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Morality: more properly felt than judged?1 
 
1. Overview 
 
1. Of the General Principles of Morals 
 

1.1 irksome disputes: obstinate and disingenuous 
1.2 denying the reality of moral distinctions is disingenuous 
1.3 the controversy between reason and sentiment 
1.4 confusion from antiquity to modernity 

1.5–8 plausible arguments on both sides 
1.9 the solution: a synthesis 

1.10 key notion: personal merit (deserving praise, being subject to evaluation) 
1.11 plan 

  
2. Of Benevolence 
 

2.1 amiable qualities are estimable 
2.2 example: Pericles 
2.3 in ordinary people social virtues are even more relevant 
2.4 doing good, being eminent 
2.5 benevolence is most valuable 

  
2.6 implications for society 
2.7 implications for mankind and posterity 
2.8 conclusion: utility of social virtues contributes to their merit 

2.9–13 examples: utility 
2.14 Epicurean gods are not worth adulation 
2.15 the sceptics’ utility 
2.16 the Zoroasters’ utility 
2.17 utility and moral disputes and moral change 
2.18 example: alms 
2.19 example: tyrannicide 
2.20 example: liberality in princes 
2.21 example: luxury 
2.22 summary: benevolence bestows merit; social virtue has utility 
2.23 extent of utility must be further determined and explained 

 
2. The Controversy 
 
1. The debate concerns the faculty with which we make moral distinctions. It 
does not concern the reality of these distinctions. 

2. Both sentimentalists and intellectualists hence react to the idea of Hobbes 
and Mandeville that moral distinctions are artificial. For Hobbes, moral values 

                                                   
1  See Treatise 3.1.2.1. 
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are legislated by the state—good is what keeps peace, what makes people obey. 
For Mandeville, they are the result of scheming and cunning politicians. (This is 
a thought expressed earlier by Callicles in the Gorgias, and later by Nietzsche in 
the Genealogy of Morality.) 

3. The intellectualist response is to ground morality in rational principles, or 
to deduce them from general laws, either human or divine. Moral principles 
hence either ground in human sociability or in pleasure/pain; or they express the 
divine will. Proponents include Pufendorf and Locke. One of the key things to 
note is that sooner or later God comes into play. 

4. The sentimentalist response is to appeal to a non-rational awareness of 
moral distinctions: in some sense we feel the difference between right and 
wrong, good and bad. 

5. Hume explicitly mentions Shaftesbury (1671–1713) at 1.4. He owes him 
quite a bit. Shaftesbury suggests a moral sense by which we perceive our 
motives for our actions. If I feel proud when I assist someone in need, say, this is 
the moral sense ‘telling’ me that my action merits praise, for my motives are 
noble, fine, or beautiful. (Note the ancient connotation between goodness and 
beauty: kalos.) So we are naturally inclined towards justice and rightness, 
regardless of consequences. 

6. Shaftesbury is influenced by Stoicism in at least two ways. First, the 
rejection of teleology: virtue and goodness is good as such, not instrumental for 
happiness, say. We all have a natural tendency for virtue.2 Second, the universe 
is perfectly organized, thus beautiful, and insofar as we are part of it, virtue is 
the cosmic beauty as it is intrinsic to us: through the reflective moral sense, we 
sense ourselves as belonging to the cosmic structure, and as participating in its 
beauty and order. (There is not much of a trace of this in Hume: for it is 
metaphysical speculation.) 

7. Hutcheson (1694–1746) also develops a moral sense theory, which grounds 
on the observation of other people and judging their actions. We approve 
benevolence, and disapprove malevolence, since sensing the former is 
pleasurable, and sensing the latter is painful. Perceiving someone’s good actions 
gives us an immediate and non-inferential pleasure, which does not depend on 
one’s own interests either—as they would in Mandeville (e.g., we save a 
drowning person because it pains us to watch; more of egoism later). This is a 
sort of hedonism that we find in Hume too; as well as the idea that evaluative 
judgements are spectator-driven: someone is virtuous insofar as her actions 
please us. But as we will see, Hume moves from actions to motives. 

                                                   
2  This is something Stobaeus reports of Cleanthes (c. 330–230 BCE). 


