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Politics 
 
1. Hume’s first motivation: eschew superstition and enthusiasm; find a ‘just 
mixture’. Moral and social norms express objective, ‘real’ (in a Platonic sense), 
eternal, and super-natural essences (e.g., divine-right monarchism). This is 
superstitious for its blind and uncritical reverence to authority. But there is also 
enthusiasm about personal autonomy and individuals’ rights and liberties. Natural 
law theorists claim that God’s will is constitutive of human morality (hence ‘divine 
voluntarism’): since human nature is created by a divine act of will, we can derive, 
without revelation, from our own nature and our cosmic place moral and political 
principles—so-called ‘natural laws’.1 Hume refutes ‘enthusiastic’ contractarian 
views in Of the Original Contract (cf. OC 1). 

2. Hume’s second motivation: eschew party politics (‘factions’) and keeping a 
sceptical neutrality and impartiality (cf. OC 6). Hume was for a long time regarded 
as a Tory (see PGB 7–12)2, which is consistent with his (conservative) emphasis on 
the stability of government and the criticism of liberalism and contractarianism, 
and his references to ‘civilised monarchy’ (e.g., RP 24ff.). Yet, he also has Whig 
inclinations, mainly because he rejects the quasi-religious speculative principles that 
ground political obedience and allegiance. “With regard to politics and the 
character of princes and great men, I think I am very moderate. My views of things 
are more conformable to Whig principles; my representations of persons to Tory 
prejudices” (Letter to Clephane, ca. 1756; HL 1 p. 237). For Hume, a science of 
politics is possible as part of the science of man (cf. That Politics May be Reduced to a 
Science; see also RP 1–4). The philosopher’s task is not to show which faction is 
right, but to elucidate and explain the general principles of politics. The 
‘experimental’ approach shows that the dominant justifications of political 
obligation are flawed, and that factional politics is confused and perhaps incoherent 
(see, e.g., PGB 7ff.). 

3. Yet, government is ‘one of the finest and most subtile inventions imaginable’ 
(T 3.2.7.8). The exclusive purpose of government is the ‘distribution of justice’ 
(OG 1), which guarantees peace, security, and order. “From law arises security: 
From security curiosity: And from curiosity knowledge” (RP 14).  

4. So, what is justice, and how do we come to regard it as a virtue? Justice is an 
artificial virtue (see T 3.2.1.17–19) grounded in social practices and conventions, 
i.e. human invention or ‘artifice’ (other artificial virtues: allegiance to government, 

                                            
1  See Haakonssen, K. (2009). The Structure of Hume’s Political Theory. In D. F. Norton & J. 

Taylor (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Hume (Second Edition), pp. 341–80. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

2  “[1680] is remarkable for being the epoch of the well-known epithets of WHIG and TORY, by 
which, and sometimes without any material difference, this island has been so long divided. 
The court party reproached their antagonists with their affinity to the fanatical conventiclers in 
Scotland, who were known by the name of whigs: The country party found a resemblance 
between the courtiers and the popish banditti in Ireland, to whom the appellation of tory was 
affixed. And after this manner, these foolish terms of reproach came into public and general 
use; and even at present seem not nearer their end than when they were first invented.” History 
of England, 68.12; see http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/hume-the-history-of-england-vol-6. 
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fidelity to promises, conformity to law). In contrast, natural virtues (e.g., modesty, 
self-esteem, benevolence, prudence, wit) are ‘unpolitical’, even if they can be social 
and useful to society (i.e. have utility). Natural virtues are personal (family, friends, 
acquaintances), and artificial virtues are impersonal: yet required for civic and 
political life, where the good of society is the ‘sole cause of our approbation’ (T 
3.3.1.10). (Hume ceased to distinguish artificial and natural virtues after the 
Treatise, since he realised that ‘artificial’ virtues are ‘natural’ in the sense that we 
naturally tend to form socio-political systems.) 

5. Illustration. Some actions make moral sense in isolation: giving money to 
another constitutes an act of charity, say. Other actions are unintelligible in 
isolation: giving money to another is ‘paying rent’ only if there is an institution of 
a contract, i.e. an ‘artificial’ promise and obligation (see T 3.2.5.1). Likewise for 
‘paying tax’. Such virtues are hence pivotal for the moral interpretation and 
evaluation of civic and political acts. 

6. So, Hume extends his ethical approach (personal merit, character, the 
passions, etc.) to the political domain, thus continuing the project of applying the 
‘experimental method to moral subjects’: politics, history, economy. 

7. We form political institutions because of security and protection. But this 
alone does not explain why we have a moral obligation to government. What is 
needed is an evaluative sentiment that makes us approve and disapprove of 
violations of the public interest. A shift from self-interest to public interest. Hume’s 
theory (‘natural history’): it is in our self-interest to cooperate, since there is a 
mutual benefit. This interest fuels natural justice. To promise something, say, is to 
declare an intention to do something, and to make oneself the potential object of 
approval or disapproval. So, ‘self-interest is the original [first] motive to the 
establishment of justice’ (T 3.2.2.24). But in a big society injustices do not affect us 
directly; so ‘sympathy with public interest is the source of the moral approbation, 
which attends [justice]’ (ibid.). We thus think (feel) it is wrong to break promises, 
and right to keep them. Hence we value justice. Political virtues are thus essentially 
social; a sort of second ‘overlaid’ nature, according to which we internalise 
evaluative standards for shared civic practices that benefit all. 

8. Contract theory, albeit a ‘fashionable system of politics’ (T 3.2.8.3), is 
factually false (OC 7ff.), and begs the question (OC 33–7). A structural problem: 
making a contract requires the existence of the very thing that makes the action of 
promising a promise. No promise could establish an authority, since that promise is 
impossible unless there is an authority who is the object of the promise. So, 
allegiance cannot be established by a contract. Contract theory is false. Moreover, 
Keeping promises is useful to me and the person involved. Such trustworthiness is 
grounded in personal merit; it is a sort of ‘natural’ justice (cf. OG 4). Why then 
approve of keeping promises in general? It cannot be grounded in a contract, for 
this is impossible without prior general fidelity and the moral approbation associated 
with it. We value fidelity only if it has public utility, and evokes some pleasurable 
passions (and thus sentiments of approbation). The ‘progress of sentiments’ (T 
3.2.2.25) is from self-interest to public interest; from finding x useful for me to x 
being good for all, with a little help from sympathy. 


