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Two fundamental criticisms at Hume’s “moral sentiment”
LIU Shaoming
(School of Philosophy, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430072, China)

Abstract: Based on the two features of Hume’s moral sentiment, namely the emotional context and the dependence of
moral sentiment on their referents, we can clarify that the primary of moral emotion is questionable in his theory of
moral sentiment, which in itself is not necessarily ethical behavior and starting point of moral judgment. The moral
emotion of referent objects are to be specified in advance, otherwise the moral emotions are very blind. The former one
has challenged the moral emotion as the basis of moral force. It is almost impossible to testify the primary and to realize
the idealized operation as the environment and background factors are too complicated. But it is fairly easy to find the
proof that moral sentiments have some backgrounds. The second critic view casts doubt on the clarity of moral feeling.
Hume’s solution to this problem is to set ethical principles and idealistic people. This presumption does not comply with
the method of empiricism, which proves that the foundation of this solution is very weak. So these two implicit
characteristics of moral emotions have a great challenge at Hume’s theory which regards the sentiment as the basis of
morality.
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