david hume an enquiry concerning the principles of

morals

david hume an enquiry concerning the principles of morals stands as one of the most influential works
in the history of moral philosophy. Authored by the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher David Hume,
this enquiry delves deeply into the nature of human morality, exploring the foundations and principles
that govern ethical behavior. Hume challenges traditional views by emphasizing feelings and
sentiments over reason as the basis of moral judgments. This article provides a comprehensive
analysis of david hume an enquiry concerning the principles of morals, highlighting its key themes,
arguments, and its lasting impact on moral philosophy. Readers will gain insight into Hume's
exploration of virtues, the role of sympathy, and the distinction between moral and non-moral

evaluations. The following sections will systematically examine the core aspects of this seminal work.

Background and Context of David Hume's Enquiry

Main Themes in the Principles of Morals

Hume’s Theory of Moral Sentiments

Key Arguments and Philosophical Insights

Impact and Legacy of the Enquiry

Background and Context of David Hume's Enquiry

David Hume published An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals in 1751 as a refined and



accessible version of his earlier work, A Treatise of Human Nature. This enquiry reflects the intellectual
climate of the Scottish Enlightenment, emphasizing empirical observation and skepticism toward
metaphysical speculation. Hume sought to ground moral philosophy in human nature and everyday
experience rather than abstract reasoning. The work is situated within the broader context of 18th-
century debates about reason, sentiment, and the origins of ethical knowledge. Understanding this
background is crucial for appreciating how Hume's enquiry challenges prevailing moral theories of his

time.

Philosophical Influences and Objectives

Hume was influenced by earlier empiricists like John Locke and George Berkeley, as well as by
contemporary discussions on ethics and human understanding. His primary objective in the enquiry
was to establish a naturalistic account of morality, explaining how moral distinctions arise from human
feelings and social interactions. By doing so, Hume aimed to demonstrate that moral principles are

neither innate nor derived from divine command but emerge from human nature itself.

Main Themes in the Principles of Morals

The enquiry explores several central themes that define Hume’s moral philosophy. These include the
role of utility, the importance of sentiment, the classification of virtues, and the social function of moral
judgments. Each theme contributes to a comprehensive understanding of how morality operates in

human life according to Hume’s framework.

Utility and Social Utility

One of the core themes in david hume an enquiry concerning the principles of morals is the concept of
utility. Hume argues that virtues are qualities that are useful or agreeable to oneself or to others. This
emphasis on utility links morality to social welfare and collective well-being, suggesting that moral

approval arises from the beneficial effects of actions and character traits on society.



Sentiment as the Basis of Morality

Contrary to rationalist theories, Hume asserts that moral distinctions are grounded in sentiment rather
than reason. He claims that feelings of approval or disapproval—such as sympathy—are fundamental to
moral judgment. This idea positions emotions as the source of ethical evaluation, with reason serving

to inform but not determine moral sentiments.

Classification of Virtues

Hume categorizes virtues into two main types: natural and artificial. Natural virtues are those that arise
spontaneously from human nature, like benevolence and kindness, while artificial virtues depend on
societal conventions, such as justice and fidelity. This classification highlights the interplay between

innate human qualities and social institutions in shaping moral norms.

Hume’s Theory of Moral Sentiments

At the heart of david hume an enquiry concerning the principles of morals lies the theory of moral
sentiments. Hume elaborates on how sympathy enables humans to connect with others’ feelings,
forming the basis for moral approval. This empathetic capacity allows individuals to transcend selfish

concerns and appreciate the welfare of others.

The Role of Sympathy

Hume describes sympathy as a natural human faculty that facilitates the sharing of emotions between
people. This shared feeling fosters social cohesion and motivates moral behavior. Sympathy,
according to Hume, is essential for understanding moral distinctions because it underpins the

sentiments that guide approval and disapproval.



Distinction Between Moral and Non-Moral Sentiments

Hume differentiates moral sentiments from other kinds of feelings by their social and normative
dimensions. Moral sentiments involve a sense of obligation and are linked to the well-being of others,
whereas non-moral sentiments may be purely personal or aesthetic. This distinction clarifies why some

actions elicit moral praise or blame while others do not.

Key Arguments and Philosophical Insights

David Hume’s enquiry contains several key arguments that have shaped modern moral philosophy.
These arguments address the origin of moral ideas, the nature of moral disagreement, and the limits of
reason in ethical matters. Together, they provide a robust framework for understanding morality as a

human phenomenon.

The Is-Ought Problem

Hume famously articulates the is-ought problem, highlighting the logical gap between descriptive
statements about the world and prescriptive moral claims. He argues that one cannot derive an
“ought” solely from an “is,” emphasizing the role of sentiment in bridging this gap. This insight

remains foundational in ethical theory and metaethics.

Moral Relativism and Universal Sentiments

While acknowledging cultural differences in moral practices, Hume suggests that certain moral
sentiments are universal due to common human nature. This balance between relativism and

universality explains how moral principles can vary yet still be grounded in shared human feelings.



The Role of Reason

In Hume’s view, reason is the “slave of the passions” and cannot independently motivate moral
action. Instead, reason helps identify the consequences of actions and informs sentiments but does
not generate moral approval. This position challenges rationalist ethics and emphasizes the primacy of

emotions in moral life.

Impact and Legacy of the Enquiry

David Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals has had a profound and lasting impact
on philosophy and ethics. Its naturalistic approach to morality influenced later thinkers, including
utilitarians, sentimentalists, and modern moral psychologists. The enquiry remains a critical text for
understanding the emotional foundations of ethical judgment and the connection between morality and

human nature.

Influence on Later Moral Philosophy

The enquiry inspired prominent philosophers such as Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, and John Stuart
Mill. Its emphasis on utility and sentiment helped shape utilitarianism and moral sentimentalism as
dominant ethical theories. Hume’s work also paved the way for contemporary discussions on moral

psychology and the evolutionary basis of ethics.

Continued Relevance in Contemporary Ethics

Modern scholars continue to engage with Hume’s ideas, particularly regarding the interplay between
reason and emotion in moral decision-making. The enquiry’s insights into sympathy, virtue, and moral
motivation remain relevant in debates about moral realism, relativism, and the psychological

underpinnings of ethics.



Summary of Key Contributions

Established sentiment as the foundation of moral judgment

Introduced the is-ought problem, highlighting the limits of reason

Classified virtues into natural and artificial categories

Emphasized utility and social approval in defining morality

Influenced major ethical theories and ongoing philosophical discourse

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of David Hume's 'An Enquiry Concerning the
Principles of Morals'?

The main theme of David Hume's 'An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals' is the foundation of
moral judgments and the role of human sentiments, particularly sympathy, in determining what is

morally right or wrong.

How does Hume define morality in his enquiry?

Hume defines morality as that which is approved or disapproved by the moral sentiments of humans,
emphasizing that moral distinctions are derived from feelings of pleasure and pain rather than from

reason alone.



What role does sympathy play in Hume's moral philosophy?

Sympathy is central to Hume's moral philosophy; it is the mechanism through which individuals
connect with others' feelings, enabling moral sentiments and judgments to arise, thus forming the basis

of ethical behavior.

How does Hume distinguish between 'is' and 'ought' in his enquiry?

Hume highlights the distinction between descriptive statements ('is') and prescriptive moral statements
('ought'), arguing that moral conclusions cannot be logically derived from purely factual premises, a

problem often referred to as the ‘is-ought' problem.

What is Hume's position on reason versus emotion in moral decision-
making?

Hume contends that reason alone cannot motivate moral action; instead, emotions or sentiments drive

moral judgments and behaviors, with reason serving to inform but not to determine morality.

How does 'An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals' influence

modern ethical theory?

Hume's enquiry significantly influences modern ethical theory by emphasizing the importance of human
emotions and social context in morality, laying groundwork for emotivism, moral sentimentalism, and

later developments in moral psychology.

What examples does Hume use to illustrate moral approval in the
enquiry?

Hume uses examples such as generosity, justice, and kindness to illustrate moral approval, showing

how these traits elicit positive sentiments and are therefore deemed morally virtuous by society.



Additional Resources

1. Hume's Moral Philosophy: An Introduction

This book offers a comprehensive overview of David Hume’s moral philosophy, focusing on his
seminal work, "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals." It explores Hume’s views on human
nature, sentiment, and the foundations of ethical judgments. The text is suitable for both beginners and

those seeking a deeper understanding of Hume’s ethical theories.

2. The Cambridge Companion to Hume’s Ethics

A collection of essays by leading scholars that delve into various aspects of Hume’s ethical thought,
this volume provides critical analyses of "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals." It examines
Hume’s arguments on sympathy, virtue, and moral motivation. The companion is an essential resource

for students and researchers interested in 18th-century moral philosophy.

3. David Hume: Moral Philosophy and the Science of Man

This book contextualizes Hume’s moral philosophy within his broader scientific approach to human
nature. It discusses how "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals" fits into Hume’s empirical
method and his skeptical stance on reason as the basis of morality. The author highlights Hume’s

innovative contributions to moral psychology.

4. Sentiment and Reason in Hume’s Ethics

Focusing on the interplay between emotion and rationality, this work explores Hume’s claim that moral
distinctions are derived from sentiment rather than reason. It provides a detailed analysis of "An
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals" to show how Hume challenges traditional moral theories.

The book is ideal for those interested in the philosophy of emotions and ethics.

5. The Foundations of Morality: Hume’s Enquiry and Contemporary Debates

This book bridges Hume’s moral philosophy with modern ethical discussions, using "An Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals" as a starting point. It addresses themes such as moral relativism,
altruism, and the role of social conventions. Readers will find it valuable for understanding Hume’s

lasting influence on contemporary moral theory.



6. David Hume and the Ethics of Belief

Examining the relationship between ethics and epistemology, this text investigates how Hume’s moral
principles connect with his views on belief and knowledge. It offers insights into the moral sentiments
presented in "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals" and their implications for ethical
decision-making. The book is suited for those interested in the philosophical intersections of morality

and belief.

7. Hume’s Enquiry into the Principles of Morals: A Critical Guide

This critical guide provides chapter-by-chapter commentary on "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles
of Morals," unpacking Hume’s arguments and philosophical methods. It engages with both historical
context and contemporary interpretations, making it a useful companion for students and scholars

alike. The guide clarifies complex passages and highlights key themes in Hume’s thought.

8. The Moral Sentiments of David Hume

This work explores the central role of moral sentiments in Hume’s ethical theory as presented in "An
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals." It discusses how feelings such as sympathy and
benevolence underpin moral evaluations. The book also contrasts Hume’s sentimentalism with other

ethical frameworks, offering a well-rounded perspective on his philosophy.

9. Hume on Virtue and Vice: Exploring the Principles of Morals

Focusing specifically on Hume’s analysis of virtues and vices, this book examines the criteria Hume
uses to distinguish moral qualities in "An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals." It investigates
the psychological and social dimensions of Hume’s ethical theory. The text is particularly helpful for

readers interested in virtue ethics and moral psychology.
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