Review of J. L. Mackie, Hume’s Moral Theory
Jonathan Harrison
Hume Studi es Volume VII1, Number 1 (April, 1982), 70-85.

Your use of the HUME STUDIES archive indicates your acceptance of HUME
STUDIES” Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.humesociety.org/hs/about/terms.html.

HUME STUDIES” Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue
of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and

you may use content in the HUME STUDIES archive only for your personal,
non-commercial use.

Each copy of any part of a HUME STUDIES transmission must contain the
same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed page of such
transmission.

For more information on HUME STUDIES contact humestudies-
info@humesociety.org

http://www.humesociety.org/hs/



a.

Hume's Moral Theory, by J. L. Mackie. (Routledge and

Kegan Paul, London, 1980. Pp. vii + 166. Paperback,{d.so,
cloth-£8.95.)

After a brief introduction and a short chapter on
some of Hume's predecessors - Hobbes, Shaftesbury, Clarke,
Wollaston, Mandeville, Hutcheson and Butler ~ Mr. Mackie
proceeds to discuss Hume's own moral theory. This Mackie
divides into three parts. First there is a chapter on
Hume's moral psychology. Secondly, there are two chapters
on Hume's moral epistemology, one on Hume's criticism of
his opponents’® view that moral distinctions are derived
from (Mackie says 'based upon') reasons, and ancther on
Huma's positive contention that moral distinctions are
derived from a moral sense. Thirdly, there are another
two chapters on Hume's contribution to substantive moral
philogsophy - if that is what it is. One is on justice and
the other artificial virtues, the other on the natural
virtues. A chapter on some of Hume's successors - Smith
(Adam, not to be confused with the lesser known
Alexander Smith), Price and Reid ~ precedes a concluding
chapter, which among other things discusses the advantages
and disadvantages of morality.

Mackie appears to think that Hume's moral psy-
chology is ccnfined to a discussion of the one statement
that reason is and ought only to be the slave of the pas-
sions. By ‘'‘ought only to be the slave of the passions’
Mackie thinks Uume mcans that it is not the case that
reason ought not to be the slave of the passions, which
makes Mackie suggest that Hume is denying a moral proposi-
tion, not asscrting one. But it could equally be taken to
mean that reason ought not to be anything other than the
slave of the passions, which lcoks more like a moral pro-
position. (If all moral propositions were false, the first
might be true, but the second false.)

Mackie criticises Hume's view on the grounds that
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there is a very common kind of case to which it doesg not
apply. I may want to drink so much that I persuade myself
that alcohol is good for me, and then both a violent passion
(desire for alcohol) and a calm passion (desire for my own
good) combine to make me drink. In this case, Mackie says,
we have 'an unholy alliance of calm passion with present
desire opposing and perhaps suppressing well-founded belief'.

Whether passion might lead one to suppress a belief
is not something Hume considered, though doubtless he ought
to have done. But I think he might have said that suppres-
sing a belief is an action, for which there is a motive,
desire for anxiety-free drinking, coupled with the (true)
belief that if I suppress my belief that drinking is bad
for me, I will achiceve anxiety~free drinking. We may sup-
pose, it is true, that every belief wants to stay alive, so
to speak. Or rather, I must have a want to retain my belief
that alcohol is bad for me for, unless I do ;etain it, I
will drink, and I do not want to do what is bad for me.
There is no reason, however, why this desire to go on be~
lieving that alcohol is bad for me should not be overridden
by a stronger desire to have anxiety-free drinking. When
my belief that alcohol is bad for me is finally suppressed,
there is no problem. I am no more acting contrary to reason,
in Hume's sense - Hume should really have said 'contrary to
rational or irrational belief' - than I was in suppressing
it, for this belief no longer exists.

Mackie also argues that if Clarke and Butler are
right in thinking that situations necessarily demand the
actions which fit them, Hume must be wrong in thinking that
beliefs alone cannot move us to action, for the judgement
that something is fit has 'inextricably interwoven in it
the representative character and the motivating character
which Hume thinks can belong only (sic) to distinct items'.
I can not make sense of this, any mcre than I can of Butler's
'sentiment of the understanding and...perception of the

heart'’ which Mackie quotes with some approval. Mackie
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later argues that Hume must be wrong in thinking that
reason must be the slave of the passions if someone can
believe, if only mistakenly, that there are necessary fit-
nesses. But I cannot see that one would be moved by the
balief that an action was fit unless one had the desire to
do what was fit. In any case, I think it is really Mackie's
view not that it so happens that an action is not fit, but
that the belief that an action is fit has something funda-
mentally wrong with it, and so cannot possibly be true. His
view then is that, though one cannot be moved to action
by an ordinary coherent belief alone, one can alone be
moved to action by an incoherent one. I did not find this
view plausible.

In Chapter 1V, ’'Morality not Based on Reason',
Mackie discusses the argument by which Hume attempted to
demolish the epistemological views of his opponents, which
uses as its premise the proposition just discussed: a
belief (reasonable belief? inferential belief? belief
arrived at by demonstraticen?) cannot alone move us to
action; apprehending a moral distinction can alone move
us to action; therefore apprehending a moral distinction
is not a matter of arriving at a belief. To one of my

riticisms of this argument {(in Hume's Moral Epistemology,

0.U.P., 1976) viz., that the second premise is not true,
and that it is quite easy for a rationalist, or anyone else
who thinks that there are such things as rational beliefs,
to explain how this belief moves us to action, if only he
will postulate - as some of them do ~ a desire to do what
is right, Mackie replies that postulating a desire to do
what is right would involve giving up the prescriptiveness
of moral distinctions. But I cannot see that a prescription
can alone move us to action, without the co-operation of a
passion, any more than a belief can. The prescription
'Take two at bed-time', for example, cannot alone modify
the behaviour of someone who does not want the end which

it is aprescription for attaining or, at any rate, some end



which you can get by acting on it.
ommands are not by nature ion=-qui
could even argue

vrtions is devived =
cliefs, such as it is
t acting on a cercain
srtain end, and want
e Lo action. in

after severe mutllation at the hands
that moral judgements look even remotely 1i
as I think Mackie agrees. (I do not think
they were ever crossed Hume's mind.) Nor
Mackle ought to e espousing, even to the
that he espouses it here, because he does want to hwld a
view which entails that wmoral judgements are all falise.
Moral beliefs could be false, but srescriptions could
not be. Later on in this chapter discusses and
rejects ¢lght obher argumcnts by which he thinks Hurke

are not derived
from reason. After this wholesale rejection, it comes as
something of an anti~-climax when Mackie says 'We must in
the end admit, therefore, that though IIY i I is an ex-
tremely important contribution to moral epistemology, it
is neither as neat nor as conclusive as it initially scems
to be'., It is difficult, after reading Mackie's chapter

csbout it, to see how any one could have

remotely plausible.

Mackie deals with Hume's

]
.

v, "Wariants of Sentimentalism

final chapter of Hume's Moral Epis

regarded it as éven
view in Chapter
myself

Mackie

guishes between several different

and holds that it is irpossible to s:

a0

k4
o

of these possible views is Hume's. I su

sometimes excessively catholic in the

could be combined. For example, when

strand in Hume's writing which suggests

ne

which

5 1 r
11y

t Mackie is

spec



74.

that moral judgements were statements about people’s genti-~
ments, Mackie points out that Hune (who he says was not
interested in guestions of meaning) did not distinguish
between the views that such judgements are about the
speaker's feelings, about the sentiments of his group,

about the sentiments of the wheole of mankind, or about the
sentiments an impartial spectator would have., Mackie sug-
gests that sometimes moral sentences mean one thing, and
that sometimes they mean another. And Mackie suggests that
perhaps moral judgements both state facts and express emo-
tions and arouse them in other people and are alsc prescrip-
tive. I do not, however, think Mackie really thinks they
are prescriptions, so much as that they are statements
ascribing a kind of 'false prescriptiveness'® to the objects
jescribed. (The view that they are solely prescriptive he
rightly rejects on the grounds that moral judgements at
least purport to ascribe an objective guality to something.)
The view that Mackie favours is that they ascribe a fic~

bious quality to things. The fact that this fictitious

guality is a projection of our sentime on to the action

explains how we are moved to action by the belief that
something possessas it. The fact that it is also the pro-
jection of certain soclial demands means that 'the ficti-
tiocus features are taken to invelve corresponding reguire-
ments and necessities'. Since, in attributing fictitious
qualities to things, we are attributing to them qualities
they cannot have, this view seemg to lead to the con-
clusion (unfortunate or cheering, depending on how you look
at it) thet all moral judgements are false. Mackie thinks
that there are hints of this view to be found in Hume. It
iz, however, worth mentioning that, if so, Hume would still
not have succeeded in explaining - any more than Clarke had =
how moral judgements alone could move us to action. Dig=-
cerning a moral distinction would still issue in a judgement,
albeit an invarisbkly false one, and it is difficult to see

how a judgement's ascribing bogus and impossible qualities
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Ji move us to action without the co-operation
of a passion, when perfectly normal judgements cannot do
this. We would also need to want to avoid the actions onto

which we {(falsely) projected moral avtributes. We nust,

presumably, have the sentiments that we project on to the
actions judged of, but it is still our sentiments, not

our judgements alone, that move us to action. It seems to
me that many moedern dizcussions of moral objectivism would
be very much improved if they paid more attention to the

chapters on this subject in G. E. Moore's Ethics (@ much

better book than the more well-known Principia Ethica).

When it comes to discussing Hume's substantive
treatment of moral matters, as opposed to his answer to the
question 'How do we know that certain things are right or
wrong, virtuous or vicious?' Mackie says that Hume does not
try to answer the question 'What things are virtuous?' so
much as to answer the guestion 'What things do people
approve of, and how does it come about that>they approve of
the things they do?'. But Hume (sometimes) defines a vir-

tue as ‘'any action, sentiment or character which gives us
pleasure by the mere view and contemplation'. This entails
that, if a 'character' arouses such a pleasure, it 1is a
virtue. Hence the 'soclological survey' Hume was engaged
in should tell us what characters, etc., are virtues, and
why they are, not just what characters are commonly regarded
as being virtues, and how it comes about that we approve of
hem.,

There are two kinds of virtue, Hume thinks, arti-
ficial virtues (discussed in Book 1II1I, Part II of the
Treatize) and natural virtues (discussed in Book TII, Part
I7). Mackie does not give a consistent account of what Hume
thought an artificial virtue was. In the introduction
{Page 5) he says 'both the tendency to act in each of these

ways and the tendency to approve of such actions can be sean

<

o
as inventions, {(he omits to say that

i

are inventions), artificial devices w
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added to whatever tendencles to action men instinctively
possaessed and whatever instinctive moral sense they crigin-
ally had'. In Chapter VI (page 85) he says (this time cor-
raotly) that Hume says the sense of justice is not artifi-
cial.  'Iho' justice be artificial, the sense of its mor-

ality is natural.'
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But Mackie, on the other hand, is extremely good

and interesting in
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each about whethsry to keep his promise. It be solved

a
£ they were physically linked so that they could neither

i
of them opt to let the other vow all by himselr, and a
sanse of duty doss something like this. But Mackie's solu-

vion 1

-
d)

that I can start off rowing just a little bit, and
see if my partner rows just a little bit too. If he does,

I can row a little bit harder, and see 1if he does the same.

Our actions are psychologically linke then, if small
increases or diminutions in the force with which I row bring
about small increases or diminuticns in the foree with which
my parcneY rows., This sclution can be generalised to cover
a large nunber of similar problems involving the oo-operaticon
of pecple with one another (though only to those situations

vhere men carn see what other men are doing; it will not

S

cover Hume's promises made in secret) . But I doubted, oddly

£

enough, whether it applied to rowing a boat, Mackie is
pairs of oars, when

thinking of two yowers, each with two
either might, like the lady on the rear of the tandem, get
along very nicely 1if only the other rowed. But Hume may
have been thinking of two rowers, with only cne oar each,

sitting side by side, in which case neither would move at
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taing an interesting view about why gratitude must be



v

supplemanted by promising. T am likely to perform services
for people to obtain their gratitude only if I can do some-
one, who I believe to be prone to feel gratitude, a great
scrvice at small cost to myself. Otherwise 1t will not be
worth my while. Such cases are relatively infrequent.

Promises are necessary so that I may do scemething for some-

one in order for a promised return which is only a little
greater than my original cutlay.

In the section entitled 'The Artificiality of
E

Justice'! Mackie discusses three very difficult arguments

of Hume designed to re-inforce Hume's oviginal contention
that justice is an artificial virtue., Mackie does not, to
my mind, sufficiently apprecliate the merits of the second
of these three arguments. A rule of justice {(in th
he Larcony Act of 1961) may prescribe

at which an illegal act {(housebreaking)

but there are no instants to be found 1
natural could change in an instant f

chrysalis to being a butterfly. 2&alsc, though Hume does not
actually say so, I think it would be in accordance with the

spirit of what he does say to argue that Justice must be

t
a rule may lay down that you may be punished by fine or
o

imprisconment -~ whereas disjunctive things cannot be [

in nature. Hume w Wrong, however,

this would prove that morallty was artificial.
would prove would be that it was ‘'intentional'. The
that an eguation has a disjunctive soluticn does not mean

that men decide what the solution is. Positive law is both

artifici

and intentional, but the moral law, I suaspect,

is intentional but not artificile

sial
In the section entitled 'The gin of Government
and the Limits of Political Obligation’® Mackie tells us
(correctly) that Hume regarded government as a human inven-
tion made necessary in order to prevent nmen from breaking

rules of justice by indulging their tendency to nrefer near
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to remote advantage. There is no need for government to
be justified by a social contract; the rule that govern-
ments be obeyed and that promises be kept both independ~
ently derive from their usefulness. Hume's criticism of
the social contract theory is conclusive. (I agree).
Rebellion

justified when the govern: is 80 bad that
rebellion is the less of two evils, but the dreadfulness
of civil war means that this will seldom be the case.

In the section entitled 'International Justice’
Mackie tells us that Hume thinks that rules of justice
apply to nations as well as to persons (though there are
some, like those regulating declaration of way, which
logically can apply only to the latter}. They apply with
less stringency to naticns than they do to persons, how-
ever, as mankind could survive in that perpetual state of
war into which it would be thrown without international
justice, but could not survive without ‘'interpersonal’
justice. Mackie doubts the correctness of this explanation,
pven in Hume's day; 1t is more obvicusly incorrect in ours,
when war could or would be carried out with atomic weapons.
Mackie thinks that the right explanation of why we regard
international justice as less obligatory than inter-
personal justice is that its rules are less securely est-
ablished. Mackie rejects the view that the reason for this
is that 'a state 1s by nature analogous to those individu-
als in whom mental defect produces diminished responsibility’
which, he thinks, is not true ‘even in a democracy'. He
produces an alternative Humean view of justice, according
to which self-interest, moral approval and law are more
closely interwoven than he thinks Hume supposed.

In the section entitled 'Chastity and Modesty'
Mackie says that Hume thinks chastity is an avtificial vir-
tue because there is no instinet impelling men, and more
especially wonen, to be chaste. It was invented in order
to compel women to be faithful to their husbends. (It is

less necessary for men to be faithful to their wives, for
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a woman will almost always be prepaved teo hring up c¢hildren
she knows to be hers, while a man will know that his wife's
children are his only if she has been compelled, against
her inclinations, to be chaste.) Mackie sugeests that a
Humean explanation of rules about chastity can bhe giver
by treating them as being like property rules. Since men
are the dominant sex, it is women, not men, who are the
property.

In hisg chanter on the natural virtues, Mackie
points out that, #Zccording to Hume, we approve of the
natural virtues becavse syopathy with their usefulness and
agreeablaeness to oneself or to others cause ug to iove them

1
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in the contention that the natural virtues are 'partly'
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iculty of these
two tasks is greatly exaggerated. It is a mistake te think
that Hume's account of the freedom of the will entails that
the virtues and the natural abilitles are eqgually involun-
tary. Hume's determinism is ‘soft’' enough to have no such
entailment. The section on the natural virtues is, I think,
the weakest in the book. If, as Mackie does, you divide
Hume's moral theory into his moral psycholoygy, his .moral
epistemology, his theory of justice, and his account of
the natural virtues, Mackie has fewer ideas about the last
£ these than about any of the first three of them (len
pages in Mackie to six sections in Hume, as opposed, for
example, to forty-three pages in Mackie to twelve sections
in Hume on the artificial virtues). Inadequate attention
is paid to Book IIL. Reading Mackie's comprehensive list
of the natural virtues brought home to me for the first
time the important fact that, though Hume regarded justice

a3 an artificial virtue, he regarded ec

ty ag a natural
virtue.

Mackie's penultimate chapter is on some of Hume's
succegsors, Mackie's conclusion, from a survey of three of

them, is that moral judgements are indeed iu
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they ara not ~ and that purport to attri-
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on to the Mackie is so confidsnt in the
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correctness of his own analysis that he does not feel any
qualms about the logical conclusion that all moral Fudge-
ments must in fact be wrong.

In his final chapter, after a discussion of some
ground that has already been covered, and another of the
guestion to what extent Hume was a utilitarian, Mackie goes
on to consider, finally, the question of whether morality
is a good thing. He makes the following points against it.
It will be easier to reach a compromige between competin
parties if rights - -are left entirely out of the matter.
(Does Mackie mean that morality makes the conflict worse
because each party will think he has right on his sida?

But only one of the parties, at most, can be right about
this, and so it is not morality,but what men erroneously
believe to be morality, that causes the conflict.) Moral-
ity will tend to perpetuate inequality, by adding right to
the already excessive advantages possessed by the stronger,
(Again, does Mackie think that true morality favours the
stronger, or that people’'s false moral beliefs - perhaps
false moral beliefs fostered by the stronger themselv -
favour the stronger? It is hardly fair to saddle 'nwrality‘
with every wicked and fooplish moral belief that has been
held by mankind. But I suppose that Mackie, as he thinks
that moral beliefs all assert the existence of false pro-
jection of our sentiments, must think that (provided they
are impartial, etc.) there is nothing to choose between

one and another, which is why he criticises morality, rather
than mistaken beliefs about morality. Again, Mackie thinks
that morality may be a bad thing because it favours alleg-
iance to those who may have, by exploiting an initially
strong position, gained too much superiority in the first
rlace, and because one of its tenets enjoins patrioitism,
without which war would not be possible. But again, why
does Mackie criticise morality on these grounds, instead

of condemning erroneous moral beliefs which sanction cobed=~

ience to a jealous tyrant or demand that men waste their
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lives in a disastrous war? Indeed, %0 parody a remark of
o

&x
Bentham, it is difficult to criticise morality unless one
has another morality from which to get purchase on it. IZven
the statement that patriotism is not a duty is a moral
judgement, though a negative one. Mackie thinks we might
have the advantages of morality without its disadvantages
if we understood it, and saw through its claim to absolute
and objective authority. It is true that, if we see that
it is one vast false projection, we will be able to see
through any claims that men may make that we do things
that are trivial and useless, like abstaining from eating
pork or beans, or disastrous, like leading one's country
into a religious war. The trouble is, however, that we
would also ﬁave to see through any claims it might appear
to make that we honour our debts, or do an honest day's
work for our wages, or do not exploit those over whom we
have power. Mackie's way of removing the disadvantages of
morality is rather like chopping off one's leg to cure
a limp. And though his suggestion that we regard certain
demands morality makes on us as subject to qualification
(e.g., as demanding that we sometimes keep our promises
instead of that we always do) why should it be a criticism
of morality in the first place that some inflexible people
think they have a duty to do something always which in
fact they have a duty to do only usually? True morality,
like God, is logically immune to criticism, because a
practice that has more disadvantages than advantages is not
truly moral. I feel that a love cof the novel and arrest-
ing here, as in some other places, leads Mackie to put some
perfectly sensible points in a needlessly paradoxical way
Mackie's book is concise, on the whole clear,
frequently penetrating, stimulating, and productive of
many useful insights. It is not, like many books on moral
philosophy, wet. In some ways it would have been easier
to read if it had been a longer and less congested bopk.
It could be that he has not devoted eanough time to the
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topic of moral philosovhy to iron out some difficulties in
his own positive views. But he has given us an illuminat-
ing, concise and on the whole accurate account of Hume's

a

moral philosophy, containiung some important morals - odd
though it may be that it is Mackie who draws them - and
it deserves to be read with attention by undergraduates,

professional philosophers and the general reader alike.

Jonathan Harrison
University of Nottingham





