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HUME ON THE *"DUTY" OF BENEVOLENCE

How extensive is the scope of the disposition
for benevolent acts? This is a question of obvious
ethical significance. David Hume advocates a theory
of benevolence which, admittedly resting on empiri-
cist presuppositions, places a certain limitation on
the extent to which it would be proper to speak of a
‘duty' of beneficence. Hume's doctrine allows that
one may not in fact have a prima facie moral
obligation to aid just anyone in need. Benevolence
for Hume, broadly speaking, consists of affirmative
undertakings in response to human needs of well-
being, In what follows, I shall examine Hume's
empiricist Jjustification of a 1limited duty of
benevolence and show in what respect such a debatable
position need not reduce to callous indifferentism,.

I begin by showing Hume's way of arriving at
the view that ordinarily benefactors tend to practice
generosity on a limited rather than on an extensive
scale, To establish this claim, Hume points to an
affinity between feelings of sympathy and acts of
benevolence, Next, I explore the sense in which Hume
believes it 1is fitting to base certain generally
recognized limited duties upon special relationship
only. This proviso allows us to deem some acts as

merely supererogatory in nature -- that is, acts
beyond the call of duty. ° Supererogatory acts- are

characteristically optional. On the optionality
principle, one who even knowingly fails to advance
the good of a fellow-human being in need, at least
potentially leaves the option open for someone else
to be a benefactor.

My final task will be to show how Hume may
avoid possible negative implications linked with the
notion of supererogatory acts. By appealing to what
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I will call the mutuality of interest principle, Hume
suggests a way of promoting acts of altruism in
civilized society, so that it becomes collectively
profitable to render mutual aid. while it still
remains true that a duty for limited benevolence is
the general rule, whereas capacity for extensive
benevolence is the exception to the rule, Hume's
broader views on social justice permit room for
significant advancement of reciprocal acts of
altruism. It is evident that any conclusions arrived

at, especially respecting promotion of social
justice, will have direct implications for programs
of welfare and theories of economic redistribution.

In this section of the paper I map out the
conceptual boundaries between sympathy and benevo-
lence so as to uncover what Hume seems to think is a
fundamental affinity between these concepts. To use
a Wittgensteinian metaphor, sympathy and benevolence
share certain family resemblances. The feeling which
lies at the root of moral approbation Hume calls
sympathy. Sympathy is a fellow-feeling with the
happiness as well as with the misery of others; it

"is a very powerful principle in human nature®
producing our sentiment of morals.l This feeling is
so much a part of our nature that it furnishes a
satisfactory explanation for the approval we commonly
give to meritorious personal qualities. However,
even though sympathy is an original natural

propensity it is also true that it is easier to show

limited sympathy -- e.g., sympathy towards close
relatives and friends -- than it is to show extensive
sympathy (e.qg., fellow-feeling for complete

strangers) (T 580-8l1). Hume's main point, of course,
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is that sympathy, however viviag, faint, or
indifferent its manifestation, is a precondition of
morality. Such sympathy, far from being merely
reducible to infectious emotional communication (or
passive transference of feelings) is, instead, a form
of active imaginative projection of oneself into the
other person's situation.2

To be sympathetically inclined, then, for
Hume, does not mean to be simply taken over by an
unconscious emotional contagion in some magical
sense, as it were, Genuine caring sympathetic
concern involves an element of reflective fellow-
feeling -- expressed as thoughtful intersubjective
identification -- with the needs or special
circumstances of others.

Benevolence, for Hume, is to be construed as
compassion for others in need, often marked by
disinterested caring acts of generosity or kindness
(T 602-606). Benevolence is parasitic on sympathy in
the sense that a motive for rendering assistance to
others in distress requires a certain amount of
sympathy (T 579). So, to say that benevolence is a
natural virtue, in effect, means that such an act is
*immediately agreeable® on account of its natural
"tendency to the good of mankind®" (T 604). In the
same way that sympathy may be displayed either
narrowly or extensively, so a benevolent act may have
a tendency towards achieving a private (limited) or
public (extensive) good (T 482). The concern for
contributing to the welfare of immediate relatives
and acquaintances (the class of persons within our
private circle) is more readily fostered than general
unspecified public benevolence (extensive regard for
the needs of mankind generally). The suggestion,
nevertheless, on Hume's part, is that acts of

benevolence spring from agreeable benign feelings
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towards our fellow-men. But Hume nowhere maintains
that we are by nature inclined to 1love mankind,
merely as such, independently of special relations (T
481). The propensity to act benevolently is quite
closely linked to human altruistic concerns ~-- even
if it is the <case that we are not universal
altruists, generally speaking. Benevolence, we may
say, 1is a virtue to the extent that it is a response
to some identifiable need upon noticing the adverse
circumstance of a fellow-member of the human race
with whom we sense a common belongingness.

Hume further sees a system of general

impartial rules of fair play -- that is, a system of
artificial justice -- as advantageous to society (T

476—84).3 As one commentator so aptly remarks while
in the process of assessing Hume's perspective:

Justice is thus based on human
conventions designed to remedy the
selfishness of human nature with its
great generosity to members of one's
own immediate family, and its limited
generosity to strangers on the one
hand, and the scarcity of goods with
which to satisfy the indixidual's
wants and needs on the other,

Sympathy with the ®"public interest,® Hume theorizes,
calls into operation a system of social justice aimed
at placing some reasonable checks and balances (i.e.,
justifiable 1limits) on our individual acquisitive
impulse coupled with our limited sense of generosity.
In the meantime, suffice it to say that creation of a
system of justice is, 1in some respect, society's way
of translating human "needs®" into ®shared interests,"®
broadly. Hence, justice, as conceived of by Hume, is
an artificial social contrivance which makes possible
the recognition of enacted statutory "rights"
(derivative of basic human needs) as distinct
political values shared collectively by members of
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the society. Later in the paper 1 return to comment
upon the prudential aspect of this idea of social
Jjustice,

I1

Hume is of course committed to the view that
individuals, on the average, have a capacity for only
limited benevolence. Accordingly, at one place he
observes:

[W]}e perceive, that the generosity of
men is very limited, and that it
seldom extends beyond their friends
and family, or, at most, beyond their
native country. Being thus acquain-
ted with the nature of man, we expect
not any impossibilities from him; but
confine our view to that narrow
circle, in which any person moves, in
order to form a judgment of his moral
character (T 602).

And elsewhere he claims,

A man naturally loves his children
better than his nephews, his nephews
better than his cousins, his cousins
better than strangers, where every
thing else is equal. Bence arise our
common measures of duty, in prefer-
ring the one to the other. Our sense
of duty always follows the common and
natural course of our passions (T
483-84).

It is plain from what Hume is saying that, normally,
the capacity for benevolence is to be assessed in
"realistic® terms, focusing on what average prudent
persons can possibly be expected to do. From such
realistic evaluation, he believes, it is possible to
derive common or standard measures (that is,
criteria) of duty. Now, how then is capacity for
limited generosity to be reconciled, if at all, with
kindly sympathetic inclinations towards others,
generally?
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An initial attempt at settling on some
possible reconciliation may be detected in the
natural tendency we have to show preference to those
we are closely identified with, without in the least
showing disdain or hatred for the rest of mankind.
In fact, the distinction between limited and exten-
sive generosity, as made by Hume, is not at all
incompatible with the average prudent person's
notions of duties owed to others. There is a felt
need to set reasonable boundaries to our caring
motives, an interest buttressed by practical
considerations under the totality of circumstances,
At law, for example, there bhas 1long been the
recognition that no duty is owed to relieve a person
in distress unless there is some special relationship
between the parties creating an affirmative duty to

act under the circumstances. On this view, parents
owe an affirmative duty to see the well-being of
their children, and marital partners owe reciprocal
duties of care (support) to each other.

It is easy to detect a remarkable likeness
between acts of generosity on behalf of relatives and
friends and the aforementioned affirmative duty of
care founded on special relationship. However, once
this narrow circle of family and intimate
acquaintances is broadened to encompass strangers,
the force of a "morality of duty" fades more nearly
into what might be termed a "morality of
supererogation.* A narrow, yet not completely
implausible, interpretation of Hume's doctrine of
limited generosity, would be to regard all duties
based upon special relationship as morally required,
whereas the more exceptional acts of extended
generosity would, more properly speaking, be termed
supra-obligatory.
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On this interpretation, acts of extensive
benevolence, would not be unlike what H.L.A., Hart

> or

includes under acts in "pursuit of moral ideals,
what Lon L. Puller would place under the "morality of
aspiration.'6 As Fuller remarks,

In a morality of aspiration there may
be overtones of a notion approaching
that of duty. But these overtones
are usually muted ... instead of
ideas of right and wrong, of moral
claim and moral duty, we have rather
the conception of proper and fitting
conduct, conduct such as beseems 3
human being functioning at his best.

Similarly, Hart is of the view that right alongside
explicit moral obligations, shared collectively by
members in a society, there exist certain moral
ideals. The realization of ideals is pursued, not in
the sense of performing duties, but as part of our
human interest in engaging in acts which tend to
promote human happiness and which bring out the best
of moral character as well. Such a doctrine of
supererogation puts special emphasis on praise-
worthiness, Where the principle applies, no moral
duty is breached for failure to act in pertinent
circumstances since the rationale is that no one has
a "moral obligation to do everything that one's
social conscience may tell one to do.'8 Any such act
is of a type "which only an exceptionally sensitive
regard for others would ptescribe.'9

Something close to, if not identical with, a
paradigm of supererogation, has had its avid support-
ers in the context of discussions of welfare rights.
First, there are those who find the results unsatis-
factory where acts of extensive benevolence are
believed to rest upon a human right to be helped.

Professor Daniel Lyons, an advocate of human right to
welfare payments, at one place states:
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One issue today is the question of
vwhether welfare payments to the poor
are their right or instead are to
count as charity from the rich. I
want to claim that the poor have a
human right to be helped by being
shared~with (under the modest assump-
tion that a redistributed dollar will
help the poor more than its loss will
cost the rich man). And my
suggestion would be that for this
sharing the poor owe the ﬁ&Ch only
perfunctory thanks, if any.

The alleged human right to beneficence spoken of by
Lyons does not necessarily arise from contract,
kinship, or other special relationship.ll It would
indeed be absurd to dispute the propriety of the
claim that in general fellow-citizens expect each
other's help or that fellow-humans desire to be
shared-with from each other's abundance. However,
this interest in sharing-with or in redistributing
wealth from the more affluent to the less fortunate
is perhaps better addressed through the mechanism of
a language of "needs" rather than "human rights." 1In
this latter respect, to act benevolently towards
strangers is to be disposed to contribute to the
welfare of others just because one is able to
identify with their misery and at once capable of
feeling motivated to act in terms of a modest sense
of decency. Ssome such alternative supererogatory
view is advocated by Professor Rudolph, after having
proposed, in a related context, a legal rule imposing
a duty to rescue others in distress:

The proposed rule does not require a
rich man to give money simply because
a poor man is without funds. Nor
does it apply to the classic hypo-
thetical of the starving beggar who
asks the millionaire for money in
order to avoid starvation. If the
rich man had food with him, he might
be required to share it, for the
presence of food would be purely
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fortuitous.... But he is not
required to share his money, because
a man's wealth is not a fortuity ...
to impose a duty to act upon him
would render him subject at all times
to sharing his wea}&h with his less
fortunate brethren.

The point is, and this is certainly compatible with
Hume's thesis, that people generally do have consid-
eration for the welfare of others., It is fruitful to
conceive of considerations of welfare as springing
from perception of "needs,” rather than from claims
about moral "rights®" or inalienable "entitlements."®
If such is a plausible picture of things, then there
is no requirement to make existence of moral duty the
rationale underlying all acts of generosity.

A second, and perhaps more promising, line of
support for supererogatory ideals might be traceable
to the now celebrated distinction drawn between
"causing harm®™ and "preventing good." The gist of
the distinction is that to fail to act to bring about
a good may involve an omission to achieve a positive
benefit on behalf of another. However, such inaction
by itself does not necessarily close off all options
for the realization of the good.13 Even if one fails
to act to advance the good of a fellow-human being,
at least the option is left open for someone else to
come along and benefit the person in need. By
contrast, should a person act intentionally to cause
harm to another -- say, by willful action causing
death or serious bodily harm or action manifesting a
reckless disregard for the quality of human life --
then such a person effectively closes off all options
to the whole world to render a positive good to an
individual's damaged welfare, Likewise, Hume's
potential benefactor who fails to respond to the
welfare needs of strangers at least does not close
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off all possible options for the realization of those
needs.

Third, it has been variously argued in recent
times that a failure to be benevolent is a causal
factor in any harm accruing to a person in obvious
need.14 This is felt to be particularly true where
someone's continued welfare depends on a potential
benefactor, but the final result of the failure to be
benevolent leads to an impairment of the victim's

welfare interests.15

Such an inference, weighed over
against the promotion of ideals prototype, appears
unnecessarily definitive,. Clearly, it is one thing
to point to an omission to help; it is still another
thing to allege that the omission has produced the
harm, To warrant asserting strict causal claims of
the foregoing kind, it must be kept in mind that
actual causation (equivalent here to being in a

position to help and not helping the stranger) and

proximate causation (equivalent here to having a

recognized, expected duty to intervene yet not
intervening) are not one and the same. Technically
at least, assuming considerations of pursuit of
ideals, the obligation to help is morally mandated
whenever some relationship between the parties binds
them in less than casual ways; to fail to promote
well-being in such instances would come closer to a
correct allegation that the failure as such caused
the ultimate harm. That is, the latter omission is
more properly construed as proximately causing the
harm, 1in a way that it could not make sense to say
that just any failure to help is blamably bharm-
producing.
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Although there may be something to the
suggestion that acts of extensive benevolence give
rise merely to promotion of ideals, the doctrine of
supererogation is understandably too weak to enlist
ungualified acceptance, In fact, given the picture
painted, 1is there any way for Hume to effectively
avoid the challenge that bhis limited duty doctrine
would sanction callous disregard for needy persons?
I argue in this final section of the paper that it is
not necessary to reach this sort of negative
conclusion about Hume's characterization of benevo-
lence, despite the hypothesis of supererogation.

References abound in Bume's writings which
allude to a view not unlike the classic Good
Samaritanism ideal, transcending narrow self-
interest. To note:

A rich man lies wunder a moral
obligation to communicate to those in
necessity a share of his super-
fluities. Were private benevolence
the original motive to justice, a man
wou'd not be oblig'd to leave others
in the possession of more than he is
oblig'd to give them, At least the
difference wou'd be very inconsider-
able ... it wou'd be greater cruelty
to dispossess a man of any thing,
than not to give it him (T 482).

Further:

Here is a man, that does many
benevolent actions; relieves the
distress'd, comforts the afflicted,
and extends his bounty even to the
greatest strangers. No character can
be more amiable and virtuous,. We
regard these actions as proofs of the
greatest humanity. This humanity
bestows a merit on the actions. A
regard to this merit is, therefore, a
secondary consideration, and deriv'd
from the antecedent principle of
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humanity, which is meritorious and
laudable (T 478).

In both of the above passages it is clear that Hume
favors a policy of relieving persons in distress,
where the real motive is to be sought in the equity
and merit of the observance itself. Hume seems to
attribute such a motive for public benevolence to a
developed "sense of justice,” not derived from nature
as such, but which arises artificially, though
necessarily from education and human conventions (T
483).

What I see emerging here is a contention on
the part of Hume that it is in our collective
societal interest to devise systems of justice which
would ensure some semblance of Good Samaritanism. To
this end, he proposes, *'tis only from the
selfishness and confin'd generosity of men, along
with the scanty provision nature has made for his
wants, that justice derives its origin.... ‘Twas

therefore a concern for our own, and the publick
interest, which made us establish the laws of
justice® (T 495-96). such an overall plan or social
scheme is felt to be highly conducive, indeed
absolutely requisite, both to the support of society
and the well-being of every individual, Let us refer
to the motivation behind this felt-sense of social
justice as the 'mutuality of interest' principle,.

In effect, Hume is argqguing that certain
impressions (i.e., lively sensations of felt-human
needs) give rise to a sense of justice, Of course,
the Humean sense of Jjustice is not in itself natural
to the human mind. It is a cultivated sense of
justice in civilized society, arising from artifice
and human convention. On this analysis, rational
self-interested persons soon discover that a
mechanism to rationally safegquard and promote
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commonly felt interests is mutually profitable,
Prudential <considerations teach us that it |is
infinitely advantageous to the whole society to
induce conduct that will more equitably distribute
benefits and burdens across the social spectrum.
Every member of society would be sensible to this
interest, and everyone would express it to his
fellows (T 498). Social Justice, as such,
establishes itself by a sense of interest, supposed
to be commonly shared, where every single act
respecting distributions of benefits and burdens is
performed in expectation that others are to perform
likewise (T 498).

Even Hume recognizes that the mutuality of
interest principle is no guarantee of perfect
fairness, It can only ensure approximations of
social equity. Take for example the person of merit,
of a beneficent disposition, who restores a great
fortune to a miser, a seditious bigot, or a

spendthrift prodigal (T 497). Such a benefactor
would have acted justly and laudably, yet the public
is the real sufferer. Bume makes the humorous

observation that it is conceivable for a benefactor
under these circumstances to impoverish himself by a
signal instance of integrity, but have reason to wish
that with regard to that single act of giving the
miser his due (or compensating the seditious bigot),
the laws of justice were for a moment suspended in
the universe (T 497).16

The practical upshot of the mutuality of
interest principle is that, ultimately, it does not
pay to be a "Bad Samaritan." Even the "Bad
Samaritan" can imagine being in need someday, in
which case he or she would want (and might even
expect) anyone in the vicinity to act as a "Good

Samaritan.'17 This potential role reversal rationale
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effectively says to misers, bigots, prodigals, and
indolents that in «civilized society "bad faith®
dealings such as cheating and freeloading don't pay
off in the long run. The selection process operates
against freeloaders and the like, by at some point
causing them to be shunned as trading partners to be
counted on. Failure to pursue goals of reciprocal
altruism, in a prudential manner, might furthermore
be deemed symbolic of a 1life which is an inward
mockery of itself. Camus at one place paints the
picture of a person who refuses to aid another in
distress as tantamount to an outward expression of a
covert betrayal of others, a response which in

actuality is only an aspect of inner self-betrayal.18

Social justice, prudentially construed,
therefore is an artificial mechanism, created in the
mutual public interest. By this means it is possible
for mutually self-interested persons to move beyond
perception of felt-needs to creation of enforceable
shared interests (e.q., institutions recognizing
promise-keeping, acquisition of property rights,
etc.). An immediate, practical advantage of Hume's
theory of social justice is that through mutual
consent it is possible to impose upon society,
collectively, specific legislation having the purpose
of remediating or at least relieving certain
hardships among disadvantaged members of the
citizenry. Programs of welfare, or social schemes of
public wealth-redistribution are therefore fit

candidates for worthwhile legislation.19

In sum, I have argued that there are
important reasons for maintaining, as Hume did, that
a duty of limited benevolence is the general rule,
while acts of extensive benevolence are more illus-
trative of exceptions to the rule, From this vantage
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point, extensive benevolence is hence not founded on
special duty but is, instead, pursued as an ideal in
the promotion of human well-being. The doctrine of
supererogatory acts, associated with Hume's justi-
fication of acts of extensive benevolence, while
admittedly subject to negative appraisal, need not
commit Hume to a negative moral result. Granted
mutuality of interest, it is still possible, in one
respect, to enlist voluntary interpersonal charitable
behavior. Alternatively, it would also be in order
to roughly 'require' or make people, through
government sponsored welfare legislation, ‘duty-
bound*' to act as at least minimally decent, if not
entirely good, Samaritans. This less harsh conclu-
sion seems warranted, despite the admitted limita-
tions of a thoroughgoing empiricist psychology as an
explanatory paradigm.

Rudolph V., Vanterpool
California State University,
Dominguez Hills
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