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A 

S Y S T E M 

O F 

M O R A L  P H I L O S O P H Y. 

 

B O O K  I. 

 

Concerning the Constitution of H U M A N  N A T U R E, 

and the  S U P R E M E  G O O D. 

 

C H A P T E R I. 

 

Of the Constitution of Human Nature and its Powers, 

and first the Understanding, Will and Passions. 

 

I. THE INTENTION OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY IS TO direct men to that course of action 

which tends most effectually to promote their greatest happiness and perfection; as far as it can be 

done by observations and conclusions discoverable from the constitution of nature, without any aids 

of supernatural revelation: these maxims, or rules of conduct are therefore reputed as laws of nature, 

and the system or collection of them is called the LAW of NATURE. 

As human happiness, which is the end of this art, cannot be distinctly known without the 

previous knowledge of the constitution of this species, and of all its perceptive and active powers, 

and their natural objects; (since happiness denotes the state of the soul arising /2/from its several 

grateful perceptions or modifications;) the most natural method in this science must be first to 

inquire into the several powers and dispositions of the species, whether perceptive or active, into its 

several natural determinations, and the objects from whence its happiness can arise; and then to 

compare together the several enjoyments this species is capable of receiving, that we may discover 

what is its supreme happiness and perfection, and what tenor of action is subservient to it. 

In this inquiry we shall but briefly mention such parts of our constitution, whether in body or 

mind, as are not of great consequence in morals; avoiding unnecessary controversies, and often 

referring to other authors for those points which have been tolerably well explained by them. Thus 

we pass over many ingenious anatomical observations upon the advantages and dignity of the 

human body above that of other animals. The reader may find them in the anatomical authors, and 

Dr. Cumberland. 

II. Consider mankind from their birth, you see a species at first weaker and less capable of 

subsisting, without the aid of the adult, than any other; and continuing longer in this infirm state. 

Animals of several other kinds attain to their full vigour and the perfect use of all their powers in a 

few months; and few require more than four or five years to their maturity. Ten or twelve years are 

necessary to mankind before they can obtain subsistence by their own art or labour, even in 

civilised societies, and in the finest climates after /3/ they have been cleared of all beasts of prey. 

Many other animals are both cloathed and armed by nature, and have all that is necessary for their 

defence or convenient subsistence without any care or contrivance of their own: the earth 

uncultivated offers them their food, and the woods or rocks their shelter. Mankind are naked and 

unarmed; their more salutary and agreeable food is more rare, requiring much art and labour: their 

bodies are less fit to resist the injuries of weather, without more operose contrivances for cloathing 

and shelter. Their preservation therefore, in their tender years, must depend on the care of the adult; 

and their lives must always continue miserable if they are in solitude, without the aids of their 

fellows. 

This is no unreasonable severity in the Author of Nature to our species. We shall soon discover 

the natural remedy provided for this lasting imbecillity of our younger years, in the tender parental 



 75 

affection of a rational species; and the final causes of it, in the several improvements we are capable 

of receiving. The means of subsistence to our species require much contrivance and ingenuity: we 

are capable of many noble enjoyments unknown to other animals, and depending on useful and 

delightful arts, which we cannot attain to without a long education, much instruction and imitation 

of others. How much time is requisite for learning our mothertongues? how much for dexterity even 

in the commonest arts of agriculture, or in domestic service? full strength of body, without a mind 

equally advanced /4/in knowledge and arts and social habits, would make us ungovernable and 

untractable to our parents or instructors. Since we need to be so long in subjection, we should not 

soon be able to shake off the necessary and friendly yoke. 

III. The natural principles which first discover themselves are our external senses, with some 

small powers of spontaneous motion, an appetite for food, and an instinct to receive and swallow it. 

All these powers exert themselves in a way too dark for any of us ever to apprehend completely: 

much less have the brutes any knowledge to direct them to the teats of their dams, or notion of the 

pressure of the air upon which sucking depends. At first indeed we all alike act by instincts wisely 

implanted by a superior hand. 

Our external senses soon introduce to the mind some perceptions of pleasure and pain: and 

along with these perceptions there immediately appears a natural constant determination to desire 

the one and repel the other; to pursue whatever appears to be the cause or occasion of pleasure, and 

to shun the causes of pain. These are probably our first notions of natural good or evil, of happiness 

or misery. 

The external senses are those "determinations of nature by which certain perceptions constantly 

arise in the mind, when certain impressions are made upon the organs of the body, or motions raised 

in them." Some of these perceptions are received solely by one sense, others may be received by 

two or more. Of the former class, are these five sorts, viz. colours, /5/ sounds, tastes, smells, cold or 

heat; some ingenious authors reckon more: these we may call the proper ideas of sensation. 

These sensations, as the learned agree, are not pictures or representations of like external 

qualities in objects, nor of the impression or change made in the bodily organs. They are either 

signals, as it were, of new events happening to the body, of which experience and observation will 

shew us the cause; or marks, settled by the Author of Nature, to shew us what things are salutary, 

innocent, or hurtful; or intimations of things not otherways discernable which may affect our state; 

tho' these marks or signals bear no more resemblance to the external reality, than the report of a 

gun, or the flash of the powder, bears to the distress of a ship. The pleasant sensations of taste, 

smell, and touch, generally arise from objects innocent or salutary, when used in a moderate degree; 

the disagreeable or painful sensations, from such as are pernicious or unfit for common use. But 

sight and hearing seem not to be immediate avenues of pain; scarcely is any visible form or any 

sound the immediate occasion of it; tho' the violent motion of light or air may cause painful 

feelings; and yet by sight and hearing the exquisite pleasures of beauty and harmony have access to 

the soul, as well as the ideas of magnitudes, figures situation, and motion. It is by the former senses, 

and not by those, that we receive the pleasures commonly called sensual. 

The ideas of two or more senses are Duration, number, /6/ extension, figure, motion, rest. 

Duration and number are applicable to every perception or action of the mind, whether dependent 

upon bodily organs or not. The simpler ideas of this class, which some call the Concomitant ideas 

of sensation, are not generally either pleasant or painful. It is from some complex modes of figure 

and motion that pleasure is perceived:  beauty, from some proportions of figure with colour: 

harmony, from some proportions of time as well as of tones or notes. The proportions of numbers 

and figures are the field in which our reasoning powers have the most free and vigorous exercise. 

Of these hereafter. 

IV. There is another natural power of perception, always exercised but not enough reflected 

upon, an inward sensation, perception, or consciousness, of all the actions, passions, and 

modifications, of the mind; by which its own perceptions, judgments, reasonings, affections, 

feelings, may become its object: it knows them and fixes their names; and thus knows itself in the 
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same manner that it does bodies, by qualities immediately perceived, tho' the substance of both be 

unknown. 

These two powers of perception, sensation and consciousness, introduce into the mind all its 

materials of knowledge. All our primary and direct ideas or notions are derived from one or other of 

these sources. But the mind never rests in bare perception; it compares the ideas received, discerns 

their relations, marks the changes made in objects by our own action or that of /7/ others; it inquires 

into the natures, proportions, causes, effects, antecedents, consequents, of every thing,  when it is 

not diverted by some importunate appetite These powers of judging and reasoning are more known 

and better examined by all philosophers than any other, and therefore we pass them over. All these 

several powers, of external sensation, consciousness, judging, and reasoning, are commonly called 

the acts of the understanding. 

V. Tho' there are many other sorts of finer perceptions to be considered as natural to men, yet as 

some of them have the acts of the will, the affections, and passions, for their objects, it is necessary 

to take a short view of the will and its natural determinations, before we proceed to these finer 

perceptions. 

Here it is plain, as soon as any sense, opinion, or reasoning, represents an object or event as 

immediately good or pleasant, or as the means of future pleasure, or of security from evil, either for 

ourselves or any person about whom we are sollicitous, there arises immediately a new motion of 

the soul, distinct from all sensation, perception, or judgment, a desire of that object or event. And 

upon perception or opinion of an object or event as the occasion of pain or misery, or of the loss of 

good, arises a contrary motion called aversion; on all occasions of this sort, these primary motions 

of the will naturally arise without any previous choice or command, and are the general springs of 

action in every rational agent. 

To the will are commonly referred also two other /8/ modifications, or new states, arising from 

our apprehensions of objects or events, as obtained or not obtained, according to our previous 

desire; or repelled and prevented, or not, according to our previous aversions; which are called joy 

and sorrow. But as they do not immediately move the soul to action, they seem rather new feelings 

or states of the soul, than acts of the will, more resembling sensations than volitions. These words 

however are often used promiscuously, as are many other names of the actions and passions of the 

soul. Thus delight or joy, is often used for the desire of any event which when it befals will give 

delight; so is sorrow, for fear and aversion. Thus we have the old1 division of the motions of the 

will into four general species, Desire, Aversion, Joy, and Sorrow. Nor can we easily imagine any 

spirit without these modifications and motions of Will of one sort or other. The Deity indeed, as he 

is possessed of all power and all perfection, must be incapable of every modification implying pain. 

The acts of the will may be again divided into two classes, according as one is pursuing good for 

himself, and repelling the contrary, or pursuing good for others and repelling evils which threaten 

them. The former we may call selfish, the later benevolent. What ever subtile debates have been to 

prove that all motions /9/ of the will spring from one fountain, no man can deny that we often have 

a real internal undissembled desire of the welfare of others, and this in very different degrees. 

VI. There are two calm natural determinations of the will to be particularly considered on this 

occasion. First, an invariable constant impulse toward one's own perfection and happiness of the 

highest kind. This2 instinct operates in the bulk of mankind very confusedly; as they do not reflect 

upon, or attend to, their own constitution and powers of action and enjoyment; few have considered 

and compared the several enjoyments they are capable of, or the several powers of action. But 

whosoever does so will find a calm settled desire of the perfection of all our active powers, and of 

 
1 See Cicero's Tuscul. lib. iii & iv:  
Hinc metuunt, cupiuntque,  dolent, gaudentque. (Virg.) 

The Stoics, the avowed enemies of the passions, allowed the  , and  , and , in the perfectest 

character, even the Deity; but all these of an higher sort than the turbulent passions; of which distinction hereafter. 
2 We need no apology, for using the word instinct for our highest powers, to those who know the Latin language. 

Appetite is in our language much confined to lower powers; but in Latin the word is applied to the highest. 
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the highest enjoyments, such as appear to us, upon comparison, of the greatest importance to our 

happiness. Those who have not made such reflections and comparisons, naturally desire all sorts of 

enjoyments they have any notion of by their senses or any higher powers they have exercised, as far 

as they are consistent with each other, or appear to be so; and desire the perfection of such powers 

as they attend to. Where several enjoyments appear inconsistent, the mind, while it is calm, 

naturally pursues, or desires in preference to others, those which seem of the greatest importance to 

its happiness. So far all agree. 

The other determination alleged is toward the /10/ universal happiness of others. When the soul 

is calm and attentive to the constitution and powers of other beings, their natural actions, and 

capacities of happiness and misery, and when the selfish appetites and passions and desires are 

asleep, 'tis alleged that there is a calm impulse of the soul to desire the greatest happiness and 

perfection of the largest system within the compass of its knowledge. Our inward consciousness, 

abundantly testifies that there is such an impulse or determination of the soul, and that it is truly 

ultimate, without reference to any sort of happiness of our own. But here again, as few have 

considered the whole system of beings knowable by men, we do not find this determination exerted 

generally in all its extent; but we find natural desires of the happiness of such individuals, or 

societies, or systems, as we have calmly considered, where there has intervened no prejudice 

against them, or notion that their happiness is anyway opposite to our own. 

As the notion of one's own highest happiness or the greatest aggregate or sum of valuable 

enjoyments, is not generally formed by men, it is not expressly desired or intended. And therefore 

we cannot say that every particular calm desire of private good is aiming directly at that sum, and 

pursuing its object under the notion of a necessary part of that sum. Men naturally desire, even by 

calm motions of the soul, such objects as they conceive useful or subservient to any valuable 

enjoyment, such as wealth, power, honour, without this conception of their making a part /11/ of 

this greatest sum. In like manner we have calm benevolent affections toward individuals, or smaller 

societies of our fellows, where there has not preceeded any consideration of the most extensive 

system, and where they are not considered formally as parts of this largest system, nor their 

happiness pursued as conducing to the greatest sum of universal happiness. Such are our calm 

benevolent affections to friends, countries, men of eminent worth, without any reference in our 

thoughts to the most extensive system. We can make these references of all selfish enjoyments 

pursued by us to the greatest sum of private happiness, whenever we please; and we can in like 

manner refer all our calm particular kind affections to the general extensive benevolence; and 'tis of 

great consequence to have these large conceptions, and to make these references. But 'tis plain the 

several particular affections, whether selfish or benevolent, operate, and that too without turbulent 

or passionate commotions, where no such references have preceeded. 

VII. But beside all these calm motions of the will more or less extensive, there are many 

particular passions and appetites which naturally arise on their proper occasions, each terminating 

ultimately on its own gratification, without further reference; and attended with violent, confused, 

and uneasy sensations, which are apt to continue till the object or gratification is obtained. Of these 

turbulent passions and appetites some are selfish, some benevolent, and some may partake of both 

characters. Of the selfish are hunger, thirst, lust, /12/ passions for sensual pleasure, wealth, power, 

or fame. Of the benevolent kind are pity, condolence, congratulation, gratitude, conjugal and 

parental affections, as often as they become violent and turbulent commotions of the soul. Anger, 

envy, indignation, and some others, may be of either kind, according as they arise either on account 

of some opposition to our own interests, or to those of our friends or persons loved and esteemed. 

These all arise on their natural occasions, where no reference is made by the mind to its own 

greatest happiness, or to that of others. 

The difference between the calm motions of the the will and the passionate, whether of the 

selfish or benevolent kinds, must be obvious to any who consider how often we find them acting in 
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direct opposition.3 Thus anger or lust will draw us one way; and a calm regard, either to our highest 

interest the greatest sum of private good, or to some particular interest, will draw the opposite way: 

sometimes the passion conquering the calm principle, and sometimes being conquered by it. The 

calm desire of wealth will force one, tho' with reluctance, into splendid expences, when necessary 

to gain a good bargain or a gainful employment; while the passion of avarice is repining at these 

expences. The sedate desire of a child's or a friend's virtue and honour and improvement, will make 

us send them abroad amidst dangers; while the parental and friendly passions are opposing this 

purpose. Gratitude, pity, and friendly passions, solicite to one side; /13/ and love of a country, or a 

yet more extensive benevolence, may be soliciting on the other side. We correct and restrain our 

children, we engage them in uneasy studies and labours, out of calm good-will, while this tender 

passion is opposing every thing that is uneasy to them. Desire of life persuades to abstinence, to 

painful cures and nauseous potions, in opposition to the appetites destined to preserve life in the 

order of nature. 

As there belong to the understanding not only the lower powers of sensation, common to us with 

the brutes, but also those of seasoning, consciousness, and pure intellect, as 'tis called; so to the will 

belong not only the bodily appetites and turbulent passions, but the several calm and extensive 

affections of a nobles order. 

VIII. To the Will we also ascribe the power of Spontaneous Motion; since, in consequence of 

our willing it, we find many parts of the body move as we incline. All its parts are not thus 

subjected to be moved as we please; but only such as 'tis necessary or useful in life for us to have 

thus subjected. The inward parts go on; in those motions upon which the continuance of life 

immediately depends, without any acts of our will; nor can we directly, by any volition, accelerate 

or retard them. To superintend motions continually necessary would engross the mind perpetually, 

and make it incapable of any other business. Nor does every motion or impression on the parts of 

the body excite sensations in the soul. There is no sensation of the /14/ internal motions on which 

life immediately depends, while the body is in good order. Such sensation would be an uneasy 

useless distraction of the mind from all valuable purposes; as we experience, when a disease makes 

the contraction of the heart, or beatings of the pulse, become sensible. Sensations indicate only such 

changes, and new events, or objects, as 'tis convenient we should be apprized of. Thus volitions 

move the head, the eyes, the mouth, the tongue, the limbs, and, that exquisite instrument of a 

rational inventive and artful species, the hand. All these are plain indications of the wise and benign 

counsel of our Creator. Nay our limbs are moved immediately in consequence of the contraction of 

muscles, and of some power sent down by nerves from the head. But in our spontaneous motions 

we neither know nor will these intermediate steps: we intend the last motion; and those other 

motions are performed without any knowledge or will of ours. Sensation in like manner immediatly 

ensues upon some motion in a nerve continued to the brain: we perceive no motion in the brain; but 

have a sensation immediatly referred to the extremity of the body where the impression was made, 

and seeming to occupy that place; in a manner quite inexplicable. These considerations have led 

some ingenious and pious men to conclude that a superior Being, or the Deity himself, is the sole 

physical cause of all our motions; according to certain general laws; and the sole efficient cause of 

all our sensations too, in the like manner. 

 

/15/ 

C H A P T E R II. 

 

Concerning the finer Powers of Perception. 

 

 
3 See this well described in Plato. Rep. l. 9 and Arist. Eth. Nicom. 
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I. AFTER the general account of the perceptive powers, and of the will, we proceed to consider 

some finer powers of perception, and some other natural determinations of will, and general laws of 

the human constitution. 

To the senses of seeing and hearing, are superadded in most men, tho' in very different degrees, 

certain powers of perception of a finer kind than what we have reason to imagine are in most of the 

lower animals, who yet perceive the several colours and figures, and hear the several sounds. These 

we may call the senses of beauty and harmony, or, with Mr. Addison, the imagination. Whatever 

name we give them, 'tis manifest, the several following qualities are sources of pleasure constituted 

by nature; or, men have natural powers or determinations to perceive pleasure from them. 

1. Certain forms are more grateful to the eye than others, even abstracting from all pleasure of 

any lively colours; such complex ones, especially, where uniformity, or equality of proportion 

among the parts, is observable; nor can we, by command of our will, cause all forms indifferently to 

appear pleasant, more than we can make all objects grateful to the taste. 

2. As a disposition to imitate is natural to /16/ mankind from their infancy, so they universally 

receive pleasure from imitation4. Where the original is beautiful, we may have a double pleasure; 

but an exact imitation, whether of beauty or deformity, whether by colours, figures, speech, voice, 

motion or action, gives of itself a natural pleasure. 

3 Certain compositions of notes are immediatly pleasant to the generality of men, which the 

artists can easily inform us of. The simpler pleasures arise from the concords; but an higher pleasure 

arises from such compositions as, in sound and time, imitate those modulations of the human voice, 

which indicate the several affections of the soul in important affairs. Hence PLATO5 and 

LYCURGUS6 observed a moral character in musick, and looked upon it as of some consequence in 

influencing the manners of a people. 

4. As we are endued with reason to discern the fitness of means for An end, and the several 

relations and connexions of things; so, there is an immediate pleasure in knowledge7, distinct from 

the judgment itself, tho' naturally joined with it. We have a pleasure also in beholding the effect of 

art and design, in any ingenious machinery adapted to valuable purposes, in any utensil well fitted 

for its end; whether we hope to have the use of it or not. We have delight in exercising our own 

rational, inventive, and active powers; we are pleased to behold the like exercises of others, and the 

artful effects of them. In such works of art /17/ we are pleased to see intermixed the beauty of form, 

and imitation, as far as it consists with the design; but the superior pleasure from the execution of 

the design makes us omit the inferior when it is inconsistent. 

                                 ------------------------------------------------- 

(/19/) 

III. Another important determination or sense of the soul we may call the sympathetick, 

different from all the external senses; by which, when we apprehend the state of others, our hearts 

naturally have a fellow feeling with them. When we see or know the pain, /20/ distress, or misery of 

any kind which another suffers, and turn our thoughts to it, we feel a strong sense of pity, and a 

great proneness to relieve, where no contrary passion withholds us. And this8 without any artful 

views of advantage to accrue to us from giving relief, or of loss we shall sustain by these sufferings. 

We see this principle strongly working in children, where there are the fewest distant views of 

interest; so strongly sometimes, even in force not of the softest mould, at cruel executions, as to 

occasion fainting and sickness. This principle continues generally. during all our lives. 

We have a like natural disposition to Congratulation with others in their joys; where no prior 

emulation, imagined opposition of interest, or prejudice, prevents it. We have this sympathy even 

with the brute animals; and hence poets so successfully please us with descriptions of their joys. But 

 
4Aristot. Poet. C. 4. calls man   
5 De Repub. l. 3. 
6 Plut. in Lycurgo. 
7 Inquiry b., i. c, 3. and Aristot. Ethic. there cited 
8See Inquiry into Virtue sect. 2.  
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as our own selfish passions which repel evil, such as fear, anger resentment, are generally stronger 

commotions of soul than the passions pursuing private good; so pity is a stronger benevolent 

passion than congratulation. And all this is wisely contrived, since immunity from pain seems 

previously necessary to the enjoyment of good. Thus the stronger motions of the mind are directed 

toward that which is most necessary. This sympathy seems to extend to all our affections and 

passions. They all seem naturally contagious. We not only sorrow with the distressed, and rejoice 

with the /21/ prosperous; but admiration, or surprise, discovered in one, raises a correspondent 

commotion of mind in all who behold him. Fear observed raises fear in the observer before he 

knows the cause, laughter moves to laugh, love begets love, and the devout affections displayed 

dispose others to devotion. One easily sees how directly subservient this sympathy is to that grand 

determination of the soul toward universal happiness. 

IV. Before we mention some other finer senses, which have actions of men for their objects, we 

must observe one general determination of the soul to exercise all its active powers. We may see in 

our species, from the very cradle, a constant propensity to action and motion ; children grasping, 

handling, viewing, tasting every thing. As they advance they exert other powers, making all tryals 

possible; observing all changes, and inquiring into their causes; and this' from an impulse to action 

and an implanted instinct toward knowledge, even where they are not allured by any prospects of 

advantage. Nay we see almost all other animals, as soon as they come to light, exercising their 

several powers by like instincts, in the way that the Author of Nature intended; and by this exercise, 

tho' often laborious and fatiguing, made happier than any state of slothful Sensuality could make 

them. Serpents try their reptile motions; beasts raise themselves and walk, or run; birds attempt to 

raise themselves with their wings and foar on high; waterfowl take to the water as soon as they see 

it. The colt is practising for the race,9 the bull is butting with his /22/ horns, and the hound 

exercising himself for the chase. Children are ever in motion while they are awake, nor do they 

decline weariness and toil: they shew an aversion to sleep till it overpowers them against their wills 

: they observe whatever occurs, they remember and inquire about it; they learn the names of things, 

inquire into their natures, structures, uses, and causes; nor will their curiosity yield to rebukes and 

affronts. Kind affections soon break out toward those who are kind to them; strong gratitude, and an 

ardor to excel in any thing that is praised; in vying with their fellows they are transported with 

success and victory, and exceedingly dejected when they are out-done by others. They are soon 

provoked to anger upon any imagined injury or hurt; are afraid of experienced pain, and provoked 

at the cause of it; but soon appeased by finding it undesigned, or by professions of repentance. 

Nothing do they more resent than false accusation or reproach. They are prone to sincerity, and 

truth, and openness of mind, until they have experienced some evils following upon it. They are 

impatient to relate to others any thing new or strange, or apt to move admiration or laughter; ready 

to gratify any one with what they have no use for themselves; fond of pleasing, and void of 

suspicion, till they have had experience of injuries. 

This impulse to action continues during life, while we retain the use of our powers. The men 

who are most worthless and slothful yet are not wholly idle; they have their games, their cabals and 

conversation /23/ to employ them, or some mean ingenuity about sensual pleasures. We see in 

general that mankind can be happy only by action of one kind, or other; and the exercise of the 

intellectual powers is one source of natural delight from the cradle to the grave. Children are 

transported with discoveries of any thing ,new or artificial, and impatient to shew them to others. 

Publick shows, rarities, magnificence, give them high entertainment: but above all, the important 

actions of great characters; the fortunes of such men, and of the states where they lived, whether 

related, read, or represented by action, are the delight of all ages. Here the pleasure is heightened by 

our social feelings of joy, and the keeness of inquiry increased by our impulse to compassion, and 

our concern about the persons we admire. 

 
9 Dente lupus, &c. Hor. lib. i. sat. I. 1. 52. 
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When men have the proper genius, and access to more laborious knowlege, what ardour of mind 

do some shew for geometry, numbers, astronomy, and natural history? All toils and watchings are 

born with joy. Need we mention even fabulous history, mythology, philology? 'Tis manifest there is 

an high natural pleasure in knowledge without any allurements of other advantage. There is a like 

pleasure in practical knowlege about the business of life, and the effects of actions upon the 

happiness of individuals, or that of societies. How contrary are all those appearances of Nature to 

that Philosophy which makes the sole impulse or determination of the soul to be a desire of /24/ 

such pleasures as arise from the body and are referred to it, or of immunity from bodily pain! 

V. Action is constituted to mankind the grand source of their happiness by an higher power of 

perception than any yet mentioned; namely, that by which they receive the moral notions of actions 

and characters: Never was there any of the human species, except ideots, to whom all actions 

appeared indifferent. Moral differences of action: are discerned by all, even then they consider no 

advantage or disadvantage to redound to themselves from them. As this moral sense is of high 

importance, it shall be more fully considered in a subsequent chapter. It may suffice at present, to 

observe what we all feel, that a certain temper, a set of affections, and actions consequent on them, 

when we are conscious of them in ourselves, raise the most joyful sensations of approbation and 

inward satisfaction; and when the like are observed in others, we have a warm feeling of 

approbation, a sense of their excellence, and, in consequence of it, great good-will and zeal for their 

happiness. If we are conscious of contrary affections and actions, we feel an inward remorse, and 

dislike to ourselves; when we observe the like in others, we dislike and condemn their dispositions, 

reputing them base and odious. 

The affections which excite this moral approbation are all either directly benevolent, or naturally 

connected with such dispositions; those which are disapproved and condemned, are either ill-

natured, by which one is inclined to occasion misery to others; or /25/such selfish dispositions as 

argue some unkind affection, or the want of that degree of the benevolent affections which is 

requisite for the publick good, and commonly expected in our species. 

This moral discernment is not peculiar to persons of a fine education and much reflection. The 

rudest of mankind shew such notions; and young minds, who think least of the distant influences of 

actions upon themselves or others, and have small precaution about their own future interests, are 

rather more moved with moral forms than others. Hence that strong inclination in children, as soon 

as they understand the names of the several affections and tempers, to hear such stories as present 

the moral characters of agents and their fortunes. Hence that joy in the prosperity of the kind, the 

faithful, and the just; and that indignation and sorrow upon the successes of the cruel and 

treacherous. Of this power we shall treat more fully hereafter. 

VI. As by the former determination we are led to approve or condemn ourselves or others 

according to the temper displayed, so by another natural determination, which we may call a sense 

of honour and shame; an high pleasure is felt upon our gaining the approbation and esteem of others 

for our good actions, and upon their expressing their sentiments of gratitude; and on the other hand, 

we are cut to the heart by censure, condemnation, and reproach. All this appears in the countenance. 

The fear of infamy, or censure, or cosy tempt, displays itself by blushing. 

/26/ ‘Tis true, we may observe from our infancy, that men are prone to do good offices to those 

they approve, and honour. But we appeal to the hearts of men, whether they have not an immediate 

pleasure in being honoured and esteemed, without thinking of any future advantages, and even 

when they previously know that they can receive none. Are not we generally solicitous about our 

characters after our death? And whence is it that blushing accompanies this sort of fear, and not the 

fears of other disadvantages, if this is not an immediate principle? 
10ARISTOTLE'S account of this pleasure, tho' more elegant, is not just: “that we relish honour 

as it is a testimony to our virtue, which we are previously conscious is the greatest good." This 

consideration may sometimes make honour very grateful to men who are doubtful and diffident of 

 
10 Ethic. ad Nicom. 1. i c. 5. 
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their own conduct. But have not also the men of greatest abilities, who are perfectly assured of the 

goodness of their conduct, a like natural joy in being praised, distinct from their inward self-

approbation? The kind intention of God in implanting this principle is obvious. 'Tis a strong 

incitement to every thing excellent and amiable: it gives a grateful reward to virtue: it often 

surmounts the obstacles to it from low worldly interests: and even men of little virtue are excited by 

it to such useful services as they would have otherways declined. The selfish are thus, beyond their 

inclination, made subservient to a publick interest; and such are punished who counteract it. 

/27/ What may further prove that this sense of honour is an original principle, is this; we value 

the praise of others, not in proportion to their abilities to serve us, but in proportion to their capacity 

of judging in such matters. We feel the difference, between the interested desire of pleasing the man 

in power who can promote us; and the inward joy from the approbation of the judicious or 

ingenious, who cannot do us any other good offices. The desire of praise is acknowledged to be one 

of the most universal passions of the soul. 

VII. Tho' it is by the moral sense that actions become of the greatest consequence to our 

happiness or misery; yet 'tis plain the mind naturally perceives some other sorts of excellence in 

many powers of body and mind; must admire them, whether in ourselves or others; and must be 

pleased with certain exercises of them, without conceiving them as moral virtues. We often use 

words too promiscuously, and do not express distinctly the different feelings or sensations of the 

soul. Let us keep moral approbation for our sentiments of such dispositions, affections, and 

consequent actions, as we repute virtuous. We find this warm approbation a very different 

perception from the admiration or liking which we have for several other powers and dispositions; 

which are also relished by a sense of decency or dignity. This sense also is natural to us, but the 

perceptions very different from moral approbation. We not only know the use of such valuable 

powers, and of their exercise, to the person possessed of them; but /28/ have agreeable commotions 

of admiration and liking, and these in several degrees. Thus beauty, strength, swiftness, agility of 

body, are more decent and esteemable than a strong voracious stomach, or a delicate palate. The 

manly diversions of riding, or hunting, are beheld with more pleasure and admiration than eating 

and drinking even in a moderate degree. A taste for these manly exercises is often valued; whereas 

'pursuits of mere sensuality appear despicable even when they do not run into excess, and at best are 

only innocent. Nay there is something graceful, in the very shape gesture and motion, and 

something indecent and uncomely; abstracting from any indications of advance discerned by the 

spectators. 

But this is still more obvious about the powers of the mind and their exercise. A penetrating 

genius, capacity for business, patience of application and labour, a tenacious memory, a quick wit, 

are naturally admirable, and relished by all observers; but with a quite different feeling from moral 

approbation. To every natural power there seems to be a corresponding sense or taste, 

recommending one sort of exercise, and disliking the contrary. Thus we relish the exercise of all the 

ingenious arts, machinery of every kind, imitation in painting, sculpture, statuary, poetry; 

gardening, architecture, musick. We not only behold the works with pleasure, but have a natural 

admiration of the persons in whom we discern a taste and genius for these arts. Whereas the 

exercise of our lower powers, merely subservient to sensual gratification, are /29/ at best beheld 

with indifference, are often matter of shame, and the cause of contempt. 

Thus according to the just observation of Aristotle, "The chief happiness of active beings must 

arise from action; and that not from action of every sort, but from that sort to which their nature is 

adapted, and which is recommended by nature." When we gratify the bodily appetites, there is an 

immediate sense of pleasure, such as the brutes enjoy, but no further satisfaction; no sense of 

dignity upon reflection, no good liking of others for their being thus employed. There is an exercise 

of some other bodily powers which seems more manly and graceful. There is a manifest gradation; 

some fine tastes in the ingenious arts are still more agreeable; the exercise is delightful; the works 

are pleasant to the spectator, and reputable to the artist. The exercise of the higher powers of the 

understanding, in discovery of truth, and just reasoning, is more esteemable, when the subjects are 
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important. But the noblest of all are the virtuous affections and actions, the objects of the moral 

sense. 

Some other abilities and dispositions of soul, which are naturally connected with benevolent 

dispositions, and inconsistent with the highest selfishness and sensuality, seem to be immediatly 

approved by the moral sense itself. These we refer to another place. We shall only take notice here, 

that 'by certain associations of ideas, and by frequent comparisons made in similies and metaphors, 

and by other causes, some /30/ inanimate objects have obtained additional ideas of dignity, decency, 

sanctity; some appear as mean and despicable; and others are in a middle state of indifference. Our 

relish for imitation and observing resemblances has made all languages full of metaphors and 

similitudes and allegories give no small pleasure in many compositions: hence we cloath many 

objects with additional ideas of qualities they are not naturally capable of; some of these ideas are 

great and venerable, others low and contemptible. Some attempt to explain the natural cause or 

occasion of laughter, a commotion of mind generally agreeable, of which all are susceptible, from a 

natural sense of the ridiculous in objects or events. 

                                     ------------------------------------------------- 

 

(/38/) 

C H A P T E R III. 

 

Concerning the Ultimate Determinations of the Will, and Benevolent affections. 

 

I. AFTER this long enumeration of the several senses or powers of perception, by which a great 

multitude of objects may be the occasion of pleasure or pain, or of some sorts of happiness or 

misery; and a like enumeration of many dispositions of will, or determinations of desire; human 

nature must appear a very complex and confused fabrick, unless we can discover some order and 

subordination among these powers, and thus discern which of them is naturally fit to govern. Of this 

we shall treat in some following chapters. In the first place the Understanding, or the power of 

reflecting, comparing, judging, makes us capable of discerning the tendencies of the several senses, 

appetites, actions, gratifications, either to our own happiness, or to that of others, and the 

comparative values of every object, every gratification. This power judges about the means or the 

subordinate ends: but about the ultimate ends there is no reasoning. We prosecute them by some 

immediate disposition or determination of soul, which in the order of action is always prior to all 

reasoning; as no opinion or judgment can move to action, where there is no prior desire of some 

end. 

Were there no other ultimate determination or desire in the human soul than that of each one 

toward /39/ his own happiness; then calm11 self-love would be the sole leading principle, plainly 

destined by Nature to govern and restrain all other affections, and keep them subservient to its end; 

having reason for its minister or counsellor, to suggest the means. But the end would be constituted 

by that ultimate determination, without any reasoning. 

This is a favourite tenet of a great many authors, and pleases by its simplicity. But very different 

and contrary accounts are given, by these authors, of the private enjoyments or happiness pursued in 

the offices we commonly repute virtuous. Some make the sole motive to all offices or actions even 

the most honourable, the sole end ultimately intended by them, to be some worldly advantage, some 

bodily pleasures or the means of them. This was the tenet of the Cyrenaicks, and probably of the 

Epicureans too, and of some moderns. Others say, that we desire the good of others, or of societies, 

merely as the means of our own safety and prosperity; others, as the means of some subtiler 

pleasures of our own by sympathy with others in their happiness: others make our end to be the 

 
11 By self-love we mean, one's desire of or preference of and his own happiness, and this only. By a frequent use of 

the word love, for esteem, some have imagined an universal self-esteem, or preference of our moral character and 

accomplishments to those of others, which is contrary to what the modest and self diffident continually experience. 
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pleasures we enjoy in being honoured, or some rewards we expect for our services, and these either 

from GOD, or men. 

But there is still an higher scheme; allowing indeed no other calm setled determination of soul 

but /40/ that in each one toward his own happiness; but granting that we have a moral faculty, and 

many particular kind affections truly disinterested, terminating upon the happiness of others, and 

often operating when wee have no reference of it in our minds to any enjoyment of our own. But, 

say they, "the sole original spring of all calm deliberate purposes of cultivating these generous 

affections, and of gratifying them in opposition to any selfish affections, is this; we experience the 

sublimest joys of self approbation in gratifying these generous motions; these joys are a nobler 

happiness than any other; and the desire of them, flowing from the calm selfish determination, is the 

view of all deliberate purposes of virtue; tho' the kind passions themselves often hurry us into 

friendly and generous actions without this thought. " 

This last account gives a lovely representation of human nature and its affections, and leaves a 

great deal of room for most of the generous virtues of life; but it does not please us with such 

simplicity as the other schemes, which directly deduce every motion of the heart from self-love. 

This is not to be reckoned among the selfish schemes, since it makes all the eminent virtues flow 

from disinterested affections, natural to the heart, however in our calmer hours they may be 

corroborated' by the calm views and desires of our own happiness. But our business is to find the 

truth, let the schemes, or their authors, be classed as they will: and, for this purpose, 'tis necessary to 

consider well, both these affections alledged to be /41/ disinterested, and the moral faculty by which 

we judge of all the motions of the will; that we may see, whether there be in the soul, as we 

alledged above, another calm determination, beside that one toward our own happiness; as well as 

many particular affections, terminating upon the good of others, as their immediate and ultimate 

object, without reference to private interest of any kind. 

II. The calm self love, or the determination of each individual toward his own happiness, is a 

motion of the will without any uneasy sensation attending it. But the several selfish desires, 

terminating on particular objects, are generally attended with some uneasy turbulent sensations in 

very different degrees: yet these sensations are different from the act of the will to which they are 

conjoined; and different too from the motives of desire. The motive is some good apprehended in an 

object or event, toward which good the desire tends; and, in consequence of desire, some uneasiness 

arises, till the good is obtained. To aversion, the motive is some evil apprehended or feared, and 

perhaps not yet felt. Uneasiness too attends the aversion, untill the evil is `repelled. Prospects of the 

pleasures or powers attending opulence are the motives to the desire of wealth, and never the 

uneasy feelings attending the desire itself. These feelings are, in nature, subsequent to the desire. 

Again, when we obtain the thing desired; beside the pleasures to be obtained from this object, 

which were the motives of the desire, and often before we /42/enjoy them, there is one pleasure 

immediatly arising; from the success, at least in those  cases where there was any difficulty in the 

pursuit, or fear of disappointment. It would be absurd to say that this joy in the success was the 

motive to the desire. We should have no joy in the success, not could we have had any desire, 

unless the prospect of some other good had been the motive. This holds in all our desires, 

benevolent or selfish, that there is some motive, some end intended, distinct from the joy of success, 

or the removal of the pain of desire; otherways all desires would be the most fantastick things 

imaginable, equally ardent toward any trifle, as toward the greatest good; since the joy of success, 

and the removal of the uneasiness of desire, would be alike in both sorts of desires. 'Tis trifling 

therefore to say that all desires are selfish, because by gratifying them we obtain the joy of success, 

and free ourselves from the uneasy feelings of desire. 

                                  ---------------------------------------------------- 

(/47/) 

V. Some plead that our most generous affections are subordinate to private interest by means of 

sympathy, which makes the pleasures and pains, the happiness or misery of others, the constant 

causes of pleasure or pain to ourselves. We rejoice in seeing others happy, nay in knowing that they 
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are happy tho' at a distance. And in like manner we have pain or sorrow from their misery. To 

obtain this pleasure therefore and to avoid this pain, we have from self love, say they, an inward 

desire of their happiness, undissembled, tho' subordinate to our desire of our own. But this 

sympathy can never account for all kind affections, tho' it is no doubt a natural principle and a 

beautiful part of our constitution. Where it operates alone, it is uniformly proportioned to the 

distress or suffering beheld or imagined without regard to other circumstances, whereas our 

generous affections are in very different degrees and proportions; we may have a weaker good-will 

to any person unknown; but how much stronger is the affection of gratitude, the love with esteem 

toward a worthy character or intimate friend, the parental affection? This sympathy, if it is the cause 

of all love, must be a very variable disposition, increasing upon benefits received, moral excellence 

observed, intimacies, and tyes of blood: for the inward /48/ good-will, the kind affection, is plainly 

increased by these causes. 

Grant it naturally varied from these causes, yet this sympathy could never account for that 

immediate ardour of love and good-will which breaks forth toward any character represented to us 

as eminent in moral excellence, before we have had any thoughts, or made any inquiries into his 

mate in point of happiness or misery. Suppose him in the remotest parts of the earth, or in some 

other planet. Sure we can know, the intention of the soul in its pursuits or affections. Is our own 

future pleasure in some sympathetick joys the object upon which every kind affection and every 

friendly wish terminates ? Does parental care, patriotism, even when it is, deliberately sacrificing 

life for its country, terminate upon some private joy of its own? when and where is it to be 

obtained? only a moment or two, before death is to carry us off from all human affairs, and few of 

us think of knowing the state of our survivors. Should God intimate to a brave man that his death is 

approaching next moment, and that he should have no longer fellow-feeling with mortals or 

memory of them, but that he would grant his last wishes about his children, his friends, his country, 

would he not as ardently desire their prosperity as in any former period of life, tho' his joyful 

sympathetick imagination would cease next moment? how will one account upon this scheme for 

those anxieties, tender recommendations, advices, and ardent prayers of then a-dying for those who 

were dear to them, tho’ /49/  they are persuaded that they shall presently be removed from this state 

and know no more of human affairs ? 

Our compassion too toward the distressed, 'tis plain, terminates upon their relief, even when we 

have no attention to our own pain. Nor is the termination of any desire merely upon the removal of 

the uneasiness which accompanies it. Thus tho' there may be in nature some connexions of interest 

between us and the objects of our tender affections, yet the affection terminates on their good, is 

previous to this connexion, and is the cause of it. We therefore rejoice in the happiness of our child, 

our friend, our country, because we previously had an ultimate good-will to them. Nor do we 

therefore love them or wish them well because we have observed that we would derive joy from 

their happiness, and sorrow from their misery. Hence it is that, the stronger our previous love and 

esteem was, the greater shall our joy be on account of their happiness, and our sorrow for their 

misery. 

This may suffice to establish that important point, that our nature is susceptible of affections 

truly disinterested in the strictest sense, and not directly subordinated to self-love, or aiming at 

private interest of any kind. The tyes of blood, benefits received, moral excellence displayed, tho' 

we apprehend no advantage redounding to ourselves from it, are the natural causes of these 

particular kind affections; many of them arise unmerited; all terminate on the good of others; and all 

of them often operate in the soul when it has no /50/ views, or rational ground of hoping for any 

private advantage; nay when they are involving it in trouble and anxiety. 

VI. As we observed formerly that the particular motions of the will toward private good are, 

either the calm stable affections, or turbulent passions; so are the particular motions of the generous 

kind: some of them are calm, sedate, and steddy; aiming at the happiness of their object, whether an 

individual or a society, attended with no turbulent sensations, and only causing uneasiness when 
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they are defeated in their intention; others are turbulent, and attended with uneasy sensations. We 

may proceed further in this comparison. 

As there is found in the human mind, when it recollects itself, a calm general determination 

toward personal happiness of the highest kind it has any notion of; so we may find a like principle 

of a generous kind. When upon recollection we present to our minds the notion of the greatest 

possible system of sensitive beings, and the highest happiness it can enjoy, there is also a calm 

determination to desire it, abstracting from any connection with or subserviency to our private 

enjoyment. We shall find these two grand determinations, one toward our own greatest happiness, 

the other toward the greatest general good, each independent on the other, each capable of such 

strength as to restrain all the particular affections of its kind, and keep them subordinate to itself. 

But here arises a new perplexity in this complex /51/ structure, where these two principles seem 

to draw different ways. Must the generous determination, and all its particular affections, yield to 

the selfish one, and be under its controll? must we indulge their kind motions so far as private 

interest admits and no further? or must the selfish yield to the generous? or can we suppose that in 

this complex system there are two ultimate principles which may often oppose each other, with out 

any umpire to reconcile their differences? or shall we deny any original calm determination toward 

a publick interest; allowing only a variety of particular ultimate kind affections; not indeed arising 

from self-love, or directly aiming at private good as their natural termination, and yet in all our 

deliberate counsels about the general tenor of our conduct, subjected, in common with all the 

particular appetites and passions -of the selfish kind, to the original impulse in each one toward his 

own perfection and happiness? This last seems to be the scheme of some excellent authors both 

ancient and modern. 

To alledge here that, by our reason and reflection, we may see what was the intention of God the 

Author of our Nature in this whole fabrick of our affections; that he plainly intended the universal 

happiness, and that of each individual, as far as it is consistent with it; and that this intention should 

be our rule: that we should therefore restrain and controll, not only all selfish affections, but even all 

generous particular affections, within such bounds as the universal interest requires: this is true in 

fact, but does not remove /52/ the difficulty, unless we are first told from what determination of 

soul, from what motive, are we to comply with the divine intentions? if from a desire of reward, 

then the selfish calm determination is the sole ultimate principle of all deliberate counsels in life: if 

from a perception of his moral excellence, a desire of imitating him, and from love and gratitude, 

then the de sire of moral excellence must be the supreme original determination. But this desire of 

moral excellence, however an original principle, must presuppose some antecedent determinations 

of the will as its object. And among these there must be some one in which the supreme moral 

excellence consists, otherways our very sense and desire of moral excellence, since it may 

recommend many particular affections; which may interfere with each other, will again lead us into 

a new labyrinth of perplexity. The solution of these difficulties must be found by considering fully 

that moral faculty above-mentioned, to which, in the next place, we proceed; briefly touching at 

these reasons which shew this moral faculty to be an original determination or sense in our nature, 

not capable of being referred to other powers of perception. 

 

/53/ 

C H A P T E R IV. 

 

Concerning the Moral Sense, or faculty of perceiving moral excellence, 

 and its supreme objects. 

 

I. Altho' we have kind affections ultimately aiming at the good of others, the success of which is 

joyful to us, yet our approbation of moral conduct is very different from liking it merely as the 

occasion of pleasure to ourselves in gratifying these kind affections. As we do not approve all 

conduct which gives us this pleasure, so we approve sometimes such conduct as does not give it; 
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and our approbation of the good conduct which gives this pleasure is not proportioned to the 

pleasure it gives us. Thus many inventions, and much art and industry which does good to the 

persons or country we love is not approved as virtuous: we approve generous attempts tho' 

unsuccessful; we approve the virtues of enemies, which may hurt the chief objects of our love. We 

equally approve the virtues or generous designs of good men in former ages toward their 

contemporaries, or in the remotest nations, toward their countrymen, for whom our affections are 

very faint and weak, as if the like were done to our friends, or country, the objects of our strongest 

affections. 

Again tho' the approbation of moral excellence is a grateful action or sensation of the mind, 'tis 

plain the good approved is not this tendency to give us a /54/ grateful sensation. As, in approving a 

beautiful form, we refer the beauty to the object; we do not say that it is beautiful because we reap 

some little pleasure in viewing it, but we are pleased in viewing it because it is antecedently 

beautiful. Thus, when we admire the virtue of another, the whole excellence, or that quality which 

by nature we are determined to approve, is conceived to be in that other; we are pleased in the 

contemplation because the object is excellent, and the object is not judged to be therefore excellent 

because it gives us pleasure. 

II. Much less is it the approved species of virtue, `that it is an affection or action which gives 

pleasure to the agent. It always may indeed give him pleasure upon reflection, by means of this 

moral faculty: but 'tis plainly then that we most admire the virtue of another when we attend to its 

labours, dangers, difficulties, pains; and have no thought of any present or future pleasures of the 

agent. 

'Tis strange that men should be at a loss to discern what form, or conception, or species it is, 

under which they approve esteem or admire their own affections and conduct, or that of others; and 

disapprove and condemn the contrary. One would think of it manifest that the notion under which 

one approves virtue, is neither its tendency to obtain any benefit or reward to the agent or to the 

approver. The approver never expects a reward for the virtue of another; he approves where he sees 

no interest of his own promoted: and he would less approve such actions as are /55/ beneficent, the 

more he considered them as advantageous to the agent, and imagined him influenced by the views, 

of his own advantage. Actions are conceived rewardable because they are good, not good because 

they are to be rewarded. Both the spectator or and the agent value good actions the more in point of 

virtue, the more expensive or disadvantageous they are to the agent; and both will disapprove as 

immoral some actions which the one will allure to by bribes, and the other undertake; both 

conceiving them in this manner advantageous. 

Now, if direct explicite opinions of tendencies to the advantage of the approver or agent do not 

raise moral approbation, much less can we suppose that any confused imaginations, or vague 

associations of ideas, about such advantages to the approver or the agent, can be the form under 

which virtue is approved. 

'Tis also obvious that the notion under which we approve virtue is not its tendency to procure 

honour. A prospect of honour may be a motive to the agent, at least to external actions: but the 

tendency of an action to procure honour cannot make another approve it, who derives no honour 

from it. Our very desire of gaining honour, and the disposition in spectators to confer it, must 

presuppose a moral sense in both. And any views an agent may have to obtain self-approbation 

must also presuppose a moral sense. We cannot therefore say an action is judged good because it 

gains to the agent the pleasure of self-approbation; but it gains to him this pleasure because it was 

/56/ antecedently good, or had that quality which by the constitution of this sense we must approve. 

Our present question is, what is that quality, and how perceived? 

III. The primary notion under which we approve is not merely a conformity to the divine will or 

laws. We seriously enquire about the moral goodness, justice, holiness, rectitude, of the Divine 

Nature itself, and likewise of his will or laws; these characters make up our common praises of 

them. They surely mean more than that his will or laws are conformable to themselves. This we 

might ascribe to an artful impure Demon. Conformity to his nature is not conformity to immensity, 
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eternity, omnipotence. 'Tis conformity to his goodness, holiness, justice. These moral perfections 

then must be previously known, or else the definition by conformity to them is useless. 

Neither is the notion. of moral goodness under which we approve it well explained by 

conformity of affections and actions to truth, reason true propositions, reason of things; as in the 

common acceptation these characters agree to every object of the mind, about which it judges truly, 

animate or inanimate, virtuous or vicious. Conformity to moral truth, or true propositions about 

morals, equally belongs to virtue and vice; as the mind discerns truth about both; and, as every true 

proposition is conformed to its object, so is the object to the proposition. If 'tis said that these moral 

truths intended are only such as shew what actions are good, what we are obliged to do, what ought 

to be done. These words mean no more than the /57/ word moral goodness; and then the definition 

is no better than this, “the moral goodness of an action is its conformity to such true propositions as 

shew the action to be good;" or, " good actions are such about which 'tis true that they are good." 

In general, all descriptions of moral goodness by conformity to reason if we examine them well, 

must lead us to some immediate original sense or determination of our nature. All reasons exciting 

to an action will lead us to some original affection or instinct of will; and all justifying reasons, or 

such as shew an action to be good, will at last lead us to some original sense or power of perception. 

In like manner all descriptions of it by fitness; congruity, agreement, must lead us to these 

original determinations. The fitness of means or subordinate ends, does not prove them to be good, 

unless the ultimate end be good. Now fitness of an end truly ultimate must be an absurd expression; 

as it is referred to nothing, or is fit for nothing further. All ultimate ends are setled by some of the 

original determinations of our nature.12 

"Tis in vain here to alledge instruction, education, custom, or association of ideas as the original 

of moral approbation. As these can give no new senses, let us examine what the opinion or what the 

notion is upon which we approve, and to what sense it belongs, whatever way the notion may have 

been conjoined, or whatever /58/ have been the causes of our getting this opinion that such a quality 

is inherent in or connected with the action? and this will lead us to an original principle. 

IV. There is therefore, as each one by close attention and reflection may convince himself, a 

natural and immediate determination to approve certain affections, and actions consequent upon 

them; or a natural sense of immediate excellence in them, not refer red to any other quality 

perceivable by our other senses or by reasoning. When we call this determination a sense or instinct, 

we are not supposing it of that low kind dependent on bodily organs, such as even the brutes have. 

It may be a constant setled determination in the soul itself, as much as our powers of judging and 

reasoning. And ‘tis pretty plain that reason is only a subservient power to our ultimate 

determinations either of perception or will. The ultimate end is setled by some sense, and some 

determination of will: by some sense we enjoy happiness, and self-love determines to it without 

reasoning. Reason can only direct to the means; or compare two ends previously constituted by 

some other immediate powers. 

In other animal-kinds each one has instincts toward its proper action, and has the highest 

enjoyment in following them, even with toil and some pain. Can we suppose mankind void of such 

principles? as brutes seem not to reflect on their own temper and actions, or that of others, they may 

feel no more than present delight in following their impulses. But in men, who can make their own 

tempers and conduct the /59/ objects of reflection, the analogy of nature would make one expect a 

sense, a relish about them, as well as about other objects. To each of our powers we seem to have a 

corresponding taste or sense, recommending the proper use of it to the agent, and making him relish 

or value the like exercise of it by another. This we see as to the powers of voice, of imitation, 

designing, or machinery, motion, reasoning; there is a sense discerning and recommending the 

proper exercise of them. It would be anomalous in our structure if we had no relish or taste for 

powers and actions of yet greater importance; if a species of which each one is naturally capable of 

 
12 A compleat examination of these characters would call us off too much from the present 

design; we must therefore refer to the illustrations on the moral sense. 
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very contrary affections toward its fellows, and of consequent actions, each one also requiring a 

constant intercourse of actions with them, and dependant on them for his subsitence, had not an 

immediate relish for such affections and actions as the interest of the system requires. Shall an 

immediate sense recommend the proper use of the inferior powers, and yet shall we allow no 

natural relish for that of the superior? 

V. As some others of our immediate perceptive powers are capable of culture and improvement, 

so is this moral sense, without presupposing any reference to a superior power of reason to which 

their perceptions are to be referred. We once had pleasure in the simple artless tunes of the vulgar. 

We indulge our selves in musick; we meet with finer and more complex compositions. In these we 

find a pleasure much higher, and begin to despise what formerly pleased us. /60/ A Judge, from the 

motions of pity, gets many criminals acquitted we approve this Sweet tenderness of heart. But we 

find that violence and outrages abound; the sober, just, and industrious are plagued, and have no 

security. A more extensive view of a publick interest shews some sorts of pity to occasion more 

extensive misery, than arises from a strict execution of justice. Pity of itself never appears 

deformed; but a more extensive affection, a love to society, a zeal to promote general happiness, is a 

more lovely principle, and the want of this renders a character deformed. This only shews, what we 

shall presently confirm, that among the several affections approved there are many degrees: some 

much more lovely than others. 'Tis thus alone we correct any apparent disorders in this moral 

faculty, even as we correct our reason itself. As we improve arid correct a low taste for harmony by 

enuring the ear to finer compositions; a low taste for beauty, by presenting the finer works, which 

yield an higher pleasure; so we improve our moral taste by presenting larger systems to our mind, 

and more extensive affections toward them; and thus finer objects are exhibited to the moral faculty, 

which it will approve, even when there affections oppose the effect of some narrower affections, 

which considered by themselves would be truly lovely. No need here of reference to an higher 

power of perception, or to reason. 

Is not our reason itself also often wrong, when we rashly conclude from imperfect or partial 

evidence? must there be an higher power too to correct our /61/ reason? no; presenting more fully 

all the evidence on both sides, by serious attention, or the best exercise of the reasoning power, 

corrects the hasty judgment. Just so in the moral perceptions. 

VI. This moral sense from its very nature appears to be designed for regulating and controlling 

all our powers. This dignity and commanding nature we are immediatly conscious of, as we are 

conscious of the power itself. Nor can such matters of immediate feeling be otherways proved but 

by appeals to our hearts13. It does not estimate the good it recommends as merely differing in 

degree, tho' of the same kind with other advantages recommended by other senses, so as to allow us 

to practise smaller moral evils acknowledged to remain such, in order to obtain some great 

advantages of other sorts; or to omit what we judge in the present case to be our duty or morally 

good, that we may decline great evils of another sort. But as we immediatly perceive the difference 

in kind, and that the dignity of enjoyment from fine poetry, painting, or from knowledge is superior 

to the pleasures of the palate, were they never so delicate; so we immediatly discern moral good to 

be superior in kind and dignity to all others which are perceived by the other perceptive powers. 

In all other grateful perceptions, the less we shall relish our state, the greater sacrifice we have 

made of /62/ inferior enjoyments to the superior; and our sense of the superior, after the first flutter 

of joy in our success is over, is not a whit increased by any sacrifice we have made to it: nay in the 

judgment of spectators, the superior enjoyment, or our state at least, is generally counted the worse 

on this account, and our conduct the less relished. Thus in sacrificing ease, or health, or pleasure, to 

wealth, power, or even to the ingenious arts; their pleasures gain no dignity by that means; and the 

conduct is not more alluring to others. But in moral good, the greater the necessary sacrifice was 

 
13Thus the Stoick in Cicero de Fin. aestimatio genere valet, non magnitudine1: iii. e. i o. Bonum 

hoc, de gum agimus, est -Alfa est aestimatio virtutis. quae gene illud quidem plurimi aestimandum 

fed ea re, non crescendo valet.  
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which was made to it, the moral excellence increases the more, and is the more approved by the 

agent, more admired by spectators, and the more they are roused to imitation. By this sense the 

heart can not only approve itself in sacrificing every other gratification to moral goodness, but have 

the highest self-enjoyment, and approbation of its own disposition in doing so: which plainly shews 

this moral sense to be naturally destined to command all the other powers. 

VII. Let us next consider the several powers or dispositions approved or disapproved by this 

faculty. And here 'tis plain that the primary objects of this faculty are the affections of the will and 

that the several affections which are approved, tho' in very different degrees, yet all agree in one 

general character, of tendency to the happiness of others, and to the moral perfection of the mind 

possessing them. No actions, however in fact beneficial to society, are approved as virtuous if they 

are imagined to flow from no inward /63/ good-will to any person, or from such dispositions as do 

not naturally suppose good-will in the agent, or at least exclude the highest selfishness. The desires 

of glory, or even of rewards in a future state, were they supposed the sole affections moving an 

agent in the most beneficial services, without any love to God, esteem of his moral excellencies, 

gratitude to him, or good-will to men, would not obtain our approbation as mo rally good 

dispositions: and yet a firm belief of future happiness, to be obtained by Divine appointment, upon 

our doing beneficent actions, might be as steddy and effectual a cause of or motive to such actions 

as any other. But mere desire of one's own happiness, without any love to God, or man, is never the 

object of approbation. This itself may shew us how distinct moral approbation is from a persuasion 

of the tendency of actions to the interest of the approver, since he might hope equally great 

advantages from such a steddy interested disposition to actions in fact beneficent, as from any kind 

affection. 

That some sort of benevolent affections, or some dispositions imagined to be connected with 

them, are the natural objects of approbation; and the opposite affections, or the want of the kind 

ones, the objects of condemnation, will be plain from almost all our reasonings in praising or 

censuring, applauding or condemning the characters and actions of mankind. We point out some 

kind or beneficent intention, or some beneficent purposes proposed by the agent in what we praise, 

or would vindicate from censure. We shew /64/ some detriment ensuing to others, either intended or 

known, or what easily might have been known by one who had any tender regard for the interests of 

others, as the evidence either of ill-nature in the agent, or such selfishness, or such selfish passions 

as over-power all kindness and humanity. 

VIII. There is a plain gradation in the objects of our approbation and condemnation, from the 

indifferent set of actions ascending to the highest virtue, or descending to the lowest vice. It is not 

easy to setle exactly the several intermediate steps in due order, but the highest and lowest are 

manifest. The indifferent affections and actions are such as pursue the innocent advantages of the 

agent without any detriment to society, and yet without any reference made by the agent to any 

good of others. Such are the necessary and moderate gratifications of appetite, and many trifling 

actions. To explain the different degrees, we must observe, what was hinted at formerly, that beside 

the moral approbation of virtue, there is also another relish or sense of a certain dignity or decency 

in many dispositions and actions not conceived as virtuous. Thus we value the pursuits of the 

ingenious arts, and of knowledge, nay even some bodily perfections, such as strength and agility, 

more than mere brutal sensuality. We in like manner value more in another activity, patience of 

labour, sagacity, and spirit in business, provided they are not injurious, tho' we conceive them solely 

exercised for his own promotion to wealth and honour, than a lazy inactive indolence. 

/65/ The calm desire of private good, tho' it is not approved as virtue, yet it is far from being 

condemned as vice. And none of the truly natural and selfish appetites and passions are of 

themselves condemned as evil, when they are within certain bounds, even tho' they are not referred 

by the agent to any publick interest. It was necessary for the general good that all such affections 

should be implanted in our species and therefore it would have been utterly unnatural to have made 

them matter of disapprobation even while they were not hurtful. Nay, as these selfish affections are 

aiming at an end necessary to the general good, to wit the good of each individual, and as the 
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abilities of gratifying them are powers which may be very usefully employed in subserviency to the 

most generous affections, it was highly proper and benign in the Author of Nature to invite us to the 

culture of these powers an immediate relish for them wherever we observe them, in ourselves or in 

others; tho' this relish is plainly different from moral approbation. 

We all have by consciousness and experience a notion of the human constitution, and of a 

certain pro portion of affections requisite to an innocent character. The selfish affections are then 

only disapproved when we imagine them beyond that innocent proportion, so as to exclude or over-

power the amiable affections, and engross the mind wholly to the purposes of selfishness, or even to 

obstruct the proper degree of the generous affections in the station and circumstances of the agent. 

/66/ IX. But there is another set of dispositions and abilities still of a finer nature, tho' distinct 

from both the calm universal benevolence and the particular kind affections; which however are 

naturally connected with such affections, natural evidences of them, and plainly inconsistent with 

the highest sorts of selfishness and sensuality; and these seem immediate objects of the moral sense, 

tho' perhaps not the highest. They seem to be approved immediatly, even before we think of this 

connexion with disinterested affections, or imagine directly that the agent is referring them to 

beneficent purposes. Of these moral dispositions there are several sorts, all immediatly approved, 

unless the mind directly discerns that they are employed in vicious purposes. Thus is fortitude 

approved, as it imports that something moral is more valued than life, and as plainly inconsistent 

with the highest selfishness: if indeed it be seen employed in rapine, and merely selfish purposes, 

such as those of lust or avarice, it becomes the object of horror. Candour, and openness of mind, 

and sincerity, can scarce ever be unattended with a kind honest heart; as 'tis virtue and innocence 

alone which need no disguise. And these dispositions too are immediatly approved, perhaps before 

we think of this connexion; so is also a stedfast principle of veracity whenever we speak. 

I know not if CICERO's account of this be exact; “that we naturally desire knowledge, and are 

averse of to ignorance, and error, and being deceived; and thence relish these dispositions which are 

the /67/ natural means of knowledge, and the preservatives against deceptions”. Veracity seems to 

be immediatly and strongly approved, and that from our infancy; as we see the first natural impulse 

of the young mind is to speak truth, till by experiencing some inconveniencies it is taught to 

counteract the natural impulse. One needs not mention here courtesy and good manners: they are 

the very dress of virtue, the direct profession of kind affections, and are thus approved. As all these 

abilities and dispositions are of great importance in life, highly beneficial to mankind when exerted 

in consequence of kind affections, and are naturally connected with them, or exclude the opposite 

extreme, 'tis with the highest goodness and wisdom that they are immediatly recommended to our 

approbation by the constitution of our moral faculty. 

But of all such dispositions of our nature, different from all our kind affections, none is so nearly 

connected with them, none so natural an evidence of them, none so immediatly and necessarily 

subservient to them, as an acute moral sense itself, a strong desire of moral excellence, with an high 

relish of it wherever it is observed. We do not call the power or sense itself virtuous; but the having 

this sense in an high degree naturally raises a strong desire of having all generous affections; it 

surmounts all the little obstacles to them, and determines the mind to use all the natural means of 

raising them. Now, as the mind can make any of its own powers the object of its reflex 

contemplation, this high sense of moral excellence is approved above /68/ all other abilities. And 

the consequent desire of moral excellence, the consequent strong love, esteem, and good-will to the 

persons where it is found, are immediatly approved, as most amiable affections, and the highest 

virtues. 

X. Having premised these considerations, we may observe the following degrees of approbation, 

as they arise above what is merely indifferent. 

I. One may rank in the first step, as the object of some sort of esteem or good liking, the exercise 

even of those more manly powers, which have no necessary or natural connexion with virtue, but 

shew a taste above sensuality and the lower selfishness: such as the pursuits of the ingenious arts, of 

the elegance of life, and speculative sciences. Every one sees a dignity in these pleasures, and must 
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relish the desires of them; and indeed they are far less opposite to virtue, or the publick interest, 

than keen tastes or appetites of a lower kind. 

2. 'Tis plain however, that our moral sense puts a much higher value upon abilities and 

dispositions immediatly connected with virtuous affections, and which exclude the worst sorts of 

selfishness. Thus candour, veracity, fortitude, and a strong sense of honour, have a moral estimation 

above other abilities. 

3. But to come to the more immediate objects of moral approbation, the kind affections 

themselves; 'tis certain that, among affections of equal extent, we more approve the calm stable 

resolute purposes of heart, than the turbulent and passionate. And that, /69/ of affections, in this 

respect alike, we more approve those which are more extensive, and less approve those which are 

more confined. Thus, the stable conjugal and parental love, or the resolute calm purpose of 

promoting the true happiness of persons thus related to us, is preferable to the turbulent passionate 

dispositions of tenderness. And the love of a society, a country, is more excellent than dome tick 

affections. We see plainly the superior dignity in these cases from this, that, notwithstanding the 

struggle felt in our breasts, and the opposition made by the passionate or more limited affections, 

yet, when we resolutely follow the calm and extensive notwithstanding of this opposition, the soul 

in its calmest hours and most deliberate reflections approves of its own conduct; and scarce ever 

fails to approve the like conduct in others at once; as in the case of others its passions are not raised 

to give opposition. On the contrary, when we have yielded to the passion or the limited affection, in 

opposition to the calm or more extensive principle, the soul upon reflection is dissatisfied with 

itself, and at first view it condemns the like conduct in others. 

That disposition therefore which is most excellent, and naturally gains the highest moral 

approbation, is the calm, stable, universal good-will to all, or the most extensive benevolence. And 

this seems the most distinct notion we can form of the moral excellency of the Deity. 

Another disposition inseparable from this in men, and probably in all beings who are capable of 

such /70/ extensive affection, is the relish or approbation of this affection, and a naturally 

consequent desire of this moral excellence, and an esteem and good-will of an higher kind to all in 

whom it is found. This love of moral excellence is also an high object of approbation, when we find 

it in ourselves by reflection, or observe it in another. It is a pretty different affection from 

benevolence or the desire of communicating happiness; and is as it were in another order of 

affections; so that one cannot well determine whether it can be compared with the other. It seems 

co-ordinate, and the highest possible of that kind; never in opposition to benevolence, nay always 

conspiring with and assisting it. This desire of moral excellence, and love to the mind where it 

resides, with the consequent acts of esteem, veneration, trust, and resignation, are the essence of 

true piety toward God. 

We never speak of benevolence toward God; as that word carries with it some supposal of 

indigence, or want of some good, in the object. And yet, as we have benevolence toward a friend 

when he may need our assistance; so, the same emotion of soul, or the same disposition toward him, 

shall remain when he is raised to the best state we can wish; and it then exerts itself in 

congratulation, or rejoicing in his happiness. In this manner may our souls be affected toward the 

Deity, without any supposition of his indigence, by the highest joy and complacence in his absolute 

happiness. 

                            ---------------------------------------------------------- 


