
The Essays of David Hume 2 

Impressions, Ideas, Taste, and Beauty 
 
Impression and Ideas 
 
1. Ideas have a long history, stretching to Plato. Descartes ‘psychologises’ ideas as 

mind-dependent representational objects (or acts—Locke: to have ideas is to 
perceive, Essay 2.1.9). 

2. Hume’s innovation: perceptions—impressions and ideas. See extract from 
Essays concerning Human Understanding. 

3. Impressions of reflection are passions, which are affective reactions to prior 
perceptions, mainly impressions of pain and pleasure. Direct passions arise 
immediately from good/evil, pain/pleasure (e.g., desire, aversion, hope, fear; 
pain is immediate on the impression of a fire); indirect passions arise from 
those and the conjunction of further qualities (e.g., pride, humility, love, 
hatred) (Treatise 2.1.1.4). See Treatise 1.1.2: 

4. Indirect passions are most relevant for 
morality. (More about this next week.) 

5. Passions are also calm or violent (i.e. the 
‘passionate’ ones). Reason is a calm 
passion, which is ‘so soft an emotion, as 
to become, in a manner, imperceptible’ 
(Treatise 2.1.1.3; see also 2.3.8.13 and 
3.3.1.18). 

 
Taste and Beauty 
 
1. Hume has no theory of art (aesthetics), 

but he sees a close connection between 
aesthetic and moral value. Remember: 
he aims to ‘introduce the experimental 
method into moral subjects’, and so to 
afford a ‘science of man’. 

2. The sentimentalist tradition: like 
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Addison, 
Hume takes passions or sentiments, not 
reason, to be the basis for moral 
judgements. 

3. This extends to aesthetic judgements, for 
all value judgements are grounded in taste,  
which grounds in passions: taste is the capacity to respond with approbation 
and disapprobation; a faculty that ‘gilds and stains’ objects (EPM 294). 

4. Approbation is a peculiar phenomenal experience: feeling of approval, liking, 
affection; objects strike us as amiable, agreeable, likeable etc. Analogy: a taste 
for certain foods (that are ‘good’ for us in some sense; hence ‘utility’). 

5. Insofar as we refine taste (see DT), we ipso facto refine the passions, vice versa. 
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6. The key idea is that beauty/goodness is not inferred: we do not see a painting 
(or rose, or person), infer that it somehow merits our approbation, and then 
feel pleasure. Rather: in seeing an object (or action), we feel pleasure (i.e. 
some of the object’s properties cause pleasure), and that very sentiment 
constitutes admiration or praise (cf. Treatise 3.1.2.3).  

7. Yet, to call x ‘beautiful’ or ‘good’ is not really to ascribe certain properties to 
x, but rather to express that we undergo a certain experience when confronted 
with x. At most, to say that x is beautiful or good is to say that x tends to 
cause in us sentiments of a certain approving sort. 

8. If Hume defends a sort of subjectivism about taste and beauty, he needs to 
address relativity (see ST), and the paradoxical pleasure we derive from tragedy 
(the paradox of painful art) (see Tr). 

9. In ST, Hume aims to develop standards that are shared or common: there are 
learned rules, based on habit and custom (culture), and so knowledge (perhaps 
tacit or implicit) is required for sound judgments of taste. 

10. Here is a key departure from earlier sentimentalists: Hume thinks there is no 
moral sense, or a sense of beauty. (Hutcheson: objects have certain structural 
properties that conform to ideal mathematical proportions [regularity, 
symmetry, uniformity], and these make the object beautiful if we have a fully 
functioning sense of beauty. Such internal senses are instinctive: they cannot 
[fully?] be ‘over-learned’ or ‘shaped’ by education.) Hume suggests sympathy as 
the source for sharing values. (More to follow.) 

10. The standards are perhaps grounded in the laws of association (see EHU III) 
contiguity, resemblance, and causation. But there are also features such as 
eloquence, wit, composition, etc. 

11. “Hume is an inner sense theorist who treats aesthetic pleasure as an instinctive 
and natural human response. Successful art exploits our natural sentiments by 
employing appropriate composition and design. Only empirical inquiry can 
establish reliable ways to elicit the approval of taste.”1 Yes, perhaps: but ‘inner 
sense’ must be taken ‘thinly’, just to mean that any normative or evaluative 
judgement, in the arts and in ethics, is ultimately based on a sentiment or 
passion. This alone does not entail the existence of an ‘inner sense’ in a ‘thick’ 
sense: a quasi-perceptive faculty by which we ‘see’ or ‘grasp’ beauty and 
virtue. For Hume, this is way too speculative—inconsistent with the 
‘experimental method’: it goes beyond what can be warranted by experience. 

                                            
1  Gracyk, T. (2016). Hume’s Aesthetics. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Edward N. Zalta 

(ed.), URL: plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/hume-aesthetics/. 


