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 Nowa Krytyka, Speical edition on the Philosophy of Hume, edited by Tomasz Sieczkowski, [Polish translation by Mateusz Oleksy and Tomasz Sieczkowski] (forthcoming). 

And if Atheism should be supposed to become universal in this nation… farewell all ties of friendship and principles of honor; all love for our country and loyalty to our prince; nay, farewell all government and society itself, all professions and arts, and conveniences of life, all that is laudable or valuable in the world. 

                                 - Richard Bentley, Folly of Atheism
Sense of right and wrong therefore being as natural to us as natural affection itself, and being a first principle in our constitution and make, there is no speculative opinion, persuasion or belief, which is capable immediately or directly to exclude or destroy it…

       - Lord Shaftesbury, Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit

***

In this paper I provide an irreligious interpretation of Hume’s fundamental aims and objectives in his Treatise of Human Nature as regards his moral theory.1 According to the irreligious interpretation, there are two key claims that Hume seeks to establish in the Treatise in respect of morality. The first is that Hume defends the “autonomy of morality” in relation to religion. The foundations of moral and political life, he holds, rests with our human nature, not with the doctrines and dogmas of (Christian) religion. Closely connected with this issue, Hume also aims to show that “speculative atheism” does not imply “practical atheism” or any kind of “moral licentiousness”. Taken together, these two components of Hume’s moral system constitute a defence and interpretation of “virtuous atheism”. These issues concerning the relationship between morality and religion, I maintain, are not peripheral or incidental to Hume’s fundamental aims and objectives throughout the Treatise. On the contrary, they are central to what Hume’s entire project in the Treatise aims to establish and argue for.

I. Scepticism and Naturalism: The Traditional Framework


Interpretations and assessments of Hume’s moral theory in the Treatise are almost always presented within the more general framework of the scepticism/naturalism dichotomy. The two major schools of interpretation are fundamentally divided along this line. That is to say, they disagree as to which side of this dichotomy deserves the strongest emphasis. The aim of both the major schools of interpretation is to show how Hume’s specific views on the subject of morality cohere with his overall project and wider commitments throughout the Treatise. Despite their disagreements, both camps are nevertheless agreed that the difficulty that we face in dealing with Hume’s moral theory is to explain the scope and extent of his sceptical and naturalistic commitments and how they relate to each other and the role that they play in the Treatise considered as a unified work. Related to this point, there is also general agreement between the two major schools of interpretation, that religion plays, at most, a minor or secondary role in respect of Hume’s general intentions in the Treatise. This neglect of religion is evident in their alternative accounts of Hume’s moral theory. More specifically, neither the sceptical nor the naturalistic interpretations, as presented by their leading (contemporary) representatives, place any significant weight on the importance of religion for Hume’s discussion of morality in the Treatise. 2

Let us begin with a brief review of the central features of the rival sceptical and naturalistic interpretations of Hume’s moral theory. The view that Hume was a moral sceptic can be traced back to the earliest replies and responses to the Treatise. Among the several charges made against Hume by the author of the Specimen in 1745, the last was that he was chargeable with “sapping the foundations of morality, by denying the natural and essential difference betwixt right and wrong, good and evil, justice and injustice; making the difference only artificial, and to arise from human conventions and compacts” (LG, 18). 3 Thomas Reid presents a very similar view of Hume’s moral theory in his Essays on the Active Powers of the Human Mind (1788). Reid criticizes Hume’s moral theory primarily on the ground that in his system moral approval and disapproval “is not an act of the judgment, which like all acts of judgment, must be true or false, it is only a certain feeling, which, from the constitution of human nature, arises upon contemplating certain characters or qualities of mind coolly and impartially.” 4

Reid also criticizes Hume’s view that justice depends on what we find to be agreeable or useful. 5  In contrast with this view, Reid maintains that there are natural rights (e.g. not to be injured) and that these rights do not depend on what we find agreeable or useful but on our innate sense of right and wrong, just and unjust. According to Reid, Hume’s views on justice are too narrowly restricted to issues of property and promises or contracts. It is this narrow view of justice, Reid suggests, that allows Hume to present it not as a natural virtue but as artificial and depending on its public utility. 6  From Reid’s perspective, Hume’s views on justice are generally consistent with the views of both Epicurus and Hobbes on this subject. 7
Reid was not the first, nor the last, of Hume’s critics to find Hobbist elements in his theory of justice. On the contrary, one of the earliest reviews of Book III of the Treatise concludes with the observation that Hume’s account of justice is simply “Hobbes’s system presented in a new form”. 8 In much the same way, the author of the Specimen, when presenting his charges against Hume’s views on morality, points out that Hume “takes great pains” to prove that “justice is not natural, but an artificial virtue”. (LG,14) He goes on to say that while Hobbes was willing to leave promises as a natural obligation, Hume strikes an even “bolder stroke” and “shakes loose all our natural obligations” – including promises. (LG,16) The same general theme regarding the affinities between Hobbes’s and Hume’s moral theories surfaces in a number of more recent commentaries. 9 It is clear, then, that both Hume’s contemporaries and our own have identified a significant “Hobbesean side” to Hume’s moral theory and that this is intimately linked with various sceptical arguments that Hume advances on this subject.

 
Hume’s specifically sceptical arguments concerning the role of reason in morality were obviously targeted primarily at Samuel Clarke and William Wollaston (who was a rationalist follower of Clarke’s). 10 Clarke’s brand of moral rationalism was itself, of course, targeted primarily against “Hobbes’s false reasoning” on this subject. 11 According to Clarke, Hobbes’s account of morality, understood as a system of rules artificially created to serve each person’s own self-interest, would reduce humans to the condition of animals who are incapable of governing their conduct on the basis of reason.12 In opposition to Hobbes’s moral scepticism, Clarke argues that there exist eternal and different relations of things in the world in virtue of which we may demonstrate the unalterable obligations of morality. 13 The discovery of these immutable and eternal obligations can serve, Clarke maintains, “to determine the wills of all rational beings”.14 In sum, it is Clarke’s view that reason is capable of discovering moral relations that serve as a basis for identifying our moral obligations and providing sufficient motivation for us to guide our conduct on this basis, without any view to our private or public advantage. 


Hume’s sceptical arguments against Clarke’s key claims are well known and familiar. They appear primarily in Treatise 2.3.3 and 3.1.1 . These two sections of the Treatise are often presented as containing the core doctrine of Hume’s ethical system (i.e. which is understood to be sceptical in character). In 2.3.3 Hume argues, famously, that “reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions” (T, 2.3.3.4 / 415).15 It follows from this observation that it is an error to suppose that any “rational creature... is oblig’d to regulate his actions by reason” (T, 2.3.3.1/ 413). Similarly, in Treatise 3.3.1 Hume denies that we discover any moral relations that can serve as “immutable measures of right and wrong” or impose any obligation upon us. It is impossible, therefore, for morality to be based on any form of demonstrative reason that presupposes the existence of relations of this kind (T, 3.1.1.18 -25/ 463-8). Related to this point, Hume also argues that we discover no matter of fact, as existing in objects as distinct from our feelings, that corresponds to virtue or vice. The distinction between virtue and vice, therefore, in not discoverable by any form of reasoning and must depend upon those feelings that lie within ourselves. (T, 3.1.1.26 / 469) 16

It is evident that in relation to the dispute between Hobbes and Clarke, as it concerns moral motivation and the possibility of demonstrating moral truths on the basis of discoverable moral relations, Hume plainly sides with Hobbes’s sceptical position.  It is no less clear, however, that there is an important dimension that is largely neglected by this sceptical account. Both Hume’s early critics and recent commentators have recognized that Hutcheson’s moral theory greatly influenced Hume. 17 This claim, moreover, is central to Norman Kemp Smith’s “naturalistic” interpretation of Hume’s philosophy. According to Kemp Smith, the foundation for Hume’s whole philosophical system is Hutcheson’s key claim that moral and aesthetic judgment depend on feeling and not reason.18 Hume, it is argued, simply “entered into philosophy through the gateway of morals” and went on to apply Hutcheson’s key insight (i.e. “the primacy of feeling”) to the various “chief problems to which Locke and Berkeley had drawn attention, but which they had not been able to give a satisfactory answer”.19 Although sceptical and anti-rationalistic arguments are certainly present in Hume’s moral theory, this should not obscure the constructive and positive side of his thought, which rests with his description of the “primacy of feeling” in human life. In the case of Hume’s ethical system, therefore, what is especially significant and important is not so much his sceptical arguments against moral rationalism, as his constructive account of the role of moral sense or moral feeling in this sphere.


From almost any point of view, it is obvious that there are important similarities between Hutcheson’s and Hume’s moral theories and that Hume was well aware of this.20 For this reason, any simple sceptical reading that presents Hume as embracing Hobbist principles in his moral philosophy cannot be entirely correct. A closer examination of how Hutcheson stands in relation to Hobbes brings this out. There are two related respects in which Hutcheson rejects the fundamentals of Hobbes’s sceptical ethical system. In the first place, Hutcheson holds that the distinction that we draw between good and evil in morality is in no way artificial or dependent upon social conventions or the (positive) laws that are enforced by a sovereign authority. Our moral sense provides us with sentiments of approval and disapproval whereby the conduct of any agent is subject to moral evaluation of this kind.21 Clearly, then, there is, for Hutcheson, an identifiable distinction between virtue and vice, moral good and evil, but it depends on feeling and not reasoning of any kind.22 The other major issue on which Hutcheson stands directly opposed to Hobbes is the doctrine of egoism or self-love. Contrary, to Hobbes, Hutcheson argues that we do in fact discover real benevolence or altruism in human conduct. Indeed, on Hutcheson’s account benevolence is exactly what constitutes virtue (i.e. this is what our moral sense approves of). In other words, according to Hutcheson, it is when we discover benevolence in the conduct of an agent that we feel approval toward that person. 23

There can be no doubt that the two fundamental themes that we have described in Hutcheson’s moral philosophy (i.e. moral sense and benevolence) both play a prominent role in Hume’s moral philosophy and, to this extent, Hume plainly sides with Hutcheson against Hobbes on these two important issues. Having noted this, however, important qualifications need to be made on both these issues. Hume argues, for example, that justice is an artificial virtue that must be accounted for in terms of social conventions that serve both the private and public interest. Similarly, Hume also qualifies Hutcheson’s view that human beings are not entirely selfish and capable of a degree of benevolence. It is Hume’s position that while we do discover genuine benevolence in human conduct, it is also true that human beings are predominantly selfish and capable only of limited generosity to others.24  In so far as we are capable of such benevolence and generosity, we are (due to the influence of sympathy) partial to family, friends and acquaintances. (T, 3.2.2.6 / 487). More importantly Hume explicitly denies that there is any such “passion in human minds, as the love of mankind, merely as such” (T, 3.2.1.12 / 481). He is, therefore, sceptical about the existence of virtue as Hutcheson understands it (i.e. qua universal benevolence).25 



It is evident that the two major traditional accounts of Hume’s moral theory emphasize quite different aspects and features of his commitments. The difficulty for both these views is not so much to find evidence in support of their own accounts, but to explain why Hume appears committed to intentions that run contrary to the preferred view. Clearly Hume’s commitments on this subject fall between Hobbes and Hutcheson. This is problematic, not only from the point of view of understanding Hume’s moral theory, but also for our understanding of how Hume’s moral theory relates to his wider and more general objectives and intentions throughout the Treatise as a whole. That is to say, whether one accepts the sceptical or alternative naturalistic interpretation, it is problematic that Hume’s views about morality do not fit in neatly with either of these two (rival) schemes.


From the perspective of traditional interpretations, what all parties are agreed about is the general framework in which Hume’s arguments relating to morality should be assessed and interpreted. This framework is three-cornered.

Diagram # 1:

Traditional Framework for Assessing Hume’s Moral Theory

Rationalism                                                              Moral Sense/

      Naturalism
                [Clarke*]                                                                                            [Hutcheson*]

             Scepticism/

        Artificial Morality

[Hobbes*]

{* key representative figures at each corner}

The fundamental question concerning Hume’s moral theory, from this perspective, is where he ought to be placed on the triangle. It is obvious, from any point of view, that Hume attacks the moral rationalism of Clarke and his followers. There is no doubt that he is sceptical about moral theory of this kind. The crucial question is, therefore, where Hume belongs on the continuum between the sceptical principles of Hobbes (artificial morality, egoism etc.)  and the moral sense “naturalism” of Hutcheson. General sceptical interpretations of Hume’s intentions in the Treatise, as we noted, usually emphasize Hume’s overall affinities with Hobbes. Those who defend the naturalistic interpretation place emphasis on Hume’s affinities with Hutcheson and his “positive” or “constructive” aims in moral theory (e.g. his “primacy of feeling” doctrine). The pressure of the alternative general interpretations is to insist that Hume must belong at one end or the other (i.e. either on the sceptical or naturalistic pole) – not somewhere in between.26
II. Atheism and Morality: The Irreligious Framework


From the perspective of the irreligious interpretation, this “three-cornered” framework distorts and misrepresents the context and problematic in which Hume’s arguments and aims should be understood and assessed. In the first place, as we have noted, the traditional sceptical and naturalistic interpretations maintain that issues of religion have little or no role to play in Hume’s central concerns in the Treatise. This assumption is (inevitably) carried through to their more specific understanding of Hume’s moral theory. Hume’s real concerns, it is argued, are captured by the sceptical/naturalist alternatives, where Hume is taken to pursue either systematic scepticism or to be trying to establish a “constructive” alternative that shows the role of feeling in human life.. On both these accounts problems of religion are at most incidental or peripheral to Hume’s fundamental concerns on this subject. More specifically, issues of religion do not shape and structure Hume’s basic arguments and aims as concerns his moral theory. 27

Contrary to this view, the irreligious interpretation begins with the observation that the whole 17th and 18th century debate concerning moral theory was itself deeply embedded in the wider debate between “religious philosophers” and “speculative atheists”.28  No adequate interpretation of Hume’s discussion of morals can afford to ignore this important dimension of the debate about morality in the context in which Hume was writing the Treatise. The significance of the wider debate between “religious philosophers” and “speculative atheists” is especially apparent in relation to Hobbes’s moral philosophy and the reactions to it. In the late 17th and early 18th centuries there were numerous responses to Hobbes’s moral scepticism by scores of defenders of the Christian religion who saw a close and intimate relationship between Hobbes’s moral scepticism and his wider “atheistic” philosophical commitments (i.e. materialism, necessitarianism, scepticism about natural and revealed religion etc.). This view of things is apparent, above all, in Clarke’s systematic critique of Hobbes’s philosophy as presented in Clarke’s enormously influential Boyle Lectures.


Clarke’s moral rationalism, as presented in the Discourse, is part-and-parcel of his broader, demonstrative defence of the Christian religion and morality.29 In this work, Clarke aims to go beyond a defence of the principles of moral rationalism. He also aims to prove the essential and necessary relationship between morality and religion. Two further doctrines are especially important to him. The first is that we require the doctrine of a future state of rewards and punishments in order to ensure there is a suitable correlation between virtue and happiness and between vice and misery.30 The other important doctrine is the necessity of revealed religion in relation to moral life.  Clarke argues that many of our obligations are “not discoverable by bare reason unassisted with revelation”.31 Clearly for Clarke, therefore, any attack on revealed religion is also an attack on the specific  content (i.e. message) of Christian morality.


Clarke’s view that religion is an essential foundation for morality and society was entirely typical of Christian apologists at this time. Richard Bentley, Clarke’s friend and fellow Newtonian, described the devastating effects of atheism on society in the following terms:

And if Atheism should be supposed to become universal in this nation… farewell all ties of friendship and principles of honor; all love for our country and loyalty to our prince; nay, farewell all government and society itself, all professions and arts, and conveniences of life, all that is laudable or valuable in the world. 32
On the other side of this dispute, however, was a group of thinkers who argued that not only does morality not need the support of religion, it is in fact highly vulnerable to corruption and distortion by “false religion” or “superstition”. Among the most influential thinkers who argued for this view were Pierre Bayle and the third Earl of Shaftesbury. 


According to Bayle, religion is neither necessary nor sufficient for moral practice.33 Religion is not necessary for morality because a society of atheists may still be governed by a desire for honour or reputation, as well as by rewards and punishments.34 Consistent with this hypothesis, Bayle points to the existence of virtuous atheists and, on the other side, to the corruption, hypocrisies and distortions of morality by “superstition”. Observations of this kind were prominent enough throughout Bayle’s works that they earned him the reputation of providing nothing other than “an apology for atheism”.35 Another thinker who was frequently associated by Hume’s contemporaries with Bayle’s views on this subject is Shaftesbury. Shaftesbury’s Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit, consists of two books.36 The first is primarily concerned with the relationship between religion and morality and the second with the relationship between virtue and happiness. One of the central tenets that Shaftesbury defends in the first book of the Inquiry is that while religion may corrupt our sense of morals, this is not the case with atheism. Our sense of right and wrong, Shaftesbury argues, is “as natural to us as natural affection itself, and being a first principle in our constitution and make, there is no speculative opinion, persuasion, or belief, which is capable immediately or directly to exclude or destroy it”.37 On Shaftesbury’s system, the real support that we derive from virtue does not come from the doctrine of a future state, but from a mind that can “freely bear its own inspection and review” and, through sympathy, secures happiness from the esteem of other members of society.38 

Shaftesbury’s arguments explain how and why virtuous atheism is possible. The basis of moral life rests, not with the dogmas and doctrines of religion (e.g. a future state), but with the fundamental elements of human nature.39 More specifically, it is our innate human capacity for sympathy, pride and moral sense that secures and motivates moral conduct and provides some reliable correlation between virtue and happiness. At the same time, however, these same elements serve to distinguish sharply his account of morality from that of Hobbes. Indeed, the same key criticisms of Hobbes that are presented in Hutcheson’s writings are anticipated in Shaftesbury’s Inquiry. For example, against Hobbes, Shaftesbury insists that there is a real standard of right and wrong, good and evil, and that our moral sense makes us aware of “beauty and deformity” in this sphere.40 Shaftesbury also insists, against Hobbes (and in partial agreement with Hutcheson), that the virtuous person is one who is able to find a due balance between self-concern and concern for the public. Such a person is, moreover, able to derive the greatest happiness through the effects of sympathy and the sense that he is loved by others and approved by himself. 41 

Given the anti-Hobbist features of Shaftesbury’s system, it is not surprising that many Christian moralists found his principles attractive and were able to set aside the irreligious elements in his writings.42 Nevertheless, despite these more orthodox admirers, Shaftesbury was also widely regarded as a proponent of anti-Christian or irreligious doctrine. His close contacts with radical freethinkers, such as John Toland, added further credibility to this reputation.43 By the 1730’s Shaftesbury was regularly cited as a prominent example of “freethinking” and “deism” and he drew sharp, critical attention from a number of influential defenders of Christian orthodoxy. This included, most notably, George Berkeley and William Warburton.44 Shaftesbury’s reputation as an anti-Christian freethinker certainly posed problems for his more orthodox Scottish followers. This is especially apparent in the case of Hutcheson, who found it necessary to repudiate explicitly (i.e. in print) Shaftesbury’s “prejudices against Christianity”.45

Ironically enough, some of the most severe and telling criticism of Shaftesbury’s philosophical doctrine came, not from the ranks of his Christian critics, but from Bernard Mandeville, an even more infamous irreligious freethinker. In his Fable of the Bees Mandeville presents Shaftesbury as having the “design of establishing heathen virtue on the ruins of Christianity”.46 Mandeville is, however, wholly unconvinced by Shaftesbury’s optimistic account of the social world, which is supposed to operate like a harmonious beehive.47 Whereas Shaftesbury describes a “morality of nature” in which individuals, motivated by their love for others and for the welfare of the public, are able to reap the benefits of mutual esteem and happiness, Mandeville sees social reality in much more pessimistic terms. Mandeville’s “unmasking” of human morality and the motivations lying behind it, trades in a series of widely discussed and debated paradoxes. 

The most notorious of these is that virtue and benevolence are in fact motivated by a desire for praise and flattery.48 It is self-love, as encouraged by the artifice of politicians, that explains the origins of moral conduct or virtue.49 At the same time, Mandeville also argues that our private vices – indulging our passions such as greed, ambition, and lust – in fact serve the public interest and make for a more prosperous and thriving society. Virtue, on the other hand, becomes an impediment to greatness, empire and achievement.50 The general upshot of Mandeville’s critique of Shaftesbury’s optimism is to insist on psychological observations about human nature that are more consistent with Hobbist pessimism. In so far as morality springs from our human nature, we must deal in harsh realities. Human beings are selfish and vain; moral conduct does not show that we can transcend these selfish dispositions but shows only that we must use vanity and flattery to restrain our other passions; the optimistic assumption that virtue will secure happiness and promote the general welfare is without any foundation, as the truth is quite otherwise. These are the lessons of Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees and they served to convince many apologists for the Christian religion that morality founded on the principles of human nature (e.g. our desire for honour and happiness) would produce a society of hyper-Hobbism of just the sort described by Mandeville.

The significance of Mandeville is often presented in terms of the narrow debate between Hobbist pessimism and Shaftesburyean optimism regarding human nature. From this perspective Shaftesbury and Hutcheson belong on the same side and stand opposed to Hobbes and Mandeville. However, as our observations on Shaftesbury’s scheme makes clear, the situation was not so simple and straightforward as this. A crucial aspect of Shaftesbury’s entire project was his (anti-Christian) message concerning the autonomy of morals, the possibility of virtuous atheism and the potential dangers and corruptions of “superstition”, such as the doctrine of future rewards and punishments.  This was a side of Shaftesbury’s thought that Hutcheson plainly tried to distance himself from.51
The observations that we have made in this section concerning the debates and discussion of moral theory during the first half of the 18th century show that the “three cornered framework” of rationalism/scepticism/naturalism fails to provide a full and accurate picture of the issues that were under debate at this time. More specifically, problems of moral theory, as discussed by Hume in the Treatise, were intimately and deeply connected with wider problems of religion. Religious philosophers, such as Clarke and his followers, argued that any sound account of moral theory must (demonstrably) refute the several forms of deism that lead directly to “downright atheism”. This includes, on his account, those who deny any governing providence, design, or order in the world (i.e. deny any final causes); those who deny any real difference between good and evil or suppose these distinctions depend on “the arbitrary constitution of human laws”; those who deny the immortality of the soul and the doctrine of future rewards and punishments; and those, finally, who believe that there is no need for divine revelation to discover all our duties and obligations, as the “light of nature” will suffice for this.52 According to Clarke’s moral system, all these forms of deism are destructive of morality and society.

 Throughout the early 18th century the doctrines of a number of radical freethinkers challenged these assumptions of orthodoxy. This is apparent, as we have seen, in the writings of a wide range of thinkers such as Bayle, Shaftesbury, and Mandeville. Among the various defenders of Christian orthodoxy there was no clear agreement about how the challenge of deist morality should be met. Clarke and his school represented the rationalist alternative. There were, however, other defenders of the orthodox view, such as Hutcheson, who held that the principles of moral sense could be used to defeat the sceptical and atheistic doctrines of Hobbes and his followers. In much the same way, there existed similar divisions among the freethinkers. Moralists like Shaftesbury (and his Scotttish follower Dudgeon) had fundamentally optimistic views about human nature and moral motivation that were plainly directly opposed to the schemes of Hobbes and Mandeville. Nor did they share the Hobbist view that there are no natural distinctions between good and evil, right and wrong, just and unjust or that all such distinctions are artificially created by means of human compacts and conventions. What these observations show is that the three-way division between the rationalists, the moral sense school and the sceptics does not itself serve to mark the significant division between those moralists who held that religion is essential to morality and those who denied it. We need, therefore, a different picture of the framework of the 18th century moral debate that will properly accommodate this other significant dimension of the debate.

The picture that we now have of this debate has two “tiers” (levels) as well as the three corners of rationalism/scepticism/naturalism.
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As the diagram indicates, the issue of religion adds a dimension of depth that is absent in the original three-cornered framework. At the top tier we have those thinkers who accept the autonomy thesis (i.e. deists, freethinkers etc.). On the bottom we have the various religious philosophers who reject the autonomy thesis. From this perspective we find that the moral sense school divides between thinkers such as Shaftesbury and a thinker like Hutcheson. Shaftesbury was careful to argue for the autonomy of morals and the possibility of virtuous atheism. Hutcheson expresses explicit discomfort about these “prejudices against Christianity”.53Although most rationalist moralists were, like Clarke and his followers, also defenders of Christian orthodoxy, Tindal argued that Clarke’s rationalist principles serve to show that we have no need of either revelation or the doctrine of a future state for moral life (i.e. properly understood Clarke is a “true deist”).54 The significant divide among those freethinkers and irreligious philosophers (i.e. at the top tier) who defend the autonomy thesis is not about the foundations of moral life in human nature, but about what our human nature, in relation to morals, is actually like. The most important divide here, as we have noted, is between Shaftesbury’s “optimism” and the “pessimism” of Hobbes and Mandeville.55 Clearly, then, it is within this two-tiered framework that Hume’s own commitments on the subject of moral theory must be interpreted and assessed.

III. The Autonomy of Morals & Hume’s Hobbist Project

In the previous section I argued that we need an alternative framework for analyzing and assessing Hume’s most basic aims and objectives on this subject. On the alternative account that I have described, there are two tiers that divide moralists of Hume’s period on the basis of their understanding of the morality/religion issue. On the bottom tier are religious moralists, such as Clarke, who maintain that moral life requires the specific teachings of the Christian religion (e.g. revealed religion, the doctrine of a future state, etc.).  Related to this, these thinkers also deny the possibility of virtuous atheism. On the top tier are the various freethinkers and irreligious philosophers who argued against this view and aimed to explain how morality without religion and virtuous atheism are possible. These thinkers maintained that morality depends, not on the principles of religion, but rather on the fundamental features of our human nature – such as we discover from describing the essential elements of human reason and the passions.


Before we consider Hume’s place in the continuum between “scepticism” and “naturalism”, we must first review the evidence there is to show that Hume belongs in the tier with those who defend the autonomy of morals. The most important and fundamental evidence for this rests, not simply with this or that section or argument in the Treatise, nor indeed with any single Book of the Treatise, but rather with a proper understanding of the nature of Hume’s entire project in the Treatise, considered as a whole, complete, work. The key consideration here is the fact that Hume’s project in the Treatise is modeled or planned after Hobbes’s similar project in The Elements of Law and the first two parts of Leviathan.56 That is to say, Hume’s “science of man” is planned and structured along the same lines as Hobbes’s works. The overall aim of this project is to provide a secular, scientific account of the foundations of moral and social life in human nature.


I have argued elsewhere, in some detail, for the thesis that Hume’s Treatise is modeled after Hobbes’s works.57 For our present purposes the major points regarding this claim are these. In his Abstract of the Treatise Hume says that the Treatise has been “written upon the same plan with several other works that have had great vogue of late years in England” (TA, 1 / 645). It is commonly assumed that the works to which Hume is referring are those produced by the “late philosophers” who he proceeds to name in the following paragraph: Locke, Shaftesbury, Mandeville, Hutcheson and Butler. (These are the same philosophers to whom Hume refers in his Introduction to the Treatise as putting “the science of man on a new footing” – namely, the experimental method.) The fact is, however, when we turn to the works of these authors it is immediately apparent that there is no obvious similarity between their various “plans” and the “plan” of the Treatise. On the other hand, when we turn to Hobbes’s The Elements of Law (1640) and the first two parts of Leviathan (1651) we find a “plan” that is strikingly similar to Hume’s.58

The similarity between the plans of these two works can be illustrated diagramatically.
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As the diagram indicates, the scope and structure of Books I and II of Hume’s Treatise correspond to Hobbes’s Human Nature and Book III corresponds to De Corpore Politico.59 Hume, like Hobbes before him, begins with a study of human understanding (i.e. sensation, imagination, knowledge, etc.), proceeds to a study of human passions (i.e. emotion, action, other minds, etc.), and finally, on the basis of these investigations, develops his account of moral and political philosophy.


The structural parallels between Hobbes’s works and Hume’s Treatise are indicative of the fundamental similarity of their projects.60 That is, Hume, following Hobbes, believes that moral and political philosophy must proceed upon the same  methodology as that which is appropriate to the natural sciences (although they disagree about the nature of that methodology). Further, Hobbes and Hume are agreed that this scientific investigation of morals must begin with an examination of human thought and motivations, it being assumed by both these thinkers that the minds of men “are similar in their feelings and operations” (T, 3.3.1.7 / 575). The immediate significance of this similarity between the Treatise and Hobbes’s works is that it reveals the unity of the project of the Treatise and casts serious doubt on the historical foundations of the traditional sceptical and naturalistic interpretations. 61

The significance of the Hobbist nature of Hume’s project in the Treatise, as it relates specifically to morality, clearly goes much deeper than these initial observations. Hume’s various sceptical arguments presented in Book I are in no way irrelevant to his defence of the autonomy of morals. On the contrary, throughout Book I Hume launches a series of sceptical attacks on the metaphysical doctrines that are essential features of religious morality. (The dogmatic arguments advanced by Clarke in his Discourse – in criticism of Hobbes – serve as a particularly obvious and prominent target of Hume’s battery of sceptical arguments in this direction.) In general, it was Hume’s primary objective in Book I to show the narrow scope and limits of human understanding, especially as it concerns our ideas and beliefs about religion. These limits have practical consequences for the influence of religious doctrine and dogma. Where our ideas are weak and obscure (e.g. God and a future state), our passions will not be strongly or consistently influenced and this, in turn, leaves our conduct irregularly and unreliably guided by these (religious) ideas.


In Books II and II Hume goes on to employ a related set of arguments to show the limits of human reason in respect of free will, motivation and action, and moral distinctions. Hume’s analysis of the passions, and their causes and effects, is developed in a way that aims to show how moral motivation and distinctions depend on our (human) feelings and sentiments – as opposed to any form of trans-human powers of reason. It is, as Pall Ardal has argued, impossible to understand the detail and structure of Hume’s specific concerns in Book III of the Treatise without any reference to his theory of the passions in Book II.62 What needs to be added to this observation, however, is that this reflects the systematic unity of Hume’s entire (Hobbist) project. The point here is that the general structure of Hume’s project, along with its methodological commitments to a naturalistic and necessitarian understanding of human nature, is fundamental to understanding Hume’s particular way of defending the autonomy thesis.63 Hume’s general aim is to provide an account  of the scope and limits of human reason, and the way in which it relates to the role of the passions in human life, such that we can account for the basis of our moral and social practices without leaving any role for (belief in) God or a future state. In this way, Hume’s defence of the autonomy or morals from religion is what the whole project of the Treatise is fundamentally about. For this reason it is a serious mistake to present Hume’s defence of the autonomy thesis as an incidental or peripheral feature of his (narrower) views about morality as presented in Book III. Similarly, it is a serious mistake to describe Hume’s most basic intentions in the Treatise without giving due prominence and weight to his concern with the autonomy of morals.

IV. Hume Refutation of “Moral Licentiousness”


I have suggested that the edifice and structure of Hume’s project – what we may call the Hobbist form of the Treatise - is indicative of his unifying aim to discredit various theological doctrines and dogmas that are essential to religious morality (most notably as presented in Clarke’s system) and to replace them with an account of human nature that serves as a secure, secular account of the foundations of moral life. The general nature of this project, with its commitment to the autonomy thesis, needs to be carefully distinguished from the specific content (i.e. doctrines and components) that Hume incorporates into his system. The significance of this form/content distinction is evident in relation to the work of both Hobbes and Shaftesbury. Both these thinkers, as we have noted, are committed to the autonomy thesis.64 They are, nevertheless, deeply divided on issues concerning human nature and “moral science”. Hume’s commitment to a secular, scientific account of moral and political life, based on a causal analysis of the elements and operations of human nature, does not commit him to Hobbist views about either egoism or the artificial nature of morality. Similarly, in so far as Hume plainly accepts significant elements of Shaftesbury’s system (e.g. pride, sympathy, moral sense), this should not obscure the ways in which his project in the Treatise aims at a “scientific” character that is entirely alien to Shaftesbury’s own project and commitments in the Characteristics. 65

Clearly, then, while the overall form or structure of Hume’s “science of man” is fundamentally Hobbist in character, this leaves open the question as to where Hume stands in respect of the content or component elements that he builds into his own system of “virtuous atheism”. As already indicated, Hume plainly borrows extensively from Shaftesbury and other prominent critics of Hobbes (including Hutcheson, Shaftesbury’s most prominent Scottish follower). The general point that emerges from this is that it is a mistake to assume that the Hobbist form of the Treatise commits Hume to any systematic set of  Hobbist doctrines or principles in his moral theory (i.e. in respect of its content). What may tempt some to suppose that this is so is the fact that there are indeed a considerable number of Hobbist elements and features in Hume’s own moral system (as Reid and many others have noted). Nevertheless, as I will explain, it is one of Hume’s major objectives in Book III of the Treatise to put significant distance between himself and Hobbes and his followers on the subject of morals. 66

We have already noted that within the group of thinkers who defend the autonomy thesis (i.e. in the top tier) there was considerable disagreement about the actual content of the system of secular morality. One major fault line here remains the divide between “scepticism” and “naturalism” (e.g. Hobbes v. Shaftesbury). The Hobbist character of Hume’s project in the Treatise, as I have explained, does not itself settle this (major) controversy about the nature of Hume’s commitments along this specific divide. Closely related to the scepticism/naturalism divide is the debate concerning “pessimism” and “optimism” as regards rival accounts of human nature. Optimists such as Shaftesbury held that human nature is not entirely selfish and that we are capable of genuine benevolence (a view that was shared by the theologically more orthodox). Pessimists such as Hobbes and Mandeville took the contrary view, with Mandeville going so far as to maintain the cynical view that any appearance of benevolence in human conduct is actually motivated by (a selfish) vanity and love of praise. What seems clear, from the analysis of Hume’s views already provided, is that Hume cannot be neatly placed in either one or the other these two opposing camps.


The particular importance of the divide between sceptic and naturalist and between pessimist and optimist for the wider debate about morality and religion is that it reveals an obvious vulnerability for the autonomy thesis. More specifically, it was a common strategy of religious moralists (e.g. Clarke in the Discourse) to present the hypothesis of the autonomy of morals as inevitably relying upon or collapsing into a sceptical view of ethics and pessimism about human nature (e.g. as per Hobbes’s system). From this perspective, the account of morality provided by Hobbes and his followers is nothing better than a system of “moral licentiousness” or “practical atheism”.67 When morality is grounded in the features of human nature, without any support from religion, we will end up denying the possibility of any real benevolence, justice or virtue in the world. We are, these critics argue, left with nothing more than a system where the rule that governs us is might rather than right.68 Plainly the significance of Shaftesbury’s system is that he wanted to reject any claims of this kind in respect of the autonomy thesis. He aimed to show that there could be genuine “virtuous atheism”. Closely related to this point, he also argues that liberty of thought should not be confused with “licentiousness in morals”.69 Shaftesbury’s own philosophical style and commitments, however, would not permit him to argue for this in terms of a “mechanistic” methodology of the kind that Hobbes had employed. That is to say, Shaftesbury had no interest in “a science of man” understood in causal or scientific terms. The significance of Hume’s project, therefore, is precisely that it aims at Shaftesbury’s general objective in respect of content within a Hobbist form (i.e. viewed as a contribution to the “science of man”).


The problem that irreligious thinkers such as Hume faced in the period following the publication of Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees (1723) was that Mandeville had turned his ridicule, irony and paradoxes against one of his own  - namely, Shaftesbury. The dynamics of this was that the irreligious or freethinking position would again be identified with the hyper-Hobbism of Mandeville. Any irreligious thinkers who wanted to block this dynamic would naturally employ the arguments of Hutcheson, who was both a follower of Shaftesbury’s moral sense doctrine and a sharp critic of Mandeville’s Hobbist pessimism.70 The challenge that Mandeville posed, as seen from this perspective, falls into three key claims or issues:

1. Mandeville maintains that all moral distinctions are artificial and a product of education and political manipulation. That is, he denies any real or natural distinction between good/evil, right/wrong or just/unjust. Call this his sceptical claim.

2. Mandeville maintains that all conduct that appears to be benevolent or virtuous is actually motivated by our love of praise. The skill of the politician, therefore, is to take advantage of human vanity and to guide our conduct by this means. Call this his cynical claim.

3. Finally, Mandeville also maintains that, contrary to the optimistic view, society frequently benefits from human vices (e.g. fraud, luxury and pride) and that any system of perfect virtue is incompatible with prosperity, empire, and achievement. In general, there is on Mandeville’s account no neat fit between virtue and happiness or vice and misery of the kind that Shaftesbury had proposed. Call this his pessimistic claim.

Let us call these three connected claims the essential elements of “moral licentiousness”. When we turn to Hume’s system of secular morals, these are the key issues that will determine the significance of its content. On all three of the key issues of moral licentiousness Hume’s basic strategy is to defend Shaftesbury against Mandeville. Put another way, it is Hume’s aim to vindicate the possibility and reality of genuine “virtuous atheism” in opposition to the undiluted “moral licentiousness” of Mandeville.


The right place to begin with our analysis of Hume’s commitments in respect of the content of his moral theory is with the basic features of his system that he shares with Shaftesbury. These features are sympathy, pride and moral sense. Hume’s account of sympathy is first introduced in Book II when he is explaining the operation of the indirect passions – specifically, pride and humility and love and hate. Hume’s description of the “regular mechanism” that produces these passions is complex and we need not follow all its details.71 Nevertheless, the basic principles are clear enough. Any quality or object that is pleasurable and related to oneself will give rise to pride and, if related to another person, it will produce love. Both pride and love are themselves pleasurable passions. Similarly, any quality or object that is found to be painful and related to oneself will give rise to humility and, if related to another person, it will produce hate. Both humility and hate are themselves painful passions. Hume points out that virtue and vice are able to produce the relevant pleasant or painful indirect passions in us (T, 2.1.7.2/ 295). A virtue is any mental quality or character trait that produces an independent pleasure in ourselves or others. Similarly, a vice is a mental quality or character trait that is found to be independently painful or unpleasant. 

Now since every quality in ourselves or others, which gives pleasure, always causes pride or love; as every one, that produces uneasiness, excites humility or hatred: It follows, that these two particulars are to be consider’d as equivalent, with regard to our mental qualities, virtue and the power of producing love or pride, vice and the power of producing humility or hatred. (T, 3.3.1.3/575 – Hume’s emphasis; cp. 2.1.7.5/296)

As this passage (and others) indicates, it is Hume’s view that our moral sentiments of approval and disapproval are “nothing but a fainter more imperceptible love or hatred” (T, 3.3.5.1 / 614). That is to say, approbation and blame are, for Hume, calm forms of love and hate.72 


The importance of the indirect passions as they relate to virtue and vice should now be clear. Virtue and vice arouse approval and disapproval in others or pride and humility in ourselves. Due to the influence of sympathy, approval and disapproval may serve as a “secondary” source of our sense of pride and humility (T, 2.1.11.1 /316). Clearly, then, it is Hume’s view that our moral sentiments serve not only to distinguish virtue and vice, by way of making us feel a satisfaction or uneasiness on the contemplation of a character (T, 3.1.2.3 / 471). They also serve to motivate virtue and sanction vice by producing a general correlation between virtue and happiness and vice and misery. The virtuous person’s good character makes him happy, just as the vicious person’s bad character will make him miserable. On this view of things, our moral sense serves as an independent (and natural) system of rewards and punishments, in so far as a person contemplates his own character or is made aware of the sentiments of others (T, 2.2.5.15-21; 3.3.1.9; 3.3.1.30; 3.3.6.8 / 362-5, 576-7, 591, 620). This system of incentives and sanctions in support of moral life, as described by Hume, is entirely consistent with the accounts of Bayle and Shaftesbury pointing to the role of honour or pride in support of virtue – specifically, virtuous atheism.


Hume makes clear that in order to feel good about ourselves, through the mechanism of pride, others must support our positive self-evaluations (T, 2.1.11.9 / 321; cp. EM, 9.10 / 276). He also argues, however, that we derive little or no pleasure from praise either when we know that it is based on a false understanding of our qualities or character or when it comes from individuals whose opinions we have little regard for (T, 2.1.11.11-13 / 321-2). This account of the way in which pride supports virtue by securing our happiness presupposes that there is some real distinction between well-founded and groundless praise concerning our moral character. (Otherwise any form of praise or flattery would please us and make us happy.) Clearly, then, there is for Hume a real, natural “standard of merit and demerit” (T, 3.3.1.18/ 583; cp. EM, 1.2 /169; ESY, 567). The standard that we rely on, as with other qualities and objects that produce the indirect passions (e.g. beauty, riches, etc.), is that of pleasure and pain as it relates to human happiness and misery.73 Hume holds that this “sense of morals is a principle inherent in the soul, and one of the most powerful that enters into the composition” (T, 3.3.6.3 / 619). In this way, Hume plainly rejects the view that all moral distinctions depend on artificial conventions or socially constituted rules. On the contrary, all our natural virtues and vices – which Hume describes at some length in T, 3.3 – influence our sentiments and happiness independent of any convention or artifice of this kind.74

Although Hume claims that our standard of morals depends on our subjective feelings (i.e. as a form of “moral taste”: T, 3.3.1.15 / 581), he also argues that this standard is by no means arbitrary or unconstrained by reason in its operation and influence. He begins by pointing out that we do indeed encounter some psychological difficulties due to the way that sympathy operates in us. More specifically, because “sympathy is very variable, it may be thought, that our sentiments of morals must admit of all the same variations” (T, 3.3.1.14 / 580-01).75 It is, nevertheless, possible for us to converse together on “reasonable terms” because we are able to escape our own “peculiar point of view” and arrive “at a more stable judgment of things”. We do this, he says, by fixing “on some steady and general point of view; and always, in our thoughts, place ourselves in them, whatever may be our present situation” (T, 3.3.1.15 / 581-2). By this means we learn to “correct our sentiments”, just as we learn to correct our senses (otherwise common language and communication would be impossible). Hume emphasizes the role of reason in removing us from our particular perspective and attachments and enabling us to consider a character in a way that avoids any distortions of this kind. Reason, therefore, corrects our passions and sentiments in these respects (T, 3.3.1.15-23 / 581-7).


We may now return to Mandeville and the challenge of “moral licentiousness”. There are, we noted, three essential elements of the “licentious system”. On all three, Hume plainly stands with Shaftesbury in opposition to Mandeville. In respect of the sceptical claim, Hume explicitly rejects the suggestion that “all moral distinctions [are] the effect of artifice and education” (T, 3.3.1.11 / 578; cp. 3.2.2.25 / 500). The sense of morals is entirely natural and universal in human nature. In a state of nature (“that imaginary state which preceded society”): T, 3.2.2.28 / 501) we would still be able to distinguish qualities of character that produce approbation from those that produce blame. Hume is, therefore, no moral sceptic in so far as this is understood in terms of the claim that all moral distinctions are artificial or conventional in origin. This is precisely the gap that separates Shaftesbury from Mandeville.


In respect of the issue of cynicism, the claim that all moral conduct is motivated by self-interest and, in particular, by a love of praise or fame, it is equally clear that Hume rejects this doctrine. As we have noted, Hume maintains that groundless or ill-founded praise secures little happiness for us. When we judge that our qualities of mind are not truly virtuous (i.e. produce no pleasure for ourselves or others) we will feel no pride – not even if others praise us. On the other hand, it is also Hume’s view that well-founded praise is important to us and that without praise from others it will be difficult to sustain our sense of our own virtue. The happiness that we derive from virtue does require (external) social support. In this way, we want to be more than simply praiseworthy, as we are influenced and affected by the opinions of others as this relates to our “reputation” (e.g. T, 2.2.1.9; 3.2.2.25-7; 3.3.6.11; 3.3.2.9-17 / 331-2, 500-01, 533-4. 597-601). Hume agrees with both Shaftesbury and Mandeville (and Bayle) that we all naturally care about our reputation and our sense of honour. What he does not accept, however, is Mandeville’s claim that all we care about is praise or fame, even if it is groundless or misdirected. According to Hume, this claim is false to human experience.


Finally, it is also clear that Hume rejects the suggestion that there is no reliable correlation between virtue and happiness or vice and misery. In particular, there is no truth in the pessimistic and paradoxical view that “private vices are public benefits”. On Hume’s account it is simply absurd to suggest that vices can in any way be advantageous or productive of happiness. The general mechanism of the indirect passions makes clear that virtues, being pleasant qualities of mind that give rise to approval and pride, will generally promote our own happiness. The virtuous mind is able to “bear its own survey” and this secures our “peace and inward satisfaction” (T, 3.3.6.8 / 620). In the case of the vicious, the effects will be the opposite. Clearly, on Hume’s account, there may be other sources of happiness and misery and we may well discover that the virtuous are not always happy any more than the vicious are always miserable. To this extent, therefore, Hume is a mitigated optimist in that he does not endorse the more extreme optimist doctrine that virtue is somehow sufficient for human happiness (i.e. no matter what our other circumstances may be). Nevertheless, in so far as we are virtuous this will, Hume maintains, naturally promote our happiness. Similarly, in so far as we are vicious, this will tend to make us miserable. This is all that we need to show that Mandeville’s (extreme) pessimism is also false to human experience.76
The important conclusion that we may now draw from these various observations is that although Hume does not follow Shaftesbury’s (extreme) optimism about virtue and happiness (i.e. the supposition that there exists some fixed correlation between them), he nevertheless plainly rejects every one of the essential elements of Mandeville’s “licenticous system” or hyper-Hobbism. The significance of this reaches well beyond the (narrow academic) debate about scepticism and naturalism. The more fundamental and important point is that Hume uses his scientific analysis of human nature to show that “speculative atheism” does not imply any form of “practical atheism” or “moral licentiousness” of the kind associated with Hobbes and Mandeville. Religious philosophers are mistaken, therefore, when they claim that the autonomy of morals can be secured only by embracing sceptical and pessimistic views about human nature and morality. In this way, Hume’s “science of man” serves to vindicate the possibility and reality of (genuine) virtuous atheism.77
V. Justice and Artificial Morality: Hume’s “Hobbesean Side”


The argument of the previous section makes clear that it was Hume’s aim to put significant distance between his own moral theory and the undiluted “licentious” doctrines associated with Hobbes and Mandeville (i.e. scepticism, cynicism, pessimism). As we have also argued, however, these non-Hobbist features of the content of Hume’s moral theory should not obscure the significance of the character of his Hobbist project in the Treatise, along with its necessitarian and naturalistic philosophical anthropology. Beyond this, it would be a further mistake to interpret he content of Hume’s moral theory as containing no significant Hobbist elements.78  The observations that we have already provided in relation to the various sceptical  interpretations of Hume’s moral theory show that any view of this kind would be one-sided and incomplete.  The Hobbist elements in Hume’s moral system are found, most importantly, in Hume’s account of the origin and foundations of justice as presented in T, 3.2.


It was a crucial aim for Hobbes’s critics to establish that morality was not merely artificial or a product of human conventions and compacts. This included not just the distinction between (moral) good and evil, right and wrong, but also the core distinction between just and unjust. More specifically, Clarke was not alone in trying to prove that the distinctions we make concerning property and promises (i.e. contracts, oaths, etc.) are based on real, discoverable moral relations that exist antecedent to all human conventions. For example, this is also a prominent and fundamental feature of Locke’s political philosophy as presented in his Two Treatises on Government (1689).79 Plainly it was Locke’s view, in direct opposition to Hobbes, that even in a state of nature, antecedent to both society and government, there exist obligations and rights regarding both property and promises. The views of Locke and Clarke concerning the natural foundations of justice were widely shared by religious moralists (not the least because the Hobbist account presents sceptical problems concerning God’s moral attributes).


Hume’s account of the origin of justice begins with the observation that there is no obvious natural motive to particular acts of justice. Acts of this kind may serve neither the agent’s private interest nor any public interest. Nor can we suppose that either private or public benevolence is the motive behind these acts (T, 3.2.1). As we have already noted, Hume specifically denies that there is any “passion in human minds, as the love of mankind, merely as such” (T, 3.2.1.12 / 481). In order to explain the motive lying behind just acts, Hume suggests, we must first explain the circumstances in which justice arises.


According to Hume there are two basic features to be accounted for in respect of the circumstances that give rise to justice. The first is the “selfish and limited generosity” of human beings (T, 3.2.2.16/ 494). Throughout this section Hume avoids any suggestion that we are wholly selfish or incapable of benevolence. This strong form of egoism is not necessary to his purposes. The more limited point that Hume insists on is that our affections are highly partial and that our capacity for generosity or benevolence to strangers or those who are distant from us is very weak (T, 3.2.2.8/ 488-9). The other circumstance of justice that Hume draws attention to is that external goods or possessions are both scarce and easily transferred from one person to another (T, 3.2.2.7; 3.2.2.16 / 487-8, 494). Both these circumstances are liable to generate competition and conflict and may produce social instability unless some remedy to these obstacles to social cooperation and harmony can be found. Without any such remedy we will be denied the considerable benefits that we receive from society.


The remedy to these difficulties, Hume maintains, rests with the artifice of human conventions. These conventions aim to put external goods “on the same footing with the fix’d advantages of the mind and body” (T, 3.2.2.9 / 489). There is, however, no promise involved in the creation of these conventions. On the contrary, it is by way of our experience and sense of advantage in following certain rules regarding the possession and transfer of goods that these conventions gradually get settled and established (T, 3.2.2.10 / 490).80 It is only after a convention of this kind is established, says Hume, that the ideas of justice and injustice arise, as well as those of property, right and obligation  (T, 3.2.2.11 / 490-01). On this view of things, “property is nothing but those goods, whose constant possession is established by the laws of society” (T, 3.2.2.11 / 491). Locke and others are mistaken, therefore, when they try to account for the foundation of property rights without any reference to the conventions of society (cp. T, 3.2.3.6n / 505n).


Hume makes clear that the basis of our commitment to the conventions of justice rests not with the utility of each act of justice, since it is possible that in some cases neither the public nor the private interest will be served, but rather with the utility of the rules involved.

But however single acts of justice may be contrary, either to public or private interest, ‘tis certain, that the whole plan or scheme is highly conducive, or indeed absolutely requisite, both to the support of society, and the well-being of every individual. 

(T, 3.2.2.22 / 497 – my emphasis)

Hume goes on to observe that although “self-interest is the original motive to the establishment of justice” (T, 3.2.2.23/ 499), we find, nevertheless, that we take a moral interest in acts of justice and injustice even when our own welfare is not directly concerned.

Nay when the injustice is so distant from us, as no way to affect our interest, it still displeases us; because we consider it as prejudicial to human society, and pernicious to every one that approaches the person guilty of it. We partake of their uneasiness by sympathy; and as every thing, which gives uneasiness is call’d Vice, and whatever produces satisfaction, in the same manner is denominated Virtue; this is the reason why the sense of moral good and evil follows upon justice and injustice.



(T, 3.2.2.24 / 499 – Hume’s emphasis)

It is, therefore, by means of this “progress of sentiments”, as founded on our natural sentiments and the principles of sympathy, that our sense of justice becomes moralized and extends to cases and circumstances that are far removed from us in space and time.


Hume uses these same resources, as they concern the role of conventions and their foundation in human selfishness and the need to develop a system for social cooperation, to account for our practice concerning promises. Here too, he begins with a puzzle: what is the basis of our sense of obligation of promises? Why should we feel bound by the mere words “I promise”? Once again, it would seem that considered as an isolated, individual act, there is no natural motive that can explain this other than the sense of duty itself. But this does not explain why we feel any such sense of obligation (T, 3.2.5.6 / 518). The answer to this question rests, Hume argues, with the mutual advantage that we secure when we establish a convention of promise keeping. We need not suppose any mutual kindness or benevolence. In the situation of a harvest, for example, we help each other and thus both benefit from being able to trust each other to return the service provided. If a person fails to keep her promise she can never be trusted again and loses all future advantage of cooperative activity based on trust and promise keeping (T, 3.2.5.10 / 522-3). As with the case of justice and property, we find that by means of the influence of sympathy and the “sentiments of morals”, we may take an interest even in cases that do not directly concern us (T, 3.2.5.11 / 523).


At the end of his discussion of promises Hume goes out of his way to indicate how his account diverges from the view of “theologians”. Hume contrasts his account of promises, which is “an invention for the interest of society”, with the “monstrous doctrines” that are “merely priestly inventions” that have “no public interest in view” (T, 3.2.5.14 / 524). The specific doctrines that Hume has in mind include transubstantiation, holy orders, and baptism, “where a certain form of words, along with a certain intention, changes entirely the nature of the external object, and even of a human creature” (T, 3.2.5.14 / 524-5). It is exactly Hume’s point that the act of promising does not involve any “mysterious and incomprehensible operation” of this kind.


This account of promises is applied to Hume’s explanation of the source and basis of political obligation. It is one of Hume’s particular objectives in T, 3.2.8 to show that our obligation to obey the government does not depend on any act of promising or oaths. The importance of government is that it is necessary “to maintain peace, and execute justice” (i.e. enforce the rules and conventions of justice as legally established) (T, 3.2.7.8 / 538). It is, therefore our interest in maintaining and enforcing justice that serves as the basis of our obligation to obey the government. It follows from this that political obligation does not depend on the act of promising itself but on our distinct interest in supporting the conventions of society that are essential to social cooperation. (Although it is also true that promising is among those conventions that we have an interest in supporting and maintaining through established government.) It is, therefore, “entirely erroneous” to hold, as Locke and others have done, that all government must be based on some act of consent because apart from this there is no (independent) basis for political obligation.81 It may be true that promises, as already established in primitive societies without any government, were first used to establish government (i.e. in its early stages). However, with the establishment of government and the enlargement of society, promises and consent cease to play this (foundational) role.82

Hume’s scepticism about the role of contract and promises has considerable religious significance in the context its time. Locke had argued in his influential Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) that atheists should not be tolerated precisely on the ground that they are incapable of obeying or keeping promises or oaths.

Those are not at all to be tolerated who deny the Being of a God. Promises, Covenants and Oaths, which are the Bonds of Humane Society, can have no hold upon an Atheist. The taking away of God, tho but even in thought, dissolves all.83
Hume’s account of promises shows that Locke is wrong about both promises and society. An atheist has the same interest in promising and being considered trustworthy as any theist may have. Moreover, Locke is wrong to suppose that the “bonds of society” depend on promising of any kind. The bonds of society depend either on our close relations with family and friends as based on sympathy (e.g. T, 3.2.2.4 / 486) or on our sense of mutual interest in the scheme of justice and the established government that supports and maintains it. There is no basis, therefore, for Locke’s suggestion that atheists should not be tolerated because promises have no hold upon them and cannot bind them to society.84 Atheists are no more incapable of being good and reliable citizens than they are incapable of being good and reliable friends, colleagues, partners or parents.


There are, of course, other features of Hume’s account of the artificial virtues and vices that have a tendency to undermine and discredit religious morality and the teaching of Christianity in particular.85 The important point, for our purposes, is to identify the considerable extent of Hume’s Hobbist commitments as they concern not just his projet in the Treatise but the content of his moral theory. Although it is evident that Hume travels far down the path laid out by Shaftesbury (and his follower Hutcheson) in repudiating the doctrines of “moral licentiousness” as associated with Hobbes and Mandeville, he by no means rejects all that Hobbes has to say. On the contrary, Hume places his theory of justice at the heart of his own moral system and his account of justice plainly contains a number of obvious Hobbist elements. The most important of these are the claim that justice originates with selfish motivations and that it is established by means of human conventions that (artificially) create the distinction between just and unjust in respect of the institutions of property and promising. Clearly, then, there is as much basis for claiming that Hume stands close to Hobbes as there is for claiming that he stands close to Shaftesbury and Hutcheson.86 Even here, however, some careful qualifications need to be made, as Hume’s position is nuanced. Hume does not hold, for example, that we are wholly selfish or that society is in any way unnatural to us. He also argues that even the artificial virtues are founded upon and evolve on the basis of our “natural sentiments” and capacity for sympathy (T, 3.2.3.25 / 500). Nevertheless, be this as it may, the extent of Hume’s Hobbist commitments was as obvious to his own contemporaries as it is to (most) of our own. Moreover, the positions Hume takes on this subject were directed not only against the rationalist moralists such as Clarke and Locke, but also at several prominent members of the moral sense school. This includes, most notably, Hutcheson. In a letter written to Hutcheson Hume directly criticizes him for being “so much afraid to derive any thing of Virtue from Artifice or Convention”.87 It was certainly clear to Hume, therefore, that on this important issue he and Hutcheson are sharply divided.


The upshot of these observations is that no adequate account of Hume’s moral system can fail to acknowledge the extent to which he follows Hobbes on the subject of justice. This observation is of considerable significance for understanding the mixed character of Hume’s commitments as they relate to the scepticism/naturalism dichotomy (i.e. suggested by the traditional framework of analysis and interpretation). Any interpretation of Hume’s moral theory that presents him as simply aiming to refute Hobbes’s moral scepticism or as an unqualified follower of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson is clearly seriously misleading. Hume’s moral theory cannot be pigeon-holed in this way. The truth of the matter is that Hume’s blends together the “optimistic” elements found in Shaftesbury and Hutcheson along with the “pessimistic” elements he found in Hobbes’s work. His moral system is, therefore, both mixed and complex. Evidently this is a conclusion that will be found uncomfortable for both the sceptical and naturalistic interpretations of Hume’s overall intentions in the Treatise, as any mixture of this kind within Hume’s moral theory suggests that neither of these general interpretations of Hume’s Treatise can be entirely correct.88
VI. Human Morality and God’s Attributes


In a letter written to Francis Hutcheson in March 1740 Hume makes the following observation:

I wish from my heart, I could avoid concluding, that since Morality, according to your Opinion as well as mine, is determined merely by Sentiment, it regards only human Nature and human Life. This has been often urg’d against you, & the Consequences are very momentous. If Morality were determined by reason, that is the same in all rational Beings: But nothing but Experience can assure us, that the Sentiments are the same. What Experience have we with regard to superior Beings? How can we ascribe to them any Sentiments at all?    (LET, I, 40 / #16)

These remarks, which were written before Book III of the Treatise was published, show that Hume was well aware that his moral theory subverts and discredits religious morality on points of fundamental importance.89 It is evident that on Hume’s system praise and blame are a matter of moral sentiments, understood as particular forms of (human) love and hate. In the absence of any emotions of this kind there is no basis for praising or blaming or holding people responsible for their conduct or character. Moreover, since the distinction of rewards and punishments depends upon moral sentiments of praise and blame, there can be no known basis for rewards and punishments for any being(s) who lack (moral) emotions of this kind.90 The clear implication of all this is that Hume’s account of the role of moral sentiments generates severe sceptical problems for the whole notion of accountability to God and the doctrine of future rewards and punishments. Unless we assume that God has an emotional structure analogous to our own – which commits us to a highly questionable anthropomorphic conception of God – then the notion of accountability to God in a future state is simply unintelligible.91


The problem that Hume raises in his letter to Hutcheson suggests that the difficulties we face regarding knowledge of God in relation to morality works in two directions. That is to say, it is not only problematic to ask on what basis God can hold us (humans) responsible, it is also problematic to ask on what basis we are supposed to form and direct our moral sentiments at God? The standard of morals for human beings depends on us discovering some relevant pleasurable or painful mental quality in an agent (person) before a moral sentiment can be aroused in us. In order to do this we must have some experience of the effects of the person’s mental qualities on themselves and others (i.e. other human beings with whom we can sympathize). The way in which this mechanism of the indirect passions is supposed to operate in relation to God is, to say the least, mysterious and puzzling. It is not obvious, for example, how we can know or identify the relevant set of mental qualities (motives, intentions, purposes, etc.) that God may possess. Nor is it clear what the scope or frame for judging the effects of divine moral character ought to be. Should it cover all of creation, all sentient creatures, or only human life (i.e. as we know and experience it)? Plainly there is no natural or obvious standard that applies to the deity. Hume makes no effort in the Treatise, or any of his other writings, to suggest any solution to these obvious puzzles for the theological view. His letter to Hutcheson makes clear why this is so. Hume believes that our understanding of human moral life leaves us without any relevant understanding of how we can relate to God as members of a shared moral community. The very principles and elements that serve to bind people together as a moral community serve to separate the human from the divine. It is a short step from this position to the conclusion that religious morality, in so far as it is based on language that we use to describe and interpret human moral life, is unintelligible.


Hume’s specific views on justice raise similar problems for understanding God’s moral attributes. According to Hume’s system, our idea of justice presupposes the existence of conventions that are established gradually, over time, with others and with a general view to our mutual benefit and advantage. Outside of this framework, however, all talk about “justice” (property, promises, etc.) is entirely without any meaning or application.92 Given this, what sense can we attach to the notion of God’s “justice”? Clearly we do not enter into or share conventions with God. Nor is there any basis for understanding divine justice in these terms. The only content that we can give to God’s moral actions, therefore, must be with reference to benevolence and retribution, both of which we have already noted are highly problematic given the rest of Hume’s analysis.


What these observations indicate is that Hume’s account of human morality does much more than simply defend the possibility of virtuous atheism. On the other side of his constructive program, there is a significant negative message: namely, that the assumptions of religious morality (i.e. wherein we stand in some moral relationship with God) are wholly unintelligible and mysterious – and often corrupting.  Perhaps what is even more significant and destructive, from an orthodox religious perspective, is that this analysis undermines the intelligibility of God’s moral attributes. As Hume was well aware, any attack on God’s moral attributes (i.e. benevolence, justice, etc.) is tantamount to bringing into doubt belief in the very existence of God.93 The conclusion that we must draw, therefore, is that Hume’s defence of virtuous atheism is not only a critique of religious morality, it is also a critique of belief in the existence of God under any conception that includes the moral attributes.

VII. Virtuous Atheism and Hume’s Philosophy of Irreligion


The core claim of this paper is that Hume’s moral theory in the Treatise should be read primarily within the framework of his fundamental irreligious intentions throughout the Treatise. That is to say, according to this interpretation, it is a mistake to present Hume’s moral theory within the framework of the traditional scepticism/naturalism dichotomy, as this obscures what is really basic to Hume’s concerns. This traditional framework, I maintain, fails to capture not only Hume’s specific irreligious aims and objectives in relation to his moral theory, but also the way in which his irreligious aims as regards moral theory relate to his project in the Treatise understood as a whole, unified work. In this way, although I am not the first to argue that Hume’s moral theory involves the aim of defending the possibility of virtuous atheism and the autonomy of morals from religion, my specific approach and interpretation of Hume’s commitments in this sphere differs in a number of important respects from the other accounts currently on offer.94 


On the account of Hume’s moral theory that I have described, it is essential that we draw an important distinction between two issues that structure Hume’s aims and objectives relating to moral theory. The first concerns the question of the autonomy of morals in respect of religion and the second concerns the challenge of moral licentiousness (especially as presented by Mandeville’s writings).  These two issues are closely related but distinct. It was the general view of religious moralists, such as Clarke and his followers, that any effort to separate morality from religion (as speculative atheists such as Hobbes aimed to do) would lead to “moral licentiousness” or “practical atheism”. (Although it is true that the autonomy thesis does not itself imply speculative atheism, speculative atheism certainly leaves morality without any religious foundations.) Any thinker who defends the autonomy thesis must, therefore, take a stand on the question concerning the implications of this thesis as it relates to the content of his moral system. 


In light of this analysis, Hume’s approach, I argue, must be understood in relation to the form/content distinction. Hume’s project in the Treatise takes a Hobbist form or structure. More specifically, Hume’s plan in this work is modeled after Hobbes’s similar attempt to develop a scientific, secular account of morality as founded on his analysis of the essential elements of human nature. Hume’s specific way of defending the autonomy thesis must be understood in these terms. Moreover, there is an intimate relationship between the battery of sceptical arguments that Hume launches throughout the Treatise and his effort to defend a system of secular, scientific morality. Hume’s numerous sceptical arguments, as presented in the Treatise, are directed primarily at the various metaphysical and moral doctrines of religious philosophers (especially Clarke) who set about to refute (dogmatically) any irreligious project of the kind that Hobbes and Hume pursued. Hume’s sceptical arguments aimed against these religious philosophers and theologians are, therefore, simply the other side of the same irreligious or anti-Christian coin.


Having established the importance and relevance of Hume’s Hobbist project for his defence of the autonomy thesis, we are, nevertheless, still left with the problem of the content of Hume’s moral theory. Some commentators have presented Hume as more or less a follower of Hobbes’s scheme of egoism and artificial morality, while others have argued that Hume’s intentions run in exactly the opposite (anti-sceptical, naturalistic) direction.95 The significance of this issue, from the perspective of the irreligious interpretation, is that it remains unclear if Hume’s Hobbist project in the Treatise commits him to principles of “moral licentiousness” as associated with Hobbes and Mandeville. The correct answer to this question, I have argued, is that no one-sided account can be entirely accurate. Hume certainly stands with Shaftesbury and Hutcheson in rejecting the three fundamental claims of Mandeville’s “licentious” system: scepticism, cynicism and pessimism. At the same time, however, Hume endorses neither Shaftesbury’s extreme optimism nor Hutcheson’s views about universal benevolence and the nature of moral virtue. Furthermore, Hume is plainly committed to a number of key Hobbist elements as regards his views on justice. According to Hume’s scheme, the distinction that we make between just and unjust, and the related ideas that we form of property, promises and our rights and obligations relating to them, all depend on artificial or humanly created conventions. These conventions, Hume maintains, are established with a clear view to mutual advantage and social utility. The foundations of property and promising, therefore, do not have a natural basis if this is taken to mean that they are independent of all human conventions of this kind. Nevertheless, whatever affinities exist between the moral schemes of Hobbes and Hume, Hume remains firmly committed to the central tenet of Shaftesbury’s scheme that “liberty of thought” in no way implies “moral licentiousness”. The sceptic and atheist, no less than their theist counterpart, are capable of genuine virtue, as guided by the fundamental principles of human nature.

It is evident, then, that Hume’s views cannot be neatly assimilated to those of either Hobbes or his moral sense critics (Shaftesbury and Hutcheson). Hume’s moral theory is a complex blend of elements from Hobbes, Shaftesbury, and others, with a view to defending a more nuanced account of the principles of (genuine) virtuous atheism. With these observations in place, we may now reconsider where Hume belongs on the top tier among the other defenders of the autonomy thesis.

Diagram #4:                

Hume’s Location Identified

Top Tier: Autonomy of Morals (Virtuous Atheism)

Rationalism                                                              Moral Sense/

      Naturalism
                [Tindal*]                                                  x                                          [Shaftesbury*]

                     *     

                                                   Hume ?

             Scepticism/

        Artificial Morality

[Hobbes*]

{* key representative figures at each corner}

It is tempting to think of Hume as being located somewhere close to the middle of the line running between Hobbes’s moral sceptical position and Shaftesbury’s moral sense position. It is arguable, however, that we should resist this temptation. In particular, in so far as the moral sense position is closely associated with Kemp Smith’s account of Hutcheson’s “primacy of feeling” doctrine, it is clear that Hume’s position allows for a much greater role for reason in moral life. For this reason, therefore, the most accurate representation of Hume’s moral theory is one that presents him securely on the top tier, among the defenders of the autonomy of morals and virtuous atheism, but taking a middle position that accommodates all the rival elements in the various alternative moral theories on offer.96 In other words, when we consider the various proposed dichotomies in this field: scepticism/naturalism, egoism/benevolence, reason/feeling, artificial/natural, optimism/pessimism, and so on, what we find is that faced with almost every one of these dichotomies Hume consistently takes a middle or moderate view. The location identified on the diagram above accounts for this.

Hume’s description of the various elements and principles of human morality, serves another, more destructive purpose. By way of identifying the foundations of morals in human nature and society, Hume exposes serious vulnerabilities in the doctrines and content of religious morality. In particular, in light of Hume’s scheme, it is difficult to make any sense of the standards by which God holds humans accountable in a future state or by which we humans are supposed to discover any intelligible moral attributes in God’s nature. The more we understand the basis of morality in human nature, the less intelligible – and, indeed, the less attractive – we will find the claims and doctrines of religious moralists and theologians. This is the clear message of Hume’s moral system in the Treatise.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the argument and analysis in his paper are focused on one (major) work – the Treatise of Human Nature. Clearly the scope and structure of Hume’s Treatise is very different from that of his Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). That said, many of the observations that have been made in this paper also apply to Hume’s commitments and intentions in the second Enquiry, as well as to other later works. What is especially important and significant about the Treatise, however, is that the scope and structure of this work make it far more ambitious, complex and comprehensive than any of Hume’s other (later) writings. Moreover, for reasons that have already been explained, Hume’s fundamental intentions in the Treatise, considered as a whole, unified work, must be accounted for with specific reference to his objective to provide a defence and interpretation of a secular, scientific moral system. It follows from this that no adequate account of Hume’s defence of virtuous atheism should overlook the relevance that his Hobbist project in the Treatise has for this important aspect of his philosophy of irreligion. Similarly, no adequate account of Hume’s fundamental intentions in the Treatise can overlook the central importance of his defence of virtuous atheism for what he aims to accomplish in this particular work. We may conclude, therefore, that Hume’s defence and interpretation of (genuine) virtuous atheism serves as a key to his whole project in the Treatise and constitutes a uniquely important contribution to his wider philosophy of irreligion. 97 
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*94. See the papers by Norton and Gaskin cited in note #27 above. 

*95. E.g. Norton, David Hume; and also Norton, “Hume, human nature, and the foundations of morality”.
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