Study Questions for  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1M.A. Exam on Hume—January 2008
1. Discuss what Hume has to say about freedom of the will. How does he deal with the following issues: choosing between competing desires; acting against our strongest desire; and ascriptions of moral responsibility?

2. Hume expends a great deal of effort in both the Treatise and the first Enquiry on defining cause. His conclusion in the Enquiry is “we may define a cause to be an object followed by another, and where all the objects, similar to the first, are followed by objects similar to the second. Or, in other words, where, if the first object had not been, the second never had existed.”(Section VII, Part II) On what grounds does Hume think the second of these is equivalent to the first? Is he correct about this?

3. In section X of the first Enquiry, Hume examines invariable and variable causes and concludes, “A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence.” This opens the way for a discussion of the acceptability of such testimony concerning miracles. Reconstruct the main lines of Hume’s argument against the acceptability of such testimony and discuss why his argument is or is not adequate.
4. Hume distinguishes his academic scepticism from more radical Pyrrhonic scepticism. What exactly is Hume’s conclusion about the existence of external objects and how does his stance on this question differ from the sort of radical skepticism that Descartes presents in the First Meditation and Berkeley deplores?
5. Explain Hume’s distinction between impressions and ideas, and the account of the origins of knowledge in which the distinction first appears. Of what significance is the “missing shade of blue” for Hume’s distinction? Discuss how the distinction is used in his treatment of any two issues (such as personal identity, causation, space and time, proofs of the external world) to measure the success of a philosophy.

6. Do our moral sentiments influence or govern passions and actions? If so, how? If not, why not? Can Hume’s position be described as ‘internalist’? Explain the significance of the answer to this last question.
7. In his essay, “Of the Standard of Taste,” Hume argues (towards the end) that exhibiting a lack of humaneness or decency in a work of art, where the author does not show that he is explicitly aware of the moral failure depicted, must diminish our esteem for the author. Is Hume suggesting that moral value must trump aesthetic value? Discuss critically the relationship in Hume’s writings between the standard of taste and the standard of morality.

8. In his essay, “The Sceptic,” Hume paints a portrait of the amoralist, someone who fails to be moved by what we take to be moral considerations, and who does not care that we condemn his actions and attitudes. Hume argues that no philosophical arguments can convince the amoralist that he ought to be moral. Is his scepticism justified? Defend your answer.

9. What is Hume’s problem with induction? How does he solve it? Is this solution adequate?
10. What is the difference, according to Hume, between artificial virtues and natural virtues? What turns on Hume’s distinction between two kinds of virtue? Hume later (e.g., in the second Enquiry) drops this distinction. Does his doing so make sense?

11. What does it mean, for Hume, to say that we are obliged to do something such as seek peace, obey a sovereign, or be kind to our children? Are there limits on what we can be obliged to do, and if so, what are they? If obligation doesn’t issue from the will of a superior, then how do moral obligations get their authority?
12. What is the argument from design? In particular, how is positing the existence of God supposed to explain anything? What further claims, if any, does the argument from design depend on about the nature of God? What, in your view, are the strongest arguments advanced in Hume’s Dialogues against the argument from design? Are those arguments decisive?
