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§5 Why Utility Pleases 
 
Part 1 
 
1. Why does Hume think the social virtues are not ‘invented’ (5.3)? 
2.* Why is it relevant for Hume to show that moral distinctions are not 

‘invented’ or the result of indoctrination (5.3)? 
3. The fourth paragraph is central. Hume (again) connects the social virtues 

with utility, as well as their naturalness and our affection. Try to spell out 
Hume’s central idea in your own words (5.4). 

4. What is it that has ‘often been asserted’, and what is wrong with it (5.5–6)? 
5. What objections does Hume raise against the ‘selfish theory’ (5.7–12)? 
6. Sketch the principle that Hume ‘opens up’ in 5.15. 
7.* Why is it important for Hume’s project in this section to downplay our self-

interest? 
 
Part 2 
 
8. What does Hume think speaks in favour of the selfish theory (i.e. egoism) 

(5.16)? 
9. Yet why should we ‘renounce’ an egoistic basis of morality (5.17)? 
10.* What is the principle that seems at the source of morality (5.17, see also 

5.46)? Hint: the principle relates to means ands ends. 
11. Hume suggests that persons in solitude lose all enjoyments. Why—and do 

you agree with him (5.18)? 
12. Hume sketches the work of sympathy in a range of examples (from an 

apartment and its inhabitants, theatre and poetry, to history and speech 
impediments). What unites these cases, that is, what is it that they share 
(5.19–37)? 

13. Pick on of the examples that illustrate sympathy and discuss it critically 
(5.19–37). 

14. What is general point that Hume expresses with the phrase ‘our hearts beat 
with correspondent movements’ (5.32)? 

15.* What is the role of the imagination in sympathy? Make use of the examples 
5.19–37 to discuss this. 

16.* In what sense is the ‘experimental method’ (1.10) at work in these 
illustrations (5.19–37, see also 5.43–5)? 

17. Describe the role of judgement with regard to our sentiments (5.41). 
18. In what way is utility the ‘foundation of the chief part of morals’ (5.44)? 
19. Overlooking the paragraphs 5.39 and 5.42–3, how would you describe 

Hume’s view of human nature? 
20.* Hume says that the ‘present [i.e. his] theory is the simple result of all these 

inferences, each of which seems founded on uniform experience and 
observation’ (5.45). Sketch the theory that Hume has in view here. 
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21.* So, why does utility please (5.46)? 
 
Background Information. (a) Social virtues are primarily benevolence and 
justice (see 1.11), but also include friendship, lenience, humanity, generosity, 
charity, affability, mercy, and so on. Think of them as social excellences, or 
social perfections. Hume will further discuss some of these qualities in §§6–8. 
(b) The suggestion that morality is an ‘invention’ (5.3) goes back to Hobbes and 
Mandeville. (It will be taken up by Nietzsche in the 19th century.) The base 
thought is that moral conventions are like contracts that we enter for selfish 
reasons—we individually are better off in a moral system, as it were. For an 
interesting additional reading, you can find an extract of Mandeville’s 1714 
Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue on the course website. (c) When Hume 
mentions the ‘selfish theory’ he has in mind what we now might call ‘egoism’. 
But we need to distinguish two versions of egoism, one that is descriptive, and 
says that as a matter of fact people are concerned exclusively about their own 
welfare; and one that is prescriptive, and says that people ought to be concerned 
only about their own welfare. Hume seems to reject both these versions—but 
see also 3.13 and 5.16. (d) Means and ends (5.17): there is an interesting point 
about this by Kant in Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: if one wills a 
certain end, one also wills the means that are in one’s power and lead to that 
end (GMS II ¶25). (e) To consider something a posteriori (5.44) means to 
consider to ‘after’ experience, or by means of experience. Hume makes a 
distinction in the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding between ‘matters 
of fact’ and ‘relations of ideas’ (§4): the Pythagorean proposition is ‘discoverable 
by the mere operation of thought’—and this means a priori (i.e. independent of 
experience). If we deny any such proposition, we get a contradiction. Not so 
with matters of fact, which we know by experience or ‘experiment’: that the sun 
will not rise tomorrow is not contradictory—even if it is rather unlikely. 


