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1. Of the Standard of Taste 
 
These two essays are longer than our previous ones. If you are short of time, focus 
on ‘Of the Standard of Taste’. Again, questions with asterisks are a little more 
difficult or demanding; and remember: you may answer a selection of questions. 
Questions 11 and 12 are the most relevant. 
 
1. Hume opens the essay with a fact. Identify it (STT1). 
2.* Why is it ‘natural’ for us to aim for a standard of taste (STT6)? 
3. What stands in the way of developing a standard of taste (STT7)? 
4. Hume now contrasts the opening fact with another one. Identify it (STT8). 
5.* What do you make of the discussion of ‘general rules’ in STT9–11? 
6. What does Hume conclude at STT12? 
7. What is the point about the ‘defect or imperfection in the organ’ (STT12–3)? 
8. Someone who lacks the ‘delicacy’ of imagination and taste may not appreciate 

beauty (STT 14–7): but what is ‘delicacy’? 
9. In STT18–9, Hume suggests a further feature on the way to a standard of 

taste. What is it? 
10.* What is the relevance of forming comparisons and of freeing oneself from 

prejudice (STT20–2)? 
11. What is a ‘true judge’ (STT23)? 
12. What is ‘the true standard of taste’ (STT23)? 
13.* Hume suggests that true judges or ‘men of delicate taste’ are rare, yet easily 

distinguished. How (STT24–7)? 
14.* Do you think Hume successfully explains away the ‘two variations’ (STT28–

31)? 
15.* What are your thoughts on the final paragraphs (STT34–6)? 
 
Background. (a) In the Treatise (3.3.1.30), Hume also discusses a ‘standard of virtue 
and morality’. As we will discuss in class, Hume’s analysis of beauty is analogous to 
that of virtue. Hence it is natural to find many allusion to ethics in STT. (b) ¶¶2–4 
are difficult. As I read it, Hume suggests that the variety of taste is real and not just 
apparent. While some terms entail praise and blame (e.g., ‘elegance’ implies praise; 
‘affectation’ implies blame), in particular cases it seems as if they meant something 
else. Insofar as ethics is grounded in sentiments too, there is an equal real variety of 
judgements of virtue and vice. While on the surface everyone praises justice, say, 
and while it is obvious that the very notion of virtue implies praise—what a just 
action is varies substantially between times and places (e.g., Homer, the Koran). (c) 
‘Criticism’ (e.g., STT9) is Hume’s term for aesthetics. (d) The final paragraphs 
must be read in light of the rushed production of Four Dissertations, where STT 
was a substitute essay for ‘Of Suicide’ and ‘Of the Immortality of the Soul’, which 
Hume suppressed to avoid public attention (cf. Letter to William Strahan, 
25.1.1772; Hume Letters II 252–4). (e) In ‘Of Eloquence’, Hume discusses the lack 
of refined taste and delicacy in the English. He removed the passage for the 1770 
edition. (Ask for a copy if you would like to read that essay.) 



2. Of the Rise and Progress in the Arts and Sciences 
 
 
 
1. What is the key idea of Hume’s opening reflections on chance and causes 

(RP1–4)? 
2. How does they bear on the topic, i.e. the rise and progress of the arts and 

sciences (RP5–9)? 
3. What is Hume’s first ‘observation’ (RP10–5)? 
4.* How does he argue the point? 
5. Why is free ‘commerce and policy’ between adjacent and independent states 

conducive to the rise in the arts and sciences (RP16–23)? 
6.* Why do the arts thrive in a ‘civilized monarchy’, and the sciences in a republic 

(RP24–9)? 
7. Do you agree with Hume’s final observation (RP45–51)? 
 
Background. In the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, Hume defines a cause as 
‘an object, followed by another, and where all the objects, similar to the first, are 
followed by objects similar to the second’. Alternatively, we can say that a cause is 
an object ‘followed by another, and whose appearance always conveys the thought 
to that other’ (VII.29). The essence of this analysis is the regularity and universal 
nature of the connection (not merely the ‘conjunction’) between two events.  


