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§3 Of Justice 
 
1. Why does justice not arise in the ideal state of the thought experiment (3.2-3)? 
2.* Why do you think Hume calls justice ‘the cautious, jealous virtue’ (3.3)? 
3. How does the second scenario in 3.6 differ from the first? 
4. What is the truth that Hume mentions at the end of 3.7, and how does he 

argue for it? 
5. Hume presents a third hypothetical scenario, where there is ‘extreme 

misery’ (3.8). What does this aim to show? 
6. Paragraph 3.8 ends with a rhetorical question. What answer do you think 

Hume implies, and why? 
7. ‘The common situation of society is a medium admidst all these extremes’ 

(3.13). What ‘extremes’ does Hume have in mind here (3.6–12)? 
8.* Why is it unlikely that the philosophical fiction of the state of nature ‘could 

ever exist’ (3.14–6)? 
9. Why would justice be absent in a maximally unequal (hypothetical) society 

(3.18)? 
10. If we were all solitary (and had no social interactions), why would we be 

‘incapable of justice’ (3.20)? 
11. Explain what Hume means by ‘natural progress of human sentiments’ (3.21). 
12.* What are Hume’s reasons to be wary of ‘perfect equality’ (3.23–6)? 
13. In 3.27–8, Hume appeals to the experimental method to determine rules 

that have maximal social utility. Some of them seem obvious to him: which 
ones, and why? 

14. Describe the ‘dilemma’ that Hume introduces in 3.40. 
15. How does Hume solve the ‘dilemma’ (3.40–6)? 
16. How does Hume respond the criticism to his own position that he raises in 

3.47? 
17. Try to express the conclusion of Section III in your own words (3.48). 
18.* Throughout the section, keep an eye open for allusions to the experimental 

method. How often it is invoked, explicitly or implicitly? 
 
Background Information. (a) Hume mentions the state of nature in 3.15. This is 
an allusion to Hobbes, who notoriously suggests that without a maximal state 
power to keep us in awe, we are in a condition of war of everybody against 
everybody; then our lives become ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’ 
(Leviathan, ch. 13). Hobbes then motivates a ‘first law of nature’ which says 
that, everybody ought to seek peace (if this is possible at all); and if this is not 
possible, we may use all advantages of war, and defend ourselves by all means 
(op. cit. ch. 14). State of nature considerations are since common in political 
philosophy. (b) In 3.30, Hume claims that social interests create ‘connexions’. It 
is a fundemental assumption of Hume’s psychology that ideas are separate and 
distinct, and that the principles of association, through the mind’s activity, 
affords relations between objects/ideas (for details, see, e.g., Enquiry concerning 
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Human Understanding §3). (c) Hume alludes to a difference between simple and 
complex ideas (3.42). Simple ideas derive from simple impressions, such as this 
or that patch of colour, this or that smell, and so on. Complex ideas are 
amalgations of simple ones, such as the idea of a golden mountaon or a virtuous 
horse (ECU 2.5), or general and abstract ideas such as justice and property. The 
further point is that these latter complex ideas are inconceivable outside, or 
independent of, social activity. (d) In the 17th century, the was a big controversy 
over innate ideas (3.43): Hume assumes this is resolved—there are none. (e) In 
contrast to natural law, positive law is man-made (3.43). (f) Perhaps something 
for discussion in class: Hume’s first italicized question in 3.47 seems to have 
some affinities with Kant’s categorial imperative, at least in spirit, perhaps, if 
not in form (see Groundwork II, 420ff.). 
 
§4 Of Political Society 
 
1.* How does this section hang together with the previous one? Are there 

common themes, variations, or developments? 
2. Hume asks why there are magistrates (political authorities), and why we 

curtail our own liberty (4.1). What is his answer? 
3. Elaborate what Hume means by saying that ‘moral obligation holds 

proportion with the usefulness’ (4.3). 
4.* Do you agree that ‘human nature cannot, by any means, subsist, without 

the association of individuals’ (4.3)? 
5. Overlooking the whole section, what is Hume’s main thought about 

‘political society’? 
6. Select one of the examples (e.g., gossiping, incest, pirates) and discuss it. 
7. Why can we not even murder each other without ‘statutes, and maxims, an 

the idea of justice and honour’ (4.20)? 
 
Background Information. (a) The imagination (4.7) is a pivotal faculty for 
Hume. It allows us to go beyond what is immediately present to the senses, yet 
it also, unlike memory, flexible and free—the imagination is only bound by the 
principles of association (see above), viz. resemblance, contiguity, and cause or 
effect. These associative principles are for us the ‘cement of the universe’ 
(Abstract 35)—they are what holds our mental lives together. 


