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What Does It Mean To Say, As Hume Did, That Every Action Has A Cause That Is
"nonrational”? Why Did Kant find this claim significant in the history of philosophy? To
understand this, we need to explore the philosophical perspectives of David Hume and Immanuel
Kant, their views on causality, human action, and rationality. This discussion reveals fundamental
differences about how human behavior is explained and the nature of knowledge itself, shaping
modern philosophical thought.

Hume’s Perspective on Causality and Human Action

The Empiricist View of Causality

David Hume, a prominent 18th-century empiricist philosopher, approached causality as a relation of
constant conjunction and mental habit rather than an inherent feature of the external world. For
Hume:

- Causality is not directly observable.

- We infer causal relationships based on repeated experiences.

- Our minds develop habits of expecting certain outcomes following specific events.

The "Nonrational" Cause of Action

When Hume states that every action has a "nonrational" cause, he emphasizes that:

- Human actions are ultimately motivated by passions and desires rather than rational deliberation.
- Reason is subordinate; it serves as a tool to guide passions, not as the primary driver.

- Moral and practical decisions are often driven by emotional states, instincts, or subconscious
influences, which are not rational in the strict sense.

Implications of Hume’s View

This perspective leads to several important conclusions:

- Human behavior is predictable through understanding passions and habits.

- Moral judgments are based on sentiments, not objective rational principles.

- The notion of free will becomes complicated because actions are caused by nonrational motives,
challenging traditional notions of moral responsibility.

Kant’s Response: The Need for Rationality in Causality



and Action

Kant’s Critique of Hume

Immanuel Kant famously credited Hume with awakening him from philosophical skepticism. Kant’s
critique focused on the following:

- Hume’s claim that causality is a habit of mind overlooks its necessity in human understanding.

- Without rational structures, the very experience of a coherent world, including moral law, would be
impossible.

Rationality as a Foundation

Kant argued that:

- Causality is a category of human understanding, not merely a habit or projection.

- Our minds actively shape experience through innate categories like causality, unity, and substance.
- Human actions are not solely driven by passions; rationality provides the framework for moral
responsibility and free will.

The Concept of Autonomous Moral Agents

Kant’s moral philosophy rests on the:

- Capacity of rational agents to legislate moral law through reason.

- Principle that moral actions are performed out of duty, guided by rational recognition of the moral
law.

- Notion that rationality enables humans to act according to universal principles, not merely
emotional impulses.

Why Did Kant Emphasize Rationality in Human Action?

The Problem of Free Will and Moral Responsibility

Kant believed that for moral responsibility to hold:

- Human agents must have control over their actions.

- This control necessitates rational capacity, allowing individuals to act according to principles they
autonomously endorse.

Distinguishing Between Rational and Nonrational Causes

While Hume saw passions as the primary motivators, Kant maintained that:

- Rationality provides the moral law that guides actions.

- Moral actions are performed out of respect for the moral law, not solely passions or external
causes.



The Practical Implications

Kant’s emphasis on rational causality:

- Establishes the possibility of moral duty.

- Clarifies why humans can be held morally accountable.

- Anchors ethics in rational autonomy rather than emotional or nonrational causes.

Comparing Hume and Kant: Core Differences

On the Nature of Causality

e Hume: Causality is a mental habit based on experience; not an inherent feature of reality.

e Kant: Causality is a fundamental category of human understanding, necessary for coherent
experience.

On Human Motivation

e Hume: Passions and desires are the ultimate causes of action; reason is a subordinate tool.

e Kant: Rationality and moral law are essential for genuine moral action; passions alone are
insufficient.

On Moral Responsibility

e Hume: Moral judgments are based on sentiment; responsibility is rooted in social and
psychological factors.

e Kant: Moral responsibility depends on rational autonomy and adherence to moral law.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Their Perspectives

The debate between Hume and Kant illuminates enduring questions about human nature, morality,
and the foundations of knowledge. Hume’s view underscores the influence of passions and habits in
shaping human actions, emphasizing empirical observation and psychological causes. Kant counters
that rational structures are essential for understanding causality, moral agency, and the very
coherence of experience. This divergence continues to influence contemporary philosophy, ethics,



and cognitive science, shaping how we understand the causes behind our actions and the nature of
human rationality.

Understanding why Kant insisted on rationality as a core component of causality and action reveals
the importance of autonomy, moral responsibility, and the possibility of objective moral truths.
Conversely, Hume’s recognition of the nonrational causes reminds us of the powerful role emotions
and subconscious influences play in human behavior. Together, their ideas form a foundational
dialogue that continues to inform debates about free will, morality, and the nature of human
understanding.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did David Hume mean when he said that every action
has a cause that is 'nonrational'?

Hume argued that human actions are ultimately driven by nonrational causes, such as passions,
habits, or external influences, rather than purely rational deliberation. He believed that our beliefs
about causation are based on habit and experience, not logical certainty.

Why did Kant challenge Hume's idea that all causes are
nonrational?

Kant challenged Hume by asserting that human reason actively contributes to causal understanding.
He argued that causality is a fundamental a priori concept that the mind imposes on experience,
making causation not solely nonrational or empirical but structured by rational intuitions.

How does Hume's view on nonrational causes influence
modern philosophy and science?

Hume's emphasis on nonrational causes highlights the importance of empirical evidence and
psychological factors in explaining human behavior, influencing fields like psychology, behavioral
economics, and scientific methodology by emphasizing observation over rational intuition.

In what way did Kant's philosophy attempt to reconcile
rationality with causality?

Kant proposed that the human mind possesses innate categories, such as causality, which structure
all experience. This means causation is a rational concept that the mind actively applies, bridging
the gap between empirical observation and rational understanding.

What are the implications of Hume's and Kant's views on
causality for moral responsibility?

Hume's view suggests that human actions are influenced by nonrational causes, potentially
questioning notions of free will and moral responsibility. Kant's perspective, emphasizing rational



agency and moral duty, supports the idea that individuals can be morally responsible because they
possess rational capacities to act according to moral laws.

Additional Resources

What Does It Mean To Say, As Hume Did, That Every Action Has A Cause That Is "nonrational"? Why
Did Kant

In the landscape of Western philosophy, few debates have been as foundational and as enduring as
the inquiry into human action and the nature of causality. At the heart of this discourse lies a
provocative assertion by David Hume: that every human action is caused by factors that are
nonrational, meaning they are not governed by reason but by other influences such as passions,
habits, or external circumstances. This statement challenges traditional notions of free will, moral
responsibility, and the capacity of reason to explain human behavior. Yet, it also set the stage for
Immanuel Kant'’s revolutionary response, which sought to reconcile the apparent conflict between
rational agency and causal necessity.

This article explores the meaning behind Hume'’s claim, the philosophical implications of viewing
causes as nonrational, and why Kant's critique was pivotal in shaping modern philosophy.

Understanding Hume’s View: What Does It Mean to Say Every Action Has a Nonrational Cause?
The Background: Empiricism and the Science of Human Nature

David Hume, an 18th-century Scottish philosopher, was a central figure in the empiricist tradition.
He believed that all knowledge derives from sensory experience and that human understanding is
fundamentally limited to what can be observed and experienced. In this context, Hume examined
human actions through the lens of causality—how one event leads to another—and how we form
beliefs about these connections.

Causality Beyond Rationality

When Hume asserts that every action has a nonrational cause, he is emphasizing that human
behavior is ultimately driven by factors that are not based on conscious reasoning, logical deduction,
or moral deliberation. Instead, causes of action are rooted in:

- Passions and Emotions: Feelings such as desire, anger, or fear often motivate actions without the
involvement of rational thought.

- Habits and Customs: Repeated behaviors become automatic, less governed by reasoning and more
by ingrained patterns.

- External Influences: Social pressures, environmental conditions, and physiological states shape
behavior outside of conscious control.

In essence, Hume contends that human actions are not the product of rational calculation alone.
Rather, they are responses to internal or external stimuli that precede conscious awareness or

deliberation.

The Role of Reason in Human Action



Hume does not deny that reason plays a role in human life; instead, he claims that reason is
subordinate to passions in motivating action. Reason, according to Hume, is primarily a tool for
evaluating and justifying passions—not the source of motivation itself.

This leads to a key philosophical insight:

- Reason is the slave of the passions: Our rational capacities help us understand and navigate the
world, but they do not originate our desires or impulses.

Implications for Moral Philosophy
Hume’s view profoundly impacts moral philosophy. If moral actions are rooted in nonrational
causes—such as feelings of benevolence or shame—then morality itself becomes a matter of human

nature and psychology, rather than purely rational deduction. This perspective shifts the focus from
an objective moral law to the subjective motives that influence behavior.

The Philosophical Significance of Nonrational Causes

Challenging the Traditional View of Rational Agency

Before Hume, many philosophers, especially in the rationalist tradition, believed that humans
possess free will, enabling them to make rational choices based on reason and moral principles.

Hume'’s assertion undermines this view by suggesting that:

- Human actions are primarily caused by passions, not rational deliberation.
- Rationality often follows action, serving to justify or explain behavior rather than determine it.

This has profound implications:

- Determinism and Human Agency: If causes are nonrational, then human actions are determined by
factors outside rational control, raising questions about moral responsibility.

- Psychological Causality: Human behavior can be understood as a chain of psychological causes and
effects, similar to physical phenomena.

The Problem of Moral Responsibility

If actions are driven by nonrational causes, can individuals be held morally responsible? Hume's

view invites a reconsideration of moral accountability, emphasizing empathy and understanding over
blame, since the causes of behavior lie outside conscious control.

Kant’s Response: Why Did He Critique and Modify Hume’s Position?
The Kantian Revolution
Immanuel Kant, a German philosopher of the late 18th century, responded to Hume’s skepticism

about reason and causality with a radical overhaul of philosophy. Kant acknowledged the importance
of Hume’s insights but argued that they revealed a fundamental problem: if all causes are



nonrational, then the very concepts of moral duty, free will, and rational agency become incoherent.
The Core of Kant’s Critique
Kant’s response can be summarized in several key points:

- The Problem of Causality in Human Action: If every action is caused by nonrational factors, then
the idea of moral responsibility based on free rational choice collapses.

- The Necessity of Autonomous Rational Will: Kant proposed that human beings possess a special
kind of causality—autonomy—that is rooted in rationality itself.

- The Synthetic A Priori Foundations: Kant introduced the idea that certain categories of
understanding (such as causality) are necessary conditions for experience and moral judgment.
These categories are not derived from experience but are innate structures of the mind.

The Concept of Practical Reason and Moral Law
Kant distinguished between:

- Theoretical Reason: Concerned with understanding the natural world.
- Practical Reason: Concerned with moral action and the principles that ought to govern behavior.

He argued that:

- Moral actions must be guided by rational principles, specifically the categorical imperative, which
commands us to act only according to maxims that can be universally willed.

- This rational causality (will) is autonomous—self-legislated—and not merely a product of external
or nonrational causes.

The Synthesis: Bridging the Rational and Nonrational

Kant did not reject the influence of passions or external causes altogether. Instead, he proposed
that:

- While nonrational influences affect the empirical self, the rational will can operate independently
through autonomous choice.

- Moral responsibility hinges on this capacity for rational self-legislation, not on the deterministic
chain of nonrational causes.

Why Is Kant’s Response So Critical?

Kant’s critique is pivotal because it shifts the focus from a universe of causes outside of rational
control to a framework where rational agency is fundamental. This has several lasting effects:

- Reaffirmation of Free Will: Kant’s notion of autonomy reintroduces the idea that humans can act
freely, based on rational moral laws.

- Foundation for Modern Ethics: The categorical imperative provides a universal standard for moral
action rooted in reason.

- Reconciliation of Causality and Morality: While empirical causes are nonrational, the moral law is a
product of rational causality, making moral responsibility coherent.



Implications for Contemporary Philosophy and Ethics

Today, the debate between Hume’s nonrational causality and Kant’s rational autonomy continues to
influence philosophical discussions on free will, moral responsibility, and human nature. Modern
perspectives often try to account for the influence of passions and external factors while maintaining
the essential role of rational agency in moral decision-making.

Conclusion

The assertion by David Hume that every human action has a nonrational cause challenges traditional
views of free will and morality, emphasizing the role of passions, habits, and external influences. His
empiricist outlook reshaped how philosophers understand human behavior, causality, and
responsibility.

Immanuel Kant’s response marked a turning point, proposing that rational agency—through
autonomous will—is essential for moral responsibility and the coherent functioning of morality itself.
His synthesis of empirical causes and rational causality laid the groundwork for modern ethical
theory, combining insights from both perspectives.

Understanding this philosophical dialogue not only enriches our comprehension of human nature but
also informs contemporary debates about autonomy, responsibility, and the nature of human action
in a complex, causally interconnected world.
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