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Book II, Part I. 

SECTION XI. Of the love of fame. 

BUT beside these original causes of pride and humility, there is a secondary one in the 
opinions of others, which has an equal influence on the affections. Our reputation, our 
character, our name are considerations of vast weight and importance; and even the other 
causes of pride; virtue, beauty and riches; have little influence, when not seconded by the 
opinions and sentiments of others. In order to account for this phænomenon 'twill be 
necessary to take some compass, and first explain the nature of sympathy. 

No quality of human nature is more remarkable, both in itself and in its consequences, 
than that propensity we have to sympathize with others, and to receive by communication 
their inclinations and sentiments, however different from, or even contrary to our own. 
This is not only conspicuous in children, who implicitly embrace every opinion propos'd 
to them; but also in men of the greatest judgment and understanding, who find it very 
difficult to follow their own reason or inclination, in opposition to that of their friends and 
daily companions. To this principle we ought to ascribe the great uniformity we may 
observe in the humours and turn of thinking of those of the same nation; and 'tis much 
more probable, that this resemblance arises from sympathy, than from any influence of 
the soil and climate, which, tho' they continue invariably the same, are not able to 
preserve the character of a nation the same for a century together. A good-natur'd man 
finds himself in an instant of the same humour with his company; and even the proudest 
and most surly take a tincture from their countrymen and acquaintance. A chearful 
countenance infuses a sensible complacency and serenity into my mind; as an angry or 
sorrowful one throws a sudden damp upon me. Hatred, resentment, esteem, love, courage, 
mirth and melancholy; all these passions I feel more from communication than from my 
own natural temper and disposition. So remarkable a phænomenon merits our attention, 
and must be trac'd up to its first principles. 

When any affection is infus'd by sympathy, it is at first known only by its effects, and by 
those external signs in the countenance and conversation, which convey an idea of it. This 
idea is presently converted into an impression, and acquires such a degree of force and 
vivacity, as to become the very passion itself, and produce an equal emotion, as any 
original affection. However instantaneous this change of the idea into an impression may 
be, it proceeds from certain views and reflections, which will not escape the strict scrutiny 
of a philosopher, tho' they may the person himself, who makes them. 

'Tis evident, that the idea, or rather impression of ourselves is always intimately present 
with us, and that our consciousness gives us so lively a conception of our own person, that 
'tis not possible to imagine, that any thing can in this particular go beyond it. Whatever 
object, therefore, is related to ourselves must be conceived with a like vivacity of 



conception, according to the foregoing principles; and tho' this relation shou'd not be so 
strong as that of causation, it must still have a considerable influence. Resemblance and 
contiguity are relations not to be neglected; especially when by an inference from cause 
and effect, and by the observation of external signs, we are inform'd of the real existence 
of the object, which is resembling or contiguous. 

Now 'tis obvious, that nature has preserv'd a great resemblance among all human 
creatures, and that we never remark any passion or principle in others, of which, in some 
degree or other, we may not find a parallel in ourselves. The case is the same with the 
fabric of the mind, as with that of the body. However the parts may differ in shape or size, 
their structure and composition are in general the same. There is a very remarkable 
resemblance, which preserves itself amidst all their variety; and this resemblance must 
very much contribute to make us enter into the sentiments of others, and embrace them 
with facility and pleasure. Accordingly we find, that where, beside the general 
resemblance of our natures, there is any peculiar similarity in our manners, or character, 
or country, or language, it facilitates the sympathy. The stronger the relation is betwixt 
ourselves and any object, the more easily does the imagination make the transition, and 
convey to the related idea the vivacity of conception, with which we always form the idea 
of our own person. 

Nor is resemblance the only relation, which has this effect, but receives new force from 
other relations, that may accompany it. The sentiments of others have little influence, 
when far remov'd from us, and require the relation of contiguity, to make them 
communicate themselves entirely. The relations of blood, being a species of causation, 
may sometimes contribute to the same effect; as also acquaintance, which operates in the 
same manner with education and custom; as we shall see more fully afterwards. All these 
relations, when united together, convey the impression or consciousness of our own 
person to the idea of the sentiments or passions of others, and makes us conceive them in 
the strongest and most lively manner. 

Hume, David, ‘Of National Characters’ (1748) in Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, 
A Critical Edition, ed. by Tom L. Beauchamp and Mark A. Box, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2021), vol. 1, p. 164. 

The human mind is of a very imitative nature; nor is it possible for any set of men to 
converse often together, without acquiring a similitude of manners, and communicating 
to each other their vices as well as virtues. The propensity to company and society is 
strong in all rational creatures; and the same disposition, which gives us this propensity, 
makes us enter deeply into each other's sentiments, and causes like passions and 
inclinations to run, as it were, by contagion, through the whole club or knot of 
companions. Where a number of men are united into one political body, the occasions of 
their intercourse must be so frequent, for defence, commerce, and government, that, 
together with the same speech or language, they must acquire a resemblance in their 
manners, and have a common or national character, as well as a personal one, peculiar to 
each individual. Now though nature produces all kinds of temper and understanding in 
great abundance, it does not follow, that she always produces them in like proportions, 
and that in every society the ingredients of industry and indolence, valour and cowardice, 
humanity and brutality, wisdom and folly, will be mixed after the same manner. In the 
infancy of society, if any of these dispositions be found in greater abundance than the rest, 
it will naturally prevail in the composition, and give a tincture to the national character. 



Or should it be asserted, that no species of temper can reasonably be presumed to 
predominate, even in those contracted societies, and that the same proportions will 
always be preserved in the mixture; yet surely the persons in credit and authority, being 
still a more contracted body, cannot always be presumed to be of the same character; and 
their influence on the manners of the people, must, at all times, be very considerable. If on 
the first establishment of a republic, a Brutus should be placed in authority, and be 
transported with such an enthusiasm for liberty and public good, as to overlook all the 
ties of nature, as well as private interest, such an illustrious example will naturally have 
an effect on the whole society, and kindle the same passion in every bosom. Whatever it 
be that forms the manners of one generation, the next must imbibe a deeper tincture of 
the same dye; men being more susceptible of all impressions during infancy, and retaining 
these impressions as long as they remain in the world. I assert, then, that all national 
characters, where they depend not on fixed moral causes, proceed from such accidents as 
these, and that physical causes have no discernible operation on the human mind. It is a 
maxim in all philosophy, that causes, which do not appear, are to be considered as not 
existing. 

 

Hume, David, ‘Of Essay-Writing’, in Essays, Moral and Political [withdrawn essays] 
(1741-2) 
 
THE elegant Part of Mankind, who are not immers'd in the animal Life, but employ 
themselves in the Operations of the Mind, may be divided into the learned and conversible. 
The Learned are such as have chosen for their Portion the higher and more difficult 
Operations of the Mind, which require Leisure and Solitude, and cannot be brought to 
Perfection, without long Preparation and severe Labour. The conversible World join to a 
sociable Disposition, and a Taste of Pleasure, an Inclination to the easier and more gentle 
Exercises of the Understanding, to obvious Reflections on human Affairs, and the Duties 
of common Life, and to the Observation of the Blemishes or Perfections of the particular 
Objects, that surround them. Such Subjects of Thought furnish not sufficient Employment 
in Solitude, but require the Company and Conversation of our Fellow-Creatures, to render 
them a proper Exercise for the Mind: And this brings Mankind together in Society, where 
every one displays his Thoughts and Observations in the best Manner he is able, and 
mutually gives and receives Information, as well as Pleasure. 
 

Hume, David, An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals, London: Andrew 
Millar, 1751. 

SECTION II. Of Benevolence. 

PART I. 

IT may be esteemed, perhaps, a superfluous task to prove, that the benevolent or softer 
affections are ESTIMABLE; and wherever they appear, engage the approbation, and good-
will of mankind. The epithets sociable, good-natured, humane, merciful, grateful, friendly, 
generous, beneficent, or their equivalents, are known in all languages, and universally 
express the highest merit, which human nature is capable of attaining. Where these 
amiable qualities are attended with birth and power and eminent abilities, and display 



themselves in the good government or useful instruction of mankind, they seem even to 
raise the possessors of them above the rank of human nature, and make them approach 
in some measure to the divine. Exalted capacity, undaunted courage, prosperous success; 
these may only expose a hero or politician to the envy and ill-will of the public: But as 
soon as the praises are added of humane and beneficent; when instances are displayed of 
lenity, tenderness, or friendship; envy itself is silent, or joins the general voice of 
approbation and applause. 

Hume, David, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, London: Andrew 
Millar, 1748. 

SECTION I 

Man is a reasonable being; and as such, receives from science his proper food and 
nourishment: But so narrow are the bounds of human understanding, that little 
satisfaction can be hoped for in this particular, either from the extent or security of his 
acquisitions. Man is a sociable, no less than a reasonable being: But neither can he always 
enjoy company agreeable and amusing, or preserve the proper relish for them. Man is also 
an active being; and from that disposition, as well as from the various necessities of 
human life, must submit to business and occupation: But the mind requires some 
relaxation, and cannot always support its bent to care and industry. It seems, then, that 
nature has pointed out a mixed kind of life as most suitable to human race, and secretly 
admonished them to allow none of these biasses to draw too much, so as to incapacitate 
them for other occupations and entertainments. Indulge your passion for science, says 
she, but let your science be human, and such as may have a direct reference to action and 
society. Abstruse thought and profound researches I prohibit, and will severely punish, 
by the pensive melancholy which they introduce, by the endless uncertainty in which they 
involve you, and by the cold reception which your pretended discoveries shall meet with, 
when communicated. Be a philosopher; but, amidst all your philosophy, be still a man. 

* * * * * 

 

Smith, Adam, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) 

Part I: Of the Propriety of Action 

SECTION I: Of the Sense of Propriety 

Chap. I: Of Sympathy 

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his 

nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary 

to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it. Of this kind is 

pity or compassion, the emotion which we feel for the misery of others, when we either 

see it, or are made to conceive it in a very lively manner. That we often derive sorrow from 

the sorrow of others, is a matter of fact too obvious to require any instances to prove it; 

for this sentiment, like all the other original passions of human nature, is by no means 

confined to the virtuous and humane, though they perhaps may feel it with the most 



exquisite sensibility. The greatest ruffian, the most hardened violator of the laws of 

society, is not altogether without it. 

 

Chap. II: Of the Pleasure of mutual Sympathy 

But whatever may be the cause of sympathy, or however it may be excited, nothing 

pleases us more than to observe in other men a fellow-feeling with all the emotions of our 

own breast; nor are we ever so much shocked as by the appearance of the contrary. Those 

who are fond of deducing all our sentiments from certain refinements of self-love, think 

themselves at no loss to account, according to their own principles, both for this pleasure 

and this pain. Man, say they, conscious of his own weakness, and of the need which he has 

for the assistance of others, rejoices whenever he observes that they adopt his own 

passions, because he is then assured of that assistance; and grieves whenever he observes 

the contrary, because he is then assured of their opposition. But both the pleasure and the 

pain are always felt so instantaneously, and often upon such frivolous occasions, that it 

seems evident that neither of them can be derived from any such self-interested 

consideration. A man is mortified when, after having endeavoured to divert the company, 

he looks round and sees that nobody laughs at his jests but himself. On the contrary, the 

mirth of the company is highly agreeable to him, and he regards this correspondence of 

their sentiments with his own as the greatest applause. 

Neither does his pleasure seem to arise altogether from the additional vivacity which his 

mirth may receive from sympathy with theirs, nor his pain from the disappointment he 

meets with when he misses this pleasure; though both the one and the other, no doubt, do 

in some measure. When we have read a book or poem so often that we can no longer find 

any amusement in reading it by ourselves, we can still take pleasure in reading it to a 

companion. To him it has all the graces of novelty; we enter into the surprise and 

admiration which it naturally excites in him, but which it is no longer capable of exciting 

in us; we consider all the ideas which it presents rather in the light in which they appear 

to him, than in that in which they appear to ourselves, and we are amused by sympathy 

with his amusement which thus enlivens our own. On the contrary, we should be vexed if 

he did not seem to be entertained with it, and we could no longer take any pleasure in 

reading it to him. It is the same case here. The mirth of the company, no doubt, enlivens 

our own mirth, and their silence, no doubt, disappoints us. But though this may contribute 

both to the pleasure which we derive from the one, and to the pain which we feel from the 

other, it is by no means the sole cause of either; and this correspondence of the sentiments 

of others with our own appears to be a cause of pleasure, and the want of it a cause of 

pain, which cannot be accounted for in this manner. The sympathy, which my friends 

express with my joy, might, indeed, give me pleasure by enlivening that joy: but that which 

they express with my grief could give me none, if it served only to enliven that grief. 

Sympathy, however, enlivens joy and alleviates grief. It enlivens joy by presenting another 

source of satisfaction; and it alleviates grief by insinuating into the heart almost the only 

agreeable sensation which it is at that time capable of receiving. 
 


