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There are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call
our SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond the
evidence of a 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 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 contrary to that very experience, which is pleaded for
them, nor have we any idea of self, after the manner it is here explained. For from what impression
could this idea be derived? This question it is impossible to answer without a manifest contradiction and
absurdity; and yet it is a question, which must necessarily be answered, if we would 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 supposed to
have a reference. If any impression gives rise to the idea of self, that impression must continue
invariably the same, through the whole course of our lives; since self is supposed to exist after that
manner. But there is no impression constant and invariable. Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, passions and
sensations succeed each other, and never all exist at the same time. It cannot, therefore, be from any of
these impressions, 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 perceptions upon this hypothesis? All these
are different, and distinguishable, and separable from each other, and may be separately considered,
and may exist separately, and have no need of any thing to support their existence. After what manner,
therefore, do they belong to self; and how are they connected with it? For my part, when | 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. | never can catch myself at any time without a
perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. When my perceptions are removed for
any time, as by sound sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist. And were
all my perceptions removed by death, and could I neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate, after the
dissolution of my body, | should be entirely annihilated, nor do I conceive what is farther requisite to make
me a perfect nonentity. If any one upon serious and unprejudiced reflexion, thinks he has a different notion of
himself, I 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, perceive something simple
and continued, which he calls himself; though I am certain there is no such principle in me.

But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind,
that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with
an inconceivable rapidity, and are in perpetual flux and movement.




Ethics, we are inclined to believe, is more a matter of knowledge and less a matter of decision than any

non-cognitive analysis allows. And of course naturalism satisfies this demand. It will not be a matter of

choice or decision whether an action is cruel or unjust or imprudent or whether it is likely to produce

more distress than pleasure. But in satisfying this demand, it introduces a converse deficiency. On a

naturalist analysis, moral judgements can be practical, but their practicality is wholly relative to

desires or possible satisfactions of the person or persons whose actions are to be guided; but moral

judgements seem to say more than this. This view leaves out the categorical guality of moral

requirements. In fact both naturalist and non-cognitive analyses leave out the apparent authority of

ethics, the one by excluding the categorically imperative aspect, the other the claim to objective validity

or truth. The ordinary user of moral lanquage means to say something about whatever it is that he

characterizes morally, for example a possible action, as it is in itself, or would be if it were realized, and

not about, or even simply expressive of, his, or anyone else’s, attitude or relation to it. But the

something he wants to say is not purely descriptive, certainly not inert, but something that involves a

call for action or for the refraining from action, and one that is absolute, not contingent upon any

desire or preference or policy or choice, his own or anyone else’s. Someone in a state of moral perplexity,

wondering whether it would be wrong for him to engage, say, in research related to bacteriological warfare,
wants to arrive at some judgement about this concrete case, his doing this work at this time in these actual
circumstances; his relevant characteristics will be part of the subject of the judgement, but no relation

between him and the proposed action will be part of the predicate. The question is not, for example,

whether he really wants to do this work, whether it will satisfy or dissatisfy him, whether he will in the

long run have a pro-attitude towards it, or even whether this is an action of a sort that he can happily

and sincerely recommend in all relevantly similar cases. Nor is he even wondering just whether to

recommend such action in all relevantly similar cases. He wants to know whether this course of action

would be wrong in itself. Something like this is the everyday objectivist concept of which talk about

non-natural qualities is a philosopher’s reconstruction.




