A Treatise of Human Nature Hume — Book 3, Part I1I (of the other virtues and
vices), Section I. Of the origin of the natural virtues and vices.

... The chief spring or actuating principle of the human mind is pleasure or pain; and
when these sensations are remov’d, both from our thought and feeling, we are, in a
great measure, incapable of passion or action, of desire or volition. The most immediate
effects of pleasure and pain are the propense and averse motions of the mind; which are
diversified into volition, into desire and aversion, grief and joy, hope and fear, according
as the pleasure or pain changes its situation, and becomes probable or improbable,
certain or uncertain, or is consider’d as out of our power for the present moment. But
when along with this, the objects, that cause pleasure or pain, acquire a relation to
ourselves or others; they still continue to excite desire and aversion, grief and joy: But
cause, at the same time, the indirect passions of pride or humility, love or hatred, which
in this case have a double relation of impressions and ideas to the pain or pleasure.

We have already observ’d, that moral distinctions depend entirely on certain peculiar
sentiments of pain and pleasure, and that whatever mental quality in ourselves or others
gives us a satisfaction, by the survey or reflexion, is of course virtuous; as every thing
of this nature, that gives uneasiness, is vicious. Now since every quality in ourselves or
others, which gives pleasure, always causes pride or love; as every one, that produces
uneasiness, excites humility or hatred: It follows, that these two particulars are to be
consider’d as equivalent, with regard to our mental qualities, virtue and the power of
producing love or pride, vice and the power of producing humility or hatred. In every
case, therefore, we must judge of the one by the other; and may pronounce any quality
of the mind virtuous, which causes love or pride; and any one vicious, which causes
hatred or humility.

If any action be either virtuous or vicious, ’tis only as a sign of some quality or character.
It must depend upon durable principles of the mind, which extend over the whole
conduct, and enter into the personal character. Actions themselves, not proceeding from
any constant principle, have no influence on love or hatred, pride or humility; and
consequently are never consider’d in morality.

This reflexion is self-evident, and deserves to be attended to, as being of the utmost
importance in the present subject. We are never to consider any single action in our
enquiries concerning the origin of morals; but only the quality or character from which
the action proceeded. These alone are durable enough to affect our sentiments
concerning the person. Actions are, indeed, better indications of a character than words,
or even wishes and sentiments; but ’tis only so far as they are such indications, that they
are attended with love or hatred, praise or blame.

To discover the true origin of morals, and of that love or hatred, which arises from
mental qualities, we must take the matter pretty deep, and compare some principles,
which have been already examin’d and explain’d.



We may begin with considering a-new the nature and force of sympathy. The minds of
all men are similar in their feelings and operations, nor can any one be actuated by any
affection, of which all others are not, in some degree, susceptible. As in strings equally
wound up, the motion of one communicates itself to the rest; so all the affections readily
pass from one person to another, and beget correspondent movements in every human
creature. When I see the effects of passion in the voice and gesture of any person, my
mind immediately passes from these effects to their causes, and forms such a lively idea
of the passion, as is presently converted into the passion itself. In like manner, when I
perceive the causes of any emotion, my mind is convey’d to the effects, and is actuated
with a like emotion. Were I present at any of the more terrible operations of surgery,
’tis certain, that even before it begun, the preparation of the instruments, the laying of
the bandages in order, the heating of the irons, with all the signs of anxiety and concern
in the patients and assistants, wou’d have a great effect upon my mind, and excite the
strongest sentiments of pity and terror. No passion of another discovers itself
immediately to the mind. We are only sensible of its causes or effects. From these we
infer the passion: And consequently these give rise to our sympathy.



HUME ON OUR BELIEF IN THE EXTERNAL WORLD

To begin with the SENSES, it is evident these faculties are incapable of giving rise
to the notion of the continued existence of their objects, after they no longer appear to
the senses. For that is a contradiction in terms, and supposes that the senses continue
to operate, even after they have ceased all manner of operation. These faculties,
therefore, if they have any influence in the present case, must produce the opinion of a
distinct, not of a continued existence; and in order to that, must present their
impressions either as images and representations, or as these very distinct and external
existences.

That our senses offer not their impressions as the images of something distinct, or
independent, and external, is evident; because they convey to us nothing but a single
perception, and never give us the least intimation of any thing beyond. A single
perception can never produce the idea of a double existence, but by some inference
either of the reason or imagination. When the mind looks farther than what
immediately appears to it, its conclusions can never be put to the account of the
senses; and it certainly looks farther, when from a single perception it infers a double
existence, and supposes the relations of resemblance and causation betwixt them.

If our senses, therefore, suggest any idea of distinct existences, they must convey
the impressions as those very existences, by a kind of fallacy and illusion. Upon this
head we may observe, that all sensations are felt by the mind, such as they really are,
and that when we doubt, whether they present themselves as distinct objects, or as
mere impressions, the difficulty is not concerning their nature, but concerning their
relations and situation. Now if the senses presented our impressions as external to, and
independent of ourselves, both the objects and ourselves must be obvious to our
senses, otherwise they could not be compared by these faculties. The difficulty, then,
is how far we are ourselves the objects of our senses.

It is certain there is no question in philosophy more abstruse than that concerning
identity, and the nature of the uniting principle, which constitutes a person. So far
from being able by our senses merely to determine this question, we must have
recourse to the most profound metaphysics to give a satisfactory answer to it; and in
common life it is evident these ideas of self and person are never very fixed nor
determinate. It is absurd, therefore, to imagine the senses can ever distinguish betwixt
ourselves and external objects.

Add to this, that every impression, external and internal, passions, affections,
sensations, pains and pleasures, are originally on the same footing; and that whatever
other differences we may observe among them, they appear, all of them, in their true
colours, as impressions or perceptions. And indeed, if we consider the matter aright, it
is scarce possible it should be otherwise, nor is it conceivable that our senses should
be more capable of deceiving us in the situation and relations, than in the nature of our
impressions. For since all actions and sensations of the mind are known to us by
consciousness, they must necessarily appear in every particular what they are, and be
what they appear. Every thing that enters the mind, being in reality a perception, it is
impossible any thing should to feeling appear different. This were to suppose, that
even where we are most intimately conscious, we might be mistaken.



But not to lose time in examining, whether it is possible for our senses to deceive
us, and represent our perceptions as distinct from ourselves, that is as external to and
independent of us; let us consider whether they really do so, and whether this error
proceeds from an immediate sensation, or from some other causes.

To begin with the question concerning EXTERNAL existence, it may perhaps be
said, that setting aside the metaphysical question of the identity of a thinking
substance, our own body evidently belongs to us; and as several impressions appear
exterior to the body, we suppose them also exterior to ourselves. The paper, on which
I write at present, is beyond my hand. The table is beyond the paper. The walls of the
chamber beyond the table. And in casting my eye towards the window, I perceive a
great extent of fields and buildings beyond my chamber. From all this it may be
inferred, that no other faculty is required, beside the senses, to convince us of the
external existence of body. But to prevent this inference, we need only weigh the three
following considerations. First, that, properly speaking, it is not our body we perceive,
when we regard our limbs and members, but certain impressions, which enter by the
senses; so that the ascribing a real and corporeal existence to these impressions, or to
their objects, is an act of the mind as difficult to explain, as that which we examine at
present. Secondly, Sounds, and tastes, and smelts, though commonly regarded by the
mind as continued independent qualities, appear not to have any existence in
extension, and consequently cannot appear to the senses as situated externally to the
body. The reason, why we ascribe a place to them, shall be: considered afterwards.
Thirdly, Even our sight informs us not of distance or outness (so to speak)
immediately and without a certain reasoning and experience, as is acknowledged by
the most rational philosophers....

Thus to resume what I have said concerning the senses; they give us no notion of
continued existence, because they cannot operate beyond the extent, in which they
really operate. They as little produce the opinion of a distinct existence, because they
neither can offer it to the mind as represented, nor as original. To offer it as
represented, they must present both an object and an image. To make it appear as
original, they must convey a falsehood ... We may, therefore, conclude with certainty,
that the opinion of a continued and of a distinct existence never arises from the senses.

... There is scarce a moment of my life, wherein ... I have not occasion to suppose the
continued existence of objects, in order to connect their past and present appearances,
and give them such an union with each other, as I have found by experience to be
suitable to their particular natures and circumstances. Here then I am naturally led to
regard the world, as something real and durable, and as preserving its existence, even
when it is no longer present to my perception.

... [T]he imagination, when set into any train of thinking, is apt to continue, even when
its object fails it, and like a galley put in motion by the oars, carries on its course without
any new impulse.

Treatise of Human Nature ( Selby-Bigge edition, Oxford University Press) Book 1, Part I'V, Section 2, pp. 188 —
192, 197, 198



HUME ON CUSTOM AND HABIT

35. Suppose a person, though endowed with the strongest faculties of reason and
reflection, to be brought on a sudden into this world; he would, indeed, immediately
observe a continual succession of objects, and one event following another; but he
would not be able to discover anything farther. He would not, at first, by any reasoning,
be able to reach the idea of cause and effect; since the particular powers, by which all
natural operations are performed, never appear to the senses ...

Suppose, again, that he has acquired more experience, and has lived so long in the
world as to have observed familiar objects or events to be constantly conjoined
together; what is the consequence of this experience? He immediately infers the
existence of one object from the appearance of the other. Yet he has not, by all his
experience, acquired any idea or knowledge of the secret power by which the one object
produces the other; nor is it, by any process of reasoning, he is engaged to draw this
inference. But still he finds himself determined to draw it: And though he should be
convinced that his understanding has no part in the operation, he would nevertheless
continue in the same course of thinking. There is some other principle which
determines him to form such a conclusion.

36. This principle is Custom or Habit. For wherever the repetition of any particular act
or operation produces a propensity to renew the same act or operation, without being
impelled by any reasoning or process of the understanding, we always say, that this
propensity is the effect of Custom. By employing that word, we pretend not to have
given the ultimate reason of such a propensity. We only point out a principle of human
nature, which is universally acknowledged, and which is well known by its effects.
Perhaps we can push our enquiries no farther, or pretend to give the cause of this cause;
but must rest contented with it as the ultimate principle, which we can assign, of all our
conclusions from experience. ... This hypothesis seems even the only one which
explains the difficulty, why we draw, from a thousand instances, an inference which we
are not able to draw from one instance, that is, in no respect, different from them.
Reason is incapable of any such variation. The conclusions which it draws from
considering one circle are the same which it would form upon surveying all the circles
in the universe. But no man, having seen only one body move after being impelled by
another, could infer that every other body will move after a like impulse. All inferences
from experience, therefore, are effects of custom, not of reasoning....

The truth is, an unexperienced reasoner could be no reasoner at all, were he
absolutely unexperienced; and when we assign that character to any one, we mean it
only in a comparative sense, and suppose him possessed of experience, in a smaller and
more imperfect degree. Custom, then, is the great guide of human life. It is that
principle alone which renders our experience useful to us, and makes us expect, for the

future, a similar train of events with those which have appeared in the past.
An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, Section 5, Part 1, pp 42 -5 (In the Selby-
Bigge edition, the penultimate sentence is part of an extended footnote that Hume supplies.)



HUME ON THE ‘CURRENT OF NATURE’

Shou’d it here be ask’d me, whether I sincerely assent to this argument, which I seem to take
such pains to inculcate, and whether I be really one of those sceptics, who hold that all is
uncertain, and that our judgment is not in any thing possest of any measures of truth and
falshood; I shou’d reply, that this question is entirely superfluous, and that neither I, nor any
other person was ever sincerely and constantly of that opinion. Nature, by an absolute and
uncontroulable necessity has determin’d us to judge as well as to breathe and feel; nor can we
any more forbear viewing certain objects in a stronger and fuller light, upon account of their
customary connexion with a present impression, than we can hinder ourselves from thinking
as long as we are awake, or seeing the surrounding bodies, when we turn our eyes towards
them in broad sunshine. Whoever has taken the pains to refute the cavils of this total
scepticism, has really disputed without an antagonist, and endeavour’d by arguments to
establish a faculty, which nature has antecedently implanted in the mind, and render’d un-
avoidable.

My intention then in displaying so carefully the arguments of that fantastic sect, is only to
make the reader sensible of the truth of my hypothesis, that all our reasonings concerning
causes and effects are deriv’d from nothing but custom; and that belief is more properly an act
of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures. I have here prov’d, that the very
same principles, which make us form a decision upon any subject, and correct that decision
by the consideration of our genius and capacity, and of the situation of our mind, when we
examin’d that subject; I say, I have prov’d, that these same principles, when carry’d farther,
and apply’d to every new reflex judgment, must, by continually diminishing the original
evidence, at last reduce it to nothing, and utterly subvert all belief and opinion. If belief,
therefore, were a simple act of the thought, without any peculiar manner of conception, or the
addition of a force and vivacity, it must infallibly destroy itself, and in every case terminate in
a total suspense of judgment. But as experience will sufficiently convince any one, who thinks
it worth while to try, that tho’ he can find no error in the foregoing arguments, yet he still
continues to believe, and think, and reason as usual, he may safely conclude, that his reasoning
and belief is some sensation or peculiar manner of conception, which ’tis impossible for mere

ideas and reflections to destroy.
Treatise of Human Nature (Selby-Bigge edition, Oxford University Press) Book 1, Part IV, Section 1, p. 183

Thus the sceptic still continues to reason and believe, even though he asserts, that he cannot
defend his reason by reason; and by the same rule he must assent to the principle concerning
the existence of body, though he cannot pretend by any arguments of philosophy to maintain
its veracity. Nature has not left this to his choice, and has doubtless, esteemed it an affair of too
great importance to be trusted to our uncertain reasonings and speculations. We may well ask,
What causes induce us to believe in the existence of body? but it is in vain to ask, Whether
there be body or not? That is a point, which we must take for granted in all our reasonings.

Ibid, Section 2, p. 187

There is a great difference betwixt such opinions as we form after a calm and profound
reflection, and such as we embrace by a kind of instinct or natural impulse, on account of their
suitableness and conformity to the mind. If these opinions become contrary, it is not difficult
to foresee which of them will have the advantage. As long as our attention is bent upon the
subject, the philosophical and studyed principle may prevail; but the moment we relax our
thoughts, nature will display herself, and draw us back to our former opinion. ... That opinion
has taken such deep root in the imagination, that it is impossible ever to eradicate it, nor will



any strained metaphysical conviction of the dependence of our perceptions be sufficient for

that purpose.
Ibid, Section 3, p.220

I shall add, for a further confirmation of the foregoing theory, that, as this operation of the
mind, by which we infer like effects from like causes, and vice versa, is so essential to the
subsistence of all human creatures, it is not probable, that it could be trusted to the fallacious
deductions of our reason, which is slow in its operations; appears not, in any degree, during
the first years of infancy; and at best is, in every age and period of human life, extremely liable
to error and mistake. It is more conformable to the ordinary wisdom of nature to secure so
necessary an act of the mind, by some instinct or mechanical tendency, which may be infallible
in its operations, may discover itself at the first appearance of life and thought, and may be
independent of all the laboured deductions of the understanding. As nature has taught us the
use of our limbs, without giving us the knowledge of the muscles and nerves, by which they
are actuated; so has she implanted in us an instinct, which carries forward the thought in a
correspondent course to that which she has established among external objects; though we are
ignorant of those powers and forces, on which this regular course and succession of objects

totally depends.
Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (Selby-Bigge edition, Oxford University Press) Section 5, Part 2, p55



HUME ON PERSONAL IDENTITY

THERE are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment intimately
conscious of what we call our SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in
existence; and are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its perfect
identity and simplicity. The strongest sensation, the most violent passion, say they,
instead of distracting us from this view, only fix it the more intensely, and make us
consider their influence on self either by their pain or pleasure. To attempt a farther
proof of this were to weaken its evidence; since no proof can be deriv’d from any fact,
of which we are so intimately conscious; nor is there any thing, of which we can be
certain, if we doubt of this.

Unluckily all these positive assertions are contrary to that very experience, which is
pleaded for them, nor have we any idea of self, after the manner it is here explain’d.
For from what impression cou’d this idea be deriv’d? This question ’tis impossible to
answer without a manifest contradiction and absurdity; and yet ’tis a question, which
must necessarily be answer’d, if we wou’d have the idea of self pass for clear and
intelligible. It must be some one impression, that gives rise to every real idea. But self
or person is not any one impression, but that to which our several impressions and
ideas are suppos’d to have a reference. If any impression gives rise to the idea of self,
that impression must continue invariably the same, thro’ the whole course of our lives;
since self is suppos’d to exist after that manner. But there is no impression constant
and invariable. Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, passions and sensations succeed each
other, and never all exist at the same time. It cannot, therefore, be from any of these
impressions, or from any other, that the idea of self is deriv’d; and consequently there
1s no such idea.

But farther, what must become of all our particular perceptions upon this hypothesis?
All these are different, and distinguishable, and separable from each other, and may be
separately consider’d, and may exist separately, and have no need of any thing to
support their existence. After what manner, therefore, do they belong to self; and how
are they connected with it? For my part, when | enter most intimately into what I

call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold,
light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time
without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. When my
perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound sleep; so long am I insensible

of myself, and may truly be said not to exist. And were all my perceptions remov’d by
death, and cou’d I neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate after the
dissolution of my body, I shou’d be entirely annihilated, nor do I conceive what is
farther requisite to make me a perfect non-entity. If any one upon serious and
unprejudic’d reflexion, thinks he has a different notion of himself, I must confess I can
reason no longer with him. All I can allow him is, that he may be in the right as well
as I, and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may, perhaps, perceive
something simple and continu’d, which he calls Aimself; tho’ I am certain there is no
such principle in me.



But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest
of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions,
which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux
and movement. Our eyes cannot turn in their sockets without varying our perceptions.
Our thought 1s still more variable than our sight; and all our other senses and faculties
contribute to this change; nor is there any single power of the soul, which remains
unalterably the same, perhaps for one moment. The mind is a kind of theatre, where
several perceptions successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and
mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations. There is properly

no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different; whatever natural propension
we may have to imagine that simplicity and identity. The comparison of the theatre
must not mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only, that constitute the
mind; nor have we the most distant notion of the place, where these scenes are
represented, or of the materials, of which it is compos’d.

(TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE BOOK 1, PART 4, SECTION 6)



