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Fifth Coursework Sheet 
 
§8 Of Qualities Immediately Agreeable to Others 
 
1. Why do good manners (politeness) ‘extremely enhance the merit of the 

person’ (8.1)? 
2.* Explicate Hume’s definition of virtue (note before 8.1). 
3. In what way is cleanliness ‘the origin of moral distinctions’ (8.13)? 
4. How does taste relate to moral approbation (8.14)? 
5.* Overlooking §§6–8, describe how the qualities of a person leads to 

judgements about his or her character. Identify the relevant components 
and explain how they link together. 

 
§9 Conclusion 
 
Part 1 
 
1. What is the ‘compleat delineation or description of merit’ (9.1)? 
2. Briefly discuss what Hume thinks of the ‘monkish virtues’ (9.3). 
3.* Do you think Hume has shown that it ‘cannot be disputed, that there is 

some benevolence, however small, infused into our bosom’ (9.4)? 
4. Scan 9.4–6 for words like ‘all’, ‘common’, ‘same’, ‘every’, and ‘general’: 

why does Hume keeps emphasizing universality? 
5. Hume distinguishes between sentiments that arise from humanity and those 

that arise from other passions (9.7–9). What is the point of this distinction? 
6. Why do we keep ‘surveying ourselves’, and why is this important (9.10–1)? 
 
Part 2 
 
7. Having explained the key principles of morality, Hume now asks about the 

practical implications of these principles. Sketch his line of thought between 
9.14–6. 

8. What two claims are ‘superfluous to prove’, and why (9.17–8)? 
9.* Hume suggests that those who ground morality in self-interest are ‘ill 

instructed in the nature of the human passion’ (9.19). What do these 
philosophers miss (9.19–21)? 

10.* Hume suggests that when people do not show social virtues, such as 
generosity and benevolence, this is not because they do not want to be 
generous or benevolent, but because they do not feel generous or benevolent 
(9.21). Do you agree? 

11.* Explain the case of the ‘sensible knave’. Does Hume suggests this is a 
problem for his view (9.22–25)? 

 
Background Information. (a) A useful additional background reading is Hume’s 
essay ‘Of the Dignity and Meanness of Human Nature’ (1741), which you can 
find on the course website. In this essay, Hume discusses two contrasting view 
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of human nature: one says that humans are ‘demigods’, or as good as divine; the 
other says that humans are brute animals. He then asks whether this dispute is 
real of merely verbal—settling eventually on the latter. For evaluative 
judgements, he suggests, rely on a ‘secret comparison’, and hence clarifying the 
comparison may help to settle this dispute. If we compare humans with animals, 
we arrive at an excessively favourable view of human nature. And if we 
compare humans with gods, we arrive at a ‘contemptible’ view of human 
nature. And if we compare humans with humans, this is not informative, as we 
simply call those ‘wise’ and ‘virtuous’ who stand out from the rest. We should 
compare motives or ‘actuating principles’: then we realize that favouring selfish 
motives over social (public or communal) ones also leads to a ‘contemptible’ 
concept of human nature. In the 1753 edition of the essay Hume adds a 
paragraph that claims that the selfish view is conceptually confused (and not 
just factually wrong). (b) At 9.13, ‘suspence’ is an allusion to the ancient 
Sceptics, who suspend belief or judgement (ἐποχή, epochē). Scepticism was 
rejuvenated in early modern philosophy through the publication of Sextus 
Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism (1562) in Latin. In the Enquiry concerning 
Human Understanding, Hume professes to a mild version of scepticism, which 
advertises epistemic humility (Enquiry 4.14). The Sceptic ideal is ataraxia 
(ἀταραξία), a sort of unperturbedness: “Suspension of judgement is a standstill 
of the intellect, owing to which we neither reject nor posit anything. 
Tranquillity [i.e. ataraxia] is freedom from disturbance or calmness of the soul. 
[…] But when they suspend judgement, tranquillity follows as it were 
fortuitously, as a shadow follows a body.” 1 Hume thinks this is excessive, 
because most of our beliefs are involuntary, which is why we cannot suspend 
them—we cannot not believe. The prime example is the belief in an external 
reality (Enquiry 12.7ff.). As he also puts it, “Nature, by an absolute and 
uncontroulable necessity has determin’d us to judge as well as to breathe and 
feel” (Treatise 1.4.1.7). 

                                                   
1  Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, ed. J. Annas & J. Barnes (2000), Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, Bk I, §29. 


