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PHIL 491/591: Hume’s Treatise    Instructor: Dr. Marie Jayasekera  
Spring Term, 2020     Office: McIntosh Humanities Building, 903 
MW 12:30–1:45 pm     Office Hours: MW 3:30–4:30 pm 
PH1–209      Email: myjayasekera@gmail.com 
        
This course is an advanced, focused inquiry into David Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), 
considered by many to be one of the most significant and influential works in Western philosophy. His 
project in the Treatise is to provide a “science of human nature,” which includes an account of 
knowledge, the passions, and morality. In so doing, he discusses induction, causation, personal identity, 
free will, sentiment as the basis of moral concepts, the limits of reason, and virtue and vice. Our goal will 
be to make our way through enough of the Treatise to gain a sense of it as a systematic whole. To do so, 
we may also draw on parts of the two Enquiries as well as the secondary literature. 
 
Required Books 
David Hume. A Treatise of Human Nature, eds. David Fate Norton and Mary Norton, Oxford 

Philosophical Texts series. Oxford, 2000. ISBN: 9780198751724 (THN) 
 
Optional for undergraduates, encouraged for graduate students:  
David Hume. Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding (1748) and Concerning the Principles of 

Morals (1751). ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge; 3rd. ed. with P.H. Nidditch. Oxford, 1975. ISBN:  
9780198245360 

 
Course Requirements 
Undergraduates: 

a) Class Attendance, Preparation, Participation, and Reading Questions (20%)  
b) Three Short Writing Exercises (30%, 10% each) 
c) Two Short Papers (50%, 25% each) 

 
Graduates: 

a) Class Attendance, Preparation, Participation, and Reading Responses (20%) 
b) Two Short Papers (40%, 20% each) 
c) In-class Presentation of Argument of Term Paper (10%) 
d) One Term Paper (30%) 

 
Preparation  
The expectation for this seminar is that you will come to class having read all of the assigned texts. 
Reading Questions will be provided to help you focus on what I take to be significant points in the texts. 
 
Reading Questions (for Undergraduates) 
Starting the second week of the semester, once every two weeks you will be responsible for coming up 
with a reading question/response. The response may take either the form of a well-thought-out question or 
a response to someone else’s post. Some guidelines for questions: 

- Your question should not be answerable simply by doing the reading, although it might indicate 
something in the reading that needs clarification or further explanation.  

- If your question is a request for clarification, the presentation of your question should also include 
a statement of what you find unclear as well as some attempt at making sense of what you think is 
unclear.  

- Your question could include any of the following: a possible objection to an argument in the 
reading; a further application of an idea from the reading; a counterexample to a claim in the 
reading, and so on. 
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Reading Responses (for Graduate Students) 
Every other week you will write a short (250- to 750-word) response to the readings for that week. In 
your responses, you should engage critically with one or more of the texts for that week. You can do this 
in a number of different ways. For example:  

(a) You might engage with any of the kinds of texts we will encounter in this course by pointing out 
something that you find something puzzling or unclear, and explaining why; 

(b) You might engage with the primary text (a work of Hume) by providing a sketch of an 
interpretation of Hume’s position on an issue (with references to the text); 

(c) You might engage with a secondary source (an interpretation of Hume) by raising an objection 
to some aspect of that interpretation; 

(d) You might engage with both the primary text and a secondary source by constructing a sketch 
of an alternative to an interpretation presented in the secondary source and providing some 
reasons for why it is a better interpretation;  

(e) You might engage with a contemporary source by raising an objection for the argument 
presented; 

(f) You might engage with both the primary text and a contemporary source by drawing out the 
commonalities or highlighting the differences between Hume’s view and the contemporary view;  

And so on. You should not merely summarize Hume’s position from the reading. You should view these 
responses as a way of formulating and testing out your ideas about the readings: you will have 
opportunity in class discussion to receive feedback on your ideas from me and from your colleagues in 
the class. Although your responses do not need to be polished, they should be well thought-through. 
These responses may also serve as a springboard for the papers for the course 
 
Short Writing Exercises (for Undergraduates) 
Short writing exercises will help you practice the philosophical skills you will use in the papers for the 
course. These exercises will ask you, in no more than two double-spaced pages, to do one or more of the 
following: present a problem or a position; formulate an argument in your own words that we have seen 
and discussed in class; formulate an argument from a primary text provided to you; present an objection 
we have seen in class to a position or argument; develop your own objection to a position or argument; or 
present a response to an objection on behalf of the author of the targeted view. Deadlines for short writing 
exercises are forthcoming.  
 
Papers 
In addition to the weekly writing, you will write two short papers for this course. You will generate your 
own topic for the papers. The short writing exercises, reading questions, and reading responses should 
help you to discover which questions and issues grab you, and they should provide a starting point from 
which you can use to develop your ideas into more sustained arguments. Deadlines for short papers are 
forthcoming. 

 
Short Papers (3–6 pages) 
In these short papers, you will either evaluate a position or argument you have encountered in the 
primary or secondary texts or argue for a thesis you have developed.   
 
Term Paper, for Graduate Students (12–20 pages): Each graduate student will write a research 
paper on a topic agreed upon by you and me. I will provide guidance regarding the suitability of 
topics and the relevant primary and secondary literature. The term paper may be an expansion of 
one of the short papers. The term paper is due on the exam date for this course: Wednesday, May 
13th.   
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Policies 
Attendance: Attendance is required. Documentation is required for each excused absence. How work will 
be made up will be decided on a case-by-case basis. 
 
University policy on EXCUSED ABSENCES: 

1. Illness or injury to the student. 
2. Death, injury, or serious illness of an immediate family member or the like. 
3. Religious reasons (California Education Code section 89320). 
4. Jury duty or government obligation. 
5. University sanctioned or approved activities (examples include: artistic performances, forensics 

presentations, participation in research conferences, intercollegiate athletic activities, student 
government, required class field trips). 

 
Use of Devices During Class: The use of laptops and other devices has been shown to decrease student 
learning, attention, and course satisfaction, and has been shown to the be the biggest in-class distraction to 
other students. The use of electronic devices will be permitted in class solely for the purpose of accessing 
course materials (handouts, texts, etc.). 
 
Recording and Reproducing Course Material: Electronic reproduction of lectures is not permitted—under 
any conditions—without my explicit consent, regardless of kind or format (e.g., podcasting, video- or 
audio-recording, etc.). Unauthorized or improper dissemination of course materials is also not permitted. 
This syllabus constitutes a contract that you will not share, distribute, or post any materials from this 
course with any person not currently enrolled in this course, and—in cases where permission is granted—
that you will not do so for any purposes other than those expressly related to the course. Remaining 
enrolled in this course constitutes your full and consensual agreement to this policy. 
 
Written Assignment Policies:  

- Extensions (without penalty) will not be granted without a documented excuse or extraordinary 
circumstances. 

- Late work will be accepted but penalized.  
- I will not read drafts, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my office hours. 

 
Plagiarism: Don’t do it. I take plagiarism (and academic dishonesty in general) extremely seriously—it is 
not only a theft of someone else’s ideas but a form of disrespect towards yourself, your fellow students, 
and me. You are responsible for understanding what plagiarism and academic dishonesty are. Familiarize 
yourself with the CSULB Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism, if you haven’t already, either in the course 
catalog or on the University’s website. Anyone found violating this policy will receive an F for the course 
and will be reported to the appropriate University officials. 
 
Accommodations: If you need accommodations for any kind of disability, please see me or email me in 
advance. Also, students with a disability or medical restriction who are requesting a classroom 
accommodation should contact the Bob Murphy Access Center (BMAC) as soon as possible at 562-985-
5401 or by visiting the Student Success Center, #110 during weekday hours (8am–5pm). BMAC will 
work with you to identify a reasonable accommodation in partnership with appropriate academic offices 
and medical providers.   
 
Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t 
need to wait until an assignment is due to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material, 
get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If I’m talking with 
someone during my office hours, let me know that you’re here so that I can attend to you if your question 



 

 
  PHIL 491/591, p. 4 

 

is pressing or you don’t have much time to wait. If my office hours conflict with your schedule, you may 
meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an appointment (email me at myjayasekera@gmail.com). 
 
Communicating through Email: I am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can expect 
a response within 24 hours. For emails sent over the weekend, you may not receive a response until 
Monday afternoon.  
 
Tentative Schedule of Primary Source Readings 
Because I am responsive to the interests, concerns, and needs of the particular students in this course, the 
schedule may be revised as the semester progresses. You will be given plenty of notice.  
 
THN = Treatise of Human Nature 
1E = Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding  
2E = Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals  
BB = Beachboard 
 
Readings in brackets may be referred to and are encouraged for those interested in the particular topic; 
they are not required. 
 
Week 1–2: Jan 22, Jan 27, Jan 29  

• Why study the history of philosophy? Curley, Edwin. “Dialogues With the Dead.” Synthese 67 
(1986): 33–49 (BB) 

• Introduction: THN Introduction (3–6) and Editor’s Introduction (I9–I15) 
• Impressions and Ideas: THN 1.1 (7–22) 

 
Week 3: Feb 3, Feb 5 

• Space (and Time): THN 1.2 (23–49) and Appendix §22 (400–401) 
• Knowledge and Induction: THN I.3.1–6 (50–65) [1E, “Skeptical Doubts concerning the 

Operations of the Understanding” (25–39)] 
 
Week 4: Feb 10, Feb 12 

• Belief: THN I.3.7–10 (65–85), Appendix §§1–9 (396–398), and Appendix §22 (400–401) 
• Probability: THN I.3.11–13 (86–104) 

 
Week 5: Feb 17, Feb 19 

• Causation: THN I.3.14–16 (105–120) [1E, “Of the Idea of Necessary Connexion” (60–79)] 
• Skepticism with Regard to Reason: THN I.4.1 (121–125) 

 
Week 6: Feb 24, Mar 26 

• Skepticism with Regard to the Senses: THN I.4.2 (125–144) 
• The Ancient and Modern Philosophies: THN I.4.3–4 (144–152) 

 
Week 7: Mar 2, Mar 4 

• Personal Identity: THN I.4.5–6 (152–171) and Appendix §§10–21 (398–401) 
• Skepticism and the “Title Principle”: THN I.4.7 (171–178) 

 
Week 8: Mar 9, Mar 11 

• Pride and Humility: THN 2.1 (181–213) 
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Week 9: Mar 16, Mar 18 
• Love and Hatred: THN 2.2 (214–256) 

 
Week 10: Mar 23, Mar 25 

• Liberty and Necessity of the Will: THN 2.3.1–2 (257–265) [1E, “Of Liberty and Necessity” (80–
103)] 

• Motivation and the Direct Passions: THN 2.3.3–10 (265–290) 
 
Spring Recess: Mar 30, Apr 1 
 
Week 11: Apr 6, Apr 8 

• Reason versus the Moral Sense: THN 3.1 (293–306),  
• 2E: “Of the general Principles of Morals” (169–175) and 2E: Appendix I: “Concerning Moral 

Sentiment” (285–294) 
 
Week 12: Apr 13, Apr 15 

• The Artificial Obligations of Property and Promising: THN 3.2.1–6 (307–342) 
 
Week 13: Apr 20, Apr 22 

• The Artificial Obligations of Allegiance and Chastity: THN 3.2.7–12 (342–366) 
 
Week 14: Apr 27, Apr 29 

• The Natural Virtues: THN 3.3 (367–395) [2E: “Why Utility pleases” (212–232)] 
 
Week 15: May 4, May 6 

• Graduate Student Presentations 


