Lesson 4
COERCION

Reading 1

Excerpts from Hume’s (1912) Of Self Love.

Hume, D. (1912). Of self love, Reprint of the 1777 edition. Released as an EBook on Jan. 12, 2010
[EBook #4320]. Retrieved from http://www.gutenberg.org/files/4320/4320-h/4320-
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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. What heart one must be
possessed of who professes 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 colors, 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
existences, admit of no degrees of good or bad, but are, in every instance, the same creatures under
different disguises and appearances.

There is another principle, somewhat resembling the former; which has been much insisted on by
philosophers, and has been the foundation of many a system; that, whatever affection one may feel, or
imagine he feels for others, no passion is, or can be disinterested; that the most generous friendship,
however sincere, is a modification of self-love; and that, even unknown to ourselves, we seek only our
own gratification, while we appear the most deeply engaged in schemes for the liberty and happiness of
mankind. By a turn of imagination, by a refinement of reflection, by an enthusiasm of passion, we seem
to take part in the interests of others, and imagine ourselves divested of all selfish considerations: But,
at bottom, the most generous patriot and most niggardly miser, the bravest hero and most abject
coward, have, in every action, an equal regard to their own happiness and welfare.

Love between the sexes begets a complacency and good-will, very distinct from the gratification
of an appetite. Tenderness to their offspring, in all sensible beings, is commonly able alone to
counter-balance the strongest motives of self-love, and has no manner of dependence on that



affection. 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?



