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Humean Loyalty 

AVITAL HAZONY LEVI

Abstract: This paper argues that the conception of the agential self, attributed by scholars 
to Hume, can help clarify loyalty’s motive, which is rarely discussed in the literature on 
loyalty. According to the agential conception, the self is a composite of the causes of 
pride and humility. Developing this view, I propose that loyalty is the motive to remain 
with, and promote the well-being and interests of, the individuals, groups, traditions, 
and institutions that make up the composite agential self. I then argue that this account 
of loyalty’s motivation explains loyalty’s virtue on Hume’s account of the virtues. We 
approve of the motive of loyalty because its relation to the self makes it a particularly 
reliable motive to assist others, which is useful to them. We also approve of the motive 
of loyalty because it is useful to the self: it motivates a person to promote the interests of 
those whose well-being most influences his or her own interests.

Introduction 

Whether loyalty is a virtue is highly contested. But what loyalty is, I argue in this 
paper, is not well enough understood. In order to describe a virtue, David Hume 
argued, we must evaluate a quality of mind or motive. But the literature on loyalty 
fails to offer a clear answer to the question of what motivates the loyal person. There 
is a good reason for this lack of clarity. While philosophers rightly point out that 
the loyal person’s motivation is partly caused by the relation between the object of 
loyalty and the loyal person’s self, such a connection cannot be made sense of on 
many conceptions of the self. Thus, many arguments for or against the virtue of 
loyalty lack a necessary component for explaining what loyalty is.  
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In this paper, I argue that utilizing the conception of the agential self, attributed 
by scholars to Hume, can help us understand what loyalty’s motive is and why loyalty 
is a virtue. My account of loyalty’s motivation is not found in Hume, but uses as its 
basis the agential view of the self which scholars have argued is found in Hume’s ac-
count of pride. On this interpretation, Hume thinks the agential self is a composite 
of the causes of pride and humility, the passions that according to Hume have the 
self as their object. I build on this view, arguing that loyalty is the motive to continue 
the relationship with and promote the well-being and interests of the individuals, 
groups, traditions and institutions that make up the composite agential self. I then 
argue that this account of loyalty helps explain our moral approval of loyalty and, 
consequently, its virtue. We approve of loyalty because its relation to the self renders 
it a reliable motive, which is useful to others who rely on our support. In addition, 
we approve of loyalty because it is useful to the self: loyalty motivates a person to 
promote the interests of those whose well-being most influences the well-being of 
the self. Thus, my Hume-inspired account of loyalty explains that loyalty is a virtue, 
on Hume’s account of the virtues, because it is useful both to others and to the self. 

In section 1, I argue that the literature on loyalty fails to explain the motivation 
of loyalty because it does not give a clear account of the relation between the object of 
loyalty and the self. In section 2, I propose a development of Amelie Rorty’s reading 
of Hume’s agential self. Rorty argues that for Hume, the agential self is made up of 
the causes of pride and humility. I develop this view, arguing that the self is partly 
constituted by ideas of objects, people and groups of which we are proud. In section 
3, I argue that loyalty is the motivation to remain with and prioritize the interests of 
those who partly constitute the self because they partly constitute the self. In section 
4, I consider an objection: that Hume’s account of the love of relations is a form of 
loyalty, and therefore the motive of loyalty, on Hume’s psychology, ought to be love’s 
attendant passion, benevolence. In sections 5 and 6, I argue that loyalty is a virtue 
on Hume’s account of the virtues, because it is useful both to others and to the self. 

1. Virtue, Motive, and the Self 

Whether loyalty is a virtue is greatly contested. Some hold it to be a virtue, while 
others consider it a vice.1 In this section, I show that the literature on loyalty does 
not point to the motive of loyalty, and I argue that it consequently fails to distinguish 
loyalty as a character trait whose virtue or vice can be evaluated. I propose that this 
failure to point out the motive of loyalty stems from confusion regarding the relation 
between the loyal person and the object of loyalty, which is difficult to make sense 
of on many conceptions of the self. 

For all its complexity and detail, the existing scholarly literature on loyalty 
overlooks the question of loyalty’s motivation. Many of those writing on loyalty 
say almost nothing about its motivation. R. E. Ewin, who argues that loyalty is not 



Volume 50, Number 2, 2025

295Humean Loyalty

a virtue, does not characterize loyalty’s motive;2 and John Kleinig, in his otherwise 
masterful and comprehensive argument for the virtue of loyalty, first defines loyalty 
as acting “for the sake of the object of loyalty,” then retracts and says that “[a] range 
of explicit motivations for loyal conduct is possible.”3 Recent psychological studies 
of loyalty do not explicate its motive,4 and James Connor’s careful study of loyalty as 
an emotion also does not explicate it in terms of its causes and effects.5 

Perhaps this lacuna can be explained by certain interpretations of the Aristotelian 
framework adopted by many of the philosophers who discuss virtues and vices (I take 
no stance here on whether these are accurate interpretations of Aristotle). Kleinig, 
for example, professes to be working with an Aristotelian framework, on which a 
virtue is a character trait that contributes to human flourishing. Kleinig argues that 
loyalty is a virtue because it is a necessary component of relationships that are im-
portant for human flourishing, such as family, friendship, and nation.6 One could 
argue that on his view, loyalty is a virtue because of its effects, and motivation is not 
important to this evaluation. Similarly, Ewin argues that loyalty is not a virtue because 
it “appears to involve as part of itself a setting aside of good judgment.” Ewin thinks 
that the loyal person does not evaluate the worthiness of the object of loyalty when 
deciding to be loyal, and therefore loyalty cannot be a virtue. On Ewin’s account of 
the virtues, inspired by Aristotle, good judgment is central and therefore attention 
to motivation falls away.7 

Although we may be able to explain the lack of interest in loyalty’s motivation 
in the literature, I contend that this is a blind spot that needs to be addressed. Even 
if on some accounts of the virtues, motivation is not central to the evaluation of a 
virtue, in order to understand who the loyal person is we do need to discuss the 
loyal person’s motivation. This is not because we are interested in some inner world 
of intentions. When we speak about the motivation of a person, we are interested 
in both the causes that bring about their actions, and in the effects that they aim 
to bring about and therefore tend to bring about (allowing for exceptions in which 
their aims are not achieved). Accordingly, we are not content to look at the effects 
only, but also are interested in their causes. This analysis of motivation can help us 
distinguish loyalty from other patterns of behavior. It is only by asking what are the 
causes and effects of loyal actions that we can figure out whether loyalty is a distinct 
character trait, different from benevolence, pride, love, or other traits. 

Hume is not usually relied on in the arguments concerning the virtue of loyalty,8 
since Hume does not argue for the virtue or vice of loyalty. Hume uses the term 
loyalty interchangeably with allegiance, when he argues that allegiance to a ruler 
is an artificial virtue.9 But Hume does not consider whether loyalty as a character 
trait, which can take individuals, groups, traditions, and institutions as its various 
objects, is a virtue or a vice.10 Yet I suggest that the literature on loyalty will be greatly 
enriched by being brought into conversation with Hume’s account of the virtues. For 
Hume, character traits are tendencies to act on certain motives,11 and judgment of 
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virtue or vice is a moral approval or disapproval of a tendency a person has to act 
on a certain motive.12 As Hume says in his discussion of natural virtues and vices, 

We are never to consider any single action in our inquiries concerning the origin of 
morals; but only the quality of character from which the action proceeded. These 
alone are durable enough to affect our sentiments concerning the person. Actions 
are, indeed, better indications of a character than words, or even wishes and senti-
ments; but ‘tis only so far as they are such indications, that they are attended with 
love and hatred, praise or blame. (T 3.3.1.5; 575)13

On Hume’s view, the judgment of virtue and vice is a judgment of a person, because 
empirically we find that moral approval and disapproval are sentiments concerning 
a person, just as love and hate are. Particular actions or their effects do not cause this 
reaction in us. Since actions are indications of the existence of a certain character trait, 
we morally approve or disapprove of actions as derivatives of a person’s character. In 
order to explain a virtue or vice on Hume’s view, we must look to the causes of moral 
approval or disapproval of a motive or quality of mind (T 3.1.2.3; 471). Consequently, 
in order to argue that loyalty is a virtue, on Hume’s account of the virtues, we would 
need to show that we approve of the motive or quality of mind of the loyal person, 
and if we are to do so, we would have to point to what this motive is.

Because discussion of motives is at the center of Hume’s account of the virtues, 
considering whether loyalty is a virtue on Hume’s account could help fill the blind spot 
concerning the motivation of loyalty in the literature. Hume’s account of the virtues 
puts motivation front and center and comes together with a framework which can 
help analyze the motivation of loyalty. Even if other accounts of the virtue will not 
put motivation front and center in their evaluation of loyalty, they will benefit from a 
Humean analysis of the motivation of loyalty which will offer a better understanding 
of what loyalty is, and how it is distinct from other character traits.

Simon Keller is a notable exception to the lacuna I have described. Aiming 
to offer a moral psychology of loyalty, Keller suggests an account of the motive of 
loyalty. As he puts it, loyalty is characterized by “a motive that is partly emotional 
in nature, involves a response to the thing itself, and makes essential reference to a 
special relationship that the individual takes to exist between herself and the thing 
to which she is loyal.”14 Notice that Keller describes loyalty as motivated by an “emo-
tional attachment” to an object and an “emotional pull” towards it,15 leaving it unclear 
what kind of emotional attachment is distinctive of loyalty. This emphasis on the 
emotional nature of loyalty is common in the literature and is often used to claim 
that loyalty is not completely rational. As Judith Shklar put it: “What distinguishes 
loyalty is that it is deeply affective and not completely rational.”16 On a Humean ac-
count of the influences on the will, we can put aside this emphasis on the emotional 
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nature of loyalty. On Hume’s view, all motives are passions (T 2.3.3; 413–18), and 
therefore the emotional nature of the motive of loyalty is not distinctive of loyalty.

If we put the emotional characterization aside, Keller’s description of loyalty’s 
motive offers a substantial first step towards understanding the motive of loyalty. 
Keller tells us, as we saw above, that the motive of the loyal person “makes essential 
reference to a special relationship . . . between herself [the agent] and the thing to 
which she is loyal.” But Keller does not explain what it means for a motive to make 
an essential reference to something else, since he does not offer a general account 
of motives. We can use Hume’s framework of the passions to clarify this (other 
accounts of the passions may do so in other ways). On Hume’s view, passions are 
characterized by their causes and their effects:17 “When good is certain or probable, 
it produces joy. When evil is in the same situation there arises grief or sorrow. When 
either good or evil is uncertain, it gives rise to fear or hope, according to the degrees 
of uncertainty on the one side or the other” (T 2.3.9.5–6; 439). Hume argues that love 
is caused by a pleasurable quality of another person (through a relation of ideas, see 
T 2.2.1.5–6; 330–31), and pride is caused by a pleasurable quality of the self (through 
a relation of ideas, see T 2.1.5.1–5; 285–87). We can argue that the special relation 
between the agent and the object of loyalty is part of the cause of the passion of the 
loyal person, and it motivates action when a possible good can be achieved or pain 
can be removed for the object of loyalty by the agent.18 

This framework helps us clarify that the relation between the loyal person and 
the object of loyalty is not itself a passion. The passion which motivates the loyal 
person is a response to a relation that precedes the passion and causes it. We see this 
clearly if we look at examples. Take for example a woman who supports her friend 
who is let go from her job, or a soldier who fights for his country on the battlefield. 
The friend and the soldier are motivated by some passion, the motive of loyalty, 
and this passion is caused by the fact that they are a friend and a citizen. But the 
relation between the woman and her friend, or the soldier and his country, which 
causes this passion, is not itself a passion. It follows that the central question that 
must be answered, to explain the motive of loyalty, is what is this relation between 
the loyal person and the object of loyalty? What psychological mechanism explains 
this relation and causes the passion that motivates loyalty? 

In order to answer this question, I suggest we begin with Andrew Oldenquist’s 
observation that loyalty is directed towards those who are “ours.” Oldenquist does 
not discuss the motive of loyalty, but he discusses what is characteristic of the object 
of loyalty in a way that points out the specific relation between the objects of loyalty 
and the loyal person: “When I have loyalty towards something I have somehow come 
to view it as mine. It is an object of noninstrumental value to me in virtue (but not 
only in virtue) of its being mine.”19 According to Oldenquist, the cause of loyalty is a 
certain psychological phenomena, which is that an object is “ours.” Although at times 
we might call actions loyal merely because they take someone’s side in hardship,20 
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Oldenquist is right that loyalty is primarily acting on behalf of those who are “ours.” 
This is because when we describe someone as loyal, we primarily mean that this 
person tends to be motivated by this relation. When we disapprove of a person who 
is disloyal, we disapprove of the person because they are not motivated by the fact 
that someone is “their own.”21

Kleinig tries to clarify what we mean by saying that someone is our own by 
distinguishing different ways in which something can be “mine.” He suggests that 
my trash is causally mine, while my car is conventionally mine. As opposed to these, 
“[m]y friends and family . . . may be relationally or associatively mine. In associative 
relations, there is a certain identification of oneself with the other, often one sees one’s 
identity as being partially constituted by the relation.”22 This is an interesting claim: 
that the object to which we are loyal or which we betray is partially constitutive of 
one’s identity or one’s self. This distinguishes those things that belong to us because 
we caused them or because we bought them, from those things that belong to us in 
a way that is constitutive of who we are. But this is not quite enough. The suggestion 
that objects constitute the self seems nonsensical, on a view of the self as a unified 
substance or soul.23 In order for others to partially constitute the self, there must be 
parts to the self and these parts must be fundamental in some way. Kleinig does not 
offer us a theory of the self which could allow for such constitution, and therefore, 
he does not offer us a specification of the motive that is caused by this constitution. 

George Fletcher takes a stab at offering a view of the self which could be partly 
constituted by others, when he argues that loyalty responds to a historical self. On his 
view, people and groups become “ours” when we share with them past experiences 
and joint projects.24 We have obligations to those with whom we have past experi-
ences and ongoing projects, because the self extends in time and past experiences 
dictate its constitution. While Fletcher’s view of the historical self attempts to offer 
a composite view of the self, it seems to imply that the experiences and goals shared 
with others are constitutive of the self, not the people and groups with whom they 
are shared. But this seems the wrong kind of constitution, when we are trying to 
understand the relation between the loyal person and the person he or she is loyal 
to. Although a husband and wife may share goals, such as raising children or run-
ning a household, they are loyal to each other even as these goals change. We need 
an explanation of how individuals and groups are constitutive of the self if we are to 
understand the cause of the motive of loyalty.

I conclude that in order to evaluate whether loyalty is a virtue, we need a speci-
fication of the motive of the loyal person, and that the cause characteristic of the 
motive of loyalty can only be specified if we have an account of how the object of 
loyalty can partly constitute the self of the loyal agent. While the literature on loyalty 
makes use of this idea of partial constitution of the self, it does not offer an account of 
the self on which this partial constitution is plausible. In the next section, I consider 
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the agential self attributed to Hume and argue that it can be developed in a way that 
offers an account of such partial self-constitution. 

2. Developing Hume’s Composite Agential Self 

In this section, I argue that we can develop Hume’s account of the agential self in 
order to explain how the self can be partially constituted by particular individuals, 
groups, traditions, or institutions.25 Amelie Rorty argues that Hume’s analysis of pride 
and humility indicates that Hume assumed an agential view of the self, constituted 
by the objects of these passions. I argue that this view, together with Hume’s observa-
tion that there are some others whose qualities gives rise to these passions, can be 
developed in order to distinguish a category of ideas of objects that partly constitute 
the idea of the agential self. I do not mean to present my suggestion as Hume’s own 
view, but as an elaboration of the view of the agential self which is attributed to him.

Hume famously argued that there is no substance or unified self that is the 
source of the idea of the self (T 1.4.6.2; 251–52). Hume’s argument is that there is 
no substance of the self, which perceives ideas and impressions, since we have no 
impression of such a substance. He therefore argues that “what we call a mind is 
nothing but a heap or collection of different perceptions, united together by certain 
relations, and suppos’d, tho’ falsely, to be endow’d with a perfect simplicity and iden-
tity” (T 1.4.2.39; 207). As he says in the Abstract, “it must be our several particular 
perceptions, that compose the mind. I say, compose the mind, not belong to it. The 
mind is not a substance, in which the perceptions inhere” (T Abs. 28; 658). This view 
of the self as a heap or bundle is refined by Hume, who suggests that the self is most 
like a republic composed of its citizens and the relations between them. This view of 
a composite self which is composed of perceptions and the relations between them 
seems to be Hume’s final view.26 

Scholars have argued that Hume’s own account of a unified self is not found in 
the account of the self as a bundle or republic, but rather in the agential self which 
Hume supposes in Book 2 of the Treatise.27 Some scholars emphasize that the account 
in Book 3 adds something to the account in Book 1, namely an explanation of why 
we have concern for the self, its past and its future.28 This is supported by Hume’s 
statement that we “distinguish betwixt personal identity, as it regards our thought 
or imagination, and as it regards our passions or the concern we take in ourselves” 
(T 1.4.6.5; 253).29 This concern for the self implies that it is in Book 2 that we find 
what unifies the self on Hume’s view. As Lorenzo Greco argues: “Although we are 
multi-faceted and composite at the mental level, we can nevertheless be recognized 
as having unity when we shift from intellectual speculations on the mind and start 
observing human beings as flesh and blood agents.”30 Amelie Rorty presents what is, 
to my mind, the most comprehensive view of the passions of pride and humility as 
the “pivotal point for the construction” of the self for Hume.31 Hume emphasizes that 
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“[’t]is always self, which is the object of pride and humility” (T 2.1.3.2; 280). Rorty 
argues that pride is the passion that constructs the self as an agent, with ongoing 
interests and continuous action. 

As we saw, philosophers find it difficult to explain what it means for something 
to be “mine.” This quality of being mine is central to Rorty’s account of how pride 
constructs the self, on Hume’s view. Rorty suggests that there is a weak sense in 
which any impression or idea that a person has is “theirs,” meaning it is part of the 
bundle of impressions and ideas that make up this person’s mind. But she admits 
that these impressions and ideas are not accompanied with an awareness that they 
are related to a self, and therefore this is only a weak sense of “mine” and does not 
reflect the way we use the word.32 

Rorty argues instead that not every idea or impression that is part of the bundle 
which is the human mind, is part of the idea of the self and considered “mine” in the 
usual sense. As Nelson Pike argues, the self is a subset of the ideas and impressions 
that compose the mind, so that when we are thinking about our self (or others think 
about us) we are bringing to mind a complex idea made up of a particular set of 
ideas and impressions.33 Similarly, Rorty suggests that just as an idea of an object is 
composed of its qualities, so too the idea of the self is composed of its qualities, so 
that “[t]he complex idea of the self is constituted by a set of simpler ideas, the ideas 
of its attributes and properties.”34 It is here that Rorty finds a stronger sense of “mine,” 
closer to the one we use in speech. Just as we attribute the qualities of objects to the 
object (its color or its shape), so too we consider the simple ideas and impressions 
that make up the complex idea of the self as “mine” (my laziness or my brown hair).

Rorty contends that on Hume’s view, the passions of pride and humility indicate 
which ideas make up the idea of the self, because these passions reconstitute the idea 
of the self as a subset of the impressions that make up the mind, distinguishing the 
first and second meaning of “mine.” Although our mind is made up of a stream of 
impressions, Hume says that the causes of pride are “more closely related” to the self. 
Rorty understands this to mean that “Hume has produced an account of the sources 
of the idea of the self characterised by the causes of its various prides” so that “[a]t 
its initial level, the idea of the self is an idea of a class of ideas, composed of as many 
ideas as there are sources of pride.”35 Or as Eugenio Lecaldano puts it, “[t]he self is 
generated as an object of pride or humility.”36 Although some scholars have argued 
that self cannot be both the cause and the effect of pride, Pauline Chazan argued 
convincingly that for Hume, pride and the self are mutually constructed.37 We find 
pride in the self, and the self is that which we find pride in. 

On Rorty’s reading of Hume, this amounts to an agential account of self because 
pride weighs our different pleasures and pain and thus allows for action. While a 
person can find joy in watching the play of light on a leaf, a person who feels pride 
at this ability or tendency has it as partly constitutive of the idea of her agential self.38 
As Rorty explains,  
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Reflection on the causes of pride reveals a person’s working motivational structure, 
the ways in which some pleasures and pains are weighted by their central connec-
tion to her conception of herself. . . . The structure revealed by pride goes beyond 
the wantons’ push-me-pull-you responses to immediate pleasures and pains . . . 
it gives a differential and independent weight to some pleasures as being closely 
connected to the self.39

On Rorty’s reading of Hume, if the self were only a stream or bundle of pains and 
pleasures, we would be constantly pulled and pushed in different directions by our 
desires and aversions, and this constant motivation in opposing directions could 
not amount to action carried out through time. The bundle only becomes an agent 
because pride and humility weigh the pains and pleasures, giving priority to some 
over others so that some become the subset of ideas and impressions that are the 
self. In other words, turning a particular pain or pleasure into one which is not only 
a pain or pleasure, but also is “mine,” is what allows for agency. 

Now that we have seen that, according to some readings, Hume assumes a 
theory of the agential self which is a complex idea composed of its sources of pride, 
we can now return to our original question, set out in section 1: How can other 
people or groups partly constitute the self? Rorty only offers a quick response to 
this question. She argues that there is a third level of “mine,” which is artificial. As 
opposed to her careful discussion of the way pride reconstitutes the self with regard 
to attributes, here Rorty only says that “[t]hirdly, there is an artificial sense of mine 
that arises from legal and social definitions. So: my ancestral house, my horse, my 
city’s baseball team.”40 On Rorty’s view, then, the ancestral house or baseball team 
are causes of pride, and pride in their enjoyable qualities reconstitutes the idea of 
the self as an owner of the object. 

Rorty is claiming that the “mine” that is attributed to objects, animals, people, 
or groups is dependent on convention, because the connection of these with the self 
is dependent on conventions of ownership. This is too quick. In his initial character-
ization of pride and humility, Hume mentions pride in objects and people, without 
any claim that these are artificial. Hume observes that the causes of pride are not 
limited to qualities of the agent but include the qualities of any other person or object 
related to the agent. Hume writes as follows:

To begin with the causes of pride and humility; we may observe, that their most 
obvious and remarkable property is the vast variety of subjects, on which they may 
be plac’d. Every valuable quality of the mind . . . are the causes of pride; and their 
opposites of humility. Nor are these passions confin’d to the mind, but extend their 
view to the body likewise. . . . But this is not all. The passions looking farther, com-
prehend whatever objects are in the least ally’d or related to us. Our country, family, 
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children, relations, riches, houses, gardens, horses, dogs, cloaths; any of these may 
become a cause either of pride or of humility. (T 2.1.2.5; 278–79) 

Hume observes that as an empirical fact, pride and humility are not only caused by 
one’s own physical and mental qualities, but also by the qualities of family members, 
country, belongings, etc. We are proud not only of our own kindness or physical 
strength, but also of the kindness or physical strength of our parents, children, or 
countrymen. Hume observes that we feel pride and humility (rather than love or 
hate) at the qualities of “whatever objects are in the least ally’d or related to us”  
(T 2.1.2.5, 279); “parts of ourselves, or something nearly related to us” (T 2.1.5.2; 
285); “in us or belonging to us,” (T 2.1.8.6; 301, italics in the original). 

There is some support for Rorty’s position, that objects are considered “ours” 
through convention, in the fact that Hume thought the concept of property is reli-
ant on the existence of convention (T 3.2.2.11; 490–91). But Hume also says that we 
feel pride in those who are “parts” of ourselves, or “in us,” without mentioning the 
ownership dependent on convention. Since Hume mentions no artificial conven-
tion here, it seems that he thinks there is a sense of “mine” extended to objects or 
individuals that we are proud of that is not always dependent on convention. We can 
make sense of this, on the composite agential account of the self that Rorty and others 
find in Hume. My suggestion is that just as pride in my laziness makes this quality 
constitutive of my agential self, so too pride in my son’s curiosity makes the idea of 
my son partly constitutive of the complex idea which is my agential self. Now clearly 
there is an additional step here. While pride in my laziness makes it part of the idea 
of my self, my claim is that pride in my son’s curiosity makes the idea of my son part 
of my agential self (and not merely his curiosity). But, although this does require an 
additional association, this seems necessary on the agential self attributed to Hume. 
Just as I cannot be proud of my curiosity without the idea of it being part of my self, 
so too I cannot be proud of my son’s curiosity without the idea of curiosity being part 
of the idea of my son. But we are not proud of disembodied traits, we are proud of 
traits of either the self or of those related to the self. In order for the curiosity to be 
something I am proud of, it must be the curiosity of my son, and therefore the idea 
of him must be part of the complex idea of the self I am proud of. Similarly, if I am 
proud of my being a mother, and being a mother is part of my idea of myself, then 
the idea of the self includes my children as part of the idea of the self—for how can 
I be a mother without being a mother of particular children? 

My claim is then that the composite agential self attributed to Hume offers a 
solution to the question of how individuals and groups partly constitute the self. On 
this view, the agential self is a complex idea made up of other impressions and ideas. 
Although relations of associations tie these impressions and ideas together, this is 
not sufficient for there to be an agential self. Rather, pride and humility give different 
weight to these ideas and impressions, giving priority to some over others, so that 
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the bundle now has shape and therefore an identity. My addition to this view is that 
some of these ideas and impressions are qualities of other people and objects, and 
these too are weighed and given priority by the emotions of pride and humility, so 
that the ideas of some objects are part of the complex idea of the agential self, while 
others are not. The complex idea of the agential self is partly constituted by the ideas 
of objects, people, or groups that make us proud or humiliate us.41 

Notice that on this account, ideas of objects also partly constitute the idea of the 
self, since Hume makes no distinction between the pride we find in objects and the 
pride we find in people. To the extent that the idea of the self is partly constituted 
by all those things that it is proud of, the idea of the self can be partly constituted by 
ideas of inanimate objects, just as it is partly constituted by the ideas of individuals it 
has a relationship with, or the ideas of groups that it is a member of. Thus, contrary 
to Kleinig’s assumption, the relation we have to inanimate objects can be one of 
partial self constitution. My car could be something that partly constitutes the self, 
on the Humean view of the agential self, since I could be proud of or humiliated by 
my car. But even though on this view, ideas of inanimate objects and people can both 
partly constitute the idea self, this does not by any means mean that we treat people 
as objects. The ideas of inanimate objects are not similar to the ideas of people. On 
Hume’s account, the complex ideas of people include impressions of passions and 
will, whereas the ideas of inanimate objects do not.42 Just as our agential self can be 
constituted by both our physical properties and our character traits, without claim-
ing that they are similar, so too the agential self can be partly constituted by ideas of 
inanimate objects and people, without claiming that they are similar.43 

I conclude that a developed version of the agential self attributed to Hume offers 
a basis for explaining how ideas of other people and groups partly constitute the idea 
of the self. While unitary views of the self can make no sense of this claim, Hume’s 
view of the idea of the self as a composition of ideas and impression can make room 
for partial constitution of the self. Furthermore, the agential self attributed to Hume 
is one that is shaped by the causes of its pride. I proposed that this view, together 
with Hume’s observation that qualities of others cause us to feel pride and humility, 
can be developed to suggest that the ideas of individuals and groups which cause 
the agent pride and humility partly constitute the complex idea of the agent’s self.  

3. The Motive of Loyalty 

I began this paper with the blind spot of the literature on loyalty: lack of discussion 
of the motive of loyalty. In this section, I offer an account of the motive of loyalty, 
using my development of Hume’s composite agential self, which explains how the 
ideas of others can partly constitute the idea of the self, and Hume’s framework of 
the passions. I first show that pride and humility, the passions which Hume argues 
have the self as their object, are not the right motives for loyalty. I then suggest in-
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stead that loyalty is the active passion which attends pride and humility, and which 
motivates the agent to stand by the object and prioritize benefiting it because it is 
part of the agent’s self. This motive is not discussed by Hume but fits into Hume’s 
account of the passions. 

For Hume, motives to action are passions, though not all passions motivate. 
As Elizabeth Radcliffe explains, a Humean motive is not a complex of belief plus 
desire—what is mistakenly called the “Humean model” of motivation. Rather, pas-
sions themselves are motivating states: a passion is “a psychological state that could 
or might cause movement and action.”44 Passions are reflective impressions, which 
means that they are impressions caused by the mind returning to ideas of pleasure 
or pain and responding to them.45 Consequently, if we are to explicate the passion 
that motivates loyalty, we must point to an impression that is caused by the mind 
returning to a pain or pleasure and responding to it. 

Since I have proposed that the objects of loyalty are particular entities that partly 
constitute the idea of the self, and since for Hume, the self is the object of the passions 
of pride and humility, the most natural candidates among the passions discussed by 
Hume to motivate loyalty are pride and humility.46 Although Hume did not think 
pride and humility motivate action (T 2.2.6.3; 367),47 we could find some support 
for this suggestion in the Humean account Lorraine Besser has put forth for the 
motive to acquire virtue. Besser has argued that a central motive to acquire virtue, 
on Hume’s psychology, is pride-in-virtue, a pleasure which consistently motivates 
us to acquire and strengthen our own virtues.48 Besser’s claim could be expanded to 
other causes of pride: the qualities of people and groups who are part of the self. On 
this suggestion, pride in the good qualities of those people who are part of the self 
would motivate loyal actions to benefit and support these people, in the same way 
that pride in our own virtues motivates acquiring virtue.  

But this does not seem quite right. We can think of some examples in which 
a loyal person is motivated to improve the qualities of the person he is loyal to: a 
teacher who is dedicated to the development of her pupil’s musical abilities would 
be such a case. But many paradigmatic cases of loyalty are not cases of developing 
the qualities of another person. Take for example a husband who gives up a good 
job and a comfortable home, along with proximity to family and friends, in order 
to move to another city so his wife can take up the job of her dreams as a professor. 
Although it would be natural for the husband to be proud of his wife’s professorship, 
it would be strange to claim that what motivates the husband to move is pleasure 
in his wife’s position. What motivates the husband is a pleasure in his wife’s overall 
success and wellbeing, rather than in a particular quality she has. But since Humean 
pride is a pleasure in certain qualities, it seems that Humean pride is not the right 
motive for loyalty.49 

I suggest instead that we look at Hume’s claim that some passions that do not 
motivate are most often accompanied by a passion that does motivate. Hume thinks 
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love and hate are passive passions, but he claims they are “always followed by, or 
rather conjoin’d with” the motivating passions of benevolence and anger” (T 2.2.6.3–6; 
367–68). On Hume’s theory, it is not love that motivates benefiting the beloved but 
the beneficence that most often attends love, and it is not hatred that motivates 
harming an enemy but rather the anger that usually attends hatred. Although Hume 
claims that pride and humility are not similarly accompanied by a motivating pas-
sion (T 2.2.6.3; 367 and 2.2.9.2; 381–82), he makes no principled claim for why this 
has to be the case. I contend that empirically, the passion of loyalty accompanies the 
passive passions of pride and humility.50 Just as the person who loves is most often 
motivated by beneficence towards the person she loves, so too, he who is proud of 
or humiliated by those who partly constitute his composite agential self will most 
often be motivated by loyalty to improve their situation, benefit them and take up 
their interests.51 

This understanding of the motive of loyalty shows why, while the self is partly 
constituted by both animate and inanimate objects, we are only loyal to the animate 
ones. The difference is not in the object’s relation to the self, but in the qualities of 
these objects. Animals, people, or groups have interests and needs, they succeed and 
fail, while inanimate objects do not. This is because people and animals are moti-
vated and have a will, and live and die, while we do not think of objects in this way. 
We similarly take groups to have interests and needs, even though they are abstract 
objects. Accordingly, we can be loyal to animals, people, or groups by benefiting 
them and promoting their success, but we cannot be loyal to inanimate objects even 
though they, too, partly constitute the self because we cannot act to promote their 
success and interests. 

While the loyal person benefits others by promoting their success and interests, 
what is distinctive of loyalty is its prioritization of benefiting some objects over oth-
ers. The beneficent person may choose to allocate time and resources selectively, but 
there is nothing inherent in beneficence that prioritizes. The beneficent person will 
therefore have to rely on some criteria, other than their own beneficence, in deciding 
how to prioritize their beneficence. Most often, the beneficent person will choose 
a characteristic of the recipients—some quality of excellence, or most in need—by 
which to prioritize the allocation of his beneficence. Unlike beneficence, loyalty is a 
benefiting of others that is fundamentally prioritizing. This is because the prioritiza-
tion is not based on the quality of the object but on the relation between the object 
and the agent, which is also the cause of the loyal person’s action. The loyal person 
benefits friends, a spouse, a nation, or team because they are his or hers, which as 
we have seen, means because the ideas of them partly constitute the agent’s self. The 
cause of the loyal action is the need of an object which motivates the agent because the 
object partly constitutes the agent’s self. The explanation of the relation between self 
and the objects of loyalty, offered in the previous section, helps explain why loyalty 
is fundamentally prioritizing. The limits between self and the rest of the world must 
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be drawn somewhere, otherwise there will be no self. It follows that there is always 
a limit to what ideas will partly constitute the self. Since loyalty is the prioritization 
of those who partly constitute the self, and there is a limit to what ideas can partly 
constitute the self, there will always be a limit to what objects one can be loyal to. 
Thus, loyalty will always be inherently prioritizing. 

So far, I have argued that loyalty motivates prioritizing its object, by fulfilling the 
needs, furthering the interests, and promoting the success of this person or group. 
There is ample support for this, both in examples and in the definitions of loyalty in 
the literature.52 A loyal citizen will be motivated to fight for the victory of his country 
on the battlefield; the loyal child will try to remove the slander of her parent’s name 
even after they are deceased; the loyal team player will not be tempted by an offer 
from another team because she will want to improve her own team’s chances of win-
ning. But some will object that loyalty is not furthering the interests and success of 
its object, at all. Loyalty is remaining with someone, rather than promoting his or 
her success.53 There is some important truth to this challenge: when we talk about a 
loyal person, we talk about someone who can stick through thick and thin, who will 
stand by others and not sever a relationship when it becomes difficult or burdensome. 

There is overlap between sticking by someone and furthering their interests, 
since being able to rely on others just is one of the interests any person or group has. 
But at the same time, we can see that there are cases in which furthering the success 
of someone to whom we are loyal could be best served by our stepping out of the 
picture, and here it is not clear what we would consider the loyal thing to do. Imagine 
a situation in which a husband becomes convinced that another man could further 
the interests of his wife—give her support, wealth, love, pleasure, etc.—more than he 
does. Would it be loyal for the husband to divorce his wife in this strange situation? 
Our instinct is to say that a loyal husband would remain with his wife, even if he 
thinks that in some ways, he may be limiting her interests, because sticking with his 
wife and not severing the relationship with her is the loyal thing to do. Similarly, we 
sometimes find that we cannot further the interests of those we are loyal to. A sister 
of someone who is in a coma may find that there is nothing she can do to improve 
the situation of her sibling. A player on a very weak basketball team may be power-
less to improve the chances of his team winning, no matter how well he plays. And 
yet, even in these circumstances in which a person cannot benefit those who are 
their own, a loyal person will be motivated to stick with the sibling or the team and 
not sever the relation with them. A loyal sibling would continue to visit and enquire 
after the sibling in a coma, even when doing so seems to have no positive effect. A 
loyal team member will continue to play as best he can, even when this has no effect 
on the team’s winning. I conclude that although loyalty often motivates benefiting 
those who partly constitute the self in various ways, loyalty also motivates avoiding 
the severing of this relation, which goes beyond calculations of benefit to its object. 
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Although I accept that standing by someone and not leaving them is part of 
loyalty, and that such standing by someone cannot be reduced to benefiting them, 
I do not think we can define loyalty merely as staying with someone. The kinds of 
interests we are expected to promote and needs we are expected to fulfill vary from 
one kind of relationship to another. But loyalty does motivate taking responsibility 
for the needs and interests of those who are ours, and at times failing to benefit them 
can be a betrayal. If a political candidate I support is being slandered in public by 
someone who will take my opinion seriously, and I avoid defending her in order to 
avoid any risk to myself, then this is a betrayal. If I had the ability to defend her and 
I merely kept voting for her, then I did not act with loyalty, even though I stuck with 
her through this adversity. Similarly, if a friend is dating a man of dubious character 
who is mistreating her, and I sympathize and suffer through this ordeal with her but 
say nothing to encourage her to break up with the man, then I am not being loyal. I 
am sticking by her, but I am betraying her confidence in me as a friend. Thus, loyalty 
cannot be reduced to sticking with someone, in cases where the loyal person could 
substantially improve the situation of the person, group, or institution that is theirs. 
Although loyalty cannot be reduced to furthering interests, it often requires such 
actions, and accordingly, the loyal person is someone who is motivated by the needs 
and interests of those who partly constitute his or her self. 

We can therefore define loyalty as follows: 

Loyalty: remaining with and acting to prioritize the interests of those particular 
individuals, groups, or institutions that partly constitute the agent’s self, when 
motivated by this relation to the self.

Loyalty is a way of acting that has certain effects: it is acting in ways that promote 
and prioritize the interests and needs of others, and not severing the relationship 
with them. But as we saw, loyalty is acting in a way that is produced by a particular 
cause: the relation of partly constituting the agent’s self. The loyal person is one who 
tends to be motivated by the relation between her self and a particular object, which 
partly constitutes the idea of her self. It is this cause that, in addition to the clear ef-
fects, helps us analyze the motivation of loyalty. Although the loyal person may not 
be motivated in response to this cause in every instance, she tends to be motivated by 
this cause. By noticing not only the effects, but also the cause of the loyal person, we 
can distinguish the loyal person from someone who acts as the loyal person would 
act. If one acts on behalf of a friend or a child for selfish reasons, motivated by the 
benefits to oneself, one is acting as the loyal person would act but not being loyal. 

It is worth clarifying that although on my view of loyalty, the agent is taking 
up the interests of someone who partly constitutes the agent’s self, the loyal person 
is not motivated by self-interest.54 Self-interest is the motive to act in ways that will 
benefit the self as a whole, the self that includes a body, passions, and a will. Loyalty 
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is the motive to strengthen those who are metaphysically separate from me (they 
have a separate mind, body and will) and yet partly constitute my self. The partial 
constitution of the self does not erase the distinction between self- interest and loy-
alty, because it does not erase the distinction between interests of different people. 
There will always be conflicts between the interests of the self and the interests of 
others whose ideas partially constitute the self. The existence of a motive of loyalty 
does not prevent such conflicts.55 A team member will be offered a better position 
with another team, or a soldier will endanger his life to protect his country. In these 
instances of conflicts of interest, acting out of loyalty will harm the self in some way: 
staying with the team will cost the player financially, and defending his country will 
endanger the soldier’s life. 

We see that the interests are not merged because the benefits to the agent are 
different from those that the agent gives the object of loyalty. Let us take an example 
to clarify this important point. If a man quits his job to move to another city, be-
cause his wife has been hired for her dream job there, he gives and receives different 
things. His wife gets her dream job and a sense of support. He gains a sense of ac-
complishment, strength, and happiness. Since the consequences of the loyal action 
are different for the loyal person and for the object of loyalty, it is clear that loyalty is 
not caused by erasing the distinction between persons. The perspective of the loyal 
person is not one of complete unity or merging of persons, because of this possible 
continued conflict of interest.56 The loyal person is motivated to benefit someone 
else who is part of his or her self, rather than by self interest. 

Although what motivates the loyal person is the needs and interests of another 
person or group, loyalty is also not altruistic. This is because the consequences of 
loyal behavior do not add up to a total loss on the part of the loyal person. The loyal 
person benefits from loyal actions, although this is not their motivation. While self-
interest and loyalty may conflict, the success of the object of loyalty will cause the 
agent pride, while his or her failure will cause her humility. The fact that a by-product 
of the success of the object of loyalty is pride for the agent does not mean that this 
is what motivates the loyal person. It does not eliminate the conflict between self-
interest and loyalty, but it changes it. Sticking with one’s team or moving with one’s 
spouse can benefit one’s self, even as it requires sacrifice from the self. The partial 
constitution of the self renders what would have been sacrifice of self-interest on 
behalf of one’s team or spouse into a new kind of gain through pride. 

We can conclude that loyalty is the tendency to act on the passion of remaining 
with and prioritizing the interests of those who partly constitute the self. This mo-
tive is distinct from both self-interest and benevolence, because the cause of loyalty 
is the relation between the object of loyalty and the self. While acts of loyalty fulfill 
need and promote interests of another, these on their own do not motivate loyalty. 
It is only when they are caused by the relation of the person to the self that they are 
loyal. Thus, loyalty is a fundamentally prioritizing character trait, which motivates 
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one to remain with and benefit those who partly constitute the self over one’s own 
self-interest and over the interests of others. 

4. A Note on Hume’s Love of Relations

Hume defines love as a passion caused by the pleasure of the qualities of another 
person. Hume has a whole section on love of relations, where he tries to solve the 
problem that love of relations is not caused by the qualities of our relations. In this 
section, I argue that Hume’s explanation is unconvincing, and that Hume would have 
benefited from explaining love of relations as based in the relation between the self 
and those who partly constitute the self. On this view, the love of relations is first 
and foremost a form of loyalty, as I have defined it.  

Hume characterizes love as finding pleasure in a quality of another person and 
hate as pain in a quality of another person (T 2.2.1.2–3; 329–30).57 But Hume is 
aware of a problem with this account, which is that love of relations does not seem 
to be caused by other people’s qualities: “Whoever is united to us by any connexion 
is always sure of a share of our love, proportion’d to the connexion, without enquir-
ing into his other qualities” (T 2.2.4.2; 352). Of course, Hume would admit that the 
love of those of our relations with pleasurable traits would be magnified by these 
positive qualities. But Hume is right that love of relations does not seem to depend 
on their good qualities but on their relation to us. Consequently, the love that we 
have towards close associates poses a problem for Hume’s account of love.

Hume’s solution is to rely on the claim he made elsewhere, that sympathy, too, 
is proportionate to the relation of a person to ourselves, and to show how this could 
be understood as a person’s pleasurable quality. Hume suggests that “as the company 
of strangers is agreeable to us for a short time, by inlivening our thought; so the com-
pany of our relations and acquaintance must be peculiarly agreeable, because it has 
this effect in a greater degree, and is of more durable influence” (T 2.2.4.4–5; 353). 
Hume observes that we find pleasure in sharing in the passions of others through 
sympathy, and that this is more easily achieved with those we are familiar with. Hume 
then uses this claim to explain love of relations. He argues that we love our relations 
because we are more familiar with them and therefore more easily enter into their 
passions: “The mind finds a satisfaction and ease in the view of objects, to which it is 
accustom’d, and naturally prefers them to others, which, tho’, perhaps, in themselves 
more valuable, are less known to it” (T 2.2.4.8; 354–55). Thus, the love of relations 
is not pleasure in other people’s qualities, as is usually the case with love, but rather 
pleasure in this greater possibility of sharing their passions.

Hume’s attempt to extend his account of love to include love of relations is un-
convincing. Although familiarity may augment many familial relations, familiarity 
is not the cause of love of relations. First, lack of familiarity does not undermine 
the love of relations. Most often when people are away from family for a few years, 
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their tie with family members and their willingness to do things for them does not 
diminish. Indeed, where love is concerned, there is some truth to the saying that 
“absence makes the heart grow fonder.” Second, familiarity exists with those that we 
loath, and not only with those that we love, and often augments this hate. A teen-
ager may be quite familiar with the school bully, and this familiarity will not lead 
him to love this bully but to hate him even more. If familiarity augments both love 
and hate, it cannot be the cause of love. It follows that Hume’s attempt to overcome 
the problem love of relations poses to his account of love is unsatisfying. We need 
another explanation for the love of relations that does not rely on familiarity, even 
if familiarity often plays a role in strengthening familial love.

Hume would have benefited from admitting that the cause of love of relations 
is different from other forms of love, and that it is fundamentally not a form of what 
he calls love at all. Of course, we often love our relations just as we love other people, 
for their pleasurable qualities. But more fundamentally, as Hume points out, love 
of relations does not originate in the qualities of those we are related to. It is rather 
the relation which causes a passion towards them, which is often called love. The 
composite view of the self that I developed above offers an alternative explanation for 
what this passion is—it is not love, as Hume describes it, but loyalty. We begin with 
a composite self which is partly constituted by our family relations, which we treat 
with the passion of loyalty. It is this relation and loyalty which cause the phenomena 
that Hume describes: that we particularly enjoy entering the passions of those we 
are related to, and thus loyalty becomes love. 

We find some support for this in Hume. Hume admits that the love of relations 
is linked with the way we relate to ourselves and to “all objects, that belong to us.” 
Hume’s example is that we come to love the city that we move to, even if at first we 
find it ugly, but Hume is limited to arguing that we come to love the city because we 
are familiar with it. But as we saw, love of relations does not depend on familiarity. 
What happens in such a case, I suggest, is not merely that we become familiar with 
the city, but that the city comes to constitute partly our self. The root of the love we 
feel towards those related to us is not familiarity (although it sometimes helps), but 
rather a reconstitution of the self in a new way. The city becoming a part of the self 
is what motivates pride, humility, and loyalty. Love, in such cases, follows loyalty. 

There is an important consequence of defining our special relations as rooted in 
the composition of the self, rather than in love alone. According to Hume’s charac-
terization of love of relations, the motive to treat those we are related to particularly 
well is the motive of benevolence, the active passion that accompanies love. On this 
view, love is actually motivated by a motive that does not take into account the rela-
tion of the receiver to the agent. Taking up the interests of a stranger or my brother 
have the same motivation, on this account. On my account, the motive to care for 
those we are related to can be benevolence. But we can also be motivated to care for 
those who are related to us by loyalty, because they partly constitute our self. The 
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composite agential self, which gives rise to a motivation of loyalty, is what explains 
the particular characteristics of love of relations that Hume points to: love that is 
not dependent on attraction to qualities of the person. Often when we do not find 
pleasure in the qualities of our relations, we act lovingly towards them not because 
of benevolence but because of loyalty.

5. Loyalty’s Usefulness to Others 

Now that we have given an account of the motive of loyalty, we are in a better position 
to evaluate whether loyalty is a virtue. Hume’s empirical investigation of the virtues 
leads him to conclude that we morally approve of motives because they are either 
useful or agreeable to self or to others. In this section, I argue that we approve of 
loyalty because it is useful to others, and therefore loyalty ought to be on Hume’s list 
of the natural virtues. I argue that loyalty cannot be reduced to benevolence, since 
the prioritization that is lacking in benevolence characterizes the motive of loyalty 
and is particularly useful to others.  

Hume’s investigation of the ideas of virtue and vice lead him to conclude that 
they have their source in sentiments of moral approval and disapproval. He observes 
that the causes of these sentiments are four: the utility or agreeableness to self or to 
others (T 3.3.1.30; 591). Therefore, if loyalty is to be a virtue on Hume’s account of 
the virtues, one of these four must be present to cause moral approval. A. T. Nuyen 
suggests that loyalty is a virtue, on Hume’s account of the virtues, because “by its very 
nature loyalty has to be pleasing to the object of loyalty. An act of loyalty typically 
benefits, or is agreeable to, or is valued by the object of loyalty.”58 Nuyen compares 
loyalty to benevolence and argues that just as we sympathize with the recipients of 
benevolence, and therefore approve of benevolence, so too, through sympathy, we 
come to approve of loyalty since it “always pleases the recipient.”59 

Both beneficence and loyalty, if they are virtues, cause pleasure to the observer 
who approves of them. But on Nuyen’s view, the cause of this moral approval is similar 
in the case of both virtues: the approval of loyalty, like the approval of beneficence, is 
caused by the pleasure of its recipients. While I agree with Nuyen that we do in fact 
approve of loyalty, her explanation that this approval is caused by the agreeableness 
of loyalty to its recipients leads us astray. My contention is that loyalty is not approved 
of for its agreeableness to its recipients, for two reasons. First, loyalty is not always 
pleasant to the object of loyalty. There are instances in which the loyal person may 
need to criticize, object, or even go against the will of the person she is loyal to, in 
order to stick with them and promote their interest. Such instances of loyalty may 
not be agreeable to the person they are directed towards and are meant to benefit. 
Agreeableness and interest do not always go hand in hand, and since loyalty motivates 
to promote the interests of another, this may at times require acting in ways that are 
not agreeable to this person. 
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Second, loyalty is not pleasant to all who the loyal person comes in contact 
with. Hume argues that “[’t]is from the influence of characters and qualities, upon 
those who have an intercourse with any person, that we blame or praise him”  
(T 3.3.1.17; 582). To make sense of Nuyen’s view, we must understand her to mean that 
beneficence is agreeable to all those who “have an intercourse” with the beneficence 
person, and this is why it causes moral approval. But loyalty is not agreeable to all 
of those who have intercourse with a person, because loyalty, unlike beneficence, 
necessarily prioritizes among them. Although a beneficent person may only benefit 
some, because of limited time and resources, a beneficent person may be agreeable 
to all in her close circle because her motive is one that does not discriminate among 
those the beneficent person has intercourse with. The beneficence person is motivated 
by doing good to others, and this is a non-discriminatory motive. Loyalty, on the 
contrary, is preferential and acts to benefit only those who partly constitute the self 
of the loyal person. Consequently, loyalty is often unpleasant to those who “have an 
intercourse” with the loyal person but do not partly constitute the loyal person’s self. 

I suggest instead that we approve of loyalty because it is useful to others. The 
loyal person acts to strengthen and prioritize the interests of those who partly con-
stitute her composite agential self, and this is useful to them. I suggest that loyalty 
should be on the list of natural virtues Hume lists: “Meekness, beneficence, charity, 
generosity, clemency, moderation, equity, bear the greatest figure among the moral 
qualities, and are commonly denominated the social virtues, to mark their tendency 
to the good of society” (T 3.3.1.11; 578–79). But in order for loyalty to be a virtue, it 
must be distinguished from these other virtues. It is not clear that loyalty is a distinct 
virtue, if its effects can be achieved by other virtues. Why would we approve loyalty’s 
motive, rather than subsuming such cases under the virtue of benevolence? 

What is distinctively useful about loyalty is precisely its prioritization. The 
virtues of benevolence, charity, generosity, clemency, equityare all tendencies to act 
on behalf of others with no prioritization or preference. The assumption is that the 
person who has these virtues will display them in many, if not all, contexts and to-
wards many, if not all, people. And of course, we do approve of individuals who have 
these non-preferential virtues. But we also need to rely on some people, and when 
we depend on people—in friendship, in marriage, in a business transaction—we rely 
on them to treat us with priority. We rely on this preferential treatment especially 
in areas where there are conflicts of interest with others, and we need someone to 
prefer our interests over those of others. In such instances, where we need to be 
prioritized over others, it is useful for us if someone is motivated by a preferential 
motive. In such cases, someone being motivated by our being part of their agential 
self is particularly useful, and therefore we approve of it. 

We also approve of the character of those who display such a prioritizing motive, 
when it is directed towards others. This is because we approve of this prioritizing 
motive, which is useful to those who rely on it. Although loyalty does not always 
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cause pleasure to its beneficiaries, as benevolence does, it is particularly useful. It is 
useful for the very same reason that it is not always pleasant. While the preferential 
motive of loyalty is often not agreeable to those who are not benefiting from it, it 
is particularly useful to its object because it is preferential. Since we all have rela-
tionships in which we are particularly invested and vulnerable, we all find use for 
the preferential motive of loyalty. Moreover, if we became vulnerable or dependent 
on a person, and then find that this person is not loyal—is not motivated by the 
special relations he has to some people and groups—we would consider this person 
incredibly harmful, so loyalty is one of those qualities which “render a man a proper 
member of society” (T 3.3.1.10; 577–78). 

6. Loyalty’s Usefulness to Self 

For a trait to be virtuous, it is sufficient on Hume’s account that it be either agree-
able or useful, either to self or to others. Accordingly, showing that loyalty is useful 
to others, as I argued above, is sufficient explanation for why we approve of loyalty 
on Hume’s view. But the connection between the object of loyalty and the self has 
led philosophers to argue that loyalty is useful to self. In this section, I consider 
the plausibility of these arguments. I conclude that loyalty is useful to self because 
it motivates a person to act on behalf of those whose well-being closely affects her 
own through the passions of pride and humility. 

Hume says that if we can explain a virtue by its usefulness to society, we need 
look no further: “where that principle may take place, and the quality approv’d of is 
really beneficial to society, a true philosopher will never require any other principle to 
account for the strongest approbation and esteem” (T 3.3.1.10; 577–78). But, although 
Hume implies that it would be unscientific to look for another cause to explain the 
approval of a motive, since we aim for simplicity in our scientific explanations, it 
turns out that Hume himself cannot maintain this simplistic view of the causes of 
moral approval of particular character traits. Hume admits that in the case of some 
of the virtues approved for their usefulness to others, there is another cause for the 
approval: the pleasure they cause the agent. As he says, “[a]s love is immediately 
agreeable to the person, who is actuated by it, and hatred immediately disagreeable; 
this may also be a considerable reason, why we praise all the passions that partake 
of the former, and blame all those that have any considerable share of the latter” 
(T 3.3.3.4; 604). Thus, although Hume thinks that in principle, one cause would 
be sufficient to explain the virtue of a trait, in fact Hume finds that moral approval 
is often caused by more than one cause. Since Hume himself admits that there are 
additional causes to our approval, in this section I consider whether we approve of 
loyalty not only for its use to others but also for its use to the self. 
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Hume argues that although the approval that gives rise to many of the natural 
virtues is caused by their usefulness to society, we find that they we also approve of 
individuals for their qualities useful to themselves. As he puts it, 

If we examine the panegyrics that are commonly made of great men, we shall find, 
that most of the qualities, which are attributed to them, may be divided into two 
kinds, viz. such as make them perform their part in society; and such as render 
them serviceable to themselves, and enable them to promote their own interest. 
Their prudence, temperance, industry, assiduity, enterprise, dexterity, are celebrated, 
as well as their generosity and humanity. (T 3.3.1.24, 587–88) 

On this list, Hume mentions traits we approve of for their usefulness to agents in 
promoting their own self-interest. Loyalty as I have defined it does not fit on this 
list, for loyalty motivates a person to take up the interests of others. Although I sug-
gested that loyalty benefits the loyal person, it is hard to see how this inadvertent 
usefulness to self could fit the bill for getting onto Hume’s list of traits useful to self, 
which are useful in promoting the great man’s ambitions.60 

And yet, Hume mentions another virtue which does not have this direct influ-
ence on a person’s self-interest but is useful to the person in an indirect way. Hume 
says that “[t]he merit of pride or self-esteem is deriv’d from two circumstances, viz. 
its utility and its agreeableness to ourselves; by which it capacitates us for business, 
and, at the same time, gives us an immediate satisfaction” (T 3.3.2.14; 600). While 
pride causes other traits which directly promote the self-interest of the proud 
person,61 pride itself is a virtue even though it does not affect the individual’s self-
interest directly. Hume argues that we approve of the proud person who is able to 
conceal his pride and not flaunt it, because pride allows the person to be confident 
in his business and leads to other positive qualities. Since I have argued that loyalty 
is a motive to act on behalf of those who cause us to feel pride and humility, I here 
consider whether loyalty is similarly useful to the self.62  

Let us first consider the usefulness to self attributed to loyalty by Josiah Royce. 
Royce suggests that “[l]oyalty . . . tends to unify life, to give it center, fixity, stability.”63 
The need for such a force that unifies the self would appear even more pressing on 
Hume’s view of the self as a bundle of impressions, and the natural tendency hu-
man beings have to sympathize with any human (T 2.1.4.3; 283). But, although it 
seems plausible that loyalty serves this unifying role, we have seen that arguably 
on Hume’s view, unity of the self is achieved by pride and humility. As we saw, on 
Rorty’s explanation of Hume’s agential self, without pride a person will act on the 
strongest promise of pleasure and will avoid the strongest pain. Pride saves us from 
this situation, by allowing a person to weigh possible pleasures and pains not only 
based on their strengths but also according to their importance to herself.64 On the 
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agential-self reading of Hume, pride and humility are the source of the fixity and 
stability that Royce attributes to loyalty. 

Others argue that loyalty is a virtue because it maintains relationships neces-
sary for the flourishing of the self. Kleinig argues that loyalty mitigates egoism 
and motivates us to uphold our associations which contribute to our flourishing.65 
What is implied by Kleinig’s view is that without loyalty, a person would only be 
motivated by egoism. Ewin is more straightforward, proposing that without loyalty 
“we should all be isolated asocial atoms.”66 If what is implied is that loyalty is useful 
to the self because it motivates the self to have relationships, then this clearly does 
not fit Hume’s psychology. On Hume’s view, human beings are susceptible to the 
passions of others via sympathy and are motivated to assist others by benevolence 
and generosity, so that on Hume’s view, a person who is not loyal will have other 
motivations to uphold relationships. 

Oldenquist offers a third proposal, that loyalty is useful to the self because 
without it the self will be alienated. Oldenquist describes how a person who fails to 
be loyal will experience bitterness, lack of confidence, and guilt that go along with 
ignoring one’s associations. For example, Oldenquist thinks that a person who has a 
good friend, and is not motivated to defend this friend from bullying, will start feel-
ing emotions of bitterness, lack of confidence, and guilt. These emotions, Oldenquist 
suggests, are expressions of the person’s alienation from his self, because they are 
caused by ignoring a constitutive part of who this person is.67 But notice that since 
Oldenquist does not offer us a clear view of the relation between the object of loyalty 
and the self, it is not quite clear why he thinks not being loyal will cause alienation 
and not merely estrangement or drifting apart. 

The pain of alienation that Oldenquist describes can be made clearer on the 
account of loyalty I have offered. On the view I have developed, what a non-loyal 
person would lack is a motivation to prioritize the interests of those whose ideas 
partly constitute the idea of her agential self. A non-loyal person will feel pride and 
humility, caused by the qualities of those who partly constitute her agential self. 
But such a person will not be particularly motivated to act on behalf of those who 
cause her pride or humility, especially when doing so will come in conflict with 
her self-interest. A person who is not loyal will feel alienation, because she will feel 
pride and humility at the success and failures of her family or countrymen, but 
she will not be motivated to take action to improve their situation. Unlike her own 
self-interested well-being, which motivates her to action, the success and failure of 
those who partially constitute her agential self will have no motivating force for her. 
This person will be disempowered to promote the well-being of those who partly 
constitute her agential self.

To summarize, I propose that loyalty is useful to the self because it directs our 
actions and efforts towards promoting the interests of those whose well-being most 
closely affects our own. Although loyalty does not assist a person in promoting her 
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own self-interest directly, it is useful to the self because it motivates a person to al-
locate time and effort in a way that prioritizes the set of ideas and impressions that 
make up her agential self. Hume thinks that feeling pride is useful to the self, while 
feeling humility is detrimental. But on Hume’s account, pride and humility are not 
motivations to action, and accordingly, they do not motivate improving the situ-
ation of those whose wellbeing will cause us pride and humility. Being motivated 
by loyalty is useful to us, because it creates a loop in which we put our efforts into 
helping those very same people whose well-being influences ours through pride and 
humility in them. I conclude that loyalty is not only a virtue because it is useful to 
others, but also because it is useful to the self. 

Conclusion 

Loyalty’s virtue is often doubted. In this paper, I did not aim to address fully the 
concerns regarding loyalty, and making this argument is left to another time. In this 
paper, I argued that the arguments surrounding loyalty and its virtue will be signifi-
cantly improved if we gain an understanding of the motivation of the loyal person. 
I first suggested that the agential self, attributed to Hume, can be developed to offer 
an account of the motive of loyalty missing in the literature. Loyalty is, I proposed, 
the motive to stand by and prioritize those individuals, groups, and institutions the 
ideas of whom partly constitute the complex idea of the agential self. This motive of 
loyalty, I argued, is approved of for its usefulness both to others and to the self. It is 
useful to the objects of loyalty, because loyalty’s prioritization motivates a reliable 
motivation to act on behalf of others that others can rely on. It is useful to the self, I 
argued, because it motivates a person to improve the situation of those people and 
groups whose well-being influences the well-being of the agent through her passions 
of pride and humility. Thus, although loyalty is not the only motivation to benefit 
others, its cause—the relation of the object of loyalty to the self—renders it uniquely 
useful both to others and to the self. 
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Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2008); Walter Brand, “Hume on 
the Value of Pride,” Journal of Value Inquiry 44 (2010): 341–50; Jacqueline Taylor, “Hume on the 
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