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Utility Once Again 
 
1. EPM 5: Condensed Line of Thought 
 
(a) If the social virtues engage the affections and esteem of the uninstructed 

mankind, then they have a natural beauty and amiableness that is 
antecedent to all precept or education (¶4). 

(b) The chief merit of social virtues is their public utility (¶4). 
(c) Social virtues are means to and end. 
(d) A means to an end pleases us if and only if the end itself pleases us (¶¶17, 46, 

9.12). 
(e) The end is peace, harmony, and order in society (¶45). 
(f) The end that the social virtues tend to promote is agreeable to us, and takes 

hold of some natural affection. (¶4). 
(g) The source of this affection is either self-interest or more generous motives 

and regards (¶4). 
(h) It is not self-interest (¶¶5–15). 
(i) Those who are served by the meritous character or action are not totally 

indifferent to us, however remote (¶15). Where there is minimal or no self-
interest at all, we take into consideration the happiness and misery of 
others. So, the principles of humanity have some authority over our 
sentiments (¶39). Such is the ‘human make’, confirmed by the experimental 
method (¶¶43–4). 

(j) Sympathy is the principle that explains moral distinction (¶¶16ff.). 
(k) Through sympathy general moral standards are established (¶42). 

Sympathy fuels the ‘progress of sentiments’ (see 3.21). 
(l) We approve what pleases or benefits us (see §2 below). This is also why we 

approve of the social virtues, which thus are the foundation of moral 
distinctions (¶44). What promotes the public interest pleases us, and this is 
why we approve of the motives that ‘actuate’ this promotion (¶45). 

 
2. Four Strands in Hume’s Approach to Ethics 
 
(1) The selfish theory (i.e. ethical egoism) fails, because it essentially views 

moral distinctions from a particular perspective, viz. mine. Morality is thus 
relative. But it should be general or universal. (Hume grants some truth to 
psychological egoism.) 

 So Hume must show: even when there is maximal or total disinterest, we 
chose good over bad, useful over pernicious—and these standards, or moral 
principles could not be self-interested. Then, these principles ground in a 
different principle, viz. humanity.  

 Hume’s examples serve this aim: agents remote in time and place are still 
praised and blamed. But more directly, the examples show that natural 
benevolence is a fact—and benevolence (Wohlwollen) is essentially 
directed, not at me, but  at others. And this is why the EPM begins with it. 
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(2) There is no intrinsic goodness; actions are not 
right or wrong as such. So, we value x not 
because x is good, but because we value it. 
Compare Socrates (Euthyphro 10a): ‘is the holy 
approved by the gods because it is holy, or is it 
holy because it is approved?’ We value the 
social virtues not because they are intrinsically 
valuable—they are ‘good’ because we value 
them. (We project goodness onto objects; see 
Appendix 1.21). Why? Public utility. 

 
(3) The controversy: reason vs sentiment. Hume 

thinks it is a fact that feeling or passion is more 
important, especially as ‘actuating 
principles’—what makes us act. Reason, Hume 
says, ‘is perfectly inert’ (T 3.1.1.8). Insofar as 
morality influences our actions, it is grounded 
in feeling, not reason. Yet: there is no moral 
sense (see Appendix 1), which also yields a 
more parsimonious theory. 

 
(4) The experimental method begins with common 

quotidian experiences, or the common course 
of our everyday lives. It takes people as they 
are, as a matter of fact, and so avoids 
extraordinary cases. Hume is after a genealogy 
of morals that grounds in actual moral practice. 

 
3. EPM 6–8: Inventory of Qualities 
 

PERSONAL MERIT 

 valuable qualities are 

 useful (i.e. beneficial) agreeable (i.e. pleasure-
inducing) 

me EPM 6—whatever serves 
my fortune, achievements in 
life: civility, industry, 
frugality etc. 

EPM 7—self-enjoyment, 
factors that infuse well-being: 
cheerfulness, courage, 
greatness of mind, delicacy of 
taste, etc. 

others EPM 2–3—the social 
virtues that promote public 
interest: benevolence, 
justice, etc. 

EPM 8—makes the person 
good company: politeness, wit, 
modesty, decency, etc. 

 


