David Hume

A. David Hume took the empiricism of Locke and Berkeley and purged it of any remaining metaphysics.  What he produced was perhaps the most rigorous formulation of empiricism ever proposed.

1. Hume was born in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1711.  During his time at the University of Edinburgh he wrote that he regarded “every object as contemptible except the improvement of my talents….” And he stated an “insurmountable aversion to everything but the pursuits of philosophy and general learning.”

a. He spent the years 1734—1737 in France where he composed his Treatise of Human Nature.  He was disappointed by its reception.  He later re-wrote and re-titled the essay as An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding.

b. He wrote several other treatises including An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Political Discourses, and Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.
c. His friends and colleagues including such divergent thinkers as Rousseau and Adam Smith.

2. Hume, consistent with the attitude of the day, was impressed with the methods of science and their ability to elucidate the hidden workings of the universe.

a. He believed that these methods offered hope to the elucidation of human behavior and thinking. 

b. But his early optimism in science ultimately would give way to skepticism.

B. Hume’s Theory of Knowledge

1. At first consideration, the mind would seem to be limitless and unrestrained by experience and even reality.  For example, with the mind one can explore the out regions of the universe and imagine dragons as well as horses with wings.  But upon further examination, Hume concluded that it its “really confined within very narrow limits.”

2. The contents of the mind can be reduced to the materials given us by the senses and experience, and those materials Hume calls perceptions.  The perceptions of the mind take two forms:  impressions and ideas.

3. The original stuff of thought is an impression.  An idea is a copy of an impression.  The only difference between the two is the extent of their vividness.  

a. The original perception is an impression.  These impressions are “lively” and clear. 

b. When we reflect on these impressions we generate ideas.  These ideas are less-lively and more vague.

4. Hume argues that without impressions there can be no ideas since an idea is simply a copy of an impression.  

a. But not every idea is an exact copy of an impression.  The mind is capable of “compounding, transposing, or diminishing the materials afforded us by the senses of experience.”

b. The idea of a flying horse is a compounding of impressions:  horses and birds.  Such an analysis of ideas will yield, according to Hume, an understanding that they are all derived by the mind’s working on the impressions provided us by our senses and experiences.

c. This would also hold true of our idea of God which is a result of our minds “augmenting without limit” the qualities of goodness and wisdom that we experience among human beings.

5. Hume believed that “some bond of union, some associating quality, by which one idea naturally introduces another.”  Hume calls it “a gentle force, which commonly prevails…pointing out to every one those simple ideas, which are most proper to be united in a complex one.”

a. Hume further suggested that there were certain “qualities” in ideas by which ideas are associated with each other.  These qualities include resemblance, contiguity in time or place, and cause and effect.

b. Hume gave the following account to explain these qualities:

“A picture naturally leads our thoughts to the original [resemblance]: the mention of one apartment in the building naturally introduces an enquiry…concerning the others [contiguity]: and if we think of a wound, we can scarcely forebear reflecting on the pain which follows it [cause and effect].”

6. Hume’s most significant epistemological contribution (?) was on the problem of causality.  Whereas Berkeley had said that we could not discover efficient causes in things, his intention was to lead us to the predictable order of God’s universe.  Hume, on the other hand, brought the entire issue of causality in question.

a. Hume asks, “What is the origin of the idea of causality?”  Since ideas are copies of impressions, Hume further asks what impression gives us the idea of causality.  His answer is that there is no impression corresponding to this idea.  How then does causality arise in the mind?  It must be, Hume asserts, that the idea of causality arises in the mind when we experience certain relations between objects.

b. When we speak of cause and effect, we mean to say that A causes B.  But what kind of a relation does this show between A and B?  Experience furnishes us with two relations:

(1) There is a relation of contiguity, for A and B are always close together.

(2) There is priority in time, for A, the “cause” always precedes B, the effect. 

c. But there is another relation that the idea of causality suggests to common sense, namely, that between A and B there is a “necessary connection.”

(1) But neither contiguity nor priority implies “necessary” connection between objects.  There is no object that implies the existence of another when we consider objects individually.

(2) “It is therefore by experience only that we can infer the existence of one object from another.”  

(3) While we do have impressions of contiguity, priority, and constant conjunction, we do not have any impression of necessary connections.  Hence….

(4) Causality is not a quality in the objects we observe but rather a “habit of association” in the mind produced by the repetition of instances of A and B. 

d. Insofar as Hume assumed that the causal principle is central to all kinds of knowledge, his attack on this principle undermined the validity of knowledge.

(1) He saw no reason for accepting the principle that whatever begins to exist must have a cause of existence as either intuitive or capable of demonstration.

(2) Thus, in the end, Hume considered thinking or reasoning “a species of sensation” and as such our thinking cannot extend beyond our immediate experience.

C. Ontology:  The Nature of Reality

1. Hume took seriously his theory that our ideas are mere copies of impressions.  These impressions are internal subjective states and are not clear proof of an external reality.  Consequently, there can be no proof of a world outside of our minds:

“Let us chase our imagination to the heavens, or to the utmost limits of the universe’ we never advance a step beyond our selves, nor can we conceive any kind of existence, but those perceptions which ave appeared in that narrow compass.  This is the universe of imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produced.”

2. Our belief that things exist external to us is the product of our imagination as it deals with two special characteristics of our impressions. 

a. From impressions our imagination becomes aware of both constancy and coherence.  

b. Consider if I look around my classroom.  Chairs, desks, and students are in a relatively orderly arrangement.  If I close my eyes and then open them again I find a constancy of arrangement.  And it is this constancy that leads us to believe that these impressions are actually exist outside of myself.

c. Similarly, I light a candle, leave the room and then return sometime later I find that the candle has burned down.  There is a coherence in the process of change and this leads me again to conclude that the candle exist and is not merely a mental impression.

d. In either of the above cases, it is a belief and not a rational proof that these things have existence outside of us.

3. Hume asks if there is an impression that corresponds to the self.  He concludes that there is not since every time he considers the question he gets multiple impressions:  

“When I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, love or hatred, pain or pleasure.  I never can catch myself at any time without a perception and never can observe anything but the perception.”

a. Hume denies the existence of a continuous self-identity.  How then does he account for our concept of self?

b. Hume compares the mind to “a kind of theatre where several perceptions successively make their appearance,” but adds that “we have not the most distant notion of the place where these scenes are represented.”

4. It was inevitable that Hume’s premise that “our ideas reach no further than our experience” would lead him to question the existence of God.  

a. Most proofs for the existence of God rely on design and causality.  But as he claimed previously, there is no empirical evidence for the existence of causality so proofs of God that rely on causality prove nothing.

b. Furthermore, the order of the universe is simply an empirical fact (if it even exist outside of us) for which we have no other experience to judge how it became so.

D. Ethics

1. Hume hoped to apply the principle of science (experimental empiricism) on the matter of ethics.

“Moral philosophy is in the same condition as …astronomy before the time of Copernicus. [Philosophers] should attempt a like reformation in all moral disquisitions; and reject every system of ethics, however subtle or ingenious, which is not founded on fact and observation.”

2. Moral judgments are made not by reason alone, but through feelings.

a. For example, why do we judge murder to be a crime.  When all the facts are given a judgment is then made.  This judgment is not a new fact determined by reason, rather it is an assessment of the action goodness or evil through feelings.

b. Hume insists that the actions themselves do not have moral content, that is, they do not reside in the object, but in the subject who is interpreting the action.

3. Moral assessments involve sympathetic feelings of pleasure and pain that we experience when observing the consequences of someone’s actions.

a. Thus, if a neighbor is robbed we feel sympathetic pain for her, and this pain constitutes my moral condemnation of the robber.

b. On the other hand, if I see someone help an old lady cross the street, I feel sympathetic pleasure and this constitutes my moral approval of the person who helped her out.

4. Hume seems to be laying a shaky foundation to his ethical system—one that could be contingent on our own self-interest (pain/pleasure) rather than objective standards.  Hume insists that this is not the case.  He sites that a study of history and culture suggests that all people admire and condemn nearly the same behavior.  He says, “a generous, a brave, a noble deed, performed by an adversary, commands our approbation; while in its consequences it may be acknowledged prejudicial to our particular interests.”

5. What exactly are the qualities in people that trigger our sympathetic feelings of moral approval?  These qualities or virtues include “whatever mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleasing sentiment of approbation; and vice the contrary.”

a. These virtues include “discretion, caution, enterprise, industry, economy, good-sense, prudence and discernment.”  To these he adds “temperance, sobriety, patience, constancy, consideration, presence of mind, quickness of conception and felicity of expression.”

b. Hume states that these qualities are useful and agreeable.  Useful and agreeable to who?  “It must, therefore, be the interest of those, who are served by the character or action approved of.”

6. Hume ethical system is thoroughly empirical:  (1) experience tells us that ethical judgments involve feelings, (2) experience tells us that moral judgments involve pleasure and pain, (3) experience tells us that virtuous action are both useful and agreeable.

a. Hume displaced morality from its fixed, permanent, and absolute footing (usually in the Natural or Reveal Law) and positioned it entirely in the realm of human reason and emotion.

b. Furthermore, Hume’s ethical system does not appeal to God or religion in anyway.  Hume’s usefulness of ethics would find its way into the utility of Bentham’s philosophy.
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