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Fourth Coursework Sheet 
 
§6 Of Qualities Useful to Ourselves 
 
Part 1 
 
1.* Why does Hume write of the impossibility of a ‘conversion’ into another 

person (6.3)? In what sense does this exclude ‘all suspicion of selfish regards’? 
(Do not forget to read Hume’s footnote.) 

2. What causes us to have a ‘pleasing sentiment of sympathy and humanity’ (6.3)? 
3. Hume connects the sentiment of humanity with the sentiment of morality 

(6.4–6). How does he achieve this? 
4. Hume now aims to prove that the qualities that are useful to those who 

have them are also those that are (morally) approved. List the qualities he 
discusses and explain for one example why Hume thinks it is useful to its 
possessor. (Note. See background information (d) below.) 

5. Hume claims that the parental bond is the ‘strongest and most indissoluble 
bond in nature’ (6.16). Is he right? Explain why, or why not. 

6.* Why are the selfish virtues ‘more arbitrary’ yet ‘less liable to doubt’ (6.20)? 
Explicate this paragraph. 

7.* Why is it so difficult to ‘resolve into self-love the merit which we ascribe to 
the selfish virtues’ that Hume mentions in this part of §6; and why is this 
easier in the case of the social virtues (6.22)? 

 
Part 2 
 
8. Hume briefly takes up utility and advantage with regard to ‘bodily 

endowments’ and beauty. Summarise the main point (6.23–8). 
9. From 6.29–35 Hume discusses the ‘goods of fortune’ (6.23) and the ‘actual 

possession of riches and authority’ (6.29). What is the hypothesis he 
introduces at 6.30? 

10.* Why can self-love not explain the regard we have towards the rich and 
famous (6.30–1)? 

11. What point does the broke banker illustrate (6.33)? 
12.* What do we mean, according to Hume, with the words ‘poor’ and ‘rich’ 

(6.33, incl. Hume’s note)? 
 
§7 Of Qualities Immediately Agreeable to Ourselves 
 
13. Identify the six qualities that Hume discusses. Select one, and explain why it 

is ‘immediately agreeable to ourselves’. 
14. Qualities such as cheerfulness, Hume claims, are valued independently of 

their social utility or future consequences (see 7.2, 7.29). How does Hume 
explain this? 
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15.* Ancient philosophers, Hume suspects, might find the modern (his!) 
emphasis on clemency and benevolence more than a little ‘romantic and 
incredible’ (7.18). Do you agree? 

16. How does the discussion of benevolence at 7.19 complement that of 2.8 and 
2.22? 

17. Critically analyse Hume’s ‘proof’ of 7.22: what does he aim to show, how 
does he show it, and does he succeed? 

 
Background Information. (a) The Peripatetics are the Aristotelians (6.2), who 
claim, roughly that the virtues are dispositions to react in certain ways. Virtues 
are states between two extremes—excess and deficiency. For instance, courage 
is between rashness and cowardice: a coward is too fearful and not brave 
enough; and a reckless person is not fearful enough but too brave (see also 6.12). 
(b) The allusion to contiguous colours at 6.4 is an in-joke to Hume’s missing 
shade problem in the first Enquiry 2.8. (c) The ‘schoolman’s ass’ (6.4) is aka 
Buridan’s ass. It is the thought experiment that places an ass in the exact middle 
between two exactly similar bales of hay. The thought then is that since the ass 
has no reason to choose (and so eat) either of them, it will starve. (d) Hume tells 
us that ‘discretion’ is a Scotticism and means ‘civility’ (see picture). (e) In the 

Treatise Hume distinguishes ‘calm’ and 
‘violent’ passions. The calm passions 
are not as disorderly as the violent 
ones, but also less energizing, as it were 
(cf. Treatise 2.3.3.8). Benevolence is 
actually a good example for a calm 
passion (see 7.19–20). (f) The ‘peevish 
delicacy’—which we could render as 
‘irksome exclusivity’—that Hume 
mentions at 6.21 is a dig at the Stoics, 
for whom virtue is the only good—and 
so, if they are right, Hume’s list of 
useful qualities is irrelevant. A similar 
critical aside can be found at 7.16: the 
aspirations of Stoicism are not 
consistent with human nature. (g) ‘We 
cannot forbear loving what pleases’ 
(7.2): we discuss this in class, but some 
details can be found in the Treatise 
2.1.2 and 2.2.1. (h) Hume explains how 
we derive pleasure from tragedy in ‘Of 
Tragedy’ (7.26). (i) For more on the 
delicacy of taste, see Hume’s ‘Of the 
Delicacy of Taste and Passion’ and ‘Of 
the Standard of Taste’. (I can provide 
copies: but see also 
https://davidhume.org/texts/empl1/. 


