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Outline of ‘Dignity or Meanness of Human Nature’ 
 
¶1 [Introduction] There are two views of human nature. According to one, 

humans are ‘demigods’, according to the other, humans are brute animals. 

¶2 [Initial remarks] Some disgust with human nature may be justified, especially 
for those with a ‘delicate sense of morality’. But an ‘exalted’ view of human 
nature inspires virtue more. 

¶3 [Question] Is this dispute real of verbal? 

¶4 [Methodological point] Evaluative judgements rely on a ‘secret comparison’. 
Clarifying the comparison may help to settle this dispute. 

¶5 [First comparison] Comparing humans and animals leads to an excessively 
favourable view of human nature. 

¶6 [Second comparison] Comparing humans with gods leads to a ‘contemptible’ 
view of human nature. 

¶7 [Third comparison] Comparing humans with humans is uninformative. We 
call those ‘wise’ and ‘virtuous’ who stand out from the rest, regardless of the 
‘degree’ of wisdom and virtue of those other people. 

¶8 [Key idea] The objects of the third comparison are motives or ‘actuating 
principles’. To favour selfish motives over social (public or communal) ones 
leads to a ‘contemptible’ concept of human nature. 

¶9 [Paragraph added in 1753; answer to the question] The selfish view is 
conceptually confused (and factually wrong). If the notion of ‘self-love’ is 
stretched enough, it is a truism to say that everything is motivated by self-
interest. Hence the concept is empty. [Irony:] If kindness to others is 
motivated by self-interest, then I am kind to you because I love myself. 

¶10 [Further criticism of egoism] The sentiment of approval does not arise from 
pleasure (we do not approve of others because we experience pleasure). 
Rather, pleasure arises from the sentiment of approval (we experience 
pleasure because we approve of others). Virtue is ‘disinterested’ from self-
love. 

¶11 [Second criticism] Emphasis on self-love wrongly suggests that the virtuous 
are ‘vain-glorious’. A ‘tincture’ of vanity (or love of fame) does not indicate 
selfish motives, but a love of virtue. (Cf. ¶10: doing good, or something 
others may approve, excites pleasurable passions in the agent). 


