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Three Essays Joseph Butler

Glossary

compare: Butler several times uses ‘compare’ and ‘compar-
ison’ in a sense that is now obsolete, a sense in which to
‘compare’ two items is just to put them side by side in your
thought to see how they are related; there needn’t be any
question of their being in any way alike.

faculty: This can refer to an ability or to the machinery (as
it were) that creates the ability—a vexatious ambiguity. The
few occurrences of the word in Butler’s discussions of habit
and of personal identity have nearly all been rewritten in the
present version; but its many occurrences in the discussion
of virtue have been allowed to stand.

future: In this work, ‘future’ always refers to the after-life,
life after death.

ill desert: To speak of someone’s ‘desert’ is to speak of what
he deserves. Ill desert is just someone’s deserving to have
something bad happen to him—basically his deserving to be
punished. In this sense of the word, incidentally, ‘desert’ is
pronounced in the same way as ‘dessert’ (e.g. plum pudding)
and not as ‘desert’ (e.g. the Sahara).

materially virtuous: An action is ‘materially virtuous’ if it
consists in doing something that a virtuous person would do
in those circumstances; but whether it is actually virtuous
depends also on what its motive was.

patience: The passive virtue of uncomplainingly putting up
with hardship.

personality: Butler often uses this to mean ‘personhood’,
the quality or property or status of being-a-person, ‘per-
sonhood’ has been substituted as far as possible. But
sometimes, e.g. on page 16, Butler seems to use ‘personality’
with a stronger meaning, in which something’s retaining its
personality is not merely its continuing to be a person but its

continuing to be the same person. In those context, ‘person-
ality’ is retained; it doesn’t work very well, but ‘personhood’
would be worse.

present: In Butler as in many other writers, ‘present’ is used
to mean ‘before the life after death’.

principle: Butler frequently uses this word in a sense,
once common but now obsolete, in which ‘principle’ means
‘source’, ‘cause’, ‘energizer’, or the like. (Hume’s Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals is, as he explicitly tells
us, an enquiry into the sources in human nature of our moral
thinking and feeling.) In this present work Butler is much
concerned with ‘the moral principle’ that you and I have built
into our natures: it is not a moral proposition, and is nearer
to being a moral push. In the fourth chapter of the Analogy
of Nature Butler writes: ‘Besides these common passions
and affections, there is another principle that men have
and other animals don’t, namely conscience, moral sense,
reflection—call it what you please—which enables them to
review their whole conduct, to approve of some actions in
themselves, and to disapprove of others.’ When on page 8
he speaks of ‘following the moral principle’ he is talking not
about applying a proposition but rather about giving full
play to a source of energy; compare ‘following an inclination’
on page 9. See the reference on page 9 to ‘exercising the
virtuous principle’.

temporal: The present [see above] world was often called
‘temporal’—meaning ‘in time’—because it was thought that
our life after death will be ‘eternal’ in some sense that
involves not being in time at all.

vice: Morally wrong conduct, not necessarily of the special
kind that we reserve ‘vice’ for these days.
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1: Moral Discipline and Improvement

[This is the fifth chapter of Part 1 of Butler’s The Analogy
of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and
Course of Nature. In the fourth chapter he has been dis-
cussing humanity’s ‘state of probation’—our life considered
as a try-out, a test, to show God what we are capable of. It
is, Butler says, a time of ‘trial, difficulties, and danger’.]

Given that we are in a probation-state that is so difficult and
dangerous, the question naturally arises: How did we come
to be in this state? But there are insuperable difficulties in
the way of answering this question in its full scope. Some
of these difficulties would be lessened by observing •that
all wickedness is voluntary (as is implied in the very notion
of wickedness); and •that many of life’s miseries seem to
have good effects; but when we consider details about how
wickedness and goodness fit into our lives, and what must
be the consequence in a future life of wickedness in this
one, it is clear that we can’t—that it would be plain folly
and presumption to claim to—give an account of the whole
reason for this matter, the whole reason for our being put
into a condition out of which so much wickedness and misery
would in fact arise. Are we capable of finding out or even
of understanding the whole explanation of this? If we could
understand it, would it help or harm us to have such an
understanding? We can’t possibly answer either question.
But ·we know this much·:

•Our present [see Glossary] condition can’t be shown to
be inconsistent with the perfect moral government of
God; and

•Religion teaches us that we were put into this state so
that we might by living virtuously come to qualify for
another state that is to follow this one.

This is only a very partial answer to the initial general
question, but it’s a more satisfactory answer to another
question, one that we really need to have answered, namely:
What is our business here? ·We can work on answering this
question on the basis that· the known purpose of our being
placed in a state of so much affliction, danger and difficulty
is that we should achieve virtue and piety as the pre-requisite
for a future [see Glossary] state of security and happiness.

At first glance there seems to be a clear analogy between
these:

(a) in our temporal [see Glossary] capacity: our years as
children, considered as an education for being an
adult in the present world:

(b) in our religious capacity: our whole life in this world,
considered as a time of trial for a future life.

But some observations about the two taken together, and a
clearer look at each separately, will bring out more clearly
the extent and force of the analogy between them, and the
credibility of the thesis that the present life was intended to
be a state of discipline for a future one—a credibility arising
from this analogy as well as from the nature of the thing.

(1) Each species of creatures is visibly designed for a
particular way of life, for which each individual needs

(i) the nature, abilities, temperament and qualifications
of its species

just as it needs
(ii) the environment of its species .

Both ·intrinsic nature and environment· come into the notion
of a species’ state or particular way of life, and are con-
stituent parts of it. Change (i) a man’s abilities or character
as much as they conceivably could be changed and he would
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be altogether incapable of a human course of life and of
human happiness; and he would be equally incapable of
those if, with no change in his ·intrinsic· nature, he were
placed in (ii) a world where he had no sphere of action, and
nothing to satisfy his appetites, passions, and affections of
any sort. . . . Our (i) nature corresponds to our (ii) external
condition, ·i.e. the two match·. Without this correspondence
human life and human happiness would be impossible; so
life and happiness result from •our nature and our •condition
acting together. (By ‘human life’ I don’t mean •living in the
literal sense—·i.e. I don’t mean merely being biologically
alive·—but •the whole complex notion commonly understood
by those words.) Now, consider the situation of good men in
the after-life: without specifying any details of that life—of
what men will do in it and how they will be happy—·we know
that· there must be some specific abilities, some character
and qualifications, that men must have to be capable of the
after-life; just as there are some that men must have to be
capable of their present state of life. Next point:

(2) The constitution of human creatures, and indeed of
all creatures that we know about, is such that they can
naturally become qualified for states of life for which they
were once wholly unqualified. We can conceive of creatures
that are incapable of having any of their abilities naturally
enlarged, or that are unable naturally to acquire any new
qualifications; but the abilities of every species known to us
are made for enlargement, for the acquisition of experience
and habits. [That is the first occurrence of ‘habit’ in this chapter;

there will be about sixty more!] We find ourselves in particular
equipped with capacities not only for perceiving ideas and
having knowledge (or perceiving truth), but also for storing
up our ideas and knowledge by memory. We are capable
not only of (i) acting and of (ii) having different momentary
impressions made upon us, but also of (iii) learning new

ways to act and (iv) undergoing fairly permanent alterations
in our temperament or character. What gives us (iii) and (iv)
is the power of habits. Neither the perception of ideas, nor
knowledge of any sort, are habits; though they are absolutely
necessary for the forming of habits. But sensory intake,
reason and memory—which are the capacities for acquiring
knowledge—are greatly improved by exercise. Are all these
improvements cases of habit? To what extent is the power of
memory similar to the power of habit? I shan’t try to answer
either question, ·though I will say, with regard to the second,
that there seems clearly to be some similarity·. Consider
these two facts about us:

(a) Perceptions come into our minds readily and as a
matter of course, because they have been there before;

(b) With any particular kind of action, we can do it more
easily if we are accustomed to doing it.

Don’t those seem to be things of the same sort?. . . . There are
(a) habits of perception, and (b) habits of action. An instance
of (a) is our constant readiness to correct the impressions of
our sight concerning sizes and distances, putting •judgment
in the place of •sensation; this needn’t be voluntary, and
we often don’t even notice ourselves doing it. And it seems
as if all our other associations of ideas that aren’t naturally
connected could be called ‘passive habits’; they are as fit for
that label as is our readiness in understanding the words
that we see or hear. And our readiness in speaking and
writing words is an instance of (b) active habits.

To keep things clear we can divide habits into habits
of the body and habits of the mind; and the latter will be
explained by the former. Habits of the body include all bodily
activities or movements, whether graceful or awkward, that
are owing to use [i.e. that the person can perform because he has

often performed them in the past]. Habits of the mind include
general habits of life and conduct, such as those of
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•obedience and submission to authority or to any
particular person;

•truthfulness, justice, and charity;
•attention, concentration, self-control, envy, revenge.

Habits of the mind and those of the body seem to be produced
by repeated acts. And just as habits of the body are produced
by external acts, so also habits of the mind are produced by
activating inward practical principles [see Glossary] such as
those of obedience, of truthfulness, of justice, and of charity.
Those habits can’t be formed by any external course of
action unless it comes from these principles; because strictly
speaking the acts of obedience, of truthfulness, of justice,
and of charity are the applications of these inward principles.
Habits of attention, concentration, and self-control are in
the same way acquired by exercise; and habits of envy
and revenge by indulgence, whether in outward act or in
thought and intention (i.e. inward act, for an intention is
an act). When someone resolves to do well, that is strictly
speaking an act. And virtuous acts include •trying to drum
into our own minds a practical sense of virtue, and •trying
to get it into others’ minds (when one has it oneself). All
these, therefore, can and do contribute towards forming
good habits.

But someone’s going over the theory of virtue in his
thoughts, talking well about it and drawing fine pictures,
isn’t certain to give him a habit of virtue; quite the contrary,
it may harden his mind against virtue, making it gradually
more insensible to all moral considerations—i.e. giving him
a habit of moral numbness. ·Why should that happen?
Well·, it’s a built-in feature of our habit-forming system that
passive impressions, by being repeated, grow weaker. We
are less strongly aware of thoughts [here = ‘mental states’] that
have often passed through the mind.

•Getting used to danger lessens fear;
•getting used to distress lessens the passion of pity;
•getting used to instances of others’ mortality lessens
anxious feelings about our own.

So we have this double result: practical habits are formed
and strengthened by repeated acts, and passive impressions
grow weaker by being repeated upon us. From this it follows
that active habits can gradually form and strengthen by a
course of acting on such-and-such motives and incentives,
while these motives and incentives themselves correspond-
ingly fade from our awareness. . . . And experience confirms
this: we find that at the very time when active principles are
less lively in perception than they were, they are somehow
worked into our temperament and character and are becom-
ing more effective in influencing our conduct. The three
things just mentioned [in the indented passage above] provide
instances of this. Perception of danger is a natural spur to
passive fear and active caution: and by becoming used to
danger, habits of caution are gradually constructed while
fear gradually lessens. Perception of distress in others is
a natural spur passively to pity and actively to relieve the
distress; but if a man sets himself to attend to distressed
persons, to find and help them, he’ll be unable to help being
less and less affected in his feelings by the various miseries
of life that he has to deal with; while at the same time
his benevolence—not a passion but a practical principle
of action—will strengthen. [In that sentence and elsewhere, it

is important that ‘passive’ and ‘passion’ are next of kin.] While his
passive compassion for distressed people lessens, he will
acquire a greater aptitude actively to assist and befriend
them. Also, at the same time that the daily instances
of men’s dying around us gradually weaken our •passive
anxiety about our own mortality, they greatly contribute
to strengthening a practical concern for it in serious men;

3



Three Essays Joseph Butler 1: Moral Discipline and Improvement

i.e. to forming a habit of •acting with a constant view to it.
And this seems to show yet again that passive impressions
made upon our minds by scolding, experience, and example
may be very effective (at a distance) in helping to form active
habits, but it can do this only by inducing us to act in
certain ways. And bear in mind that when we seriously try
to enforce good impressions on ourselves we are engaged in
a kind of virtuous action. To what extent is it possible that
the same results that we get through use and exercise—i.e.
through habit—might be achieved in some more immediate
way? We don’t know. But my present concern is not with
what may be possible but with what is in fact the nature’s
way of doing things, and that is: active habits are to be
formed by exercise. Their progress may be so gradual that
we aren’t aware of the habit’s forming; regarding the system
that makes us capable of having habits, it may be hard to
explain it throughout its various parts and track it back to
its source so as to distinguish it from all other systems in our
mind; and it seems as if contrary effects were to be ascribed
to it. But ·despite these limitations on our knowledge of the
details·, the general thesis that our nature is formed to be
affected in some such manner as this by use and exercise is
a matter of certain experience.

Thus, by getting used to a course of action we become
more apt to do it again, finding it easier and more natural
to us and often getting pleasure from it. The inclinations
that used to turn us against it grow weaker; the difficulties
in it—not only the imaginary but also the real ones—lessen;
the reasons for it come automatically into our minds on
all occasions; and the least glimpse of those reasons is
enough to make us go on with the course of action in
question. And practical principles appear to grow stronger
through exercise; I mean absolutely and not just relatively
stronger, i.e. stronger •considered in themselves and not

merely stronger •in relation to contrary principles (which will
be progressively weakened by their habit of giving way). In
this way one can acquire a character that is new in many
respects, with many ways of living and behaving that nature
doesn’t give us but does show us how to acquire.

(3) As regards the capacities we have for improving
·ourselves· by experience, acquired knowledge, and habits—
we can be sure that we wouldn’t have had them if they
weren’t •necessary and •intended to be used. In fact we find
them to be so necessary and so much intended that if we
didn’t have them we would be utterly incapable of achieving
the goal that we were made for in our temporal capacity,
namely the employments and satisfactions of our mature
state of life.

Nature doesn’t qualify us wholly, let alone doing it all
at once, for this mature state of life. Even maturity of
understanding and bodily strength are achieved only gradu-
ally and only through the continued exercise of our powers
of body and mind from infancy. But let us suppose—as
far as we can—a person brought into the world with his
understanding and his bodily strength in their mature states;
obviously he would at first be as unqualified for the life of
a mature human as an idiot. He would be beside himself
with astonishment, anxiety, curiosity, and suspense; and
there’s no telling how long it would take for him to become
familiar enough with himself and with his environment to
be able even to try to perform any task. And there’s also a
question as to whether the natural information of his sight
and hearing would be any use at all to him in acting, before
he had a course of experience behind him. It seems also
that men would be extremely headstrong and self-willed,
and disposed to dash at things impetuously in a way that
would make society insupportable and impossible to live in, if
they didn’t have some acquired moderation and self-control,
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some aptitude and readiness to restrain themselves and
conceal their immediate feelings. A lack of everything of
this kind—this learned kind—would make a man as unfit
for society as a lack of language would. (Comparably, his
natural ignorance of ship-building, for example, would make
him unable to build a ship or even to provide himself with the
materials for doing so.) In these respects, and probably in
many others that we have no particular notion of, mankind
is left by nature as an unformed, unfinished creature. . . .

Now, just as nature has equipped us with the power to
make good those deficiencies by acquired knowledge, expe-
rience, and habits, so also we are placed in a condition—in
infancy, childhood, and youth—that fits us for acquiring the
various qualifications that we need in mature age. Hence
children right from their birth become increasingly familiar,
day by day, with the objects around them and with the
human scene in which they are placed and in which they will
some day have a part—and learning things that are needed
for them to take that part. The lines of authority they are
accustomed to in life at home teach them self-control in
their common behaviour elsewhere, and prepare them for
deference and obedience to civil authority. What they see
and what happens to them gives them experience, caution
against treachery and deceit, and with countless little rules of
conduct that we couldn’t live without. These rules are learnt
so insensibly and so perfectly that they may be mistaken for
instinct, though really they are the effect of long experience
and exercise; as much so as language, or knowledge of (for
example) ship-building, or the qualifications and behaviour
appropriate to the various social levels and professions.
Thus our early years are adapted to be, and are, a state
of education in the theory and practice of mature life. We are
greatly helped in this by example, instruction, and the care
of others; but a great deal is left for us to do for ourselves.

Some of this is done easily and as a matter of course; but
some requires diligence and care, voluntarily going without
many things that we desire, and undertaking things that
we wouldn’t want to do if they weren’t prudent or necessary.
For people would be greatly unqualified for the work that
is absolutely required by their station in life if they weren’t
accustomed to it in their youth. And how people conduct
themselves in the general education that we all go through,
and in the particular educations for particular employments,
is an essential preliminary to their taking up their various
positions in human society: in forming their character it
equips them for those roles, and in displaying their character
it contributes to the selection process.

[This paragraph echoes the (a) and (b) on page 1.] So the early
part of life should be regarded as an important opportunity
that nature puts into our hands; if the opportunity isn’t
taken then, it won’t come round again. And

(b) our being placed throughout this life in a state of
discipline in preparation for another world

is a providential arrangement of exactly the same kind as
(a) our being placed during childhood in a state of disci-

pline in preparation for mature age.
Our condition in both respects is uniform and all of a piece,
and covered by one and the same general law of nature.

Even if we couldn’t at all see how the present life could be
our preparation for another life, that wouldn’t count against
the credibility of its being so. We don’t see how food and sleep
contribute to the growth of the body; and we couldn’t have
any thought that they would do so until we had ·relevant·
experience. And children have no idea that the sports and
other play to which they are so much addicted contribute
to their health and growth; and no idea of the necessity
that there is for their play to be restrained; nor could they
understand the point of the elements of discipline that they
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must be made to submit to in order to qualify them for adult
life. So even if we couldn’t discover how the present life
could make us ready for a future one, it would be eminently
supposable that it might do so somehow, just on the basis
of the general analogy of Providence. And as far as I can
see this could reasonably be said even if we left out any
consideration of God’s moral government over the world.
But:

(4) Take in this consideration, and with it the thesis
that what we need to be qualified for the future state is
virtue and piety, and then we can clearly see how—in what
detailed ways—the present life can be a preparation for the
future one. We are lacking in virtue and piety, and can
be improved in that respect by moral and religious habits;
and the present life is fit to be a state of discipline for
such improvement. Compare this with how and in what
respects infancy, childhood, and youth are a necessary
preparation. . . .for adult life.

Nothing that we see at present would lead us to the
thought of an after-life in which we will be •solitary and
•inactive; but if we judge at all from the analogy of nature,
we must suppose that the after-life will be a community
(which is what Scripture says it will be). And there’s nothing
even faintly unreasonable about thinking of this community
as being under the more immediate. . . .government of God.
(That is how Scripture represents it; it isn’t supported by any
analogy.) We don’t know

•what our activities will be in this happy community,
or therefore

•what particular scope or occasion there will be for the
members of the community to be truthful, just, and
charitable in their relations with one another;

but that isn’t a proof that there won’t be any sphere of exer-
cise for those virtues. . . . This general thesis at least must be

admitted: as the government established in the universe is
moral, the character of virtue and piety must somehow be the
•condition of our happiness or the •qualification for it—·i.e.
something without which we •can’t be happy, or without
which we •don’t deserve to be happy, in the after-life·.

From what I have said about our natural capacity for
habits, it’s easy to see that we are capable of moral improve-
ment through discipline. And how greatly we are in need
of this doesn’t have to proved to anyone who is acquainted
with •the great wickedness of mankind, or even with •the
imperfections that the best people are conscious of ·within
themselves·. But perhaps not everyone is clearly aware that
what gives human creatures a need for discipline to improve
their virtue and piety can be tracked further back than to
•excess in the passions, namely to •indulgence and habits
of vice. It is true of mankind and perhaps of all finite crea-
tures that they are constitutionally defective and in danger
of deviating from what is right, and therefore to develop
virtuous habits as a security against this danger. We have
built into us, along with the general principle [see Glossary] of
moral understanding, various affections towards particular
external objects. The moral principle naturally and rightly
governs these affections, laying down what the occasions
are on which they may be gratified—when and how far and
in what way the objects of them may be pursued—but the
principle of virtue can’t •arouse these affections or •prevent
their being aroused. On the contrary, when the object
of such an affection is present to the mind, the affection
is naturally felt, not only without considering whether it
can be obtained by lawful means but even after it is found
that it can’t! For the natural objects of affection continue
to be so; the necessities, conveniences, and pleasures of
life remain naturally desirable even when they can’t be
obtained innocently—indeed, even when they can’t possibly
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be obtained at all. And when the object of an affection of
someone’s can’t be lawfully obtained but can be obtained
unlawfully, it’s impossible not to think of the person as
having some tendency to venture on such unlawful means.
(Note that this concerns his acting on the affection, not his
having it, which may be innocent and natural and even
necessary.) So we must see him as in some danger of acting
wrongly in this matter. What is the general security against
this danger, against the person’s actually straying from the
right path? The security must come, as the danger did,
from within the person—from the practical principle of virtue
·within him·. And strengthening or improving this principle
considered as a principle of action will lessen the danger, or
increase the security against it. And this moral principle can
be improved by proper discipline and exercise:

•by calling to mind the practical impressions that
examples and experience have made on us;

•by continually raising the question ‘What is it right for
me to do?’ in every practical context, large or small,
rather than following our mood and mere inclination;

•by getting used to always acting on the moral princi-
ple, because it is the just and natural motive of action
and because this moral course of behaviour must—
given God’s government of the world—be ultimately in
our interest.

So we can improve the principle of virtue ·within us·, by
turning it into a habit; and this will clearly be a security
against the danger that finite creatures are in because of the
very nature of propensities or of particular affections, ·i.e.
because propensities and affections are essentially pushes
and pulls·. How good a security? That depends on the
strength of the habit. . . .

From these things we can see. . . .how it comes about
that •creatures who were made upright fall, and that •those

who preserve their uprightness thereby raise themselves to
a more secure state of virtue.

·Why does an upright creature fall?· To say that it is
accounted for by the nature of liberty is merely to say that an
event’s actually happening is accounted for by the possibility
of its happening! [That is based on Butler’s view that to say ‘He is

free to do x’ or ‘He has the liberty to do x’ is merely to say ‘His doing x is

possible’.] But ·we can do a lot better than that, because· the
very nature of particular affections or propensities makes
it distinctly conceivable ·and even unsurprising that moral
failure should occur·. Start with the following complex state
of affairs:

•There are creatures intended for a particular state of
life for which such-and-such propensities are neces-
sary;

•they do have such propensities;
•they also have moral understanding, including a prac-
tical sense of virtue as well as a theoretical perception
of it; and

•all these active elements (both natural and moral)
forming an inward constitution of mind are in propor-
tions exactly right for their intended state of life.

These are creatures who have been made upright, or perfect
so far as finite beings can be perfect. Now, when an F object
is present to someone who has a propensity for F objects,
he is certain to feel •the propensity, even if in the present
situation it is impossible or would be immoral for him to
gratify •it. That ·isn’t an empirical generalisation; it· follows
from the very nature of propensities. But if the propensity
can be gratified by flouting morality, it must be conceived to
have some tendency—perhaps not much, but still some—to
induce the person to gratify it. The more often a particular
propensity is aroused, the stronger is the tendency to gratify
it. Any episode of immorally giving in to the propensity, even
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if only in thought, will increase this wrong tendency [Butler’s

phrase], and may eventually increase it to the point where,
perhaps with help from the details of a particular situation,
the tendency leads to action, and danger of deviating from
right ends in actual deviation from it. Because the danger
arose necessarily from the very nature of propensities, it was
unavoidable; but it might have been escaped, or innocently
passed through. . . .

Now, it is impossible to say how much the first full overt
act of irregularity might

disorder the inward constitution, unsettle the adjust-
ments and alter the proportions that formed it and
gave it its uprightness;

but ·we can say with confidence that· repetition of irregulari-
ties would produce habits; and so the person’s constitution
would be spoiled, and a creature who was made upright
would become corrupt and depraved in his settled character.
How corrupt and depraved? That would depend on how
often he had performed individual immoral acts.

·How does an upright creature improve himself?· On
the other hand, these creatures could have improved and
raised themselves to a higher and more secure state of virtue
by acting in the opposite way—by steadily following the
moral principle that we are supposing to be •one part of
their nature, thereby resisting the danger of defection that
inevitably arose from the propensities that are the •other
part. As they preserved their integrity for some time, their
danger would lessen. Here is why:

(1) Their propensities would become accustomed to giving
in, i.e. not prevailing, and so they would do this more
easily and as a matter of course.

(2) Their protection against this lessening danger would
increase, because their moral principle would grow
stronger through exercise.

The notion of ‘virtuous habits’ involves both of those things—
·weak temptations and strong defences against them·. Im-
morally giving in to temptation, then, is not only wrong in
itself but also does moral harm to the inward constitution
and character. And virtuous self-control is not only right in
itself but also improves the inward constitution or character;
and may improve it so much that—although

we may think it impossible for particular affections
·and propensities· to coincide perfectly with the moral
principle; and we should therefore allow that the
creatures we are supposing would always be capable
of going wrong

—their danger of actually going wrong may be almost in-
finitely lessened. . . . But still, their higher perfection may
continue to consist in (1) habits of virtue formed in a state of
discipline and (2) their more complete security against moral
dangers.

Thus it is clearly conceivable that creatures who came
out of the hands of God in a spotless condition may be
in danger of going wrong, and may therefore need •the
security of virtuous habits as well as •the moral principle
that God built into their natures. Anything that creates
their danger or lessens their defences can be regarded as a
deficiency in them, which virtuous habits naturally make
up for. And because they are naturally capable of being
raised and improved by discipline, it may be appropriate and
useful for them to be placed in circumstances. . . .that are
specially fitted to work for them as a state of discipline for
their improvement in virtue.

But won’t this hold even more strongly with respect to
people who have corrupted their natures and fallen from
their original uprightness, and whose passions have be-
come excessive through repeated violations of their inward
constitution? Upright creatures may need to be improved:
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depraved creatures do need to be renewed. Education and
discipline are worthwhile for the upright, but are absolutely
necessary for the depraved. There is no one kind of discipline,
and no one place for discipline to be on the scale from gentle
to severe; but for depraved people the discipline needs to
be pretty severe. . . .so as to •wear out vicious habits, to
•recover the people’s original power of self-control which has
been weakened through indulgence, and to •repair the moral
principle in them and make it habitual with them, so as to
bring them to a secure state of virtuous happiness.

If you think about it carefully you’ll see that the present
[see Glossary] world is excellently fitted to be a state of disci-
pline for this purpose, for anyone who will tackle the task of
mending and improving himself. Think about these—

•the various temptations we are surrounded by;
•our experience of the deceits of wickedness;
•our having often been led wrong ourselves;
•the enormous amount of wrongdoing in the world;
•the countless disorders arising from that;
•our encounters with pain and sorrow, either feeling
them ourselves or seeing them in others

—some of these things may indeed have a bad effect on
our minds, but all of them when duly reflected upon have
a direct tendency to bring us to a settled moderation and
reasonableness of temperament, a state that is the opposite
of two things that are visibly present in undisciplined minds:
•thoughtless levity, and •unrestrained self-will and a violent
tendency to follow present inclination. Our experience from
our present state of

•the frailty of our nature,
•the boundless extravagance of uncontrolled passion,
•the power that an infinite Being has over us, and
•the various capacities for misery that he has given us

—in short, the kind and amount of evidence our experience

gives us that the constitution of nature allows that creatures
could—are likely to—actually do—lose their innocence and
happiness and become vicious and wretched—is apt to give
us a practical sense of things very different from mere
theoretical knowledge, that we are liable to vice and capable
of misery. As for the ·moral· security of creatures who are
in the highest and most settled state of perfection—mightn’t
they have reached that pinnacle partly through having had a
sense of things such as I have been describing, formed and
habitually fixed within them, in some state of probation?
And passing through the present world with the moral
attentiveness that is needed for acting rightly in it may leave
everlasting impressions of this sort upon our minds ·too·.

Let me put this a little more clearly. The present world
is especially fit to be a state of discipline, for those who
want to preserve their integrity, because of the snares and
temptations of vice that it offers:

•the attractiveness of wrong conduct,
•difficulties in the doing of our duty,
•the need for some thought and care if we are to stay
steadily on the path of right conduct, and

•the opportunities that we have (or imagine we have)
for satisfying our desires by unlawful means, when we
can’t satisfy them—or not so easily—by lawful ones.

These things ·are serviceable to us because· they create
a situation in which we can’t become and remain morally
satisfactory unless we stay on our guard, are resolute, and
refuse to let our passions have their way. And it’s just a
fact about our nature that each single act of any of those
kinds contributes to the forming of a habit of virtue; and
such habits can make our exercise of the virtuous principle
•real, •more constant and •more intense—the whole thing
adding up to a stronger effort of virtue exerted into act.

9
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Consider a person who knows that for some time to come
he is going to be in particular danger doing something wrong,
and who fully resolves not to do that. To stay true to that res-
olution he’ll need to stay focused and to keep on his guard; if
he does so, that will be an excellent example of continuously
virtuous action. If his temptation had been brief and weak,
his virtue wouldn’t have needed to be—and perhaps wouldn’t
have been—continuous and strong. It is indeed ridiculous
to say that self-denial is essential to •virtue and piety; but
it is nearer the truth, though still not strictly true, to say
that self-denial is essential to •discipline and improvement.
Actions that are materially virtuous [see Glossary], and aren’t
hard to perform because they fit right in with our particular
inclinations, might be performed only from these particular
inclinations, in which case they wouldn’t be any exercise of
the •principle of virtue, i.e. wouldn’t be virtuous actions at all.
But they might instead be exercises of that •principle—·i.e.
it might be the case that you do something because it is
the virtuous thing to do, though it does in fact also satisfy
your present non-moral wants·; and when this happens it
will have some tendency to form and reinforce the habit
of virtue. But when the exercise of the virtuous principle
is more continued, oftener repeated, and more intense, the
habituating tendency is increased proportionally, and a more
confirmed habit is the result. More intense? Yes, it must be
more intense in circumstances where there is any kind or
degree of danger, temptation or difficulty.

There is undoubtedly some truth in this, but I don’t know
how far it goes. There’s a limit to how far our •intellectual
powers or our •bodily strength can be improved; it is possible
for either of them to be over-matched. Well, perhaps some-
thing like this holds also for our •moral character. But this
is hardly worth considering. I mention it only in case some
reader of this work might have that thought and regard it not

as an exception to what I have been saying (which perhaps it
is) but as a refutation of what I have been saying (which it is
not). There may be several other exceptions. Observations of
the kind I have been offering can’t be supposed to hold in the
finest detail and in every case. It is enough that they hold
in general. The theses I have advanced obviously hold as far
as I intend them to, namely far enough to establish that the
present world is especially fit to be a state of discipline for
our improvement in virtue and piety. . . .

This has to be admitted: judging by outcomes, the present
state ·of the world· is so far from serving as a discipline of
virtue for most men that they actually seem to make it a
discipline of vice! And the world’s viciousness creates the
various temptations that give the world what force it has as a
state of discipline of virtue for good men. I am not offering to
explain the whole purpose. . . .of mankind’s being placed in
such a state as the present world; ·I am only calling attention
to one good aspect of it·. What appears amidst the general
corruption is this fact:

There are some people who have within them the
principles [see Glossary] of amendment and recovery,
and who attend to and follow the not-always-clear
signposts towards virtue and religion that are provided
for them; and the present world is not merely an
exercise of virtue for these people, but an exercise of
it whose kind and intensity-level makes it especially
good for this purpose, being apt to improve virtue
beyond what would be needed in a perfectly virtuous
society, or in a society of people at their imperfect level
of virtue.

For many people, perhaps even for most, the present world
doesn’t actually become a state of moral discipline causing
them to improve or grow better in it; but is this evidence
that it wasn’t intended for moral discipline? No-one will
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think so who has observed the analogy of nature. [Remember

that this is part of a book about ‘the analogy of nature’ to religion.]
Think of all the •seeds of vegetables and •bodies of animals
that are structured and positioned to develop to natural
maturity and perfection—how many get there? Perhaps
one in a million? The vast majority of them decay before
they have developed that far, and appear to be absolutely
destroyed. But only someone who denies that there are any
final causes—·i.e. who rejects the idea that any natural item
is for something·—will deny that the seeds and bodies that
do reach maturity and perfection are achieving the goal for
which they were really designed by nature, and therefore
that nature designed them for such perfection. And I can’t
help adding, though it’s irrelevant to my present purpose,
that as between

•the amazing waste of those seeds and bodies in nature,
caused by external factors, and

•the present and future ruin of so many moral agents,
caused by themselves, i. e. by vice

the second is much more terrible than the first, but they are
on a par in our inability to explain them.

Here is another objection that may be raised against this
whole notion of moral discipline:

To the extent that a course of behaviour that is
materially virtuous comes from hope and fear, to

that extent it is only a discipline and strengthening of
self-love.

But doing what God commands, because he commands
it, is obedience, even if it comes from hope or fear. And
a regular practice of such obedience will form habits of it.
Similarly, a constant regard for truthfulness, justice, and
charity may form separate habits of these particular virtues,
and will certainly form habits of self-control and of denying
our inclinations, whenever this is required for truthfulness,

justice, or charity. Some people, wanting to devalue all
religion that comes from hope and fear, pretend to be very
finely scrupulous about this, but there is no basis for this
attitude [Butler calls it ‘this great nicety’]. The fact is that

(1) truthfulness, justice, and charity,
(2) regard for God’s authority, and
(3) concern for our own main interests

don’t just coincide; each of them is in itself a just and natural
motive or principle [see Glossary] of action. And someone
who begins a good life from any one of them, and who
perseveres in it, can’t fail to have increasingly the character
that corresponds to •the constitution of nature as moral, and
to •the relation that God has to us as its moral governor; so
he can’t fail to obtain the happiness that this constitution
and relation imply is connected with that character.

These remarks about the active principle of virtue and
obedience to God’s commands apply also to passive submis-
sion or resignation to his will: which is another essential part
of a right character, connected with the active part and very
much in our power to develop in ourselves. You might think
that this ·passive· virtue isn’t needed except where there
are afflictions, so that it doesn’t have any role in a state of
perfect happiness and thus can’t be any kind of requirement
for achieving such happiness. Well, it’s not experience
that makes you think this! When we are prosperous but
lack something that we think desirable, our very prosperity
creates extravagant and unbounded thoughts. Imagination
is every bit as much a source of discontent as anything in
our external condition. It is indeed true in a condition where
sorrow shall be no more, there can’t be any scope for patience
[see Glossary]; but even then there may be need for a frame of
mind that has been formed by patience. Self-love, considered
merely as an active principle leading us to pursue our own
chief interests, must always coincide with the principle of
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obedience to God’s commands, if our interests are rightly
understood. That is because •this obedience and •the pursuit
of our own chief interests must always be the very same thing.
But it is still open to question whether self-love, considered
merely as the desire for our own interest or happiness
can from its nature absolutely and always coincide with
the will of God. . . ., in such a way that it isn’t liable to be
aroused in ways that can’t be gratified consistently with the
constitution of things or with God’s commands. For this
reason, then, habits of resignation [= ‘patience’] may be needed
by all creatures—the word is habits, meaning something
that is formed by use. However, it is obvious in general
that both self-love and particular affections in human
creatures, considered only as passive feelings, distort and
tear the mind, and therefore need discipline. Now, if in a
course of active virtue and obedience to God’s will, you deny
those particular affections—·i.e. refuse to act on the basis of
them·—that will have a tendency to moderate them; and it
seems also to have a tendency to get the mind into the habit
of being satisfied with the degree of happiness that is allotted
us, i.e. to moderate self-love. But the proper discipline for
resignation is affliction. ·Here is why·:

When we are under the trial of some kind of affliction,
the right way for us to behave is •to pull ourselves
together and think of this in the way religion teaches
us to think of it, as coming from the hand of God; and
•to receive it as what he dictates or thinks proper to al-
low in his world and under his government. Doing this
will habituate the mind to a dutiful submission. And
that submission, together with the active principle of
obedience, give us the temperament and character
that answers to God’s sovereignty and absolutely
belongs to us as dependent creatures.

Don’t say that this is forcing the mind to submit to mere

power, because mere power may be accidental, and precari-
ous, and illegitimate. Rather, it is forming within ourselves
an attitude of resignation to the rightful authority of One
who is by nature supreme over all.

Let us sum it up. A certain character and certain qualifi-
cations are needed for a mature state of life in the present
world, and nature alone doesn’t just hand them to us; it
makes us acquire them in our progress from. . . .childhood
to mature age, doing this by •giving us capacities for this
development and by •placing us early in our lives in a
condition fit for it [that six-word phrase is Butler’s]. And this
is a general analogy to our condition in the present world
as in a state of moral discipline for another world. Someone
might object:

That can’t be the purpose of our present life, because
we could have been spared all the trouble and the
danger that unavoidably accompany such discipline
by our being created at the outset with the characters
that we were eventually to have.

That is just wrong. Our experience tells us that the character
we were eventually to have was to be an effect of our conduct.
What nature does is not to save us trouble or danger, but
to make us capable of coping with trouble and danger and
to force us to do so. Acquirements of our own—·namely·,
experience and habits—are the natural •make-up for our
deficiencies, and •security against our dangers. ‘·Natural’?
Yes indeed·, because it is as obviously natural for us to try
to acquire the needed qualifications as to try to acquire the
external things that we need. Think about the status of this:

Chiefly in our earliest years but also throughout the
whole of our lives, we should form and cultivate
practical principles within us—doing this by attention,
use, and discipline—with an eye to our temporal [see

Glossary] long-term interests.
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If anything is a natural law, that is! And it is left to us to
choose: we can improve ourselves and better our condition,
or we can instead remain deficient and wretched. So it is
perfectly credible, from the analogy of nature, that the same
may be the case with regard to •our happiness in a future
[see Glossary] state, and to •the qualifications necessary for it.

A third thing that may seem implied by the present
world’s being a state of probation is its being a stage on
which the actors—us, you and I—can display our characters
with respect to a future one [the last seven words are Butler’s]; not
of course displaying them to an all-knowing Being, but to
his creation or part of it. . . . It is at least possible that men’s
displaying what is in their heart, what their real character is,
may have an effect on their future life in ways that we aren’t
acquainted with. In particular, it may be a means (God seems
never to do anything without means!) of their having an
after-life that is suitable to their characters; and of its being
known to the creation. . . .that that’s where they are heading.
I shan’t go into conjectures about this; I’ll just remark that
the display of persons’ characters contributes a great deal in
various ways to how things go in the human-involving part
of the general course of nature. . . .

You may think that a sense of interest [Butler’s phrase]
would be as effective in restraining creatures from doing
wrong—·as effective, I mean, as all this probation, habit-
forming, discipline and so on·. But if by ‘a sense of interest’
you mean a conviction or belief that such-and-such an
indulgence would cause them, over all, more unpleasantness
than satisfaction, then ·I reply that· our experience shows
us that this sense of interest is not sufficient to restrain
them from thus indulging themselves. And if by ‘a sense of
interest’ you mean a practical concern with what is upon
the whole our happiness, ·then I reply that· this doesn’t
just •square with the principle of virtue or moral rectitude
but is •a part of the idea of virtue or moral rectitude. And
it’s obvious that this reasonable self-love stands in need of
improvement as much as any part of our nature does. Why?
Because we daily see it overpowered not only by the more
boisterous passions but also by curiosity, shame, love of
imitation, anything, even laziness, especially if the temporal
[see Glossary] interest that is the aim of such self-love is a
good way off. This shows •how wrong profligate men are
when they claim to be wholly governed by interestedness
and self-love, and •how little reason moralists have to scorn
self-interestedness.
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2: Personal Identity

[This was the first appendix to Butler’s The Analogy of
Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and
Course of Nature.]

‘Are we going to live in a future state?’—this is the most
important question that can possibly be asked, and also the
most intelligible one that can be expressed in language. Yet
strange puzzles have been raised about the meaning of the
identity or sameness of person that is implied in the notion
of our living now and hereafter, or living now and (a second
later) now. And the solution of these difficulties has been
even stranger than the difficulties: the account of personal
identity given by some philosophers has implied that the
question about a future life is of no importance at all to us
who are asking it. There can’t be many men who would
be misled by such subtleties; still, it may be worthwhile to
consider them a little.

When someone asks ‘What does personal identity consist
in?’, he should be answered in the same way as anyone
who asked ‘What does similarity consist in?’ or ‘What does
equality consist in? The answer should be: ’Any attempt
to define it would merely create confusions.’ In each case,
there’s no difficulty about getting a firm hold on the idea. [In
what is to come, Butler is thinking of any two triangles as being similar

just because they have triangularity in common.] Compare or view
together two triangles, and the idea of similarity comes to
mind; set twice two alongside four in your thought, and up
comes the idea of equality; so also when you put side by
side in your thought •your consciousness of yourself or of
your own existence at one moment and •your consciousness
of yourself at any other moment, there immediately arises in
your mind the idea of personal identity. And just as the two

former comparisons [see Glossary] not only give us the ideas of
similarity and equality, but also show us that two triangles
are alike, and that twice two and four are equal: so also the
third comparison doesn’t just give us the idea of personal
identity but also shows us the identity of ourselves in those
two moments—now and a moment ago, now and a month
ago, and a year ago, and twenty years go. In other words, by
reflecting upon •that which is myself now and •that which
was myself twenty years ago, I see they are not two but one
and the same self.

But although consciousness of what is past does thus
assure us of our personal identity, to say that it makes per-
sonal identity, or is necessary for our being the same person,
is to say that a person hasn’t existed for a single moment
or performed a single action that he can’t remember. . . . It
really ought to be self-evident that consciousness of personal
identity presupposes personal identity and therefore can’t
constitute it; just as knowledge presupposes truth and
therefore can’t constitute it.

Here’s a possible source for this amazing mistake:
(1) A truth: The idea of a person, or thinking being, is

inseparably tied to the idea of consciousness.
(2) An inaccurate re-statement of (1) : Consciousness

makes personhood.
(3) The amazing mistake, supposedly following from (2):

Consciousness makes personal identity.
But although present consciousness of what we are now
doing and feeling is necessary to our being the persons we
now are, present consciousness of past actions or feelings is
not necessary to our being the persons who performed those
actions or had those feelings.
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The question ‘What makes plants the same in the ordinary
sense of “same” doesn’t seem to have any relation to this
question about personal identity: the word ‘same’ when
applied to plants and to persons is not only applied to
different things but is also used in different senses. When a
man insists that ‘the same tree’ has stood for fifty years in
the same place, he means only ‘the same’ for all purposes of
property and affairs of everyday life, but not that the tree has
been all that time ‘the same’ in the strict philosophical sense
of the word. He doesn’t know whether any one particle of the
present tree is ‘the same’ as any one particle of the tree that
stood there fifty years ago. If they don’t have a single particle
of matter in common, they can’t be ‘the same tree’ in the
proper philosophical sense of ‘same’; because it’s obviously
a contradiction in terms to say they are ‘the same’ when no
part of their substance is the same (that being the stipulation
of this discussion), and no one of their properties is the same
either (because it is agreed that the same property can’t be
transferred from one substance to another). And therefore
when we say that

the identity or sameness of a plant consists in a
continuation of the same life, communicated under
the same organization, to a number of particles of
matter, whether the same or not, [which is what Locke

said, Essay on Human Understanding II.xxvii.4]

the word ‘same’, when applied to life and to organization,
cannot possibly be understood to mean what it means, in
this very sentence, when applied to matter. In a loose and
popular sense then, the life and the organization and the
plant are rightly said to be ‘the same’, despite the perpetual
change of the parts. But in a strict and philosophical way
of speaking manner no man, no being, no way of being,
no anything can be ‘the same’ as something with which it
has indeed nothing the same! Now ‘same’ is used in this

latter ·strict and philosophical· sense when it is applied to
persons. So the identity of persons can’t survive the diversity
of substance.

The question that I have considered here and (I think)
demonstratively answered is proposed by Locke in the words
‘Is the same self or person the same identical substance?’
And he has suggested a much better answer to this question
than his official one. He defines ‘person’ as ‘a thinking
intelligent being. . . ’ etc., and defines ‘personal identity’
as ‘the sameness of a rational being’. The question then
becomes ‘Is the same rational being the same substance?’,
and that needs no answer because in this context ‘being’ and
‘substance’ stand for the same idea [= ‘have the same meaning’].
The basis for doubt about whether the same person is the
same substance is said to be this: the consciousness of
our own existence, in youth and in old age. . . .is not the
same individual action, i.e. not the same consciousness, but
different successive consciousnesses. Now it’s strange that
this should have given rise to such puzzlement. Surely it is
conceivable that a person can be able to know some object or
other to be the same now that it was when he contemplated
it earlier, yet in this case where we are supposing that the
object is perceived to be the same, the perception of it at any
two moments can’t be one and the same perception. And
thus, though the successive consciousnesses that we have
of our own existence are not the same, they are conscious-
nesses of one and the same thing or object—i.e. of the same
person, self, or living agent. The person of whose existence
the consciousness is felt now, and was felt an hour or a year
ago, is seen to be not two persons but one and the same
person; and therefore is one and the same.

Locke’s remarks about this appear hasty; and he seems
to admit that he is dissatisfied with the suppositions he has
made concerning it. But some of those hasty observations
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have been carried to a strange length by others. Their view,
when tracked back and examined to the bottom, amounts (I
think) to this:

Personality [see Glossary] is not a permanent thing, but
something transient; it lives and dies, begins and
ends, continually; it’s no more possible for someone
to remain the same person for two moments together
than it is for two successive moments to be one and
the same moment; our substance is indeed continu-
ally changing but whether this is so or not is beside
the point, because personhood is constituted not by
substance but solely by consciousness; and because
consciousness is successive, it can’t be the same in
any two moments, so the personality constituted by it
can’t be the same in any two moments either.

From this it follows that we can’t rightly accuse our present
selves of doing anything yesterday, or think that our present
selves have any concern with anything that happened to
us yesterday, or think that anything that happens to us
tomorrow is of any concern to our present self. Why not?
Because our present self is not actually the same as the self
of yesterday; it is a different though similar self replacing
the earlier one and being mistaken for it; and tomorrow
yet another self will take over from that one. . . ., and if
today’s self or person is not the same as tomorrow’s but
only similar to it, today’s person has no more reason to care
about what happens to tomorrow’s than he has to care about
what happens to anyone else. You may think that this isn’t a
fair statement of the opinion I am speaking of, because those
who maintain it allow that a person is the same as far back
as his memory reaches; and they do indeed do use the words
‘identity’ and ‘same person’. . . . But they can’t—consistently
with themselves—mean that the person is really the same;
because it’s self-evident that •the person can’t be really the

same if (as they explicitly assert) •what it consists in isn’t the
same. . . . I don’t think they mean that the person is really
the same, ·using ‘the same’ in its true meaning·, but only
that he is ‘the same’ in a fictitious sense; the same fictitious
sense that is involved when they say—and they do say—that
any number of persons whatever may be ‘the same person’.
The best way to refute this thesis seems to be to lay it open,
naked and unadorned, as I have done. But since great stress
is said to be put upon it, I add three further points.

(1) This notion is absolutely contradictory to a confident
belief which necessarily and every moment arises within
us when we think about ourselves, reflecting on what is
past and looking forward to what is to come. ·I mean the
conviction each of us has that it is his past and future he
is thinking about, not the past and future of someone like
him·. Any fantasy that the living agent that each man calls
himself is daily swapped for a different one—or of any such
switch throughout our whole present life—is crushed and
flattened by our natural sense of things. As for this—

Someone alters his conduct relating to his health or
his business because he suspects that even if he lives
through to tomorrow he won’t then be the same person
that he is today

—no-one in his right mind could act like that! And yet if it’s
reasonable to act with respect to a future life on the basis
that personality is transient, then it’s reasonable to act on it
with respect to the present.
[Up to here in this paragraph, Butler seems to be talking about

(a) acting with respect to •tomorrow or next week versus acting with
respect to •today,

though the phrase ‘a future life’ suggests something different, namely
(b) acting with respect to •the after-life, our life after death, versus

acting with respect to •our ordinary life this side of death.

And we immediately find Butler pretty clearly discussing (b), as though

it had been his topic all along.]
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Here then is a notion equally applicable to religion and to
our temporal concerns; and everyone sees and feels the utter
absurdity of it in the latter case; so if anyone takes it up in
the former case—·i.e. as relevant to whether the person who
is born and lives and dies will then, that very same person,
confront God on the day of judgment·—he can’t be basing
this on the reason of the thing. His position must reflect
something bad in him, some secret corruption of his heart.

(2) What is capable of life and action, of happiness and
misery, is not an idea or abstract notion or quality, but
only a being, ·a thing·. Now, everyone agrees that all beings
continue the same during the whole time of their existence.
Consider then a living being that exists now and has existed
and lived for some time in the past; facts about this living
being’s past actions and undergoings and enjoyments are
just as much facts as ones about what it does and under-
goes and enjoys right now. All these successive actions,
enjoyments and undergoings are actions, enjoyments and
undergoings of the same living being. And this is the case
independently of facts about what the being remembers or
forgets, because remembering and forgetting can’t make any
difference to the truth of past matters of fact. And if this
being has only limited powers of knowledge and memory,
there’s no more difficulty in conceiving it to have a power of
knowing itself to be the same living being that it was some
time ago—of remembering some of its actions, undergoings
and enjoyments, and forgetting others—than in conceiving it
to know or remember or forget anything else.

(3) Every person is conscious of now being the same
person or self as he was as far back as his memory reaches;
because when someone thinks back to a past action of his
own he is just as certain about who performed that action—
namely himself, the person who now thinks about it—as he

is certain that the action was performed at all. Indeed, very
often a person’s absolute confidence that a certain action
has been performed arises wholly from his consciousness
that he himself performed it. And this he, this person, this
self, must be either •a substance or •a property of some
substance. If he is a something, then his consciousness
of being the same person is his consciousness that he is
the same substance. If he is a property of a substance, his
consciousness of being the same property is as certain a
proof that his substance remains the same as would be his
consciousness of remaining the same substance, because
the same property can’t be transferred from one substance
to another.

But although we are thus certain that we are the same
agents etc. as we were as far back as our memory reaches,
mightn’t we—some people ask—be wrong about this? Well,
this question can be asked at the end of any demonstration
whatever, because it’s a question about the reliability of
perception-by-memory. And anyone who can doubt whether
perception-by-memory can be depended on in this case can
also doubt whether perception-by-deduction-and-reasoning,
which also includes memory, can be depended on, or indeed
whether intuitive perception can be depended on. We can’t
take that any further. Trying

to prove the truth of perceptions whose truth we can’t
prove except on the basis of other perceptions that
are of exactly the same kind and are therefore under
suspicion in the same way,

or, to put it in other words,
trying to prove the reliability of our faculties, which
can’t be proved without using those very suspected
faculties,

is ridiculous!
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3: The Nature of Virtue

[The second appendix to The Analogy of Religion, Natural
and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature.]

What makes beings capable of moral government is their
having •a moral nature and •moral faculties [see Glossary] of
perception and of action. The lower animals are actuated
by various instincts and propensities, and so are we. But
we also have a capacity to bring our thought to bear on
actions and characters, and when we do this we naturally
and unavoidably •approve some actions just because they are
virtuous and deserving of reward, and •disapprove others as
vicious and blameworthy. That we have this faculty for moral
approval and disapproval is certain from our experiencing it
in ourselves and recognizing it in each other. It shows up in

•our exercising it unavoidably, in approval and disap-
proval even of fictional people or actions; in

•the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘odious’ and ‘lovable’,
‘base’ and ‘worthy’, and many others with similar
meanings in all languages that say anything about
actions and characters; in

•the many written systems of morals that presuppose
it (for it can’t be that all these authors in all these
books meant absolutely nothing by their words, or
gave them a merely chimerical meaning ); in

•our natural sense of gratitude, which implies a dis-
tinction between merely •being the instrument of good
and •intending it; in

•the similar distinction everyone makes between injury
and mere harm. . . .; and in

•the distinction between injury and just punishment, a
distinction that is plainly natural and doesn’t depend
on any consideration of human laws.

It’s obvious that a great part of common language and
common behaviour all over the world is based on the suppo-
sition of such a moral faculty—whether called ‘conscience’,
‘moral reason’, ‘moral sense’, or ‘divine reason’, and whether
considered as •a judgment of the understanding, or as •a
feeling of the heart, or as including both (which seems to be
right). [That rendering assumes that when Butler wrote ‘a sentiment

of the understanding, or a perception of the heart’ this was a slip for ‘a

perception of the understanding or a sentiment of the heart’.] What
kinds of action does this faculty—this power we have to
make practical distinctions—approve and what kinds does it
disapprove? There’s no doubt about the main outlines of the
answer to this. There may be reasons for doubt in particular
cases, and there is indeed much dispute about what virtue
is; but there’s a general standard of virtue that

•has been proclaimed in public in all countries at all
times,

•is at least pretended to by every man you meet,
•is what the basic laws of all civil constitutions over
the face of the earth make it their business to force
mankind to practice;

namely justice, veracity, and regard for common good.
So the general situation is clear: we do have such a faculty
or distinguishing power as this; and now it may be useful to
say some things more clearly about it.

(1) The object of this faculty is actions, taking that word
to cover active or practical principles [see Glossary]. The
principles from which a man would act if circumstances
enabled him to, and which are fixed and habitual in him, are
what we call his character. The lower animals seem not to
have the faintest sense of •actions as distinct from •events;
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and seem not to take in any facts about •will and •design,
which constitute the very nature of actions as such. But
we do take such facts in: will and design are the object,
the only object, of our approving and disapproving faculty.
The natural object of moral discernment is acting, conduct,
behaviour, considered without reference to what does in fact
result from it; just as the natural object of speculative [here =

‘non-moral’] reason is speculative truth and falsehood. While
the •actual consequences of an action don’t come into the
moral evaluation of it, the •intended consequences do. The
intention from which someone acts is part of the action itself;
and even if the intended good or bad consequences don’t
actually follow, we have exactly the same sense of the action
as if they did. Similarly we think well or ill of characters
without reference to the good or the evil that people with
such characters are actually able to do. We don’t ever morally
applaud or blame ourselves or anyone else for. . . .facts about
us that we regard as entirely out of our power: but only for

•(a) what we do, though we could have left it undone,
and

•(b) what we would have done if we hadn’t been pre-
vented, and for

•(c) what we leave undone though we could have done
it, and for

•(d) what we would have left undone if we hadn’t been
forced to do it.

[Some of those displayed items expand what Butler wrote, and the second

half of (d) corrects a muddle that he got caught in.]
(2) Our sense or discernment of an action as morally good

or bad includes a sense or discernment of it as involving good
or ill desert [see Glossary]. It may be difficult to explain this
thought about desert in a way that answers all the questions
that may be asked about it: but everyone speaks of such and
such actions as ‘deserving’ punishment, and I don’t think it

would be said that this has absolutely no meaning. Now, the
meaning of ‘x deserves to be punished’ is clearly not ‘It is for
the good of society that people who act as x did should be
made to suffer’. Consider this case:

A man has through some innocent action come to be
infected with the plague; and he should be left to die,
because if other people come near him the infection
may spread.

In this sad case, no-one would say that he deserved this
treatment. Innocence and ill desert are inconsistent ideas.
Ill desert always presupposes guilt; and even if •guilt isn’t
a part of •ill desert, the two are obviously and naturally
connected in our minds. The sight of a man in misery
arouses our compassion towards him; and if this misery
has been inflicted on him by someone else, our indignation
against the author of it is also aroused. But when we learn
that the sufferer is a villain, and is punished only for his
treachery or cruelty, our level of compassion goes a long
way down and in many instances our indignation disappears
entirely. Now what produces this double change in our
feelings is our conception of the sufferer as having what
we call ‘ill desert’. Thus, putting together in our mind our
notions of vice and of misery there results a third notion, that
of ill desert. So there is in human creatures an association
of the two ideas—

moral evil and natural evil
wickedness and punishment

If this association were merely artificial or accidental, it
would be negligible; but because it is unquestionably natural,
we have powerful reasons to attend to it rather than trying
to explain it away.

Ordinary run-of-the-mill cases of virtue don’t arouse in
us any strong sense of good desert. Perhaps this is because
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a spectator can’t tell •to what extent such instances of virtue
are powered by a virtuous principle [see Glossary], or •how
large a role this principle plays ·in the conduct of the person
in question·, since a very weak regard for virtue may be
enough to make men act well in many ordinary everyday
cases. And on the other side, our sense of ill desert in a
vicious action lessens in proportion to the temptation to vice
that the person in question is thought to have been subjected
to. That’s because vice in human creatures consists mainly
in the person’s not having the virtuous principle or having
only a very weak version of it; and if a man ·performs a
materially [see Glossary] bad action because he has been·
overcome by torture (for example), that doesn’t tell us how
weak his virtuous principle was. All we know is that it wasn’t
strong enough to prevail over that temptation; but it might
still have been strong enough to make him proof against
common temptations.

(3) Our perception of vice and ill desert results from a
comparison [see Glossary] of •actions with •the nature and
capacities of the agent. Someone’s merely neglecting to do
something he ought to have done will in many cases be
thought by everyone to be utterly wicked; and this judgment
must result from such a comparison, because such neglect
would not be wicked in creatures with different natures
and capacities, e.g. lower animals. And it’s the same with
positive vices, i.e. doing what we ought not to do. For
a given amount of harm that is done, everyone’s moral
response to this is affected by whether the harm was done
•by an idiot or madman or child or rather •by someone
with ordinary mature mental powers. And this •difference
in moral response needn’t have anything to do with the
intention with which the harm was done, for the intention
could be the same in both cases. (Idiots and madmen, as
well as children, are capable not only of doing harm but also

of intending it.) So the •difference must arise from something
that is

•seen in the nature or capacities of the mature normal
person, making his action vicious; and

•seen to be absent from the idiot or madman or child,
making that same action innocent or less vicious.

It’s clear that in advance of our judging whether an action
is vicious we make a comparison [see Glossary]—whether or
not we are conscious of doing so—between the action and
capacities of the agent. That is the source of some of the ad-
jectives we apply to actions that our moral faculty determines
to be vicious: ‘incongruous’, ‘unsuitable’, ‘disproportionate’,
‘unfit’—·all of which convey the idea of an action that doesn’t
fit·.

(4) Is it, morally speaking, more all right for men to •make
themselves miserable without reason than to •make other
people so? More all right for them to •neglect their own
greater good for the sake of a present lesser pleasure than
to •neglect the good of others whom nature has committed
to their care? It would seem that an appropriate concern
about our own interest or happiness and a reasonable
attempt to secure and promote it (which I think is what
‘prudence’ means in English) is virtuous, and the contrary
behaviour faulty and blameworthy; because when we are
calmly thinking about these matters we approve of prudence
and condemn its opposite, both in ourselves and others.
This approval and disapproval are altogether different from
a mere desire for our own or others’ happiness, and from
sorrow at missing it. [Butler offers two short but inscrutable
reasons for distinguishing moral approval of prudence from
a desire for one’s own welfare. Then:] Nature has not indeed
given us as strong a sense of disapproval of imprudence and
folly. . . .as of falsehood, injustice, and cruelty; but that is
presumably because there’s less need for it. The constant
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habitual sense of our personal interests and welfare that
we always carry around with us is enough to keep us from
imprudently neglecting our own happiness and foolishly
injuring ourselves, while it isn’t enough to keep us from
injuring others, to whose good we can’t have so strong
and constant a regard. It is also relevant that imprudence
seems to bring its own punishment more immediately and
constantly than does behaviour that is injurious to others; so
there’s less need for the additional punishment that would
be inflicted on it by others if it made them as indignant as do
injustice, fraud, and cruelty. Also, unhappiness is in itself
the natural object of compassion; so the unhappiness that
people bring upon themselves, even if they do it willfully,
arouses in us some •pity for them; and this naturally lessens
our •displeasure against them. Still, our experience shows us
that we are naturally apt to reflect very severely on serious
cases of imprudent neglect and foolish rashness, both in
ourselves and others. In cases of this sort men often say
about themselves (with remorse) and about others (with some
indignation) that they ‘deserved’ to suffer such calamities
because they brought them on themselves and wouldn’t
listen to warnings. When someone comes to poverty and
distress through a long course of extravagance and after
many warnings. . . ., we clearly don’t regard him as an object
of compassion on a par with someone who came to poverty
and distress through unavoidable accidents. All this shows
that prudence is one kind of virtue and that folly is one kind
of vice. . . .

If you disagree with this, I shan’t insist that ‘virtue’ and
‘vice’ are the right words for prudence and folly respectively;
but I do insist that the faculty [see Glossary] within us that
judges actions approves of prudent actions and disapproves
imprudent ones—that being a reaction to prudent and
imprudent actions as such, quite apart from any happiness

or misery that comes from them. And, by the way, this
observation may help to settle the question of how fair it is to
object against religion that it teaches us to be self-interested
and selfish.

(5) To what extent is virtue resolvable into benevolence
[i.e. to what extent does virtue come down to, ultimately amount to,

benevolence] and to what extent is vice resolvable into lack
of benevolence? I shan’t go into those questions, but I
say this: •benevolence and •the lack of it, considered in
themselves, are in no way the whole of virtue and vice. If
they were, the only things we would take into account in
our judgments on our own and others’ behaviour, in our
moral understanding and moral sense, would be the extent
to which benevolence prevailed, and the extent to which it
was lacking. So we wouldn’t approve of benevolence towards
some persons rather than towards others; and our whole
reason for disapproving of injustice and falsehood would
be merely that one was likely to produce more happiness
than misery and the other vice versa. Here are three cases
that show how far we are from coming at moral questions
in that way. (a) Two men are competitors for something
or other, something that would be equally advantageous
for each of them. For a •stranger to try to affect which
of them got the benefit would be merely impertinent; but
it wouldn’t be so if a •friend of one of them took a hand
in the matter, or someone to whom one of the two men
had been a benefactor. And our moral attitude to such an
expression of friendship or gratitude does not come from the
thought that in the long run expressions of friendship and
gratitude are generally good for the world. (b) One man x
uses fraud or violence to take from another man y the fruit
of y’s labour, intending to pass it on to a third man z, who
x thinks will have enough pleasure from it to outweigh the
pleasure that y loses through not having it and his vexation
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about losing it; and no bad consequences follow from x’s
action—·the over-all amount-of-satisfaction scale really is at
50-50·. But such an action as x’s would surely be vicious.
Indeed, if treachery, violence and injustice were vicious only
because they are likely to produce an overbalance of misery
to society, then we get this: (c) A man can perform an unjust
act by which he’ll get an advantage that is big enough to
counterbalance all the foreseen troubles that his action is
likely to be bring upon others; and this piece of injustice
is not faulty or vicious at all (·according to the thesis I am
now examining·) because it would be on a par with any other
case in which a man prefers his own satisfaction to an equal
satisfaction for someone else.

So it seems to be just a fact that we are so constituted
that we—independently of any facts about what distribu-
tion of happiness and of misery would result—•condemn
falsehood, unprovoked violence and injustice, and •approve
of benevolence to some rather than others. Even if God’s
sole purpose is to produce happiness, and even if his moral
character is that of benevolence, ours is not so! On that
supposition about God, indeed, his reason for giving us the
character I have described would have to be his foreseeing
that this constitution of our nature would produce more
happiness than there would be if we went in for general
benevolence!. . . .

Now, if human creatures have a moral nature such as
I have been describing—i.e. a moral faculty that attends to
actions—moral government must consist in making them
happy or unhappy, in rewarding or punishing them, ac-
cording to whether they follow, neglect, or depart from the
moral rule of action that is interwoven in their nature, i.e.
suggested and enforced by this moral faculty. . . .

So far as I know, this fifth point of mine doesn’t con-
tradict anything that any author has meant to assert. But
some writers of great and distinguished merit seem to have

expressed themselves in a way that might lead careless
readers to imagine that •the whole of virtue consists in simply
doing one’s best to promote the happiness of mankind in the
present [see Glossary] state; and •the whole of vice consists in
doing what is foreseeably likely to produce an overbalance of
unhappiness in it.

Nothing can be conceived more terrible than those two
mistakes. It is perfectly on the cards that some of the most
shocking instances of injustice, adultery, murder, perjury—
and even of persecution—don’t produce an overbalance of
misery in the present state; and some may even go the other
way. I could develop this line of thought further, but I won’t.
The world’s happiness is the concern of him who is its lord
and proprietor; when we try to promote the good of mankind
in any ways other than those laid down by God—i.e. in any
ways that are contrary to veracity and justice—we don’t
know what we are doing. I’m saying this about people who
really are trying in some way to do good without regard to
veracity and justice. But nearly all endeavours that might
look like that seem really to be motivated ·not by a desire to
make mankind happier, but· by ambition, partisanship, or
some indirect tricky source of energy that may be mostly con-
cealed from the person who has it. It is indeed our business
and our duty to try—subject to the limits set by veracity and
justice—to contribute to the ease, convenience, and even
cheerfulness and amusement of our fellow creatures; but
our short-sightedness into the future must leave us very
unsure whether in any given particular case these efforts
really will produce an overbalance of happiness in the world,
because so many and such distant things must be taken
into account. Then what makes this our duty? The fact that
there’s some evidence that it will have that consequence and
not as much evidence that it won’t, and the further fact that
such benevolent activities develop that most excellent of all
sources of virtue, the active drive towards benevolence. . . .
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