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The Nature of Humean Animals

ANTONY E. PITSON

Hume's account of the similarities and differences between ourselves and
animals seems of obvious importance for understanding his general phil-
osophical position. It is perhaps surprising, therefore, that Hume’s remarks
about animals have not received greater attention.! My principal interest in
what follows is with the differences that Hume finds between ourselves and
animals, and his explanation of those differences.2 We shall see that these
differences converge on the difference in moral status between humans and
animals; and in considering what Hume has to say about the latter, we will
encounter important questions about the nature of his account of virtue and
vice. I shall also wish to emphasise, however, Hume’s recognition of the fun-
damental similarities and continuities between human and animal nature; for
this represents a philosophical revolution in which the view of man as a
unique creation in God's image is replaced with that of man as a natural object
differing only in degree from other animals.3

Human and Animal Minds

There is, according to Hume, a close resemblance between the “anatomy”
of human and animal minds, just as there are obvious physiological similar-
ities between men and animals (T 325). Any differences between our mental
capacities and those of animals are, it appears, ones of degree only: “Animals
undoubtedly feel, think, love, hate, will, and even reason” as we do, albeit in
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a “more imperfect manner” ("Of the Immortality of the Soul,” 592). There are,
in fact, two such differences which Hume evidently regards as being of special
importance. The first is our superiority in knowledge and understanding (T
326). “Men are superior to beasts,” Hume says, “principally by the superiority
of their reason” (T 610). If it is true that one person may obviously surpass
another in the ability to reason, it appears also to be true that people col-
lectively surpass animals in this respect (EHU 107n). Indeed, the differences
that Hume finds here appear quite striking, for he reminds us of our ability to
carry our thoughts beyond our immediate situation to remote places and
times, and to theorise about our experience ("Of the Dignity or Meanness of
Human Nature,” 82). By comparison, animals appear to be without curiosity
or insight and to be confined in their thoughts to the things around them,
though they not only acquire beliefs from experience but also by means of
prudence and intelligence act directly on the natural world ("Of Suicide,”
582).

Hume is anxious to stress, however, that we should not think of ourselves
as having been especially favoured by virtue of our superior reason; for we find
that our reason is proportionate both to our wants and to our period of ex-
istence ("Of the Immortality of the Soul,” 593). There is, in other words, a
natural explanation for the difference in reasoning powers between ourselves
and animals—that nature provides us with the intelligence required to meet
our needs ("The Stoic,” 147)—which would make Hume’s position fully con-
sistent with an evolutionary account of the development of such powers.

The other especially important point of difference between ourselves and
animals lies in the area of the passions. Like us, animals are motivated to ob-
tain pleasure and to avoid pain (T 176); they are, accordingly, liable also to
experience the same sorts of passion and emotion—both “indirect,” as in the
case of pride and humility (T II i 12) and love and hatred (T Il ii 12), and “di-
rect,” as in the case of fear and grief (T, 398). To this extent, animals will also
be susceptible to the same mechanism for the communication of passions—
namely sympathy, whose force is observable throughout the whole animal
creation (T 363). Similarly, volition, as the immediate effect of pleasure and
pain, is something we share in common with animals (T 448). Yet in spite of
all this there is the crucial difference that, compared with us, animals are “but
little susceptible either of the pleasures or pains of the imagination” (T 397).
This point of difference is in fact directly related to the previous one: since the
judgements of animals concern the things around them, their feelings will not
transcend the immediate effects upon them of these things. In more general
terms, animals will be less likely to experience those passions which require
some effort of thought or imagination (T 398). This last point is of special
significance for Hume, as we shall see later.
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The Moral Sense

Hume himself evidently sees the differences to which I have referred as
having a direct bearing on what is, perhaps, the crucial point of contrast be-
tween ourselves and animals, viz. the absence in animals of a moral sense (T
326). This in turn might be taken to suggest that animals cannot be regarded
as moral agents. In order to understand why Hume would take this view, we
need to consider briefly what is involved in our possession of a moral sense.3
The function of the moral sense is to enable us to discern the qualities of
character which, on Hume’s account, render actions virtuous or vicious. In
brief, the way in which the moral sense operates—e.g., in regard to virtue—is
this: a certain quality of mind or character is agreeable or useful to the person
concerned or to others; its agreeable or useful effects are communicated to us
via the mechanism of sympathy, by means of which we are able to experience
the pleasure or satisfaction of the agent himself, or of others, as our own; these
impressions then give rise, by association, to the pleasurable sentiment of ap-
probation, together with the agreeable passions of love or pride. Now in order
for the moral sense to operate in this way it must—like the bodily senses—be
subject to a process of correction. This reflects the essentially partial nature of
sympathy as the source of our approval of those qualities of character with
beneficial tendencies. Thus, sympathy operates more strongly in regard to
people who are acquaintances of ours, than those people, like strangers and
foreigners, whose actions are unable directly to affect us (T 580-81; cf. EPM
229). Yet there is, in spite of this, a constancy in our approbation of moral
qualities as there is in our perception of such characteristics as the size of an
object. This is achieved by fixing on some steady and general points of view—
ones which transcend those features which are peculiar to our present situa-
tion (T 581-582, cf. 472; EPM 272). It is our ability to take this general or
common view of what is appraised that makes it possible to correct our moral
sense as mentioned above. Indeed, it is only under these circumstances that
we will be able to discern those qualities of mind or character which make a
person virtuous or vicious (or those forms or qualities of objects which make
them beautiful or ugly). Thus, according to Hume:

'Tis only when a character is considered in general, without reference
to our particular interest, that it causes such a feeling or sentiment,
as denominates it morally good or evil (T 472).

Now, our ability to take the common or general view appears to reflect
just those respects in which we differ crucially from animals. This emerges
most clearly from what Hume says about the requirements for judging “uni-
versal beauty” in “Of the Standard of Taste” (hereafter SOT). Hume suggests in
this essay that there are certain rules for judging the merits of works of art
which represent generalizations from our experience of “what has been found
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to please in all countries and in all ages” (SOT 231). But in order that our
responses should conform to these rules there is required what Hume describes
as a certain “delicacy of imagination” (SOT 231). It is this that enables us to
distinguish beauty and ugliness, or the qualities which give rise to the cor-
responding sentiments, when, as often happens, they are not present to any
great degree or are intermingled. There is a parallel once more with the bodily
senses which are acknowledged to excel according to the fineness of the dis-
criminations of which they are capable (SOT 236). Of course, there is a differ-
ence in the ways in which these refined discriminations are achieved. Thus,
our judgements of beauty or ugliness reflect an ability to view the objects to
which they are directed with a degree of detachment while also attending to
their features of form or style (SOT 237-238). When Hume remarks on the
comparative imperfections of feeling in animals, and their lack of sus-
ceptibility to the pleasures and pains of the imagination, he is surely implying
the absence of that delicacy of imagination on which our aesthetic sensibilities
depend.

The distinctive viewpoint associated with the operation of our aesthetic
taste can be achieved only if we free ourselves from prejudice or bias. We have
seen already how this also provides a condition for discriminations by the
moral sense. But prejudice can interfere with any sort of judgement, evaluative
or otherwise. It is therefore essentially a matter of good sense to check its in-
fluence in all these different cases (SOT 240). The delicacy of imagination to
which Hume has referred itself depends on a “sound understanding” which
enables us to discern the end or purpose of a work of art, and the degree to
which it succeeds in this (SOT 240-241). I think it is clear that this is just the
kind of case in which, for Hume, we display a knowledge and understanding
which is superior to that of animals. It is perhaps unusual enough to find
persons who are endowed with the kind of good sense and delicate imagina-
tion associated with the arbiter of aesthetic merit. But the capacity appears to
be one that belongs only to persons and not, given their inferiority in thought
and feeling, to animals.

It seems to me reasonably-clear, at least, that these observations apply
equally to what Hume has to say about the operation of the moral sense. They
also require a kind of imaginative ability to detach ourselves from our personal
relation to the agent whose mind or character is the object of our appraisal.
And in doing so we obviously exercise our capacities for rational reflection. As
Hume puts it, “reason pave[s] the way” for sentiments of praise and blame: in
order that our moral judgements should achieve the objectivity associated
with the general view distinctions need to be made, conclusions drawn,
comparisons formed, relations examined, and facts ascertained (EPM 173). It
is just this kind of exercise of understanding of which animals appear to be
incapable; and it is also, therefore, this that would explain their lack of a moral
sense.5
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Animals and Moral Agency

I have indicated that these points about the moral sense may also help to
explain why Hume would resist classifying animals as moral agents. Let's see
how this connection may be established. Hume is quite clear that the actions
of animals cannot be considered as virtuous or vicious. This emerges explicitly
in the well-known passage in which Hume attempts to explain why—contrary
to the moral rationalist—vice, for example, cannot consist in relations dis-
cerned by the understanding. In short, the explanation is that the same re-
lations may have different characters or causes; and this is illustrated by the
fact that while “incest in the human species is criminal,...the very same ac-
tion, and the same relations in animals have not the smallest moral turpitude
or deformity” (T 467). In what, then, does the criminality of human incest
consist, and why is this not a feature of the same relations in animals? We can
see, in answer to the first question, that the criminality cannot lie in the action
itself if animals are indeed capable of “the very same action.”” In fact, Hume
is quite explicit that the criminality of an action resides in the agent’s state of
mind: specifically, his passions or “principles” (T 412; cf. T 575).8 Animals, it
appears, are incapable of the relevant sorts of motivating passions or principles
of mind. In the case of incest, the vice of such relations in humans essentially
consists in their threat to the family, on which each of us depends originally
for our subsistence. It is the public disutility of such relations that gives incest
its “superior turpitude and moral deformity” (EPM 208). Given that society
originates in family life (T 486), we may therefore condemn someone who
knowingly engages in an incestuous act for willfully violating a rule on which
society, and thus the subsistence of the species, depends. But the possibility
of committing incest as a vice does therefore assume the existence of a society
bound together by certain rules or laws—in this instance, ones which are as-
sociated with chastity as an artificial virtue.? (Though, as Hume makes clear,
the precise nature of the relevant laws may vary from one kind of human so-
ciety to another, according to particular circumstances [EPM 208].) Now given
all this, we can see why Hume would consider animals incapable of incest as
a criminal act, for this would depend on their being moved in accordance with
some conception of the rule which would thereby be violated. And this is
scarcely compatible with their inability to engage in the kind of imaginative
detachment from immediate and individual circumstances that is required for
the operation of the moral sense. The recognition of rules (and their utility)
seems to depend on a capacity for taking the general view as only human
beings, with their superior knowledge and understanding, are able to do.

I want to consider at this point the objection that what I have said above
about Hume’s attitude towards the case of incest in animals would leave his
position uncomfortably close, at least, to that of the rationalist. For would the
latter not agree that the non-criminality of such relations in animals has to do
with their lack of certain crucial rational capacities? Superficially, at least,
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there appears to be some force to this objection (which would also imply that
Hume lacks an adequate alternative account to that of the rationalist of what
makes certain actions vicious or criminal). In order to see how we might reply
to this objection on Hume’s behalf, we will need to take matters a little deeper.
The first thing we should note here is that one point on which Hume and his
opponent would be bound to agree is that for someone to be guilty of incest
as a vice it cannot be sufficient that he engages in certain acts or relations. The
familiar story of Oedipus carries the philosophical message that to commit
incest as a criminal act the person must be aware of the nature of his action
and its implications. His action must be one of willful incest.10 The moral ra-
tionalist is committed to thinking likewise. Thus, Locke’s account of the con-
ditions for moral responsibility requires that there should be an element of
choice in what we will or prefer to do; but this, in turn, depends on our being
able to suspend our desires in order to engage in a fair examination of the al-
ternatives available to us.!! The latter evidently demands that we are at least
aware of the nature of the alternatives themselves. It is important to emphasise
this point of agreement between Hume and his rationalist opponent, because
it shows that neither could accept the view that human beings differ from
animals in that while each is capable of vice or criminality only the former
knowingly engage in such behaviour (cf. T 468). .

Given, then, that someone guilty of incest must be acting in awareness of
the nature of what he is doing, where does the vice or criminality of his in-
cestuous action reside? Hume appears to see the rationalist as committed to
the following view: that it is a matter of the action involving certain relations
which are discerned by reason alone, through the comparison of ideas. There
are certain respects in which Locke’s position in the Essay might be considered
to suggest such a view.!2 According to Locke, morality is capable of dem-
onstration because discourses in morality “are about ideas in the mind” (Essay,
III xi 17). Since these ideas have no external archetypes, “the precise real es-
sence of the things moral words stand for, may be perfectly known” (Essay, I
Xi 16). In this way morality provides us with a kind of knowledge which con-
cerns “the agreement or disagreement of any of our ideas” (Essay, IV iii 18).
However, moral ideas have a special complexity (Essay, IV iii 19); and so far as
animals are concerned, it seems clear that, for Locke, they will lack such ideas
because they are incapable of the intellectual process—namely, abstraction—
by means of which these, and other general ideas, are formed (Essay, II xi 10).
If animals are incapable of incest as a vice or criminal act, it is presumably
because, on this view, they are unable knowingly to engage in a relation which
is discerned through the relevant ideas. Of course, the vice or criminality of an
action cannot depend solely on the presence of certain ideas in the mind of
the agent; rather, their possession is required for recognising the immorality
involved (e.g., through grasping a rule or law of reason) and hence acting in
a way that is morally blameworthy. But this immediately exposes the
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rationalist to Hume’s charge of circularity (T 467). On the rationalist’s
account, the vice or criminality of an action depends on a relation discovered
by reason in the form of ideas. We therefore need to distinguish the relation
itself, as one which involves vice or criminality, from the ideas by which it is
represented. Yet it appears that there is nothing to which the rationalist can
appeal in order to account for the moral character of the relation beyond the
nature of our ideas. This is why, in Hume’s view, he is embarrassed by the case
of animal incest.13 What this case shows, in effect, is that the vice or crim-
inality of an action lies outside the action itself, in the state of mind of the
agent; but the only fact about the agent’s state of mind to which the rationalist
can appeal is one which already assumes the presence of vice or criminality.
The rationalist account therefore has no real explanation to give of such moral
qualities. Hume, on the other hand, can appeal to the presence of impressions,
as “original existences,” in the mind of the agent which make a difference to
the moral character of his behaviour insofar as they provide the motives for it
(T 477).

Hume’s alternative to moral rationalism is to regard the vice of an action
as something that is discerned by a moral sense (in the form of certain dis-
tinctive impressions) rather than by a comparison of ideas. What is discerned
is some feature of the agent’s disposition or character: a motivating passion or
principle. The fact that animals lack such a sense helps to explain why they are
unable to perform incest as a criminal act, because possession of the moral
sense is bound up with the perspective from which the relevant passions or
principles of mind are formed. This fact about animals, in turn, is to be ex-
plained by a comparative inferiority of reason that renders them incapable of
taking the general point of view required for the operation of the moral sense.
The question which now arises, however, is what sort of motivating passions
or principles are relevant to performing incest as a criminal act.

Hume’s view appears to be that in performing an act of this kind, the
agent exhibits a lack of self-command, a want of strength of mind (EPM 239).
Hume is referring here more generally to failures of chastity as an artificial
virtue, but the same remarks might reasonably be taken to apply specifically
to incestuous behaviour. When we act in accordance with the rules which
prohibit sexual intercourse within certain degrees of kindred we exhibit the
superior influence of the calm passions, as Hume classifies them, over the
immediate temptations we may encounter. These passions reflect “a general
prospect of their objects” on which we form rules of conduct which enable us
to achieve long-term profit or enjoyment. A criminal act of incest results from
the agent'’s preference for a small enjoyment in preference to the more distant
advantage to be gained from adherence to the rules which enable the family,
and therefore society itself, to be preserved. (Hume appears to be committed
to the view that someone is properly to be blamed for an act of incest only if
he is the sort of person who is so lacking in self-command that he is liable to
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yield in this way to temptation; though no one is entirely immune to the
influence of momentary passion or desire. [T 418].) It is the role of the calm
passions, in particular, which distinguishes Hume's account of the vice of in-
cest from that which would be provided by his rationalist opponent (who
would ascribe the acceptance of certain rules of conduct to reason rather than
to passion). But we should notice that this bears also on the nature of the vi-
olent passion associated with incest as a criminal act. Hume remarks that in
those cases where an object excites contrary passions, “we naturally desire
what is forbid, and take a pleasure in performing actions, merely because they
are unlawful” (T 421). In this respect, the state of mind of the person guilty of
incest differs crucially from that of an animal involved in the same kind of act
or relation. Strictly speaking, an animal cannot be tempted to perform in-
cest—the violent passion by which it is excited does not reflect the appeal of
the forbidden or unlawful which provides the source of temptation for a
human agent in the grip of contrary passions.

While the association of the calm passions with a “general prospect”
suggests that they belong to human beings in virtue of their superior under-
standing, it is still passion rather than reason itself which accounts for the
distinctive features of moral agency. Of course, Hume recognises that the
calmness of a passion may readily enable it to be wrongly taken for a de-
termination of reason (EHU 239; cf. T 417); and this would provide him with
an explanation for the rationalist’s error in supposing that reason alone is
relevant to the vice or criminality of incestuous actions or relations.

Animals as Objects of Approval and Disapproval

It may be suggested that the argument by means of which I have tried to
show why, for Hume, animals should not be regarded as moral agents, con-
tains a crucial gap.14 Thus, while this argument may have succeeded in es-
tablishing that animals lack a moral sense, and that consequently they are
unable to take up the point of view associated with moral judgement, it has
failed to rule out the possibility that animals may be considered moral agents
in virtue of being objects of our moral approval and disapproval.!3 Now, there
is no doubt that Hume thinks that we may indeed approve and disapprove of
animals, and even that animals may take pride in our approbation of them (T
326). It is another question, however, whether what is involved in such cases
is moral approval (or disapproval). Hume is quite clear that our approval of
some inanimate object on account of its utility is to be distinguished from our
approval of moral virtue (T 617; EPM 213n). When he points out that we may
approve of an animal which is useful or beneficial in some way (EPM 179), it
seems possible, at least, that what he has in mind is a kind of aesthetic sen-
timent, bearing in mind the close connection he finds between the beauty we
admire in animals and their convenience and utility (T 299). I do not wish to
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suggest that Hume would deny the very possibility of an animal possessing
virtue.16 On the contrary, he evidently accepts that the idea of some particular
kind of animal and that of virtue are quite consistent with each other—so that,
for example, we may conceive of a virtuous horse simply by uniting the idea
of virtue with that of “the figure and shape of a horse” (EHU 19). Animals do,
after all, possess many of the attributes which in human beings are associated
with the presence of moral virtue. But it is equally clear, I think, that Hume
no more believes that there is such a thing as a virtuous horse than that our
ability to join together the ideas of gold and mountain establishes the
existence of any golden mountains.

Human and Animal Selves

Hume’s view that we are distinguished from animals by virtue of our
status as moral agents reflects an important feature of his concept of person
or self. This is that he shares with Locke the view of person as a forensic con-
cept.}7 In other words, the actions of persons are associated with the notion
of responsibility, and also with attendant notions such as those of praise and
blame, punishment and reward. What this requires is that actions should
proceed from features of persons which are “durable or constant” (T 411),
which, in a word, belong to their characters. While animals share many of our
mental capacities, they appear to lack just those features which are associated
with our possession of moral character. For character, in this sense, has to do
with the possession of moral qualities—virtues and vices—which in turn is
bound up with the capacity for moral distinctions. Being able to discern virtue
and vice depends upon taking what Hume calls the general view, and some-
thing of this sort is certainly implied by the possession of the artificial virtues
which rest upon a general sense of common interest (T 490).18 The reason why
animals fail to possess the kind of character which may be a cause of passions
like pride or humility, and hence of the moral sentiments, is precisely that
they lack the kind of understanding or knowledge required for the distinctive
point of view associated with morality (T 326; cf. 610). (This last point, as we
have seen above, is related also to the inability of animals to be motivated in
accordance with the calm passions which play such an important role in
Hume’s account of virtue and vice.)

It might be appropriate to say a little more here about the differences, on
Hume’s account, between human and animal selves. If we thought that Hume
was committed to the view that there is no essential difference between the
two, then of course it would be hard to see how he could refuse to regard an-
imals as moral agents. After all, if animals really are persons they must surely
share with human beings the capacity for virtue and vice.1? We have already
seen that according to Hume animals do indeed share a great deal in common
with human beings, and there is certainly not the difference in kind supposed
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by the rationalist. But we shouid not, I think, infer from this that Hume is
committed to the view that animals are, like us, persons. I do not believe, for
example, that Hume's use of the notion of a person reflects any such view.20
Still, there might appear to be important features of Hume’s philosophical
position which do nevertheless commit him to such a view. There are two, in
particular, that come to mind.

The first concerns Hume’s account of the indirect passions of pride and
humility which, as we have seen, play a crucial role in the operation of the
moral sense and are supposed also to be common to humans and animals. The
object of these emotions, according to Hume, is the self, as a succession of re-
lated ideas and impressions (T 277)—we are proud of something, for example,
only if there is an association in the mind between the idea of that thing and
that of ourself. Thus pride involves an idea of self and to this extent it might
be thought that its occurrence in animals is indicative of their status as per-
sons. It is difficult to see, however, why Hume should be committed to the
view that the sense of self in animals should correspond to that in humans.
Hume indicates that the relevant idea of self in humans comprises both
mental and bodily qualities (T 303), while the causes of pride and humility in
animals are to be located solely in the body (T 326). It seems, therefore, that
it is the animal’s idea of its body which is linked associatively with that in
which it takes pride, as Hume's summarizing remarks on the subject would
suggest (T 326-327); so that the idea of self involved is relevantly different
from that which belongs to human pride or humility.

The other factor which seems to bear importantly on the question of
whether Hume regards animals as persons is what he has to say about the
mechanism of sympathy. As noted above, Hume certainly thinks that animals
are susceptible to this mechanism for the communication of passions. Yet
sympathy is supposed once more to involve the idea of the self; in this case,
because the idea so enlivens the idea we form of the other being's mental state
that we come to share it with them (T 319). The real question here, I think, is
just how self-conscious this process is supposed to be—especially in the case
of animals. I think it is evident that Hume accepts that sympathy may be a
pretty unreflective process even in the case of human beings, so that what is
involved may be little more than a kind of emotional contagion which allows
passions to pass “with the greatest facility” from one person to another (T
605). This is certainly how he seems to regard the communication of passions
in animals. Thus, “affections” such as fear and anger may be communicated
from one animal to another quite independently of any knowledge of their
original causes—as in the case of the “howlings and lamentations of a dog,”
which produces “a sensible concern in its fellows” (T 398). But this makes a
striking contrast with the kind of “corrected” sympathy which is associated
with the occurrence of the moral sentiments. For sympathy in this case re-
quires an awareness of self which enables one to recognise those features
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which are peculiar to one’s own situation and which fail to contribute to its
moral character. There seems no reason why sympathy in animals should in-
volve any such self-conscious process. Thus, while it may be true that in virtue
of the passions they experience, and their susceptibility to sympathy, animals
share some of the features which make us moral agents, Hume is justified, I
think, in seeing relevant differences which deprive animals of that status.

In opposition to what I have just said, however, a case may be made for
the view that Hume’s account of the natural virtues and vices would commit
him to accepting the status of animals as moral agents.2! If virtue, for example,
consists in the possession of a useful or agreeable quality whose effects are
communicated to us by the mechanism of sympathy, then animals might in-
deed appear to be capable of virtue. Hume himself is of course aware that vir-
tue cannot simply be identified with the possession of some useful or
agreeable quality. We may approve of a convenient house, for example, but
as Hume says this is not the kind of approval associated with a virtuous char-
acter (T 617). In the case of inanimate objects, this may have to do with the
fact that the relevant kinds of passion are not aroused (EPM 213n); but an-
imals, as “rational beings,” plainly are the objects of such passions. We have
seen already that, on Hume's view, animals are capable of such qualities as
kindness, so what prevents them from possessing this kind of quality as a trait
of character which constitutes a social virtue? The problem, I think, is that
Hume does not say enough about what the conditions are under which a
certain kind of disposition would qualify as a virtue or vice (although he insists
that this has nothing to do with its voluntariness or otherwise [T 608]). He
sometimes writes loosely as though any mental quality that produces love or
pride is, as such, virtuous (e.g., T 591); elsewhere, he restricts the category of
virtues to those qualities of mind that manifest personai character (T 575). But
the question remains of why an animal which displays kindness would not,
for Hume, be counted as virtuous. The answer I want to suggest, admittedly
with some diffidence, is that a trait of this kind becomes a social virtue, on
Hume’s considered view, only when it is exercised with a certain dis-
crimination.?2 Hume himself indicates that the kind of generosity associated
with a natural virtue like beneficence can, in some circumstances, be con-
sidered a weakness (i.e., if its foreseeable consequences are themselves un-
desirable); likewise, an undiscriminating generosity which benefits those who
have no need of it is not regarded as a mark of beneficence (EPM 180-181).23
What these remarks suggest is that to possess a trait as a virtue, the agent must
be able to assess its likely effects so as to exercise it in favour of those who will
truly benefit from it. I imagine that this is a capacity which Hume would re-
gard as belonging exclusively to persons on account of their superior under-
standing; and, if so, this would provide some rationale for his reluctance to
treat animals as moral agents, capable of virtue and vice. But the whole ques-
tion of what, for Hume, it is to be a moral agent, and to exercise traits of
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character as virtues and vices, is clearly of sufficient importance in its own
right to demand separate treatment (which I hope to provide elsewhere).

The various points referred to above have a direct relevance to another
crucial point of difference, on Hume’s account, between humans and animals.
This has to do with man’s status as a social being. (There is an evident con-
nection here with Hume’s view of the vice associated with human incest). Our
essentially social nature is reflected in such institutions as property and the
associated social virtues and vices. In this sense also, character as a property
of persons or selves reflects their public or social aspects: even those qualities
of character that belong to the mind rather than the body depend on the re-
lations of persons with each other (see, e.g., EPM 313, 316). Animals, on the
other hand, are incapable of such relations as those of right and property (T
326), and hence the restriction of pride and humility, in their case, to causes
which lie in the body. Hume in fact has an explanation for this difference in
the status of men and animals which has to do with the fact that the “uniting
principle” in animals is provided entirely by instinct as opposed to reason and
forethought (EPM 307n). The result, for Hume, is that our relations with an-
imals cannot themselves be social ones, for that would presuppose a degree of
equality which, as we have seen above, fails to obtain. Thus, it would appear
that on Hume’s account we could not strictly speaking enjoy relations of
friendship with animals to the extent that such relations lie principally among
equals ("Of the Middle Station of Life,” 547). This is not to say that animals
themselves are incapable of any kind of social organisation; but Hume's point
is, I take it, that animals are incapable of sharing the same community as that
to which humans belong. In Hume’s view, therefore, if we have any obliga-
tions to animals they cannot be of the kind associated with justice, whose
rules precisely reflect our human condition. But even if we do find ourselves
masters of animal creation (Dialogues, 168)—so that animals may themselves
be counted among our possessions (see, e.g., T 279)—this does not mean that
we may simply treat animals as we please. For their combination of a degree
of rationality, with their inferior mental and bodily powers, binds us “by the
laws of humanity to give gentle usage to these creatures” (EPM 190-191). They
are appropriate objects of our compassion and kindness, given our sym-
pathetic awareness of their pains and pleasures, even if they are strictly unable
to make any claims upon us.

Concluding Comments

There are further differences which Hume finds between human beings
and animals;  have space to mention them only briefly. There is, for example,
our possession of language which depends on the possibility of taking the
general view and so appreciating the common interest which is served by this
institution. There is also the distinctively human phenomenon of religious
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belief, which is a reflection of the imaginative curiosity that distinguishes us
from animals (see, e.g., NHR 62). In each case we encounter a distinctive fea-
ture of human nature which is also.associated with our possession of virtue
and vice. But we should note that for Hume none of this would justify us in
attaching any special kind of cosmic significance to our existence, and in
many ways the similarities between ourselves and animals remain of greater
importance than the differences. “The lives of men depend upon the same
laws as the lives of all other animals,” and “the life of man is of no greater
importance to the universe than that of an oyster” ("Of Suicide,” 582-583).
Hume’s choice of the example of the oyster is striking in view of the contrast
he draws in the Treatise between our minds and that of the oyster, which he
evidently regards as being one of the lowest forms of life (T 634). Whatever
superiority we possess in relation to animals is to be ascribed to nature, whose
essentially impersonal laws govern our lives just as they do those of other
animals.24
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