hume enquiry concerning the principles of
morals

hume enquiry concerning the principles of morals is a pivotal text in moral philosophy,
authored by the Scottish philosopher David Hume. This work delves into the foundations of human
ethics, exploring how moral judgments are formed and the role of sentiment in ethical decision-
making. Hume's enquiry challenges the rationalist views that dominated his time by emphasizing the
importance of human emotions and social influences in shaping moral principles. This article will
examine the key themes of Hume's enquiry, including the nature of moral sentiments, the distinction
between reason and passion, and the implications of his theories for contemporary moral philosophy.
Through this analysis, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of Hume's contributions to
moral philosophy and their enduring relevance.
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Introduction to Hume's Enquiry

David Hume, a central figure in the Scottish Enlightenment, published his work "An Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals" in 1751. This text is notable for its exploration of how humans
arrive at moral judgments and the underlying principles that govern our ethical behavior. Hume
argues that morality is not derived from reason but is instead rooted in human emotions and social
interactions. This radical departure from previous philosophical thought has positioned Hume as a
foundational thinker in modern moral philosophy.

Hume's enquiry is structured around several core ideas, each of which contributes to a broader
understanding of morality. He investigates the nature of moral sentiments, the interplay between
reason and emotion, and the implications of his findings for ethical theory. By grounding moral
principles in human experience, Hume lays the groundwork for later developments in moral
philosophy, including utilitarianism and emotivism.



Key Themes in Hume's Moral Philosophy

Hume's enquiry encompasses several key themes that are crucial for understanding his moral
philosophy. These themes include the nature of moral sentiments, the distinction between natural
and artificial virtues, and the role of social utility in moral judgments. Each of these themes reflects
Hume's empirical approach to ethics and his belief that human experience is essential in forming
moral understanding.

The Nature of Moral Sentiments

One of the most significant contributions of Hume's enquiry is his assertion that moral judgments
stem from human sentiments rather than rational deliberation. Hume posits that individuals derive
moral approval or disapproval from their emotional responses to actions. This perspective emphasizes
the subjective nature of morality and aligns with his broader philosophical view that human
understanding is rooted in experience.

In Hume's view, moral sentiments are universal yet vary among individuals based on personal
experiences and social contexts. He argues that these sentiments arise from our ability to empathize
with others, leading to a shared sense of morality that is crucial for social cohesion. The implications
of this view challenge the notion of objective moral truths, suggesting that morality is instead fluid
and shaped by human interactions and feelings.

The Distinction Between Natural and Artificial Virtues

Hume distinguishes between natural virtues, such as kindness and benevolence, and artificial virtues,
such as justice and property rights. Natural virtues are inherent to human nature and are universally
recognized, while artificial virtues are established through social conventions and agreements. This
distinction is vital in understanding how different cultures may prioritize certain virtues over others
based on their societal needs.

Hume argues that while natural virtues elicit immediate moral sentiments, artificial virtues require a
more complex framework of social utility and mutual benefit. This perspective highlights the adaptive
nature of morality, where societal changes can reshape the moral landscape over time.

The Role of Reason and Passion

Central to Hume's moral philosophy is the relationship between reason and passion. He famously
asserts that "reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions." This statement encapsulates
his belief that emotions drive moral judgments and that reason serves to facilitate and justify these
feelings rather than dictate them. Hume's perspective challenges traditional philosophical views that
prioritize rationality in ethical decision-making.



Reason as a Servant to Emotion

According to Hume, reason has a limited role in moral judgments. It can help clarify and organize our
thoughts about ethics but cannot generate moral principles on its own. Instead, reason acts to
support and explain the passions that motivate our moral actions. This understanding positions
emotion as the primary force behind moral reasoning, suggesting that ethical decisions are often
made intuitively rather than through logical deduction.

The Interplay of Reason and Emotion in Moral Decision-
Making

Hume's exploration of the interplay between reason and emotion reveals the complexity of moral
decision-making. Individuals often engage in rational deliberation after experiencing strong emotional
responses, attempting to reconcile their feelings with logical reasoning. This dynamic highlights the
importance of both elements in forming a complete moral understanding. Hume's insights into this
relationship have influenced subsequent ethical theories that seek to integrate emotion and reason
into moral philosophy.

Implications for Modern Ethics

The insights derived from Hume's enquiry have profound implications for contemporary ethical
theories. By emphasizing the role of sentiment in moral reasoning, Hume's work lays the foundation
for various modern ethical frameworks, including emotivism, which posits that moral statements
express emotional attitudes rather than objective truths.

Hume's understanding of morality as a product of human experience also aligns with contemporary
approaches that emphasize the importance of context and social influences in ethical decision-
making. This shift towards a more subjective understanding of morality encourages a broader
exploration of cultural differences and the variability of moral standards across societies.

The Influence on Utilitarianism

Furthermore, Hume's ideas significantly influenced utilitarianism, particularly the works of
philosophers like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Utilitarianism shares Hume's focus on the
outcomes of moral actions and the importance of promoting human happiness as a guiding principle.
Hume's emphasis on the social utility of moral virtues resonates with utilitarian thought, which seeks
to maximize overall well-being.

Challenges and Critiques



While Hume's enquiry has been foundational, it has also faced challenges and critiques from various
philosophical perspectives. Critics argue that Hume's reliance on sentiment may undermine the
objectivity of moral principles. Others have questioned the adequacy of his framework in addressing
moral dilemmas that involve conflicting sentiments or values.

Conclusion

David Hume's "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals" remains a cornerstone of moral
philosophy, offering profound insights into the nature of ethical reasoning. By centering moral
sentiments and the interplay between reason and emotion, Hume challenges traditional views and
opens the door for new interpretations of morality grounded in human experience. His work continues
to influence contemporary ethical discussions, providing a rich framework for understanding the
complexities of human morality in a diverse and changing world.

Q: What are the main ideas presented in Hume's enquiry
concerning the principles of morals?

A: Hume's enquiry primarily explores the nature of moral sentiments, the distinction between natural
and artificial virtues, and the relationship between reason and passion in moral decision-making.

Q: How does Hume define moral sentiments?

A: Hume defines moral sentiments as emotional responses that dictate our approval or disapproval of
actions, suggesting that these feelings are fundamental to our understanding of morality.

Q: What is the significance of the distinction between natural
and artificial virtues in Hume's philosophy?

A: This distinction highlights how some virtues are inherent to human nature and universally
recognized, while others are established through social agreements, emphasizing the adaptability of
moral principles.

Q: In what way does Hume argue that reason serves the
passions?

A: Hume argues that reason acts as a servant to the passions, meaning it helps clarify and justify our
emotional responses rather than dictating moral principles.

Q: How has Hume's enquiry influenced modern ethical



theories?

A: Hume's emphasis on sentiment in moral reasoning has influenced theories such as emotivism and
utilitarianism, shaping contemporary discussions on the nature of morality and ethical decision-
making.

Q: What challenges does Hume's moral philosophy face?

A: Critics of Hume's philosophy question the objectivity of moral principles derived from sentiment
and the adequacy of his framework in resolving moral dilemmas involving conflicting values.

Q: How does Hume's work relate to utilitarianism?

A: Hume's focus on social utility and the outcomes of moral actions resonates with utilitarian
principles, which aim to maximize happiness and well-being.

Q: Why is Hume's enquiry considered foundational in moral
philosophy?

A: Hume's enquiry is foundational because it shifts the understanding of morality from rationalism to
an empirically grounded framework that emphasizes human experience and emotion.

Q: What is the lasting impact of Hume's enquiry on
contemporary moral discussions?

A: Hume's enquiry continues to impact moral discussions by encouraging an exploration of the
subjective nature of morality and the importance of social influences on ethical behavior.
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