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HUME ON BLAME AND EXCUSE 17.

Hume's account of blame and excuse differs in funda-
mental respects from many contemporary ones. Many con-
temporary views, ultimately derived from the Kantian dictum
that 'ought' implies 'can', base excuses on the nonvoluntary
character of an action. For example, H. L. A. Hart argues
that the basic requirements for responsibility are that a
person have the capacity and a fair opportunity to do what
is required.l A person is to be excused for an action if
he lacked either the capacity or opportunity to do what was
reqgquired. As these are conditions for an action being
voluntary in a suitably narrow sense, Hart primarily bases
excuses on the nonvoluntary character of actions. Likewise,
Richard Brandt's view, which in many respects is similar to
Hume's, requires that the manifestation of a character trait
be subject to a high degree of voluntary control before blame
is appropriate.2 Hume, however, explicitly denies that
either a character trait or its manifestation in conduct
need be subject to voluntary control for blame to be appro-
pylate. The nomvoluntary character of an action does not
necessarily excuse one from blame.

Hume makes four key claims about blame and excuse.

(1) The ultimate objects of praise and blame are mental
qualities, not actions. (2) Actions are considered only
as signs of mental qualities. (3) The possession and ex-
pression of these mental gqualities may be appropriate ob-
jects of praise or blame even if they are nonvoluntary.
(4) Persons have excuses if their actions do not indicate
enduring mental qualities. These points need to be sub-
stantiated and explained.

The first two claims may be considered together.

That Hume holds mental qualities are the ultimate objects
of praise and blame and that actions are considered only
4s signs of mental qualities is indisputable.
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'Tis evident, that when we praise any actions, wve
regard only the motives that produced them, and
congider the actions as signs or indications of
certain principles in the mind and temper. The
external performance has no merit. We mugt look
within to find the moral quality. This we cannot
do directly; and therefore fiz our attention on
actions, as on external signs. But these actions
are still considered as signs; and the ultimate
object of our praise and approbation ig the
motive, that produced them. 3
For present purposes, only two points need be noted about
this passage. First, it clearly states that the ultimate
objects of praise and, as he indicates in his following
paragraph,4 blame are always mental gualities. The ex~-
pression mental qualities is vague, perhaps deliberately
so. Sometimes Hume uses the term motive instead. By
'motive’ he does not intend any passing desire or further
intention which one may have in acting, e.g., embarrassing
others. For Hume, some motives are not even dispositions
to act.5 Second, actions or external performances have no
merit. They are only signs of mental qualities. Even if
the concept of an action includes more than the external
behavior, such as the intention, it does not include
motives or desires. A difference in intention may entail a
difference in action, but a difference in motive does not.
The same action may be performed from different motives.
Hence, actions are not iogically connected with the objects
ofbpraise and blame.

Hume's claim that actions themselves have no merit,
it might be objected, is incorrect. People do constantly
cvaluate actions. If they did not, then actions would not
be considered untoward and a basis for attributing blame.
However, Hume does not deny that actions may be evaluated
in some way or other, only that they alone have merit or
are appropriate objects of praise and blame. Actions may
be evaluated without reference to mental qualities, for
example , as right or wrong, useful or unuseiul. Hume is
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chiefly concerned with evaluating actions as virtuous or vi-
cious. The terms virtuous and vicious as applied to actions
involve an element of praise and blame, whereas the terms
right and wrong, at least in most of their uses, do not.
Thus, Hume is not denying that actions alone may have merit
in the sense of value or utility. Rather, he is denying
that actions alone are virtuous or vicious, because 'virtuous'
and ‘'vicious' involve an element of praise «nd Llams and so
refer to mental gqualities as well as actions.

Hume's reason for making mental qualities the ultimate
objects of praise and blame rests upon the most basic prin-
ciple of his ethical theory. Moral approval and disapproval
are sentiments. These sentiments cannot take actions as
their immediate objects.

1§ any action be ei{then vintuous on vicious, 'tis

only as a sign of some quality on charactern. 1t

must depend upon durable principles of the mind,

which extend cvenr the whole conduct, and enten

in the pensonaf characten. Actions themselves,

not proceeding grom any constant principle, have

no influence on Live or hatred, pride orn humility;

and consdequently are nevern considea'd in mornality.

This neflexion {s self-evident, and deserves o be

attended to, as beding of the utmost imporntance 4in

the present subject. We are never to consider any

single action in our enquiries conceaning the

ondgin on monals; but only the quality or chan-.

acten from which the action proceeded. These

alone are durabfe enough to affect our sentiments

conceanding Zhe penaon.é

Hume's point in the preceding passage is a psychologi-
cal one about the possible objects of sentiments. Only
lasting entities may be the objects of sentiments. There
is, perhaps, a logical reason for the same claim. A person
may be blameworthy for some time after an action. He is
blameworthy although the action no longer exists. Thus,
there must be some present feature of the person or the
person himself which is the object of blame. One might
say the person is blameworthy as the cause of the untoward
action. Hume agrees, but he goes further and specifies



20.
that aspect of the person, a mental quality, which was the

cause of the action. That feature, a durable mental quality,
still exists. If it did not, the person would not be blame-~
worthy. It follows that it is not actions which are excused
but persons or their mental qualities. Excuses indicate
that blame is inappropriate. Since persons or their mental
qualities are blamed, it is they which are excused. And
when persons are excused, the actions are still untoward

or wrong but not vicious.

It‘may be objected that this view cannot account for
blame of a dead person. Since the person ard his mental
quality no longer exist, he cannot be blameworthy. However,
such an objection is mistaken. When people now blame Nero
for the burning of Rome, they are considering Nero as he
was when alive with his various mental qualities. The ob-
ject of blame is a past state of affairs which, via sympathy
or the sentiment of humanity, arouses a sentiment of blame.
wWhile Hume admits that the sentiment one has towards Nero
may be weaker than that which one has toward a contemporary
person, this feature is irrelevant to decisions and expres-
sions of sentiments which are made from a general point of
view. Mental qualities are blamed or praised with respect
to their influence upon those who associate with the per-
sons having them.7 A similar process of "corrections" may
be involved in making judgments about past actions. The
difference, however, between evaluating Nero's action as
wrong and blaming him is that one does not simply blame
Nero as he was at the time of the fire, as one would have
to do if actions were the object of blame, but also as he
was a day, week, month, or year later.

Hume's third key claim, that the possession or ex-
pression of mental qualities need not be voluntary for
them to be praised or blamed, is tied up with his con-
tention that the distinction between virtues and vices on
the one hand, and abilities and defects on the other, is a
verbal dispute. In the Treatise he is much less emphatic
about this matter being a verbal dispute than he is in the

Inquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. He has three
basic reasons for denying that praiseworthy and blameworthy
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mental qualities need be voluntary. First, and this point

is explicitly made only in the Inquiry, there is no clear
linguistic distinction between virtues and abilities with
respect to their voluntary character.g' Involuntary mental
qualities such as courage, equanimity, patience, and self-
command are called virtues. His second and related point
is that ancient moral philosophers treated various nonvolun-
tary qualities as virtues and vices.9 In this context he
notes that the greater the degree of these qualities, the
more blamable they are, yet they are also less voluntary.10
His final reason for not requiring mental gualities
to be voluntary in order to be blamable is a fact about the
sentiments of approval and disapproval. The sentiments do
in fact take nonvoluntary mental qualities as their objects.
The sentiments of approval and disapproval arise from
feeling pleasure and pain. "Now I believe no one will as-
sert," he writes, "that a quality can never produce plea-
sure or pain to the person who considers it, unless it be
perfectly voluntary in the person who possesses it."ll
Hume does not deny that there may be differences in the
sentiments of approval and disapproval one has toward dif-

ferent qualities.12

But he does deny that differences in
sentiments are sufficient to distinguish between virtues
and abilities, vices and defects. All of the different
sentiments, e.g., love and esteem, indicate an element of
approval or disapproval.

Hume nowhere explicitly states his fourth key claim,
that a person should be excused if his action does not in-
dicate an enduring mental quality. However, it clearly
follows from his other claims, and some of his comments
imply it. Mental gualities are the objects of blame.
Actions are considered only as signs of mental qualities.
Thus, if actions do not indicate enduring mental qualities,
then they cannot provide a basis for blame and a person has
an excuse.

In arguing that mental qualities are the ultimate
objects of praise and blame, Hume writes the following:
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After the same manner, when we require any aotion,

or blame a person for not performing 1t, we always
suppose, that one in that eituation shou'd be
influenc'd by the proper motive of that action,

and we eateem it vicioue in him to be regardless

of it. If we find, upon enquiry, that the virtuous
motive wag 8till powerful over his breast, tho'
check'd in its operation by some circumstances un-
known to us, we retract our blame, and have the
same esteem for him, as if he had actually per-
form'd the action, which we require of him.13
Since the virtuous motive existed, the person's omission
does not indicate an undesirable mental gquality.

While in the preceding passage Hume is treating omis-
sions, when arguing against those who think free will re-
quires liberty of indifference, he uses the same general
principle for commissions.

Men are not blam'd for such evil actions as they per-

form ignorantly and. casually, whatever may be thetr

congequences. NWhy? but because the causes of these
actions are only momentary, and terminate in them
alone. Men are lese blam'd for such e¢vil actions,

ag they perform hastily and unpremeditately, than

for such ae proceed from thought and deliberation.

For what reason? but because a hasty temper, tho'

a congtant cause in the mind, operates only by

intervals, and infects not the whole character.

Again, repentance wipes off every crime, espectally

if attended with an evident reformation of life and

mannera. How is this to be accounted for? But by
asserting that actions render a person criminal,

merely as they are proofs of criminal passiona - r

principles in the mind; and when by any alteration

of these principlee they cease to be just proofas,

they likewise cease to be criminal.l
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Thus, blameworthiness and the degree of it depend upon

actions indicating durable mental qualities. Actions may
not, as in accident and ignorance, indicate mental qualities
at all. Or they may indicate mental qualities, as in unpre-
"meditated crimes and crimes of passion, but the qualities may
not be enduring ones or they may not affect a person's whole
mode of conduct as, say, the quality of dishonesty does.
Finally, if one can be sure that a mental quality has been
removed, then the person is no longer appropriately blamed.
This last feature of Hume's account is particularly note-
worthy, for it explains why a person may not now be blamed
for his deeds of many years ago; he may no longer have the
mental qualities of which those deeds were signs.
Hume comes closest to stating the general principles

of excuses in An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding.

For ag actions are objects of our moral sentiment 8o

far only ae they are indicationg of the internal

character, passiong, and affections, it is impossible

that they can give rise either to praise or blame

where they proceed not from these principles, but

are derived altogether from external violence.l5
In this passage he clearly derives the ground of excuses
from his second key claim. Also, he indicates that the
expression ‘mental qualities from the Treatise covers char-
acter, passions, and affections. Finally, one must care-
fully note that he does not make nonvoluntariness the
ground of excuses. While actions "derived from external
violence” may be nonvoluntary, not all nonvoluntary actions
are "derived from external violence.” Hume is only insist-~
ing that the actions be caused by, and thus be signs of,
mental qualities of the person. Nonvoluntariness per se
is not an excuse. When excuses are appropriate with respect
to nonvoluntary actions, it is not because they are nonvol-
untary but because they do not indicate enduring mental
qualities. '



24.
Two complications in Hume's view must now be considered.

The first develops fram his contention that actions are
deemed virtuous (vicious) because they indicate a virtuous
(vicious) motive or mental quality. It follows from this
claim that the sense of the morality of actions cannot be the
only virtuous motive. If virtuous motives were desires to
perform virtuous actions, then the whole view would be circu-
lar. Virtuous actions would be those which indicate virtuous
motives, i.e., desires to perform virtuous actions. Hence,
Hume enunciates as a fundamental maxim "that no action can
be virtuous, or morally good, unless there be in human nature
some motive to produce it, distinct from the sense of its
morality."16 .

This maxim means that in a very extended sense Hume

accepts the principle that 'ought' implies 'can’'. It cannot
be the case that one ought to perform an action, that it be
a virtuous action, unless one can have a motive for perform-
ing it. But one need not have the motive on any specific
occasion. Indeed, an individual may never have that motive.
All that is required is that the motive be one which is
found "in human nature." Of course, by this phrase Hume
means that most people have the motive, but there may be
isolated individuals, e.g.,‘psychopaths, who never do. More-
over, whether one has that motive and whether it influences
one on any given occasion need not be within one's voluntary
control.

The second complication in Hume's view is more involved.
He wishes to explain why modern philosophers distinguished
between moral virtues and natural abilities when ancient philoso~
phers did not. Men have noted, he says in the Treatise, that while
natural abilities are practically invariable, moral virtues,
“or a* least, the actions, that proceed from them, may be
chang'd by the motives of rewards and punishments, p-aise

and blame.‘17

Legislators, divines, and moralists busied
themselves attempting:to regulate these voluntary actionms.
They knew, he says, that punishment would have little ef-
fect in making a person prudent, but might have same in

making him just. However, men in their daily lives do not
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have the same goal as moralists, so they praise and blane
nonvoluntary traits as well as voluntary ones.

In the Inquiry Hume's comments upon this point are
slightly different. First, he appears to use 'voluntary'
in a somewhat different sense from the Treatise. In the
Treatise, Hume nowhere explicitly defines ‘'voluntary', but
in the passage cited apbove he appears TO use 1t tO mean
'alterable'. However, in the Inguiry he appears to use it
to mean 'dependent upon choice or will'.18 This latter usage
conforms to his definition of liberty of voluntary actions--
"a power of acting or not acting according to the determina-
tions of the will."19 These two uses may perhaps be recon-
ciled if one assumes that only actions and mental qualities
which are dependent upon choice or will may be altered. 1In
any case, that which is voluntary is not free in the sense
of being uncaused.20

Second, in the Inquiry he blames only theologians for
distinguishing moral virtues from natural abilities by their
voluntariness. Third, he ascribes this ground for the dis-
tinction to "treating all morals on a like footing with civil
laws guarded by the sanctions of reward and punishment ...“21
He does not mention praise and blame as affording motives for
action, only reward and punishment.

At least in the Inquiry Hume distinguishes reward and
punishment from praise and blame. Reward and punishment are
intended to encourage or alter people's behaviour and are,
therefore, restricted to that which is voluntary (but not
uncaused). As he remarks in the Treatise,"'Tis indeed cer-
tain, that as all human laws are founded on rewards and pun-
ishments, 'tis suppos'd as a fundamental principle, that
these motives have an influence on the mind, and both pro-
duce the good and prevent the evil actions."22 However,
praise and blame occur in contexts other than those in
which the intention is to modify behaviour. Theologians
disguised as philosophers have mistakenly tried to restrict
praise and blame to that which is voluntary and treat the
entire sphere of morality on a par with civil laws as designed

to modify behavior.
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Hume is at least dimly aware of the distinctions be-

tween punishing, having a sentiment of blame, and expres-
5ing blame. Punishment is clearly restricted to contexts

in which the intention is to alter a person's conduct. Thus,
it is appropriate only for voluntary actions. But having a
sentiment of blame does not necessarily involve any iptention
to alter a person's behavior. Moreover, if one has a senti-
ment of blame, one need not express it.23 Even if one does
express it, the intention need not be to alter the blame-
worthy person's conduct. For example, one's intention may

be to warn others about a person. (A similar analysis applies
to rewarding, having a sentiment of praise, and expressing
praise.)

Hume is perhaps unclear about praise and blame as
motives for actions. Either the expression of the sentiments
or the having of them may afford another a motive for action.
A person may be motivated simply to avoid others having a
sentiment of blame towards him regardless of whether or not
that sentiment is expressed--"I know she would blame me for
it although she would never say so." Hence, the axpression
or the mere having of the sentiments of praise and blame as
well as reward and punishment, may afford a person a motive
for action even though the person who has or expresses a
sentiment of praise or blame may not intend to alter the
other's conduct. ’

These distinctions are crucial for the interpretation
and classification of Hume's view of blame and excuse. His
rejection of the requirement of voluntariness for praise
and blame clearly distinguishes his view from a Kantian one.
But his emphasis upon blame as a sentiment also makes his
alioU..e guice different from utiiitarian views. A sinmple
utilitarian view is that blaming is an action to be evalu-
ated like any other action, by its utility. Hume clearly
does not hold this view. He does not take blaming to be an
action; rather, it is primarily the having oi a sentiment

which may or may not be expressed.
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Hume's view is also different from more sophisticated
utilitarian views such as Nowell-Smith's. Nowell-Smith
maintains two theses which Hume denies. First, he holds
that "the point of blame is to strengthen some motives and
weaken others."24 Second, on the basis of his first thesis,
he contends that moral traits of character are distinguished
from others by the fact that they can be modified by praise

and blame, reward and punishment.25

Hume, however, does not
hold that the point of blame is always to affect motivation.
To blame is primarily to have a sentiment of disapproval;
one may have a sentiment of disapproval towards persons with-
out attempting to change their conduct. Consequently, Hume
does not restrict virtues to traits which can be modified by
praise and blame. Some virtues are "almost invariable."26
At best, Nowell-Smith's view can apply only to expressing
the sentiment of blame.27

While Hume's key claims cannot be thoroughly evaluated
herein, some brief remarks may be made about them. When
qualified, the first claim, that mental qualities are the
ultimate objects of praise and blame, is correct. Both
‘'praise' and 'blame' have several uses. Both terms may be
used with respect to nonhuman objects; a defective tire
may be blamed for a wreck, and a painting may be praised.
But Hume is interested in those uses connected with personal
merit and with respect to which excuses are appropriate.
Excuses are given for wrongful or untoward actions; they do
not deny the inappropriateness of actions but their reflec-
tion upon the merit or worth of the actors. Although Hume's
term meatal qualities is vague and imprecise, it is persons
or their characteristics which are praised, blamed, and ex-
cused, not their actions. Actions are the grounds for praise
and blame; they indicate something about a person. Thus, the
relation between actions and mental qualities or character
traits is crucial to an account of praise and blame.

Hume's view of the relation between actions and mental

qualities, that actions are external signs of mental qualities,
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nay, however, be thought to be open to a devastating criti-
cism. He appears to assume that one can know mental qualit-
ies independent of actions. Actions are to be evaluated as
heing of a type caused by virtuous or vicious motives. Thus,
mental qualities cannot be defined by the types of actions to
#hich they lead. But it is a commonplace in contemporary
philosophy that one cannot know mental gualities independent
of their behavioral manifestations, for that would require
private access to objects of knowledge and a private language.
Thus, Hume's view appears to collapse due to a mistaken belief
that passions can be defined solely by their private feeling.

However, Hume's view can be defended without subscrib-
ing to private knowledge and language. His account of the
nature of one's knowledge of passions may indeed be wrong,
but that does not necessarily invalidate his view of blame
and excuse. First, his view does not require that mental
qualities be independent of all actions. They need only be
definably independent of those actions for which one may be
praised and blamed. Second, words and facial expressions
are also significant criteria of ﬁental qualities. Many
mental qualities are hetter indicated by how one does some-
thing (cheerfully, carefully, furtively) than what one does.
Third, even if the actions for which one may be praised or
blamed are criteria of mental qualities, it is only classes
of actions which are so, not particular ones. It may be a
criterion of a benevolent person that he performs actions
helpful to others, but not all actions helpful to others
indicate that a person is benevolent. (The same action can
be performed from a variety of motives.) Hence, there is
no necessary connection between a person performing a parti-
cular action cf a certain type and his having a certain
mental quality or character trait.

Hume is not completely unaware of the close connection
between actions and mental qualities; indeed, his theory re-
quires it. He allows that one cannot find mental qualities
directly, so people focus their attention upon actions.28
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And actions are, he admits, better indications of mental

qualities than words.?? All his view requires is that a
person be able to perform, say, an action helpful to others,
without being benevolent or benevolently motivated. As such
conduct is certainly possible, Hume's view is not defective
at this point.

Undoubtedly, Hume's most controversial claim is that
virtues and vices need not be voluntary. His characteriza-
tion of 'voluntary' is at least inadequate; not all voluntary
conduct is under the immediate control of choice or will.
Moreover, his reconciliation of liberty and determinism is
probably inadegquate inasmuch as he claims actions are neces-
sitated. However, one can still consider his general claim
about virtues and vices not needing to be voluntary without
adhering to his analysis of what that means. Whatever the
correct analysis of voluntary, it may be said that Hume's
rejection of the distinction between virtues and vices on
the one hand, and natural abilities and defects on the
other, is incorrect. If one thing is certain, it is that
the sphere of morality is restricted to the realm of volun-
tary conduct.

Hume, however, is at least correct on the specific
point he is making. His point is not about the sphere of
morality narrowly conceived. He is concerned with the whole
realm of personal merit depending on mental qualities. Most
contemporary philosophers note that blame may be appropriate
in nonmoral contexts and then focus on moral blame.30 While
this procedure is perfectly acceptable, one must keep clearly
in mind that the account given is only for a subclass of
blameworthiness. . However, Hume's view is not so restricted.

Hume is correct in asserting that ancient moral philo-
sophers did not use voluntariness as a criterion of virtues
and vices. His comment suggests an even more important
point. If the sphere of morality is confined to that which
a person can voluntarily control, that is due to a substan-
tive moral principle which has becaome accepted only in rather
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modern times. In the ancient and medieval world, it was not
uncommon to blame and punish animals. A classic case is the
conviction and execution in 1386 of the sow of Falaise for
biting a child.31 Requiring voluntariness as a necessary
condition for blame and punishment is relatively modern.
Hume, as suggested above, accepts it for reward and punish-
ment but not praise and blanme.

The terms virtue and vice, especially virtue, apply
outgside the sphere of morality narrowly conceived. Hume
notes that there are virtues of different kinds.32 As it is
not redundant to speak of moral virtues, there must be non-
moral virtues. Some nonmoral virtues are qualities the
possession and exercise of which are not voluntary. It is
perfectly sensible to say of a fullback in football that
speed is not one of his virtues. One may also say that
quick-wittedness is not one of a man's virtues, yet whether
or not he is quick-witted generally or on a particular occa-
sion is not something he can voluntarily control.

It may be objected that Hume has gone astray in treat-
ing praise and blame on an equal footing. There are con-
texts in which praise is appropriate but blame is not. One
can praise a woman for her beauty, but it is, in Nowell-
Smith's phrase, logically odd to blame a woman for her
ugliness. Blame is more closely restricted to the realm
of the voluntary. However, it is not clear that one does
actually praise a woman for her beauty. One may praise a
woman's beauty, but not her for her beauty. While Hume
recognizes that physical traits may give rise to pride and
humility, love and hatred, and are based upon the same
general principles as virtues and vices, he does not treat
physical traits as virtues and vices.33 He apparently takes
it to be an inexplicable fact that the sentiments produced
by mental and physical qualities are different.a‘ However,
one might account for the difference on the ground that
physical qualities are not influencing motives of the will
and so do not have the close connection with actions which
mental qualities have. But even if the sentiments of praise
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and blame do extend to physical traits, one need not ex-
press them. Hence, one may express one's approval of 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 nonvoluntariness)
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 met. In so arguing
one is simply opting for the voluntariness requirement for
blameworthiness. Yet it is perfectly appropriaté 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 Hume 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 his 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. First, 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. If it has since become embedded in language, it can
be dug up. Nor does the alleged principle that 'ought' im-

) 1]

plies 'can' support it. 1Indeed, 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 did. So
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if involuntariness were an excuse, then one ought not have
done 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 involuntariness
is an excuse. While some 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 cne's blame. Involuntari-
ness is an excuse from punishment because of a substantive
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 aveid their
company, is not to intentionally make them suffer.

Finally, by denying that involuntariness per se is an
excuse from blame, one can providé a more accurate account

of excuses. Accident, ignorance of fact, and compulsion are
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still excuses fram blame because 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 fram 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-
pire.36 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
comnpany, and another to cause him needless suffering. It is
this fundamental point which Hume dimly perceived when he
held that mental qualitieé 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 if his insights were

not voluntary.

Michael D. Bayles
University of Kentucky
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