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OF THE OBLIGATION OF PROMISES 

 

That the rule of morality, which enjoins the performance of promises, is not natural, will 

sufficiently appear from these two propositions, which I proceed to prove, viz, that a promise 

would not be intelligible, before human conventions had established it; and that even if it were 

intelligible, it would not be attended with any moral obligation. 

I say, first, that a promise is not intelligible naturally, nor antecedent to human conventions; and 

that a man, unacquainted with society, could never enter into any engagements with another, even 

though they could perceive each other's thoughts by intuition. If promises be natural and 

intelligible, there must be some act of the mind attending these words, I promise; and on this act 

of the mind must the obligation depend. Let us, therefore, run over all the faculties of the soul, and 

see which of them is exerted in our promises. 

The act of the mind, exprest by a promise, is not a resolution to perform any thing: For that 

alone never imposes any obligation. Nor is it a desire of such a performance: For we may bind 

ourselves without such a desire, or even with an aversion, declared and avowed. Neither is it the 

willing of that action, which we promise to perform: For a promise always regards some future 

time, and the will has an influence only on present actions. It follows, therefore, that since the act 

of the mind, which enters into a promise, and produces its obligation, is neither the resolving, 

desiring, nor willing any particular performance, it must necessarily be the willing of that 

obligation, which arises from the promise. Nor is this only a conclusion of philosophy; but is 

entirely conformable to our common ways of thinking and of expressing ourselves, when we say 

that we are bound by our own consent, and that the obligation arises from our mere will and 

pleasure. The only question then is, whether there be not a manifest absurdity in supposing this act 

of the mind, and such an absurdity as no man could fall into, whose ideas are not confounded with 

prejudice and the fallacious use of language. 

All morality depends upon our sentiments; and when any action, or quality of the mind, pleases 

us after a certain manner, we say it is virtuous; and when the neglect, or nonperformance of it, 

displeases us after a like manner, we say that we lie under an obligation to perform it. A change of 
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the obligation supposes a change of the sentiment; and a creation of a new obligation supposes 

some new sentiment to arise. But it is certain we can naturally no more change our own sentiments, 

than the motions of the heavens; nor by a single act of our will, that is, by a promise, render any 

action agreeable or disagreeable, moral or immoral; which, without that act, would have produced 

contrary impressions, or have been endowed with different qualities. It would be absurd, therefore, 

to will any new obligation, that is, any new sentiment of pain or pleasure; nor is it possible, that 

men could naturally fall into so gross an absurdity. A promise, therefore, is naturally something 

altogether unintelligible, nor is there any act of the mind belonging to it.[7] 

 

If any one dissent from this, he must give a regular proof of these two propositions, viz. THAT 

THERE IS A PECULIAR ACT OF THE MIND, ANNEXT TO PROMISES; AND THAT 

CONSEQUENT TO THIS ACT OF THE MIND, THERE ARISES AN INCLINATION TO 

PERFORM, DISTINCT FROM A SENSE OF DUTY. I presume, that it is impossible to prove 

either of these two points; and therefore I venture to conclude that promises are human inventions, 

founded on the necessities and interests of society. 

In order to discover these necessities and interests, we must consider the same qualities of human 

nature, which we have already found to give rise to the preceding laws of society. Men being 

naturally selfish, or endowed only with a confined generosity, they are not easily induced to 

perform any action for the interest of strangers, except with a view to some reciprocal advantage, 

which they had no hope of obtaining but by such a performance. Now as it frequently happens, 

that these mutual performances cannot be finished at the same instant, it is necessary, that one 

party be contented to remain in uncertainty, and depend upon the gratitude of the other for a return 

of kindness. But so much corruption is there among men, that, generally speaking, this becomes 

but a slender security; and as the benefactor is here supposed to bestow his favours with a view to 

self-interest, this both takes off from the obligation, and sets an example to selfishness, which is 

the true mother of ingratitude. Were we, therefore, to follow the natural course of our passions and 

inclinations, we should perform but few actions for the advantage of others, from distinterested 

views; because we are naturally very limited in our kindness and affection: And we should perform 

as few of that kind, out of a regard to interest; because we cannot depend upon their gratitude. 

Here then is the mutual commerce of good offices in a manner lost among mankind, and every one 

reduced to his own skill and industry for his well-being and subsistence. The invention of the law 
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of nature, concerning the stability of possession, has already rendered men tolerable to each other; 

that of the transference of property and possession by consent has begun to render them mutually 

advantageous: But still these laws of nature, however strictly observed, are not sufficient to render 

them so serviceable to each other, as by nature they are fitted to become. Though possession be 

stable, men may often reap but small advantage from it, while they are possessed of a greater 

quantity of any species of goods than they have occasion for, and at the same time suffer by the 

want of others. The transference of property, which is the proper remedy for this inconvenience, 

cannot remedy it entirely; because it can only take place with regard to such objects as are present 

and individual, but not to such as are absent or general. One cannot transfer the property of a 

particular house, twenty leagues distant; because the consent cannot be attended with delivery, 

which is a requisite circumstance. Neither can one transfer the property of ten bushels of corn, or 

five hogsheads of wine, by the mere expression and consent; because these are only general terms, 

and have no direct relation to any particular heap of corn, or barrels of wine. Besides, the commerce 

of mankind is not confined to the barter of commodities, but may extend to services and actions, 

which we may exchange to our mutual interest and advantage. Your corn is ripe to-day; mine will 

be so tomorrow. It is profitable for us both, that I should labour with you to-day, and that you 

should aid me to-morrow. I have no kindness for you, and know you have as little for me. I will 

not, therefore, take any pains upon your account; and should I labour with you upon my own 

account, in expectation of a return, I know I should be disappointed, and that I should in vain 

depend upon your gratitude. Here then I leave you to labour alone: You treat me in the same 

manner. The seasons change; and both of us lose our harvests for want of mutual confidence and 

security. … 

 
 


