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Abstract and Keywords
David Hume famously criticized rationalist theories of practical reason, 
arguing that reason alone is incapable of yielding action, and that some 
passionate element must be supplied. Contemporary theories of 
Humean inspiration develop a causal-explanatory model of action in 
terms of the joint operation of two distinct mental states: beliefs and 
desires, one inert and representational, the other dynamic. Such neo-
Humean theories claim that since desires, unlike beliefs, are not 
subject to direct rational evaluation (at least as long as they are 
coherent), an act can be said to be rational only in the sense that it is 
instrumental to realizing the agent’s desires. The historical Hume 
appears to have embraced a “sceptical solution” involving a more 
dynamic conception of belief, while admitting a default sense in which 
both beliefs and actions can be deemed reasonable or unreasonable.

Keywords:   David Hume, theory of action, rational action, rational choice, rational belief, 
desire, intention, instrumentalism, internalism, fact

The Humean theory of practical rationality has exerted a far-reaching 
influence on debates in moral theory, the philosophy of mind, and the 
human sciences generally. It has served as the basis for critiques of 
moral rationalism (roughly, the view that moral requirements are 
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requirements of practical reason itself) and moral cognitivism (the view 
that moral judgments can be, strictly speaking, true or false), and as 
part of the foundation for modern rational choice theory. Often 
contrasted with Aristotelian or Kantian theories of practical rationality, 
as in effect their main philosophical rival, the Humean theory is 
sometimes seen as advocating an essentially instrumental or 

hypothetical conception of practical reasons, the core of which is the 
thought that the one practical principle required of rational agents is a 
form of means/end rationality, and that no ends as such are rationally 
required, favored, or prohibited.

It is a genuine question whether modern Humean theories of practical 
reason are wholly faithful to the views of David Hume himself. Some 
interpreters claim that Hume was a thoroughgoing skeptic about 
practical reason, even of an instrumental kind. Others claim that Hume 
clearly endorsed means/end reasoning as a form of practical rationality, 
while others make the yet stronger claim that Hume accepted and used 
a substantive distinction between “reasonable” and “unreasonable” 
conduct—his criticisms were meant to show only that human reason,

as a strictly inferential faculty, was incapable on its own of 
capturing this distinction, since sentiments and passions play an 
ineliminable role in being reasonable. I shall call the Hume-inspired 
instrumentalist theories that now occupy center stage in most 
philosophical and social-scientific discussions neo-Humean theories of 
practical rationality. They share certain remarkably clear and 
compelling basic principles, which I will consider before entering into 
vexed questions about interpreting the historical Hume. A theory of 
practical reason typically involves a theory of action and a coordinate 
conception of the possible role of reason or reasons in action.

1. Neo-Humean Theories of Action
According to the neo-Humean theory of action, actions are behaviors 
suitably caused by an intention, which is understood to involve, at a 
minimum, a belief-desire pair (see Davidson, 1963). For example, Anne 
wants to send a fax and believes that she can do it at her office. She 
goes to her office intentionally, because the trip is undertaken under 
this organizing idea. This idea therefore supplies her with what can be 
said to be a hallmark of intention, namely, a ready answer to the 
question “What are you doing?” (Anscombe, 1957). Since her idea of 
what she is doing reflects her beliefs and desires, it points to a causal-
psychological explanation of her act. At the same time, because this 
explanation reveals the positive light in which she saw the action, it 
permits us to grasp her rationale in doing it. Thus the causal and 

(p.266) 
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normative senses of acting for a reason go hand in hand, even if one is 
not reducible to the other.

To be sure, the rationale thus identified need not be a good one, or one 
endorsed by us, in order for us to see the sense in which she is acting 
intentionally, or for a reason. The fax might not be worth sending, or it 
might have slipped Anne's mind that her office is closed today for 
repairs. Good and bad rationales share a distinctive form. Not every 
way beliefs and desires can cause an act will afford a “rationalizing 
explanation” of it (Davidson, 1963). Suppose that I am anxious about a 
meeting's outcome, and these disturbing beliefs and desires unsettle 
me, causing me to talk excessively and repetitively without realizing it. 
This excess jabber is the causal upshot of my beliefs and desires, but 
not therefore intentional—indeed, I have no rationale for it. (By 
contrast, an actor playing the role of someone in an unsettled state 
might intentionally improvise repetitive chatter; if questioned about his 
departure from the script, the actor could supply the rationale that he 
was attempting to represent more vividly the character's internal 
disturbance.) Spelling out the conditions of rationalizing causal expla

nation to exclude such “deviant” causal pathways between 
beliefs and desires on the one hand and action on the other proves 
difficult. Yet the link to causal explanation is an essential anchor for the 
theory and a source of much of its appeal in philosophy and the social 
sciences. By constraining the attribution of an agent's reasons for an 
act to causally efficacious factors figuring in an appropriate way in 
explanations of a certain form, it can introduce real empirical content 
into intentional explanation. Moreover, the causal connection plays an 
essential role in neo-Humean, compatibilist accounts of freedom of the 
will, which identify free action, roughly, as action in which one is doing 
what one wants to do because one wants to do it, without interference.

What of the normative side? What might justify calling causal factors 
“reasons” for an act at all, much less “good reasons,” rather than mere 
causes? Perhaps normativity enters the scene because once an action is 
seen as being done under an idea, we can introduce a relevant notion of
correctness in action. Thus, when Anne departs for the office with the 
idea of sending a fax, but forgetting that her office is closed for the day, 
this act will not succeed in realizing this governing idea, owing to a 
failure of fit between her conception of what she's doing and what she 
can and will actually do. We might thus say that her act was a mistake, 
and certainly she is likely to do so as well. But in what sense?

The neo-Humean will note that her act was based in part upon a belief 
that was mistaken, and that, by extension, the act itself was a mistake 
on her part. But this extended sense of “mistake” is not equivalent to 

(p.267) 
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the sense in which the belief itself is incorrect. Beliefs are false 
whenever the representation they contain is false. But actions are a 
form of organized activity that does not possess orthodox truth 
conditions as such. Similarly, according to the neo-Humean, Anne's 

desire to go to her office today might involve or depend upon various 
beliefs, but desires as such are not strictly true or false. Notions of 
“incorrectness” are applied only derivatively to desires, goals, and 
actions. Thus, a “mistaken desire” is understood by the neo-Humean to 
be a desire based upon ignorance, false beliefs, or erroneous inference. 
The corresponding idea of “correctness” or “rationality” in desire might 
be something like: what one would want (or want oneself to do or seek) 
if one were well informed and reasoning validly (Brandt, 1971).

The neo-Humean account draws upon a plausible division of mental 
states. Beliefs are cognitive states, representational in their primary 
function. With this “mind-to-world direction of fit,” they 
straightforwardly inherit the truth conditions of the representations 
they take as their objects. Their relation, if any, to will or motivation is 
psychological and subject-dependent rather than logical or necessary. 
Desires, by contrast, are conative states, functioning primarily to supply 
motivation to bring the world into accord with their constituent 
representation. For example, my desire to be drinking a glass of water 
is not made false by the fact that I am not, in fact, drinking water. On 
the contrary, this fact, plus my thirst, might make that desire eminently 
appropriate. Thus desires are said to have a “world-to-mind 
direction of fit”—they move us to bring the world into accord with their 
constituent representation (Humberstone, 1992; Smith, 1994).

(p.268) 
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2. Neo-Humean Theories of Practical Reason
This “belief/desire asymmetry” helps explain not only their 
complementary roles in causing and explaining action, it also fits with a 
compact and compelling explanation of the is/ought distinction and 
related fact/value distinction. Beliefs concern what is the case 
according to the agent; their satisfaction conditions are met when 
agents get the facts right. Belief “aims at truth,” and thus notions of 
truth and objectivity, and norms of evidence and propositional logic, 
apply to belief and to reasoning concerning belief, theoretical reason, 
by its very nature. Desires and values, by contrast, concern what is to 
be or ought to be the case according to agent; they “aim the agent 
toward an end,” namely, the desired object or valued state. They have 
action-guiding force on behalf of what they represent, not simple 
credence in it. They therefore lack straightforward truth conditions, 
and one cannot straightforwardly apply the same notions of objectivity, 
or norms of logic and evidence, to desire and to reasoning that 
concludes in action, practical reason. No wonder questions about 
“What to do?” cannot be answered by the same scientific methods as 
“What to believe?” This corresponds to the common-sense view that 
beliefs and factual judgments are “objective” and subject to 
authoritative expertise or methods, while desires and value judgments 
are “subjective” and liable to unresolved ultimate conflict, a point that 
has been used to support noncognitivism about value judgments (see 
Ayer, 1936).

Theoretical reasoning does have a role in practical reason. For 
example, it permits the agent to reach conclusions about cause-and-
effect relations that could reveal certain acts to be effective means to 
the agent's ends, or reveal empirical features of possible ends. But a 
further form of reasoning, instrumental or means/ends reasoning, is 
needed in order to put theoretical conclusions into practice: an agent 
who has a desire to E and believes that A-ing will help bring about E is 
therefore said to have a reason to A, other things equal. Since the end E
is supplied by the agent's desire rather than by reason itself, this is also 
often called a hypothetical conception of practical reasoning, in 
contrast to the categorical conceptions found among rationalists, 
according to which some acts or ends are required independently of 
any antecedent motivation.

This way of contrasting of hypothetical and categorical conceptions of 
ra tionality is, however, misleading. According to an 
instrumentalist, agents are rational (roughly) to the extent that they 
take the means appropriate to their ends, relative to what they believe. 
This claim is categorical rather than hypothetical—it does not depend 
upon the agent possessing any antecedent higher-order desire “to take 

(p.269) 
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the means appropriate to ends.” Indeed, if this sort of desire were 
required, a regress would arise: after all, one would need an 
antecedent desire to act upon one's higher-order desire in turn, and so 
on (see Dreier, 1997; Railton, 1997). Thus the issue is not whether 
instrumentalists can accommodate categorical rational requirements 
but rather what is, on their view, categorically required for practical 
rationality (Korsgaard, 1986).

Practical reasoning can be judged in terms of norms of efficiency: Does 
the agent arrive at an intention to act in a way that tends to realize her 
ends as much, or more, than available alternatives? A practically 
rational agent looks to balance or prioritize the strengths of her desires 
or ends, to consider outcomes in terms of their probability, and to 
choose causally effective means. The beliefs and estimates of relative 
strength of desire or probability of outcomes upon which the agent 
draws can be criticized as mistaken or irrational, as can her use of 
logical or instrumental reasoning, but her intrinsic desires or ultimate 
ends and their relative strengths are simply taken as they might be, or 
would be with more information.

A great advantage of this neo-Humean picture of practical reason is 
that fits so well into modern rational choice theory and rational decision 
theory in their orthodox forms. These theories afford our most 
systematic and well-developed account of how considerations bear on 
decisions. They permit the balancing of diverse ends and multiple 
sources of information, envisaging an agent facing a choice to be 
equipped with a set of desires or values (utilities or preferences
concerning possible outcomes) and a set of beliefs (subjective 
probabilities or expectancies) concerning the facts. In the orthodox 
version, the rational choice for the agent—whether the agent is an 
individual or an organized group—is the one that maximizes expected 
utility (the product of utility and probability) or moves the agent to a 
point in her preference ordering at least as high as any alternative (see 
Kaplan, 1996; Luce and Raiffa, 1957).

These are “rational” choices in the sense that alternatives would in a 
relatively clear sense be less promising, by the agent's own lights, to 
promote the constellation of ends she seeks, and so seem needlessly 
costly or self-defeating according to a rationale she herself could 
understand. Note that there is nothing essentially egoistic or hedonistic 
about this conception of utility, preference, and choice. An agent can 
most prefer impersonal or self-denying goals. The notion of `self-defeat' 
at work here has to do with failure to meet one's own goals, whatever 
their content.
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This “Hume-Ramsey” theory of rational choice can also be used in 
empirical inquiry. An assumption of rationality in something like the 
Hume-Ramsey sense enables us to infer an agent's beliefs and 
desires from his choices and actions. Such choices are said to “reveal” 
preferences and subjective credences, a technique often used in so-
called benefit-cost analysis or risk assessment. Although it has many 
complexities and many forms, and raises issues about how well human 
conduct actually approximates the theory or which standards of choice 
are most appropriate, the Hume-Ramsey theory is the backbone of a 
great deal of reasoning in economics, cognitive psychology, and public 
policy, both theoretical and experimental.

The neo-Humean theory is sometimes called internalist with regard to 
reasons for action, because it treats some sort of motivation on the part 
of the agent, such as desire, as a necessary component of intentional 
action, while also treating desire as a genuinely motivational 
psychological state. Thus, in order to say that an agent has a reason to 
perform act A, we must show that some or other motivation for doing A
could be found or mobilized within the agent's actual or potential 
motivational repertoire by a suitable means—information, instrumental 
deliberation, experience, and so on (Williams, 1981). This affords a 
relatively transparent way of explaining how this reason could support 
a practical `ought', or reasoning that can conclude in action.

At the same time, the neo-Humean theory is typically said to be 

externalist with regard to morality, and this has long been a source of 
criticism. An agent will have a practical reason to be moral, according 
to the neo-Humean, only if some suitable motivation, such as desire, is 
available to support it. To say that neo-Humean agents by their nature 
have a reason to be moral, then, would require showing that anyone 
meeting even the minimum conditions of this account of practical 
rationality—however his actual motivational repertoire might vary, and 
so long as his beliefs and ends are subject to relatively minimal norms 
and conditions of coherence—must have some intrinsic desire-based 
motive to be moral (see Smith, 1994). Otherwise, it would be from the 
standpoint of rationality a contingent matter whether a given agent has 
a reason to be moral, and there could in principle exist fully rational 
agents to whom morality could not be practically justified without 
supplying some incentive external to it. Clearly, we can threaten a 
person with punishment or sanction were she not to behave according 
to moral norms, but this would merely be instrumental motivation, 
based on the agent's intrinsic aversion to pain rather than to immorality 
as such. Since it is difficult to show that anyone capable of instrumental 
efficiency in action would necessarily possess a motivational repertoire 

(p.270) 
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capable of morally appropriate motivation, the neo-Humean often 
claims—or is criticized for being committed to—a kind of skepticism
with respect to the “rational authority” of morality. It would be a 
serious liability of neo-Humeanism if it required outright skepticism 
about morality, for example, if the standing of morality presupposed a 
notion of “rational authority” incompatible with neo-Humean views 
about motivation. However, a neo-Humean can argue that motivational 
externalism is compatible with the existence of good reasons to 
be moral. As in epistemology, logic, and aesthetics, one can say that 
good, justifying reasons exist for judgments or actions that mere 
rationality does not suffice to make us responsive to—other capacities 
are required.

3. Some Criticisms
Though admirably clear, several difficulties confront the neo-Humean 
approach. First, while many find it obvious that no goals are inherently 
irrational, others find this deeply bizarre. Some desires strike us as 
pointless or crazy (Gibbard, 1990; Parfit, 1984). A person who vows at 
age fifteen in a fit of anger about being teased by friends “never to 
speak to anyone ever again,” and who then spends the balance of his 
long life holding himself to this vow out of an unrelenting desire to hold 
to his vow to spite his friends—such a person strikes most of us as 
irrational, however amazingly efficient he is at realizing this goal. While 
very few would dispute that a capacity for means/end reasoning and 
goal-realization are part of practical rationality, the distinctive neo-
Humean claim has been that this capacity is the very essence of it.

A second class of problems for the neo-Humean theory concerns 
questions of rational action in situations where coordination among 
agents is possible, and that place certain goals within the reach of 
agents only if they can act in coordinated or cooperative ways that they 
cannot individually bring about. After all, many of the most important 
goals and projects of life involve acting effectively with others—even 
such basic tasks as learning language and using it communicatively. Yet 
individually optimal expected-value calculations can lead to failures to 
initiate or sustain cooperation even among nonmalicious agents (e.g., in 
the problems in the form of prisoners' dilemmas; see Regan, 1980, for 
discussion). This can lead to an individual's own goals being less well 
realized in the end than they could otherwise be, by placing outcomes 
that depend upon cooperation or coordination out of her reach. There 
appears, then, to be a global instrumentalist argument for being 
disposed to cooperate and to limit one's case-by-case instrumentalist 

(p.271) 
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reasoning. The difficulty is that this therefore cannot be the upshot of 
case-by-case instrumentalist reasoning alone.

A special instance of the problem of coordination arises within the 
agent over time. If intentions to act are, or involve, belief-desire pairs 
playing a certain causal role, then they will change as beliefs and 
desires change in their content or force—whatever the origin of this 
alteration. How then can a neo-Humean agent make a commitment to 
himself or to others to act in a certain way or hold to a certain

agreement? If we say that commitment is just one more desire, 
then as that desire changes, commitment will come and go. This makes 
neo-Humeans look unreliable as partners, and incapable even of 
effective long-term planning for their own purposes. But many of the 
most important goals and relationships we have depend upon a 
capacity to make such commitments, and to hold ourselves to them 
even when we'd prefer not to. The “bare bones” belief-desire account 
may have to be supplemented to include something that can play the 
role of commitment or resolve if certain important goods are to remain 
within the effective range of practical reason (Bratman, 1999).

The problem of self-coordination over time, like the problem of 
interpersonal coordination among agents, could furnish grounds for a 
wider conception of what instrumental rationality really involves. After 
all, if the key idea of instrumentalism is that rationality is a general-
purpose ability to identify and follow appropriate means to ends, then 
full instrumental rationality would itself involve the capacities needed 
to coordinate and cooperate, to form and follow plans, and so on. The 
fault might lie less with the idea that rationality is instrumental than 
with the overly simple ways in which the “instrumental principle” has 
usually been conceived.

Such an enrichment of instrumental rationality need not be antithetical 
to neo-Humeanism. I have already shown that the neo-Humean cannot 
defend his position as “purely hypothetical,” and therefore innocent of 
any categorical notion of practical reasons. An agent who has desire D
and who believes that the only way to realize D is to perform act A is 
said to have a hypothetical reason to A, other things equal. But what if 
the agent recognizes this, and finds himself with no motivation to A, or 
even a strong intrinsic aversion to A-ing (say, to accept a horribly 
painful shot to prevent rabies)? Having a motivation is a psychological 
matter, and nothing about desiring an end seems to guarantee 
psychologically that one will also desire the means that turn out to be 
necessary to it. A defender of the hypothetical conception might reply: 
“But no one can be said to have a desire D unless he is, or is disposed to 
be, motivated to take the means necessary to it.” But then the view will 

(p.272) 
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have been saved at the expense of making it impossible to violate. 
Norms require the possibility of violation as well as adherence. To be 
true to his theory, an instrumentalist must reply: “This person is simply 
irrational. Rational people are motivated to take necessary means to 
their ends, independently of whatever else they might contingently 
desire.” But this categorical principle seems to many philosophers 
simply false: merely having an end (a psychological state) cannot 
suffice—analytically or metaphysically—to give an agent a reason to 
act, or to make the act in any sense normatively correct. A person who 
wants to create mass panic might reason (accurately, let us suppose) 
that the best available means to this end is to release poison gas in an 
urban subway system; but it might sensibly be questioned whether she 
(or anyone) has any good reason at all to do this, or that his act 
will count as well aimed or well done if it succeeds (Hare, 1971). 
Similarly, if this person chooses an inappropriate means to his end, we 
can say that this is an error in the execution of his aim, but such a 
judgment has “narrow scope” for normative purposes. In contrast to 
the case of belief, where we credit someone with “wide scope” 
correctness in belief—having “gotten it right”—even if he who arrives 
at the truth on the basis of evidence we cannot see as offering a good 
epistemic reasons (say, the interpretation of Tarot cards), we need not 
credit someone with “wide scope” correctness in action who 
successfully executes an act that we cannot see as based on good 
practical reasons. We may see the well-executed act as a mistake.

The neo-Humean can argue in response to such criticisms that the very 
possibility of practical rationality requires that individuals be able to 
attribute some degree of default authority to the ends they happen 
have. Suppose it were otherwise, and one could not take any goal as a 
reason for action without first certifying that it is genuinely desirable. 
We cannot desire at will, and we can assess claims on behalf of 
desirability only from where we now are. How might one arrive at 
judgments of desirability, or reflect critically on a claim that a certain 
end is intrinsically desirable, if one cannot make any use of one's 
existing desires and motivational repertoire as starting points? Ought
implies can, and it must be allowed that any process or desire 
formation, criticism, and revision will involve a role for bare facts about 
“what matters” to us as we actually are.

Third, though beliefs and desires are plainly different in many respects, 
can the neo-Humean version of the belief-desire asymmetry—and 
associated fact/value distinction—be defended? Many of the arguments 
neo-Humeans offer on behalf of the idea that desire cannot be based 
upon reason could be applied with equal force to belief. Beliefs are not 

(p.273) 
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bare propositions but attitudes that play an elaborate functional role in 
the human system of expectation and action. They are not “bare” or 
“inert” representations, and their functional nature involves faculties 
other than the merely cognitive. Nor are they merely “aimed at truth”—
the most effective way to assure truth in one's beliefs would 
presumably be to restrict oneself to tautologies. Believers need to have 
multidimensional norms permitting tradeoffs between content and 
evidence, explanatoriness and reliability, particularity and generality, 
relevance and alternatives. No one set of such norms seems rationally 
required. It is unclear in epistemology, as well as ethics, how to resolve 
fundamental differences between individuals concerning which claims 
or rules of inference are “self-evident” or basic. Attempts to defend 
such a position would seem to need principles of evidence and logical 
validity, thus begging the question. Thus, neither belief nor desire 
seems to be based on the faculty of reason alone.

Much more can be said on behalf of the neo-Humean account of 
practical reason. But any such defense must provide justification not 
only for attributing some default and defeasible normative force 
to instrumental reasons, which seems very plausible, but also that the 
instrumental principle suffices for practical rationality, which is much 
more questionable.

(p.274) 
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4. Hume's Theory of Action
The position set forth by the young Hume in the Treatise of Human 
Nature was re-presented more eloquently but perhaps less sharply—or 
perhaps, according to another view, significantly modified—in later 
works. What we might call his theory of human action (though it 
appears to apply to a wider domain of human and even animal behavior 
than contemporary theories of “action for a reason”) presents itself as 
based upon an analysis of psychological faculties: reasoning, 
imagination, sensation, memory, motivation, and passion. These 
faculties are linked together causally, via functional and structural 
relations, some of which are “initial,” others acquired through 
association and habit. Belief gives to an idea—a mental representation 
or “copy”—the same force upon feeling and action that sensation gives 
to the impressions of experience. It is a “firm conception” of a 
representation that gives rise to corresponding expectations (projects 
or “spreads” the mind), something “felt by the mind” that gives ideas 
“more force and influence; infixes them in the mind; and renders them 
the governing principles of all our actions” (Treatise, app.). This 
“infixed” disposition to rely upon an idea in thought and action can be 
strengthened noninferentially by “vivid impressions” (current 
experience), “custom” (frequency of past conjunctions in experience), 
and “association” (e.g., by resemblance among ideas) (for a recent 
defense of a dispositional account of belief in Hume, see Loeb, 2002; 
see also Owen, 1999). Deductive and causal reasoning (inferences 
among ideas) are based upon these immediate thought transitions, 
rather than the other way around. This is a “bottom up” conception, 
according to which we account for the possibility of inference by steps 
not themselves requiring the mediation of further judgment involving 
an inferential principle (Treatise, I.iii.7).

Desires involve affect (“immediate agreeableness” and 
“disagreeableness”) and motive, though they are not necessarily 
egoistic or hedonistic. The vengeful person likes the idea of hurting 
another and wants to do this, even to his own loss; the loving parent 
likes the idea of helping his children without requiring reference to his 
own well-being; and all of us can experience some measure of 
“sympathy” for others, which makes us experience their feelings 
immediately in ourselves, by a kind of emotional resonance, and be 
moved to respond accordingly (Treatise, II.1.11). Thus, “the minds of 
men are mirrors to one another” (Treatise, II.ii.5), and problems 
of coordination and cooperation with others, and with oneself over 
time, depend for their resolution on such sympathy—humans are “fitted 
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for” society, and “can form no wish, which has not a reference to 
society” (Treatise, II.ii.5).

The link between belief, desire, and action, then, is a natural 
consequence of the functional tendencies already present in belief and 
desire, as situated in a human psyche. Here, too, we find a “bottom up” 
picture. A great deal of intentional action involves no act of deliberate 
judgment. As I write sentences, speak with a friend, or walk through 
familiar buildings or streets, my activity is constantly intentional but 
seldom involves a distinctive judgment or reflection. Activity can be 
guided by an idea or representation without further judgment when 
belief and desire—both, for Hume, action-guiding states of mind—share 
an object, so that action can result from a state of “understanding and 
passion” without the intermediation of a distinctive faculty of self-
willing. Hume's theory of action is thus of a piece with his overall 
account of mind and the self, which sought systematically to avoid 
positing a “self-within-the-self.”

By contrast, an account of action that requires an “act of the will” on 
the part of the agent in order to forge together the components of 
action into an intention seems to posit an inner self acting intentionally 
as a precondition for intentional action. For either the process of 
forming of a will is itself an action, or it is a “merely natural sequence” 
that results causally from the agent's current thoughts, aims, and 
expectations. If it is the former, then a regress is launched; if it is the 
latter, then the theory already concedes that intentional action can 
arise “naturally,” without a prior act of will to set it in motion. Hume in 
effect offered an account of intentional action that shows how behavior 
can be guided “under an idea,” but that avoids displacing the problem 
of action onto an inner agent. Agency can belong to the active states of 
belief and desire, and decision and deliberation can be the result of 
processes that are not themselves decisions or deliberations. “Unless 
nature had given some original qualities to the mind, it cou'd never 
have any secondary ones; because it wou'd have no foundation for any 
action, nor cou'd it ever begin to exert itself,” Hume argued (Treatise, 
II.i.3). What, then, does this theory say about the nature of practical 
reason?
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5. Hume's Theory of Practical Reason
The Treatise ringingly concludes that since evaluative attitudes are 
“original existences” rather than “copies” or representations that could 
be strictly speaking true or false, and since reason is concerned with 
matters of truth or falsity, it follows that morality cannot be 
based on reason alone. Hume writes, infamously, that “ '[t]is not 
contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to 
scratching of my finger” (Treatise, II.iii.3). Indeed, even prudence 
cannot be based on reason alone: “ 'Tis as little contrary to reason to 
prefer even my own acknowledged lesser good to my greater” (Treatise, 
II.iii.3). And in a perfectly general way, Hume argues that the transition 
from the descriptive language of is—the domain of truth and falsity, 
strictly speaking—to the normative language of ought is not an 
inference that could issue from reason alone (Treatise, III.i.1).

This is not, however, because belief belongs to the cognitive side of our 
faculties, while desire belongs on the side of feelings. For in part I of 
the Treatise, Hume has concluded that “belief is more properly an act 
of the sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures” (Treatise, 
I.iv.1). This is so even in the case of beliefs of the kind found in 
mathematics or empirical, causal science. Thus “belief is nothing but a 
peculiar feeling, different from the simple conception” (Treatise, app.). 
The historical Hume thus seems not to accept the form of belief-desire 
asymmetry central to neo-Humeanism. For reasons touched on earlier 
(namely, that a state of belief is not a mere idea but a “manner of 
conceiving” an idea, an attitude toward a representation, which gives it 
a certain role in the individual's thought and action), this might be a 
point in his favor. Moreover, it places his view closer to the 
contemporary psychology of belief than the neo-Humean position. Even 
the much-aligned “association of ideas” that underlies Hume's account 
of inference and reasoning, and of the “apropos of discourse,” has come 
in for new life in contemporary neuroscience, as connectionist or 
network models of the brain have gained strength against more 
classically computational models. Moreover, cognitive psychology, 
evolutionary psychology, and neuroscience are giving increasing 
emphasis to the role of feeling in cognition (Damasio, 1994). Prominent 
in these accounts are the roles of default trust and empathy, akin to 
Humean ideas of belief and sympathy (see Axelrod, 1984; Baron-Cohen, 
1995).

For philosophers, however, Hume's thoroughgoing recourse to feeling 
and association to explain the nature and operation of belief and desire 
immediately raise the question whether the upshot is skepticism about 
theoretical and practical reason alike. Some would say so, that Hume 
has replaced normative principles with mere psychological regularities 
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(Korsgaard, 1997). However, Hume could say on his behalf that even 
the most elevated rationalist theories must, if they are to be relevant to 
human thought and action, show how actual states of the human mind 
could realize the a priori psychology they presuppose. Positing inner 
states that lead to regress or that could not in principle be realized by 
“mere causal processes” would only be to exclude any actual human 
psyche from ever attaining them. Hume's account, by contrast, could, if 
successful, permit a belief-desire psychology to explain how our actual 
states of mind could deserve the name of reasons or reasoning. Hume's 
theory (and the brief description offered here is but one possible 
interpretation of complex and difficult body of work) is designed

precisely to provide a psychological infrastructure that could 
support human deliberative and rational capacities without 
presupposing the operation of these capacities as preconditions for its 
own existence. Even the hard-core rationalist might find a use for 
Hume's account, since philosophers almost universally hold it to be an a 
priori principle that normative attribution supervenes upon 
nonnormative facts, and Hume's account would afford a way of seeing 
how this could be so.

The Treatise itself appears to conclude that our substantive ways of 
forming belief and acting are in fact largely “reasonable.” In any event, 
Hume takes them to be nonoptional. “I may, nay I must yield to the 
current of nature, in submitting to my senses and 
understanding” (Treatise, I.iv.7). Human belief and action, even human 
reasoning and judgment themselves, presuppose substantive, initial 
psychological dispositions to trust one's perceptions, memories, 
motives, and associations of ideas. These dispositions, he argues, could 
never be arrived at or justified by reasoning or understanding alone, 
since any such process of thought must use them itself. A 
thoroughgoing rationalism would simply be its own undoing, either via 
circularity or regress (Treatise, I.iv.7).

However, a thoroughgoing skepticism would be equally self-betraying in 
a different way. If the skeptic claims that we are unreasonable not to 
accept her skeptical conclusions, because she has made an argument to 
which we have no adequate counterargument, she unwittingly shows 
her own unskeptical acceptance of logic and reason. The skeptic faces 
an awkward choice: either acknowledge logical principles as normative 
for thought, and thereby abandon thoroughgoing skepticism, or deny 
logical principles this status, but be unable to offer any reason or 
argument on behalf of this sweeping claim.

(p.277) 
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The result for Hume is neither pure skepticism nor its refutation, but a 
“sceptical solution” that is a mixture of an initial, default trust or 
nonskepticism toward ordinary experience and belief-formation, while 
recognizing that one can offer no self-standing reason for this. This 
mixed view is the only stable position of the mind in the world. He 
recommends: “In all the incidents of life we ought still to preserve our 
scepticism,” though “[w]here reason is lively, and mixes itself with some 
propensity, it ought to be assented to” (Treatise, I.iv.7). As I noted 
earlier in discussing instumentalism, a similar doctrine applies in the 
case of desires—attributing to desires a default normative authority is 
to be mixed with a recognition that this is no proof of their aptness, 
only an acknowledgement of their indispensability if apt action is ever 
to be undertaken at all.

Hume thus seems to have had as his primary target not the very idea of 
giving a normative theory of how to conduct ourselves in thought and 
action, but rationalist versions of such theories and the disingenuous 
forms of skepticism they feed into. In general, when Hume uses the 
term `reason' for a human faculty, he has in mind something much 
narrower than our overall ability to be responsive to reasons. He means 
to pick out reasoning—“demonstrative and probable rea
sonings” (Treatise, I.iii.9). We find an echo of Hume's view in the 
modern Bayesian position that all reasoning, deductive as well as 
inductive, calls for “priors”—degrees of subjective credence in 
principles and hypotheses that one relies upon initially without 
question, and that cannot, without circularity or regress, be justified by 
argument ab initio. The question of rationality in belief and action is not 
“How to start from scratch?” but “Where to go from here?” And where 
to begin the dynamic process of belief revision, other than with what 
we now find credible? Or the dynamic process of desire revision, other 
than with what we now find desirable?

6. Some Criticisms
Hume's theory thus allows substantive elements of “reasonableness” 
and substantive capacities to be responsive to reasons into his account 
of belief and action without requiring an a priori justification. Such 
elements can continue to earn our allegiance in the long run by 
vindicating (though not validating) themselves over the course of 
experience, stabilizing themselves in our mental economy rather than 
destabilizing or undermining themselves. In this, Hume's theory may 
come closer to fitting common-sense notions of what is rational or 
reasonable. This process resembles a kind of dynamic reflective 
equilibrium, and allows for a good deal of revision as experience grows. 
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But it provides no a priori guarantee that the revisions are 

improvements, or that the end result is correct and free of arbitrary 
contingencies. We could be caught in a self-reinforcing circle of 
mutually compensating error.

Hume must concede to the skeptic that we cannot close the question 
whether any of our currently accepted beliefs, desires, or principles is 
truly valid. Even principles of logic cannot be defended in a purely a 
priori manner. Moreover, Hume's reliance upon a posteriori stability 
runs its own risk of being circular, and without normative force. 
Lacking recourse to a priori justification, and without awareness of 
Darwinian theory or the possibilities of evolutionary epistemology that 
have been explored in recent philosophy, Hume is left in the first 
Enquiry to marvel at what remains for him a “kind of pre-established 
harmony between the course of nature and the succession of our 
ideas” (Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, V.ii). Many find this 
position manifestly inadequate, even faut de mieux.

A second broad area of dissatisfaction with Hume's view is that the 
“reasonableness” of morality becomes a contingent practical question 
rather than a question that can be settled a priori. Since reason alone 
cannot either require or explain moral motivation, humans can 
be expected to be moral only to the extent that they reliably possess 
and act on certain desires. For Hume, we are equipped by nature with 
natural sentiments of self-concern over time, generosity toward those 
close to us, and sympathy, which can be extended to anyone. Overall, he 
thinks the balance in us as individuals often favors other-oriented 
feeling over self-oriented feeling. These natural sentiments can be 
mobilized as well on behalf of acquiring new motives for rules or 
conventions that can regulate public life in accord with principles of 
justice and “artificial” virtue, the benefits of which for general well-
being we can recognize and will tend to approve. These natural and 
acquired mechanisms are by and large reliable enough to make 
sociability, cooperativeness, civility, and morality widespread human 
phenomena, and part of a happy human life. The immoral or amoral 
individual suffers less from a defect of reason as such than from 
alienation from normal human sociability or relatedness, which can 
infect him from within even if he is socially successful in other ways. 
We do not envy the “sensible knave” his life (Enquiry Concerning the 
Principles of Morals, IX.ii).

Hume saw this account of the role of sentiments and passions as 
components of moral conduct and public justice as having an important 
explanatory advantage over rationalist and more narrowly “moral 
sense” theories. Feelings, motives, and beliefs that are not inherently 
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moral can be redeployed on behalf of morality, accounting for its 
capacity to appeal and motivate, on the one hand, and, on the other, for 
the possibility that moral or just conduct can compete with other 
genuine advantages or appeals in ways that correctness in reasoning 
alone cannot resolve. Hume's account thus dispenses with special-
purpose motivational or cognitive faculties, and helps us see how 
morality could be attainable by those with normal human psychologies.

However, since the force of morality, according to Hume, depends upon 
sentiment and desire, and not on reason alone, it looks as if lack of 
moral motivation would not be a rational defect. What then becomes of 
ideas of obligation or duty, which are supposed to bind agents 

categorically even in the absence of favorable motivation or feeling? To 
some extent, Hume could respond by pointing out that even Kant 
required that we posit in human empirical psychology certain desires 
not themselves derivable from reasoning alone, the so-called moral 
feeling, without which humans would experience no subjective force of 
duty (Metaphysics of Morals, 6.399–400). The idea, shared by Hume 
and Kant, that human moral conduct depends empirically upon the 
presence of appropriate desires, is not equivalent to the idea that the 
moral principles to which the agent conforms are hypothetical or 
conditional in form. A principle that makes no reference to our personal 
motives or ends can engage us, on Hume's and Kant's accounts, since 
non-self-interested motivation, such as that based subjectively upon 
generalized or direct sympathy or the “moral feeling,” respectively, 
permits empirical motivation of an impartial sort.

Still, for Hume, facts about what motivating reasons we have 
will always depend upon contingent facts about what we, our world, 
and our relation to it, happen to be like. No particular set of desires is a 
condition on rationality. Perhaps that is as it should be—we should 
never have expected otherwise. But all this comes as a disappointment 
to some of the loftiest aspirations of philosophy.
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