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« ON SELF-LOVE »

[1]   « There is a principle, supposed to prevail among many, which is utterly incompatible
with  all  virtue  or  moral  sentiment ;  and  as  it  can  proceed  from nothing  but  the  most
depraved disposition, so in its turn it tends still further to encourage that depravity. This
principle is, that all benevolence is mere hypocrisy, friendship a cheat, public spirit a farce,
fidelity a snare to procure trust and confidence ; and that while all of us, at bottom, pursue
only our private interest, we wear these fair disguises, in order to put others off their guard,
and expose them the more to our wiles and machinations.

[2]   What heart one must be possessed of who possesses such principles, and who feels
no internal sentiment that belies so pernicious a theory, it is easy to imagine : and also
what degree of affection and benevolence he can bear to a species whom he represents
under such odious colours, and supposes so little susceptible of gratitude or any return of
affection. Or if we should not ascribe these principles wholly to a corrupted heart, we must
at least account for them from the most careless and precipitate examination. Superficial
reasoners, indeed, observing many false pretences among mankind, and feeling, perhaps,
no  very  strong  restraint  in  their  own  disposition,  might  draw  a  general  and  a  hasty
conclusion that all is equally corrupted, and that men, different from all other animals, and
indeed from all other species of existence, admit of no degrees of good or bad, but are, in
every instance, the same creatures under different disguises and appearances. [...]

[3]   Animals are found susceptible of kindness, both to their own species and to ours ; nor
is there, in this case, the least suspicion of disguise or artifice. Shall we account for all their
sentiments, too, from refined deductions of self-interest ? Or if we admit a disinterested
benevolence  in  the  inferior  species,  by  what  rule  of  analogy can  we  refuse  it  in  the
superior ? [...]  What interest can a fond mother have in view, who loses her health by
assiduous attendance on her sick child, and afterwards languishes and dies of grief, when
freed, by its death, from the slavery of that attendance ?

[4]   Is gratitude no affection of the human breast, or is that a word merely, without any
meaning or reality ? Have we no satisfaction in one man's company above another's, and
no desire of the welfare of our friend, even though absence or death should prevent us
from all participation in it ? Or what is it commonly, that gives us any participation in it,
even while alive and present, but our affection and regard to him ? These and a thousand
other  instances are  marks of  a  general  benevolence in  human nature,  where  no real
interest binds us to the object. »

(An enquiry concerning the principles of morals (1777), appendix II, excerpts)



QUESTIONS

[§1 and §2]

1. What does the term "principle" mean here ?

2. What kind of widely shared "principle" does Hume describe ?

3. What effects does it have on people who believe so ?

4. What does it teach us about those holding it for true ? What kind of bias and mistakes is
it based on ?

[§3 and §4]

1. What does the philosopher think personally ? Is it possible to trust others, or is human
nature so disposed, that it constantly cheats and deceives us ?

2. How does he sustain his view ? Explain each of the four arguments he provides to
support it.

3. Draw your own conclusions : do you share Hume's opinion about humans, or is it too
confident and naive ?


