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HUME ON BLAME AND EXCUSE 17. 

H u m e ' s  account  of blame and excuse  d i f f e r s  i n  funda- 
menta l  r e s p e c t s  from many contemporary ones .  Many con- 
temporary views,  u l t i m a t e l y  d e r i v e d  from t h e  Kant ian  d ic tum 
t h a t  ' ough t '  imp l i e s  ' c a n ' ,  base  excuses  on t h e  nonvoluntary 
c h a r a c t e r  of a n  a c t i o n .  For example, H. L .  A. H a r t  argues 
t h a t  t h e  b a s i c  requi rements  f o r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  are  t h a t  a 
person  have t h e  c a p a c i t y  and a f a i r  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  do what 
i s  r equ i r ed . '  
he  lacked  e i t h e r  t h e  c a p a c i t y  o r  oppor tun i ty  t o  do  what w a s  
r e q u i r e d .  As t h e s e  are  c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  an a c t i o n  b e i n g  

v o l u n t a r y  i n  a s u i t a b l y  narrow s e n s e ,  Hart p r i m a r i l y  b a s e s  
excuses  on t h e  nonvoluntary c h a r a c t e r  of a c t i o n s .  L ikewise ,  
Richard Rrand t ' s  view,  which i n  many r e s p e c t s  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  
Humc's, r e q u i r e s  t h a t  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of a c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t  
be s u b j e c t  t o  a h igh  degree  of vo lun ta ry  c o n t r o l  b e f o r e  blame 
i s  a p p r o p r i a t e .  Hume,  however, e x p l i c i t l y  d e n i e s  t h a t  
e i t h e r  a c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t  o r  i t s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  i n  conduct  
need be s u b j e c t  t o  v o l u n t a r y  c o n t r o l  for blame t o  be  appro- 
p G a t e .  The nonvoluntary c h a r a c t e r  of a n  a c t i o n  does  n o t  
n e c e s s a r i l y  excuse one from blame. 

A person  i s  t o  be excused f o r  an  a c t i o n  i f  

H u m e  makes f o u r  key c l a ims  about  blame and excuse .  
(1) The u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t s  of p r a i s e  and blame are men ta l  
q u a l i t i e s ,  n o t  a c t i o n s .  ( 2 )  Act ions  are  cons ide red  o n l y  
as s i g n s  of  mental  q u a l i t i e s .  ( 3 )  The posses s ion  and ex- 
p r e s s i o n  of t h e s e  menta l  q u a l i t i e s  may be  a p p r o p r i a t e  ob- 
jects of p r a i s e  o r  blame even i f  t hey  are  nonvoluntary .  , 

( 4 )  Persons have excuses  i f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  do  n o t  i n d i c a t e  
endur ing  mental  q u a l i t i e s .  These p o i n t s  need t o  be  sub- 
s t a n t i a t e d  and expla ined .  

The f i r s t  two claims may be cons idered  t o g e t h e r .  
That  H u m e  ho lds  mental  q u a l i t i e s  are  t h e  u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t s  
of p r a i s e  and blame and t h a t  a c t i o n s  are cons ide red  o n l y  
d s  s i g n s  of mental  q u a l i t i e s  i s  i n d i s p u t a b l e .  
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'Tin e v i d e n t ,  t h a t  when we p r a i s e  any a c t i o n s ,  we 
regard  o n l y  t h e  m o t i v e s  t h a t  produced t h e m ,  and 
o o n s i d e r  t h e  a c t i o n s  a s  s i g n s  o r  i n d i c a t i o n s  of 

c e r t a i n  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  t h e  mind and t e m p e r .  The 
e x t e r n a l  per formance  ha8 no  m e r i t .  We m u s t  l o o k  
o i t h i n  t o  f i n d  t h e  moral q u a l i t y .  T h i s  we c a n n o t  
do  d i r e c t l y ;  and t h e r e f o r e  f i x  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  on 
a c t i o n e ,  a s  on e x t e r n a l  s i g n s .  But t h e s e  a c t i o n s  
a r e  s t i l l  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  s i g n s ;  and t h e  ult . irnate 
o b j e c t  o f  our  p r a i s e  and a p p r o b a t i o n  is t h e  
m o t i v e ,  t h a t  produced them.  3 

For present  purposes,  only two po in t s  need be noted about 
t h i s  pazsage. F i r s t ,  it c l e a r l y  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  u l t ima te  
o b j e c t s  of p r a i s e  and, a s  he i n d i c a t e s  i n  his following 
~ a r a g r a p h , ~  blame a r e  always mental q u a l i t i e s .  The ex- 
pres s ion  mental q u a l i t i e s  i s  vague, perhaps d e l i b e r a t e l y  
so .  Sometimes H u m e  u s e s  t h e  term motive in s t ead .  By 

'motive'  he does not i n t end  any passing d e s i r e  or f u r t h e r  
i n t e n t i o n  which one may have i n  a c t i n g ,  e . g . ,  embarrassing 
o the r s .  For H u m e ,  some motives a r e  not even d i s p o s i t i o n s  
t o  act .5 
mer i t .  They are only s i g n s  of mental q u a l i t i e s .  Even i f  
t h e  concept of an a c t i o n  includes more than t h e  e x t e r n a l  
behavior,  such a s  t h e  i n t e n t i o n ,  it does not include 
motives or d e s i r e s .  A d i f f e r e n c e  i n  i n t e n t i o n  may e n t a i l  a 
d i f f e r e n c e  i n  a c t i o n ,  bu t  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  motive does not .  
T h e  same a c t i o n  may be performed from d i f f e r e n t  motives. 
Hence, ac t ions  are not l o g i c a l l y  connected with t h e  ob jec t s  
of p r a i s e  and blame. 

Second, a c t i o n s  o r  e x t e r n a l  performances have no 
U 

Hume's claim t h a t  ac t ions  themselves have no m e r i t ,  
it might be objected,  is i n c o r r e c t .  People do cons t an t ly  
eialu;te ~ctionz. I f  they d i d  n o t ,  then a c t i o n s  would not 
be considered untoward and a b a s i s  f o r  a t t r i b u t i n g  blame. 
However, H u m e  does not  deny t h a t  a c t i o n s  may be evaluated 
i n  some way or  o t h e r ,  only t h a t  they alone have m e r i t  or 
a r e  appropr i a t e  o b j e c t s  of p r a i s e  and blame. 
be evaluated without  r e fe rence  t o  mental q u a l i t i e s ,  fo r  
example , as r i g h t  or  wrong, u s e f u l  or unuselul .  H u e  is 

Actions may 
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c h i e f l y  concerned wi th  eva lua t ing  a c t i o n s  as v i r t u o u s  o r  v i -  
c ious.  The terms v i r t u o u s  and v i c i o u s  a s  app l i ed  t o  a c t i o n s  
involve an element of p r a i s e  and blame, whereas t h e  terms 
r i g h t  and wrong, a t  l e a s t  i n  most of t h e i r  u ses ,  do not .  
Thus, H u m e  i s  no t  denying t h a t  a c t i o n s  alone may have m e r i t  
i n  t h e  sense of value or u t i l i t y .  Rather,  he i s  denying 
t h a t  a c t i o n s  alone a r e  v i r tuous  or v i c i o u s ,  because ' v i r t u o u s '  
and ' v i c ious '  involve 3s a l e z e n t  of pzaioe t1i3 t l a a  cnZ a u  

r e f e r  t o  mental q u a l i t i e s  a s  w e l l  as a c t i o n s .  
H u m e ' s  reason f o r  making mental q u a l i t i e s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  

o b j e c t s  of p r a i s e  and blame r e s t s  upon t h e  most b a s i c  p r in -  
c i p l e  of h i s  e t h i c a l  theory.  Moral approval and disapproval  
are sentiments.  These sent iments  cannot t ake  a c t i o n s  as 

t h e i r  immediate ob jec t s .  
1 6  any  a c t i o n  b e  e i t h e k  v c k t u o u h  o f i  v i c i o u b ,  ' f i b  

o n l y  ab a s i g n  0 6  b 0 m t  q u a l i t y  o h  c h a h a c t e a .  It 
m U b t  depend upon  d u t a b t e  p h i n c i p t e b  06 t h e  m i n d ,  

w h i c h  e x t e n d  c v e h  t h e  w h o l e  c o n d u c t ,  and e n t e t  

i n  t h e  pehbona l  c h a k a c t e h .  A c t i o n b  t h e m b e l v e b ,  

n o t  p t o c e e d i n g  dhorn any c o n s t a n t  ph t r i nc ip le ,  have 

no i n d t u e n c e  o n  l i v e  h a t h e d ,  p c i d e  oh h u m i l i t y ;  
and c o n b e q u e n t t y  ahe n e u e h  c o n b i d e k ' d  ~n m o k a L i t y .  

T h i b  t e d l e r i o n  i d  b e t 6 - e v i d e n t ,  and debehveb t o  be 
a t t e n d e d  t o ,  ab b e i n g  0 6  t h e  U t m O b f  i rnpoh tancs  i n  
t h e  pheben t  b u b j e c t .  W e  ahe neveh  t o  c o n b i d e  any  
s i n g l e  a c t i o n  . i n  o u ) ~  e n q u i h i e b  c o n c e h n i n g  t h e  
o a i g i n  o h  m o h a h ;  b u t  o n l y  t h e  q u a t i t y  o k  c h a n - .  

a c t e h  dhom w h i c h  t h e  a c f i o n  phoceeded.  Thebe  
a t o n e  a ~ e  dutabCe e n o u g h  t o  a 6 d e c t  o u t  s e n t i m e n t 4  

6 c o n c e t n i n g  t h ~  pChbOn. 
flume's p o i n t  i n  t h e  preceding passage i s  a psychologi- 

c a l  one about t h e  poss ib l e  o b j e c t s  of sentiments.  
l a s t i n g  e n t i t i e s  may be t h e  o b j e c t s  of sentiments.  There 
i s ,  perhaps,  a l o g i c a l  reason f o r  t h e  same claim. A person 

* may be blameworthy f o r  some time a f t e r  an ac t ion .  H e  is 
blameworthy although t h e  a c t i o n  no longer e x i s t s .  Thus, 

t h e r e  must be some presen t  f e a t u r e  of t h e  person o r  t h e  
person himself which i s  t h e  ob jec t  of blame. One might 
say t h e  person is blameworthy a s  t h e  cause of t h e  untoward 

ac t ion .  H u e  ag rees ,  but  he goes f u r t h e r  and s p e c i f i e s  

Only 



20. 
t h a t  a s p e c t  of t h e  pe r son ,  a menta l  q u a l i t y ,  which was the 

cause  of t h e  a c t i o n .  That  f e a t u r e ,  a d u r a b l e  mental  q u a l i t y ,  
s t i l l  exists. I f  it d i d  n o t ,  the person would n o t  be blame- 
worthy. It fo l lows  that i t  i s  n o t  a c t i o n s  w h i c h  a r e  excused 
b u t  persons  o r  their  men ta l  q u a l i t i e s .  Excuses i n d i c a t e  
t h a t  blame is i n a p p r o p r i a t e .  S ince  persons  or  their menta l  
q u a l i t i e s  a r e  blamed, it i s  they which a r e  excused. And 
when persons  a r e  excused,  t h e  a c t i o n s  a r e  s t i l l  untoward 
or wrong b u t  n o t  v i c i o u s .  

I t  may be  o b j e c t e d  t h a t  t h i s  view cannot  account  f o r  
blame of a dead person .  S ince  t h e  person ar.d h i s  menta l  
q u a l i t y  no longe r  e x i s t ,  he  cannot  be blamerlorthy. However, 
such an o b j e c t i o n  i s  mis taken .  When people  now blarne Nero 
f o r  t he  burn ing  of R o m e ,  t hey  a r e  c o n s i d e r i n g  Nero a s  he 
was when a l i v e  w i t h  h i s  v a r i o u s  menta l  q u a l i t i e s .  The ob- 
j e c t  of blame i s  a p a s t  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  which, v i a  sympathy 
or t h e  sen t imen t  of humanity,  a r o u s e s  a sen t imen t  of blame. 
While H u m e  admi t s  t h a t  t h e  sen t imen t  one has  towards Nero 
may be weaker than  t h a t  which one has  toward a contemporary 
pe r son ,  t h i s  f e a t u r e  i s  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  d e c i s i o n s  and expres-  
s i o n s  of s e n t i m e n t s  which a r e  made from a g e n e r a l  p o i n t  of 
view. Mental  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  blamed o r  p r a i s e d  w i t h  r e s p e c t  
t o  t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e  upon t h o s e  who a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  t h e  per-  
sons  having them.' 
be involved  i n  making judgments about  p a s t  a c t i o n s .  The 
d i f f e r e n c e ,  however, between e v a l u a t i n g  Nero ' s  a c t i o n  a s  
wrong and blaming him i s  t h a t  one does  n o t  s imply blame 
Nero a s  he was a t  t h e  t i m e  of t h e  f i r e ,  a s  one would have 
t o  do i f  a c t i o n s  were t h e  o b j e c t  of blame, b u t  a l s o  a s  he 
was a day ,  w e e k ,  month, or yea r  l a t e r .  

A s i m i l a r  p rocess  of  " c o r r e c t i o n s "  may 

H u m e ' s  t h i r d  key c l a i m ,  t h a t  t h e  posses s ion  or  ex- 
p r e s s i o n  of menta l  q u a l i t i e s  need n o t  be v o l u n t a r y  f o r  
them t o  be  p r a i s e d  o r  blamed, i s  t i e d  up w i t h  h i s  con- 
t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between v i r t u e s  and v i c e s  on 
the one hand, and a b i l i t i e s  and d e f e c t s  on the o t h e r ,  i s  a 
v e r b a l  d i s p u t e .  I n  the T r e a t i s e  he is much less emphat ic  
abou t  t h i s  matter be ing  a v e r b a l  d i s p u t e  t h a n  h e  is i n  the 

I n q u i r y  Concernins  t h e  P r i n c i p l e s  of Morals.  
b a s i c  reasons for denying t h a t  p ra i sewor thy  and blameworthy 

H e  has  t h r e e  
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menta l  q u a l i t i e s  need be  vo lun ta ry .  F i r s t ,  and t h i s  p o i n t  
i s  e x p l i c i t l y  made only  i n  t h e  I n q u i r y ,  t h e r e  i s  no c l e a r  
l i n g u i s t i c  d i s t i n c t i o n  between v i r t u e s  and abi l i t ies  w i t h  
r e s p e c t  t o  t h e i r  v o l u n t a r y  c h a r a c t e r .  * Invo lun ta ry  men ta l  
q u a l i t i e s  such as  courage ,  equanimi ty ,  p a t i e n c e ,  and s e l f -  
command a re  c a l l e d  v i r t u e s .  H i s  second and r e l a t e d  p o i n t  
i s  t h a t  a n c i e n t  moral  ph i lo sophe r s  t r e a t e d  v a r i o u s  nonvolun- 

t a r y  q u a l i t i e s  a s  v i r t u e s  and v i ces . '  I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  he  
no te s  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  deg ree  of t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s ,  t h e  
more blamable they  a re ,  y e t  t hey  a r e  a l s o  less v o l u n t a r y .  

H i s  f i n a l  r eason  for  n o t  r e q u i r i n g  menta l  q u a l i t i e s  

10 

t o  b e  v o l u n t a r y  i n  o r d e r  t o  be  blamable i s  a f a c t  about  t h e  
sen t imen t s  of approva l  and d i sapprova l .  The sen t imen t s  do 

i n  f a c t  t a k e  nonvoluntary menta l  q u a l i t i e s  as  t h e i r  o b j e c t s .  
The sen t imen t s  of approva l  and d i s a p p r o v a l  ar ise  from 
f e e l i n g  p l e a s u r e  and pa in .  "Now I b e l i e v e  no one w i l l  as- 
se r t , "  he  w r i t e s ,  " t h a t  a q u a l i t y  can  never  produce p l ea -  
s u r e  o r  p a i n  t o  t h e  person  who c o n s i d e r s  i t ,  u n l e s s  it be  

I* 11 p e r f e c t l y  v o l u n t a r y  i n  t h e  person  who possesses it. 
H u m e  does  n o t  deny t h a t  t h e r e  may be  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  
sen t imen t s  of  approval  and d i s a p p r o v a l  one  has  toward d i f -  
f e r e n t  q u a l i t i e s . "  But he does deny t h a t d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  
sen t imen t s  are s u f f i c i e n t  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between v i r t u e s  
and a b i l i t i e s ,  v i c e s  and d e f e c t s .  A l l  of  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  
s en t imen t s ,  e . g . ,  l ove  and esteem, i n d i c a t e  a n  element  of  
approva l  or d i sapprova l .  

H u m e  nowhere e x p l i c i t l y  states h i s  f o u r t h  key claim, 
t h a t  a person  should  be  excused i f  h i s  a c t i o n  does  n o t  i n -  
d i c a t e  a n  endur ing  menta l  q u a l i t y .  However, it c l e a r l y  
fo l lows  from h i s  o t h e r  claims, and s o m e  of h i s  comments 
imply it. Mental q u a l i t i e s  are t h e  o b j e c t s  of blame. 
Ac t ions  are cons ide red  on ly  as s i g n s  of  men ta l  q u a l i t i e s .  
Thus,  i f  a c t i o n s  do  n o t  indicate endur ing  men ta l  q u a l i t i e s ,  
t h e n  t h e y  cannot  p rov ide  a b a s i s  f o r  blame and a per son  has  

a n  excuse.  
I n  a rgu ing  t h a t  mental q u a l i t i e s  are t h e  u l t i m a t e  

o b j e c t s  of praise  and blame, Hume writes the fo l lowing:  
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A f t e r  t h e  same manner,  when we r e q u i r e  a n y  a c t i o n ,  
o r  blame a p e r s o n  f o r  n o t  p e r f o r m i n g  i t ,  we a lwaye  
s u p p o s e ,  t h a t  one i n  t h a t  s i t u a t i o n  shou 'd  b e  
i n f l u e n c ' d  b y  t h e  p r o p e r  m o t i v e  o f  t h a t  a c t i o n ,  
and we e s t e e m  i t  v i c i o u s  i n  him t o  b e  r e g a r d l e s s  
of i t .  If we f i n d ,  upon e n q u i r y ,  t h a t  t h e  v i r t u o u 8  
m o t i v e  was s t i l t  p o w e r f u l  o v e r  h i s  b r e a s t ,  t h o '  
c h e c k ' d  i n  i t s  o p e r a t i o n  b y  some c i rcumGtances  u n -  

known t o  u s ,  we r e t r a c t  our b l m e ,  and have t h e  
same e s t e e m  f o r  him,  a s  i f  he  had a c t u a l l y  p e r -  
f o r m ' d  t h e  a c t i o n ,  w h i c h  we r e q u i r e  of him.  13 

S i n c e  t h e  v i r t u o u s  motive e x i s t e d ,  t h e  p e r s o n ' s  omission 
does  n o t  i n d i c a t e  an  u n d e s i r a b l e  menta l  q u a l i t y .  

While i n  t h e  preceding  passage  H u m e  i s  t r e a t i n g  omis- 
s i o n s ,  when a rgu ing  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  who t h i n k  f r e e  w i l l  re- 
q u i r e s  l i b e r t y  of i n d i f f e r e n c e ,  he  u s e s  t h e  same g e n e r a l  

p r i n c i p l e  for commissions. 
Men a r e  n o t  b lam 'd  f o r  s u c h  e v i l  a c t i o n s  a s  t h e y  per- 
f o r m  i g n o r a n t l y  and c a s u a l l y ,  w h a t e v e r  may b e  t h e i r  
c o n s e q u e n c e s .  Why? b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e  c a u s e s  of t h e s e  
a c t i o n s  a r e  o n l y  momentary,  and t e r m i n a t e  i n  them 
a l o n e .  Men a r e  t e s s  b lam 'd  f o r  s u c h  e v i l  a c t i o n s ,  
a s  t h e y  p e r f o r m  h a s t i l y  and u n p r e m e d i - a t e l y ,  t h a n  
f o r  s u c h  a s  proceed  from t h o u g h t  and d s t i b e r a t i o n .  
For what r e a s o n ?  b u t  b e c a u s e  a h a s t y  t e m p e r ,  t h o '  
a c o n s t a n t  c a u s e  i n  t h e  mind ,  o p e r a t e s  o n l y  by 
i n t e r v a l s ,  and i n f e c t s  not t h e  whole  c h a r a c t e r .  
A g a i n ,  r e p e n t a n c e  w i p e s  o f f  e v e r y  c r i m e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
i f  a t t e n d e d  w i t h  a n  e v i d e n t  r e f o r m a t i o n  o f  l i f e  and 
mannera. How i s  t h i s  t o  b e  accoun ted  f o r ?  But  by 
a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  a c t i o n s  r e n d e r  a p e r s o n  c r i m i n a l ,  
m e r e l y  a s  t h e y  a r e  p r o o f s  o f  c r i m i n a l  passions 'r 
p r i n c i p l e s  in t h e  mind;  and when by any a l t e r a t i o n  
o f  t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e 8  t h e y  c e a a e  t o  b e  j u s t  p r o o f s ,  
t h e y  likewise cea8e t o  be o r i m i n a l .  14 
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Thus, blameworthiness  and t h e  deg ree  of i t  depend upon 

a c t i o n s  i n d i c a t i n g  d u r a b l e  menta l  q u a l i t i e s .  Ac t ions  may 
n o t ,  as  i n  a c c i d e n t  and ignorance ,  i n d i c a t e  men ta l  q u a l i t i e s  
a t  a l l .  O r  t hey  may i n d i c a t e  men ta l  q u a l i t i e s ,  as i n  unpre- 
med i t a t ed  crimes and crimes o f  pas s ion ,  b u t  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  may 
n o t  b e  endur ing  ones o r  t hey  may n o t  a f f e c t  a p e r s o n ' s  w h o l e  

m o d e  of conduct  a s ,  s a y ,  t h e  q u a l i t y  of  d i s h o n e s t y  does .  
F i n a l l y ,  i f  one can  be s u r e  t h a t  a menta l  q u a l i t y  has  been 
removed, t h e n  t h e  person  i s  no longe r  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  blamed. 

T h i s  l a s t  f e a t u r e  of H u m e ' s  account  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  note-  
worthy,  f o r  it e x p l a i n s  why a person  may n o t  now be blamed 
for h i s  deeds  of many y e a r s  ago; he may no longe r  have t h e  
menta l  q u a l i t i e s  of which t h o s e  deeds  were s i g n s .  

H u m e  comes c l o s e s t  t o  s t a t i n g  t h e  g e n e r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  
of excuses  i n  An Inqu i ry  Concerning Human U n d e r s t a n d i n 5  

For a s  a c t i o n s  are  o b j e c t s  of our moral s e n t i m e n t  80 
f a r  o n l y  a6 t h e y  a r e  i n d i c a t i o n s  of t h e  i n t e r n a l  
c h a r a c t e r ,  p a s s i o n s ,  and a f f e c t i o n s ,  i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  
t h a t  t h e y  can g i v e  r i s e  e i t h e r  to p r a i s e  or blame 
where they  proceed not  from t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s ,  b u t  
a r e  d e r i v e d  a l t o g e t h e r  from e x t e r n a l  v i o l e n c e .  1 5  

I n  t h i s  passage  he  c l e a r l y  d e r i v e s  t h e  ground of excuses  
from h i s  second key c la im.  Also ,  h e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  the 

expres s ion 'men ta l  q u a l i t i e S  from t h e  T r e a t i s e  cove r s  char -  
acter, p a s s i o n s ,  and a f f e c t i o n s .  F i n a l l y ,  one must care- 
f u l l y  n o t e  t h a t  he  does n o t  make nonvo lun ta r ines s  t h e  
ground of excuses .  While a c t i o n s  "der ived  from e x t e r n a l  
v io l ence"  may be nonvoluntary ,  n o t  a l l  nonvoluntary  a c t i o n s  
are  "de r ived  from e x t e r n a l  v io l ence . "  H u m e  is  o n l y  i n s i s t -  
i ng  t h a t  t h e  a c t i o n s  be caused  by, and t h u s  be  s i g n s  o f ,  
menta l  q u a l i t i e s  of t h e  person.  Nonvoluntar iness  per se 
is n o t  a n  excuse.  When excuses  are a p p r o p r i a t e  w i t h  respect 
t o  nonvoluntary a c t i o n s ,  it i s  n o t  because  t h e y  are nonvol- 
u n t a r y  b u t  because  t h e y  do not i n d i c a t e  endur ing  men ta l  
qualities. 
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T h e  f i r s t  develops from his content ion that  a c t i o n s  a r e  
deemed v i r tuous  (vicious)  because they i n d i c a t e  a v i r t u o u s  
(v i c ious )  motive or  mental q u a l i t y .  I t  follows from t h i s  
c la im t h a t  t h e  sense of t h e  mora l i t y  of a c t i o n s  cannot be t h e  
only v i r tuous  motive. If v i r tuous  motives were d e s i r e s  t o  
perform v i r tuous  a c t i o n s ,  then t h e  whole view would be circu-  
l a r .  Virtuous a c t i o n s  would be those which i n d i c a t e  v i r tuous  
motives,  i . e . ,  d e s i r e s  t o  perform v i r tuous  ac t ions .  Hence, 
Hume enunciates a s  a fundamental maxim " t h a t  no a c t i o n  can 
be v i r t u o u s ,  or morally good, un le s s  t h e r e  be i n  human na tu re  
some motive t o  produce it, d i s t i n c t  from the  sense of i t s  

Two complications i n  H u m e ' s  view m u s t  now be considered. 

moral i ty .  "16 

This maxim means t h a t  i n  a very extended sense H u m e  
accepts  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  'ought '  implies  'can ' .  I t  cannot 
be t h e  case t h a t  one ought t o  perform an a c t i o n ,  t h a t  it be 
a v i r tuous  a c t i o n ,  un le s s  one can have a motive f o r  perform- 
ing  it. But one need not  have t h e  motive on any s p e c i f i c  
occasion. Indeed, an ind iv idua l  may never have t h a t  motive. 
A l l  t h a t  i s  required i s  t h a t  t h e  motive be one which i s  
found " i n  human nature ."  Of course,  by t h i s  phrase H u m e  

means t h a t  most people have t h e  motive, b u t  t h e r e  may be 
i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  e .g . ,  psychopaths, who never do. More- 
over ,  whether one has t h a t  motive and whether i t  in f luences  
one on any given occasion need not  be wi th in  one ' s  voluntary 
c o n t r o l .  

The second complication i n  H u m e ' s  v ied i s  more involved. 
H e  wishes to exp la in  why modern philosophers d i s t ingu i shed  
between moral v i r t u e s  and n a t u r a l  a b i l i t i e s  when ancient pliloso- 
phers did mt. Fkn have noted, he  says i n  t h e  T r e a t i s e ,  that. while 
n a t u r a l  abilities a r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  i n v a r i a b l e ,  moral v i r t u e s ,  
-or a? leasr, the d c t i o n s ,  t h a t  proceed frcm them, may be 
chang'd by t h e  motives of rewards and punishments, p.-aise 
and blame. L e g i s l a t o r s ,  d i v i n e s ,  and m o r a l i s t s  busied 
themselves a t tempting t o  regulate t h e s e  voluntary ac t ions .  
They knew, he says ,  t h a t  punishment would have l i t t l e  e f -  
f e c t  i n  making a person prudent,  b u t  might have sane i n  
making him just .  However, men i n  t h e i r  daily l i v e s  do not  
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have t h e  same g o a l  a s  m o r a l i s t s ,  so  t h e y  p r a i s e  and blame 

n o n v o l u n t a r y  t r a i t s  a s  w e l l  a s  v o l u n t a r y  o n e s .  

I n  t h e  I n q u i r y  Hume's comments upon t h i s  p o i n t  are 
s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  F i r s t ,  h e  a p p e a r s  t o  u s e  ' v o l u n t a r y '  

i n  a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  s e n s e  from t h e  T r e a t i s e .  I n  t h e  

T r e a t i s e ,  Humc nowhere e x p l i c i t l y  d e f i n e s  ' v o l u n t a r y ' ,  b u t  

i n  t h e  p a s s a g e  c i t e d  above n e  a p p e a r s  LO u s e  i t  t o  mean 

' a l t e r a b l e ' .  However, i n  t h e  I n q u i r y  h e  a p p e a r s  t o  u s e  i t  

t o  mean ' d e p e n d e n t  upon c h o i c e  o r  w i l l ' . ' '  

conforms t o  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  of l i b e r t y  o f  v o l u n t a r y  a c t i o n s - -  

" a  power o f  a c t i n g  or  n o t  a c t i n g  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  d e t e r m i n a -  

t i o n s  o f  t h e  w i l l .  '*'' These  two u s e s  may p e r h a p s  b e  recon- 
c i l e d  i f  one assumes t h a t  o n l y  a c t i o n s  and m e n t a l  q u a l i t i e s  

which a r e  dependen t  upon c h o i c e  or w i l l  may b e  a l t e r e d .  I n  

T h i s  l a t t e r  u s a g e  

any  case ,  t h a t  which i s  v o l u n t a r y  i s  n o t  f r e e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  

o f  b e i n g  uncaused .  20 

Second,  i n  t h e  I n q u i r y  h e  blames o n l y  t h e o l o g i a n s  f o r  

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  mora l  v i r t u e s  -from n a t u r a l  a b i l i t i e s  by t h e i r  

v o l u n t a r i n e s s .  T h i r d ,  h e  a s c r i b e s  t h i s  ground f o r  t h e  d i s -  

t i n c t i o n  t o  " t r e a t i n g  a l l  m o r a l s  o n  a l i k e  f o o t i n g  w i t h  c i v i l  
I, 2 1 l aws  gua rded  by t h e  s a n c t i o n s  of r eward  and pun i shmen t  ... 

H e  d o e s  n o t  men t ion  p r a i s e  and blame as  a f f o r d i n g  m o t i v e s  f o r  

a c t i o n ,  o n l y  reward and pun i shmen t .  

A t  l eas t  i n  t h e  I n q u i r y  Hume d i s t i n g u i s h e s  r eward  and  

punishment  from p r a i s e  and blame. Reward and pun i shmen t  are 
i n t e n d e d  t o  e n c o u r a g e  or a l t e r  p e o p l e ' s  b e h a v i o u r  and a r e ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h a t  which i s  v o l u n t a r y  ( b u t  n o t  

u n c a u s e d ) .  A s  he  r emarks  i n  t h e  T r e a t i s e , " ' T i s  i n d e e d  cer- 
tain, t h a t  a s  a l l  human laws a r e  founded on r e w a r d s  and pun- 

i shments ,  ' t i s  s u p p o s ' d  a s  a fundamen ta l  p r i n c i p l e ,  t h a t  
t h e s e  m o t i v e s  have a n  i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  mind,  and b o t h  pro- 
d u c e  t h e  good and p r e v e n t  t h e  e v i l  a c t i o n s .  '' 2 2  

p r a i s e  and blame o c c u r  i n  c o n t e x t s  o t h e r  t h a n  t h o s e  i n  

which t h e  i n t e n t i o n  i s  t o  modify b e h a v i o u r .  T h e o l o g i a n s  

d i s g u i s e d  as p h i l o s o p h e r s  have  m i s t a k e n l y  t r i e d  t o  res t r ic t  
p r a i s e  and blame t o  t h a t  which i s  v o l u n t a r y  and t reat  the 

e n t i r e  s p h e r e  of m o r a l i t y  o n  a par w i t h  c i v i l  l a w s  a s  d e s i g n e d  

t o  modify b e h a v i o r .  

However, 
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tween p u n i s h i n g ,  h a v i n g  a s e n t i m e n t  o f  b l ame ,  and e x p r e s -  

s i n g  blame.  Punishment  i s  c l e a r l y  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  c o n t e x t s  

i n  which t h e  i n t e n t i o n  i s  t o  a l t e r  a p e r s o n ' s  c o n d u c t .  Thus ,  

i t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  o n l y  f o r  v o l u n t a r y  a c t i o n s .  But hav ing  a 
s e n t i m e n t  of  blame d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n v o l v e  any i l l t e n t i o n  

t o  a l t e r  a p e r s o n ' s  b e h a v i o r .  Moreover ,  i f  one h a s  a s e n t i -  

ment of blame,  one  need n o t  e x p r e s s  i t .  2 3  

e x p r e s s  i t ,  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  need n o t  b e  tr, a l t e r  t h e  blarne- 
wor thy  p e r s o n ' s  c o n d u c t .  F o r  example,  o n e ' s  i n t e n t i o n  may 

be  t o  warn o t h e r s  a b o u t  a p e r s o n .  ( A  s i m i l a r  a n a l y s i s  a p p l i e s  

t o  r e w a r d i n g ,  h a v i n g  a s e n t i m e n t  of  p r a i s e ,  and e x p r e s s i n g  

p r a i s e .  1 

Hume i s  a t  l e a s t  d imly  aware of t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  be- 

Even i f  one d o e s  

Hume i s  p e r h a p s  u n c l e a r  a b o u t  p r a i s e  and blame a s  

i o t i v e s  f o r  a c t i o n s .  E i t h e r  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  of t h e  s e n t i m e n t s  
or t h e  h a v i n g  of  them may a f f o r d  a n o t h e r  a m o t i v e  f o r  a c t i o n .  

A p e r s o n  may b e  m o t i v a t e d  s i m p l y  t o  a v o i d  o t h e r s  h a v i n g  a 
s e n t i m e n t  of blame t o w a r d s  him r e g a r d l e s s  of whe the r  o r  n o t  

t h a t  s e n t i m e n t  i s  e x p r e s s e d - - " I  know s h e  would h l a n e  m e  f o r  
i t  a l t h o u g h  s h e  would n e v e r  s a y  so." Hence, the r x p r e s s i o n  

o r  t h e  mere h a v i n g  of t h e  s e n t i m e n t s  of p r a i s e  223 h l m e  a s  

w e l l  a s  reward and pun i shmen t , 'may  a f f o r d  a p e r s o n  a m o t i v e  

for a c t i o n  even  though t h e  p e r s o n  who h a s  o r  e x p r e s s e s  a 
s e n t i m e n t  of  p r a i s e  o r  blame may n o t  i n t e n d  t o  a l t e r  t h e  

o t h e r ' s  c o n d u c t .  

These  d i s t i n c t i o n s  a r e  c r u c i a l  f o r  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of Hume's view of blame and e x c u s e .  His 

r e j e c t i o n  of t h e  r e q u i r e m e n t  of v o l u n t a r i n e s s  f o r  p r a i s e  

and blame c l e a r l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  h i s  v i ew from a K a n t i a n  one.  

B u t  h i s  emphasis  upon blame as a s e n t i m e n t  a l s o  makes h i s  

urbou..i q u i - e  c r i t f e ~ e n t  frc.n utilitarian v i e w s .  A s i m p l e  

u t i l i t a r i a n  view i s  t h a t  b l aming  i s  a n  a c t i o n  t o  b e  e v a l u -  

a t e d  l i k e  any o t h e r  a c t i o n ,  by  its u t i l i t y .  Hume c l e a r l y  

d o e s  n o t  h o l d  this view. H e  d o e s  n o t  t a k e  b l aming  t o  b e  a n  

a c t i o n ;  r a t h e r ,  it is p r i m a r i l y  t h e  h a v i n g  of a s e n t i m e n t  

which may or may no t  be e x p r e s s e d .  
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H u m e ' s  view i s  a l s o  d i f f e r e n t  frcm more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  

u t i l i t a r i a n  views such as Nowell-Smith's. Nowel l -Smi th  
maintains  t w o  t heses  w h i c h  Hume den ie s .  F i r s t ,  he holds 

t h a t  " t h e  p o i n t  of blame is  t o  s t r eng then  sane motives and 
weaken o the r s .  m 2 4  Second, on t h e  basis of h i s  f i r s t  t h e s i s ,  
he contend6 that moral t r a i t s  of c h a r a c t e r  are d i s t ingu i shed  
from o t h e r s  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they can be modified by p r a i s e  
and blame, reward and punishment. 25 H u m e ,  however, does n o t  
hold t h a t  t h e  po in t  of blame i s  always t o  a f f e c t  motivation. 
To blame is pr imar i ly  t o  have a sent iment  of disapproval ;  
one may have a sentiment of disapproval  towards persons with- 
o u t  attempting t o  change t h e i r  conduct. Consequently, Hume 
does n o t  res t r ic t  v i r t u e s  t o  t r a i t s  which can be modified by 
p r a i s e  and blame. 
A t  best, Nowell-Smith's view can apply only t o  expressing 
t h e  sentiment of blame. 

Some v i r t u e s  a r e  "almost i nva r i ab le .  "26 

27 

While H~me's key claims cannot be thoroughly evaluated 
he re in ,  some b r i e f  remarks may be made about them. When 
q u a l i f i e d ,  t h e  f i r s t  claim, t h a t  mental q u a l i t i e s  are t h e  
u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t s  of p r a i s e  and blame, i s  c o r r e c t .  Both 
' p r a i s e '  and 'blame' have s e v e r a l  uses.  Both terms may be 
used with r e s p e c t  t o  nonhuman ob jec t s :  a d e f e c t i v e  t i re  
may be blamed f o r  a wreck, and a pa in t ing  may be praised.  
But H u e  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  those  uses  connected with personal  
merit  and with r e s p e c t  t o  which excuses a r e  appropriate .  
Excuses are given f o r  wrongful o r  untoward a c t i o n s ;  they do  
no t  deny t h e  inappropriateness  of a c t i o n s  bu t  t h e i r  r e f l e c -  
t i o n  upon t h e  m e r i t  or worth of t h e  a c t o r s .  
term mental q u a l i t i e s  i s  vague and imprecise,  it i s  persons 
o r  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which are p ra i sed ,  blamed, and W- 

cused, no t  t h e i r  ac t ions .  Actions are t h e  grounds for praise 
and blame; they i n d i c a t e  something about a person. Thus, the 
r e l a t i o n  between a c t i o n s  and mental q u a l i t i e s  or c h a r a c t e r  
t ra i ts  is c r u c i a l  t o  an account of p r a i s e  and blame. 

qualities, t h a t  a c t i o n s  are e x t e r n a l  signs of m e n t a l  q u a l i t i e s ,  

Although Buma's 

Hume's  view of the r e l a t i o n  between a c t i o n s  and mental 
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'lay, however, be  thought  t o  be open t o  a d e v a s t a t i n g  c r i t i -  

. = i s m .  H e  appea r s  t o  assume t h a t  one can  know menta l  q u a l i t -  

i es  independent  of a c t i o n s .  Act ions  a r e  t o  be  eva lua ted  a s  
be ing  of a t y p e  caused by  v i r t u o u s  o r  v i c i o u s  mot ives .  Thus, 
mental  q u a l i t i e s  cannot  b e  de f ined  by t h e  types  of a c t i o n s  t o  
which they  l ead .  But it i s  a commonplace i n  contemporary 
phi losophy t h a t  one cannot  know menta l  q u a l i t i e s  independant  
3f  t h e i r  behav io ra l  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s ,  f o r  t h a t  would r e q u i r e  
p r i v a t e  access  t o  o b j e c t s  of knowledge and a p r i v a t e  language.  
T h u s ,  H u m e ' s  view appears  t o  c o l l a p s e  due t o  a mis taken  b e l i e f  
t h a t  pas s ions  can be  de f ined  s o l e l y  by t h e i r  p r i v a t e  f e e l i n g .  

However, Hume's view can be  defended wi thou t  subsc r ib -  
i ng  t o  p r i v a t e  knowledqe and language. H i s  account  of t h e  
n a t u r e  of o n e ' s  knowledge of pas s ions  may indeed be wrong, 
b u t  t h a t  does n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n v a l i d a t e  h i s  view of blame 
and excuse.  F i r s t ,  h i s  view does no t  r e q u i r e  t h a t  menta l  
q u a l i t i e s  be independent  of a l l  a c t i o n s .  They need only  be 
d e f i n a b l y  independent  of t h o s e  a c t i o n s  f o r  w h i c h  one may b e  
p r a i s e d  and blamed. Second, words and f a c i a l  expres s ions  
a r e  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t  c r i t e r i a  of menta l  q u a l i t i e s .  Many 
menta l  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  b e t t e r  i n d i c a t e d  by how one does some- 
t h i n g  ( c h e e r f u l l y  , c a r e f u l l y ,  f u r t i v e l y )  t h a n  what one does .  
T h i r d ,  even i f  t h e  a c t i o n s  for  which one may b e  p r a i s e d  o r  
blamed a r e  c r i t e r i a  of menta l  q u z l i t i e s ,  it is only  c l a s s e s  
of a c t i o n s  which a r e  so ,  n o t  p a r t i c u l a r  onec.  I t  may be a 
c r i t e r i o n  of a benevolent  person  t h a t  he  performs a c t i o n s  
h e l p f u l  t o  o t h e r s ,  b u t  n o t  a l l  a c t i o n s  h e l p f u l  t o  o t h e r s  
i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a person i s  benevolent .  (The same a c t i o n  can  
be  performed from a v a r i e t y  of mot ives . )  Hence, t h e r e  is 
no necessary  connec t ion  between a person  performing a p a r t i -  
c u l a r  a c t i o n  of a c e r t a i n  t y p e  and h i s  having a c e r t a i n  
menta l  q u a l i t y  o r  c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t .  

Hume is n o t  comple te ly  unaware of t h e  c l o s e  connec t ion  
between a c t i o n s  and menta l  q u a l i t i e s ;  indeed ,  h i s  t h e o r y  re- 
quires it. He allows t h a t  one canno t  f i n d  menta l  q u a l i t i e s  
d i r e c t l y ,  so people focus t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n  upon actions. 2 8  
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And a c t i o n s  a re ,  h e  admits, better i n d i c a t i o n s  of m e n t a l  

q u a l i t i e s  t han  words.29 A l l  h i s  view r e q u i r e s  i s  that a 
person  be a b l e  t o  perform,  s a y ,  a n  a c t i o n  h e l p f u l  t o  o t h e r s ,  
w i thou t  be ing  benevolent  o r  benevo len t ly  mot iva ted .  As such  
conduct  i s  c e r t a i n l y  p o s s i b l e ,  H u m e ' s  view i s  n o t  d e f e c t i v e  
a t  t h i s  p o i n t .  

Undoubtedly, H u m e ' s  most c o n t r o v e r s i a l  c l a i m  is  t h a t  
v i r t u e s  and v i c e s  need n o t  be v o l u n t a r y .  H i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a -  
t i o n  of ' v o l u n t a r y '  i s  a t  l e a s t  i nadequa te ;  n o t  a l l  v o l u n t a r y  
conduct  i s  under  t h e  immediate c o n t r o l  of  c h o i c e  or w i l l .  
Moreover, h i s  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  of l i b e r t y  and determinism i s  
probably  inadequa te  inasmuch as  he claims a c t i o n s  are  neces-  
s i t a t e d .  However, one can  s t i l l  c o n s i d e r  h i s  g e n e r a l  c l a i m  
about  v i r t u e s  and v i c e s  no t  needing t o  be v o l u n t a r y  w i t h o u t  
adhe r ing  t o  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of what t h a t  means. Whatever t h e  
c o r r e c t  a n a l y s i s  of v o l u n t a r y ,  it may be s a i d  t h a t  H u m e ' s  
r e j e c t i o n  of t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between v i r t u e s  and v i c e s  on 
t h e  one hand,  and n a t u r a l  a b i l i t i e s  and d e f e c t s  on t h e  
o t h e r ,  i s  i n c o r r e c t .  I f  one t h i n g  i s  c e r t a i n ,  it i s  t h a t  
t h e  sphe re  of m o r a l i t y  is r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  realm of volun-  
t a r y  conduct .  

Hume, however, i s  a t  least  correct on t h e  s p e c i f i c  
p o i n t  h e  is  making. H i s  p o i n t  i s  n o t  about  t h e  s p h e r e  of 
m o r a l i t y  narrowly conce ived .  H e  i s  concerned w i t h  t h e  whole 
rea lm of pe r sona l  m e r i t  depending on men ta l  q u a l i t i e s .  Most 
contemporary ph i losophe r s  n o t e  t h a t  blame may b e  a p p r o p r i a t e  
i n  nonmoral c o n t e x t s  and t h e n  focus  o n  moral  blame. '' While 

t h i s  procedure  i s  p e r f e c t l y  a c c e p t a b l e ,  one mus t  keep c l e a r l y  
i n  mind t h a t  t h e  account  g iven  i s  on ly  f o r  a s u b c l a s s  of 
blameworthiness .  . However, Hume's view i s  no t  so r e s t r i c t e d .  

H u m e  i s  c o r r e c t  i n  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  a n c i e n t  moral ph i lo -  
sophers  d i d  n o t  u s e  v o l u n t a r i n e s s  a s  a c r i t e r i o n  of v i r t u e s  
and v i c e s .  H i s  comment s u g g e s t s  a n  even more important 
p o i n t .  I f  t h e  sphe re  of m o r a l i t y  i s  conf ined  t o  t h a t  which 
a person  can  v o l u n t a r i l y  c o n t r o l ,  t h a t  i s  due t o  a subs tan-  
t i v e  moral  p r i n c i p l e  which has  became accep ted  o n l y  i n  rather 
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modern times. In  the ancient  and medieval world, it was not 
uncommon t o  blame and punish animals. A c l a s s i c  case i s  the 
conviction and execution i n  1386 of the sow of Fala ise  f o r  
b i t i n g  a child.31 
condition f o r  blame and punishment is re l a t ive ly  modern. 
H u e ,  as suggested above, accepts it f o r  reward and punish- 
ment but  not  p ra i se  and blame. 

outs ide t h e  sphere of morali ty narrowly conceived. 
notes t h a t  there  are v i r t u e s  of d i f f e ren t  kinds.32 
not redundant t o  speak of moral v i r tues ,  there must be non- 
moral v i r tues .  
possession and exercise of which a r e  not  voluntary. 
per fec t ly  sens ib le  t o  say of a fullback i n  foo tba l l  t h a t  
speed i s  not  one of h i s  v i r tues .  
quick-wittedness i s  not  one of a man's v i r tues ,  y e t  whether 
or not he is quick-witted general ly  or  on a pa r t i cu la r  occa- 
s ion  is not something he can voluntar i ly  control.  

It may be objected t h a t  H u m e  has gone a s t r ay  i n  treat- 
ing p ra i se  and blame on an equal footing. There a re  con- 
t e x t s  i n  which p ra i se  is appropriate  b u t  blame is not. One 
can p ra i se  a woman f o r  her beauty, b u t  it i s ,  i n  Nowell- 
Smith's phrase, log ica l ly  odd t o  blame a woman f o r  her 
ugl iness .  B l a m e  i s  more c lose ly  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  the realm 
of t he  voluntary. However, it is  not c l e a r  t h a t  one does 
ac tua l ly  p ra i se  a woman f o r  her beauty. One may pra ise  a 
woman's beauty, but  not fo r  her  beauty. While H u m e  
recognizes t h a t  physical  t r a i t s  may give rise t o  pride and 
humili ty,  love and hatred,  and a r e  based upon the  same 
general  p r inc ip les  a s  v i r tues  and vices ,  he  does not t r e a t  
physical  traits a s  v i r tues  and vices.33 
it to be an inexplicable f a c t  t h a t  the  sentiments produced 
by mental and physical  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  d i f f e ren t .  34 

one might account for t h e  d i f fe rence  on the ground that 
physical  qualities are not  influencing motives of t h e  w i l l  
and so do not  have the  c lose  connection with ac t ions  which 
mental qualities have. 

Requiring voluntariness as a necessary 

The terms v i r t u e  and vice,  espec ia l ly  v i r t u e ,  apply 
Hume 
As it i s  

Some nonmoral v i r t u e s  are q u a l i t i e s  t h e  
I t  is 

One may a l s o  say t h a t  

H e  apparently takes 

However, 

But even i f  the sentiments of p ra i se  
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and blame do extend to physical traits, one need not ex- 
press them. Hence, one may express one's approval o f  a 
woman's beauty but out of politeness refrain fram express- 
ing one's disapproval of another's ugliness. 

In any case, involuntariness (and so nonvoluntarinessl 
is not always an excuse from blame in nonmoral contexts. 
Consider a second baseman who fumbles a moderately hard 
ground ball allowing the winning run to score. He will be 
blamed for the loss  and charged with an error. If he says, 
"I couldn't help it; I'm a poor fielder and can handle only 
slow grounders," has he presented an acceptable excuse? It 
may be argued that he is blameworthy only if he fell below 
some standard of skill he could have net. In so arguing 
one is simply opting for the voluntariness requirement for 
blameworthiness. Yet it is perfectly appropriate to blame 
him even if he could not have fielded the ball provided a 
second baseman of normal capacity and skill could have. His 
lack of capacity is not an excuse in this context. 35 Hence, 
Hume is at least correct to maintain that involuntariness is 
not an excuse in all contexts. Since Hune is concerned to 
present a view of blame and excuse appropriate for all rele- 
vant contexts, his principle that a person is to be excused 
if h i s  action does not indicate an enduring mental quality 
may present the only general ground of excuses. 

Space does not permit a detailed consideration of 
whether Hume is also correct in claiming involuntariness 
per se  does not excuse from blame in moral contexts. How- 
ever, in conclusion a few remarks can be made to support his 
contention. F i r s t ,  involuntariness cannot be shown to be an 
excuse from blame on linguistic grounds. It has already been 
suggested that historically it was not even accepted as an 
excuse. ~f it has since become embedded in language, it can 
be dug up. Nor does the alleged principle that 'ought' Fm- 
plies 'can' support it. Indeed, admitting involuntariness as 
an excuse would refute the claim that 'ought' implies 'can'. 
When one has an excuse (as opposed to a justification), it is 
still the case that one ought not have done what one d i d .  So 
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~f involuntariness were an excuse, then one ought not have 
Jone something even though one could not have done otherwise. 
Hence, if involuntariness is an excuse, it is so because of 
a substantive moral principle. 

Second, if the ultimate objects of the sentiments of 
praise and blame are mental qualities or character traits, 
it is much less plausible to maintain that involuctarincss 
is an excuse. While same character traits may be changed by 
hard work, many are not usually so modifiable. A person who 
is quick-tempered may learn not to express his anger, but it 
is another thing for him to cease to feel anger quickly. Yet 
the possession of any such traits would have to be voluntary 
if involuntariness were always an excuse from blame. More- 
over, as the sentiments of praise and blame are not neces- 
sarily directed to producing changes, they do not imply that 
anyone ought to do anything. That is, one may have a senti- 
ment of blame towards a person's character without intend- 
ing that he act to change it for the better. Consequently, 
there is no need for the objects of these sentiments to be 
voluntary and so modifiable. 

Third, Hume accepts involuntariness as an excuse from 
punishment. His central moral insight in this context is 
that accepting involuntariness as an excuse from punishment 
does not entail accepting it as an excuse from a sentiment 
of blame. Blame, as a sentiment or attitude (this differ- 
ence does not affect the point) of disapproval towards some- 
one, does not necessarily involve doing anything to him-- 
punishing him or even expressing one's blame. 
ness is an excuse from punishment because of a substant~.ve 
moral rule about how one ought to treat others; one ought 
not make them suffer for that which they cannot control. TO 
disapprove of others because of mental qualities or c..arac- 
ter traits which they cannot control, even to avoid their 
company, is not to intentionally make them suffer. 

Finally, by denying that involuntariness per se is an 
excuse from blame, one can provide a more accurate account 
of excuses. Accident, ignorance of fact, and compulsion are 

Involuntari- 
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still excuses from blame becauae actions in such conditions 
do not indicate enduring mental qualities. Moral ignorance 
is not an excuse from blame because it reflects, at least 
in adults, the presence of undesirable mental qualities. If 
involuntariness were the ground of excuses from blame, then 
ignorance of moral rules would be on the same footing as ig- 
norance of available facts. Finally, certain forms of mental 
illness, such as psychopathy, do not excuse one from blame. 
Surely one has a strong disapprobation of a severe psycho- 
path. One disapproves of the character of a person so lack- 
ing in sympathy for other persons that he can strangle people 
in order to hear the gurgling sounds they make as they ex- 
 ire.^^ But one's disapproval or blame of such a person's 
character does not commit one to punishing him. If his con- 
duct is involuntary, then there is a good reason for not 
punishing him and providing psychiatric treatment instead. 
It is one thing to disapprove of his character and avoid his 
company, and another to cause him needless suffering. It is 
this fundamental point which Hume dimly perceived when he 
held that mental qualities need not be voluntary to be blame- 
worthy and also held that at least their manifestation must 
be voluntary if a person is to be punished. Because he saw 
this point and others like it which most philosophers have 
not seen, Hume is to be praised even i f  his insights were 
not voluntary. 

Michael D. Baylea 
Univerafty of Kentucky 
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