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1. Of Civil Liberty 
 
1. Why is it difficult to establish truths and laws in political science (CL 1–3)? 
2. Hume critically examines two assertions that have some claim to being basic 

principles of politics. What is the first one, and what is wrong with it (CL 4–8)? 
3. What does Hume make of the second ‘established opinion (CL 9–10)? 
4.* Briefly discuss Hume’s ‘conjecture’ (CL 13–4). 
5.* What is Hume’s central thought about civil liberty? 
 
Background. (a) The original title of this essay was Of Liberty and Despotism. Hume 
changed it for the 1753 edition. The reason is hinted at CL 3. (b) There are obvious 
connections to Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences (see CL 4) and Of 
Eloquence (see CL 7–8). 
 

2. Of Passive Obedience 
 
This essay opens with an explicit reference to Of the Original Contract, which was the 
preceding essay since its original publication in Three Essays, Moral and Political in 
1748. This essay can be profitably read alongside Treatise 3.2.9, ‘Of the Measures of 
Allegiance’, where Hume states that passive obedience is an ‘absurdity’ (T 3.2.9.4). 
 
1.* What is Hume’s point about ‘pressing emergencies’ and ‘extraordinary cases’ 

(PO 2)? 
2. Why does Hume side with those ‘who draw the bond of allegiance very close’ 

(PO 3–4)? 
3. What is the first point in defence of civil disobedience (PO 5)? 
4.* The second point hangs on the lack of a ‘remedy’ for violating the constitution, 

if there is no super-governmental structure to prevent or punish it. (As there is 
none in the case of a monarchy, where the ‘first magistrate’ is ‘above the laws’.) 
Given these hints, explicate Hume’s thought (PO 6). 

 
Background. (a) Passive obedience is the idea or principle that it is unlawful to 
disobey authority under any circumstance: subjects must passively obey the 
sovereign. (b) In 1712, Berkeley published Passive Obedience: or, the Christian Doctrine 
of not Resisting the Supreme Power, proved and vindicated, upon the Principles of the Law of 
Nature, in a Discourse deliver’d at the College-Chapel. Here is how Berkeley argues in 
the first few paragraphs: (i) Self-love: we aim to promote our eternal interests (§5). 
(ii) Only God can make us eternally happy (§6). (iii) So, our actions ought to 
conform to God’s will. God wills what is in our best eternal interest (§6). (iv) The 
divine will is expressed in laws of nature (§7). (v) Laws of nature prescribe our 
actions in regard to the divine end (§7). (vi) The divine end is good. It is the general 
well-being of mankind (§7). (vii) So, every action that promotes the general well-
being is a divine decree, which expresses God’s will (§11). (viii) Whatever is a divine 
decree is a natural law to humans (§11). (ix) So, laws of nature prescribe actions that 
foster the universal well-being: insofar as we observe laws of nature, we promote the 



 
This work is licensed by the University of Oxford under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 UK: England & Wales Licence  

 

well-being of mankind (§15). (x) ‘Thou shalt not resist supreme power’ is a law of 
nature (§§3, 15). (xi) Passive obedience. 
 

3. Of Parties in General 
 
1. Hume begins with lauding ‘legislators’. Why (PG 1)? 
2.* Explain the connection between ‘good government’ and happiness (PG 1). 
3. What is the problem with factions (PG 2)? 
4.* Hume distinguishes four types of faction. Sketch each (PG 3–15). 
5. Why are factions of interest ‘most excusable’ (PG 9)? 
6.* Explain the highway analogy (PG 12). 
7.* Identify two points that Hume raises against Christianity, and the priests in 

particular (PG 13–4). 
8. What is puzzling (i.e. ‘unaccountable’) about factions from affection (PG 15)? 
 
Background. (a) The ‘pleasant’ difference mentioned at PG 8 means that the 
difference is ridiculous or comical; hence laughable. (b) The principle that opens PG 
13 is this (see PG 12): we feel vindicated by views consistent with ours, and we feel 
threatened by views inconsistent with ours. 
 


