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INTRODUCTION

DAVID HUME’S CAREER was in most respects unusually fortunate. Rarely has there been a more admirable congruence of aspiration and achievement, of personal endowment and outward circumstance. Even occasional disappointments, such as his failure to secure a university professorship, usually served to preserve in him the unremitting independence of mind and breadth of interest which are among his most salient characteristics.

Hume’s qualities both as a philosopher and as a man have not always been given their due. Among the orthodox and liberals alike, the detestation of his ideas spread also to his person. Thomas Jefferson, who with better understanding might have discovered in Hume much to admire, spoke of him contemptuously as “the great apostle of toryism … this degenerate son of science, this traitor to his fellow men.” Others, less vehement, found him “curiously cool” and complacent, more eager to raise doubts concerning the ground of virtue than to sing its praises. Even his natural tendency toward corpulence, which gave rise to the tradition that he was a glutton, somehow seemed to typify the character of a man who was capable of minor vices, but otherwise deficient in the normal complement of human sentiments and passions. In short, there has been perpetuated among his detractors the legend of a person lacking in the high seriousness that ought to characterize a true philosopher: a precocious youth who failed to realize his full promise; a man who, having produced his one original work before the age of thirty, gradually lapsed into a rich, barren, and rather frivolous old age.

What shall be said of this representation of Hume? In the first place, I think we must say that there was a grain of truth in it, although not more. Hume was clearly not a person who felt violently about most things. He was, in a phrase which was used to describe his period but fits Hume much better, a man “more curious than devout.” But precisely because of this, there appears throughout his work a remarkable capacity to distinguish between evidence and inclination. Few men, especially in moral philosophy, have projected their own predilections and preferences so little into their work.

If Hume’s temperament did not incline him to splendid vices or heroic virtues, those who knew him best were all agreed that he was a person not only of rare charm and good humor but also of unusual benevolence and fortitude. Recent research tends increasingly to confirm the fact that Le Bon David belonged, to use his own phrase, to “the party of humanity.”

It is likely that in the end the canny Scotch philosopher has appraised himself as shrewdly as, and certainly more delightfully than, anyone else is likely to do: “I am, or rather was,” he wrote shortly before his death, “(for that is the style I must now use in speaking of myself, which emboldens me the more to speak my sentiments)—I was, I say, a man of mild dispositions, of command of temper, of an open, social, and cheerful humour, capable of attachment, but little susceptible of enmity, and of great moderation in all my passions. Even my love of literary fame, my ruling passion, never soured my temper, notwithstanding my frequent disappointments. My company was not unacceptable to the young and careless as well as to the studious and literary; and as I took a particular pleasure in the company of modest women, I had no reason to be displeased with the reception I met with from them…. I cannot say there is no vanity in making this funeral oration of myself, but I hope it is not a misplaced one; and this is a matter of fact which is easily cleared and ascertained.”

Hume was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 26, 1711. His father was a member of the landed gentry, but not well-to-do. Hence, as a younger son Hume was obliged to choose a career in which he could earn his living. Having “passed through the ordinary course of education with success” he therefore decided to enter into the law. But he soon acquired “an insurmountable aversion to everything but the pursuit of philosophy and general learning.”

After giving up the study of law, he made “a feeble trial” at a merchant’s career. But this, too, proved “unsuitable” to Hume’s tastes and interests. He then went to France, at last determined to enter permanently upon the career of a man of letters.

The perils of such a choice must have seemed great indeed to his family and friends. His mother is reported to have said that “oor Davie’s a fine, good-natured crater, but uncommon wake-minded.” But Hume knew what he was about, and with a prudence as precocious as his rapidly developing intellect, he laid “a plan of life” which from thenceforth he steadily pursued. “I resolved to make a very rigid frugality supply my deficiency of fortune, to maintain unimpaired my independence, and to regard every object as contemptible except the improvement of my talents in literature.” Within three years of his arrival in France, at the age of twenty-six, he had produced his greatest work, the Treatise of Human Nature.

The extent of Hume’s early achievement can only be measured when we recall that the “ordinary course of education” to which he was subjected was largely concerned with the learning of languages. In philosophy he was almost wholly self-educated. Yet, in his mid-twenties, he had already carried nearly a century of British philosophizing to its ultimate conclusion.

Even if he had written nothing else, it is safe to say that Hume’s place in the history of philosophy would still be securely within the first rank. According to Hume himself, the Treatise “fell dead-born from the press,” and his chagrin was such that afterward he could never regard his major work with anything but aversion. In a way this was a pity, for his subsequent writing, although certainly impressive, was on the whole sustained at a somewhat lower intellectual level,*and written in a style more calculated to win immediate recognition. His later style has been justly praised. It is remarkably clear, although somewhat artificial and over-studded with elegant allusions and quotations. At its best, as in certain parts of the Enquiries, there is perhaps no finer philosophical prose in English. But it lacks a certain sparkle and vivacity and that lovable candor which has endeared the earlier Treatise to so many readers.

A volume of Essays on Moral and Political Subjects appeared in 1741, followed by a second edition, as well as by a second volume, in the following year. In 1745 Hume had some hopes of being appointed to a professorship at the University of Edinburgh, but because of the “popular clamour” against him, which he attributed to his “scepticism” and “heterodoxy,” he failed to win the post. He then became tutor for a period to the Marquis of Annandale, a legally declared lunatic. Later he was secretary and judge-advocate to General St. Clair. These appointments were profitable to Hume, and the latter also gave him some opportunity for travel in France and Italy.

In 1748 and 1751, respectively, Hume published the Enquiry Concerning the Human Understanding and the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. The latter work he regarded as “incomparably [his] finest.” These works provide, together with his Dissertation on the Passions—his most perfunctory performance—a less technical redaction of the main doctrines of the Treatise. Yet there are parts of both Enquiries which contain clearer and less equivocal statements of his position than are to be found in analogous portions of the Treatise. Here and there, also, as in the second appendix to the second Enquiry, there is a real advance in doctrine. It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that Hume’s repudiation of the Treatise constitutes a rejection of its basic tenets. He himself seems to have acknowledged this: “The philosophical principles are the same in both, but I was carried away by the heat of youth to publish too precipitously.”

In 1752, Hume was elected librarian of the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh. He retained this post for five years, during which he began work on his History of England. This work occupied him for nearly ten years. The History is no longer widely read, but it greatly added to Hume’s fame and material prosperity during his lifetime, and was regarded as a standard work for many decades. It must be admitted, however, that Hume’s History remained primarily political, both in its theme and in its moral—if it could be said to have one. It is rather disappointing that he who was a distinguished economist, and better qualified than any other historian of his time to grasp the intellectual movements of the periods with which he dealt, should have remained fundamentally without a positive conception of the dynamics of historical evolution, and without a clear grasp of the relation of the history of ideas to the march of social movements. As an historian Hume was, therefore, somewhat conventional and superficial. But only in this part of his work, if we also except his rather mediocre achievement as a literary critic and aesthetician, does Hume fall considerably below the highest rank.



By the age of fifty, Hume was “not only independent but opulent.” Thenceforth his hope was to retire to his native Scotland and “never more set foot out of it.” But in 1763, he went to France, and in 1765, he was appointed secretary to the British Embassy at Paris. His reception in Paris was extremely cordial. For a period he was, indeed, the philosophical idol of the French capital. But, while he enjoyed himself immensely, he was “determined to abandon the fine folks, before they abandon me.”

When Hume returned to England, he brought with him Jean Jacques Rousseau, with whom he subsequently had a famous quarrel. Rousseau, who already had developed symptoms of persecution mania, conceived the fantastic notion that Hume was conspiring against him. Actually, Hume’s motives toward Rousseau were wholly disinterested and benevolent.

In 1769, Hume settled again for the last time in Edinburgh. He occupied himself with polishing his Dialogues on Natural Religion, which were published posthumously, and enjoying the company of his friends. In 1775, he fell ill with the “disorder” from which he died in the following year. Throughout this period he remained in good and even serene spirits. There is a very moving letter from Adam Smith to William Strahan, describing the “behavior of our late excellent friend, Mr. Hume, during his last illness.” There is also a hilarious account by Boswell of a visit during Hume’s last days. Boswell successfully baited him into a discussion of the question of immortality, and was then appalled to discover one who could face the prospect of his own imminent annihilation with complete equanimity. Hume’s death occurred on August 25, 1776.

We are accustomed to regard the centuries directly preceding the eighteenth as the epoch during which the mind of Europe was freed from the intellectual and spiritual bondage of the Middle Ages. This is to a large extent true in the case of the physical sciences and the philosophical speculation which took its cue from physics. But in the sphere of what Hume later called the “sciences of men,” liberation from ancient dogmas came more slowly and haltingly. Man was apparently able to view nature independently and impartially, but not himself. In their thinking about morality and human conduct, most writers, consciously or otherwise, still looked back to Greek and Hebrew sources for enlightenment or authority. Almost without exception they continued to believe unquestioningly in an immutable moral order presided over by a transcendent and benevolent Deity. To be sure, they usually referred to their fundamental moral principles as “laws of nature”—there was good precedent for this, dating back to the Stoics—and they claimed, at least, to discern them, as they also claimed to discern the axioms of Euclid, by pure intellectual insight. But it was no accident that, as many of them insisted, the “light of reason” in human conduct was indistinguishable from the voice of God or—tradition.

The great liberal philosopher, John Locke, provides an excellent illustration of this “cultural lag” of moral and social thought behind the developments in other branches of philosophy and science. Locke is rightly regarded as the father of British Empiricism. His Essay Concerning Human Understanding, although a transitional work, stands as a landmark in the progress toward a scientific conception of knowledge. Yet Locke was quite confident that there were “natural laws” of justice and property inscribed upon the human intellect with the same clarity as the laws of logic and mathematics. And his confidence was buttressed by an unquestioning faith that these laws had behind them also the authority of received religion. In short, however liberalizing may have been his influence, Locke still worked, in his ethics and social philosophy, within the framework of the medieval tradition.

This is not the place to undertake an analysis of the reasons for the comparative failure of Locke’s social philosophy as an intellectual achievement. It must suffice to say that despite this Locke nevertheless succeeded in expressing the attitudes which were becoming increasingly prevalent in his own day. His moral and social philosophy testifies to the growing belief that the moral order is also an order designed to the advantage of man in this world, and that society and its institutions exist solely for the purpose of protecting individuals against the encroachments of others. Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government served to convince generations of men that there are certain inherent rights of man and that just government derives its only sanction from a compact with the governed.



Hume’s achievement was of a different sort. He belonged to an age of criticism in which the empirical method was gradually extended to the study of human affairs. Now the seventeenth century philosophers, even in the sphere of natural philosophy, had overstressed the role of “reason.” It remained for the empirical school, which culminated in Hume, to correct this over-emphasis and to point out that in the sphere of “matters of fact” the ultimate arbiter is observation. “Insight” may give us hypotheses. But since there are no “necessary connections” between matters of fact, any hypothesis remains subject, for its confirmation, to the disclosures of sense experience. There are no self-evident axioms, either in natural science or in the “sciences of man.” So, at least, Hume argued with great brilliance.

But Hume was not content simply to state the empirical method and defend it in general terms. His primary purpose was its application to ethical and social philosophy. His work in these fields was not, of course, wholly without precedent. In some respects he had been anticipated by Hobbes; and recent scholarship has increasingly shown the extent of his debt to his elder contemporary and fellow countryman, Francis Hutcheson. By the time Hume began the composition of the Treatise, therefore, the opening attacks on “rationalism” in ethics had been made. Yet it remained for Hume, deliberately and with the full weight of his powerful critique of knowledge behind him, to push the attack to its ultimate conclusion, and to carry through without faltering the “experimental” approach to human conduct. It was he who established once and for all the right to explore human nature and conduct “experimentally,” uninhibited by the dogmas of the church or the uncritical assumptions of “right reason.” He was frequently mistaken in detail. And, superficially, at least, he was often reactionary with respect to specific political issues. Yet, for all this, Hume’s work remains perhaps the most powerful intellectual solvent in modern ethical and political philosophy.

For some inscrutable reason, Hume’s critics have tended to deny that his psychology and theory of knowledge have any bearing upon his moral and social philosophy. In so doing, they refuse to take seriously his avowed purpose in writing the Treatise, which was “to introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects.” But more important, they have failed to observe that most of his criticisms of other moral philosophies are based explicitly upon doctrines which he had sought to establish at length in the two earlier books of the Treatise. Apart from the latter, much that he says in the ethical parts of that work would appear—as it sometimes does appear in the Enquiry, where his conclusions are stated without reference to the rest of his philosophy—merely dogmatic or ill-considered. As we shall see, not merely his refutations of other ethical theories but also his own ethics show the constant application of his epistemological and psychological doctrines. Much the same is true in the case of his social philosophy. In short, Hume’s ethics and social theories are parts of a general philosophy of human nature. To ignore the latter is to miss the power and sweep of the former.

Historically considered, Hume’s psychology is a modification and blend of the “instinct” psychology of the Moral Sense school of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson and the “mechanistic” psychology of Hobbes. Hume resisted the temptation, which must have been very strong in one who was addicted to the principle of “parsimony” and who had hoped to find “some general quality that naturally operates on the mind,” to reduce human propensities to some single psychological root such as self-love or the will to power. He acknowledges a plurality of “primary passions,” although his list is small. On the whole, however, he was more interested in showing, by means of his principle of association, how the mature and stable sentiments of adult life can be accounted for in terms of a small number of basic drives.

Associationist psychology has been criticized on the grounds both that the principles of association “explain” nothing, and that they invoke non-verifiable “forces” of attraction between ideas. As applied to Hume, these criticisms are misguided in several respects. In the first place, Hume’s association ism represents, historically, nothing more than the empirical approach to mental phenomena. It is the eighteenth century ancestor and counterpart of modern scientific psychology. The associationists generally assumed that there are laws of the mind analogous to the laws of physical bodies; and they supposed that such laws are to be verified only by observation of the ways in which minds actually operate. Secondly, in the case of Hume at least, no mysterious “causal efficacy” is attributed to the association of our ideas. On the contrary, his “principles” of association are simply general statements, supported by what he regarded as unimpugnable evidence, of the ways in which various classes of our ideas and impressions, including the passions, are in fact correlated or, as he put it, “constantly conjoined.” He does not seek to “explain” anything by association, if by this is meant something more than the formulation of verifiable hypotheses concerning the order of occurrence to which certain types of human experience are subject. Thirdly, as we know, Hume much admired and was strongly influenced by “the incomparable Mr. Newton.” But careful reading of Hume’s work does not indicate any crude misconception of so-called “mechanistic” analogies between the operations of physical bodies and the operations of the human mind. What Newton probably suggested to Hume was the possibility of defining the operations of the mind in experiential terms and the possibility of stating the laws governing those operations without reference to “hidden” or non-observable agencies. Newton himself was explicit in his deprecation of non-empirical “hypotheses.” His positive definitions of such conceptions as “force” and “gravitation” are striking in their freedom from any reference to unobservable properties. Similarly, Hume repeatedly rejects any attempt to get “behind” or explain the “reason” for our particular emotional experiences and the objects to which they are addressed. His sole concern is to establish de facto associations among our passions, or between our passions and other impressions and ideas. Any “deeper” explanation, if there is one, he eschews as beyond the scope of the empirical method. Rightly understood, therefore, any constant connection between items of experience would exemplify a principle of association, since principles of association are nothing more than general statements of the tendency of certain classes of psychical phenomena to go together. Finally, Hume’s associationism is commonly accused of being too “atomic.” There is not space to discuss this point fully here. It must suffice to say that Hume, more than most philosophers, was concerned with the relational character of experience. His so-called “atomism” is not intended to deny patterns or “gestalts”; it merely implies that they should be regarded as functions of the relations which hold between their parts.

In any case, whatever we may think of associationism—and certainly it is open to many criticisms—it is important to bear in mind that it is an expression of the belief that the human mind is a natural process whose operations are governed by general laws analogous to, though not identical with, the laws governing the behavior of other natural phenomena. If there were no such laws, thinks Hume, the whole fabric of society, its laws and institutions, would never arise, or, if by a miracle they already existed, would utterly break down. For unless there are laws of behavior, there can be no rules of conduct, no meaningful system of punishments and rewards, no notion of ethical responsibility.

Hume’s classification of the passions is of considerable interest, both in itself and in the light it sheds upon his moral philosophy. In the first place, there are, as we have said, certain basic drives or appetites which are present from birth in every normal person. These are “instinctive” in the sense that they antecede all experience of pleasure and pain. They are also without explicit “objects” or goals; that is to say, they are not initially mediated by beliefs or judgments as to what will or will not satisfy them. “These passions, properly speaking, produce good and evil, and proceed not from them, like the other affections.” What may satisfy them must be learned from experience. Nothing is desirable, therefore, independently of experience. This point is of importance, although often overlooked by Hume’s critics, since it definitely precludes the possibility of interpreting him as a strict psychological hedonist.

The instinctual responses are distinguished from what Hume calls the “secondary” passions. The latter are “founded on pain and pleasure.” This expression is somewhat vague. What he seems usually to mean is that the secondary passions are aroused by antecedent impressions of pleasure and pain. In general he accepts what psychologists now call the “law of effect,” according to which experiences which are antecedently pleasant or painful tend to be attained and preserved or avoided and removed, respectively.

It is worth observing in this connection that Hume uses the term “desire” more accurately and specifically than most moralists have done. According to him, “desire” is not a general term which refers indiscriminately to all forms of passion, whether instinctual or deliberate. He uses it to refer to a specific secondary passion which arises only from the perception or thought of some object which has previously been found to satisfy some instinctual response. Desire thus depends upon (a) a primary impulse, (b) the previous satisfaction of that impulse, and (c) the perception or thought of some object which has afforded that satisfaction. This analysis is important, since it at once emphasizes (a) the dependence of desire upon our basic wants, (b) that particular desires are formed as a consequence of experience which has been found pleasing, and (c) that without such experience our passional life would consist largely of random groping and blind drive.

The modernity of this account of the passional life is striking. It stands in sharp contrast to most previous accounts of purpose according to which the ends of human conduct are fixed and predetermined, and the process of self-realization simply the gradual exfoliation of goals “inherent” in human nature. The contrast between Hume and the Greek philosophers on this score is especially instructive. According to the latter, the process of acquiring purposes is essentially one of maturation—like the development of a flower. For Hume the process is one of discovering through experience and interaction with the environment those things which are favorable to the individual organism and those which are not.

Hume devotes a very large part of his analysis of the passions to an elaborate treatment of a special group of secondary passions, which arise when actions which have been previously found to be pleasant or painful are also accompanied by ideas involving a reference to a self. These are the passions of “pride” and “humility,” “love” and “hatred.” The importance of these complicated second-order interests in Hume’s moral philosophy has not hitherto been sufficiently noted. Many of his commentators have supposed that Hume’s elaborate treatment of them is little more than a display of his ingenuity in accounting in associationist terms for our more complicated sentiments. But this is far from being true.

Hume’s treatment of self-regarding and other-regarding passions is briefly as follows (we may take pride as the typical illustration): anything which we find agreeable and is, in one way or another, closely related to the self, excites the passion of pride which is itself agreeable and has the self as its object. There is here what he calls a “double” association of impressions and ideas; that is to say, we are proud of whatever is associated in idea with ourselves, if the quality associated is a pleasure, distinct from but resembling the pleasure of pride itself, and associated with it by an association of impressions.

The most important points of Hume’s lengthy analysis of these “indirect passions” are briefly as follows: (a) Any object which is in any way agreeable or disagreeable and is connected in our minds with a person, whether ourself or another, at once generates a favorable or unfavorable response toward that person. Moreover, because of the concurrence of the two associations mentioned above, both our regard or disregard for the person involved—whether ourselves or others—and our feeling toward the related object are mutually reinforced. Those objects which are interesting in themselves become doubly so if connected in our minds with those we like or dislike. (b) “Pride” and “humility,” “love” and “hatred” are used by Hume in a more generic sense than is the case in the common usage of these terms. Moreover, he does not, at the outset, impute through their use any eulogistic or dyslogistic significance to the passions which they name. He employs these terms initially to describe those basic attitudes of attraction and revulsion with which we respond to persons. But since moral sentiment is primarily concerned with questions of character and motive rather than overt action, and since it is concerned with our attitudes toward persons rather than with our attitudes toward objects, it follows that the main preoccupation of the moralist must be with such universal and generic self- or other-regarding attitudes as pride, humility, love and hatred. (c) If Hume’s use of such terms as “pride” is unconventional, still more so is his view of the appraisals which a disinterested person would make of the passions which these terms are taken to signify. Let us consider the passion of pride. Now there are varieties of pride such as vanity and self-conceit which are “over-weening” and “ill-founded.” But there are other varieties which are more properly spoken of simply as “self-value” or the “sense of our own merit.” These give us not only a legitimate pleasure but also “confidence and assurance in all our projects and enterprises.” In either case, however, the only considerations which would affect the moral attitude of a disinterested spectator toward any given specimen of “pride” would be its agreeableness or utility to the persons affected by it. If “conceit” is sometimes vicious, the evil lies in the fact that it is directly or indirectly “disagreeable.” But “nothing can be more laudable than to have a value for ourselves” when we really have qualities that are useful or agreeable, and therefore nothing is better entitled to the name of “virtue.” Humility, on the other hand, is a “monkish virtue” which, being disagreeable both in itself and in its effects, can give no pleasure to a well-disposed mind. Like Spinoza, Hume rejects the catalogue of virtues which makes a fetish of humiliation, remorse, and a sense of weakness and impotence.

One more point: Hume, in his quiet way, has sought to restore a more truly humane appraisal of our sentiments than has sometimes prevailed in traditional Christian morality. But he accomplishes this without falling into the pitfalls which have attended most of the “transvaluations of values” which have been attempted by moral iconoclasts from Spinoza to Nietzsche. Hume attempts to humanize morality; he nowhere preaches egoism or the will to power as a way of life. Neither in his psychology nor in his ethics does he fall into one-sided conceptions of the nature of man or the good life. He has revised the catalogue of virtues to make a legitimate place for self-esteem and self-regard; but he has not removed from the list the qualities of love and benevolence.

Let us now consider Hume’s much discussed theory of sympathy. At the outset an important ambiguity is to be noted. In the Enquiry the word “sympathy” is used as a synonym for “benevolence” or the sentiment of “humanity.” In the Treatise, “sympathy” usually refers to a particular mode of association whereby we come to have sympathetic emotions for others. In the latter sense, there is no distinctive emotion of “sympathy”; indeed, so regarded, an emotion of sympathy would not make sense. Any emotion is sympathetic insofar as it is an emotion aroused by the perception or imagination of similar feelings in others. There can be in principle sympathetic love, sympathetic hatred, sympathetic jealousy, sympathetic pride.

In what follows we shall be concerned only with “sympathy” in the latter sense. It should be pointed out, however, that this shift in usage does not necessarily indicate a change in doctrine, as has sometimes been assumed. It is also often held that Hume’s theory of sympathy presupposes that all men are alike and that the same things that produce pleasure or pain in one person also produce it in another. But clearly this is a mistake. Sympathy is a cause of common attitudes—not an effect. We sympathize with those we imagine or believe to be like ourselves, and this no doubt makes for mutual and common interests. But it might be that others did not have the feelings we impute to them. We sympathize also with “dumb animals” (sic); and yet it is doubtful whether their sentiments resemble our own, or indeed, whether they actually “experience” such sentiments at all. The point is that my sympathy has nothing necessarily to do with what you may be feeling, but only with what you appear to me to feel. If we recall what goes on at the theatre, the point will be sufficiently clear. Finally, Hume’s theory of sympathy is not an attempt to account for such sentiments as pity in terms of an egoistic psychology. Such a view might be attributed to Hobbes or possibly Adam Smith, but not to Hume. Both in the Treatise and in the Enquiry, other-regarding attitudes are held to be instinctual. Moreover, no one has ever given a more devastating analysis of the confusions inherent in psychological egoism than Hume himself in the second appendix to the Enquiry. Indeed, Hume is so far from holding that all men are egoists that according to him they are in some respects not egoistical enough! According to Hume’s shrewd appraisal of human nature, man’s fate is plagued as much by stupidity, fanaticism, and quixotic philanthropy, as by overweening self-love.

Hume’s doctrine of sympathy is sufficiently simple. Its underlying premise is that our response to other persons is determined by our observation of their bodily behavior. When we perceive any action in another person similar to one which we have encountered in our own lives, we are led by an association of ideas to form an idea of those emotions which were previously correlated with similar action in our own past experience. This idea is transformed into an impression, that is, an actual passion, by a second association with our impression of “ourselves.” This association of the idea of the emotion with our own egos, however, does not direct the emotion to ourselves; rather it simply gives additional force to the emotion. Hume is quite explicit on this point. In short, we feel for and with those beings whose behavior is similar to our own; our feelings are merely reinforced by their association with our awareness of self.

Now sympathetic emotion is strongest in relation to those who most nearly resemble ourselves, weakest in relation to those who seem most dissimilar. Thus the more we come to understand the common fate of our fellow beings and see through the superficial differences of manners, race, or language, the more extensive will be our capacity for sympathetic feeling. But it requires education and imaginative insight into the common character of human behavior and feeling to overcome the universal tendency toward clannishness and “limited benevolence.”

It is through sympathy, also, that our passions are aroused toward our own long range “interests.” It is not enough that we should be able to plan ahead or to anticipate our future needs. If we were unable sympathetically to feel ourselves into that future for which we plan, we would never be able to act providently, however prudent our plans.

What Hume is emphasizing in his doctrine of sympathy is that man is pre-eminently a social being, not in the sense of being altruistic or in the sense that the fulfillment of his wants requires the aid of others, but in the more important sense that whatever others do, their joys and sorrows, loves and hates, have an immediate and continuous impact upon our own sentiments. It is this capacity for reciprocity of feeling which renders possible a common moral life.

We come now to perhaps the most crucial of all Hume’s psychological theories. This is his famous—or infamous—doctrine that “reason is the slave of the passions.”

Since the time of the Greeks, there has been a universal tendency to over-intellectualize man’s psychology. The discovery of reason was perhaps the supreme achievement of Greece. But it was not enough for the Greeks and their followers to stress the cognitive employment of reason. They also conceived it as the opponent and potential master of the appetites. In short, the function of reason was not merely to understand but also to order the “lower” faculties of appetite and will in the light of the true ideal for man, which was itself an ideal of disinterested contemplation or thought.

This doctrine of the psychological and moral supremacy of reason in the sphere of conduct was the standard view until the time of Hume—in many quarters it has remained so. It has been expressed in many ways. One of these, which goes back to the Stoics, is that there exist certain eternal “laws of nature” concerning human conduct, the rational apprehension of which should be sufficient to direct conduct in the line of duty and righteousness. It was in this form that the doctrine was usually expressed by Hume’s predecessors.

Let us turn to Hume’s criticisms. Reason, according to Hume, is the faculty of understanding or knowledge. But knowledge is one thing; to be moved by that knowledge to act is something else. It is a mere confusion to attribute to reason the motivating power which belongs to other faculties, just as it would be a confusion to say that we see with our ears, or smell with our stomachs. It follows that what we know will leave us wholly indifferent unless that knowledge happens to shed light upon some end in which we have an interest. But interests are functions of our passions, and not of reason alone. In short, no knowledge can move us unless it is related to some end; and there can be no end apart from some want which would be satisfied by achieving it. For example, reason instructs us that meat is nourishing. But unless we are hungry it will not serve us as food. We may know that justice is necessary to the order and stability of society. But unless there is some concern on our part for a stable society, that knowledge will have no effect upon our conduct.

All purpose, then, presupposes some purely instinctual response for which no reason can be given. Hence nothing can “oppose” one passion but another passion. Reason can show us the probable consequences of allowing a certain impulse to dominate our lives. But reason alone cannot inhibit that impulse. It can direct; it can throw light on possible sources of our happiness or misery; but the final choice of goals is a function of the passions.

Our passions themselves, as Hume says, are “original existences”; they know nothing, are meaningless, and hence neither true nor false. The heart, in short, has no “reasons” of its own, any more than the reason has independent purposes of its own. Conversely, “nothing can be contrary to truth or reason, except what has a reference to it, and the judgments of our understanding only have this reference.” Strictly speaking, then, it is nonsensical to speak of a passion as “unreasonable.” To be sure, passions may be directed toward illusory objects; but then it is not the “fault” of the passions that this is so, but rather, of the understanding which directs them. “It is not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger.”

It must be emphasized, however, that Hume is not an irrationalist. Reason may, in a very definite sense, be the “slave of the passions.” It is not, as Professor John Laird reminds us, necessarily their dupe. Hume never attributes to our feelings the capacities of the understanding. If reason cannot act independently, no more can the passions think. In this respect, he differs not only from the Romantics of the following century, but also from the Moral Sense school of his own period. To feel moral approbation, from Hume’s point of view, is not the same thing as to perceive moral truth. If “moral judgment” were, in fact, nothing but an expression of moral approval or sentiment, then it would not be properly speaking a judgment at all, but merely an emotional by-product and sign of benevolence. Whether this was Hume’s theory regarding moral judgment is a question which we shall have presently to consider. In any case, if reason’s wings were cut by Hume, he never denied its authority in the sphere of knowledge.

Moreover, in speaking of reason as “slave,” Hume was overstating his own position. Its influence is “oblique,” but nonetheless real. Its function is to “mediate” between the passions and their goals. The passions themselves are blind. Only the understanding can shed light on possible objects for their satisfaction or the means by which such objects may be realized. Thus human nature is “composed of two principal parts, which are requisite in all its actions, the affections and the understanding,” and “the blind motions of the former, without the direction of the latter, incapacitate men for society.”

Hume’s doctrine regarding the “influencing motives of the will” may be summarized in a parody of a famous dictum of Kant: “reason without passion is powerless; passion without reason is blind.” So conceived, Hume’s position is not wholly revolutionary. It is merely an attempt to define and distinguish more clearly than had previously been done the characteristic functions and interrelations of reason and passion. Nevertheless, the consequences of his teaching for moral philosophy generally were of far-reaching influence.

One further consequence of his psychology remains to be considered, because of its important bearing upon the time-honored problem of free-will and moral responsibility. It might be supposed that the philosopher who had demonstrated the absence of any necessary connections in the order of events would side with the proponents of indeterminism and “free” will. But such is not the case. Hume was concerned to show that indeterminism with respect to the will is incompatible with moral responsibility, and that freedom in conduct means only freedom from external compulsions. A man is at “liberty” when he can do what he pleases. But this has nothing whatever to do with the question whether there are determinate causes of volition.

No one has ever stated more clearly than Hume many of the confusions in which the free-will problem in ethics is imbedded. He begins by pointing out that experience discloses uniformity in human conduct as well as in other spheres. It is evident, he thinks, that “our actions have a constant conjunction with our motives, tempers, and circumstances.” “Liberty” in the sense of absence of cause is thus contrary both to experience and to those principles which are believed by all to underlie the order of nature. As a matter of fact, no one denies that the conduct of other persons is to be accounted for in causal terms; one merely “feels” himself to be unconstrained, and hence the exception to the rule.

Why, then, do we suppose ourselves to be free from causal determination? In the first place, we confuse “force” with causal connection. Secondly, because we often experience no sense of constraint in pursuing our ends, we mistakenly imagine that this implies absence of cause. But this does not follow, if we bear in mind that the experience of “force” is not the same thing as causal necessity. “We feel that our actions are subject to our will on most occasions and imagine that the will itself is subject to nothing.” But the absence of a feeling of constraint proves nothing, and it has nothing to do with the question whether there are causes which determine the will to act as it does.

Hume is not content to let the matter rest here. He goes on, as usual, to carry the argument into his opponents’ camp by showing, not only that they are confused, but also that their doctrine is incompatible with their own notions of morality and religion. “It is indeed certain that all human laws are founded on rewards and punishments, it is supposed as a fundamental principle that these motives have an influence on the mind, and both produce the good and prevent the evil actions.” This applies also to divine laws. Moreover, we bestow moral praise and blame only upon those whom we believe to be responsible for their acts, that is, to those whose conduct stems from something “durable and constant” in themselves. When this is not the case, as in the instance of an evil act committed by misadvertence, we regard the individual as unfortunate but not wicked or immoral.

The point is, then, that actions are regarded as moral or immoralxxvi—as distinct from merely good or evil—only if they have a motive. If the act performed is deliberately chosen, the individual is said to be morally responsible; if not, not. We do not inquire, however, whether the motive itself was caused, for this is quite irrelevant to our question.

We come now to Hume’s ethical doctrines. Before considering them, it is well to remind ourselves once more that Hume’s ethical position is a direct outcome of his theory of knowledge and his psychology. As we will see, his arguments against the ethical “intuitionists” and “rationalists” depends altogether upon these foundational aspects of his philosophy.

Hume’s ethics was never adequately formulated in any single one of his writings. The Treatise, which contains his profounder and subtler analyses of ethical questions, is often veiled and indecisive as to the ultimate issue. One who sought to determine Hume’s final position from the Treatise alone would find himself in difficulty from the outset. In this respect, the Enquiry is much clearer. There his position is much more sharply defined. But the Enquiry is a rather facile and elegant work, much less analytical and disputatious than the Treatise. Hence it is less satisfactory to anyone seeking the reasons lying behind Hume’s rejection of alternative views. In trying to form an adequate conception of Hume’s position, therefore, we must work back and forth between the two works. We will draw most of our conclusions concerning Hume’s ethics from the Enquiry. The reasons lying behind them are usually to be found in the Treatise.

This raises a question as to possible differences of doctrine between the two works. It is the view of the present writer that there is no radical difference between the two on any essential point. There are differences of emphasis, to be sure, and minor differences in formulation. But these do not imply necessarily any basic theoretical change of view. Such differences as do exist may be stated in the following way: At the time of the writing of the Treatise, Hume was much more concerned with the refutation of his opponents’ philosophies than with a clear and unequivocal statement of his own positive position in ethics. In that work, for example, he appears to vacillate somewhat with respect to the nature and status of moral judgment, sometimes taking a line which would seem to deny any cognitive import to it, and sometimes not. In the Enquiry, his vacillation in this matter largely disappears, and he makes unmistakably clear in that work that he does not consider moral arguments to consist merely in attempts and counter-attempts to influence the wills of others. Also, he states much more clearly there the relation of his (broadly speaking) utilitarian theory of value to his moral theory, which is, in many important respects, not utilitarian.*

The primary problem in interpreting Hume’s ethics can be stated in the following way: If good and evil generally are to be construed in terms of what is “useful or agreeable to ourselves or others,” then it would seem to follow that the criterion for judging all moral conduct would be something like the greatest happiness principle, according to which the only relevant consideration is the amount of pleasure or pain that results from a given act. This is the usual utilitarian position, according to which moral judgments are concerned solely with the beneficial or ill consequences of conduct. But if so, then motives also must be judged good or bad solely in relation to their consequences. This corollary, however, violates a cardinal principle of enlightened morality, namely, that acts are morally good or bad if and only if their motives are such; it is a good will which qualifies an act as virtuous and not vice versa. Moreover, when we judge a man as morally responsible, and hence as subject to moral praise or blame, our primary concern is with his intentions and not with their consequences. If his purpose can be shown to be blameless or praiseworthy, then he is held to be morally innocent or virtuous, even though the effects of his conduct be unhappy. Thus we seem forced to deny, with respect to moral goodness and virtue at least, that ill or beneficial consequences have anything intrinsically to do with moral judgments whatever. In short, Hume seems on the one hand to hold with Mill in judging the value of conduct in terms of its useful or agreeable consequences. But he seems also to hold with Kant in maintaining that nothing is morally good save a good will.

Now in the first place it must be pointed out that there is no a priori reason why moral goodness and mere goodness or value in general should mean the same thing. Certainly we all regard many things as good to which we would never think of ascribing moral goodness or virtue: sunshine, for example. It is increasingly recognized that what Ogden and Richards have aptly called the “one and only one meaning fallacy” applies to ethical as well as to other terms. Nevertheless, morality is in some way concerned with values, and any ethical theory according to which moral goodness or virtue had nothing whatever to do with other values would be considered not merely incomplete, but also incompetent. Hence, while it is not logically impossible to be a “utilitarian” with respect to values and an “intentionalist” with respect to virtue, still this does not absolve a person who should hold such a position from showing the positive relations between morality and happiness which we all believe to exist. It is Hume’s task to show how morality and happiness are related without reducing the former to a system of judgments which are concerned solely with the beneficial or ill consequences of conduct, and without, on the other hand, denying that values are to be construed in terms of what is useful or agreeable.

But before turning to this positive side of Hume’s ethics, we must consider his criticisms of the major alternative ethical theories of his predecessors. Here we will find him as trenchant and incisive as he always is in criticism.

His first problem is to dispose of those types of ethical theory which deny any intrinsic connection between moral attributes and human attitudes and feelings. Such theories usually regard moral truths as somehow grounded objectively in “nature” or “reality” on the one hand, or in such purely cognitive terms as “consistency” or “knowledge” on the other.

Prior to Hume it had been widely held that “goodness” is identical either with “reality” itself, or else with some pervasive non-human characteristic of things, such as “order,” “normality” or “perfection.” And moral propositions were regarded as judgments concerning the “eternal fitness” or “the natural order of things.” Similar views were held by the Stoics, and by many of the scholastic followers of Aristotle; and they were widely entertained by the “Cambridge Platonists,” a school which flourished in England during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was also substantially the position of Hume’s great predecessor, George Berkeley. Berkeley maintained that, although it was “natural” for men to pursue their own happiness, this could come only from strict obedience to God. “Conformity to His will,” said Berkeley, “is the sole rule whereby every man who acts up to the principles of reason must govern and square his actions. These rules are also ‘eternal rules of reason’ which necessarily result from the nature of things, and may be demonstrated by the infallible rules of reason.” This is the view of the philosopher who had argued that “It is evident to anyone who takes a survey of the objects of human knowledge that they are ideas actually imprinted on the senses; or else such as are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind; or lastly, ideas formed by the help of imagination—either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived in the aforesaid ways.” But, in a word, it is the consistent application of this very theory of knowledge which lies at the basis of Hume’s rejection of just such ethical theories as Berkeley propounded.

Hume’s objections to such “non-naturalistic” theories, as they are often called, may be grouped under two main heads: (1) arguments from the function or purpose of moral judgments, (2) arguments from the theory of knowledge.

(1) Hume drops a remark in the opening paragraph of Section I of Book III of the Treatise which may appear to be merely the innocuous commonplace, the sort of thing with which authors usually begin a prolonged inquiry: “Morality is a subject that interests us above all others: We fancy the peace of society to be at stake in every decision concerning it; and it is evident that this concern must make our speculation appear more real and solid than where the subject is, in great measure, indifferent to us.” This might well seem nothing more than a casual bit of edification designed to impress the reader sufficiently so that he will stay awake until the author has warmed up to his task and the serious discussion begins. Not so with Hume. Actually, this statement contains in germ one of his two main reasons for rejecting ethical theories which are “derived from reason.”

Morals is a subject about which no one is indifferent. Its judgments, therefore, are not merely answers to questions of idle curiosity or speculation. They are “supposed to influence our passions and actions.” This is confirmed by “common experience which informs us that men are often governed by their duties, and are deterred from some actions by the opinion of injustice and impelled to others by that of obligation.” This being so, we may assume that no analysis of ethical judgments and ethical terms can possibly be adequate which involves no reference either explicitly or implicitly to the springs of human action, i.e., the passions. “An active principle can never be founded on an inactive….” We must, therefore, reject such purely intellectual criteria as “rationality,” or “consistency,” as inadequate, since they fail to account for the “magnetism” of moral judgments. This does not mean, of course, that “rationality” and “consistency” are not good things. It means simply that “moral distinctions” cannot be analyzed in terms of them alone.

Hume’s argument can be stated in another and perhaps more striking way. We assume that no person can be held morally responsible for actions which he did not willingly perform. We do not address such judgments as “killing is wrong” to cyclones, not merely because they do not understand, but because the disasters wrought by storms are involuntary. In short, we regard only responsible beings as moral or immoral. But, as we have seen, responsibility presupposes a motive for or interest in any act for which a person is held responsible. If this is so, the very notions of “moral” and “immoral” involve a reference to feeling or sentiment; and every moral judgment states or implies such a reference.

This argument cuts even deeper than we have hitherto suggested. It disqualifies all purely “rationalistic” theories, such as that of Kant. But it also disqualifies those “metaphysical” or “theological” theories which set up “order,” “naturalness,” “perfection,” “reality” or “the will of God” as the criteria of moral goodness or virtue. Indeed, it disqualifies all theories whatever which, in the last analysis, deny that moral categories are to be construed in terms of human feeling or interest, and that moral judgments involve an inherent reference to the passions. In brief, conduct, which is the sole interest of morals, is concerned with ends; but there can be no end apart from passion.

(2) Hume also raises questions which are of crucial importance concerning the method according to which ethical judgments are to be verified or known. As an empiricist, he is committed to three all-important principles: (a) that no judgment of matters of fact is ever certain, (b) that the evidence for such judgments is grounded in experience alone, (c) that any “true” proposition for which certainty or necessity is claimed must be a statement merely concerning “relations of ideas,” i.e., it has nothing whatever to do with matters of fact.



These canons, for the empiricist, are applicable to all statements whatsoever. It follows from this that there can be no necessary moral principles which are not also merely statements about the relations of our ideas. This consideration rules out all systems of ethics which claim that there are universal and necessary truths concerning conduct. But it also invalidates those systems according to which moral truths involve a reference to trans-empirical factors which could never be confirmed by experience. Thus, for example, theories which would claim that “killing is wrong” because killing goes against the will of God, or because of some supposedly non-natural quality inherent in the act of killing, must be ruled out as incapable of verification.

In general, two main criteria for any adequate account of ethical judgments emerge from these analyses. First, moral judgments are dynamic, i.e., they influence conduct. They involve, therefore, at least implicitly, some reference to the passions which alone are the “springs of action.” All moral suasion has its roots in our sentiments, our concern for the satisfaction of our own passions, or, through sympathy, for that of other persons. The other criterion is that any ethical term must have an observable signification, and that any ethical judgment must be capable of an empirical verification. Otherwise we literally know not what we say, nor whether what we say is true.

Now the difficulty with Hume’s attack on non-naturalistic ethical theories is that it seems at first to prove too much. And in the Treatise—though not in the Enquiry—there are indications that Hume has fallen, at least temporarily, into certain positions which appear to be scarcely more tenable than the views which he has attacked. One of these may be characterized as “egoistic approbationism.” According to this view, when an individual pronounces an act to be virtuous, he means nothing but that he himself approves it. At one point, Hume expresses this view in so many words. The other view, even more extreme, is what has come to be called the “emotive theory” of ethics. According to this view, ethical judgments are descriptively meaningless. They are, presumably like ejaculations and exclamations, merely expressions of feeling. To say that “this is good” is, on this theory, merely to give vent to one’s feelings of approval toward it, but not to say anything significant about it.

In the earlier sections of Book III of the Treatise, Hume unquestionably does suggest both of these views. But I think that neither of them can be said to represent his considered position. In the first place, Hume again and again insists that moral judgments possess a stability, impartiality, and universality which would be highly unlikely if every moral judgment merely referred to or expressed the approval of the judger toward an act. Our individual sentiments of praise or blame, he agrees, are variable, “according to our situation of nearness or remoteness with regard to the person blamed or praised, and according to the present disposition of our mind.” But this variability does not affect our general view of human conduct. In considering the moral character of any person or act, we adopt the convention of a benevolent impartial spectator; and our expressions of moral praise or blame are expressions of what such a spectator would approve or disapprove rather than what we ourselves actually do feel. Hume speaks of this convention as a way of “correcting our sentiments.”

Secondly, Hume insists upon what he calls the “reality of moral distinctions,” in explicit contradistinction to those “disingenuous” sceptics and cynics who deny that morality has any real basis whatever. It is not, he thinks, “conceivable that any human creature could ever seriously believe that all characters and actions were alike entitled to the affection and regard of every one.”

Thirdly, not only do we dispute on occasion concerning the moral qualities of an act or character; we also regard such controversy as cognitively significant. But if moral judgments were merely expressions or statements of personal approval and disapproval, then moral disputes would be meaningless or pointless or both.

Hume’s ethical system thus skirts, without actually falling into, the difficulties of egoistic or sentimental relativism or the so-called “emotive theory” of ethical judgments. In the Treatise, at least, there are also suggestions of still another view which has sometimes been held to represent his mature position. This is the so-called “Moral Sense” theory. In combatting the rationalists, Hume’s predecessors, Shaftesbury and Hutcheson, were led to adopt the view that there is a special moral sense analogous to vision or hearing. This view, formally at least, implies that there is a distinctive moral quality, analogous to red, the perception of which supposedly arouses sentiments of approval toward those things which possess it.



Actually, the Moral Sense theory was transitional, and its main historical importance lay in its very trenchant attack on non-naturalistic ethics, to which Hume’s own arguments owe much. Now Hume adopted the terminology of this school in the section of the Treatise entitled “Moral Distinctions derived from a Moral Sense.” But careful reading of this section, as well as other parts of the Treatise and particularly the Enquiry, shows that he did not actually maintain that there is a special cognitive sense through which certain distinctive qualities, which we call “moral,” are apprehended. On the contrary, his view, as we shall see, asserts that it is only when a character or act is considered in relation to a certain kind of feeling or sentiment that we properly “denominate” it as morally good or evil. Indeed, the greater part of his attack on the rationalists, as well as many definite statements which he makes elsewhere in the Treatise and the Enquiry, are clearly incompatible with the Moral Sense theory.

We turn now to one of the most distinctive characteristics of Hume’s ethics. Hume’s general theory of value is, broadly speaking, hedonistic and utilitarian. “Whatever is valuable in any kind, so naturally classes itself under the division of useful or agreeable, the utile or the dulce, that it is not easy to imagine why we should ever seek further or consider the question as a matter of nice research or inquiry.”

But a theory of value is one thing, and a theory of morals is something else. Granted that, on the whole, the moral is closely related to the good, and that what tends to produce the greatest good in a given situation is usually moral in fact, it is a serious mistake to identify moral goodness, as the utilitarians maintained, with whatever conforms to the so-called greatest happiness principle. In pronouncing a moral judgment, according to Hume, we do not look to the consequences of an act, but to the motives or character of him who performs it. In short, morality is mainly concerned with questions of virtuous character rather than questions of good behavior. This is confirmed when we consider the question of ethical responsibility. We hold men innocent of “crimes” committed inadvertently. We continue to hold men “virtuous” who, out of benevolent motives, nevertheless bring about a tragic result. Literature is full of such characters, none of whom do we condemn. The ethics of Christianity is regarded as superior to Hebraic or Greek ethics precisely on this point. In this respect, then, Hume tends to hold with Kant that nothing is morally good or virtuous but a “good will.”

Unlike Kant, Hume remains a naturalist. Moral sentiment for him is an outgrowth of natural human fellow-feeling, extended by sympathy, and “corrected” and “stabilized” by convention and habit. But he is not content to rest his case with the insistence that there can be no morally virtuous action without a benevolent motive. There still remains the fact that many individuals are evidently impelled solely by a “sense of duty,” which, he recognizes, is different from moral sentiment. This Hume must still explain if his ethical theory is to contain an adequate account of obligation. It is here, perhaps, where Hume is at his subtlest and most interesting.

Now, it is an “undoubted maxim” of ethics that “no action can be virtuous or morally good unless there be in human nature some motive to produce it, distinct from the sense of its morality.” To suppose otherwise is to involve ourselves in a vicious regress, since every virtuous act presupposes a virtuous motive. Hume is here distinguishing between a moral or virtuous motive and a motive whose purpose is “a regard for virtue.” This is not a quibble. A virtuous motive is, briefly, a benevolent motive. A regard for virtue is a regard either for the approval of a virtuous or moral person or for the maxims which such a person would approve. The latter is what we call “the sense of duty” or, perhaps, “conscience.”

But is Hume entitled to hold that there is such a thing as the sense of duty? He is. He has nowhere argued that there are not derivative sentiments whose sole concern is a regard for virtue or duty. A person who acts from such a motive may be a formalist, and his motive may not be itself morally virtuous. Nevertheless, the sense of duty is not an illusion; nor is it unimportant in human conduct.

Hume’s explanation of the emergence of the sense of duty or obligation is based upon the principles of association. Suppose an act is originally performed for some ulterior end. In time, a part of our feeling is transferred to the act itself, and we come to regard it as worth doing, independently of its result. Or, again, suppose we at first regard a certain type of action as the sign of a certain kind of motive. Gradually we will transfer our approval from the motive of which it is a manifestation to the act itself. It is in this way that we build upon compulsive conscientious objections to certain types of behavior whose original, perhaps moral, function we may have quite forgotten. In this way, Hume is affirming the much discussed and newly rediscovered principle of the “autonomy of motives,” and applying it to the very important psychological phenomenon of conscience or the “sense of duty.” But, to conclude, “though, on some occasions, a person may perform an action merely out of a regard to its moral obligation, yet still this supposes in human nature some distinct principles of producing the action, and whose moral beauty rendered the action meritorious.”

Hume’s ethics thus achieves a subtle and delicate balance between rationalistic and empirical, universalistic and relativistic, objectivistic and subjectivistic, intentional and utilitarian ethics. In this lies its distinctive merit and persuasiveness. Let us state briefly what this balance is: (a) Hume agrees with the rationalist that ethical distinctions are real and independent of the fluctuations of our momentary and local feelings. Moral judgments are not merely expressions of our approval and disapproval; they have descriptive meaning and are capable of truth and falsity; nevertheless they are empirical and hence corrigible. (b) Moral distinctions have a certain objectivity and universality in the sense that they refer to what an impartial and benevolent spectator would approve, and not necessarily to what most of us in fact do approve; but there is, even in the doctrine of the impartial spectator, a reference to sentiment; moreover, apart from our own concern for morality and its effects—we are all, according to Hume, at least potentially capable of disinterested benevolence—there would be no obligation on our part to act in accordance with the supposed sentiments of such a being. Indeed, apart from our interests, the phenomena of morality and moral judgments would have no human application. (c) Hume agrees with the intentionalist that the application of such terms as “moral” and “virtuous” is limited to motives, and does not properly apply to acts save as signs of certain motives; but his theory of value is hedonistic and utilitarian. Moral values are values because they are useful or pleasing to ourselves or others; they are moral because they are objects of disinterested approval or benevolence; and, since the concern of moral sentiment is solely with human well-being, every human value is, at least potentially, of interest to morality.



The main outlines of Hume’s ethics are now, perhaps, reasonably clear. We have still to consider his important treatment of what he calls “artificial virtues.” Our present concern is no longer with his analysis of “moral distinctions” but with the conclusions to which he is led with respect to the value and moral justification of actual civic virtues. In order to understand the importance of Hume’s argument, however, we must bear in mind that he has denied that there is any value save what is useful or agreeable to ourselves or others, and that there can be, at least initially, no obligation without at least some implicit concern for the end to which the obligatory act is addressed. At the same time, although he sharply opposes the egoistic theory of Hobbes, he holds that there is no purely instinctive “love of mankind” or society “merely as such.” Hence it is not possible for him merely to fall back on the view of the “sentimentalists,” that the basis of obligation is simply man’s instinctive good-will toward his fellows. In short, Hume seems to be faced with a dilemma: he cannot account for our duties to society and its laws of justice on non-naturalistic grounds without destroying the whole basis of his ethics; and yet he cannot accept the two main naturalistic alternatives which had hitherto been propounded by Hobbes on the one hand, and the Moral Sense school on the other. Nor, as we shall see, can he agree with such writers as Locke, who argue that our social obligations rest upon a social contract. Hume escapes from these difficulties in the following way.

The rules of society, its customs and precepts, as well as its more formally established laws, are “artificial” in the sense that they are not objects of any inherent and natural sentiment. To be sure they are rooted in human nature in the same sense as is the love of tobacco or the preference for brunettes. But no one would speak of the latter as “natural” in the same sense that hunger or the sexual impulse is natural. Without human instincts society would not exist. But human instincts alone are not sufficient to account for the complicated social adjustments which man is required to make. At this point Hume introduces a concept which has been increasingly emphasized in ethics and social philosophy generally, namely, “convention.”



Before proceeding, however, we must be careful to distinguish, as Hume himself is not always at sufficient pains to do, the reasons which actually induce people to perform socially obligatory acts, and those which ought to induce them to do so. Hume’s account of both the “natural” and “moral” obligation to acts of justice involves a reference to “conventions.”

Consider, following his example, two rowers of a boat who pull the oars together. They do not give promises to one another; nor do they explicitly establish a rule with a view to mutual advantage. They find themselves, by a kind of tacit agreement, rowing together at a certain rate. Again, the duties of a household are not, as a rule, deliberately laid down in advance with a view to common convenience and happiness. Like Topsy, they just grow. Similarly, laws of justice, which determine most of our obligations to other members of society, as Hume said, arise gradually, and acquire force by a slow progression and by our repeated inconveniences in transgressing them. Hume also suggests the interesting comparison of the gradual development of laws of society and the sense of interest which binds us to them, with the growth of languages and the development of a sense of language which is “offended” by breaches of common usage. Only in cases of conflict of interest or indecision do we ask for the justification of social rules and customs or our obligations to adhere to them. For the most part we adhere to them without question and accept implicitly their utility or value.

There is another point to be remarked upon before we consider Hume’s view of the moral justification of justice and the restraints which its laws impose. Hume holds that any morally good act is one which, in the last analysis, would be approved by an impartial spectator as useful or agreeable to ourselves or others. But it is not to be supposed that in our actual reasoning concerning our conduct toward society this question is usually raised. We do what we do from a variety of motives: particular passions, self-interest, “the sense of duty,” habit, or what not. Now so long as these motives result in conduct which is in fact useful or agreeable, they would in principle be approved by an impartial spectator. In this sense we are entitled to regard acts performed from self-interest or pride, for example, as indirectly justifiable, even though the persons performing them have only their own welfare in mind. Hume’s point is that, if we are candid, we must admit that most men, including many whom we regard as “good,” perform their duties and fulfill their commitments from a vast variety of motives, of which the self-regarding ones are on the whole predominant. Such is the fact. But this implies no discredit to human nature, nor does it imply that the moral questions must resolve themselves solely into questions of rational self-interest. So long as what we do is, on the whole, good, an enlightened morality need not be offended, even though our motives may be self-regarding. The merely prudent man, like the man who acts from a sense of duty, is, to be sure, not acting from a morally virtuous motive. But if what he does is conducive to the happiness of himself or others, there can be no objection on moral grounds to what he does. In such a case we will acknowledge that his conduct is such as a morally enlightened person would approve, even though we may deny him the positive attribute of a virtuous character.

But this merely helps to clear the air of can’t and hypocrisy. It still leaves open the question as to the actual moral justification for acting in accordance with the laws of justice. Hume’s account has much to recommend it. It is his contention that, considered in isolation, individual acts of justice cannot, as a rule, be justified on moral grounds. They often go against the personal interests of the agent, and it is at least doubtful in many cases whether they redound to the well-being either of the individual to whom justice is done or to society as a whole. Consider a case in a small claims court where a poor man is obliged to pay an account to a wealthy corporation. No rational justification could be made of the fulfillment of this obligation on grounds of utility either to the individual, the corporation, or society. Where then lies the value? Hume’s answer is that it lies in the maintenance of the whole fabric of rules and customs whereby the stability and order of society is assured. The importance of conventions lies precisely in the fact that as nature provides no natural remedy for the irregularities and anti-social tendencies in human behavior, it is necessary that conventional rules of conduct be established which will be generally observed. The social utility of such conventions lies first of all in their universal observance. In this every man has an enduring interest. This being so, any benevolent mind must disapprove of the violation of rules of justice, and therefore regard himself as morally bound, in his own turn, to adhere to them, regardless of any compulsion or private interest to do so.

To return to questions of fact, it is Hume’s belief that as men come to be aware of the social utility of rules of justice they will be led by such moral sentiments as they possess to “concur with interest.” And “this sentiment imposes a new obligation upon mankind.” After this sentiment has been brought into operation, Hume maintains, we in turn are likely to transfer our interest from its ultimate goal to the obligation itself, in which case we will thenceforth act from conscience or the “sense of duty.”

Hume gives us, then, a kind of natural history of the motives which cause us to adhere to the rules of society: in the beginning common self-interest expresses itself in conventions; then the general utility of such rules in turn evokes moral approbation, when conflict between personal and public interest appears, thus giving rise to a “new” distinctively moral obligation; finally our interest is transferred to the maintenance of the rules “for their own sake,” from which arises that formalistic “sense of duty” which has forgotten that the rules ever existed for an ulterior end.

What are we to say of Hume’s ingenious doctrine? In the first place, I think we must admit that no writer before him adequately appreciated either the importance or the extent of conventions in human conduct. Hume is able to embrace the large degree of truth that there is in “conventionalism” without falling into the position that the laws of justice are mere conventional rules of procedure without any deeper moral significance. He thus shows us a way of abandoning the untenable “natural law” theory without embracing the view that there is no reason, other than habit and the preferences bred of habit, for preserving seemingly arbitrary social rules.

There is the further interesting fact about Hume’s theory, that it sharply distinguishes between the non-moral obligations to adhere to such rules, which arise from self-interest, the desire for public approval, or even the implicit sense of common interest, and the distinctively moral obligation to adhere to them, which has its ground in moral sentiment. He thus accounts for the other important motives which give weight and stability to the fabric of social rules of conduct, without reducing moral attitudes to any of them, and without confusing the obligations to which these several interests give rise. At the same time he gives a plausible account of the general congruity between the approbation of moral sentiment and the other interests which support and are benefited by an orderly system of social rules.

Hume’s social and political philosophy is of interest mainly on three scores: first, because of its consistent application of the empirical method to questions of fact concerning the origins and functions of social institutions; secondly, because of its devastating critique of the dominant liberal social philosophies of modern times; and thirdly, because it affords further illustrations and confirmations of his moral theories.

It is a curious irony that the defense of liberal ideas in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was made in terms of an appeal to precisely the abstract rights, rationally self-evident “laws of nature,” or the social contract, which liberals since Hume have generally rejected both on the ground that they are reactionary and on the ground that they require for their defense an untenable theory of knowledge. In attacking the Lockeian foundations of liberalism, he seemed to progressives of his own day to be attacking the foundations of free society itself. Hence the scorn in which, as we have seen, he was held by Jefferson. Actually, Hume’s own arguments were primarily an attack upon the terms in which the liberals formulated their social philosophies and the method which they used to defend their position rather than disparagement of the substantive position itself. Hume tells us in one place that government by consent is perhaps the best possible. In so far, he agrees with the most radical of the eighteenth century humanitarians. But this is, in a sense, beside the point. His real strength consists in his insistence that if government by consent is best, then its moral justification lies in its fruits for those who live under it.

The historical interest of Hume’s social theory lies largely in the fact that he and, through him, the Utilitarians subjected the natural rights and natural law theories to a devastating analysis from which, at least in Britain, they have never recovered. Thenceforth the dominant liberal schools of social thought in England, Utilitarianism and Socialism, have been more or less explicitly empirical as well as humanistic in their points of view. In America, partly due to the influence of such writers as Jefferson and Paine, and partly due to the reverence in which such powerfully-written public documents as the Declaration of Independence were held, the Lockeian principles retained their persuasiveness long into the nineteenth century. No social philosopher of the first rank in this country until James and Dewey has regarded himself as working explicitly in the tradition of Hume and his nineteenth century disciples, the Philosophical Radicals.

Hume’s attack upon the Lockeian position is thoroughgoing. He attacks it on historical, on methodological, and on moral grounds. Factually, he regards the doctrine of the “state of nature” and the “social contract” as “of a piece” with the ancient myth of a “golden age.” His own view, like that of many later writers, is that the family is the primordial social unit. But, whatever the origins of society, Hume’s important point is that society and its customs are the result of “necessity,” “inclination,” and “habit,” rather than a rational decision on the part of any group to extricate itself from the inconveniences of a state of nature. Only very gradually do men come to recognize the advantages of social life and its institutions. By the time they get around to looking for a justification, the institutions themselves are already on the verge of decay.

It cannot be said, of course, that Hume was fully aware of the importance of the factors of historical change and development which later writers have emphasized. On the whole, his own approach remains “analytical.” But he saw more clearly than most of his contemporaries the pitfalls that lie in the path of those who confuse analytical reconstruction with history, and he was saved from the errors of those who seek to justify either existing institutions or their modification on merely historical grounds. Edmund Burke was, perhaps, superior to Hume with respect to his awareness of the historical evolution of such institutions as the British constitution. But Burke’s contempt for “abstract principles” led him perilously close to that “historicism” according to which things are right either simply because they already exist, or because they occupy a certain place in the process of historical development. Hume is quite free from this confusion which has so widely prevailed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And he saw, as Burke did not, that, properly construed, such notions as the “state of nature” and the doctrine of “consent” are simply ideal constructions by which the philosopher seeks to show not what has occurred in the past, but what of necessity would occur if intelligent human beings were capable of making free and intelligent decisions concerning their social arrangements. Such political speculations as those of Hobbes and Locke, however far from historical truth and however faulty in detail, are in reality attempts to discover, by the aid of suppositions contrary to fact, what justification there may be either for existing arrangements and the obligations which they entail, or for changing them.

Hume’s basic objection to the doctrines of the state of nature and the social contract is that, apart from historical considerations, they are quite utopian. Politics is an art of the possible. If we are to speculate profitably concerning the betterment of society or our obligations to present social institutions, we must not indulge in idle fancies concerning some “happy age” in which “the rivers flowed with wine and milk,” and “avarice, ambition, cruelty, and selfishness were never heard of.” In such a condition neither government nor justice would have any meaning. Serious thinkers are not concerned with “idle fictions,” but with what men can hope for and ought to do, given their present natures and the conditions of scarcity and want in which actually they find themselves.

One of the most important of Hume’s contributions to social and political theory is his insistence that a sharp distinction be made between society and the state, and between social and political obligations. It is, he thinks, possible for men to exist without more than a modicum of government. Man is, by habit and interest, a social animal. But the fabric of social life, in Hume’s view, depends less upon positive law than upon social convention and habit.

Now all of us are more or less aware of a sense of common interest and destiny with those amongst whom we live. This sense of common interest, as we have seen, is both expressed in terms of, and in turn is determined by, conventions which, although in one sense arbitrary, give order and stability to human life. In time such conventions become habitual, and no question is raised, as a rule, concerning their utility. If such a question is raised, Hume thinks it usually sufficient to point out that the “selfishness and confined generosity of men, along with the scanty provision nature has made for his wants” is such that any individual must see that the universal observance of the laws of society is necessary to every member. “Every individual person must find himself a gainer, on balancing the account; since without justice, society must immediately dissolve, and every one must fall into that savage and solitary condition, which is infinitely worse than the worst situation that can possibly be supposed in society.” This may seem a bit disingenuous in Hume, especially since, like Plato, he is aware that to the egoist, considering only his own personal advantage, the desirable thing is that others should observe rules of justice, while he himself remains free to violate them as he pleases. It is also evident in this passage that Hume was closer to Hobbes than he may sometimes have supposed. Nevertheless, at its worst, Hume’s position has the merit of recognizing that actually the basis of social life is convention and habit rather than deliberate agreement or calculated self-interest.

A more interesting point is Hume’s discussion of the reason why we “annex the idea of virtue to justice and vice to injustice.” It is, he contends, our “sympathy with the public interest” which is “the source of the moral approbation which attends that virtue.” Here he clearly parts company with Hobbes. For the latter, there is neither justice nor social morality apart from the laws of the Sovereign; indeed, for Hobbes, terms such as “honorable” and “dishonorable” have no meaning apart from the commands and sanctions of the State. For Hume, morality is independent of the sanctions of government, and moral obligations to adhere to the rules of justice do not cease when the arm of the law is broken. “The utmost politicians can perform is to extend the natural sentiments beyond their original bounds; but still nature must furnish the materials and give us some notion of moral distinction.”

Government, like society, is an “invention, very advantageous, and even in some circumstances absolutely necessary to mankind.” But the origin of government, Hume agrees with Plato, is due primarily to the necessity of organized defense against external aggression. Later, in the Essay on the “Origin of Government,” he argues somewhat differently that governments are usually founded by conquest or usurpation. Rather more important is Hume’s contention that even if it were true that originally governments were the result of a common agreement, the actual authority of the sovereign depends upon habitual submission. The problem of maintaining that authority, however, is one of compelling obedience. But this is a problem of power. Actual obedience and respect arise from fear of punishment, from necessity and habit, rather than from active consent or a sense of moral obligation.

Hume’s main interest, however, is neither in the question of origins nor in the question as to why men do in fact give allegiance to government. Rather it is in the central problems of normative political philosophy: what are the ends of government, and what is the moral basis of political obligation or “allegiance.”

In a sense it would not be inaccurate to say that for Hume the end of government, like that of all institutions, is the alleviation of the common evil and the promotion of the common good. But while this is the general end, it does not define the specific function of government. The peculiar characteristic of political as opposed to merely civil society is the fact that in the case of the latter, violation of customs is not attended as a rule by physical reprisals. The essence of political authority lies in the fact that it may not be ignored without incurring a penalty that normal persons are usually unwilling to incur. In short, in so far as government is effective, there is for most people no practicable alternative to submission to its will. To be sure, society has its own ways of securing conformity. But its sanctions are not deliberate; nor are they by any means sufficient to compel the individual in the face of a counter-interest of fairly great intensity. The political use of force, however, is deliberate, and the continual threat of its employment is usually sufficient to reduce any potential violator to submission without overtly invoking it. Were this not the case, government would simply cease to function in any practical sense.

What, then, is the function which is served by this deliberate use of physical sanctions by one group against another? And what is the justification of this function itself? To the first question Hume’s answer is similar to, but goes beyond, that of Locke. Were “social justice” always sufficient to restrain men, there would be no need of positive law. Without “disorder and inequity,” magistrates would be merely useless and oppressive. The prime virtue of politically organized society is the establishment of laws which impose restraints upon its members which otherwise they would not willingly or habitually accept.



But granted that restraint is “advantageous,” why is it necessary? Here we must bring to bear Hume’s psychology. The two greatest natural enemies of order and restraint are certain ineradicable tendencies toward partiality and vacillation. We may recall Hume’s doctrine that reason will not move us, either to our own or society’s advantage, in the absence of passion. But most of our passions are directed toward particular objects rather than our total good. Indeed, it is of the essence of most passions that they should be preoccupied with particular ends regardless of their usefulness in the total economy of life. Moreover, Hume believes, there is a general tendency in man to be more influenced by immediate rather than remote values. The propinquity of a satisfaction for most persons enhances its appeal. Both of these characteristics are inimical to our own long range interests or those of society at large. Furthermore, our “calm passions” of prudence and good-will, although very real, are not sufficiently constant or intense to make it possible to rely upon them as constant restraints upon our other passions.

The great social vices, then, may be summarized in the words “purposelessness” and “faction.” It is because of them, and the inability to remove them by other means, that the existence of government is necessary. In short, the primary function of the State is to supply man with motives and habits which will offset those ineradicable weaknesses which would otherwise destroy him. An important corollary of this view, incidentally, is that the main function of government is to prevent or remove evil rather than to institute positive good. Like most of his contemporaries, Hume still regards the utility of government as extremely limited. He does not seriously entertain the notion of a state which shall perform positive services to increase social well-being. However, many enlightened theorists in our own day would defend Hume’s position on the general ground that the service state has an inherent tendency to become totalitarian.

We have yet to consider Hume’s theory of the moral limits of political obligation. The other side of this question is the right to rebellion. Again, this question must be carefully distinguished from questions concerning the actual motives which impel men either to submit to authority or to revolt. As we have seen, interest, necessity, habit, and, ultimately, fear, are the usual guarantors of allegiance.

The moral basis of the political obligation cannot be a prior promise or contract. Hume does not impugn the social ideals of those writers, such as Locke or Rousseau, “who have had recourse to a promise or original contract as the source of our allegiance to government.” They intend to establish a principle which is “perfectly just and reasonable.” It is their reasoning which is “fallacious and sophistical.” In the first place, the “natural law” concerning the performance of promises or the keeping of covenants, even when interpreted in empirical terms, is only one among many, not prior to the rest. The keeping of covenants is merely one part of the system of “artificial” virtues subsumed under the principles of justice. It is no more fundamental than any other. Moreover, government is equally as necessary to the execution of promises as it is to the observance of other necessary conditions of civil society. Actually, the basis of our obligation to “magistrates” must be wider and deeper than our obligation to any single rule of justice. It is not the fact that we have given our word—even granted that we have done so—which alone morally binds us to the state; rather, our obligation is derived from the total fabric of ordered social relationships which government ensures.

Secondly, the obligation to comply with the will of government is not inferior to or dependent on the obligation to accept any of the rules of civil society. Both “natural justice” and positive law are artificial and conventional. Once we grasp this point, and recall that the principal advantage of laws of any sort derives from the order and stability that comes from their general observance, we see that the moral obligation to the one is on the same footing as the obligation to the other. “How fruitless” is it, therefore, to try “to resolve the one into the other and seek in the laws of nature a stronger foundation for our political duties than interest and human conventions, while these laws are built on the very same foundations.”

Hume has other arguments to muster against the contract theory of political obligation, of which only one need detain us further here. A contract derives its own justification from the advantages which accrue from its observance. But men often bind themselves by promises to the performance of acts which it would have been to their interest to perform quite independently of those promises. The advantage of government is such that, independently of any contract, it is usually to our common interest to obey it. If this is so, we may conclude that the moral basis of political obligation lies in its all-pervasive utility in human life and not in some fictitious promise which, even in democratic societies, is neither asked nor given.

The question of revolution is a difficult one for any political philosophy. Hume’s doctrine is at least consistent. On the contract theory, the only justifiable basis of revolution is the violation of the contract by the government. But aside from the extreme difficulties in which Locke and others found themselves concerning the question as to who is to decide when a violation of the terms of the contract has been perpetrated, they were logically bound to regard any government as right and proper so long as the letter of the agreement was observed, no matter how oppressive or inconvenient its rule might be. Hume, on the other hand, regards the criterion of justifiable revolution solely as one of common interest. Where the interests which government should serve no longer are served, the obligation of allegiance ceases, contract or no contract; and “whenever the evil magistrate carries his oppression so far as to render his authority perfectly intolerable, we are no longer bound to submit to it. The cause ceases; the effect must cease also.”

It is of interest to observe in this connection Hume’s views on the subject of passive obedience, which many writers, including Luther, have held to be a moral and even religious obligation even when the ruler is tyrannical. No morally enlightened mind, Hume says, has had anything but respect for “those who took up arms against Dionysius, or Nero, or Philip the Second … and nothing but the most violent perversion of common sense can ever lead us to condemn them.” In such instances, he maintains, to argue for passive obedience is a patent “absurdity.”

But Hume is very far from urging revolution against every petty abuse of authority. He is quite clear that the justification both of allegiance and revolution lies in utility; but he also believes that it is in fact rarely the case that any sufficiently beneficial outcome results from revolution. As he grew older, moreover, his conviction on this score tended to increase. The dissolution of government, he maintains, is one of the most terrible things that can happen to men, and it ought, therefore, to be contemplated only in dire extremity.

A related question, which Hume considers at length in the Treatise, concerns the proper object of our political allegiance. Granted that government is a necessity, and our obligations to it very great, still it maybe asked, who has the right to rule? What constitutes a rightful title to governmental authority? Again, Hume discounts the contract theory, although he admits that of all systems of government, government by consent is the best. But it is not the only basis. Here, again, Hume resembles Burke, who also rejects the contract theory and the doctrine of natural rights. Like Hume, Burke contends that “government is a contrivance of human wisdom to provide for human wants.” But the means to the satisfaction of human wants is not something to be determined a priori. Nor is a viable constitution the product of abstract speculation concerning “rights.” It is the cumulative expression of the wisdom of a people. It may be modified, but modified gradually and in a spirit of “reverence”—a favorite word with Burke—and according to necessity rather than “speculative right.” Hume is less rhetorical than Burke, and less given to the latter’s affected blandishments, when he speaks of the “classes.” But he shares Burke’s belief that a great part of the secret of domestic tranquility, whose greatest enemy is “faction,” lies in the immemorial habits of respect for government and its laws, which come only with a “legitimate” ruler. Legitimacy is not a matter of consent, for the latter is equally present and absent, whether the ruler be legitimate or a usurper. It is, primarily, a matter of tradition and custom. There is no single criterion: original contract, long possession, present possession, succession, and continuously operating positive laws, all contribute to the title of sovereignty. If a government has remained in power for a considerable period of time, and has established itself as the unquestioned authority, so that it governs without having constantly to invoke the active exercise of force, it may be presumed, on the whole, to be governing “rightfully.” Like Burke, Hume tends to believe that the fact that a people accepts without protest an existing authority is evidence that the rule of the latter is not unduly oppressive. It may be added that Hume lived before the era of concentration camps and goon squads. In any case, although in general it is true that government is “a mere human invention for mutual advantage and security … it is certainly impossible … to establish any particular rules by which we may know when resistance is lawful.”


OEBPS/images/9781439119938.png
HUME'S MORAL
AND POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY

Edited with an Introduction by

Henry D. Aiken

HAFNER PRESS
A DivEION OF THE Fres PRess
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore








OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
HUME'S MORAL
AND POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY

Edited with an Introduction by

Henry D. Aiken

HAFNER PRESS

New York Lndon Toroto Sydey Sngapee





