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OF THE ORIGIN OF OUR IDEAS

All the perceptions of the human mind resolve themselves into
two distinct kinds, which I shall call Impressions and Ideas. The
difference betwixt these consists in the degrees of force and live-
liness with which they strike upon the mind, and make their way
into our thought or consciousness. Those perceptions, which en-
ter with most force and violence, we may name “impressions”;
and under this name I comprehend all our sensations, passions
and emotions, as they make their first appearance in he soul. By
“ideas” I mean the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning;
... I believe it will not be very necessary to employ many words in
explaining this distinction. Every one of himself will readily per-
ceive the difference betwixt feeling and thinking. The common
degrees of these are easily distinguished; tho’ it is not impos-

sible but in partieular instances they may very nearly approach
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to each other. Thus in sleep, in a fever, in madness, or in any
very violent emotions of souls, our ideas may approach to our
impressions: As on the other hand it sometimes happens, that
our impressions are so faint and low, that we cannot distinguish
them from our ideas. But notwithstanding this near resemblance
in a few instances, they are in general so very different, that no-
one can make a scruple to rank them under distinct heads, and
assign to each a peculiar name to mark the difference.

There is another division of our perceptions which it will be
convenient to observe, and which extends itself both to our im-
pressions and ideas. This division is into Simple and Complex.
Simple perceptions or impressions and ideas are such as admit
of no distinction nor separation The complex are the contrary
to these, and may be distinguished into parts. Tho’ a particular
colour, taste and smell are qualities all united together in this ap-
ple, ’tis easy to perceive they are not the same, but are at least

distinguishable from each other.

A Treatise of Human Nature

(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 1-2
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OF ABSTRACT IDEAS

A very material question has been started concerning ‘abstract’
or ‘general’ ideas, ‘whether they be general or particular in the

mind’s conception of them’. A great philosopher has disputed the
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received opinion in this particular, and has asserted, that all gen-
eral ideas are nothing but particular ones, annexed to a certain
term, which gives them a more extensive signification, and makes
them recall upon occasion other individuals, which are similar to
them. As I look upon this to be one of the greatest and most valu-
able discoveries that has been made of late years in the republic
of letters, I shall here endeavor to confirm it by some arguments,
which I hope will put it beyond all doubt and controversy.

'Tis evident, that in forming most of our general ideas, if not
all of them, we abstract from every particular degree of quan-
tity and quality, and that an object ceases not to be of any par-
ticular species on account of every small alteration in its exten-
sion, duration and other properties. It may therefore be thought,
that here is a plain dilemma that decides concerning the nature
of those abstract ideas, which have afforded so much speculation
to philosophers. The abstract idea of a man represents men of
all sizes and all qualities; which ’tis concluded it cannot do, but
either by representing at once all possible sizes and all possible
qualities, or by representing no particular one at all. Now it hav-
ing been esteemed absurd to defend the former proposition, as
implying an infinite capacity in the mind, it has been commonly
inferred in favour of the latter; and our abstract ideas have been
suppos’d to represent no particular degree either of quantity or
quality. But that this inference is erroneous, I shall endeavour to
make appear, first, by proving, that 'tie utterly impossible to con-
ceive any quantity or quality, without forming a precise notion of
its degrees: And secondly by showing, that tho’ the capacity of the
mind be not infinite, yet we can at once form a notion of all possi-

ble degrees of quantity and quality, in such a manner at least, as,
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however imperfect, may serve all the purposes of reflection and

conversation.

A Treatise of Human Nature

(ed.selby-Bigge) pp. 17-18
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CONTINUED AND DISTINCT EXISTENCE NEVER
ARISES FROM THE SENSES
To confirm this (that the opinion of a continu’d and of a distinct
existence never arises from the senses) we may observe, that there
are three different kinds of impressions convey’d by the senses.
The first are those of the figure, bulk, motion and solidity of
bodies. The second those of colours. tastes, smells. sounds. heat
and cold. The third are the pains and pleasures, that arise from
the application of objects to our bodies, as by the cutting of our
flesh with steel, and such like. Both philosophers and the vulgar
suppose the first of these to have a distinct continu’d existence.
The vulgar only regard the second as on the same footing. Both
philosophers and the vulgar, again, esteem the third to be merely
perceptions; and consequently interrupted and dependent beings.
Now ’tis evident, that, whatever may be our philosophical
opinion, colours, sounds, heat and cold, as far as appears to the

senses, exist after the same manner with motion and solidity, and
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that the difference we make betwixt them in this respect, arises
not from the mere perception. So strong is the prejudice for the
distinct continu’d existence of the former qualities, that when
the contrary opinion is advanc’d by modern philosophers, people
imagine they can almost refute it from their feeling and experi-
ence, and that their very senses contradict this philosophy. ‘Tis
also evident, that colours, sounds, etc. are originally on the same
footing with the pain that arises from steel, and pleasure that pro-
ceeds from a fire; and that the difference betwixt them is founded
neither on perception nor reason, but on the imagination. For as
they are confest to be, both of them, nothing but perceptions aris-
ing from the particular configurations and motions of the parts
of body, wherein possibly can their difference consist? Upon the
whole, then, we may conclude, that as far as the senses are judges,

all perceptions are the same in the manner of their existence.

A Treatise of Human Nature
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 192-193
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OF THE IDEAS OF THE MEMORY AND IMAGINATION

We find by experience, that when any impression has been present
with the mind, it again makes its appearance there as an idea; and
this it may do after two different ways: either when in its new
appearance it retains a considerable degree of its first vivacity,
and is somewhat intermediate betwixt an impression and an idea;
or when it entirely loses that vivacity, and is a perfect idea. The
faculty, by which we repeat our impressions in the first manner,
is called the Memory, and the other the Imagination. ‘Tis evident
at first sight, that the ideas of the memory are much more lively
and strong than those of the imagination, and that the former

faculty paints its objects in more distinct colours, than any which
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are employ’d by the latter. When we remember any past event, the
idea of it flows in upon the mind in a forcible manner; whereas
in the imagination the perception is faint and languid, and cannot
without difficulty be preserv’d by the mind steady and uniform for
any considerable time. Here then is a sensible difference betwixt
one species of ideas and another.

There is another difference betwixt these two kinds of ideas,
which is no less evident, namely that tho’ neither the ideas of the
memory nor imagination, neither the lively nor faint ideas can
make their appearance in the mind, unless their correspondent
impressions have gone before to prepare the way for them, yet
the imagination is not restrain’d to the same order and form with
the original impressions; while the memory is in a manner ty’d

down in the respect, without any power of variation.

A Treatise of Human Nature
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 8-9
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THE IDEA OF CAUSE AND EFFECT

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 continued 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 reason-
ing, be able to reach the idea of cause and effect; since the partic-
ular powers, by which all natural operations are performed, never
appear to the senses; nor is it reasonable to conclude, merely be-
cause one event, in one instance, precedes another, that therefore

the one is the cause, the other the effect. Their conjunction may
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be arbitrary and casual. There may be no reason to infer the ex-
istence of one from the appearance of the other. And in a word,
such a person, without more experience, could never employ his
conjecture or reasoning concerning any matter of fact, or be as-
sured of anything beyond what was immediately present to his
memory and senses.

Suppose, again, that he has acquired more experience, and
has lived so long in the world as to have observed familiar ob-
jects or events to be constantly conjoined together; what is the
consequence of this experience? He immediately infers the exis-
tence 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 infer-
ence. 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.

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 rea-
soning 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 propen-
sity. We only point out a principle of human nature; which in uni-
versally acknowledge, and which is well known by its effects. Per-

haps we can push our enquiries no farther, or pretend to give
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the cause of this cause; but must rest contented with it as the ul-
timate principle, which we can assign, of all our conclusions from
experience. It is sufficient satisfaction, that we can go so far, with-
out repining at the narrowness of our faculties because they will
carry us no farther. And it is certain we here advance a very intel-
ligible proposition at least, if not a true one, when we assert that,
after a constant conjunction of two objects—heat and flame, for
instance, weight and solidity—we are determined by custom alone
to expect the one from the appearance of the other. This hypoth-
esis 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 con-
clusions 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.

Custom, then, is the great guide of human life. It is that princi-
ple 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. Without the influence of custom, we
should be entirely ignorant of every matter of fact beyond what is
immediately present to the memory and senses. We should never
know how to adjust means to ends, or to employ our natural pow-
ers in the productions of any effect. There would be an end at once

of all action, as well as of the chief part of speculation.
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But here it may be proper to remark, that though our conclu-
sions from experience carry us beyond our memory and senses,
and assure us of matters of fact which happened in the most dis-
tant places and most remote ages, yet some fact must always be
present to the senses or memory, from which we may first proceed
in drawing these conclusions. A man, who should find in a desert
country the remains of pompous buildings, would conclude that
the country had, in ancient times, been cultivated by civilized in-
habitants; but did nothing of this nature occur to him, he could
never form such an inference. We learn the events of former ages
from history; but then we must peruse the volumes in which this
instruction is contained, and thence carry up our inferences from
one testimony to another, till we arrive at the eyewitnesses and
spectators of these distant events. In a word, if we proceed not
upon some fact, present to the memory or senses, our reason-
ings would be merely hypothetical; and however the particular
links might be connected with each other, the whole chain of in-
ferences would have nothing to support it, nor could we ever, by
its means, arrive at the knowledge of any real existence. If I ask
why you believe any particular matter of fact, which you relate,
you must tell me some reason; and this reason will be some other
fact, connected with it. But as you cannot proceed after this man-
ner, in infinitum, you must at last terminate in some fact, which is
present to your memory or senses; or must allow that your belief

is entirely without foundation.

An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 42—46
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OF LIBERTY AND NECESSITY

It is universally allowed that nature, in all its operations, is actu-
ated by a necessary force, and that every natural effect is so pre-
cisely determined by the energy of its cause that no other effect, in
such particular circumstances, could possibly have resulted from
it. The degree and direction of every motion is, by the laws of na-
ture, prescribed with such exactness that a living creature may as
soon arise from the shock of two bodies as motion in any other
degree or direction than that is actually produced by it. Would
we, therefore, form a just and precise idea of “necessity”, we must
consider whence that idea arises when we apply it to the operation
of bodies.

It seems evident that, if all the scenes of nature were contin-
ually shifted in such a manner that no two events bore any re-
semblance to each other, but every object was entirely new, with-
out any similitude to whatever had been seen before, we should
never, in that case, have attained the least idea of necessity, or of
a connexion among these objects. We might say, upon such a sup-
position, that one object or event has followed another; not that

one was produced by the other. The relation of cause and effect
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must be utterly unknown to mankind. Inference and reasoning
concerning the operations of nature would, from that moment,
be at an end; and the memory and senses remain the only canals,
by which the knowledge of any real existence could possibly have
access to the mind. Our idea, therefore, of necessity and causa-
tion arises entirely from the uniformity observable in the oper-
ations of nature, where similar objects are constantly conjoined
together, and the mind is determined by custom to infer the one
from the appearance of the other. These two circumstances form
the whole of that necessity, which we ascribe to matter. Beyond
the constant “conjunction” of similar objects, and the consequent
“inference” from one to the other, we have no notion of any ne-
cessity or connexion.

If it appear, therefore, that all mankind have ever allowed,
without any doubt or hesitation, that these two circumstances
take place in the voluntary actions of men, and in the operations
of mind; it must follow, that all mankind have ever agreed in the
doctrine of necessity, and that they have hitherto disputed, merely

for not understanding each other.

An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 82-83
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OF PERSONAL IDENTITY

There are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment
intimately conscious of what we call our SELF; that we feel its ex-
istence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond
the evidence of 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

Vo4



poa ddsy

their pain or pleasure. To attempt a farther proof of this were to
weaken its evidence; since no proof can be derived 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 cortrary 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 impres-
sion cou’d this idea be deriv’d? this question 'tis impossible to an-
swer 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 areference. 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 sensa-
tions succeed each other, and never all exist at the same time. It
cannot, therefore, be from any of these inpressions, or from any
other, that the idea of self is derived; and consequently there is
no such idea.

But farther, what must become of all our particular percep-
tions upon this hypothesis All these are different, and distin-
guishable, 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,
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do they belong to self; and how art they connected with it? For
my part, when I 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 anything but the perception. When my perceptions
are remov’d for any time, as by sound sleep; so along am I insen-
sible 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 should be entirely annihilated, nor do I conceive what is farther
requisite to make me a perfect non-entity. If any one upon seri-
ous and unprejudic’d reflexion, thinks he has a different notion of
‘himself’,  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, per-
ceive something simple and continu’d, which he calls ‘himself’;

tho’ I am certain there is no such principle in me.

A Treatise of Human Nature
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 251-252
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CONCERNING MORAL SENTIMENT

One principal foundation of moral praise being supposed to lie
in the usefulness of any quality or action, it is evident that ‘rea-
son’ must enter for a considerable share in all decisions of this
kind; since nothing but that faculty can instruct us in the ten-
dency of qualities and actions, and point out their beneficial con-
sequences to society and to their possessor, In many cases this is
an affair liable to great controversy: doubts may arise, opposite
interests may occur; and a preference must be given to one side,
from very nice views, and a small overbalance of utility. This is
particularly remarkable in questions with regard to justice; as is,
indeed, natural to suppose, from that species of utility which at-
tends this virtue. Were every single instance of justice, like that of
benevolence, useful to society; this would be a more simple state
of the case, and seldom liable to great controversy. But as single
instances of justice are often pernicious in their first and imme-
diate tendency, and as the advantage to society results only from
the observance of the general rule, and from the concurrence and

combination of several persons in the same equitable conduct;
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the case here becomes more intricate and involved. The various
circumstances of society; the various consequences of any prac-
tice; the various interests which may be proposed; these, on many
occasions, are doubtful, and subject to great discussion and in-
quiry. The object of municipal laws is to fix all the questions with
regard to justice: the debates of civilians; the reflections of politi-
cians; the precedents of history and public records, are all directed
to the same purpose. And a very accurate ‘reason’ or ‘judgement’
is often requisite, to give the true determination, amidst such in-
tricate doubts arising from obscure or opposite utilities.

But though reason, when fully assisted and improved, be suf-
ficient to instruct us in the pernicious or useful tendency of qual-
ities and actions; it is not alone sufficient to produce any moral
blame or approbation. Utility is only a tendency to a certain end;
and were the end totally indifferent to us, we should feel the
same indifference towards the means. It is requisite a ‘sentiment’
should here display itself, in order to give a preference to the
useful above the pernicious tendencies. This sentiment can be
no other than a feeling for the happiness of mankind, and a re-
sentment of their misery; since these are the different ends which
virtue and vice have a tendency to promote. Here therefore ‘rea-
son’ instructs us in the several tendencies of actions, and ‘human-
ity’ makes a distinction in favour of those which are useful and

beneficial.

An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(ed. Selby-Bigge) pp. 285-286
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OF THE ORIGINAL CONTRACT

Almost all the governments which exist at present, or of which
there remains any record in story, have been grounded originally
either on usurpation or conquest, or both, without any pretence of
a fair consent or voluntary subjection of the people. when an art-
ful and bold man is placed at the head of an army or faction, it is
often easy for him by employing sometimes violence, sometimes
false pretences, to establish his dominion over a people a hundred
times more numerous than his partisans. He allows no such open
communication that his enemies can know, with certainty, their
number or force. He gives them no leisure to assemble together
in a body to oppose him. Even all those who are the instruments
of his usurpation may wish his fall; but their ignorance of each
other’s intention keeps them in awe, and is the sole cause of his
security. By such arts as these, many governments have been es-
tablished; and this is all the original ‘contract’ which they have to
boast of.

The face of the earth is continually changing, by the increase
of small kingdoms into great empires, by the dissolution of great
empires into smaller kingdoms, by the planting of colonies, by

the migration of tribes, Is there anything discoverable in all these
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events, but force and violence? Where is the mutual agreement or
voluntary association so much talked of?

Even the smoothest way by which a nation may receive a for-
eign master, by marriage or a will, is not extremely honourable for
the people; but supposes them to be disposed of, like a dowry or
a legacy, according to the pleasure or interest of their rulers.

But where no force interposes, and election takes place, what
is this election so highly vaunted? It is either the combination of
a few great men, who decide for the whole, and will allow of no
oppositions, or it is the fury of a multitude that follow a seditious
ringleader, who is not known, perhaps, to a dozen among them,
and who owes his advancement merely to his own impudence, or
to the momentary caprice of his follows.

Are these disorderly elections, which are rare too, of such
mighty authority as to be the only lawful foundation of all gov-

ernment and allegiance?

Of The Original Contract, (Hume,
Theory of Politics, ed. Frederick Watkins)
pp. 198-200
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THE BEING AND THE NATURE OF GOD

I must own, Cleanthes, said Demea, that nothing can more sur-
prise me, than the light, in which you have, all along, put this ar-
gument. By the whole tenor of your discourse, one would imagine
that you were maintaining the being of a God, against the tavils of
Atheists and Infidels; and were necessitated to become a cham-

pion for that fundamental principle of all religion. But this, I hope,
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is not by any means a question among us. No man; no man, at
least, of common sense, I ampeusr aded, ever entertained a seri-
ous doubt with regard to a truth, so certain and self-evident. The
question is not concerning the BEING, but the NATURE of God.
This I affirm, from the infirmities of the human understanding, to
be altogether incomprehensible and unknown to us. The essence
of that supreme mind, his attributes, the manner of his existence,
the very nature of his duration; these and every particular, which
regards so divine a Being, are mysterious to men. Finite, weak,
and blind creatures, we ought to humble ourselves in his august
presence, and conscious of our frailties, adore in silence his in-
finite perfections, which eye hath not seen, ear hath not heard,
neither hath it entered into the heart of man to conceive them.
They are covered in a deep could from human curiosity: It is pro-
faneness to attempt penetrating through these scared obscurities:
And next to the impiety of denying his existence, is the temerity
of prying into his nature and essence, decrees and attributes.
But lest you should think, that my ‘piety’ has here got the bet-
ter of my ‘philosophy’, I shall support my opinion, if it needs any
support, by a very great authority. I might cite all the divines al-
most, from the foundation of Christianity, who have ever treated
of this or any other theological subject: But I shall confine myself,
at present, to one equally celebrated for piety and philosophy. It
is Father Malebranche, who, I remember, thus expresses himself.
‘One ought not so much (says he) to call God a spirit, in order to
express positively what he is, as in order to signify that he is not
matter. He is a Being infinitely perfect: Of this we cannot doubt ...’
After so great an authority, Demea, replied philo, as that

which you have produced, and a thousand more, which you
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might produce, it would appear ridiculous in me to add my sen-
timent, or expressmy approbation of your doctrine. But surely,
where reasonable men treat these subjects, the question can
never be concerning the ‘Being’, but only the ‘Nature’ of the Deity.
The former truth, as you well observe, is unquestionable and
self-evident. Nothing exists without a cause; and the original
cause of this universe (whatever it be) we call GOD; and piously
ascribe to him every species of perfection. Whoever scruples this
fundamental truth, deserves every punishment, which can be in-
flicted among philosophers, to wit, the greatest ridicule, contempt
and disapprobation. But as all perfection is entirely relative, we
ought never to imagine, that we comprehend the attributes of
this divine Being, or to suppose, that his perfections have any
analogy or likeness to the perfections of a human creature. Wis-
dom, Thought, Design, knowledge; these we justly ascribe to him;
because these words are honourable among men, and we have no
other language or other conceptions, by which we can express our
adoration of Him. But let us beware, lest we think, that our ideas
any wise correspond to his perfections, or that his attributes have
any resemblance to these qualities among men. He is infinitely
superior to our limited view and comprehension; and is more the
object of worship in the temple, than of disputation in the schools.

In reality, Cleanthes, continued he, there is no need of having
recourse to that affected scepticism, so displeasing to you, in
order to come at this determination. Our ideas reach no farther
than our experience; We have no experience of divine attributes
and operations: I need not conclude my syllogism: you can draw
the inference yourself. And it is a pleasure to me (and I hope

to you too) that just reasoning and sound piety here concur in
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the same conclusion, and both of them establish the adorably
mysterious and incomprehensible nature of the Supreme Being.
Not to lose any time in circumlocution, said Cleanthes, ad-
dressing himself to Demea, much less in replying to the pious
declamations of philo; I shall briefly explain how I conceive this
matter. Look round the world: contemplate the whole and every
part of it: you will find it to be nothing but one great machine,
subdivided into an infinite number of lesser machines, which
again admit of subdivisions, to a degree beyond what human
senses and faculties can trace and explain. All these various
machines, and even their most minute parts, are adjusted to
each other with an accuracy, which ravishes into admiration all
men, who have ever contemplated them. The curious adapting of
means to ends, throughout all nature, resembles exactly, though
it much exceeds, the productions of human contrivance; of hu-
man design, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since therefore
the effects resemble each other. we are led to infer. by all the
rules of analogy, that the causes also resmble; and that the Au-
thor of Nature is somewhat similar to the mind of man; though
possessed of much larger faculties, proportioned to the grandeur
of the work, which he has executed. By this argument a posteriori
and by this argument alone, do we prove at once the existence of

a Deity, and his similarity to human mind and intelligence.

Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion

part II. (ed. Bruce M’Ewen) pp. 26—31
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