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Class recap

■ Understand what Descartes means by cogito 

ergo sum and being a thinking thing

■ Grasp why Descartes considers minds and 

bodies as two separate substances – dualism

■ Explain Descartes’ ontological argument for 

God, and why some consider it a circular 

argument

■ Evaluate Descartes’ explanation of human 

knowledge, intellect and will



Class aims

■ Introduce David Hume and the philosophy of 

Empiricism

■ Explore the sources of human knowledge 

according to Hume

■ Understand how Hume explains causation as 

a matter of association and habit

■ Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of his 

account



BIO



'The great end of all human industry is the attainment 

of happiness .... Self-denial is a monkish virtue.’



David Hume  (1711-1776)
■ Born in Edinburgh to a middle class family

■ Attended university at the age of 12 but never graduated

■ Prolific and successful writer on philosophy, history and economics, 
famous in his time for a vast History of England and his essays

■ Topics included suicide, polygamy and divorces, taxes, civil liberty, 
and superstition

■ Denied university positions at Edinburgh and Glasgow, likely due to 
his reputation for atheism

■ Instead works variously as a librarian and secretary, including at 
the British Embassy in Paris (1763-6) 

■ The French called him ‘le bon David’, and he was a friend of 
Voltaire





David Hume  (1711-1776)

■ Published a Treatise of Human Nature at the age of 
26 in three volumes, but poor response

■ Later reworked his philosophy in An Enquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding

■ His project is an investigation of human nature –

specifically the nature of our understanding

■ Note the ‘modern’ idea here – we need to 

understand ourselves first, before we can make any 

claims about the ultimate nature of the world

■ The key to this is through our experience of it



RATIONALISTS
VS

EMPIRICISTS



What is the source of human 
knowledge?

■ In groups of 2-3, discuss what sources people 

draw on in understanding the world…

■ Are some sources of knowledge more reliable 

or secure than others?

■ As you discuss, think back to one philosopher 

you recall from this course and what they 

would argue is the most importance source….



Empiricism vs Rationalism

■ Hume is called an empiricist, because of the emphasis he and 
his fellow empiricists placed on the contribution of sense-
experience to our knowledge.

■ Descartes is called a rationalist: he and his fellow rationalists 
emphasised the importance of fundamental principles of 
thought that he regards as a priori, that is, as knowable 
independent of experience. 



Descartes (1596-1650)

■ Meditations and Principles of First Philosophy

■ Outlines a sceptical method in Meditation 1 

that attempts a new basis for human 

knowledge in clear and distinct ideas within the 

intellect

■ ‘Cogito ergo sum’: a priori knowledge

■ Mind-body dualism

■ Ontological argument for God indicates 

limits of reason stretching beyond a priori 

arguments



Leibniz (1646-1714)

■ Scientist, diplomat, philosopher

■ Reality is composed of monads, 

infinitely many self-dependent 

substances, eternal, distinct

■ These monads interact via a pre-established

harmony enabling causing interaction

■ Argued for innate ideas: reason alone can 

access reality, arising above the subjective a 

posteriori view of monads, via innate and a 

priori principles known intuitively to be true



Locke (1632-1704)
■ Innate ideas are impossible: there is 

no universal assent to them, and 

doesn’t account for knowledge given 

to us by the senses

■ Tabula rasa

■ Two ‘fountains of knowledge’: 

sensation and reflection

■ Mind compounds simple ideas into 

complex ones

■ Primary qualities: mind-independent 

(extension, motion); Secondary qualities: 

mind-dependent (colour, heat, etc.)



'if a child were kept in a place, where he 
never say any other but black and white, 
till he were a man, he would have no 
more ideas of scarlet or green, than he 
that from his childhood never tasted an 
oyster, or a pineapple, has of those 
particular relishes.' 
- Locke, Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding, II.I.6



George Berkeley (1685-1753

■ Our view of reality is limited by a ‘veil 

of perception’ – the mind’s senses 

and ideas, without sufficient proof of 

an actually existing external world

■ Esse is percipi: to be is to be perceived. All we perceive 

are ideas based on sense-impressions

■ Reality therefore consists of ideas or impressions

■ Unperceived things (e.g. abstract ideas) cannot exist

■ Ideas are passive: an active mind perceives them

■ But they must be produced by someone apart from 

myself: an infinite perceiver, God



What maintains existence?

⚫Does the desk disappear when you 

leave the room? What exists beyond 

immediate perception?

⚫“I refute Berkeley thus”, said Dr.

Samuel Johnson as he kicked a 

rock. What was his point?

⚫Everything exists as ideas that are 

perceived, but human minds are 

passive. It requires God, a supreme 

power, who produces ideas and 

continually affects us with them.



Hume…

■ All knowledge comes from sensory 

impressions

■ Thought is a mirror that records these 

impressions, but they lose vivacity

■ Relations of ideas (a priori) vs 

matters of fact (a posteriori)

■ Causality based on habit of association: custom

■ Even the self is an illusory ‘bundle of impressions’

■ Reason is the slave of the passions

■ Advocacy of a scepticism regarding the powers of 

reason, miracles and organised religion



HUME’S
EMPIRICISM



Defining perceptions: vivacity (§2)

Either:

1. Thoughts or Ideas – memory, imagination

2. Impressions – direct sensations, 'lively perceptions', 
such as sensation, strong emotion or desire

'The most lively thought is still inferior to the dullest 
sensation' (§2.1).



'When we reflect on our past 
sentiments and affections, our 
thought is a faithful mirror, 
and copies its objects truly; 
but the colours which it 
employs are faint and dull, in 
comparison of those in which 
our original perceptions were 
clothed. It requires no nice 
discernment nor metaphysical 
head to mark the distinction 
between them.' (§2.2) 



The source of ideas

■ For Hume ideas are merely faint images or copies of much 
more vivid experiences – perceptions of the senses and 
emotional states.  

■ This difference in ‘liveliness’ (force or vivacity) is the real 
difference between the weaker states of mind we call ‘ideas’ 
and other ‘perceptions of the mind’, which Hume proposes to 
call ‘impressions’. 



An obvious objection to empiricism



The imagination

■ According to Hume we can freely combine our 
ideas in almost unlimited ways.  

■ But the basic materials that we combine and 
rearrange so freely depend strictly on 
experience, i.e. on having previously had an 
impression, of which our idea is a kind of 
pale, weak copy.  

■ Consider the contrast between Hume’s 
account of the idea of God and Descartes’.

■ If you disagree, says Hume, give me an 
example of an idea that doesn’t depend on 
experience in this way!



Missing shade of blue

Given a complete sequence of shades with one gap 

where a shade is omitted, we seem able to imagine 

what that shade is like, i.e. to form the idea of that 

shade.  

Hume thinks this exception is so ‘singular’ that the 

general principle should be retained.  

What allows this to happen? Can we think of any 

other such cases?



A method for inquiry

■ Since impressions are always more lively and clear, when we 

try to think about any idea (or the meaning of any 

philosophical term), we should always try to trace it back to 

the ‘impression from which it is derived’. 

■ If we can’t do this, we are justified in suspecting that the term 

‘is employed without any meaning or idea’.  



Knowledge formed by compounding
'all this creative power of the 

mind amounts to no more than 

the compounding, transposing, 

augmenting, or diminishing the 

materials afforded us by the 

senses and experience.'

'In short, all the materials of 

thinking are derived either from 

our outward or inward sentiment: 

The mixture and composition of 

these belongs alone to the mind 

and will.' (§2.5)



CUSTOM &
CAUSALITY



Principle of association

Three relations of unity between object and idea:

⚫ Resemblance – e.g. a picture, its original

⚫ Contiguity – e.g. an apartment, the building it's in

⚫ Causality – e.g. a wound, the pain

'A picture naturally leads our thoughts to the 

original: The mention of one apartment in a 

building naturally introduces an enquiry or 

discourse concerning the others: And if we think of 

a wound, we can scarce forbear reflecting on the 

pain which follows it.' (§3.3)



Relations of Ideas vs Matters of fact

All objects of human reason are either:

1. Relations of Ideas – e.g. geometry, algebra, 

arithmetic, 'every affirmation … intuitively or 

demonstratively certain'. (A priori)

2. Matters of Fact – the real existence of what we 

perceive. Possible for it to be contradicted – e.g. 

not certain that sun will rise tomorrow. (A 

posteriori)

What makes us so sure of matters of fact?



Matters of fact based on causality

Consider a clock on a desert island:

⚫ Our basis for claiming knowledge 

of a matter of fact is in making a 

connection between the present 

fact and inferring a cause from it.

⚫ Such knowledge is based on 

experience and not on a priori 

reason – gunpowder, magnets 

and cracking marble are all 

examples of knowledge by 

experience alone.



The Sun

■ The Sun will not rise tomorrow. 

■ Though we’re sure this is false, we 

can’t demonstrate that it is (to do so 

requires showing that it’s somehow 

contradictory, but it isn’t: we can 

distinctly conceive this happening).

■ So we have a puzzle: “(W)hat is the 

nature of that evidence which 

assures us of any real existence and 

matter of fact beyond the present 

testimony of our senses or the 

records of our memory?”



Cause and Effect

■ The basis of all reasoning concerning matters of 
fact.  

■ This is the link that connects any present or 
remembered facts to other facts that we infer from 
them.

■ (It also links our memories to the facts they are 
memories of.)

■ So how do we come by our knowledge of cause 
and effect?  

■ Hume says we have no a priori grounds for this–
only experience can do the job.   



Billiards undermine a priori events

⚫ But can we not predict the outcome of 

events? Reason would suggest a second 

billiard ball will move when struck by the first.

⚫ No! The mind would either have to arbitrarily 

invent its outcome, or draw on experience. 

Many distinct events could occur 

from a cause.



■ ‘In a word, then, every effect is a 

distinct event from its cause. It could 

not, therefore, be discovered in the 

cause, and the first invention or 

conception of it, a priori, must be 

entirely arbitrary. … In vain, therefore, 

should we pretend to determine any 

single event, or infer any cause or 

effect, without the assistance of 

observation and experience.’



Custom 
Consider an adult who suddenly entered the 

world, what would they observe? 

Randomness.

⚫ Custom or habit is the basis of how we 

acquire knowledge: inferring based on what 

happened previously. It's the ultimate and 

universal principle of how we make 

conclusions from experiences.

⚫ Customary conjunction is therefore how we 

attach meaning from one object to another.



■ 'Custom, then, is the great guide of 

human life. 'Tis that principle alone, 

which renders our experience useful 

to us, and makes us expect for the 

future, a similar train of events with 

those which have appeared in the 

past. Without the influence of custom, 

we should be entirely ignorant of 

every matter of fact, beyond what is 

immediately present to the memory 

and the sense.'



Class recap

■ David Hume is an Empiricist 

philosopher

■ Knowledge for him comes from the 

senses, either as ideas or impressions. 

Ideas less vivid.

■ We compound our knowledge via 

association

■ Relations of ideas vs matters of fact 

(the fork)

■ We infer based on custom, observing a

constant conjunction of similar things.



Next week…

■ It is our final week of term!

■ Please reflect on what we’ve studied over the course, and for 

next class, I’d like you to present one philosopher who has 

particularly struck how you view the world, and why

■ We’ve covered Thales, Laozi, Buddha, Heraclitus, Parmenides, 

Zeno, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, 

Hume, and a few others have sneaked in too….

■ Any questions, email dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk


