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1. Of the Dignity or Meanness of Human Nature 
 
The essay’s main question is about human nature as a whole. While the Treatise 
explored several aspects of human nature, this question remained unaddressed. At 
the same time, Hume’s remarks on selfishness point to a more extended future 
discussion in the Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals (see) 
 
1. What are the two extreme views about human nature (DM 1)? 
2. What is Hume’s point about ‘comparisons’ and ‘standards’ (DM 4)? 
3.* Sketch the three comparisons and explain what is wrong with them (DM 5–7). 
4. What is the ‘only kind of comparison, which is worth our attention’ (DM 8)? 
5.* Overlooking DM 8–11, what do you think Hume holds against the propnents 

of a selfish system of morals? 
 
Background. (a) DM 9 was a later replacement. In earlier editions, Hume refers to 
Shaftesbury and announces to treat the question about selfish and social motives in 
a future work. (b) The ‘selfish system’ of virtue refers to (normative) egoism, which, 
on one definition, says that we ought to act in a way that promotes or own 
happiness, welfare, interest, or whatever. In a slogan: me first. Hume has in view 
Hobbes, Mandeville, and  
 

2. The Four ‘Happiness’ Essays 
 
The four successive essays The Epicurean, The Stoic, The Platonist, and The Sceptic 
can be seen as one dialogical engagement with the question of what is human 
happiness, or the end (i.e. goal) of life, and how it can be achieved. The style of 
the first three essays is surprisingly flowery—almost too ‘refined’ and missing in 
‘simplicity’ (see Of Simplicity and Refinement in Writing)—but also has traces of 
irony. This makes the point somewhat elusive; especially since The Sceptic is, in 
contrast, almost lucid (and longer than the other three together). Some questions 
focus on a comparison of the four essays. 

For the discussion in class, it is enough to grasp the gist of the first three essays, 
and focus on The Sceptic. Note that there is a sheet with general background 
information (Handout 4). 
 
1. Why does the Epicurean contrast art and nature (Ep 1–7)? 
2.* The Epicurean maintains that no pleasure can derive from reflection and 

reason (e.g., Ep 3, 6). What about the Stoic? And the Platonist? 
3. Why do the roses ‘lose their hue’, and what is the Epicurean’s remedy (Ep 9–

10)? 
4. For the Stoic too, happiness is the end (Sto 5). Why is ‘industry’ and ‘action’ 

involved in this (Sto 1–8)? 
5.* In The Epicurean and The Stoic, there is a tension between nature and art. 

Explore it. 
6. At Sto 13–6, Hume raises a problems for the Stoic. Explain it briefly. 



7. Why, according to the Platonist, is the Stoic ‘haughty’ (Sto 3) and idolises 
himself/herself (Sto 5)? 

8.* How does the Platonist achieve happiness? 
9. What is the Sceptic’s ‘suspicion’ that opens the essay, and how does it relate to 

the previous essays (Sc 1–7? 
10. There is one principle the Sceptic does not doubt, though. What is it (Sc 8)? 
11.* Does Hume think philosophy is ‘medicine for the mind’ (Sc 28)? 
 
Background. (a) The ‘shady bowers’ (Ep 9) are an allusion to the Epicurean’s 
meeting place in Epicurus’ garden (κῆπος, kepos) just outside ancient Athens, on 
the road to Plato’s academy. The inscription above the door, Seneca tells us, read, 
‘Friend, here you can well stay, here pleasure is the highest good’ (Hospes, hic bene 
manebis, hic summum bonum voluptas est. Letter XXI to Lucullus). In contrast to this 
retreat, the Stoics met in public, near the agora of Athens, in the painted 
colonnade, hence ‘Stoa’: ἐν τῇ ποικίλῃ στοᾷ (en te poikile stoa, Diogenes Laertius, 
Lives VII 5). (b) For the Stoics, only the sage (ὁ σόφος, ho sophos) is virtuous, and 
hence only the sage is happy. The wise are at ease with themselves and with the 
universe; hence they achieve tranquillity or non-perturbedness (ἀταραξία, 
ataraxia). The wise lack passions (hence ‘stoical’) but have true feelings (εὐπάθειαι, 
eupatheiai): joy, wishing, watchfulness (caution): like controlled undercurrents 
(Humean ‘sentiments’?). 


