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Hume on Excessive Impartiality

as every immorality is derived from some defect or unsoundness of the passions, and as
this defect must be judged of, in a great measure, from the ordinary course of nature in the
constitution of the mind, it will be easy to know whether we be guilty of any immorality
with regard to others, by considering the natural and usual force of those several affections
which are directed towards them. Now, it appears that, in the original frame of our mind,
our strongest attention is confined to ourselves; our next is extended to our relations
and acquaintance; and it is only the weakest which reaches to strangers and indifferent
persons. This partiality, then, and unequal affection, must not only have an influence on
our behaviour and conduct in society, but even on our ideas of vice and virtue; so as to
make us regard any remarkable transgression of such a degree of partiality, either by too
great an enlargement or contraction of the affections, as vicious and immoral. This we may
observe in our common judgments concerning actions, where we blame a person who either
centers all his affections in his family, or is so regardless of them as, in any opposition of
interest, to give the preference to a stranger or mere chance acquaintance. From all which
it follows, that our natural uncultivated ideas of morality, instead of providing a remedy for
the partiality of our affections, do rather conform themselves to that partiality, and give it
an additional force and influence. (Treatise 3.2.2 par. 8)

It is according to their general force in human nature that we blame or praise. In judging of
the beauty of animal bodies, we always carry in our eye the economy of a certain species; and
where the limbs and features observe that proportion which is common to the species, we
pronounce them handsome and beautiful. In like manner, we always consider the natural
and usual force of the passions, when we determine concerning vice and virtue; and if the
passions depart very much from the common measures on either side, they are always
disapproved as vicious. A man naturally loves his children better than his nephews, his
nephews better than his cousins, his cousins better than strangers, where every thing else
is equal. Hence arise our common measures of duty, in preferring the one to the other. Our
sense of duty always follows the common and natural course of our passions. (Treatise 3.2.1
par. 18)


