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CHAP. 111
Of The Influence And

Authority Of Conscience

But though the approbation of his own conscience can scarce,
upon some extraordinary occasions, content the weakness of man;
though the testimony of the supposed impartial spectator, of the great
inmate of the breast, cannot always alone support him; yet the influ-
ence and authority of this principle is, upon all occasions, very great;
and it is only by consulting this judge within, that we can ever see
what relates to ourselves in its proper shape and dimensions; or that
we can ever make any proper comparison between our own interests
and those of other people.

As to the eye of the body, objects appear great or small, not so
much according to their real dimensions, as according to the nearness
or distance of their situation; so do they likewise to what may be
called the natural eye of the mind; and we remedy the defects of both
these organs pretty much in the same manner. In my present situation
an immense landscape of lawns, and woods, and distant mountains,
seems to do no more than cover the little window which I write by,
and to be out of all proportion less than the chamber in which I am
sitting. I can form a just comparison between those great objects and
the little objects around me, in no other way, than by transporting
myself, at least in fancy, to a different station, from whence I can
survey both at nearly equal distances, and thereby form some judg-
ment of their real proportions. Habit and experience have taught me
to do this so easily and so readily, that I am scarce sensible that I do
it; and a man must be, in some measure, acquainted with the philos-
ophy of vision, before he can be thoroughly convinced, how little
those distant objects would appear to the eye, if the imagination, from
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a knowledge of their real magnitudes, did not swell and dilate them.

In the same manner, to the selfish and original passions of hu-
man nature, the loss or gain of a very small interest of our own, ap-
pears to be of vastly more importance, excites a much more passionate
joy or sorrow, a much more ardent desire or aversion, than the grea-
test concern of another with whom we have no particular connexion.
His interests, as long as they are surveyed from this station, can nev-
er be put into the balance with our own, can never restrain us from
doing whatever may tend to promote our own, how ruinous soever to
him. Before we can make any proper comparison of those opposite in-
terests, we must change our position. We must view them, neither
from our own place nor yet from his, neither with our own eyes nor yet
with his, but from the place and with the eyes of a third person, who
has no particular connexion with either, and who judges with impar-
tiality between us. Here, too, habit and experience have taught us to
do this so easily and so readily, that we are scarce sensible that we do
it; and it requires, in this case too, some degree of reflection, and e-
ven of philosophy, to convince us, how little interest we should take
in the greatest concerns of our neighbour, how little we should be af-
fected by whatever relates to him, if the sense of propriety and justice
did not correct the otherwise natural inequality of our sentiments.

Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myri-
ads of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake, and
let us consider how a man of humanity in Europe, who had no sort of
connexion with that part of the world, would be affected upon receiv-
ing intelligence of this dreadful calamity. He would, I imagine, first
of all, express very strongly his sorrow for the misfortune of that un-
happy people, he would make many melancholy reflections upon the
precariousness of human life, and the vanity of all the labours of
man, which could thus be annihilated in a moment. He would too,
perhaps, if he was a man of speculation, enter into many reasonings
concerning the effects which this disaster might produce upon the
commerce of Europe, and the trade and business of the world in gen-
eral. And when all this fine philosophy was over, when all these hu-
mane sentiments had been once fairly expressed, he would pursue his
business or his pleasure, take his repose or his diversion, with the
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same ease and tranquillity, as if no such accident had happened. The
most frivolous disaster which could befal himself would occasion a
more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little finger tomorrow, he
would not sleep to — night; but, provided he never saw them, he will
snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred mil-
lions of his brethren, and the destruction of that immense multitude
seems plainly an object less interesting to him, than this paltry misfor-
tune of his own. To prevent, therefore, this paltry misfortune to him-
self, would a man of humanity be willing to sacrifice the lives of a
hundred millions of his brethren, provided he had never seen them?
Human nature startles with horror at the thought, and the world, in its
greatest depravity and corruption, never produced such a villain as
could be capable of entertaining it. But what makes this difference?
When our passive feelings are almost always so sordid and so selfish,
how comes it that our active principles should often be so generous
and so noble? When we are always so much more deeply affected by
whatever concerns ourselves, than by whatever concerns other men;
what is it which prompts the generous, upon all occasions, and the
mean upon many, to sacrifice their own interests to the greater inter-
ests of others? It is not the soft power of humanity, it is not that feeble
spark of benevolence which Nature has lighted up in the human heart,
that is thus capable of counteracting the strongest impulses of self —
love. It is a stronger power, a more forcible motive, which exerts it-
self upon such occasions. It is reason, principle, conscience, the in-
habitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of
our conduct. It is he who, whenever we are about to act so as to af-
fect the happiness of others, calls to us, with a voice capable of as-
tonishing the most presumptuous of our passions, that we are but one
of the multitude, in no respect better than any other in it; and that
when we prefer ourselves so shamefully and so blindly to others, we
become the proper objects of resentment, abhorrence, and execra-
tion. It is from him only that we learn the real littleness of ourselves,
and of whatever relates to ourselves, and the natural misrepresenta-
tions of selflove can be corrected only by the eye of this impartial
spectator. It is he who shows us the propriety of generosity and the
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deformity of injustice; the propriety of resigning the greatest interests
of our own, for the yet greater interests of others, and the deformity of
doing the smallest injury to another, in order to obtain the greatest
benefit to ourselves. It is not the love of our neighbour, it is not the
love of mankind, which upon many occasions prompts us to the prac-
tice of those divine virtues. It is a stronger love, a more powerful af-
fection, which generally takes place upon such occasions; the love of
what is honourable and noble, of the grandeur, and dignity, and su-
periority of our own characters.

When the happiness or misery of others depends in any respect
upon our conduct, we dare not, as self — love might suggest to us,
prefer the interest of one to that of many. The man within immediately
calls to us, that we value ourselves too much and other people too lit-
tle, and that, by doing so, we render ourselves the proper object of
the contempt and indignation of our brethren. Neither is this sentiment
confined to men of extraordinary magnanimity and virtue. It is deeply
impressed upon every tolerably good soldier, who feels that he would
become the scorn of his companions, if he could be supposed capable
of shrinking from danger, or of hesitating, either to expose or to throw
away his life, when the good of the service required it.

One individual must never prefer himself so much even to any
other individual, as to hurt or injure that other, in order to benefit
himself, though the benefit to the one should be much greater than the
hurt or injury to the other. The poor man must neither defraud nor
steal from the rich, though the acquisition might be much more bene-
ficial to the one than the loss could be hurtful to the other. The man
within immediately calls to him, in this case too, that he is no better
than his neighbour, and that by this unjust preference he renders him-
self the proper object of the contempt and indignation of mankind; as
well as of the punishment which that contempt and indignation must
naturally dispose them to inflict, for having thus violated one of those
sacred rules, upon the tolerable observation of which depend the
whole security and peace of human society. There is no commonly
honest man who does not more dread the inward disgrace of such an
action, the indelible stain which it would for ever stamp upon his own
mind, than the greatest external calamity which, without any fault of
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his own, could possibly befal him; and who does not inwardly feel the
truth of that grest stoical maxim, that for one man to deprive another
unjustly of any thing, or unjustly to promote his own advantage by the
loss or disadvintage of another, is more contrary to nature, than
death, than poverty, than pain, than all the misfortunes which can
affect him, either in his body, or in his external circumstances.

When the happiness or misery of others, indeed, in no respect
depends upen our conduct, when our interests are altogether separa-
ted and detached from theirs, so that there is neither connexion nor
competition between them, we do not always think it so necessary to
restrain, eitier our natural and, perhaps, improper anxiety about our
own affairs, or our natural and, perhaps, equally improper indiffer-
ence about those of other men. The most vulgar education teaches us
to act, upon all important occasions, with some sort of impartiality
between ourselves and others, and even the ordinary commerce of the
world is capable of adjusting our active principles to some degree of
propriety. But it is the most artificial and refined education only, it
has been said, which can correct the inequalities of our passive feel-
ings; and we must for this purpose, it has been pretended, have re-
course to the severest, as well as to the profoundest philosophy.

Two different sets of philosophers have attempted to teach us this
hardest of all the lessons of morality. One set have laboured to in-
crease our sensibility to the interests of others; another, to diminish
that to our own. The first would have us feel for others as we naturally
feel for ourselves. The second would have us feel for ourselves as we
naturally feel for others. Both, perhaps, have carried their doctrines a

good deal beyond the just standard of nature and propriety.
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