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In Hume’s moral theory, there is so much emphasis on the impotence of reason
that one might probably think that, for Hume, rcason has nothing to do with action
and morality. Moreover, it is easy to lead us to the conclusion that passion is the only
element in determining action, and moral sense or sentiment is the only ¢lement in
distinguishing virtue from vice. According to this understanding, Hume’s dichotemy
of rcason and passion, or of rcason and scntiment, is clear and distinct as well as his
dichotomy of idea and impression. On the one side, rcason is inert and impotent as
well as idea; on the other side, passion and sentimenti are full of activity and vivacity
as well as impression.

However, with a little more careful reading, we find that Humc’s dichotomy is
not s¢ clear, and the rele which he assigns to each side is not so convincing, Thercfore,

Jin this paper, I will discuss the distinction of reason and passion inveolved in  his
doctrine of action, and the dichotomy of reason and sentiment involved in his doctrine
of moral distinction. The close relation of these two doctrines is the reason why 1
pick them up together. The moral distinction is supposcd by Hume to cause passion,
and then action.

I introduce Hume’s distinction of impression and idea first, because it is the basis
of Hume’s theory and is involved in most of his important arguments. I discuss the
dotrine of action prior to the doctrine of moral distinction, since scveral arguments in
the latter presuppose the conclusions of the former.

i The Distinction of {deas and Iimpressions

The dichotomy of ideas and impressions is the fundamental distinction involved
and presupposcd in most of Hume’s philosophical arguments, particularly those in the
Treatise. Perhaps this is the reason why Humec intreduces this distinction as a basis in
the very beginning of his first philosophical writing. For the same reason, 1t serves as
the starting point of the present discussion on Hume’s moral philosophy.

For Hume, all the operations or actions of the mind are under the denomination
of “perception’; “nothing is ever present to the mind but its perceptions.”| T, 4561*
Since Hume adopts “perceptions’” as the broadest term to comprehend all the mental
operations, any doubt raised on this point will be z verbal question, rather than a sub-
stantial one. Here we should pay cur attention to Hume's classification of perceptions
and his account of this classification. Hume vsually divides perceptions into two kinds,
namely, impressions and ideas. Although there are other ways of classification put by
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Hume,* th present discussion will be limited to this well-known classification, parti-
cularly to those aspects pertinent to the issues of moral distinction and action. lhere-
fore, 1 will not discuss whether or noi impressions and ideas can completely com-
prehend all the mental operations, even this question is worth discussing.

Impressions are further divided by Hume into original impressions (impressions of
sensation) and secondary impressions (impressions of reflection). Original impressions
include impressicns of sense, and plegsure and pain. Pleasure and pain are ol intimate
relationship fo moral issues. Original impressions are without any antccedent, and
secondary impressions are preceded by an original impression alone or by ideay derived
from original impressions. Secondary impressions include calm impressions and violent
impressions (passions).  FThe moral sense is a kind of calm impressions. [T, 275-2771
On the other side of Hume’s basic distinction, ideas are the “‘faint images’ of impres-
sions, they are derived from impressions. [T, 1-3]

However, Hume’s distinetion is net so clear as to avoid any cobfusion. As a
matter of fact, the question “what is the critcrion by whichk Hume makes this distine-
tion” has aroused some disputations. (eneraily speaking, there are three kinds of
opinion expressed on this issue, represented by Stewart, Capaldi, and Tweyman res-
pectively.  Stewart insists that this distinction is not a substantial one, impression and
idea only differ in degree. This kind of opinion can casity find a Tot ol evidences in
Hume’s writings, such as:

The difference belwixt these consists in the degrees of force and liveliness with which
they strike upon the mind, and make their way into our thought or consciousness.
[T 1]

{impressions and ideas] differ only in degree. not in nature.| T, 3]

fmpressions and ideas differ anly in their strength and vivacity [ T, 19]

the great resemblance hetwixi our dupressions and deas fn every particular, except their

degree of force and vivacity.} T, 2

Furthermore, Stewart points out, Humc’s analysis of differcnt ways of perceiving
1s not to destroy the unity of perceiving; as he says, at “the ultimate level the differ-
?  The sccond kind of opinion on this issue can be represented by
Capaldi. le maintains that, in addition to the relative criterion mentioned above, there
is ancther criterion by which we can muke the distinction of impressions and ideas;
namely, the former is nonrelerential, while the latter is referential, and of a representa-
tional character.®  Along wiih his emphasis on this aspect of difference, Capaldi
stresses that theve is a distinetion of moral fecling and moral judgment in Hume’s moral
doctrine.”  However, this distinction is never made explicitly by Hume.® Finally,
besides these two differcnces, Tweyman suggests the third difference; namely, the

cnces disappear.”
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impression is paradigmatic, and the idea is derivative.”  Although, by means of this
crilerion, Tweyman's inlerpretation of the missing shade ol biue? is convincing,” this
criterion is not encugh at all to ¢larify the distinction between impressions and ideas.
Segondary. impressions are derived from original impressions, in this sense, secondary
impregsions are derivative; certainly, Hume would not admit this conclusion,

Reviewing these diffcrent interpretations, I find that the most tenable one should
be what is explicitly affirmed by Hume himself, i.e. “impressions and ideas osly differ
in degree, not in nature,” even though other interpretations may be instructive in some
respect. Thus, we conclude that Hume’s distinction between impressions apd ideasis a
relative one.  Here the question pertinent to this paper will be: Can such a relative
distinction, as the presupposition of most of Hume's arguments, assure the distinction
between reason and passion, and the distinction between reason and sentiment? This
question 18 not easy to answer, but 1 hope the answer will be revealed in the following
PASSARCS.

(L The Eole of Reason and Passion in Action

The primary intention of Hume’s philosophy is to reject the rationalist views of
human nature. According to Hume. the rationalists put too much emphasis on
“reason’”’, but neglect other respects of human nature. He says: “In order to shew the
fallacy of all this phitlosophy, © shall endeavour to prove first, that reason alone can
never be a motive (o any of the will; and secorndly, that it can never oppose passibn in
the direction of the will.“['F, 4137 Trom his arguments on this issue, we can se¢
Hume's view of the rele of reason and passion in action. '

Hume says: Al the objects of human reason or inquiry may naturally be divided
inte two kinds, to wit, *‘Relations of Ideay’, and “Matters of Fact’.” [LHU, 40! Con-
scquently, there are only two kinds of rcasoning, i.c. demonstrative reasoning and
causal reascning, the former does the comparing of ideas, and the latter docs the
inferring of matters of fact; reason has only these two kimds of operation, there is no
third onc. [T, 4631 In order to assert that rcason alc:ae cannot be ihe motive of any
action, Hume has to show that both of these kKinds of reasoning cannot cause action
by themselves.  Lis argument against the influence of demonstrative reasoning upon
action, especially when he specifically relers demonstrative reasoning to mathematics,
18 convincing.  Obvicusly, no one woeuld clatim that mathematics can cause any action,
whether directly or indirectly; at most, it might serve a5 an instrument for calculating
whenever our aclion needs iis scrvice. Unfortunately, with regard te causal reasoning,
it would not be so simple. Causal reasoning can provide us the knowiedge of cause and
cffect, or of means and end. Obvicusly, this has something to do with action, since
ordinary expericnce will tell us that cur actions arc often involved with this kind of
conditicnal consideration. When 1 know that exercise will keep me healthy, excreise
is the cause, and heaith is the effect; in this case, some one might assert that causal
reasoning decs have some kind of influence upon cur action. Humc argues, hiowever,
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if 1 am not interested in the end, causal reasoning cannot have any influcnce on my
action or cause mc to exercise. Oniy wien 1 already had the passicn or desire for
health, I will refer to the knowledge provided by causal reasoning, and cxercise. In this
serise, only the passion can be the direct cause of action. Causal reasoning might, at
best, direct the acticn, it directs a passion Lo its proper object or directs a passicn to
choose the proper micans for acquiring the already desired end. Consequently, [Hume
makes a very strong claim:  “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions,
and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them [T, 415]

Cn this 1ssue, the rationalist view seems to be more moderate than Hume’s. Ac-
cording to Hume’s description, the rationalist seems to lake reason and passicn as
possessing the equal power or influence on human conduct, therefore, there will always
bhe a combat between reason and passion in human mind. But, lor lume, there could
not be this kind of combat, since passicn is the only mental elemment which can directly
influence acticn. Hume believes that the only possibie combat should be between
passion and passion, nel belween reasen and passion. Reason cannot overcome
pession, neither can passion overcome reason; they are not on the same ievel

Granting that there Is oniy the combat between passion and passion, we may still
ask:  What makes us io settle down the conflict of passions? In other words, what
makes a passion overcome another passion? Tume did notl ask this question, bui,
according to his theory, we can find a possible answer ot him; t.c. a passion can be
overcome by a contrary passion, Granting this to be true, what makes these twe
passions contrary? it cannot be the vivacity, otherwise, they will only differ in degree,
Probably 1t 1s pleasure and pain that makes two passions contrary 1o each other; ie.
the passion connected with pleasure will overceme the passicn connecicd with pain.
Bui, how about the case when both ol the passions in conflict are connected with
pain?  Should we say that the one with much vivacity will overcome the other with
less vivacity? If someonc makes me so angry that | want to kill him, but, afterall, 1
control moysell and do nething. What makes me contrel mysell? the rationalist will
anwer that your rcason has controlled your passion, since you anticipate the punish-
ment of murder. Nevertheless, Thune will angwer that it s the impression of punish-
ment which produces a passion {o contrel the original passion, But, in this situation,
when 1 reflect on my present experience, 1 de not find any impression of punishment,
except an idea of punishment. If ideas are the proper objects of reasen, then, in this
case, why cannot 1 say that my reason controls my passion? Why the claim “‘reason
cannot prevenl my action” is more plausibie than the claim “reason can prevent my
action”™? EBven i'] am convinced by Home that my alleged idea of punishment is really
an impression; why should I keep myself in the present impression of anger which i
of s¢ much vivacity, by yictding 1o the imagined impresston of punishment which is
ol so little vivacity, and do noiking? In ordinary ife, people do often feel a certzin

xind of ¢conflicl in making decisions 1o act. This conflict, for ralionalists, is boetween
reuson and passion; but for Hume, it is between passions. ~o matter which theory is

correct, it must be able lo cxplain this kind of conflict familiar to ordinary peeople.
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On this point, I do not think that Hume’s theory is more plausible than the rationalist’s.
But this does not mean that Hume's theory is inconsistent, but only means that it is
not satisfactory. When one objects to Hume by saying that ideas can cause action,
Hume will answer that it is not the ideas that directly causes action, but that the ideas
excite passions, and passions cause action; ideas only have indirect influence on action.
When one objects to Hume by saying that reason can cause action, Hume will answer
that your alleged reason is actually calm passions, which are often accompanied with
reason, and calm passions arouse little emotion in our mind, thecrefore they are often
neglected by us, and we misunderstand that reason alone can cause action; for the same
reason, in certain situations, when we feel that reason can contro! passions, the truth is
that calm passions which often accompanied with reason control violent passions
which sledom accompanied with reason. In spite of the consistency of Hume’s argu-
ments, we can still blame him for confining reason into such a limited realm and at the
same time leaving so much room for passions. No wonder that Thomas Reid had
pointed out, Hume is changing the meaning of the term “reason’ to suit his purpose.'®
Another peint [ would like to point out is that, even if passions are the proper and
direct catises of actions, this does nof follow that every passion is necessary to produce
an action; one may have a lof of passions or desires, for example, those is the day-
dream, but he may do nothing to perform them. We do not have to explain this case
by saying that these actions are prevented by means of causal reasoning or confrary
passions or calm passions; in certain situations, this kind of explanation is needless,
since passions may be vanished by themselves or substituied by others.

With regard to the distinction of impressions and ideas, we have seen how much it
is involved in Hume’s theory of action, but, at the same time, we can find some of its
weaknesses as it is applied in more detail. H we adopt the vivacity as the criterion to
distinguish impressions from ideas, we will find it is hard to classify calm passions as
impressions, since they are of little vivacity. In his theory of action, Hume uses the
referential-nonreferential distinction to argue that reason has nothing to do with
action, [T, 438] this argument seems very successful, since everything logically
follows, But it is too successful to be true. If we follow this argument logically,
reason will by no means have anything to do with actions, passions, and volitions; in
‘the following page, however, Hume himself admits that reason can excite a passion,
this fact will be sufficient to indicate that the preceding conclusion is wrong. A
logically valid argument with a false conclusion, it means there must be something
wrong with the premises. Dealing with moral issucs of a practical character, we must
appeal not only to logical validity, but also to actual experience and careful observa-
tion; this absolutely conforms to the essence of Hume’s experimental method. In-
cidentaily, Hume himself, according to this argument, infers that, we should not blame
those actions accompanied or directed by false judgments, since they are innocent.
If this were the case, most of the modern philosophies of law will have to be corrected;
the fact is that we only forgive those who are incapable of making any judgment, we
do not forgive those who are capable of making judgments, whether true or false.
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III._ The Role of Reason and Sentiment in Moral Distinction

The fundamental assertion c¢f Hume’s doctrine of moral distinciion is: Moral
distinctions are not derived from reason, but frem sentiment. The distinction of
impressions and ideas as well as his docirine of action are alse involved in this issue,
To begin his arguments, he raises the question: ‘“‘whether it is by means of our ideas
or impressions we distinguish befwixt vice and virtue, and pronounce an action blame-
able or praise-worthy?”[T, 456] Those who maintain and emphasize Hume’s implicit
distinction between moral feeling and moral judgment take this question into two
parts.’’ Conseguently, the answer can also be divided into two parts: By means of
impressions we do the distinction, and by means of ideas we do the proncuncement.
The former is a matter of fecling, the latter is a matter of judgment or reason. This
kind of interpretation will be very plausible, and it could be possibly developed from
Hume’s whole system. But, when Hume asked this question, 1 do not think he had
that dichotomy in mind. [If we take the word “pronounce” so seriously as to be equal
to “judge” and as to be a work of reason, why shouldn’t we consistentiy take “‘dis-
tinguish” in the same serious manner to be a work of reason? In asking this question,
after all, Hume’s chief intention, which is also revealed in his very following argument,
is to show that morality is not based on reason but on feeling. He is not concerned
with what reason can legitimately do in morality. Therefore, we do not have to divide
this question into two parts,

According to Hume, all the mental operations are perceptions; without exception,
as mental operations, moral distinctions are perceptions as well. Again, “‘as all per-
ceptions are either impressions or ideas, the exclusion of the one is a convincing argu-
ment for the other.”{T, 470] Here Hume’s strategy is to confirm the role of sentiment
by denying the role of reason in morality, Since morality “is supposed to influence
our passions and actions,” {T, 457] and, according to Hume’s doctrine of action,
“reason alone can never have such influence.” Therefore, morality cannot be basically
derived from reason. As Hume says: “‘since vice and virtue are not discoverable merely
by reason, or the comparison of ideas, it must be by means of some impression or
sentiment.”[T, 470] “The next question is, Of what nature are these impression, and
after what manner do they operate upon us?”[T, 470] He points out, according to
our experience, the impression arising from virtue is agreeable, the impression arising
from vice is uneasy. Thus, it is by means of particular pains or pleasures (they are
impressions) that we distinguish between vice and virtue,

In developing his doctrine of moral distinction, Hume has the rationalist in mind
as his enemy. He is to reject the asseriion that reason alone can distinguish between
vice and virture, and to claim that it is moral sentiment or sense that distinguishes
between vice and virtue. Up to now, his doctrine is not difficult to understand. And,
it seems to me, if Hume were contented with this point, it would save him from lots
of trouble, and his asserfions would be more tenable. According io Hume, virtue or
vice is something like secondary gquality. He says,
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So that when you pronounce any action or character to be vicious, you mean nothing,
but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or sentiment of blame
from the contemplation of it. Vice and virtue, therefore, may be compar’d to sounds,
heat and cold, which, according 1o modern philosophy, are not qualities in objects, but
perceptions in the mind. [T, 469}

In other words, moral sense is the natural organ which perceives virtue and vice, just
like the eye is the organ by nature perceives colors. In ordinary experience, we find,
most of human beings, except those who are blind, can tell black from white. Thus,
we recognize, the eye is the very organ for color. Although the new-born infant cannot
distinguish between colors, we would sti)l admit that the ability of distinguishing
between colors is a natural one, since this ability will be well developed if the infant
has normal eyes. As a matter of fact, we do find that human beings can tell vice from
virtue. But the sintuation of moral distinction is far more complicated than that of
color distinction. In the first place, how do we prove that the ability of moral distinc-
tion is a natural one? Hume did not pay much attention on this question. Perhaps
he just takes it for granted. In the second place, when we recognize that the eye is
the organ of color distinction, we can use anatomy and optics to prove or confirm
this assertion, How do we confirm or prove that the moral sense or sentiment is just
the very “ortgan” which makes moral distinction? And how do we prove the existence
of this invisible “organ”? However, this second question will not cause too much
trouble for Hume. He believes that the faculty capable of moral distinction is a natural
one; whatever it iIs, it cannot be reason, insofar as reason in the rationalistic sense.
Since, in this sense, the only two legitimate operafions of reasen are the comparing
of ideas and the inferring of matters of fact, and virtue or vice does not consist in any
relation or matter of fact. You may call that natural faculty of moral distinction
whatever you like, provided you do not identify it with reason in the rationalistic
sense. This attitude has been explicitly expressed by Hume when he says:

it is requiste that there should be some sentiment, which it touches, some internal taste
or feeling, or whatever you please to call it, which distinguishes moral good and evil, and
which embraces the one and rejects the other [EPM, 88}

This is consistent with another claim: “virtue is an end, and is desirable on its own
account, without fee or reward, merely, for the immediate satisfaction which it con-
veys.”[EPM, 88] Virtue is what is desirable on its own account, Virtue itself is desir-
able, then, there is no further reason why it is desirable. If vou want to explain this
fact, the only thing you can say is that it is desirable because human nature feels it is
desirable. As a natural facuity, reason, especially the causal reasoning, can onty tell us
the proper means to this desired end. I is only because of the ultimate end, i.e. virfue,
that these means are desirable in a secondary and derived sense.

In the two paragraphs mentioned above (quoted from the second Enquiry),
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Hume does not closely relate the doctrine of moral distinction to his impression-idea
doctrine.'? However, in the Treatise, we have seen the close rciationship between
thesc two doctrines. Although we might, according to the second Lnguiry, explain
his doctrine of moral distinction in a more plasuible way, neverthieless, Hume himself,
ai least in the Treatise, will not be satisfied with that kind of interpretation. He
develops it further, and relates the moral sense with the sensation of pleasure or pain,
In this casc, can he still claim that “virtuc 1s an end, and is desirable on its own ac-
count™? Shouldn’t it be more proper for us te say that pleasure is the ultimate end?
To this Hume may reply: “We do not infer a character to be virtuous, because it
pleases: But in fecling that it pleases after such a particular manner, we in effect feel
that it is virtuous.”[T, 471] The virtuous character is virtuous not because of pleasure.
The truth is that moral pleasure usually accompanies virtue. And, for Hume, moral
pleasurc is different from other kinds of pleasure.[T, 4721 But what makes moral
pleasure to be 4 peculiar one? Is it because it is accompanijed by virivous character?
And what makes a character virtuous? Is it becausc it iIs accompanied by moral
plcasure? Obvicusly this is a circular arpument.

Furthcrmore, cven if we do noi take this relation into consideration, there arc
still disputable issues in the Freatise, In crder to cxplain the transfer of the vivacity
ol impression, and to make the morality not to be too subjective, Hume introducces
the principle of sympathy, more accurately, disinterested sympathy. If we do not
confine the cperaticns of rcason so limited, T do not sec any reason why we cannot
interpret the disinterested sympathy as a form of rcason. And, on another point, he
says:

‘T is cvident, that when we praise any actions, we regard only the motives that produced
them, and consider the aclions as signs or indications of certain principles in the mind
and temper. The external performance has not merit. We must look within to find the
moral qualily, This we cannot do directly; and thercfore fix our atiention on actions.
[T, 477]

Hume himsclf admits that we have no ability to know the maotives directly. The
motive is taken as a cause, then the action is the effect. Jt is by mcans of causal
rcasoning that we know the cause of the effect. Can the moral sense directly know,
or immediately recognize, or simultaneously fecl, the motive behind the perceived
action? If it cannot, we have to admit that moral sense alone can never make a dis-
tinction between vice and virtue. Then, it will be meaningiess to make such an effort
arguing that recason alone cannot make a distinction between vice and virtue.

Before ending this paper, T would like to express another point. Although Hume
emphasizes the role of passion in his doctrine of action, and emphasizes the reole of
sentiment in his doctrine of moral distinction, the more [undamentazl one is his em-
phasis on lmpressions, especially the orginal impressions — plcasure and pain. He
SAYs:
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The chief spring or actuating principle of the human mind is pleasure or pain; and when
these sensations are remov'd, both from our thought and feeling, we are, in a greal
measure, incapable of passion or action, of desire or volition.[T, 574]

But it is not adeguate for Hume to start his system from *the basis of all moral judg-
ments and acts.”'* My concem here is not to show what kind of difficultics he would
meet if he started [rom this basis. I only want to show that the ultimate foundations
of the passion in the doctrine of action and of the moral sense in the doctrine of moral
distinction are pleasure and pain. The moral sensc as a calm impression 15 a kind of
sccondary impressions, the passion as a viclent impression is also a kind of secondary
impressions, both of them are derived from, or preceded by, an original impression, in
which pleasure or pain is the only proper subject for mozral theery, or derived from
idcas which are derived from original impressions.
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