame
or approbation. If any material circumstance be
yet unknown or doubtful, we must first employ
our enquiry or intellectual faculties to assure us
of it; and must suspend for a time all moral
decision or sentiment. While 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 farther 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 judgment, 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 previ-
ously known; and the mind, from the contem-
plation of the whole, feels some new
impression of affection or disgust, esteem or
contempt, approbation or blame.

Hence the great difference between a mistake
of fact and one of right; and hence the reason
why the one is commonly criminal and not the
other. When OEDIPUS killed LAIUS, he was igno-




rant of the relation, and from circumstances,
innocent and involuntary, formed erroneous
opinions concerning the action which he com-
mitted. But when NERO killed AGRIPPINA, all
the relations between himself and the person,
and all the circumstances of the fact, were pre-
viously known to him: But the motive of
revenge, or fear, or interest, prevailed in his sav-
age heart over the sentiments of duty and
humanity. And when we express that detesta-
tion against him, to which he, himself, in a little
time, became insensible; it is not, that we see
any relations, of which he was ignorant; but
that, from the rectitude of our disposition, we
feel sentiments, against which he was hard-
ened, from flattery and a long perseverance in
the most enormous crimes. In these senti-
ments, 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, every thing must be known and ascer-
tained on the side of the object or action. Noth-
ing remains but to feel, on our part, some
sentiment of blame or approbation; whence we
pronounce the action criminal or virtuous.

I1I. This doctrine will become still more evi-
dent, 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 geometrical problems, consists wholly in the
perception of relations, and was performed
entirely by the understanding or intellectual fac-
ulties. 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 disgust, according to the nature
of the object, and disposition of our organs.

EucLID has fully explained all the qualities of
the circle; but has 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 dis-
tant from a common center. It is only the effect,
which that figure produces upon the mind,
whose peculiar fabric or structure renders it
susceptible of such sentiments. In vain would
you look for it in the circle, or seek it, either by
your senses or by mathematical reasonings, 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 description
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 complicated figure is pre-
sented to an intelligent mind, susceptible to
those finer sensations. ‘Till such a spectator
appear, there is nothing but a figure of such par-
ticular 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 for-
mation. 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
villany, which he so vehemently exclaims
against: At what time, or on what subject it first
began to exist: And what has a few months
afterward become of it, when every disposition
and thought of all the actors is totally altered,
or annihilated. 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 of immorality
is no particular fact or relation, which can be
the object of the understanding: But arises
entirely from the sentiment of disapprobation,
which, by the structure of human nature, we
unavoidably feel on the apprehension of barbar-
ity or treachery.

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 conse-
quently 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.




V. It appears evident, that the ultimate ends
of human actions can never, in any case, be
accounted for by reason, but recommend them-
selves entirely to the sentiments and affections
of mankind, without any dependance on the
intellectual faculties. Ask a man, why he uses exer-
cise; he will answer, because he desires to keep his
health. If you then enquire, why he desires health,
he will readily reply, because sickness is painful. If
you push your enquiries farther, and desire a
reason, why he hates pain, it is impossible 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 health, he may also reply, that it is necessary
for the exercise of his calling. If you ask, why he is
anxious on that head, he will answer, because he
desires to get money. If you demand Why? It is the
instrument of pleasure, says he. And beyond this it
is an absurdity to ask for a reason. It is impossi-
ble there can be a progress in infinitum; and that
one thing can always be a reason, why another
is desired. Something must be desirable on its
own account, and because of its immediate
accord or agreement with human sentiment and
affection.

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

Thus the distinct boundaries and offices of
reason and of taste are easily ascertained. The




former conveys the knowledge of truth and
falsehood: The latter gives the sentiment of
beauty and deformity, vice and virtue. The one
discovers objects, as they really stand in nature,
without addition or diminution: The other has a
productive faculty, and gilding or staining all
natural objects with the colors, borrowed from
internal sentiment, raises, in a manner, a new
creation. Reason, being cool and disengaged, is
no motive to action, and directs only the
impulse received from appetite or inclination,
by showing us the means of attaining happiness
or avoiding misery: Taste, as it gives pleasure or
pain, and thereby constitutes happiness or mis-
ery, becomes a motive to action, and is the first
spring or impulse to desire and volition. From
circumstances and relations, known or sup-
posed, the former leads us to the discovery of
the concealed and unknown: After all circum-
stances and relations are laid before us, the lat-
ter makes us feel from the whole a new
sentiment of blame or approbation. The stan-
dard 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 oth-
er, arising from the internal frame and constitu-
tion 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.




