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7. 

HUME'S OBLIGATIONS 

Hume's g e n e r a l  theory  of morals  i s  mainly concerned 

wi th  e x p l i c a t i n g  moral good and bad, v i r t u e  and v i c e .  And 
so it is no t  s u r p r i s i n g  t o  f i n d  t h a t  when, a t  t h e  end of 
h i s  Sec t ion  'Of t h e  o r i g i n  o f  j u s t i c e  and p r o p e r t y '  i n  t h e  
Treat ise  he t u r n s  t o  t h e  ques t ion  of t h e  moral q u a l i t y  of  
j u s t i c e ,  t h e  formula t ion  i s  'Why we annex  t h e  i d e a  of v i r t u e  
t o  j u s t i c e ,  and of v i c e  t o  i n j u s t i c e .  (T498) l  H e  does ,  
however, have a theory  of  o b l i g a t i o n  as w e l l ,  which i s  com- 
p l e t e l y  i n  l i n e  wi th  h i s  g e n e r a l  theory ;  a l though he does 

n o t  say  very much about  i t ,  it  i s  both  clear and impor tan t .  

o b l i g a t i o n  by s t a t i n g  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  ought imp l i e s  can: 
No a c t i o n  c a n  b e  r e q u i r ' d  of us a s  our d u t y ,  u n l e s s  t h e r e  
be  i m p l a n t e d  i n  human n a t u r e  some a c t u a t i n g  p a s s i o n  o r  
m o t i v e ,  c a p a b l e  of p r o d u c i n g  t h e  a c t i o n .  (T518) W e  can 
only be under an o b l i g a t i o n  t o  do a c t i o n s ,  t h e  motives f o r  
which a r e  w i t h i n  t h e  range of n a t u r a l  human mot iva t ion .  

Hume opens one of h i s  most impor tan t  paragraphs on 

H e  then  goes on t o  s p e l l  o u t  what t h i s  means f o r  
our  i d e a  of o b l i g a t i o n :  T h i s  m o t i v e  c a n n o t  be t h e  s e n s e  
of d u t y .  A s e n s e  o f  d u t y  s u p p o s e s  an a n t e c e d e n t  o b l i -  
g a t i o n :  And where  an  a c t i o n  i s  n o t  r e q u i r ' d  by any n a t u r a l  
p a s s i o n ,  i t  c a n n o t  be  r e q u i r ' d  by any n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n ;  
s i n c e  i t  may b e  o m i t t e d  w i t h o u t  p r o v i n g  any d e f e c t  or imper -  
f e c t i o n  i n  t h e  mind  and t e m p e r ,  and c o n s e q u e n t l y  w i t h o u t  
any  v i c e .  (T518) 

I n  o t h e r  words, w e  have an  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  perform an 
a c t i o n  (1) i f  t h e  motive f o r  t h i s  a c t i o n  is  a n a t u r a l  human 

motive,  ( t h i s  i s  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  ought impl ies  can,  and 
it i s  a necessary  c o n d i t i o n  f o r  o b l i g a t i o n ) ;  and ( 2 )  i f  
o u r  non-performance of t h e  a c t i o n  i s  a s i g n  t h a t  w e  are 
miss ing  a q u a l i t y  i n  o u r  c h a r a c t e r  (and consequent ly  a 
motive for t h e  a c t i o n ) ,  which i t  is  a d e f e c t  or i m p e r f e c t i o n  

i n  t h e  mind and  t e m p e r  t o  be missing.  
d e f e c t  or i m p e r f e c t i o n  i s  s t r o n g l y  i n d i c a t e d  on t h e  prev ious  

What Hume means by 
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page : 
A l l  m o r a l i t y  depends upon our s e n t i m e n t s ;  and 
when ant/ a c t i o n ,  or q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  mind, p l e a s e s  
u s  a f t e r  a c e r t a i n  manner, we say i t  i s  v i r t u o u s ;  
and when t h e  n e g l e c t ,  o r  non-performance o f  i t ,  
d i s p l e a s e s  u s  a f t e r  a l i k e  manner, we say t h a t  we 
l i e  under  an o b l i g a t i o n  t o  p e r f o r m  i t .  (T517) 

The imper fec t ion ,  of which t h e  non-performance of an o b l i -  
g a t i o n  i s  a s i g n , i s  t h u s  a q u a l i t y  which is  s u b j e c t  t o  a 
c e r t a i n  k ind  of d i s p l e a s u r e ,  namely a d i s p l e a s u r e  which i s  

s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  p l e a s u r e  which accompanies our  pe rcep t ion  of 
v i r t u e .  But now w e  know from Hume's g e n e r a l  expos i t i on  of 
t h e  emotional  background t o  moral e v a l u a t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  l a t -  

ter  p l e a s u r e  a r i ses  i n  con junc t ion  wi th  a p e c u l i a r  i n d i r e c t  
pas s ion ,  which is  c l o s e l y  ak in  t o ,  and i n  a way noth ing  b u t  
a c o r r e c t e d  v e r s i o n  of love ,  and which w e  c a l l  moral appro- 
b z t i o n . 2  
d i s p l e a s u r e  i n  ques t ion  he re  arises i n  conjunct ion  wi th  t h e  
i n d i r e c t  pas s ion  which is a k i n  t o  h a t r e d  and i s  known a s  
moral d i sapproba t ion .  That  t h i s  i s  what H u m e  i n t ends  i s  

s t r o n g l y  suppor ted  by a s h o r t  t r ea tmen t  of o b l i g a t i o n  much 
ear l ier  i n  t h e  Treatise:  

And t h i s ,  of cour se ,  l e a d s  us t o  expec t  t h a t  t h e  

When any v i r t u o u s  m o t i v e  o r  p r i n c i p l e  i s  common 
i n  human n a t u r e ,  a p e r s o n ,  who f e e l s  h i s  h e a r t  
dtivoid o f  t h a t  p r i n c i p l e * ,  may h a t e  h i m s e l f  upon 
t h a t  a c c o u n t ,  and may p e r f o r m  t h e  a c t i o n  w i t h o u t  
t h e  m o t i v e ,  f r o m  a c e r t a i n  s e n s e  of d u t y , .  . . 
(T479, my i t a l . )  

I f  w e  p u t  a l l  t h o s e  p i e c e s  t o g e t h e r ,  w e  can see 

3 

f a i r l y  c l e a r l y  what Hume's theory  of  o b l i g a t i o n  w a s .  Ob- 
l i g a t i o n  has  t o  be  seen  a g a i n s t  a background of t h e  n a t u r a l  
and common q u a l i t i e s  of human c h a r a c t e r  and t h e  accompanying 
motives:  i f  a man e i t h e r  l a c k s  a c e r t a i n  q u a l i t y ,  o r  i n  a 
p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n  does n o t  have t h e  common o r  n a t u r a l  
motive,  he  may y e t  perform t h e  a c t i o n  which t h i s  q u a l i t y  
and motive would have l e d  him t o  do, i f  he  had had it; he 



9 .  

may see, i f  he looks upon t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a s  men commonly and 

n a t u r a l l y  do, k. as an i m p a r t i a l  s p e c t a t o r ,  t h a t  t hen  he 
w i l l  come t o  h a t e  h imse l f ,  i n  t h e  sense  of d i sapproving  

of h imse l f ,  i f  he  does no t  perform t h e  a c t i o n ;  on t h e  o t k  

hand he w i l l  be  p l eased  w i t h ,  G. approve of , himself  , i f  
he does perform. And i n  t h i s  c o n s i s t s  t h e  sense  of duty:  

A man t h a t  r e a l l y  f e e l s  no g r a t i t u d e  i n  h i s  t e m p e r ,  i s  s t i l l  
p l e a s  Id t o  p e r f o r m  g r a t e f u l  a c t i o n s ,  and t h i n k s  he h a s ,  by 
t h a t  means ,  f u l f i l l ' d  h i s  d u t y .  ( T 4 7 9 )  
And: 

Tho '  t h e r e  was no o b l i g a t i o n  t o  r e l i e v e  t h e  
m i s e r a b l e ,  our h u m a n i t y  wou 'd  l e a d  us  t o  i t ;  
and when we o m i t  t h a t  d u t y ,  t h e  i m m o r a l i t y  o f  
t h e  o m i s s i o n  a r i s e s  f r o m  i t s  b e i n g  a p r o o f ,  
t h a t  we wan t  t h e  n a t u r a l  s e n t i m e n t s  o f  hum- 
a n i t y .  A f a t h e r  knows i t  t o  b e  h i s  d u t y  t o  
t a k e  c a r e  o f  h i s  c h i l d r e n :  b u t  he has  a l s o  
a n a t u r a l  i n c l i n a t i o n  t o  i t .  And i f  no 
human c r e a t u r e  had t h a t  i n c l i n a t i o n ,  no one 
c o u ' d  l i e  u n d e r  any s u c h  o b l i g a t i o n .  (T518-19) 
I t  w i l l  be n o t i c e d  t h a t  I have above i n t e r p r e t e d  

H u m e ' s  o b l i g a t i o n  as making up f o r  motives which a r e  natural  
and common. Th i s  l a t t e r  d e s c r i p t i o n  w a s  used t o  i n d i c a t e  

Hume's view t h a t  t h e  n a t u r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  t h e  human mind 
have convent iona l  expres s ions ,  and t h a t  t h e s e  can vary from 
t i m e  t o  t i m e ,  and from p lace  t o  p l ace .  I n  t h i s  way i t  be- 
comes p o s s i b l e  f o r  h i m . t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e  i d e a  of a b a s i c a l l y  
uniform human n a t u r e  wi th  t h e  f a c t s  of h i s t o r i c a l  and geo- 
g r a p h i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  

t o  what i s  n a t u r a l  and common i n  our  idea  of o b l i g a t i o n  
makes o b l i g a t i o n  t h e  same as r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  Although our  
idea  of o b l i g a t i o n  i s  formed under s o c i a l  p re s su re ,  i t  only  
becomes moral o b l i g a t i o n  proper  when t h e  s i t u a t i o n  is 
viewed o b j e c t i v e l y  and i m p a r t i a l l y ,  e x a c t l y  a s  i n  a l l  moral 
e v a l u a t i o n  i n  Hume. 

4 

Also,  w e  must no t  be l e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  regard  
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What w e  have p resen ted  s o  f a r  i s ,  however, on ly  
p a r t  of Hume's t heo ry  of o b l i g a t i o n .  For it i s  ev iden t  
t h a t  as t h e  theory  s t a n d s  above, i t  can only  e x p l a i n  how a 
sense  of duty can make up f o r  n a t u r a l  mot ives ,  and t h u s  why 
w e  have an o b l i g a t i o n  t o  perform n a t u r a l  v i r t u e s .  But 
what w e  are p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i s  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  
perform a r t i f i c i a l  v i r t u e s .  One can formula te  t h e  problem 
about  t hose  v i r t u e s  i n  t h e  fo l lowing  way. There a r e  no 
r i a tu ra l  motives  t o  perform them, k. no motives which do 
n o t  presuppose t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e  as s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  But 
t h i s  means t h a t  t h e  non-performance of them does n o t  i n d i -  
c a t e  any n a t u r a l  d e f e c t  o r  i m p e r f e c t i o n  in t h e  mind  a n d  
t e - y e r ;  accord ingly  one does n o t  n a t u r a l l y  come t o  h a t e  
onese l f  f o r  n o t  performing them and t h e r e f o r e  t h e r e  does 
n o t  n a t u r a l l y  arise any sense  of du ty  t o  perform them. I t  
i s  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  which f o r c e s  H u m e  t o  embark upon h i s  de- 
t a i l e d  t h e o r i e s  of how t h e  r u l e s  of  j u s t i c e  ( i n c l u d i n g  t h e  
i n s t i t u t i o n  of promises)  emerge from men's i n d i v i d u a l  
s e l f - i n t e r e s t e d  actims, and how they  - once i n  e x i s t e n c e  - 
are  maintained through t h e  same ( b u t  r e d i r e c t e d )  s e l f -  
i n t e r e s t .  And from t h i s  b a s i s  he i s  t o  e x p l a i n  how w e  
come t o  a t t a c h  a moral va lue  t o  t h e m .  W e  can t h u s  see how 
t h e  whole p l an  i s  w e l l  s u i t e d  t o  convey t h e  i d e a  of j u s t i c e  
a s  something developin2  - as a n a t u r a l  growth, i n  t h e  sense  
t h a t  it i s  non-a rb i t r a ry  and has  n a t u r a l  causes  i n  man's 
n a t u r e  and s i t u a t i o n  and a s  an unintended growth, i n  t h e  

sense  t h a t  i t  i s  no t  r a t i o n a l l y  planned i n  any of t h e  major 
t u r n s  of i t s  development. 

How do people  come t o  h a t e  themselves  - and, of 
cour se ,  o t h e r s  - f o r  n o t  a c t i n g  i n  accordance w i t h  t h e  r u l e s  
of j u s t i c e ,  and thus  t o  develop a sense  of  duty on t o p  of  
t h e  i n t e r e s t  they  have i n  such behaviour? I n  one c e n t r a l  
paragraph Hume invokes h i s  p r i n c i p l e  of sympathy. H e  

f i r s t  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  as s o c i e t y  grows l a r g e r ,  t h e  s e l f -  
i n t e r e s t e d  mt ive  t o  observe t h e  r u l e s  of  j u s t i c e  grows 
f a i n t e r  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  where h i s  own matters are con- 
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cerned:  a s i n g l e  except ion  t o  a s o  wide-ranging r u l e  does 
n o t  seem t o  do much harm. But t h i s  tendency i s  countered  
by t h e  sympathy w e  have w i t h  o t h e r s  when they  a r e  be ing  
t r e a t e d  u n j u s t l y  by some t h i r d  person ,  as  w e l l  as by t h e  
resentment  w e  f e e l  when w e  o u r s e l v e s  are t h e  s u b j e c t  of 
i n j u s t i c e  ( t h i s  l a t t e r  could ,  of course ,  be cons t rued  a s  
spectator-sympathy wi th  us )  : 

... t h o '  i n  o u r  own a c t i o n s  we may f r e q u e n t l y  
l o s e  s i g h t  o f  t h a t  i n t e r e s t ,  w h i c h  we have  i n  
m a i n t a i n i n g  o r d e r ,  and may f o l l o w  a l e s s e r  and 
more p r e s e n t  i n t e r e s t ,  we n e v e r  f a i l  t o  o b s e r v e  
t h e  p r e j u d i c e  we r e c e i v e ,  e i t h e r  m e d i a t e l y  or 
i m m e d i a t e l y ,  f r o m  t h e  i n j u s t i c e  o f  o t h e r s ;  a s  
n o t  b e i n g  in t h a t  c a s e  e i t h e r  b l i n d e d  by p a s s i o n ,  
o r  b y a s s ' d  by  any c o n t r a r y  t e m p t a t i o n .  Nay when 
t h e  i n j u s t i c e  i s  s o  d i s t a n t  from u s ,  a s  no way 
t o  a f f e c t  o u r  i n t e r e s t ,  i t  s t i l l  d i s p l e a s e s  u s ;  
b e c a u s e  we c o n s i d e r  i t  a s  p r e j u d i c i a l  t o  human 
s o c i e t y ,  and p e r n i c i o u s  t o  e v e r y  one t h a t  
a p p r o a c h e s  t h e  p e r s o n  g u i l t y  of i t .  We p a r -  
t a k e  of t h e i r  u n e a s i n e s s  b y  sympa thy ;  and a s  
e v e r y  t h i n g ,  w h i c h  g i v e s  u n e a s i n e s s  in human 
a c t i o n s ,  upon t h e  g e n e r a l  s u r v e y ,  i s  c a t l ' d  
V i c e ,  and w h a t e v e r  p r o d u c e s  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  i n  
t h e  same manner,  i s  denomina ted  V i r t u e ;  t h i s  
i s  t h e  r e a s o n  why t h e  s e n s e  of moral good and 
e v i l  f o l l o w s  upon j u s t i c e  and i n j u s t i c e .  (T499) 
By and by t hose  i n d i v i d u a l  cases of sympathy, and 

consequent  moral approval /d isapproval  of j u s t / u n j u s t  actions, 
grow i n t o  a gene ra l  r u l e ,  which we f a i l  n o t  t o  e x t e n d  . . .  
e v e n  t o  o u r  own a c t i o n s .  And t h i s  ex tens ion  i s  suppor ted  by 
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we n a t u r a l l y  s y m p a t h i z e  w i t h  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  
s e n t i m e n t s  t h e y  e n t e r t a i n  of u s .  (T499) With t h i s  l a s t  
p o i n t  Hume is undoubtedly t h i n k i n g  of ou r  a b i l i t y  t o  become 
s p e c t a t o r s  of our  own a c t i o n s ,  and thus  t o  come t o  e v a l u a t e  
them (or ,  r a t h e r ,  t h e i r  mot iva t ion)  by sympathy wi th  t h e i r  
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e f f e c t s  ( o r ,  more c o r r e c t l y ,  t h e i r  t endency) .  
A l l  t h i s  seems very c l e a r ,  and w e  r e a d i l y  a l low 

Hume t o  draw h i s  gene ra l  conclus ion:  
.. . s e l f - i n t e r e s t  i s  t h e  o r i g i n a l  m o t i v e  t o  
- t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of j u s t i c e :  b u t  a sym- 
p a t h y  w i t h  p u b l i c  i n t e r e s t  i s  t h e  source  of 
- t h e  moral a p p r o b a t i o n ,  wh ich  a t t e n d s  t h a t  
v i r t u e .  (T499-500) 
But i f  w e  a s k  how w e  are t o  g e t  t h e  moral obligation 

t o  j u s t i c e  o u t  of t h i s  account ,  w e  g e t  i n t o  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  
For  e x a c t l y  what motive i s  mis s ing  i f  w e  behave u n j u s t l y ?  
What motive do w e  come t o  h a t e  o u r s e l v e s  f o r  n o t  having? I t  

cannot  be t h e  sympathy w i t h  p u b l i c  i n t e r e s t ,  f o r  sympathy i s  
no th ing  b u t  a p r i n c i p l e  of communication, and no t  a moti- 
v a t i n g  fo rce .  The sbvious  answer i s  t h a t  t h e  motive i s  
t h e  one which w e  come t o  approve of through sympathy w i t h  
i t s  e f f e c t  ( o r  tendency) .  Now, t h e  e f f ec t  ( o r  tendency)  is  
t h e  p u b l i c  i n t e r e s t .  But t h e  motive? W e l l ,  as long  as 
t h e  sense  of  duty i s  n o t  e s t a b l i s h e d  y e t ,  t h e  only motive i s  
s e l f - i n t e r e s t .  But a s  w e  know t h a t  t h e  motive i s  only 
t aken  a s  an i n d i c a t i o n  of a q u a l i t y  of  a c h a r a c t e r ,  when w e  
e v a l u a t e  mora l ly ,  and as it is  ha rd ly  l i k e l y  t h a t  Hume 
thought  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  as a gene ra l  c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t ,  mra l ly  
approved by men (which, of cour se ,  does n o t  e n t a i l  t h a t  it 
i s  g e n e r a l l y  d isapproved)  , t h e  conclus ion  must be t h a t  t h e r e  
i s  no motive which w e  could come t o  h a t e  ou r se lves  f o r  n o t  
having.  I t  thus  seems as  i f  Hume f a i l s  t o  g ive  u s  t h e  
motive which could  form t h e  l i n k  between t h e  i n t e r e s t e d  
mot iva t ion  f o r  j u s t  behaviour  and t h e  moral o b l i g a t i o n  t o  
such behaviour .  H e  does n o t ,  however, f a i l  us  completely.  
For if w e  t u r n  t o  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  of promises ,  w e  w i l l  f i n d  
s u f f i c i e n t  i n d i c a t i o n s  t o  a l low u s  t o  fill i n  what i s  miss ing  
to  m a k e  t h e  theo ry  coherent :  

The d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  t h a t  o c c u r  t o  ue,  i n  suppos ing  
a moral o b l i g a t i o n  t o  a t t e n d  p r o m i s e s ,  we e i t h e r  
surmount o r  e t u d e .  For instance; the expression of 
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a r e s o l u t i o n  i s  n o t  commonly suppos 'd  t o  be 
o b l i g a t o r y ;  and we canno t  r e a d i Z y  c o n c e i v e  

how t h e  making u s e  of Q c e r t a i n  form of 
words s h o u l d  be a b l e  t o  c a u s e  any m a t e r i a l  
d i f f e r e n c e .  Here, t h e r e f o r e , w e  f e i g n  a 
new a c t  of t h e  mind, wh ich  we c a l l  t h e  w i l l i n g  
an o b l i g a t i o n ;  and on t h i s  we suppose t h e  
m o r a l i t y  t o  depend.  ("523, f i r s t  i t a l i c s  
mine) 
I f  w e  draw i n  what w e  know from t h e  case o f  j u s t i c e ,  

6 

w e  can p u t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  upon t h i s .  When 
promis ing ,  m o t i v a t e d  by s e l f - i n t e r e s t  I becomes a r e g u l a r  
b e h a v i o u r ,  and when w e  th rough sympathy w i t h  i t s  b e n e f i c i a l  
t endency  come t o  approve  of t h i s  behaviour ,  t h e n  t h e  natural  

t endency  i n  men t o  see b e h a v i o u r  as an  e x p r e s s i o n  of  m o t i v e s ,  
and mot ives  as e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  q u a l i t i e s  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  l e a d s  
them t o  imagine t h a t  there i s  a n a t u r a l  motive (and t h u s  a 
c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t ) ,  namely t h e  w i l l i n g  of an o b l i g a t i o n ,  be- 
h i n d  promises ;  and it i s  t h u s  t h i s  imagined mot ive  t h e y ,  
t h r o u g h  sympathy, come t o  approve o f ;  and when t h e y  f i n d  
t h a t  t h e y  - f o r  v e r y  good r e a s o n s  - do n o t  have t h i s  mot ive  
t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e y  come t o  h a t e  t h e m s e l v e s ,  and t h i s  s e l f -  
h a t r e d  c r e a t e s  t h e  s e n s e  of d u t y  t o  f u l f i l  t h e i r  promises .  
O r  i n  o t h e r  words,  c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  done o u t  of a mora l ly  
n e u t r a l  motive ( s e l f - i n t e r e s t )  have on t h e  whole so good 
consequences ,  and seem so c l e a r l y  'a imed'  a t  t h o s e  con- 
s e q u e n c e s ,  t h a t  men n a t u r a l l y  come t o  imagine t h a t  t h e r e  i s  
a s p e c i f i c  mot ive  f o r  t h e  a c t i o n s  which d i r e c t s  them towards 
t h o s e  consequences;  t h e y  n a t u r a l l y  come t o  approve o f  t h i s  
n o n - e x i s t i n g  motive and t o  h a t e  themselves  f o r  n o t  having  
it - and t h i s  s e l f - h a t r e d  i s  t h e  magic formula ,  f o r  it con- 
s t i t u t e s  t h e  rea l  mora l  motive t o  do  j u s t i c e  and f u l f i l  
p r o m i s e s ,  namely o u r  s e n s e  o f  d u t y .  

L e t  m e  stress t h a t  t h i s  s u g g e s t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  
imagined motive is  a c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  mine. I p u t  it forward  
f o r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  r e a s o n s .  
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(1) I t  i s  needed a t  a v i t a l  t u r n  i n  Hume's 
argument, namely t h e  development of moral 
o b l i g a t i o n  o u t  of i n t e r e s t e d  mot iva t ion .  
( 2 )  There i s  t h e  quoted i n d i c a t i o n  of 
such a view - and it seems q u i t e  a s t r o n g  
i n d i c a t i o n ,  when r ead  i n  t h i s  con tex t .  
( 3 )  The i d e a  i s  i n  l i n e  wi th  Hume's gen- 
e r a l  p o s i t i o n ,  t h a t  moral approbat ion  is 
about mot ives ,  and through them about  
persons .  
( 4 )  And it i s  i n  l i n e  wi th  h i s  gene ra l  
i dea  of o b l i g a t i o n  as s e l f - h a t r e d  f o r  l ack  
of a motive.  
W e  have now p resen ted  what I t a k e  t o  be Hume's 

t heo ry  of  o b l i g a t i o n ,  bo th  as f a r  as t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  
n a t u r a l  and t o  t h e  impor tan t  a r t i f i c i a l  v i r t u e s  i s  concerned. 
But t h e r e  a r e  a good number of passages  i n  t h e  T r e a t i s e  
d e a l i n g  w i t h  o b l i g a t i o n  which w e  have n o t  accounted f o r ,  and 
which seem somewhat puzz l ing .  I am, of  cour se ,  t h i n k i n g  
of Hume's f r equen t  u se  of ' n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n ' .  

I n  one of t h e  c e n t r a l  passages ,  which I have al-  
ready quoted ,  he i s  c l e a r l y  t a k i n g  n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  be 
ou r  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  perform t h e  n a t u r a l  v i r t u e s :  

. . ,where an a c t i o n  i s  n o t  r e q u i r ' d  by any 
n a t u r a l  p a s s i o n ,  i t  canno t  be r e q u i r ' d  by 
any n a t u r a l  o b z i g a t i o n ;  s i n c e  i t  may be 
o m i t t e d  w i t h o u t  p r o v i n g  any d e f e c t  or 
i m p e r f e c t i o n  i n  t h e  mind and t e m p e r ,  and 
c o n s e q u e n t z y  w i t h o u t  any v i c e .  (T518) 
Here n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n  i s  c l e a r l y  taken  t o  be 

c o n t r a s t e d  wi th  ' a r t i f i c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n '  (an expres s ion  n o t  
used by Hume), i n  t h e  sense  of o b l i g a t i o n  t o  perform t h e  
a r t i f i c i a l  v i r t u e s .  But e l sewhere  Hume t a k e s  n a t u r a l  o b l i -  
g a t i o n  t o  be  i d e n t i c a l  wi th  i n t e r e s t e d  mot iva t ion :  The 

n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  j u s t i c e ,  h. i n t e r e s t  . .. (T498) ; 
i n t e r e s t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  [u. o r i g i n a l  o r  n a t u r a l ]  O b l i g a t i o n  
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t o  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  promisos (T523).  And i n  h i s  l a t e r  

d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n  between t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  of  

promises and t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  of a l l e g i a n c e  he t a l k s  of t h e  
n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  of i n t e r e s t  (T545).  But c l e a r l y  

n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n  he re  means something d i f f e r e n t  from 
what it means i n  t h e  f i r s t  quoted sense .  When w e  behave 
j u s t l y  and perform promises o u t  of s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  t h e r e  i s  
obvious ly  noth ing  involved about us  h a t i n g  ou r se lves  f o r  
t h e  l a c k  of  a n a t u r a l  motive and t h u s  a n a t u r a l  v i r t u e .  
Na tu ra l  o b l i g a t i o n  i n  t h e  sense  of i n t e r e s t e d  mot iva t ion  
i s  c l o s e l y  ak in  t o  Hobbes's i dea  of n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n :  
t o  have an o b l i g a t i o n  i s  t o  be ob l iged ,  G. urged by 
n a t u r a l  ( s e l f - i n t e r e s t e d )  pas s ions  t o  do something, w i thou t  
t h e  i n t e r f e r e n c e  of anyth ing  moral.  Na tu ra l  o b l i g a t i o n  

must, t h e r e f o r e ,  he re  be taken  i n  oppos i t i on ,  n o t  t o  
a r t i f i c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n ,  b u t  t o  moral o b l i g a t i o n .  

We can  n o t ,  however, complain about  t h i s  confus ing  
use of t h e  word ' n a t u r a l ' ,  fo r  Hume has  a l r eady  e a r l y  i n  
Book I11 gone through f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  senses  of t h e  word, 
namely as opposed t o  t h e  miraculous ,  t h e  unusual ,  t h e  a r t i -  
f i c i a l ,  t h e  c i v i l ,  and t h e  moral. And he concludes by 
warning us :  The o p p o s i t i o n  w i l l  a l w a y s  d i s c o v e r  t h e  s e n s e ,  
i n  w h i c h  i t  [ ' n a t u r a l ' ]  is t a k e n !  (Tn475) 

The concept  of n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n  i n  t h e  sense  of 

i n t e r e s t e d  mot iva t ion  i s  a l s o  necessary ,  i f  w e  a r e  t o  
unders tand  Hume's i d e a s  t h a t  moral o b l i g a t i o n  v a r i e s  i n  
p ropor t ion  wi th  t h e  n a t u r a l  o b l i g a t i o n .  T h i s  i dea  comes 
up i n  va r ious  p l a c e s ,  b u t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  
Sec t ion  O f  t h e  laws  o f  n a t i o n s  i n  t h e  Treat ise .  H e  t h e r e  

p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  men i n  f a c t  more e a s i l y  go a long  wi th  
t r a n s g r e s s i o n s  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  laws between s t a t e s  and t h e i r  
sove re igns  than  between p r i v a t e  men (T568). H e  a s c r i b e s  
t h i s  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  whereas j u s t i c e  between s ta tes  
ar ises  o u t  of s e l f - i n t e r e s t  on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  s t a t e s ,  j u s t  
as i s  t h e  case w i t h  i n d i v i d u a l  men, and whereas t h i s  l i k e -  

w i s e  g ives  rise t o  a moral o b l i g a t i o n ,  t h i s  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  
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w i l l  o f t e n  n o t  be  so  s t r o n g  and,  indeed ,  necessary  a s  
between i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and consequent ly  t h e  moral o b l i g a t i o n  
must be weaker a s  w e l l :  

. . . t h o  t h e  i n t e r c o u r s e  of d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e s  be 
a d v a n t a g e o u s  , and e v e n  s o m e t i m e s  n e c e s s a r y  , 
y e t  i t  i s  n o t  s o  n e c e s s a r y  n o r  a d v a n t a g e o u s  as  
t h a t  among i n d i v i d u a l s  , w i t h o u t  w h i c h  ' t i s  
u t t e r l y  i m p o s s i b l e  for human n a t u r e  e v e r  t o  
s u b s i s t .  S i n c e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  n a t u r a l  
o b l i g a t i o n  t o  j u s t i c e ,  among d i f f e r e n t  
s t a t e s ,  i s  n o t  so  s t r o n g  a s  among i x d i u i -  
d u a l s ,  t h e  moral  o b l i g a t i o n ,  w h i c h  a r i s e s  
f r o m  i t ,  mus t  p a r t a k e  of i t s  w e a k n e s s .  (T569) 
The i n t e r e s t  involved  c o n s i s t s  of a r ega rd  to t h e  

u t i l i t y  of c e r t a i n  k inds  of a c t i o n s  (and t h e i r  mo t ives ) ,  
and i t  is  through sympathy wi th  t h i s  u t i l i t y  t h a t  our  
moral e v a l u a t i o n s  and o b l i g a t i o n s  arise.  So when t h e  
u t i l i t y  v a r i e s ,  So do t h e  e v a l u a t i o n s  and t h e  o b l i g a t i o n s :  
t h e  morc l  o b l i g a t i o n  h o l d s  p r o p o r t i o n  w i t h  t h e  u s e f u l n e s s .  
(EPM206) 

Hume s t a t e s  t h e  same i d e a  when he  t reats  of t h e  
v i r t u e s  of c h a s t i t y  and a l l e g i a n c e  to governments. But he  
t h e r e  a l s o  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  d i r e c t  connec t ion  between 
u t i l i t y  and o b l i g a t i o n  may be o f f - s e t  by t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of 
g e n e r a l  r u l e s .  When people  have become used to a p a t t e r n  
of behaviour  i n  accordance w i t h  c e r t a i n  r u l e s ,  they  do n o t  
au tomat i ca l ly  and immediately change t h a t  behaviour  when 
t h e  r u l e s  prove n o t  to be u s e f u l  any longer .  Thus women 
a t i l l  s t i c k  to t h e  r u l e s  of c h a s t i t y  when they  are p a s t  
t h e  ch i ld -bea r ing  age ,  though t h e  r u l e s  t hen  no longe r  
s e r v e  t h e i r  s p e c i f i c  purpose (T572-573; E 2 0 7 - 2 0 8 ) ;  and 
men do n o t  i n s t a n t l y  r e b e l  a g a i n s t  a government, a s  soon as 
i t  does n o t  q u i t e  s e r v e  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  (T551-553). 
~ h u s  one n a t u r a l  p r i n c i p l e ,  namely t h e  adherence to gene ra l  
r u l e s ,  o v e r r u l e s  ano the r ,  namely t h e  mot iva t ing  f o r c e  of 
u t i l i t y ,  i n  c e r t a i n  cases. And i n  both  t h e  cases mentimed 



17. 

h e  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h i s  is as w e l l ,  f o r  i n  g e n e r a l  t h e  long- 
t e r m  e f fec t  of adherence  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  r u l e s  i s  more use- 

f u l  t h a n  it would be t o  f o l l o w  t h e  i d e a s  o f  u t i l i t y  a t  any 

g i v e n  moment (T552-553, 572-573; E207-208). I n  o t h e r  
words,  an u n i n t e n d e d ,  b u t  u s e f u l  r e s u l t  i s  c r e a t e d  by 
t h w a r t i n g  mot ives  which i n t e n d e d  u s e f u l  r e s u l t s .  
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