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. 

When we first come into the world, we, 1or some time, fondly 
pursue the impOBBible project of gaining the good-will and appro­ 
bation of everybody. We soon however find, that this universal 
approbation is unattainable ; that the most equitable conduct must 
L-equently thwart the interests or -the inclinations of par­
ticular persons, who will seldom have candour enou�h to enter into 
the propriety of our motives, or to see that this conduct, how 
disagreeable soever to them, is perfectly suitable to our situation. In 
order to defend ourselves from such partial judg­ments, we soon 
learn to set up in our own minds, a judge between ourselves and 
those we live with. We conceive ourselves as acting in the presence 
of lli.P8rson, who has no particular relation, either to ourselves, or to 
ffiose whose interests are affected by our con­duct ; and we stu(i,y to 
act in such a manner as to obtain the approbation of this supposed 
impartial spectator. It ia only by consulting him that we can see 
whatever relates to ouraelvea in its proper shape and dimensions. 
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CHAPTER IV. 

VJ tke Nature of &'lj-deceit, and of tke Origin and Uae <>J 
general Rulu. 

IN order to pervert the rectitude of our own judgments 
concerning the propriety of our own conduct, it is �ot always 
necessary that the real and impartial spectator should be at a. 
great distance� When he is. at hand, when he is present, the 
violence and injustice of our own selfish passions are some­
times sufficient to induce the man within the breast to make 
a report very different from what the real circumstances of 
the ease are capable of authorizing. 

· There are· two different occasions upon which we examine
our own conduct, and endeavour to view it in the light in
which the impartial spectator would view it : first, when
we are about to act; and, secondly,· after we have acted.
Our views are apt to be very partial in both eases ; but they
are apt to be most partial when it is of most importance that
they should be otherwise.

.,.-
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So partial are the views of mankind with regard to the 
propriety of their own conduct, both at the time of action and 
after it ; and so difficult is it for them to view it in the light 
in which any indifferent spectator would· consider it. But if 
it was by a peculiar faculty, such as the moral sense is 
s�pposed to be, that they; judged of their own conduct, if they 
w�re endued with a particular power of perception, which 
distinguished the beauty or de­ formity of passions and 
affections ; as their own pasaiona would be more immediately 
exposed to the view of this faculty, it wouldjudgewith more 
accuracy concerning them than concerning those of other 
men, of which it had only a more distant prospect. 

This self-deceit, this fatal weakness of mankind, is the 
source of half the disorders of human life. If we saw 
ouraelves in the light in which others see u, or in which 
they would see us if they knew all, a reformation would 
generally be unavoidable. We could not otherwise endure the 
sight. 

Nature, however, bas not left this weakness, which is of ao 
much importance. altogeth<!r without a remedy; nor baa 
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she abandoned us entirely to the delusions of self-love. 
Our continual observations upon the conduct of others-in­
sensibly lead us to form to· ourselves certain general rules 
concerning what is fit and proper either to be done or to be 

avoided. Some of their actions shock all ·our natural sen­
timents. We hear every body about us express the like 
detestation against them. This still further confirms, and 
even exasperates, our natnral sense of their deformity. . It 
satisfies us that' we view them in the proper light, when we 
see other people view them in the same light. We re­
solve never to be guilty of the like, nor ever, upon any ac­
count, to render ourselves in this manner the objects oC 
universal disapprobation. We thus naturally lay down to 
ourselves a general rule, that all such actions are to be 
avoided, as tending to render us odious, contemptible,- or 
punishable,-the objects of all those sentiments for which we 
have the greatest dread and aversion. Other actions,· on 
the contrary, call forth our approbation, .and we hear every 
body around us express the same favourable opinion con­
cerning them. Every body is eager to honour and reward 
them. They excite all those sentiments for which we have 
by nature the strongest desire ; the love, the gratitude,· the 
admiration, of mankind. We become ambitious of perform­
ing the like; and thus naturally lay down to ourselves a 
rule of another kind, that every opportunity of acting in 
this manner is carefully to be sought after. 

It is thus that the general rules of morality are formed. 
They are ultimately founded upon experience of what, in 
particular instances, our moral faculties, our natural sense 
of merit and propriety, approve or disapprove of. We do 
not originally approve or condemn particular actions, 
because, upon examination, they appear to be agreeable or 
inconsistent with a certain general rule. The general rule, 
on the contrary, is formed by finding from experience that 
all actions of a certain kind, or circumstanced in a certain 
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manner, ·are approved or disapproved of. To the man who 
first saw an inhuman murder committed from avarice, envy, 
or unjust resentment, and upon one, too, . that loved and 
trusted the murderer ; who beheld the last agonies of the 
dying person ; . who heard him with his expiring breath 
complain more of the perfidy and ingratitude of his false 
friend than of the violence which had been done to hi_m ; 
there could be no occasion, in order to conceive how hor­
rible such an action was, that .he should reflect, that one of 
the most sacred rules of conduct was what prohibited the 
t.aking away the life of an innocent person, that this was a 
plain violation of that rule, and, consequently, a very blame­
able action. His detestation of this crime, it is evident, 
would a.rise instantaneously and antecedent to liis having 
formed to himself any such general rule. The general rule, 
on the contrary, which he might afterwards form, would be 
founded upon the detestation which he felt necessarily arise 
in his own breast, at the th_ought of this and every other 

. particular action of the same kind. 

. 

Q 
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II. Seeondly; I say it will depend parily upon the pre­cision
and e:itactness, or the looseness and inaccuracy of the­general 
rules themselves, how far our conduct ought to pro­ ceed 
entirely f;rom a regard to them. 

The general rules of almost all the virtues, the gene-. ral 
rules whieh determine what are the offices of pmdenett,. of 
charity, of generosity, of gratitude, of friendship, a· 
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in many respects loose and inaccurate, admit of many ex­
ceptions, and require so many modifications, that it is scarce 
possible to regulate . our . conduct entirely by a regard to 
them. The common proverbial maxims of prudence, being 
founded in universal experience, are perhaps the best gene­
ral rules which can be given about it. To affect, however, 
a very strict and literal adherence to them, would evidently 
be the most absurd and ridiculous ·pedantry. Of all the 
virtues I have just now mentioned, gratitude is that, per­
haps, of which the rules are the most precise, and admit of 
the fewest exceptions. That as soon as we can we should 
make a return of equal, and, if possible, of superior value 
to the services we have received, would seem to be a pretty 
plain rule, and one which admitted of scarce any exceptions. 
Upon the most superficial examination, however, this rule 
wil l appear to be in the highest degree loose and inaccurate, 
and to admit of ten thousand exceptions. If your· bene­
factor attended you in your sickness, ought you to attend 

·him in bis ? or can you fulfil the obligation of gratitude 
by making a return of a different kind ? If you ought to 
attend him, how long ought you to attend him? The same
time whicli he attended you, or longer, and bow much
longer? . If your friend lent you money in your distress,
ought you to lend him money in his? How much ought
you to lend him? When ought you to lend him ? Now,
or to-morrow, or next month? And for how long a time?
It is evident, that no general rule ean be laid down by
which a precise answer can, in all eases, be given to any
of these questions. The difference between bis character
and yours, between bis circumstances and yours, may be
such, that you may be perfectly grateful, and justly refuse
to lend him a halfpenny.� and, on the contrary, you may be 
willing to lend, or even to give him ten times the sum which
he lent you, and yet justly be accused of the blackest in­
gratitude, and of not having fulfilled the hundredth part of
the obligation you lie under. As the duties of gratitude,
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however, are perhaps the most sacred of all those which 
the beneficent virtues prescribe to us, so the general rules 
whieh determine them are, as I said before, the most accu­
rate. Those which ascertain the actions required by friend­
ship, humanity, hospitality, generosity, are still more vague 
and indeterminate. 

 . 
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CHAPTER II • 

. OJ the Beauty which the appearance of Utility bestows upon 
the CJharacters and Actions of Men ; and how far the Per­
ception of this Beauty may be regarded as one of the origi­
nal Principles of approbation. 

Tm: characters of men, · as wen· as the contrivances of 
art, or the institutions of civil government, may be fitted 
either to promote or to disturb the happiness both of the 
individual and of the society. The prudent, the equitable, 
the active, resolute, and sober character promises prosperity 
and satisfaction, both to the person himself and to every 
one connected with him. The rash, the insolent, the sloth­
ful, effeminate, and voluptuous, on the contrary, forebodes 
ruin to the individual, and misfortune to all who have 
any thing to do with him. The first turn of mind has at 
least all the beauty which can belong to the most perfect 
machine that was ever invented for promoting the most 
agreeable purpose : and the second, all the deformity of tho 
most awkward and clumsy contrivance. What institution 
of government could tend so much to promote the hppi­
ness of mankind as the general prevalence of wisdom and 
virtue? All government is but an imperfect remedy for. the 
deficiency of these. Whatever beauty, therefore, can be­
long to civil government upon account of its utility, must 
in a far superior degree belong to these. On the contrary, 
what civil policy can be so ruinorJs and destructive as the 
vices of men? The fatal effects ofbad government arise from 
nothing, but that it does not sufficiently guard against the 
mischiefs which human wickedness gives occasion to. 
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·  

The qualities most useful .to :ounelves ve, :nri,t of all; 
superior reason and unders11anding, hy'Which we are capable 
of discerning the remote .consequences of all our actions, 
and of foreaeeing the advantage or detrimelit-whioh·is likely 
to result from them; and,·aeeondly,.aelf-eommmrd,by which 
we are enabled to.abstain from:present pleasme,nrtoendure 
present ,pain, in order to obtain a graateqfleasme arfto avoid 
a greater pain in BODie fntu-re time. h theaunion.m those 
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two qualities consists the virtue of prudence, of all the 
virtues that which is most useful to the individU&l. 

 

·  

-

That self-command, in the same manner, by which we 
Testrain our present appetites, in order to gratify them more 
fully upon another occasion, is approved of as much 'llllder 
the aspect of propriety as under that of utility. When we act 
in this manner, the sentiments which in­fiuence our conduct 
seem exactly to coincide with those of the spectator. The 
spectator does not feel the solicita­ tions of our present 
appetites. To him the pleasure which we are to enjoy a week 
hence, or a year hence, is just as interesting as that which 
we are to enjoy this moment. When for the sake of the 
present, therefore, we sacrifice the future, our conduct 
appears to him absurd and extravagant in the highest degree, 
and he cannot enter into the principles ,which influence it. On 
the contrary, when we abstain from present pleasure, in 
order to secure greater pleasure to come; when we act as if 
the remote object interested us as much 
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But though the virtues of prudence, justice, and benefi­
cence, may upon different occasions be recommended to us 
almost equally by two different principles ; those of self­
command are, upon most occasions, principally and almost 
entirely recommended to us by one-by the sense of pro­
priety, by regard to the sentiments of the supposed impar­
tial spectator. Without the restraint which this principle 
imposes, every pasaion would upon most occasion& rush 
headlong, if I may say so, to its own gratification. Anger 
would follow the suggestions of its own fury-fear those 
of its own violent agitations. Regard to no time or place 
would induce vanity to refrain from the loudest and moat 
impertinent ostentation ; or voluptuousness from the most 
open, indecent, and scandalous indulgence. Respect for 
what are, or for what ought to be, or for what, upon a cer­
tain condition, would be the sentiments of other people, is 
the sole principle which upon most occasions overawes all 
those mutinous and turbulent passions into that tone and 
temper which the impartial spectator can enter into and 
sympathize with. 




