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¥ As an empiricist, Hume thinks that all knowledge of the world 

comes from sense experience

¥ If all we can know comes from experience, how can we know 

anything which stands outside of experience?

Hume the Empiricist
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¥ Perceptions: the contents of the mind are called impressions

¥ Two kinds of Impressions:

¥ Sense data: visual data, sounds, tastes, odors, etc.

¥ Internal Impressions: impressions of the "internal" world that 

make up psychological experiences

¥ Impressions are more vivid than our Ideas, which are just 

copies of the Impressions.  For Ideas to have meaning, they 

must be traced back to Impressions or combination of 

Impressions

Impressions as Content of the Mind
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1. Judgments about the world are based on our understanding of 

cause and effect

Judgments about the World 
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¥ Suppose you are walking across the field and you feel a sharp 

pain in your foot.  What might you do?

¥ Why is it that you thought the sun would rise this morning?

¥ How is it that one comes to know about the relation between 

cause and effect?

Assuming Causality
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¥ Cause and effect are distinct events

¥ "The mind can never possibly find the effect in the supposed 

cause, by the most accurate scrutiny and examination.  For the 

effect is totally different from the cause, and consequently can 

never be discovered in it.  Motion in the second Billiard-ball is 

a quite distinct event from motion in the first; nor is there 

anything in the one to suggest the smallest hint of the other."

¥ There is nothing in our Impressions of events that reveals 

causality

¥ A priori knowledge also will not tell one about the essential 

nature of causality

Independence of Cause and Effect
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¥ Notions of causality arise from experiences which are constantly 

conjoined

¥ Similar experiences appear to repeat over time (e.g., the sun 

always rises in the east)

¥ "I have found that such an object has always been attended 

with such an effect, and I foresee, that other objects, which 

are, in appearance, similar, will be attended with similar 

effects."

¥ Perception and memory of events ground our notions of causality

Constant Conjunction
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1. Judgments about the world are based on our understanding of 

cause and effect

2. Our understanding of cause and effect assumes the Principle of 

Induction

¥ Principle of Induction : the assumption that future events will 

be like past events

Judgments about the World 
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1. In the past, when x happens, y happens.

2. Therefore, in the present or future, when x happens, y happens.

While (1) is irrefutably true, is (2)?

What is missing in this argument?

Inductive Argument

1.5. The future will always be like the past.
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1. Judgments about the world are based on our understanding of 

cause and effect

2. Our understanding of cause and effect assumes the Principle of 

Induction

¥ Principle of Induction: the assumption that future events will 

be like past events

3. But, assuming that past events will tell us about future events 

assumes the Uniformity of Nature.

Judgments about the World 
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¥ Hume thinks that all inductive arguments rely on the assumption 

of the Uniformity of Nature

¥ Principle of the Uniformity of Nature : assumption that the 

future will resemble the past

¥ Can one defend the assumption that the future will always be like 

the past?

¥ What evidence or justification might one require to defend this 

assumption?

Principle of Uniformity of Nature
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¥ Hume argues that there is no rational justification.

¥ A rational justification requires either an inductive or deductive 

argument

¥ Hume thinks there is neither an inductive nor a deductive 

justification for the Principle of the Uniformity of Nature

What JustiÞcation is There for the Uniformity 
of Nature?
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¥ No Inductive Argument: "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 that resemblance."

¥ Trying to inductively justify  the Principle of Uniformity of 

Nature requires that one assume what one is trying to prove

¥ Hume's claim is that inductive arguments require principle of 

Uniformity of Nature as a premise

¥ Since an inductive argument requires the Principle of the 

Uniformity of Nature as a premise and that is what is trying to 

be proved in an inductive argument, then inductive arguments 

for the Uniformity of Nature assume that which they are 

trying to prove--they beg the question!
13
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¥ No Deductive Argument: "A stone or piece of metal raised into 

the air, and left without any support, immediately falls: but to 

consider the matter a priori, is there anything we discover in this 

situation which can beget the idea of a downward, rather than an 

upward, or any other motion, in the stone or metal?"

¥ Deductive justiÞcation for Principle of Uniformity of Nature 

fails because

¥ i) one cannot deduce the Principle of the Uniformity of Nature 

from past experiences 

¥ ii) the Principle is not a priori assertable (principle is not like a 

definitional truth like "All bachelors are unmarried men" because 

there is no contradiction in saying the the future might not be like 

the past)

No Deductive Argument
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¥ What does the “Uniformity of Nature” mean?

¥ What things are supposed to be “uniform”?

15
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1. Is Nature uniform in all respects? No. (e.g., summer not like winter)

¥ This formulation is not one we all assume and is implausible, so Hume 

must not mean this.

2. Will the future resemble the past in some respects?

¥ In what respects?  If I’ve seen crows, what in this formulation of the 

Principle tells me I should expect to see black crows versus pink crows?

This formulation doesn't tell one what properties one ought to infer from 

past observations. It’s pretty weak.

3. Must we believe the Principle to be essentially true to infer anything?

¥ Why think this?  Most everyone makes inductive inferences about the 

world and they have no knowledge of the Principle.  The Principle is not 

something rational beings must believe to inductively infer anything.

¥ No one has been able to formulate the Principle in such a way that can 

What Does Principle of Uniformity of Nature 
Mean? (E. Sober)
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¥ What's required to rationally justify the two previous statements?

¥ E. Sober argues that rational justification requires assumptions 

about the relationship of one's beliefs and the world

¥ What assumptions?

¥ The environment is normal

¥ There are no evil demons

¥ Your senses are functioning normally

¥ Your sensory experience is a reliable guide to the world

Rationally Justifying Beliefs
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¥ When do you know your car is out of gas?  

¥ Gas gauges are devices that represent how much gas is in the 

tank

¥ When is a gas gauge reliable?

¥ Not just when it's accurate.  Why?  For the same reason a 

broken clock is accurate twice a day.

¥ Not when it is not in the correct operating environment--we 

shouldn't assume that the gauge is correct if the car is sitting 

upside down in a junk yard

¥ It's reliable when it necessarily co-varies with what it is 

supposed to represent, given the correct operating conditions--

namely, gas in the gas tank.

Reliable Processes
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¥ If knowledge is justified, true belief, then one will have 

knowledge when those beliefs are true and one is justified in the 

reliability of the processes in forming one's beliefs 

¥ Part of being justified in the reliability of the processes will 

require that one specify the environment or background 

conditions in which the belief-forming processes occur

¥ If one rules out evil demons in one's environment, then one can 

defeat the skeptic

Reliability and Knowledge
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¥ Justification in life and science appeals to lower levels in order to 

justify higher-level beliefs

¥ Justifying beliefs about the sun rising tomorrow appeals to beliefs 

about what has happened and what will happen

¥ Justification in life and science occurs because there are enough 

background beliefs which are accepted as true

¥ Science assumes certain laws will hold and makes predictions 

based on those laws and other background beliefs

How Does JustiÞcation Work In 
Life and Science?
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¥ If knowledge requires absolute certainty, then can anyone justify 

that there exists some principle that leads to absolute certainty?

¥ If knowledge requires that you know that you know 

something, then knowledge is not possible

¥ If knowledge requires a high degree of reliability, then one can 

have knowledge

¥ Beliefs justified by reliable processes lead to knowledge

JustiÞcation and Knowledge


