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Actions are not Rational or Irrational





	It seems true to say that many ethical issues could be better served and settled if only people handled them more reasonably.  Let's take Bob who chooses to go out when he thinks its better to study, who chooses to watch tv when he thinks it better to get some exercise, and who loses his nerve when he thinks its better to keep his cool and calmly ask a girl out on a date.  Certainly Bob is acting contrary to reason, right?  Hume claims otherwise, seeing nothing irrational in Bob's behavior.  Hume argues successfully, in A Treatise of Human Nature, that there is no such thing as rationality or irrationality in actions. 	


	How can Bob's actions be deemed rational or irrational if "reason is, and ought only be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them" (Hume 415)?  Hume believes that passion and not reason has an influence on the will.  Thus no action is rational or irrational.  In order to grasp Hume's idea we will need to define reason.  Hume identifies reason with the understanding, and defines it as including reasoning of two sorts, demonstration and probability.  Demonstration "regards the abstract relations of our ideas" and probability concerns the "relations of objects of which experience only gives us information," or cause and effect (Hume 413).  Hume aims to prove that "reason alone can never be a motive to any action of the will; and that it can never oppose passion in the direction of the will" (Hume 413).  Through reason we can only infer beliefs about the way things are.  Hume thinks that to be moved by these beliefs depend on whether we have desires to which the beliefs are relevant.  Hume cannot accept mathematics or arithmetic having in themselves any influence on the will.  For example, how can knowing that 2 + 2 = 4, yet knowing nothing else or having any desire, influence the will?  Would it matter that 2 + 2 = 4 if you had no use for it?  If I had the desire to have 4 apples and only have 2, then I can use this desire to motivate me along with the understanding that 2 + 2 = 4 to satisfy my desire by getting two more apples.  There must be a passion to make use of the reason.  Since reason alone cannot affect the will, Hume infers that "the same faculty is as incapable of preventing volition, or of disputing the preference with any passion or emotion" (Hume 415).  It is inferred correctly because nothing can oppose passion without an opposite influence on the will, and reason would have to produce that influence.  And Hume already proved that reason couldn’t produce an influence.  Thus after proving his two points, Hume concludes that "reason is, and ought only be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them" (Hume 415).  Thus reason cannot influence the will and no action or passion can be said to be rational or irrational. 


	Hume has another argument for holding that neither actions nor passions can be contrary to reason.  Using Hume’s definition of reason, for something to be contrary to reason it must be false or inferred incorrectly.  And neither actions nor passions can be contrary to reason because they are not the sorts of things that can be false or inferred incorrectly.  It is like saying that chalk is contrary to reason.  Passions just aren’t the sorts of thing that permit of rational assessment. For something to be false it must have a representative quality.  However, “passion is an original existence…and contains not any representative quality, which renders it a copy of any other existence or modification” (Hume 415).  By being an original existence, passion cannot be false or incorrectly inferred, thus not making them contrary to reason.  


	Hume thinks that ignorance is often confused for irrationality.  For example, if the passion is based on a false belief like the search for a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow, then the belief and not the passion is irrational.  Once the person gets the knowledge that no such thing exists, then his passions will change.  The belief that doing an action is a sufficient means to a further end is also confused for passion being irrational.  If one has a belief that happiness will be brought about by being famous and having money, then he will have the desire to be famous.  But once he realizes that the action is not sufficient to acquire the end, his passions will change. Critics have asked, what if he gains the knowledge and yet refuses to use it?  I think Hume would say that then he has not really gained the knowledge, because he would then use it if he had it.  I think Hume would agree if we said that we involuntarily use all of our knowledge.  It could be compared to the circulation our blood in our body.  Just like our body cannot stop the flow of our blood, our mind cannot stop the flow and use of knowledge.  Critics also have also claimed to see rational actions, and if rational actions exist then irrational actions must exist as well.  Critics say that according to Hume, we are always overcome by passion.  If that is true, then why when we are overcome by rage and feel the need to hurt someone do we refrain from violence?  Hume has said that there are always multiple passions battling to influence the will.  He states that there are clam passions, that include benevolence, love, etc… and violent passions that make you “desire evil and punishment, independent of all considerations of pleasure and advantage to [one]self” (Hume 418).  The people who fall victims to the violent passions will not refrain from using violence.  Like our friend Bob, he was enticed by the violent passions and commits actions that are contrary to what he wants.  Only those who have strength of mind, “it implies the prevalence of the calm passions above the violent,” can avoid using violence.  


	Thus David Hume sees nothing irrational with Bob’s actions.  Under his definition of reason, Hume goes on to conclude that it is passion and not reason that influence the will.  Thus no action or passion can be rational or irrational.  
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