Hume: the problem of induction

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding [1748].
Two types of reasoning
· Demonstrative reasoning, which concerns relations of ideas. 
· Reasoning concerning matters of fact.
Demonstrative reasoning
· The conclusion is deduced from the premises. 
· If the premises are true then the conclusion must be true also. 
· Demonstrative reasoning is concerned with the relations among ideas. 
· Relations of ideas are ‘demonstratively certain’, and ‘are discoverable by the mere operation of thought’ (Enquiry, Sec. IV, Part I). They are knowable a priori. 
Reasoning concerning matters of fact
· ‘The contrary of every matter of fact is still possible; because it can never imply a contradiction, and is conceivable by the mind with the same facility and distinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality’ (Enquiry, Sec. IV, Part I). 
· Therefore, matters of fact are only contingently true. 
· They are not knowable a priori, but a posteriori (grounded in experience). 
Knowledge of cause and effect
· ‘All reasonings concerning matter of fact seem to be founded on the relation of Cause and Effect. By means of this relation alone we can go beyond the evidence of our memory and senses’ (Enquiry, Sec. IV, Part I). 

· Knowledge that goes beyond the senses and memory depends on inference, which in turn depends on our knowledge of cause and effect.
· Causes and their effects are discovered not through reason but through experience, when we find that objects are constantly conjoined.  

Conclusions from experience
‘[E]ven after we have experience of the operations of cause and effect, our conclusions from those experiences aren’t based on reasoning or on any other process of the understanding’ (Enquiry, Sec. IV, Part II). They are based on our past experiences of similar cases, without which we could draw no conclusions at all. 

Consider bread and its ‘secret power’ of nourishing us.

· The secret power is secret because we are not informed by our senses.

· ‘Our senses inform us of the colour, weight, and consistence of bread; but neither sense nor reason can ever inform us of those qualities which fit it for the nourishments… of a human body’ (Section IV, Part II)
· ‘[T]here is no known connexion between the sensible qualities and the secret powers’ (ibid.)
· Rather, we simply presume that ‘when we see like sensible qualities, that they have like secret powers, and expect that effects, similar to those which we have experienced, will follow from them’ (ibid.).
The form of our inferences in these matters.
Inferences from past to future:

· ‘I have found that such an object has always been attended with such an effect’.

· Therefore, ‘I foresee, that other objects, which are, in appearance, similar, will be attended with similar effects’ (ibid.)
Hume’s challenge
· ‘You say that the one proposition is an inference from the other. But you must confess that the inference is not intuitive’ (ibid.).
· So if this inference is to be justified, there must be a chain of reasoning that connects the two. 

· It can’t be some ‘intricate or profound argument’, because even children make such inferences (ibid.).
· There can be no demonstrative chain because the conclusion can be false whilst the premises are true.

· So ‘these arguments must be probably only’ (ibid.).
· But it is just these arguments that we have been seeking to defend through the relation of cause and effect.
· And that in turn led us to see that such arguments are in turn based on ‘the supposition that the future will be conformable to the past’ (ibid.).
· So it would circular if we now attempt to use such argument to defend the last supposition, since we would be ‘taking that for granted, which is the very point in question’ (ibid.). 
‘[Y]ou must confess that the inference is not intuitive; neither is it demonstrative: Of what nature is it, then? To say it is experimental is begging the question. For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with sensible qualities. If there may any suspicion that the course of nature will change, and that the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless, and can give rise to no inference or conclusion. It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experience can prove this resemblance of the past to the future; since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of resemblance. Let the course of things be allowed hitherto ever so regular; that alone, without some new argument or inference, proves not that, for the future, it will continue to do so’ (ibid.). 
Consider the following argument.
P1. The sun rose on day 1

P2. The sun rose on day 2

P3. The sun rose on day 3

P4. The sun rose on, say, day n

Conclusion: Therefore, the sun will rise tomorrow, say, day n+1.

In an inductive argument like this the conclusion is probable if the premises are true. The premises support the conclusion, rather than the conclusion being deduced from the premises. So we could say that inferences from past to future are only probable. But Hume goes on to express scepticism about saying this. We can always conceive of a change in the course of nature. However unlikely it may seem, such a change is intelligible. He says, ‘We have said that all arguments concerning existence are founded on the relation of cause and effect; that our knowledge of that relation is derived entirely from experience; and that all our experimental conclusions proceed upon the supposition that the future will be conformable to the past. To endeavour, therefore, the proof of this last  supposition by probable arguments… must be evidently going in a circle, and taking that for granted which is the very point in question’ (Enquiry, Sec. IV, Part II). 
What could possibly justify the practice of induction?

· The reliability of induction is a matter of fact, not a relation of ideas.

· But an inductive argument that induction is justified would be circular.

We will consider possible objections to Hume including the claim that Hume’s mistake lies in measuring inductive inferences against the standards of deductive inference. 
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