
3. The Naturalism of Hume's “Reconciling Project” 

As I have noted, Hume maintains that for men to live in society they must be able to infer the actions of 
others from their character. Without inferences of this kind, based on perceived regularities, all 
reasonings and practices concerning politics, war, commerce, and so on would be impossible. In the 
opposite direction but parallel to this, Hume also maintains that for people to regard one another as 
responsible they must be able to infer character from action. Why should inference to character have 
any importance or significance for morality? The following three points must be kept in mind: 

   1. Only a person can be the object of love and hate. 

   2. Approval and disapproval are calm forms of love and hatred. 

   3. To hold someone responsible is to regard him as an object of approval or disapproval. 

Hume says: 

    The constant and universal object of hatred or anger is a person or creature endowed with thought 
and consciousness; and when any criminal or injurious actions excite that passion, it is only by their 
relation to the person or connection with him. 

He continues: 

    … and where they [sc. actions] proceed not from some cause in the character and disposition of the 
person, who performed them …it is impossible he can, upon its account, become the object of 
punishment and vengeance (T, 2.3.2.6//411). 

Evidently it is only a person, a character or a thinking being who is an object of hatred and anger. 
Holding an agent responsible is, for Hume, a matter of simply regarding him as an object of the moral 
sentiments of approval or disapproval. These sentiments are calm forms of the indirect passions of love 
or hatred. In his discussion of the indirect passions of love and hatred Hume says: 

    One of these supposition, viz. that the cause of love and hatred must be related to a person or 
thinking being in order to produce these passions, is not only provable, but too evident to be contested. 
Virtue and vice, when considered in the abstract … excite no degree of love and hatred, esteem or 
contempt towards those who have no relation to them (T, 2.2.1.7/331). 

Once it is appreciated that in Hume's view approbation and blame are “nothing but a fainter and more 
imperceptible love or hatred” (T, 3.3.5.1/614) it is clear why “they must be related to a person or 
thinking being”. 

Hume notes that the causes of the indirect passions vary greatly in number and kind (T, 2.1.3.5/281). 
Different and varied as they may be, however, they must be “either parts of ourselves, or something 
nearly related to us” (T, 2.1.5.2/285). Hume distinguishes four broad categories of objects or features of 
ourselves which give rise to the indirect passions: our wealth, external goods, or property; our 
immediate relatives or those people who are closely related to us on another basis; our bodily qualities 



or attributes; and, most important, our qualities of mind, or character traits (T, 2.1.2.5; 2.1.7.1-5/279, 
294f; DP, 146–53). Those character traits or mental qualities that produce an independent pleasure in 
ourselves or others also, in consequence of this, give rise to pride or love. Character traits or qualities of 
mind of this nature are virtues. Similarly, those mental qualities or character traits which produce pain, 
also, in consequence of this, produce humility or hate, and, as such, they are deemed to be vices (see, 
e.g., T, 3.3.1.3/574–75; cf. T, 3.1.2.5/473; DP, 146–47, 155–56) Clearly, then, virtue and vice, by means 
of the general mechanism of the indirect passions, give rise to that “faint and imperceptible” form of 
love and hatred which constitutes the moral sentiments. It is, in other words, this “regular mechanism” 
which is, on Hume's account, essential to all ascriptions of responsibility. 

In order to know anyone's character we require inference — from their actions to their character. 
Without knowledge of anyone's character no sentiment of approbation or blame would be aroused in 
us. Therefore, without inference no one would be an object of praise or blame — that is to say, no one 
would be regarded as responsible for their actions. Accordingly, praising and blaming would be 
psychologically impossible if there were no inferences from action to character. Without this necessity 
morality would become a psychological impossibility. It is also clear that external violence, like liberty of 
indifference, makes it impossible to regard someone as an object of praise or blame. For in such 
circumstances we could not make any inference from the action to the agent's character. As the action 
is caused by external forces we are led away from the agent's character. 

    … liberty [sc. of spontaneity] … is also essential to morality, and … no human actions, where it is 
wanting, are susceptible of any moral qualities, or can be the objects either of approbation or dislike. 
For as actions are objects of our moral sentiment, so far only as they are indications of the internal 
character, passions, and affections; it is impossible that they can give rise either to praise or blame, 
where they proceed not from these principles, but are derived altogether from external violence (EU, 
8.31/99). 

Only when an action is, or is believed to be, determined by the will of an agent is that agent regarded as 
an object of praise or blame — this is a matter of psychological fact for Hume. Actions that are either 
uncaused or caused by external factors cannot render the agent responsible not because it would be 
unreasonable to hold him responsible, but rather because it would be psychologically impossible to hold 
him responsible. 

The salient features of Hume's naturalistic compatibilism can be summarized under the following points: 

   1. Approval and disapproval are essential to morality. 

   2. Only character traits or mental qualities arouse our moral sentiments of approval or disapproval. 

   3. Knowledge of a person's character traits or mental qualities requires inference. 

   4. A person or thinking being is held responsible if we regard her as an object of a moral sentiment. 

   5. Regarding an agent as responsible is, therefore, a matter of feeling not judgment. 



   6. Without inference to character (i.e. necessity), no such feeling could, as a matter of psychological 
fact, be aroused in us, and therefore no one could be regarded as responsible. 

   7. Therefore, it is an (empirical) psychological fact that without necessity, morality would be 
impossible. 

Hume's discussion of liberty and necessity can be shown, on this reinterpretation, to be closely 
connected with his discussions of the passions and moral evaluations. These connexions are not 
apparent in the Enquiries, where no lengthy or detailed discussion of the passions appears. This may in 
part account for misinterpretations of Hume's argument. However, as has been argued above, the 
necessity argument is also of great importance to any adequate understanding of what Hume has to say 
about liberty and necessity. The presentation in the Treatise rather obscures these connexions in 
Hume's argument—there being a gap of over two hundred pages between his discussion of the idea of 
necessary connexion and that of liberty and necessity. This quite serious flaw is remedied by the first 
Enquiry but only at the cost of leaving the reader somewhat puzzled as to why Hume put his discussion 
of “liberty and necessity” in Book II of the Treatise in the first place. The naturalistic interpretation, 
however, shows that Hume's discussion of liberty and necessity is intimately connected with his 
discussion of the passions in Book II of the Treatise and cannot be fully understood without reference to 
it. 

I have referred to this interpretation of Hume's compatibilist strategy as being “naturalistic”. In what 
sense are Hume's arguments “naturalistic”? There are, I think, two quite different senses of “naturalism” 
which can appropriately be applied to Hume's discussion of liberty and necessity. The first and most 
important sense is that it involves applying the experimental method of reasoning to this “long disputed 
question”. As we have seen, Hume is concerned to describe the circumstances under which people are 
felt to be responsible (i.e. describe the “regular mechanism” which generates the moral sentiments). In 
this way, Hume's compatibilist strategy must be understood within the general context of his effort to 
“introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects”. This aspect of Hume's “general 
strategy” goes completely unnoticed on the classical interpretation (which presents Hume's discussion 
as involving pure conceptual enquiry antecedent to any application of the “experimental method”). 

The second sense in which Hume's reconciling project may be said to be naturalistic is that it stresses 
the role of feeling, as opposed to reason, in resolving this dispute. An appreciation of this sort of 
naturalism in Hume's philosophy is, as a number of distinguished commentators have argued, of great 
importance if we are to get a balanced and complete picture of Hume's philosophy. On the one hand, 
Hume is clearly anxious to show the limitations of human reason and is, in particular, anxious to show 
that reason alone is incapable of resolving the various philosophical problems that he comes to consider 
in the course of the Treatise. There is, on the other hand, a “positive”, non-sceptical aspect to Hume's 
teaching that argues for the important role of feeling in human life, and that it this is essential for 
solving some the basic philosophical problems that we are presented with — including the free will 
problem. 



The naturalistic interpretation, clearly, pursues very different avenues of thought. Necessity is 
psychologically essential to ascriptions of responsibility, because in the absence of the relevant 
regularities and inferences, the regular mechanism which produces our moral sentiments would simply 
fail to function. Similarly, liberty of spontaneity is (psychologically) essential to responsibility for action 
because it is only in these circumstances (i.e. in which we discover constant conjunctions between 
motives and actions) that it is possible for us to draw the specific kinds of inferences required to 
generate the moral sentiments. If conduct is produced by external violence, no moral sentiment is 
aroused and, thus, we do not (as a matter of fact) hold the person responsible. On the naturalistic 
interpretation, Hume's concern with the nature and significance of moral freedom and how it relates to 
ascriptions of responsibility must be understood primarily in terms of what he has to say about the role 
of moral sentiment in this sphere. Any account of Hume's position that ignores these features of his 
discussion fundamentally misrepresents not only his general account of responsibility but also his overall 
effort to resolve the “free will dispute” by means of his alternative definition of necessity. 

4. Hume's Naturalism and Strawson's “Reconciling Project” 

If asked to pass quick judgment on Hume's “reconciling project”, as interpreted along the naturalistic 
lines outlined in the previous section, many contemporary philosophers would probably be inclined to 
say that it appears to be, quite simply, anachronistic, eighteenth-century psychology. So considered, it is 
of little or no relevance to contemporary issues. Indeed, some philosophers may take the view that the 
philosophical interest—if not the philosophical substance—of Hume's compatibilism has been entirely 
removed. Surely, any attempt to describe the circumstances in which certain sentiments are aroused in 
us is hopelessly irrelevant to our present-day concerns and based wholly on assumptions that have long 
since been rejected. In particular, we can hardly take seriously an enterprise that asks us to understand 
the complex issue of moral responsibility in terms of feelings. 

The first thing to be said in reply to this assessment of the contemporary relevance of the naturalistic 
interpretation is that it overlooks the limitations of the classical interpretation. More specifically, insofar 
as Hume continues to be read as holding to the classical compatibilist position, it may be argued that his 
views on this subject are now somewhat dated and passé. Contemporary compatibilist thinking has now 
advanced well beyond the confines of the (familiar and basic) distinctions drawn by Hume's liberty 
arguments and is now much more sensitive to the difficulties posed by incompatibilist criticism. 
Moreover, few, if any, contemporary compatibilists would accept the suggestion, as suggested by the 
classical reading of Hume's necessity argument, that incompatibilism is simply a product of conceptual 
confusion between causation and compulsion. 

True as these observations may be, however, none of this serves to show that Hume's naturalistic 
commitments are themselves of any greater interest or relevance from a contemporary perspective — 
much less that the moral psychology and (empiricial) methodology of Hume's naturalism is an advance 
on the classical strategy. In this section I show that the best way to respond to these doubts about the 
value of the naturalistic interpretation for the contemporary debate is by way of highlighting the striking 
affinities between Hume's approach and P.F. Strawson's views on this subject. 



 

Strawson's “Freedom and Resentment” (hereafter FR) is arguably the most important and influential 
paper on free will written in the second half of the twentieth century. The argument of this paper is 
presented as a bold effort to “reconcile” the traditional disputants in the free will problem (FR, 59–60). 
Strawson labels the principal opponents “optimists” and “pessimists”. Optimists take what is essentially 
the classical compatibilist position. They hold that the concept of moral responsibility, and associated 
practices such as punishing and blaming, “in no way lose their raison d'etre if the thesis of determinism 
is true”—indeed, they may even require the truth of this thesis (FR, 59). The optimist, Strawson says, 
typically draws attention to “the efficacy of the practices of punishment, and of moral condemnation 
and approval, in regulating behaviour in socially desirable ways” (FR, 60; cf. FR, 76). In other words, the 
optimist embraces and defends an essentially forward-looking, utilitarian conception of responsibility 
(FR, 79). (The only optimist Strawson cites is Patrick Nowell-Smith, but the general position described is 
shared by many prominent 20th-century, empiricist-minded compatibilists—most notably, Schlick.) 

The pessimist takes a libertarian position and finds the optimist's account of freedom and responsibility 
wholly inadequate. Whereas the optimist construes moral freedom as simply the absence of constraint 
or compulsion (i.e. “negative freedom” or liberty of spontaneity), the pessimist insists that we require 
the sort of freedom that implies the falsity of determinism. We require, that is, some kind of “contra-
causal” or “metaphysical” freedom (FR, 79; cf. FR, 60). Without this (metaphysical) freedom, the 
pessimist claims, there is no adequate foundation for moral responsibility (FR, 76–77). Justified 
punishment, blame, and condemnation require that the person who is the object of these practices or 
judgments really deserves it (FR, 61). The optimist's narrow concern with matters of social utility, 
therefore, “leaves out something that is vital” to our conception of moral responsibility and the 
justification of the practices associated with it. This gap is to be filled, according to the pessimist, with 
the general metaphysical thesis of indeterminism. 

Strawson rejects both optimist and pessimist accounts, but he hopes to bring them together through “a 
formal withdrawal on one side in return for a substantial concession on the other” (FR, 60). Strawson 
agrees with the pessimist that something is missing in the optimist's account. It is a mistake, however, to 
think that this gap can be filled by “the obscure and panicky metaphysics of libertarianism” (FR, 80). On 
the contrary, optimist and pessimist alike are missing or overlooking what is really essential to moral 
responsibility; a proper recognition of the role that “reactive attitudes and feelings” play in this sphere. 
It is, says Strawson, “a pity that talk of the moral sentiments has fallen out of favour. The phrase would 
be quite a good name for that network of human attitudes in acknowledging the character and place of 
which we find, I suggest, the only possibility of reconciling these disputants to each other and the facts” 
(FR, 79). Strawson proposes, therefore, that we fill the “lacuna” in the optimist's account by making 
appropriate reference to the essential role that the moral sentiments play in the sphere of 
responsibility. In return, however, we require that the pessimist “surrender his metaphysics” (FR, 78). 

Strawson argues that both optimist and pessimist make a similar mistake: 



    Both seek, in different ways, to over-intellectualize the facts. Inside the general structure or web of 
human attitudes and feelings of which I have been speaking, there is endless room for modification, 
redirection, criticism, and justification. But questions of justification are internal to the structure or 
relate to modifications internal to it. The existence of the general framework of attitudes itself is 
something we are given with the fact of human society. As a whole, it neither calls for, nor permits, an 
external ‘rational’ justification. Pessimist and optimist alike show themselves, in different ways, unable 
to accept this. (FR, 78–79) 

Strawson expands on these points in his more recent work Skepticism and Naturalism (hereafter SN). In 
this context, he draws explicitly on Hume's naturalism. He observes that all efforts to supply a justifying 
ground for our moral attitudes and judgments by way of “defending the reality of some special 
condition of freedom or spontaneity or self-determination” have not been “notably successful” (SN, 32). 
All such attempts, he maintains, are misguided. 

    They are misguided also for the reasons for which counter-arguments to other forms of scepticism 
have been to be misguided; i.e. because the arguments they are directed against are totally 
inefficacious. We can no more be reasoned out of our proneness to personal and moral reactive 
attitudes in general than we can be reasoned out of our belief in the existence of body… . What we 
have, in our inescapable commitment to these attitudes and feelings, is a natural fact, something as 
deeply rooted in our natures as our existence as social beings. (SN, 32–33) 

Earlier in Skepticism and Naturalism, in a passage concerned with our “natural disposition to belief”, 
Strawson suggests that we might “speak of two Humes: Hume the sceptic and Hume the naturalist; 
where Hume's naturalism … appears as something like a refuge from his skepticism” (SN, 12). He 
continues, 

    According to Hume the naturalist, skeptical doubts are not to be met by argument. They are simply to 
be neglected (except, perhaps, insofar as they supply a harmless amusement, a mild diversion to the 
intellect). They are to be neglected because they are idle; powerless against the force of nature, of our 
naturally implanted disposition to belief. This does not mean that Reason has no part to play in relation 
to our beliefs concerning matters of fact and existence. It has a part to play, though a subordinate one: 
as Nature's lieutenant rather than Nature's commander. (SN, 13–14) 

Although Strawson plainly has Hume prominently in mind when discussing the relationship between 
scepticism and naturalism, nowhere does he give us any indication of the exact place or role of 
naturalism in Hume's writings on the subject of free will. It is left unclear, therefore, where, according to 
Strawson, Hume stands in relation to the naturalistic arguments that Strawson has advanced on the 
issue of freedom and responsibility. More specifically, it is not clear whether Strawson views Hume as 
one of the “optimists” whom he seeks to refute or as a naturalistic ally from whom he is drawing his 
own arguments and strategy. 

If we read Hume along the lines of the classical interpretation, then his position on these issues looks as 
if it accords very closely with the typical “optimist” strategy associated with such thinkers as Schlick. The 
classical interpretation, however, entirely overlooks the role of moral sentiment in Hume's reconciling 



strategy. It emphasizes the relevance of the (supposed) confusion between causation and compulsion in 
order to explain the more fundamental confusion about the nature of liberty (i.e. why philosophers tend 
to confuse liberty of spontaneity with liberty of indifference). With these features of Hume's position 
established, the classical interpretation points to Hume's remarks concerning the social utility of 
rewards and punishments and the way in which they depend on the principles of necessity. From this 
perspective, Hume's discussion of freedom and necessity clearly constitutes a paradigmatic and 
influential statement of the “optimist's” position. So interpreted, Hume must be read as thinker, like 
Schlick, who has “over-intellectualized the facts” on the basis of a “one-eyed-utilitarianism”; one who 
has ignored “that complicated web of attitudes and feelings” which Strawson seeks to draw our 
attention to. In this way, we are encouraged to view Hume as a prime target of Strawson's attack on the 
“optimist” position. 

The naturalistic interpretation, by contrast, makes it plain that any such view of Hume's approach and 
general strategy is deeply mistaken. Hume, no less than Strawson, is especially concerned to draw our 
attention to the facts about human nature that are relevant to a proper understanding of the nature 
and conditions of moral responsibility. More specifically, Hume argues that we cannot properly account 
for moral responsibility unless we acknowledge and describe the role that moral sentiment plays in this 
sphere. Indeed, unlike Strawson, Hume is much more concerned with the detailed mechanism whereby 
our moral sentiments are aroused, and thus he is particularly concerned to explain the relevance of 
spontaneity, indifference, and necessity to the functioning of moral sentiment. To this extent, therefore, 
Hume's naturalistic approach is more tightly woven into his account of the nature of necessity and moral 
freedom. In sum, when we compare Hume's arguments with Strawson's important and influential 
discussion, it becomes immediately apparent that there is considerable contemporary significance to 
the contrast between the classical and naturalistic interpretations of Hume's reconciling strategy. 

The overall resemblance between Hume's and Strawson's strategy in dealing with issues of freedom and 
responsibility is quite striking. The fundamental point that they agree about is that we cannot 
understand the nature and conditions of moral responsibility without reference to the crucial role that 
moral sentiment plays in this sphere. This naturalistic approach places Hume and Strawson in similar 
positions when considered in relation to the views of the pessimist and the optimist. The naturalistic 
approach shows that, in different ways, both sides of the traditional debate fail to properly acknowledge 
the facts about moral sentiment. Where Hume most noticeably differs from Strawson, however, is on 
the question of the “general causes” of moral sentiment. Strawson largely bypasses this problem. For 
Hume, this is a crucial issue that must be settled to understand why necessity is essential to 
responsibility and why indifference is entirely incompatible with the effective operation of the 
mechanism that responsibility depends on. 

 


