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      Early Modern Philosophy: Topic 8—Hume on Reason and Morality 1. Introduction This week we’re going to look at two paragraphs of Hume’s Treatise which have shaped all discussion of the foundations of morality ever since. They are a kind of application of his empiricism, but not in the obvious way we’ve seen so far (in the case of substance, self, and causation, for example). 2. A Great (if Flawed) Argument After first offering to consider how morality might be derived from ideas or impressions, Hume in effect cuts off all possibility of an affirmative answer by observing that everybody assumes that morality influences our ‘passions and actions’. He then continues: Since morals, therefore, have an influence on the actions and affections, it follows, that they cannot be deriv’d from reason; and that because reason alone, as we have already prov’d, can never have any such influence. Morals excite passions, and produce or prevent actions. Reason of itself is utterly impotent in this particular. The rules of mora lity, therefore, are not conclusions of our reason. (Treatise, III, i, 1; p. 313 in the Liberty edition) 3. A Superficial Treatment We might represent the argument here as follows: (A1) Nothing derived from reason can influence actions or affections; (A2) Moral judgements influence actions and affections; so (A3) Moral judgements are not derived from reason. But (A1) looks hopelessly implausible. If I throw a ball up into the air, I will calculate where it will fall, so that I can catch it, and my action is shaped by my calculation. 4. The Belief-Desire Theory Suppose it’s a hot and sunny day, as it has been for weeks. We see someone make sure they take their umbrella as they leave the house. We wonder why. We’re told: they want it not to rain. We’re still puzzled, so we’re told: they think (because of a superstition) that if they have their umbrella with them, it won’t rain. It looks as if we are operating with this kind of explanation of this person’s action: (Umbo) They took their umbrella because (i) They wanted it not to rain; and (ii) They thought that taking their umbrella would be as good a way as any of making sure it didn’t rain.. The general form of explanation of action underlying this seems to be this: (BDT) If anyone acts intentionally, they do what they do because (i) There’s some state of affairs they want to obtain; and (ii) They think that doing what they do would be as good a way as any of bringing about that state of affairs. The key point is that you seem to need two components for a complete explanation of behaviour – a belief bit (clause (ii) in each of these) and a desire bit (clause (i)). This is what is known as the belief-desire theory, and is the central component of what is known as a Humean theory of motivation. 1 5. A Better Interpretation of the Argument Now recall my worry about the original argument: it seems that a calculation about where the ball would fall made a difference to how I acted. You can see that that’s to do with the belief bit of the kind of explanation provided by (Umbo) (and more generally (BDT) – clause (ii). So Hume’s worry is naturally understood as being about the desire bit – clause (i). We might generalize the thought a bit, to include feelings in general (what Hume would call ‘passions’ or ‘affections’). In that case the core of Hume’s argument can now be presented like this: (B1) Nothing derived from reason can influence actions or affections in the way feelings do; (B2) Moral judgements influence actions and affections in the way feelings do; so (B3) Moral judgements are not derived from reason. 6. ‘Morals have an influence on the actions’ Is (B2) plausible? Consider this alternative explanation of our umbrella-taker’s action: (Umbo*) They took their umbrella because (i) They thought it would be good if it didn’t rain; and (ii*) They thought that taking their umbrella would be as good a way as any of making sure it didn’t rain. The key thought behind (B2) is that a value judgement of a certain kind could play the role played by desire in the original (Umbo) explanation. Is this plausible? I think so: I think (Umbo*) is just as explanatory as (Umbo). If you accept (B2), you are accepting a thesis known as moral internalism. Here’s an attempt to characterize it: (MI) It is a priori (an ‘internal’ truth) that someone who makes a moral judgement is thereby motivated (or: thereby has reason) to act. But you need to be careful about what ‘motivated to act’ might mean here. If it meant statistically more likely than otherwise to act (as some assume it does), (MI) looks as if it is empirically false. What the parallel between (Umbo) and (Umbo*) suggests that it means just this: does not also need to want to act in order for the act to make sense. 7. ‘Reason alone, as we have already prov’d, can never have any such influence’ ‘As we have already prov’d’? The proof, such as it is, comes from Treatise II, iii, 3 (paras 2-4 – pp. 282-283 in the Liberty edition), where Hume seems to argue as follows: (a) Reason (understanding) is concerned either with what is demonstrable or with what is probable; (b) Demonstrable things are abstract, and do not ‘of themselves … have any influence’; (c) In the case of what is probable, the reasoning concerns cause and effect, and here ‘the impulse arises not from reason, but is only directed by it’; so (d) In no case does influence or impulse arise from reason. The background to this seems to be a simple psychological hedonism (see para 3 of II, iii, 3): (PH) It is only the prospect of pleasure or pain which provides any motivation. Against this background, the only role for reason seems to be determining the amount of pleasure and pain which will result from an action. From this reasoning, Hume famously concludes: 2 (RS) Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them. (Treatise, II, iii, 3 – p. 283 of the Liberty edition) What are we to make of all this? First, (a) looks as if it simply begs the question against any likely opponent. (NB: ‘to beg the question’ means to assume what was in question—i.e., assume what the argument was about. It does not mean: to raise the question.) Note also that (a) is another formulation of Hume’s Fork, which we saw last week is self-undermining. And the conclusion, (RS) is also odd. Note three things: (i) If Hume’s argument proves anything about reason being a ‘slave of the passions’, it proves that reason can only be the slave of the passions; so there seems no room for ought (which suggests that it might avoid being a slave); (ii) If Hume’s argument worked, it would show just that reason and passion cannot contradict one another—but you might think that means precisely that reason could not be a slave of the passions; (iii) Hume’s claim carries the strong suggestion that we are not free—we are simply the servants of our passions, which we can do nothing about (this is one of the things Kant rejected in the Humean theory). 8. Passions In Treatise II, iii, 3 (para 5 – p. 283 in the Liberty edition), Hume claims: A passion is an original existence, or, if you will, modification of existence, and contains not any representative quality, which renders it a copy of any other existence or modification. This claim is repeated in Treatise III, i, 1 (para 9 – p. 314 in the Liberty editon). It appears there in the context of a contrasting characterization of ‘reason’: Reason is the discovery of truth and falshood. To make sense of all this, we might suggest the following reconstruction of the whole argument, in modern dress: (C-2) Feelings can’t be true or false; (C-1) If feelings can’t be true or false, then nothing which influences action in the way feelings do can be true or false; so (C1) Nothing which influences action in the way feelings do can be true or false; (C2) Moral judgements influence action in the way feelings do; so (C3) Moral judgements can’t be true or false. The conclusion, (C3), is a classic statement of non-cognitivism about morality: etymologically the view that there can be no moral knowledge, but generally the view that there can be no moral truth. The problem with (C-1) is that it is only obviously compelling if we take an implausible view of the role of desires (and other feelings): all oomph and no content. (The garden sprinkler model.) 9. Two Problems One problem for Hume arises from his conception of ‘reason’, or ‘the discovery of truth and falshood’. (B1) and (C1) express the view that only a dispassionate, disengaged observation can count as a way of finding out the truth. There is also a problem for the other side—his conception of ‘passion’. It looks as if he can’t make sense of ‘passions’—feelings—being criticized. But isn’t that odd? Don’t people sometimes want things they really shouldn’t want? Don’t people sometimes want things it would 3 be just silly or bad to want? Suppose that the background to (Umbo) is that there’s been a drought for months: doesn’t that make it look silly or bad to want it not to rain? The moment you allow the possibility that desires and feelings might be open to criticism, it looks as if you allow in something at least similar to truth. You also cast doubt on the picture according to which our feelings are just things we happen to have, which we can’t do anything about, and which we are, in a sense, mere slaves to. 10. The Last Paragraph of III, i, 1 I cannot forbear adding to these reasonings an observation, which may, perhaps, be found of some importance. In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always remark’d, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a sudden I am surpriz’d to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, ’tis necessary that it shou’d be observ’d and explain’d; and at the same time that a reason should be given, for what seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are entirely different from it. But as authors do not commonly use t his precaution, I shall presume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this small attention wou’d subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the relations of objects, nor is perceiv’d by reason. (Treatise, III, i, 1, para 27 – p. 319 in the Liberty edition) Hume here makes what has since come to be known as the ‘is’-‘ought’ distinction. Putting it crudely, ‘is’ claims are non-evaluative claims, and ‘ought’ claims are evaluative claims. This passage is open to two interpretations—one logical, one metaphysical—depending on how one understands ‘how this new relation can be a deduction from others’: (L) One cannot validly derive an evaluative conclusion from premises which are all non- evaluative; (M) Values cannot be grounded in (e.g., defined in terms of) the non-evaluative. I think there may be counter-examples to (L), but I think (M) is true. Asserting (M) is denying a thesis called naturalism about value. (M) has an odd relation to Hume’s own philosophy. Much of what happens in the Treatise (whose official subject is ‘the science of man’, remember), can be seen as answering philosophical questions by doing empirical science (e.g., the empirical argument for the basic empiricist thesis), or as replacing philosophy with empirical science. This seems to require Hume both to endorse (M)—in order to distinguish respectable empirical science for unrespectable philosophy—and to ignore it—in order to answer philosophy’s value questions by means of empirical science. The ‘is’-‘ought’ distinction has often been described as a fact-value distinction, and Hume, indeed, takes it as that here. But that common description—like Hume’s claim at the end here—is question-begging, since it simply assumes that there are no value facts. Both (L) and (M) can be accepted while accepting that there are moral facts, so strictly this paragraph makes no difference to that issue. Michael Morris 4 
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