Reasons why there is no natural obligation to keep promises
The concept of a promise is unintelligible prior to the establishment of social conventions for its performance.

Were the concept intelligible, a promise could still not create an obligation to do the promised act.

Why the concept of a promise is naturally unintelligible
What could it mean to say “I will do x” apart from reference to any established social convention?
Is the person who says this making a prediction?

A prediction can be true or false.

But we don’t generally consider people to be obliged to make their predictions come true.

(This is so much the case that we allow them to make predictions about the outcome of events over which we know they have no control.)

Even in the case where my own future behaviour is concerned, “I will do x” at best expresses a resolution.

But we aren’t obliged by our resolutions.

e.g., I can get up in the morning thinking “I will do the laundry at 10”

then something comes up that makes me change my mind

and we don’t think that simply because I made the earlier resolution that I can’t later change my mind and form a contrary resolution

Nor is it intelligible that “I will do x” means that I now will that I do x”

because acts of will can only refer to the present (or the immediately next moment)

not something off in the future.

It is no more intelligible that “I will do x” means “I desire to do x.”

because I can promise to do things that I don’t want to do

What people who have acquired the concept generally think “I will to do x” means

I will to be obliged to do x.

But this concept is unintelligible …

… because it is impossible to will an obligation

That in turn is impossible because it is tantamount to willing to feel a sentiment …

… and we know by experience that acts of will cannot cause sentiments

Why willing to be obliged is tantamount to willing to feel a sentiment:

The concept of obligation grows out of that of vice.

(what you are obliged to do is what you would be vicious not to do)

But a vicious act is the product of a vicious motive, …

… which in turn is inspired by a character trait that we view with a sentiment of moral disapprobation

So to say “I am obliged” is to say

“I would feel a sentiment of moral disapprobation were I to follow my motives do otherwise”

And to say “I will to be obliged” is to say

“I will to feel such a sentiment”

But you can’t simply will to feel a sentiment

It either arises from an instinctive tendency to view character traits as pleasing or displeasing.

(an instinct over which we have no control)

Or it arises in response to a perception of the utility or harmfulness of a character trait either to self or to others

(and antecedent to the establishment of social conventions, promising can have no such utility)

(This also explains why, even were the concept of promising intelligible, making a promise could not oblige anyone to keep that promise.)

A second argument for the artificiality of promises
Humanity (a disposition to give things we can easily part with to those in need of them) is a passion most of us feel

and that all of us view with approbation when we see evidence of it in others

The same holds of kindness to children

Conversely, inhumanity and neglect of children are qualities that we view with disapprobation

This makes think of people as obliged to aid those in grave need when they can do so easily

and obliged to care for their children

In general, where there is some antecedent passion motivating an action,

we approve of the action if the passion is one that we view with approbation (because it is useful or pleasing either to self or to others)

and we disapprove of the action if the passion is one we view with disapprobation

and view the opposite action as obligatory

But there is no antecedent passion motivating the act of keeping a promise.

Instead, people who keep promises simply because they have promised to do so are motivated by nothing more than the thought that they are obliged to do so

But the only thing that can make an act obligatory is having a good motive for the act.

If your good motive is nothing other than the belief that the act is obligatory, your belief is unjustifiable

because you can’t provide any motive for the action that doesn’t beg the question of what your motive for the action is

Yet people do feel obliged to keep promises.

Since the obligation cannot be natural (grounded in some natural motive)

it must be created by artificial means.

How the obligation to keep promises is artificially created
In an evolving society, the first artificial virtue that emerges is respect for property

(you don’t take what others have acquired through their labour or acquired by first possession)

The second is respect for the transfer of property
(you consider others to acquire your property in return for their considering you to have acquired theirs)

But by themselves, these two elements of justice prove insufficient to provide for the social goods resulting from distribution and specialization of labour

This is because not all trade can happen immediately

People realize this.

They also realize:

· that if they don’t trust one another to do their part, all will be worse off

· that they can’t trust one another to do their part

this is because they appreciate that they are all being motivated by self-interest, 

(except in cases where self-interest is moderated by love between the sexes, care for children, gratitude, humanity, etc.)
(which are not generally present in most trade in larger societies)
These disadvantages are overcome by a process of gradual winning of trust

You take a risk that someone else will do their part in some small thing even though it is contrary to their self interest
They realize you are taking that risk

and also realize that if they do do their part, you will trust them in some bigger thing
and that if there can be a gradual development of trust the two of you will both be better off than if you follow your immediate self-interest

This leads them to have an interest in doing their part, and in being widely perceived as someone who always lives up to their side of an exchange

What is more, others who perceive this quality of a disposition to reciprocity appreciate its utility for self and others and consequently come to view it with moral approbation …

Once that happens, reciprocity suddenly turns from being a practice dictated by enlightened self interest in those circumstances where a trust has been slowly established …

into a moral obligation

(something that is viewed with disapprobation when it is not done)

In effect, we come to feel obliged to recriprocate

Reciprocity is still not the same thing as promising or contracting.

Promises and contracts arise for a further reason:

People can reciprocate out of gratitude, humanity, love of children, love between the sexes, etc.

As well as out of pure self-interest in establishing a trust.

Consequently, those who are concerned to establish a trust need to make it clear that they are not reciprocating for any of these other reasons
(so that they can be understood to be building or maintaining trust)

They do so by uttering the declaration, “I promise”

(which is actually a declaration that they wouldn’t be disposed to reciprocate for other reasons)

Eventually, people who hear or use these words come to view them as establishing an obligation …

because uttering the words and then not doing the promised act breaks trust,

and breaking trust is obviously harmful to self and others

In fact, the bare uttering of the words cannot create an obligation

they can only do so in the social context just described, where it is mutually understood that people are trying to establish or maintain trust

A concluding comparison with certain religious practices

Promising ends up being imagined to have a kind of magical status

— as if the mere uttering of words could change the way the world is and bring things into being

In this it is like the sacraments of the Catholic religion

uttering certain words is supposed to turn the communion bread and wine into different substances

or to invest a person with a character they do not otherwise have

But that promising in fact does no such thing is proven by the fact that the practice is riddled with contradictions

Uttering the words is not considered to create an obligation if:

· the words are not understood

· the words are uttered in jest

· the words are extracted by threat of violence

But it is considered to create an obligation if 

· the words are uttered with an intention to deceive

· the words are extracted by necessity

Both the person who jests and the person who tries to deceive utter the words yet have no intention to keep the promise, 

but in the one case we think a promise was made and in the other not

Both the person who promises under threat and the person who promises under necessity utter the words under duress

but in the one case we think a promise was made and in the other not

This goes to show that there is no foundation for the institution of promise-keeping in relations of ideas.

The institution is based only on its social utility

which is the only reason why we can explain why it is not considered to exist when utility is not at stake (jest)

or when utility would be adversely affected by it (threats)

(The rather different situation with “priestly” fictions is shown by the fact that since they are not governed by any utility, people are more inclined to avoid subsequent contradictions, even at great cost

e.g., maintaining that the priest can withhold the sacrament by a secret intention, even while uttering the words)
Treatise 3.3.6
Hume’s concluding remarks on his system of ethics

What makes people make moral judgments is not a religious education, but the capacity to sympathize with the feelings of others.

Likewise, what makes people behave in accord with what they judge to be the precepts of morality is not a fear of punishment in an afterlife but the fact that their characters are governed by those passions we broadly approve of

or the fact that the passions of pride and humility, influenced by sympathy and the esteem of others, make us want to seem to have the passions that others broadly approve of.

Were it proper to “bribe the reader’s assent” to the theory,

Hume would remark that one of its advantages is that it rests morality on something that we all consider to be good in human nature

the capacity to sympathize

Rather than on bare self-interest

as evidenced by fear of punishment in an afterlife

(But since it isn’t proper to win assent for a theory in that way … ;-) )
