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Sceptical Doubts Concerning the Operations of the Understanding (ii)

Please now read straight through Part II of Section IV.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hume has argued in Part I that all of our beliefs about the unobserved are dependent on our previous experience of what events have gone with what other events. Roughly, we believe that an event of kind B (for example, a window breaking) will occur when:​

1. We have commonly observed events like A (for example, stones approaching windows) followed by events like B, and never not.

2. We are now observing, or have just observed, an A. 

This is only roughly right. A good bit of qualification would be needed to meet certain apparent counter-examples; and there are, no doubt, questions to be asked about how similar two events must be to count as ‘like’. Nevertheless, given these qualifications and explanations, we can, I think, agree that, when, on a particular occasion, we form a belief about what is going to happen, we move from the fact that ‘such an object has always been attended with such an effect’ to the conclusion that ‘other objects, which are, in appearance, similar, will be attended with similar effects’ (p 22). Hume’s next question is: what process of reasoning could justify a step of this kind? As this question can also be put: what grounds can we have for the conviction that ‘the future will be conformable to the past’. That is to say: what grounds can we have for the conviction that the world will continue to work in the future as we have found it to work in the past?

In addressing this question Hume suggests that: ‘All reasonings may be divided into two kinds, namely demonstrative reasoning, or that concerning relations of ideas, and moral reasoning, or that concerning matter of fact and existence.’ (p 22). (By the term ‘moral reasoning’ Hume simply means ‘reasoning grounded in experience’; the expression has no connotations of the ‘moral’ in the sense in which we would normally understand this.) This distinction between two kinds of reasoning corresponds to his distinction between two kinds of proposition: those that express relations of ideas and those that express matters of fact. We can ask: does the proposition ‘The world will continue to work in the future as we have found it to work in the past’ express a relation of ideas or a matter of fact? If it expressed a relation of ideas we could see that it was true independently of any appeal to experiential evidence: as we can see that the proposition ‘All bachelors are unmarried’ is true without examining a single bachelor. And if that were so, the step from, for example, ‘Unsupported bodies near the surface of the Earth always have fallen’ to ‘In future, unsupported bodies near the surface of the Earth will fall’ could be shown to be valid without any appeal experiential evidence: much as the step from ‘He is a bachelor’ to ‘He is unmarried’ can be shown to be valid without any appeal experiential evidence.

Hume suggests, however, that it is clearly not like that. There is, he suggests, clearly no contradiction in the idea that the course of nature might change; and that is to say, it cannot be proved by reason alone, unaided by experience, that the course of nature will not change. 

I would like you to pause for a second and to ask yourself whether Hume provides a good argument for this suggestion. (If he does, it is to be found in the final full paragraph on p 22)

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Well, so far as I can see he does not actually offer any argument for it. He gives one or two examples of possible changes in the course of nature that he suggests clearly are imaginable; and he hopes that those examples will carry us along with him. I am not certain that we should allow ourselves to be carried along so easily. Consider, for example, the proposition: ‘Starting tomorrow, all billiard balls will, on contact, pass straight through each other’. Is it clear that that hypothesis does not involve a contradiction?

I argued, in the previous section of this module, that it is not clear. But even if my doubts were well grounded, that may not be sufficient to undermine Hume’s claim that there is no contradiction in the idea that the course of nature might change. Can you see why I say that?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hume could reply to my counter-example: ‘There may be a contradiction in the suggestion that billiard balls might pass straight through each other tomorrow. But there is no contradiction in the suggestion that two things that look just like billiard balls might pass straight through each other; and there is no contradiction in the suggestion that two thing that you have just held in your hand, and that felt like billiard balls, should, immediately afterwards, pass straight through each other. If our experience of the world took on this chaotic character we could no longer say that it was an experience of a world of solid objects: a world of billiard balls, chairs, and trees. But that does not, at least by itself, show that there is any contradiction in the idea that such chaos might break out at any instant.’ 

That seems to me a good reply to my proposed counter-example. It must, I think, still be agreed that Hume has not offered much of an argument for the claim that there is no contradiction in the idea that the course of nature might change. But he has offered a strong challenge to any who propose that the claim does involve a contradiction. In the absence of some attempt to show that it does, Hume is, perhaps, justified in proceeding on the assumption that it does not. 

Hume, then, thinks he has disposed of one of the two possible answers to the question: what grounds can we have for the conviction that the world will continue to work in the future as we have found it to work in the past? This proposition does not express a relation of ideas. If, then, we do have grounds for accepting it, those grounds must involve empirical evidence for thinking that it is true. Please now read the paragraph that runs from the bottom of p 22 to the top of p 23.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

I hope that it seems to you, as it does to me, that the argument is clear and devastating. Formulating it in just slightly different terms, the argument is this: We are looking for a justification for the belief that the future will resemble the past. While this belief is partly about the future, any experiential evidence that we produce will necessarily come from the past (or, we might add, present.) But any reasoning from past evidence to a claim about the future presupposes that the future will resemble the past. So any such attempted justification will inevitably take for granted the point at issue: that it is to say, it will be 'going in a circle'. 

Suppose that someone reasoned: 'Jones never tells lies. He told me so himself'. What would be wrong with that? Now Hume’s charge is that any proposed justification, by appeal to evidence, for the proposition that the future will resemble the past must fail in just the same kind of way that that reasoning does.

Hume’s argument here is, in my view, decisive. Indeed, it seems to me to be one of the simplest, clearest and most devastating arguments in the history of philosophy. Yet ever since Hume made the situation clear, there have been repeated attempts somehow to undermine, or bypass, his argument. In the next few paragraphs, in the course of trying to press home his conclusion, Hume considers one such attempt. Please now read to the end of this section.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Suppose it was suggested that we could reason in the following way:

1. In our experience, events of type A have always been followed by events of type B.

2. That gives us reason to think that As have a power to produce Bs: that is, that As necessitate Bs.

3. If As necessitate Bs it follows that all As will be followed by Bs.

There are a number of worries about this line of reasoning. But one is decisive. The only evidence that As necessitate Bs is the fact that As have always been followed by Bs. So the most that we have direct evidence for is this: As always have had a power to produce Bs. But now our question is: does that give us any reason to think As always will have the power to produce Bs? And with this we are back with our original question.

Here are two more attempts to escape the force of Hume’s argument:

1. 'This method of forming beliefs about the future – that is, by assuming that it will resemble the past - is shown to be reasonable by its success. When we have used this method, the conclusions that we have come to have generally turned out to be correct. This gives us reason for employing this method. As we might put the point: we have reason to believe that the future will resemble the past, for it always has.’

2. 'Even if we can't give a reason for thinking that this method will work in the future, we can give a pragmatic justification for sticking with it. We could not function in the world at all if we did not form beliefs about the future. That is a good reason for using some method for forming such beliefs. And since this – the method that assumes that the future will resemble the past – is the simplest, we have a practical reason to use it.' 

I do not, myself, think that either of these two proposals is at all promising. I will, however, leave it to you to form your own views about them.

One way to bring out the force of Hume’s argument, and its conclusion, is to imagine that one is confronted with somebody who, at the most fundamental level, employs a quite different method for forming beliefs about the future. While we work on the assumption that the future will resemble the past - taking past regularities as our guide to what will happen when I put a match to paper or step out of a second floor window - he takes his crystal ball as his guide, or works on the assumption that the world will, in the future, work quite differently from how it has in the past: he takes the fact that unsupported bodies have, up until now, always moved downwards as a sure sign that from now on they will move upwards. (I should say that I am not at all sure that it would be easy spell out the details of the lives of these eccentrics. Despite that, I think they serve a useful illustrative purpose.) Could we show either of these people that our method of forming beliefs is preferable to his? Well, that depends. Take the crystal ball man; perhaps he uses his crystal ball because he thinks that, in the past, predictions based on that have been more successful than predictions based on other methods. If that is the situation, there will be room for argument with him, since, at the most fundamental level, he is using the uniformity assumption in justifying his method. We can compare the past success of our methods with the past success of using crystal balls, and if our method comes out best by this test he will accept that as a reason for abandoning his crystal ball. But suppose that our discussion with him doesn't go this way. When we point to the catastrophic record of crystal ball predictions, he replies: 'So what? You are judging my method by yours: that is to say, you are assuming that past regularities are the best guide to the future. And that is what I reject. I believe that my crystal ball is the best guide, and my ball tells me your method will fail in future.' Now, taken as a defence of his crystal ball method, this last remark begs the question; but our appeal to the past success of our method does so in exactly the same way. (I leave it to you to work out how the discussion with the man who expects everything to work quite differently from how it has in the past will go.)

The ‘reasoning’ of young children and animals

I want, finally, to comment briefly on an argument that Hume employs in the final paragraph of this section. Hume has considered what he suggests are the two general forms of possible arguments for the claim that the future will resemble the past. The first form of argument suggests that the proposition expresses a relation of ideas; the second that there is experiential evidence for it. Hume has rejected both forms of argument. But, as he rightly points out, the fact that you have knocked down every possible argument you can think of does not decisively show that there is no other argument – waiting in the wings – that has not occurred to you. Hume suggests, however, that in this particular case we do have pretty strong grounds for doubting that there is any, as yet unnoticed, argument. 

The grounds are these. It is clear that young children and animals form beliefs about the future. If, then, it is a process of reasoning that lies behind the formation of such beliefs, it must be a process of reasoning of which animals and young children are capable. It can, then, hardly be an abstruse, philosophical, chain of reasoning that is doing the work here. Since what is at work here must be a very simple process of reasoning, the fact that Hume has not been able to track down any reasoning that would do the trick is pretty good grounds for supposing that there is no such process of reasoning.

What do you think of that argument?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

I have doubts about it. It seems to me that Hume may be running together two different issues: (i) We can ask whether there is any reason for thinking that the future will resemble the past: that is to say, whether it is possible to justify the practice of forming beliefs about the future on the basis of past experience in the ways in which we do. (ii) We can ask whether such a process of reasoning actually plays a role in our thinking; or, for that matter, in the thinking of young children and animals. Now (i) and (ii) seem to be quite distinct questions. It could be, for example, that while there are reasons for forming beliefs about the future on the basis of past experience those reasons play no role in the thinking of young children. One could suppose that they instinctively do something for which, as adults, they come to grasp reasons. An analogy would be this: while there are good reasons for eating – one will die if one doesn’t – animals and young children (indeed, all of us) have an urge to eat that is not driven by those reasons. 

I don’t, then, think Hume’s argument in this paragraph is a good one. It is, however, instructive in that it shows us how, in Hume’s thinking, two questions are very closely inter-twined: (i) Are there reasons – of a form that justify the practice – for forming beliefs about the future on the basis of past experience? (ii) What is the explanation of our forming beliefs about the future in the way in which we do?

