
an enquiry concerning the principles of
morals

an enquiry concerning the principles of morals is a foundational philosophical treatise that
explores the nature, origin, and justification of moral principles. This seminal work delves into the
motivations behind human actions, the role of reason and sentiment in moral judgments, and the
distinction between moral and non-moral evaluations. The enquiry questions traditional views on
ethics, particularly those grounded in rationalism, and proposes an alternative framework centered on
human feelings and social utility. It further examines concepts such as virtue, justice, and
benevolence, providing a comprehensive analysis of moral philosophy. This article will provide an in-
depth examination of the key themes and arguments presented in the enquiry, highlighting its
enduring relevance in ethical theory. Readers will gain insight into how this work contributes to the
broader discourse on morality and human behavior. The following sections will outline the main ideas
and implications of the enquiry concerning the principles of morals.
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Historical Context and Authorship
The enquiry concerning the principles of morals was authored during the 18th century, a period
marked by the Enlightenment and significant advances in philosophy and science. The work was
penned by a prominent philosopher who challenged prevailing rationalist approaches to ethics,
advocating instead for a sentimentalist perspective. Understanding the historical background provides
crucial insight into why the enquiry was revolutionary, as it responded to competing theories that
emphasized reason as the sole basis for moral knowledge. The text emerged amidst debates over
human nature, the foundations of morality, and the role of empathy and social feelings in ethical
conduct.

Central Themes of the Enquiry
The enquiry concerning the principles of morals addresses several core themes integral to moral
philosophy. It investigates the origin of moral distinctions, the nature of moral approval and
disapproval, and the criteria by which actions are judged as right or wrong. The enquiry proposes that
moral principles arise not from abstract reasoning but from human sentiments, such as sympathy and
benevolence. It also explores the social utility of moral norms, suggesting that moral rules serve to



promote social cohesion and human happiness. These themes collectively challenge traditional ethical
theories and offer a new lens through which to understand morality.

The Origin of Moral Principles
The enquiry argues that moral principles originate from human feelings rather than rational
deduction. It asserts that individuals naturally experience approval or disapproval toward certain
behaviors based on emotional responses, which form the foundation of moral judgments. This
perspective emphasizes the importance of empathy and shared human sentiments as the basis for
ethical evaluations.

Social Utility and Moral Norms
Another key theme is the connection between moral principles and social utility. The enquiry posits
that moral rules are valuable because they enhance social cooperation and collective well-being. This
utilitarian aspect underlines the practical function of morality in fostering harmonious human
interactions and promoting overall happiness.

The Role of Sentiment in Moral Judgments
One of the enquiry's most significant contributions is its emphasis on sentiment as the core
mechanism behind moral judgment. Rather than relying on pure reason or abstract principles, the
enquiry highlights how feelings such as sympathy influence individuals' assessments of right and
wrong. This approach laid the groundwork for later theories that prioritize emotional capacities in
ethical cognition.

Sympathy as a Moral Foundation
Sympathy, or the capacity to share and understand the feelings of others, is presented as central to
moral evaluation. The enquiry suggests that this emotional connection allows individuals to approve
of virtuous conduct and disapprove of harmful actions, forming the basis for shared moral standards.

Emotional Responses and Moral Approval
The enquiry explains that moral approval arises from positive emotional responses to actions that
promote social welfare, while disapproval stems from negative feelings toward conduct that causes
harm or discord. This emotional framework accounts for the variability and universality of moral
sentiments across different societies.

Distinction Between Morality and Reason
The enquiry concerning the principles of morals makes a clear distinction between moral judgments
and purely rational considerations. It critiques the notion that reason alone can determine ethical
truths and emphasizes the limitations of rationalism in capturing the full scope of moral experience.
This distinction advances the understanding of morality as a domain influenced by both cognitive and
affective factors.



Critique of Rationalist Ethics
The enquiry challenges rationalist ethics by arguing that reason cannot motivate moral action without
the accompaniment of sentiment. It contends that reason serves to inform and guide, but it is
ultimately the feelings that compel individuals toward moral behavior.

Interplay Between Reason and Sentiment
While emphasizing sentiment, the enquiry also acknowledges that reason plays a supportive role in
evaluating the consequences of actions and refining moral judgments. This interplay suggests a
balanced view wherein both faculties contribute to ethical discernment.

Concepts of Virtue and Justice
The enquiry provides detailed analysis of key moral concepts such as virtue and justice, explaining
their origins and functions within ethical systems. It explores how these concepts are understood
through the lens of human sentiment and social utility, thereby offering a nuanced account of their
significance.

Nature of Virtue
Virtue is characterized as a quality that elicits approval due to its beneficial effects on others and
society. The enquiry emphasizes the role of benevolence and other positive traits that foster social
harmony and individual well-being.

Understanding Justice
Justice is examined as a social construct that arises from the need to regulate property and
interpersonal relations. It is portrayed as essential for maintaining order and fairness, justified by its
utility in preserving social stability.

Impact and Legacy in Moral Philosophy
The enquiry concerning the principles of morals has had a lasting impact on the field of moral
philosophy. It influenced subsequent thinkers who developed theories emphasizing sentiment, human
nature, and social context in ethics. The work remains a critical reference point in discussions about
the foundations of morality and continues to inform contemporary debates on moral psychology and
normative ethics.

Influence on Sentimentalist and Utilitarian Thought
The enquiry significantly shaped sentimentalist philosophy by validating the role of emotions in moral
reasoning. It also contributed to the development of utilitarianism by linking moral principles to social
utility and happiness.

Enduring Relevance
Modern ethical theory frequently revisits the enquiry's insights to better understand the complex



relationship between emotion, reason, and moral judgment. Its comprehensive analysis continues to
provide valuable perspectives on the principles underlying human morality.

Emphasizing the emotional basis of ethics

Challenging rationalist moral theories

Highlighting social utility in moral norms

Clarifying the concepts of virtue and justice

Influencing subsequent moral philosophers and theories

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of David Hume's 'An Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals'?
The main focus of David Hume's 'An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals' is to explore the
foundations of moral philosophy, emphasizing that moral distinctions arise from feelings of pleasure
and pain rather than reason alone.

How does Hume define morality in 'An Enquiry Concerning the
Principles of Morals'?
Hume defines morality as a system of sentiments or feelings that promote social utility and human
happiness, suggesting that moral judgments are based on emotions like empathy and benevolence.

What role does reason play in Hume's moral philosophy
according to 'An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals'?
In Hume's moral philosophy, reason is considered the 'slave of the passions' and cannot motivate
moral action by itself; instead, it helps to discover facts, while moral decisions are driven primarily by
feelings.

Why is 'An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals'
considered influential in ethical theory?
The work is influential because it challenges rationalist approaches to ethics, emphasizing the
importance of human sentiments and paving the way for emotivist and sentimentalist theories in
moral philosophy.



How does Hume address the concept of virtue in his enquiry?
Hume explains virtues as traits or qualities that are useful or agreeable to oneself or others,
highlighting how social utility and personal happiness underpin the recognition of virtues.

What methodology does Hume use in 'An Enquiry Concerning
the Principles of Morals' to examine moral principles?
Hume employs empirical observation and introspection to analyze human nature, relying on
experience and psychological insights rather than abstract speculation to understand the origins of
moral judgments.

Additional Resources
1. An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals by David Hume
This classic philosophical work by David Hume explores the foundations of morality, emphasizing the
role of human emotions and sentiments rather than reason alone. Hume argues that moral
distinctions are derived from feelings of approval and disapproval that arise within human nature. The
book challenges traditional rationalist approaches to ethics and lays the groundwork for modern
moral philosophy.

2. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals by Immanuel Kant
Kant’s seminal text investigates the basis of moral obligation and the concept of duty. He introduces
the idea of the categorical imperative, a universal moral law that applies regardless of personal
desires or consequences. This work is fundamental for understanding deontological ethics and the
nature of moral reasoning.

3. Utilitarianism by John Stuart Mill
In this influential book, Mill articulates the ethical theory of utilitarianism, which holds that actions are
right if they promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number. He defends the principle of
utility against common criticisms and discusses the qualitative differences between pleasures. The
book provides a practical approach to evaluating moral decisions based on outcomes.

4. The Nicomachean Ethics by Aristotle
Aristotle’s exploration of virtue ethics focuses on achieving eudaimonia, or human flourishing, through
the cultivation of moral virtues. He examines the importance of character and practical wisdom in
ethical behavior. This foundational text has shaped centuries of moral philosophy and continues to
influence contemporary ethical thought.

5. A Theory of Justice by John Rawls
Rawls presents a modern approach to morality grounded in the concept of justice as fairness. Using
the original position and veil of ignorance as thought experiments, he argues for principles that
ensure equality and protect individual rights. The book is a cornerstone in political philosophy and
ethical theory concerning social justice.

6. After Virtue by Alasdair MacIntyre
MacIntyre critiques modern moral philosophy and argues for a return to Aristotelian virtue ethics. He
contends that contemporary moral discourse is fragmented and that understanding virtues within
historical traditions is essential for coherent ethical practice. This work revitalizes discussions about



the role of community and narrative in moral development.

7. The Moral Landscape by Sam Harris
Harris proposes that science can and should inform our understanding of morality by focusing on
human well-being. He challenges the notion that moral questions are purely subjective or religious.
The book argues for a secular, empirical basis for ethics, bridging science and moral philosophy.

8. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong by J.L. Mackie
Mackie examines the nature of moral judgments and argues for moral skepticism, suggesting that
objective moral values do not exist. He introduces the "argument from queerness," which challenges
the plausibility of objective morality. This book is central to meta-ethical discussions about the
existence and foundation of moral facts.

9. The Elements of Moral Philosophy by James Rachels and Stuart Rachels
This accessible introduction provides a comprehensive overview of major ethical theories and
concepts. The Rachels present clear explanations and critical analysis of utilitarianism, deontology,
virtue ethics, and more. It is widely used in academic settings to foster understanding and debate
about moral principles.
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