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The present age, I apprehend, has not produced two more acute or more practiced in

this part of philosophy, than the Bishop of Cloyne, and the author of the “Treatise of

Human Nature.” The first was no friend to scepticism, but had that warm concern for

religious and moral principles which become his order: yet the result of his inquiry was a

5 serious conviction that there is no such thing as a material world—nothing in nature but

spirits and ideas; and that the belief of material substances, and of abstract ideas, are the

chief causes of all our errors in philosophy, and of all infidelity and heresy in religion.

His arguments are founded upon the principles which were formerly laid down by Des

Cartes, Malebranche, and Locke, and which have been very generally received.

10 And the opinion of the ablest judges seems to be, that they neither have been, nor can

be confuted; and that he hath proved by unanswerable arguments what no man in his

senses can believe.

The second proceeds upon the same principles, but carries them to their full length; and 

as the Bishop undid the whole material world, this author, upon the same grounds,

15 undoes the world of spirits, and leaves nothing in nature but ideas and impressions,

without any subject on which they may be impressed.

It seems to be a peculiar strain of humour in this author, to set out in his introduction

by promising, with a grave face, no less than a complete system of the sciences, upon a

foundation entirely new—to wit, that of human nature— when the intention of the

20 whole work is to shew, that there is neither human nature nor science in the world. It

may perhaps be unreasonable to complain of this conduct in an author who neither

believes his own existence nor that of his reader; and therefore could not mean to

disappoint him, or to laugh at his credulity. Yet I cannot imagine that the author of the

“Treatise of Human Nature” is so sceptical as to plead this apology. He believed, against

25 his principles, that he should be read, and that he should retain his personal identity, till

he reaped the honour and reputation justly due to his metaphysical acumen. Indeed, he

ingeniously acknowledges, that it was only in solitude and retirement that he could yield

any assent to his own philosophy; society, like day-light, dispelled the darkness and fog

of scepticism, and made him yield to the dominion of common sense. Nor did I ever

30 hear him charged with doing anything, even in solitude, that argued such a degree of

scepticism as his principles maintain. Surely if his friends apprehended this, they would



have the charity never to leave him alone.

(…) It is probable the “Treatise of Human Nature” was not written in company; yet it

contains manifest indications that the author every now and then relapsed into the faith

35 of the vulgar, and could hardly, for half a dozen pages, keep up the sceptical character.

(…) It is a bold philosophy that rejects, without ceremony, principles which irresistibly

govern the belief and the conduct of all mankind in the common concerns of life; and to

which the philosopher himself must yield, after he imagines he hath confuted them.

Such principles are older, and of more authority, than Philosophy: she rests upon them

40 as her basis, not they upon her. If she could overturn them, she must be buried in their

ruins; but all the engines of philosophical subtilty are too weak for this purpose, and the

attempt is no less ridiculous than if a mechanic should contrive an axis in peritrochio to

remove the earth out of its place; or if a mathematician should pretend to demonstrate

that things equal to the same thing are not equal to one another.
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