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First Coursework Sheet 
 
General remark on coursework. For CATS points, you can, 
 
(a) select a range of questions from the coursework sheets and write answers of 

about 2,000 words in total, 
(b) write an essay of about the same length on a topic you arrange with me 

(perhaps based on one of the coursework questions), or 
(c) continuously work on a course dairy, writing up your thoughts about the 

reading, your reflections on it and the discussions in class, or how your 
understanding of the text grows as the course progresses. 

 
At the end of the course I will write a summative feedback, but I provide 
formative assessment as we go (in marginal comments). Note too that the 
coursework questions are somewhat leading, and thus guide your preparatory 
reading for class. This is why the sheets are useful even if you do not take credit. 
(Questions with asterisks are a bit more difficult, and require perhaps longer 
answers.) 
 
§1 Of the General Principles of Morals 
 
1. What is the purpose of the two opening paragraphs (1.1–2)? 
2. Hume mentions a controversy about the ‘foundation of morals’. What is 

this controversy about (1.3–6)? 
3.* On both sides of the controversy, Hume thinks, there are arguments that 

are ‘specious’ (1.5). So, what is wrong with rationalism, and what is wrong 
with sentimentalism (1.5–8)? 

4. Where in this controversy do you think, or suspect, Hume’s sympathies lie? 
5. Yet both sides of the controversy also provide ‘plausible’ arguments (1.9). 

What does Hume conclude for this? 
6.* Hume gives some hints about the value of morality and the purpose of 

‘moral speculations’—identify and briefly comment on those (e.g., 1.7–8). 
7. “Some species of beauty, especially the natural kinds, on their first 

appearance, command our affection and approbation; and where they fail 
of this effect, it is impossible for any reasoning to redress their influence, or 
adapt them better to our taste and sentiment” (1.9). Give an example. 

8. Hume claims that in some cases we have to reason ‘in order to feel the 
proper sentiment’, or in order to correct an initial ‘false relish’ (1.9). Give 
examples. 

9. How does Hume think the Enquiry resolves the controversy (1.10)? 
10.* Sketch Hume’s ‘simple method’ (1.10). 
11. What is ‘personal merit’ (1.10)? 
12.* Why is it not possible for the experimental philosopher to be ‘considerably 

mistaken’ about the list of good and bad personal traits (1.10)? 
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§2 Of Benevolence 
 
1. How does the anecdote about Pericles illustrate the preceding paragraph 

(2.1–2)? 
2. What is Hume’s central idea in Part 1 of this section (2.1–3)? 
3. In what sense is the benevolent and human person ‘like the sun’ (2.6)? 
4. At 2.8, Hume presents his conclusion as a rhetorical question. Rephrase his 

central point. 
5. Using one of Hume’s examples, or your own, explain how utility, the 

attribution of value (i.e. praise and blame), beauty, and pleasure connect 
(2.9–16). 

6. What is the significance of ‘public utility’ (2.17–21)? 
7.* Do you agree with Hume’s two ‘undeniable’ points, with which he ends the 

section (2.22)? Explain a little why you find it plausible, or why not. 
 
Background Information. (a) A ‘sentiment’ (1.3) is an inner feeling, sensing, or 
emotion, such as disgust, desire, anger, sympathy or approval—any mental act 
insofar as we are aware of it. Note the ambiguity: rather than an act, ‘sentiment’ 
can also mean what the act produces. (‘Perception’ is similarly ambiguous.) (b) 
For a little more on the controversy (1.3), see the Letter from a Gentleman to his 
Friend in Edinburgh, which is a reaction to the 1744 Edinburgh affair; see 
davidhume.org. (c) Aretē is the Greek word for virtue (1.4). It derives from 
aristos, which is the superlative of agathos, which means good. Hence, aretē 
essentially means ‘best’, which justifies translating it as ‘excellence’ or 
‘perfection’. The Latin for aretē is virtu, which at its root has man (vir)—which 
echoes Meno’s first attempts to define aretē as a sort of manliness (71e). (d) The 
third Earl of Shaftesbury (1.4) (aka Anthony Ashley Cooper, 1671–1713), was 
the son of John Locke’s tutee. (d) The ‘experimental method’ (1.10) demands 
that we do not ‘go beyond experience, or establish any principles which are not 
founded on that authority’ (Treatise, Introduction ¶7; see also first Enquiry §1). 
(e) Seneca’s On Benefits (de beneficiis) is a pivotal theme in ancient moral 
philosophy: favours, good deeds to others, and gratitude (2.1ff.). For Seneca 
(4BC–65CE), a benefit is ‘a well-intentioned action which confers joy and in 
doing so derives joy, inclined towards and willingly prepared for doing what it 
does’ (I.6.1, p. 24 in the Griffin/Inwood edition, Chicago University Press, 2011). 
(f) Cicero (106–43) (2.3) suggests that those who are overly ambitious for glory 
and eminence have the wrong motives for benevolence, or under-developed 
‘social virtues’, as it were (e.g., they make presents they cannot afford; give 
away money that are better spent in their own households). (g) At 2.21, ‘those’ 
refers to Hume himself, who argues just that in Of Refinement in the Arts 
(1752). 


