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DAVID HUME AND JANE AUSTEN:  The Sensible Knave? 
 
Duke/UNC Gateway, 9 April 2015 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Distinguish Three Issues: 
 

- ASSURANCE: Is it in each individual’s interest for there to be an authoriative social practice of enforcing 
laws or property rights or contracts? 

o Answer: For everyone (if we are as equal as Hobbes says): Yes:   
§ Security  
§ Coordination advantages, etc. 

 
- COMMITMENT: Is it in each individual’s interest to following these rules in general? 

o Answer: For most people, Yes:  
§ to avoid being ostracised,  
§ to ensure one’s reputation,  
§ future trust,  
§ but also one’s peace of mind – it is easier to follow the rules than to constantly cheat 

• Headline this week: “Man’s Car Accident Brings All 17 Girlfriends to Bedside” 
…"I was really worried when I heard that he was in hospital," Xiao Li, a girlfriend of 18 months, 
told Xiaoxiang Morning Herald. "But when I started seeing more and more beautiful girls show up, 
I couldn't cry any more." 

 
- COMPLIANCE: Is it in each individual’s interest to follow these rules in every single case? 

o Answer:  Maybe not?  This is the challenge of Free Riding or the ‘Sensible Knave.’ 
 
 
Hume’s response to COMMITMENT creates a difficulty with COMPLIANCE: 
 

…And thus justice establishes itself by a kind of convention or agreement; that is, by a sense of interest, 
supposed to be common to all, and where every single act is performed in expectation that others are to 
perform the like. Without such a convention, no one would ever have dreamed, that there was such a 
virtue as justice, or have been induced to conform his actions to it. Taking any single act, my justice may 
be pernicious in every respect; and it is only upon the supposition that others are to imitate my 
example, that I can be induced to embrace that virtue; since nothing but this combination can render 
justice advantageous, or afford me any motives to conform my self to its rules. 
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This condition – that others imitate my example – provides a flimsy support for compliance with the rule in 
every single instance.  Hume notes that someone might enjoy the ‘interest…common to all’ provided by general 
acceptance of the rule, but without complying in every case, by free riding on enough other peoples’ compliance: 
 

A sensible knave…may think that an act of iniquity….will make a considerable addition to his fortune, 
without causing any considerable breach in the social union…. That honesty is the best policy, may be a 
good general rule, but is liable to many exceptions: and he, it may perhaps be thought, conducts himself 
with most wisdom, who observes the general rule, and takes advantage of all the exceptions…” 

 
Some conditions of the case: 

- it will be significantly advantageous to the knave to break the rule 
- no-one will find out that the knave broke the rule (perhaps the drunk will think he lost his wallet)  
- the rule itself will not be undermined by this violation, so this will not create difficulties for ASSURANCE 

or to the knave’s general commitment.  (This should be uncontentious, especially in a massive society.) 
 
Here’s an example:  The knave is walking home late at night.  He goes down a dark alley.  A man has passed 

out, drunk, and his wallet – stuffed with money – has fallen out of his pocket.  There is 
no way he would waken up if the knave were to take the wallet.  There are no security 
cameras and no observers.   

 
Hence The Question of Compliance: What reason does the knave have not to take the wallet? 
Hume’s Reply to the Sensible Knave Objection Regarding the Virtue of Justice: 
 
Let’s start with a simplified version of a principle Hume accepts:  
 
HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM: you have a reason to do something if and only if doing that thing will satisfy some desire 
of yours. 
 

Important!  Distinguish HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM from ETHICAL EGOISM, the thesis that everyone ought only to 
act in promotion of his own self-interest. 

  
Central Difference:  HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM involves no restriction to desires for our own self-interest: 

o “…though it be rare to meet with one, who loves any single person better than himself; yet it is 
as rare to meet with one, in whom all the kind affections, taken together, do not overbalance all 
the selfish.” 

 
Important!  Very Important!  Distinguish: 
- your account of well-being (examples: hedonism, desire-satisfactionism, flourishing-ism) 
- your account of reasons or right and wrong (examples: consequentialism, deontology) 
- your explanation of motivation or action (examples: revealed preference theory, apparent reasons 

theory) 
 

 
This changes the question for Hume to: what desires will be satisfied if the knave does not take the wallet? 
 
Hume definitely thinks that many people will have some such desires: 
 

- He appeals to “a sense of common interest, which sense each man feels in his own breast, which he remarks 
in his fellows, and which carries him, in concurrence with others, into a general plan or system of actions, 
which tends to public utility; it must be owned, that, in this sense, justice arises from human conventions.” 

- He thinks that these desires can be inculcated into children: “…In a little time, custom and habit operating 
on the tender minds of the children, makes them sensible of the advantages, which they may reap from 
society, as well as fashions them by degrees for it [society], by rubbing off those rough corners and untoward 
affections, which prevent their coalition.” 

- He gestures at a loftier kind of satisfaction: “Inward peace of mind, consciousness of integrity… these 
are very requisite to happiness… knaves… have sacrificed the invaluable enjoyment of a character for 
the acquisition of worthless toys…” 

- He does say in the Treatise: “’tis impossible for men to consult their interest in so effectual a manner, as 
by an universal and inflexible observance of the rules of justice, by which alone they can preserve 
society.” 
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o But it isn’t clear why an inflexible observance would be better than a flexible one that appears 
inflexible. 

-  “Inward peace of mind, consciousness of integrity, a satisfactory review of our own conduct; these are 
circumstances very requisite to happiness, and will be cherished and cultivated by every honest man, 
who feels the importance of them.”  

- Desires to avoid internal sanction for violating convention (guilt or lack of integrity) 
- In some peoople: the desire to avoid being liable for censure for violating convention 
- Other virtues might be satisfied: e.g. benevolence 

 
 
HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM has more resources than ETHICAL EGOISM for explaining reasons to be just (or moral).  
However HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM still insists that reasons are still constrained by individual desires.  Individual 
desires are utterly contingent.  Even though our desires are often benevolent, they are not always and 
everywhere.  In those exceptional cases, Hume has to deny that there is a reason to be just: 
 
If his heart rebel not against such pernicious maxims, if he feel no reluctance to thoughts of villainy or baseness, 
he has indeed lost a considerable motive to virtue…. (EPM 9.2.23/283) 
 
 
 
The Problem Generalises: 
 
So far, for Hume, this concession is restricted to the virtue of justice:  
 
“Treating vice with the greatest candour, and making it all possible concessions, we must acknowledge, that 
there is not, in any instance, the smallest pretext for giving it the preference above virtue, with a view to self-
interest; except, perhaps, in the case of justice, where a man, taking things in a certain light, may often seem to 
be a loser by his integrity.” 
 
Hume maintains that everyone has reasons to be virtuous rather than vicious, except in the case of justice: 
 

- Virtues are mental actions or qualities that are useful or agreeable to the person himself or to others 
(EPM, 9.1.1/268), it follows automatically that many non-virtuous acts will be either harmful or 
disagreeable to the person who perpetrates them.  

o E.g. extravagance is costly (e.g. Wickham, Willoughby, Sir Walter Elliot) 
 

- The ‘companionable virtues of good manners and wit, decency and genteelness’… render a person 
immediately agreeable…since everyone prefers to have their ‘company coveted, admired [and] 
followed; rather than hated, despised [and] avoided.’ 
  

- If you are selfish, ungrateful, avaricious or unkind, or, more generally, if you are the kind of person who 
exploits other people – you will soon feel the effects of a bad reputation. It is unpleasant to be despised 
or disliked, and we all need the goodwill of others if we are going to get by.  

  
 
Jane Austen challenges this (as a bit naïve): 
 

- Power and social position can often shield us from the consequences of our other-regarding vices (those 
vices that are immediately harmful to persons other than the agent).  

o A Lady Catherine de Bourgh need never lack for sycophants despite her arrogant incivilities 
o A Henry Crawford can run off with Mrs Rushworth without unduly damaging his reputation. 

 
- Good looks, charm and a smattering of the ‘companionable virtues’ can often atone for real moral vices.  

o “‘My dear Miss Price,’ said Miss Crawford, as soon as she was at all within hearing, ‘I am come 
to make my own apologies for keeping you waiting; but I have nothing in the world to say for 
myself – I knew it was very late, and that I was behaving extremely ill; and therefore, if you 
please, you must forgive me. Selfishness must always be forgiven, you know, because there is 
no hope of a cure.”  
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o As a consequence of this pretty apology and Fanny’s civil, but slightly servile, response, Miss 
Crawford gets four more days of exhilarating horse-riding in the company of the attractive, if 
unduly clerical Edmund, while Fanny has to run errands in the hot sun for her detestable aunts.  

 
- Even the feckless Wickham manages to save himself from the consequences of one vice (extravagance) 

by his happy facility at another (seduction).  
 

- “The whole of Lucy’s behaviour in the affair, and the prosperity which crowned it, therefore, may be 
held forth as a most encouraging instance of what an earnest, an unceasing attention to self–interest, 
however its progress may be apparently obstructed, will do in securing every advantage of fortune, 
with no other sacrifice than that of time and conscience.”  She entices an honorable man into marriage, 
holds him to it at the cost of his inheritance, and then throws him over in favor of his more financially 
well-endowed brother.  

 
- A sensible knave might be tempted by other ways of doing people down besides theft and fraud. 

Trifling with other people’s affections, or getting girls pregnant and then dumping them, or sponging 
off your friends and then refusing to help them when they are in need, are all ways of deriving profit or 
pleasure at other people’s expense.   (Pigden) 

 
 
So lets put aside ETHICAL EGOISM and HUMEAN SUBJECTIVISM.  What reason do we have to be moral? 

 
 

1. Because God commands it? 
 

a. But why does that give a reason?  If just because of the Heaven/Hell-style incentive this view 
collapses into a version of egoism or subjectivism. 
 

b. Euthyphro worry: does God command it because it is right, or are his commands arbitrary? 
 

 
2. A solution from Sidgwick: The interests of others. 

 
a. Sidgwick’s Argument for the Principle of Benevolence (Methods of Ethics): 

  
Premise One:  “The good of any one individual is of no more importance, from the point of 
view…of the Universe, than the good of any other; unless, that is, there are special grounds for 
believing that more good is likely to be realized in the one case than in the other.”  
 
Premise Two: “…as a rational being I am bound to aim at good generally, – so far as it is 
attainable by my efforts, – not merely at a particular part of it.” 
 
Therefore: “…each one is morally bound to regard the good of any other individual as much as 
his own, except in so far as he judges it to be less, when impartially viewed, or less certainly 
knowable or attainable by him.” 
 
 
Or as someone might put it nowadays: 
 

b. Value-based theory of reasons: some fact of the form [some action available to you would realise 
some state of affairs] is a reason for you to perform that action if and only if that state of affairs 
is valuable. 
 
Notice that on this view, there emerges an interesting and structurally similar question about 
reasons to comply with socially beneficial rules: what reason do we have to follow a value-
creating rule on an occasion in which no value will be created? 
 
For instance: what reason would you have to keep a valueless promise, e.g. a promise to do 
something evil, or a promise to a dead person, or a promise to repay a rich stranger. 
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Appendix: Some Games in Hume (from Hardin’s David Hume, Moral and Political Theorist – recommended):  

Dyadic and small-number  Large-number  

  Pure Conflict  Conflict  
Benevolence  
(T3.3.3, SBN 602–6; EPM2, SBN 176–81)  Distributive Justice (EPM3.26, SBN 194)  

Gratuitous promise  
 

  Cooperation (exchange)  Collective Action  
Exchange promise (T3.2.5, SBN 516–25)  Dredging harbors, etc. ( T3.2.7.8, SBN 539)  
Draining meadow (T3.2.7.8, SBN 538) Draining meadow ( T3.2.7.8, SBN 538)  
Mutual help in harvesting (T3.2.5.8, SBN 520–1)  

 
  Coordination  Coordination/Convention  
Coordination promise ! Royal succession ( T3.2.10.9 – 13, SBN 559–61)  
Two men in a boat (EPM3.8, SBN 306)  Inheritance rules ( T3.2.3.11, SBN 510 – 13)  

 

Pedestrians (EPM4.19 n, SBN 210 n) 
Traffic rules for wagons (EPM4.19, SBN 210) 

 


