Hume Handout
History / Background:  1711 - 1776

David Hume is the last of the three British Empiricists; John Locke and George Berkeley, and David Hume. He writes his book, The Treatise of Human Nature, to develop a science of human nature.  As an empiricist, Hume holds the view that all our ideas ultimately come from sensation. Thus, if we have an idea we can ask “From what impression does this arise?” 

For Hume an “impression” is the vibrant interior experience we have when we have a sensory experience. He says in The Treatise that all our perceptions of the mind are found in two categories “Impressions” and “Ideas.” Impressions are those immediate, vivid experiences; ideas are the copies. 
Our impressions and ideas are either simple or complex. A simple impression would be an experience of the color blue. (It’s not a blue “anything” however, like a blue shirt, for that would be complex: a shape AND a color.) A simple idea would be remembering that color. Complex impressions and ideas have more than one characteristic: I see a brown circle: it’s both a color and a shape. They can be experienced or remembered, or they can also be the result of the mind reorganizing simple ideas into new combinations. Thus we can have the complex idea of a “Golden Mountain” when we have not had an impression of a golden mountain. We have had the impression of Gold and an impression of a mountain. The mind, through the function of the imagination, creates a new idea, a golden mountain. Impressions can come either from Sensation or Reflection.  Ideas which are exact copies of Impressions in the past are reproduced by the Memory.  Those ideas that modify the correct order / sequence of impressions are presented by the Imagination.

So we can ask about the function of the mind and see that there are many explanations of how we know things and discover that the mind often has ideas of which it has NO corresponding complex impression.  Hume argues that there important ideas, most notably the ideas of Self, Substance, God, and Causality, for which we have no impressions of sensation and that we have to conclude are the result of the mind creating these ideas via the imagination.

Hume argues that we do not have an impression of causality. (Causality is crucial for the sciences since science examines what causes things to change. If there is no impression of causality from which we get the idea of causality, perhaps causality does not really exist.)  Causality, he argues, is a fiction that we have created by observing events over and over. We have witnessed a certain repetition of events, but the experience is not one of Causality. For causality we need four elements to occur. There must be 1) Temporal Priority [“a” must occur before “b”], 2) Contiguity [the objects “a” and “b” must be physically connected], 3) constant conjunction [every time the cause, “a”, occurs there is the effect “b”], and 4) there is a necessary connection between the cause “a” and the effect “b”. The first three of these criteria can be met in our experience, but never the 4th. I can never know whether or not the same “causal” relationship will occur in the future. “Every time in the past when I threw a ball in the air, it came down. But I don’t know with absolute certainty that it will come down the next time. I do, however, have a strong belief in the probability of it coming down.” Thus causality is not “out there” in the world, it is the result of my mind.
Hume is a careful skeptic. He ends up holding the view that there is very little that we can know with absolute certainty. What we have are degrees of belief. So while I can feel that the future will be very much like the past, I cannot say with certainty that such and such will happen. Instead I am limited to saying that the future will most likely follow the pattern that the past followed. 

     Hume’s epistemology rests on four assumptions

1. Thought, knowledge, belief, conception, and judgment each consist in having ideas.

2. All ideas are derived from, and are copies of Impressions of sense or inner feelings. (Hume’s impressions are what we would call perceptions.)

3. Every claim that something exists is a factual claim. (That is when you claim that something exists, you are expressing what you think is a fact.)

4. Factual claims can be established only by observation or by causal inference from what is observed. (For example, you can tell if an engine is knocking just by listening to it, but to know that it has worn bearings you have to make an inference to the cause of the knocking.)

{Hume’s Fork
According to Hume, legitimate reasoning has just two possible kinds of subject matter:

1.           Relations of Ideas (e.g., math, logic)
or
2.           Matters of Fact (e.g., empirical matters).
Reasoning about relations of ideas is analytic and a priori.
Reasoning about matters of facts is synthetic and a posteriori.
For Hume, any legitimate statement is either analytic a priori or synthetic a posteriori. According to Hume, analytic a priori statements – the kind we use when we reason about relations of ideas – tell us nothing about the world; they tell us only about how we think and use language. 
Thus, according to Hume, the only statements than can tell us anything about the world are synthetic a posteriori. And according to Hume, if a statement is synthetic a posteriori, it must be grounded in impressions (sense data or passion). If no impressions support a synthetic statement, the statement is bogus superstition, and should be rejected.
In other words, Hume’s fork has two tines. Legitimate statements are either 

1. analytic a priori — like statements of math, which tell us nothing about the external world; or 

2. synthetic a posteriori — like statements about the world of the senses, supportable by impressions (sense data or passions). 

Thus, statements are either analytic a priori (in which case they tell us nothing about the world), OR they are synthetic a posteriori (in which case they must be supported by impressions). For Hume, there are no other legitimate possibilities. 
Hume’s fork means that statements about matters of fact always require empirical support; we can never “just know” them. This is why Hume criticizes the Ontological Argument, which attempts to prove that the claim “God exists” is true a priori. For Hume, no claim about existence can be a priori, since whether or not something exists is a matter of fact, and thus must be known a posteriori.
Hume’s Fork does not necessarily plunge us into skepticism about morality, since for Hume, morality is a matter of the passions, and passions are one of the sources of impressions. So to say “Stealing is wrong” simply means “I feel stealing is wrong”; but what if everybody feels the same way? Then morality is a set of objective facts about human feeling based on common human nature. 

Hume’s Fork and the Problem of Induction
Reasoning about relations of ideas is typically deductive, so in mathematics, conclusions of logically correct arguments follow necessarily from their premises. But according to Hume, math statements don’t tell us anything about the world. Although the conclusions of mathematical arguments are certain if the premises are true, we never have assurance that the premises are true (since for Hume legitimate ideas come only from impressions and we do not have impressions of the objects of mathematics). 
Reasoning about matters of fact, by contrast, is inductive. Therefore, conclusions of logically correct arguments about matters of fact are at best likely if the premises are true. We cannot, however, derive any trustworthy conclusions about the world based on inductive reasoning. This is because, according to Hume all reasonings about matters of fact are based on the relation of cause and effect, which in turn is based on two other presuppositions: (1) that there is a necessary connection between causes and effects; and (2) that the future will resemble the past. But we do not have impressions of necessary connection between cause and effect (we only have impressions of constant conjunction and temporal priority of the “cause”); nor do we have impressions to support the claim that the future will resemble the past. Therefore, all reasonings about matters of fact are in fact unsupported by impressions and thus not legitimate – a great blow to science! This line of argument is often called Hume’s Problem of Induction.
Until Hume, philosophers thought that conclusions of good inductive arguments were likely if the premises were true. According to Hume, we have no guarantee based on reason that they’re even likely. Rather, we rely on custom and habit.}
 (http://instruct.westvalley.edu/lafave/HUME.HTM)

Hume Reading Questions:

What is Hume’s Definition of the self?

Does Hume think the self is a simple idea?

What does he mean when he talks about sameness and identity on page 15?

What does he say about the terms “Soul”, “Self” and “Substance”?

What are the analogies Hume uses to explain why we think we have a self?


How are these analogies different? (What is the importance of the differences?)

Which two connections, of causation, contiguity and resemblance, does Hume think are relevant in the search for the self? 

