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AN ENQUI RY CONCERNING RUMANIAN UNDERSTAND ING � 
(o f the i s t ic argumentation) 

l( 
With the publ ication o f  David Hume ' s  Enqu iry Conc erning Human 

l{ 
Learning c ame one o f  the mo s t  vic ious as sal ts on the extremes of 

speculative phil o s ophy in the his tory of  thought . So inc i s ive were 

his c onclus ions and so powerful h i s  pen that to th is  day i t  i s  c o n

s idered as axiomatic  in many phil o sophical c ircle s tha t Hume has 

"de s troyed" the c erti tude o f  hwnan knowledge and fo r ever s il enc ed 

the dogmat i c i sm of the me taphys ic ians . For the T{ie i s tic thinker 

the s e  result s are mo s t  di s turb ing and c onsequentl y  des erve our 

keene s t  attentio n . What did David Hume d emons trate c onc erning human 

knowl edge , and how is th i s  related to trad i tional the i s t ic argumen

tation? The se  shall be the que s tions of our enquiry .  

F irst  w e  turn t o  th e Enqui ry conc ernin� Human Understand ing t o  

d i s· over exa c tly wha t Hum e  i s  saying and then w e  shall see how thi s 

aff ec ts na tural theology . 

To HUme the re are but two spec ies  o f  moral philo so phy o r  the 

s c i enc e o f  human natur e: o ne wh ich treats man c hi efly as b o rn fo r 

II 
. � 

ac tion i nfluenc ed by s entim e nt but pursu ing happine s s  as l ife ' s  go o d, 

and the o ther whi c h  c ons iders man chiefly a s  a reasonable ( no t  ac tive) 

b e ing . The latter endeavor s  to form man ' s  unders tand ing not cul t i vate 

his  manners . I t  attempt s t o  find the f ir s t  princ ipl e s  o f  vi c e  and 

virtue and c on s iders i t  the task of philosophy to establ i sh the 

foundations of mo ral s . Th i s  philosophy Hume c ons iders etsiluse and 

mak e s  a pl ea for the eas i e r ,  c ommon s en s e  phil o s ophy to wh i ch men 

will adhe re in the l ong run and by i t s  na ture w ill s pare us from the 



gros s abs trac tion and "h idden truths " for which the other philosophy 

i s  not ed . 

However ,  on behalf of me taphys ical s peculation Hume speaks a 

bri ef word . Its s i3ni ficanc e l i e s  in i t s  attempt a t  accurac y  and 

prec i s ion in reasoning along with the gratification it  brings to 

innoc ent curious i ty .  At the same  tim e , Hume vehemently obj ec ts to 

i t s  exc e s s e s . He fee l s  that a cons iderable part of metaphys ic s 

i sn't s c ienc e but supe rs t ition . It attempt s  to enter areas utterly 

inac c e s s ible to reason and retreats to abs trac t  ob s curity when 

unable to defend i ts el f  on fair ground . Henc e ,  he concludes that  

the only way to free l earning from thi s enc umbranc e i s  to analyze 

the exac t capacity and power of the human m ind and s how that man 

i sn ' t f itted for such remote and ebsbus e speculation . so he hope s  

to cul tiva te a true me taphysic s to destroy the fal s e  one . The 

author adds that the re are c ertain pos itive advantages to this 

endeavor a s  well . It will outl ine a 11men tal geography" or the s cone 

of knowl edge . It will help order and correc t di sorders of the 

operation s  of the m ind . To deny the ph ilosopher this privil efoe 

would b e  more s c eptical than Hume des ir e s  to be . In fac t ,  it would 

b e  more dogmatic than mos t  affirma tive philosophers have been . As 

the othe r  sc iences  have attempted to f ind general or universal prin-

c iple s  to un ify them s e lves , so such a s earch has me rit with regard 

to the 09e ration of the m ind . And if by discovering thes e  princ iple s 

we shall undermin� the foundation of ebstrus e  philosophy and unify 
-z" 

profound enquiry with clarity , then we shall be hapny , says Hume . 

So he begins w i th the origin of ideas . He s tarts with the 

axiom that everyone allow s  a dif ferenc e b e tween ac tual sensation 

and the m emory of or refl ebtion on s ensat ion. The latt er i s  a mirror 
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which reflec ts the former only faintly . What we c ons ider the 

c reative power of the m ind is s imply the job of compounding the 

impre ssions given to it b y  the senses. Henc e ,  all such ideas are 

feeble c opie s  o f  the more l ively one s ga ined by direc t i;Jpresz::ion 
�i;·'·•)4E.,L 

of the s ens e s. There are no ideas in the mind which ca :�no t b e  /�� 
q, �l:,;u,(.. 

divided into s imple idea s o f  s ense. Thi s we can prove by intro- ,-i.siakL. 
�a� 

spec tion and analysis o f  all complex ideas plus the fac t that when s�niv2{ 
hw,.,_,,_ 

a s ense organ i s  defec tive there i s  also a c orresponding defe c t in �� 
ideas . As, e .  g ... , a man b orn blind never see s anything in h i s  dreams ";;;;:! 

�>...!.,_ 
or has a p i c ture o f  anything in his  mind. �"Oii:6._.iL 

So Hume i s  sus p i c ious of the o rigin o f  philo sophical terminology 

and des i re s  the impres s ions they repre s ent. Unles s the impre ssion 

can be produced which is much clearer than our faint memory of i t, 

then we must  rejec t the idea. In thi s  way he hope s to remove all 

doub t c onc erning the nature and reality o f  ideas . 

Hume s tates thre� ways tha t ideas can be c o nnec ted or a s soc ia ted. 

V.Jhen a pie ture naturally leads us to think of the o riginal we call 

thi s  c o nne c t ion, re s emblanc e .  Whe n the ment ion of one apartmen t 

naturally leads us to  think o f  the adjo ining one s , we call thi s , 
.£) 

contiguity , and when thinking of a wound we thinl{ o f  pain, we call 

thi s  c aus e and effec t .  To b e  sure the s e  are the only three ways we 

mus t  engage in cons tant examination o f  ideas . The more we examine 

ideas the more positive we are that the s e  are the only three ways 

o f  a s s o c ia ting ideas. _§ � S'°k&/!Ca{ ' 
In th is  c onnec t ion, Hume introduc ed c e rtain ,,..£p�ctjcal doub ts 

conc e rning the opera tion of the u�ders tanding. It i s  evident that 

there are only two objec ts of human enqui ry: matters of fac t and 

releat ion of ideas. The relat ional are discovered by the mere 
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ope ration of the m ind. An example o f  this  is  geom e tric rea soning. 

The fac tual unde rs tand ing is where a fac t i s  c onc e ived o f  a s  c o n

formable to reality yet the oppo s ite  is  pos s ible , e. g., "the sun 

will ris e tomo rrow". Now all reason ing c o nc erning matte rs o f  fac t  

s eems to be  founded on relation o f  c aus e and effec t. Thi s  appears 

to b e  the only way to go b eyond the s en s e s .  The only reason given 

for the cau s e  is some other fac t than the cau s e  itself. How do we 

a rrive at a knowledge of cau s e  and effec t? I t  i s  no t by � priori 

reasoning. Here Hume affirms as  a universal propo s i ti on that has no 

exc eptions that we a rr ive at a causal relat ionship from experienc e r 
b ec aus e c e rtain objec t s  are c on s tantly co-jo ined with each other. 

A man never inf ers a c ause or  effec t from the nature of a new objec t. 

Gunpowder � have b een discovered by � priori a rgument. 

Thi s  truth i sn't as  svident with regard to things with which we are 

familiar from b i rth . Why? Becau s e  of the influenc e of cus tom. It 

c overs natural igno ran c e  and conc eal s i t s elf whe re it is pres ent in 

the high e s t  degre e. To convinc e us o f  thi s  we need only no te  the 

fac t that the mind c an't find an effec t by examining the c aus e. The 

eff ec t i s  to tall y  di fferent from the cause ,  e .  g. , the motion in the 

s econd ball which  i t  rec eived from the f i r s t  one i s  no t the same but 

a totally different mo tion. The re i s  no hint o f  one in the o ther. 

And as  the c onnec tion is  imaginary , so i s  the relat ion b e tween c au s e  

and effec t. So , if  every event is  dis tinc t from i �  cause  then the 

effec t c an ' t be discovered in the caus e .  In vain can we predic t  

wi thout ob servat ion and experienc eo 

Now if matt er o f  fac t i s  b a s ed on o u r  experienc e ( o f  c ause and 

e ff ec t ) , then what i s  expe ri enc e bas ed on ? we don't know . Nature 

has kept hidden h e r  great sec rets . All we know i s  that c er ta in 
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tt� 
ftf�zf� �i<JU"'; I� f I' c,ffr ' 

events always follow c ertain o�c ts .  Wha t the medium of thi s 

inferenc e is we do not know.7�� such a med ium mus t b e  p roduc ed 

in order to disprove the a s s ertion tha t  expe rienc e is  our only 

guide . we c annot b e g  the que s tion b y  saying tha t our pa s t  expe rienc e 

w ill hold true in the future for thi s  is prec i s ely what we are to 

p rove. 

Whenc e then come s such authority to this  thing called experienc e? 

And on what ba s i s  can we infer that thi s will follow that or to

morrow will b e  like ye s terday' It  c e rtainly isn ' t intuitive . And 

to say it i s  expe rimental a rgue s in a c ircl e .  Nor is  it demon s t rative 

for the opposite  could be t rue . we s imply do not know where exp e r-

ienc e gets i ts power . Any opponents to thi s  view mus t produc e the 

l ink .  I f  you hes i tate to dream one yp , then you c onfe s s  what  I 

a ssert viz . , that it isn ' t reason but experienc e that makes  thi s  

inferenc e. 

What can we c onclude then? Only tha t all infer::-nc es  are the 

e ffec t of cus tom or habit and not rea son . Now we need not fear this 

s c eptic ism for nature will always keep he r balanc e, and m en will 

induc e some p rinc ipl e  to explain thi s .  

Custom�then,i s the great guide of human l ife . It alone renders 

experi enc e useful . I t  makes us  exp e c t  the uniformity of nature . 

Wi thout it we would b e  ignorant of everything b eyond s ens e and 

m emory . 

Though conclus ion s  f rom expe rienc e carry us  b eyond memory and 

s ense  yet some fac t  mus t  b e  pre s ent from which we draw the s e , other

wi s e, rea soning i s  hypothet ical or carri ed on ad infinitum upon 

antec edent p rem i s e s . so we conclude that "all b el ie f  of matter of 

fac t • • •  i s  de rived merely f rom some objec t  pres ent to memory or 
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s ens es ,  and a customary c onnection b etween that and some other 

object11•1 How do es  thi s  ac c ount fo r illus ion? Wherein l i e s  the 

di stinction of b el i e f  and fiction? B elief c omes to the mind as a 

stronge r  s entiment . Its for c e  comes not from the nature o f  the idea 

but the manner of conc eption . It ari s e s  f rom a customary conjunction 

o f  ideas in the three ways stated above . B elie f in thes e  g ives us a 

kin4 o f  pre-establishe d  harmony b etween the c ourse of nature and 

suc c es s ion o f  events . Thi s  i s  e s s ential for human action . 

It i s  natural to c onclude from this  that the re is  no c e rtainty 

in knowledge . Sinc e we are igno rant o f  the nec es sary c onne c tion o f  

things , w e  can only have probability. Herein i s  the advantage o f  

11b el;le ftt whi ch holds true  with regard to c aus e and e ffect.  We 

trans fer all our past exper ienc e of events to the future with the 

s am e  p ro p o rtion o f  probab il ity. As any eve�t is c onfirmed by a 

greater numbe r of  c oncurrenc es  it b eget s  the s entiment we c all � 
"b el i ef ". 

Whe re ithen
)

do men get the idea of a nec es sary connection , forc e ,  

powe r ,  etc . ?  We must define the s e  terms in order to remove the 

diffi c ulty . In so do ing ,  we will rememb er that our ideas are nothing 

but c opies of  our impressions.Ea if we c an produc e the impre s s i o n  we 

have c l arif ied the idea . Now whe re is our impre s s ion of nece ssary 

c onnectio n ,  fo rc e ,  etc .?  All we know is what follows . We never 

perc e ive the actual fo rc e or c o nne ction . Henc e , objects of  s en s e  

don't d i s c over fo r u s  any nec e ssary connection . Mayb e the will is  

thi s  power of c o nnect ion? The only way we know what the will can do 

i s  by  exper ienc e .  ?erh�ps it i s  by reflection we know power and 

c ausality? But the m ind's c ommand over itself  i s  limited and l imits 

1. Enqui ry conc erning Human Under-sta1ding , p. 46. 
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are known only by  experienc e .  We can't pretend to know all the 

c ircwnstanc es . To say that God doe s it really  rob s Him o f  His power 

and nature of its s ignif icanc e ,  much l e s s  to say , we still don't 

know how God doe s it if He doe s .  

Ther efore , we c onclude s inc e we have no idea of  a nec e s sary 

connection e ither by s ens e or s ent iment , that the terms have no 

meaning to us at all . The only  remaining alternative i s  to say that 

f,.( l) 
experienc e gives us probab ility , and nec e ssary c o n�ection arises  

from a numb er o f  s imilar instanc e s . The mind i s  influenc ed by 

hab it after a repetition o f  instanc es . Thus , when we say two objects 

are c o nnected we mean they have acquired a c onnection in our mind b y  

hab it. Henc e, c ausal ity can be defined a s  "an object fol lowed b y  

another and who s e  appearanc e  always c o nv eys the thought o f  the 

other" . 2 

To sum up the rea soning thus far we may say : every idea is  

c op ied from some impre s s ion ( s ) . If the re i s  no  impres s i o n , we  have 

no real idea . In all s ingl e instanc es  in the operation o f  the mind 

o r  body there is nothing that produc e s  any idea of a nec e s sary 

c onnection . But when many uni form instanc es  appear and the same 

object is followed by the same event , then we b egin to enterta in a 

customary c onnecti on between object and antec edent. Thi s  s entiment 

i s  the o rigin o f  the idea o f  causal ity .  It o c curs not at first but 

after many s imilar instanc e s . 

The  same i s  true with our idea o f  nec e s s ity and l iberty . If 

there were no s imilar operations , we would have no such c onc ept . 

But s inc e all men have the exper ienc e o f  custom , then all men 

virtually agree on c onc epts tho ugh there i s  a verbal dispute amo ng 

2. Enquiry Co nc erning Human Under stand ing, p .  79 
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them . We are carried by customary t ran s i tion from the o c c urrenc e 

of one to  the bel ief in the o ther. 

Hume b ri efly �ppl i e s  the s e  princ ipl e s  t o  th e reason o f  animal s 

tooo Nature �rovides  experienc e as a gu ide to th e i r  unders tanding 

also . He then attempt s to  show ho w men are superio r t o  animal s 

s inc e b o th make inferenc es  o n  the same bas is, viz . ,  cus tom . Thi s  

is due t o  th e fac t s  that man ha s a b e tter memo ry, broader c o mpre-

hens ion , more accurac y ,  more extens ive exper ienc e and great ab i l ity 

t o  communicate via language . 

When we c ome to the sub j ec t  of mirac l es , Hume appl ie s the same 

emp i ri c i sm . He re j ec ts t ransub s ta�iation b e c aus e  i t  is based on 

the weaker testimony f rom the apo s tl e s  having d im ini shed a s  it has 

b een pas s ed down as over again s t  the di re c t  imp res s ion we rec e i ve 

f rom our s ens e s . What i s  direc tly c ontrary to the s enses  c anno t 

b e  t rue . Sens es are our guide concerning ma tters o f  fac t .  The 

wi s e  man wi ll proport i on h i s  b elief to degree of p robab il i ty bas ed 

on h i s  ob s erva tion and the balanc e  o f  po s s ibil ity built there-upon . 

the t e st imony of  o ther s  i s  a s sured only by the ir verac i ty and our 

experienc e as it  c onfo rm s  to the i r  tes timony . When the ir tes timony 

i s  abo ut the m irac ul ous, we b el i eve i t  not b ec ause o f  any c onnec tion 

we pe rc eive between witne s s  and witne s s ed but becaus e we are ac cus -

tomed to have a conne c t i o n  betwe en them . When the ir testimony i s  

one tha t  w e  haven't expe rienced , then w e  have a c o nte s t  o f  o�po s it es . 

The s t ro nger one mus t b e  b el ieved . Now s inc e m i racl e s  violate the 

law o f  nature no pro o f  c ould b e  stronger aga in s t  them . Henc e ,  they 

are to be mo st strongly do ub t ed . 

An event do esn ' t  qua l i fy a s  a mirac le unl e s s  i t  has never 

happened befor e . But i f  i t  ha s neve r hapJened b efore then we have 
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no experienc e  o f  i t  and s inc e i t  i s  a violation of  na ture , we have 

the whole of experienc e aga ins t i t .  Henc e ,  no test imony is suff ic ient 

to e s tabl i sh a mirac l e  unl e s s  its  fal s ehood is more miraculo us than 

the fac t i t  endeavo rs to e s tab l i s h .  Even then , there is a mutual 

destruc t i o n  of arguments , or the superi o r  only gives  us a d egre e  o f  

as suranc e .  But the re never wa s a mirac l e  es tab l i shed beyond que s tion 

b ecaus e the numbe r o f  witne s s e s  were ins uffic i ent , m en are n o t  to 

be trus ted , mirac l e s  abound among ignorant peopl e , and th ere are 

m irac l e s  suppo s ing to prove c onfl i c ting rel ig ions . So we c onclude 

that no test imony conc erning any miracle is even p robabl) much l e s s
�. 

proven . I would ra ther bel i eve all men are dece iving me than o ne 

s ingle c ontradic tion o f  s ens e . 3 With thi s
)

of c ours e
)

Hume re j ec t s  

the miracl e s  o f  th e Bible and Chri s tiani ty . 

When applying hi s pr inc ipl e s  to providenc e ,  Hume c onc ludes tha t 

we c an ' t  r igh tly infer more in the cause than we find in the effec ts. 4 

When we infer God ' s  ex is tenc e from na ture , we canno t b e  so  enamored 

b y  our d i s co very that we a t tribute to God the ab il i ty to make some-

thing m o re perfec t than thi s  pre s ent wo rld o f  ill and disorder.  we 

o nl y  need inf er a caus e suffic ient for the task and no more .5 It 

i s  o nly "imaginati on" that make s th i s  trans i tion . Why at tribute to 

the c aus e wha t c an't b e  found in the eff e c t ?  Thus , wha t is wrong 

wi th deny ing pro videnc e and a future s tate? rt i sn't the ba s i s  of 

s o c iety . I t  is  from exper i enc e that we observe virtue to b e  att ended 

b y  the greater peac e of mind than vic e .  

3. Hum e , Q.p. Qit., p. 136 .  
4. I t  i s  from the c o ns i s tent applic a ti on o f  princ ipl es  such a s  these  

that men have b e en forc ed to  rea son to a "Fini te God11• 
5. See foo t  note #40 
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If there are marks of distributive justic e in the world, then it 

is satisfied . If not , then we have no right to attribute tne power to 

� rectify it to the gods who made it . Our arguments from nature to 

providenc e are unc ertain because they go b eyond present evidence and 

are useless because we can't attribute to God any more than o ur expe r-

ienc e affords of Him . 

Hume poses a possible objection to this; we infe r from a partially 

c ompleted building that it will so on  b e  finished so why c an't we inf e r  

that God will complete the j ustic e and goodness of the universe? T o  

this h e  replies ti:1e re is a n  infinite differenc e in the illustration . 

we know man by experienc e .  But God is known only by his productions . 

If the universe shows wisdom, He is wise proportionately . 6 Furthe r  

than this w e  cannot say . 

To press the issue even further, Hume points out two disputed 

assumptions in this reasoning: 1 ) That God  will act the same way we 

would act when we know His ways are different th�� ours; 2 )  That it 

is possible to know a c ause msrely from its effects. Espec ially sinc e 

it is only when spe cies o f  ob j e cts are c onstantly c ojoined that we 

a rrive at a c ause and effect rslationship . Experience is our only 

guide and that is spe cific ally what we lack . 

Hume c oncludes by analyz ing t:-:.e extent to which this so rt of 

sc eptic ism can be carried . He acknowledges the need of a sc e9ticism 

antec edent to philosophy so as to wean it of all biases and 8rejudices. 

Another is ne eded c onsequent to philosophy to show that the mind isn ' t 

fitted to discover absolutes. such a sc eptic ism for Hume has destroyed 

naive realism an�has sh� the relativity of orima ry as we 11 as 

sec ondary qualt_ties . He asserts that the c hief aim of sc eptic ism is 

___ ;) , f , ,� "I - _I ,,_, • ...,...-----..,,.--:----:--...-.------ �...... .._.. ·-.; �4,...c..a_ . I� 
60 see foot note #4 
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to destroy reason b o th abstrac t and c onc rete .7 The c hie f objec tion 

to  sc e9ticism , and by fa� its greatest weakness , Hume c onc edes to  b e  

that no durable good  comes to society from it . It  has no purpose and 

is opposed to prac tical l if e . Hence, Hume would mitigate sc epticism 

to make it purposeful . To do this he points out that doub ts are 

c o rrected by common sense a::id reflection. Th'..l.t sceLJtic:'_sn: s�-:_.::.:,pcls 
aM 

from extremes and dogmaticismvlimits the scoJe o f  our inquiry to 

sub jecu adapted fo r the human mind . Reason is no t purposed for religion . 

Faith in divine revelat ion is best suit ed fo r that.� No r are mo rals 

properly  the objec t o f  reason .  The fields o f  intellec tual inquiry are 

1) matters o f  fac t, 2) quantity and numbe r .  All else is illusion and 

sophistry . 

I t  is not difficul t to see then.how Hume feels about theistic 
) ,I 

speculations. In  the Dialogues Conc erning Natural Religion h e  simply 

applies the principles of his epistemology already concl uded to this 

extreme form of  sp eculation and concludes very simply that we canno t 

pro ve anything about the existenc e and nature o f  God though h e  himself 

is no t willing to give up these realms as sub j ec ts of nb eliefn . There 

is no ne ed then to elaborate the detailed dialogue o f  Demea , ( the 

inflexib l e  Orthodox ) Philo ( the careless sc eptic) , and Cl eanthes· '(the 

accurate philosophe r) , but to no t e  tha t Hume c laims more sympathy wi th 

Cl eanthes though at  times Philo seems to express his sentiments as well. 

Histo ric ally , it se emE to b e  the vo ic e o f  Philo that has had the 

greater influenc e. 

The sum of  the matt e r  is this: the summer's conversa tion arises 

when Cleanthes suggests a me thod of religious and academic education 

in response to the c omplim ent o f  Demea who no t ed his care in educating 

7. Hume , QIL• c it. , p .  
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his pupil. The place of religion in education is the focal point of 

which there is some disagreement. From this the stage is set to forge 

into the heart of a discussion on Natural Religion. All the while 

Cleanthes is the 11middle of the reader " who opposes Philo's extreme 

and inconsistent scepticism while Demea is siding with him in a desire 

to rid religion of its entanglements with vain philoso9hy only to be 

disillusioned in the end to find that her supposed ally was really her 

foe. 

The essential implications of the Dialogue are clear. We cannot 

prove the existence of God a posteriori since we do not have any 

impression of God from sense experience nor of a necessary cause which 

could demonstrate his existence. 11Why not stop at the material world?'� 

says Hume. ''Eow can we satisfy ourselves without going on Ad infinitum? 

No satisfaction can ever be gained by these speculations • • . •  118 And 

further, we have no � proiri knowledge since all knowledge comes from 

impressions as was demonstrated in the Enquiry. So the lack of ability 

to show any necessary connection destroys the validity of the arguments 

from effect to cause as the teleological and the cosmological, and the 

absence of the �priori necessitates our re jecting any ontological 

argument. What is left ? Only degrees of pr9bability and ambiguity. 

Reason is out of its realm and has tackled reas far too sublime for 

it. Occupation with the more co1:r;mon should suffice for its 

curiousity. rz;.J7 �ff:!j_ £,,,_ � '"I 

Befo:re considering what his opponents have said, we might note 

Hume's own sta�ement of intent in writing the Dialogues. It is an 

attempt to help the cause of both philosophy and religiono The key 

is found in a footnote of the last chapter where he says, 

8. Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, p. 325 
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;£ d.L � ,, 1' ,, �.,; ·.,,,.,� ,.,-; u. ;:is i(. ,�Go ... i-

( •-.<r R:w '" 4 f � ' -<' c"T�Dic 

"rt seems evidei::rb-t.!:'!�spu te between sceptics 
and dogmatists r.rs::A���rel �  or at least regards 
only the degree"-of =bt surance • • • •  No philosophical 
dogmatists denies that there are difficulties both with 
regard to senses and to all �ience; and that these diffi
culties are in a regular logical method, absolutely in
soluable. No sceptic denies that we lie under an absolute 
necessity, not withstanding these difficulties of thinking, 
and believing, and reasoning with regard to all kinds of 
subjects, and even of frequent by assenting with confidence 
and security. The only difference • • •  is that the sceptic 
from habit, caprice, or inclination insists on the diffi
culty; the dogmatists for the same reason insists on the 
necessity. n9 

Whether his intents were achieved and whether he was consistent 

in pursuing them we have yet to discuss. 

The immediate question is how does this relate to theistic 

argumentation? The answer is� in several obvious ways. First, he V .;f �- _ ) p� .,..k2l ,J < 
has attempted to show that there is no such thing as a neces s ary r��� ------------- -----�---:-::.:::..=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=- p1:r�f" r;;;,f 
causal connection. The idea of such comes entirely from custom and �;:d-�� 

'12-� has only a psychological necessity since we can produce no impression -f>... 
d�.-

which it represents. Hence we ca0mot prove God's existenc� much less� 
�speculate concerning His nature. secondly, that we cannot attribute 1; 

.f��7 perfection to God on the basis of imperfection in His creation. /v,;r..r1.. / 

q� t, Thirdly, that a miracle is impossible by its very definition and nature. � 

Hence, we can neither "prove" the existence of God by any argument 

which uses cause and effect (wti;th all arguments do in some form or 

another� nor can we use miracles to establish the uniqueness of our 

religion. so both the natural and supernatural evidence is swept 

from beneath us,and we are left with a 11belief11 rooted in custom 

having only a psy�logical validity. 

What can be said of t hese incisi�."e cl_eclS'..t':c\ti-J1s in defence of 

theistic argumentation? Historically, there have been many reper-

9. Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, n. 39 0 
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cus s ions . Among the more s erious and philo sophical replies are thos e  

o f  Rob ert Flint , c. s. Lewi s , and A .  E .  Taylo r .  A le s s  s erious yet 

very potent reply is cleverly c onc ealed in a sati re by Richa rd Whatley. 

Flint in his book on Agno stic ism cla s s e s  Hume with the greates t  

o f  s c eptic s .  H e  sugge s t s  that we fail to understand Hume a t  all unless 

we s e e  him in thi s  light . That 1 1the sc eptic and the dogmatists a re 

alike the instruments o f  pro vidence 11lO and Hume ' s day c alled on the 

forme r. He c ontend s. that Hume was a precursor o f  agnosticism in men 

like Huxley ,  Riehl and Compayre a�d attributes  thei r  acc eptance o f  

s c eptic i sm to the adoption o f  Hume's princ iple s without see ing the i r  

c o ns equenc e s  for the validity o f  knowledge. He then trace s  th e molding 

influenc e on Hume as  b e ing 1 )  an amb it ion for  literary fame; 2 )  Bac on ' s 

experimentalism; 3 )  Locke's epistemology; 4) Berkley ' s view o f  ab stra�� 

tion•and dist�nction b etween primary and s econdary qualitie s. Hume� 

distinctive c ontribution was that all mental state s  c an be  analyz ed 

into mere s ensations and must be as  a test o f  the i r  validity. Says 

Flint , "Granted this prem1\and Hume� sweeping agno stic i sm c onclusively 

follows".11 

Flint pro c e eds to po int out s ome of  the consequenc es  o f  Hume's 

o riginal a s sumption as to the origin o f  our knowledge o f  reality. 

1)  Be objects that there c an be no such thing a s  knowledge at all 

s inc e all we have i s  ideas,notreality. The problem bec ome s : why are 

impre s sions mistaken fo r reality? This is "sub j ective Ideali sm" o r  

"Illus ionism", says Flin 

know "state s o f  mind". 

Nor c an we know ours elf s inc e we only 

c an a f i c tion ever know 

for Hume is s imply a product o f  

10. Flint , Agno sticism , p. 137 
1 1 .  Ibid. , p .  143 
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can these "state�tceptions which are separate and successive 

ever be collected? Certainly they don't collect themselves. But 

these are the only things that exist. 3) Hume considered mind merely 

as a heap of impression bundled together and giving us a false im

pression of identity. This he affirmed of all men. But he isn't 

entitled "to do so since he hasn't experienced this of all men" nor 

can he validly assert as he does "I can never catch myself at any 

time with a perception1112 for it implicity affirms what it expressly 

denies, viz., that there is a perceiver under all his perceptions. 

4) Causality is based on custom--a necessary belief yet is an 
===-� "In other words, he represents the very basis of all 

seemingly intelligible experience as an illusion • • • •  ul3 5) He dis-

tinguishes belief from imagination by the force and vivacity of 

impressions. In other words, he ignores numerous instances where it 

is weaker and denies belief for what it really is. From these general 

principles Flint concludes that: 

t1The agnosticism of Hume • • •  must be admitted to be both 
radical and consistent. It �oes straight to the very basis 
of belief, to the ultimate foundations of knowledge, and does 
not shrink to draw from the premises their natural inferences 
even when most likely to cause unrest and alarm. And in this 
lies the chief merit, and the reason why it has exerted so 
great an influence a s  it has done on the development of 
philosophy • • • •  1114 
Concerning Hurne� �s in Re�igi�ri F)int also says a few 

words. Basically Hwne wa s-;tu�t-as-a.g-nCTS°Lic in religion as he was in 

philosophy (not more so). At the same time, he wasn't hostile to 

religion and objected to being called a de
�

sto 

to have a sure foundation in revelation. 
f

hat 

"those who adopt his premises must be prep�red 

12. Flint, Agnosticism, p. 150 
13. Ibid., p. 154 
14. Ibid., P • 154 
15. Ibid., p. 158 
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whether in philosophy or religion. 

Actually HUme helped more than anyone else in his day to do away 

with "halfness" in religion. However, his view of substance, causality, 

and personality left him no principles on which to justify the existence 

of a Divine being. He rejected as not deserving any discussion that 

we know God by intuition. Nor does he give any serious consideration 

to the �priori argument. He condemns it by the assumption that every 

matter of fact is a contingent existence. The a posteriori argument 

is rejected because of his view of casuality as a necessary connection. 

In his Natural History of Religion Hume properly distinguishes 

between the reason and the causes of religion. He feels that the 

causes have been imagination, fear, illusions, and desires while there 

has never been a rational ground for religion nor has reason ever 

been a strong factor in religion. Yet he recognizes that religion 

has steadily grown more reasonable. However, to grant this is to 

assert that reason has been a strong factor in religion. 

In his Essay on Miracles he assumes revelation to be essentially 

miraculous and only provable by miracles of an external character. 

However, many Christian apologists are not willing to grant this. 

The general tenor of his argument is agnostic. He didn't attempt 

to prove the impossibility but to show the incredulity and unprovability 

of miracles by means of human testimony. Hume himself admits 5cepticism 

in religion and so "by his own confession • • •  (had) a final and complete 

scepticism11.l6 

To Hume's chapter on Miracles we have two rep lies to consider. 

The first is that of A. E. Taylor who suggests that perhaps Hume put 

this chapter in his Essay to gain notoriety. At least "his logic is 

1 6. Flint, P• 167 

16 



one of amused detached contemplation11.17 

Taylor outlines el even s teps in Hume's a�gument and notes that 

if Hume is serious, then confusion is at a maxiumum for a number of 

reasons. Fir s t, becaus e h e  begins with a general definition of a 

miracle a s  that which is unusual or unexpe c ted and la te r  in the 

argument inserts a new definit ion a s  tha t which "violates the laws of 

natur e11• Thi s  Hume does to justify the paradox  that at best the only 

unifo rmity is within his own expe rienc e, not in ext ernal naturec 

Further, he a s s erts that no testimony for a mL'acl e  has ever amounted 

to a p robability muc h  less a proof. This he does not know since he 

pers onally ha sn't c anva s s ed the evidenc e fo r all alleged miracleso 

Finally, Hume c o nc lude s  that religion is founded al together on faith, 

no t reason. This when compared to his original exordium to the w i s e  

man "to proportion his b el ief t o  evidence11 is a mockery. rt is "a 

trara parent substitute for a true endingn .18 Thus Taylor presents  

the thes is of his pa:,ier. " The que stion I propose to rfose is 

whe ther after all , the conclusion satis fac tory or not, is no t tha t 

which fo llows from th e reasoning o n  Hume's princ iples , and the violent 

contrast betwee n exordium and peroratio n  it self  a part of the Mo ckery 11 . 19 

The que s tio n now b e c om e s  what value do e s  his argum ent have a fter 

all the irrel evanc e s  have b e en removed? A.t b e s t  it is wrong headed . 

He begins by saying we should weigh the evidenc e and c onc lude s that if 

an all eged o c currenc e i s  s tro ng enough we c an dismiss it witho ut a 

h earing . I f  he really me a n s tha t his premises are at odds with his 

c onc lusion . Even Hu.xl ey , who wa s anxious to maintain Hume's main 

c ontent ion was obliged to acknowled2:e that it i s  only after we scrut t-

17. Taylor, Philo s o phical Studies , p .  33 3 
18. Ibi'.:1..' �). 3L�2 
l9. :::-:·L,-.. , ) • )1�2 
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:'-�!.::.�e '..Le: evidence for miracles that we find it lacking. 

But to understand Hume, Flint suggests that we must conceive of 

him in the context of his scepticism. It is because "belief" is 

merely "a strong propensity to conceive things in a certain light" 

that Hume can believe his own metaphysics. And his1�uniform experience" 

can mean no more than a regularity in his recollections. So with all 

Hume's judgments; they can be reduced to "the actual observer expects 

this • . • •  
1120 

Further we might restate Hume's main argument in this way. Since 

the believer has a continuous miracle in himself (a bend to believe 

the miraculous), his faith has causes which are not those of other men 

nor his own on most things. This isn't shocking for the orthod ox but 

the reverse would have been. Then "why the statement that this is not 

so should have been couched in language which was certain to create 

scandal can hardly be explained except by Hume's resolution to attract 

notice at all costs11. 21 
t 

The problem of Humes essay is '\.vi tiga ted simplicity': When we deal 

with testimony to a startling event we have two questions not one to 

ask: 1) Is it more likely that the most unexce9tional witnesses 

should fail us or the event is a fact? 2) If it is a fact, is it 

merely puzzling or has it the value of a "sign". The answer to both 

questions will be influenced by our metaphysics whether Theistic or 

n�n-theistic but in any case should· be a serious expression of our 

personality. "I can never feel that Hume's own philosophy was that, 

I have only to own a haunting uncertainty whether Hume was really a 

great philosopher, or only a very clever man. 1122 

20. Taylor, p. 348 
21. Ibid., p. 335 
22. I.J;Ll4 ., p. 365 
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The next to  addres s  Hume's treatment of miracles  i s  c. s. Lewis 

who c ontend s  tha t the acc eptanc e of miracles i s  tra\able to one's 

philo sophical framewo rk whe ther a na tural i s t  o r  supe�atural i s t . He 

then pro c eeds to show that natural i sm is i rrational s inc e for them 

"m ind" i s  not the ba sis of but the �Jroduc t of the ir to tal s yst em . 

"The naturali sts have been en.�aged in thinking abou t  natui�e . They 

have no t attended the fac t  that they were thinking. The moment one 

att ends to  thi s  it  is  obvious that one's thinking canno t be merely a 

•natural event• , and that the rafore some thing other than nature 

exi s ts11 . 23 The supernat ural is  no t so  far but so c l o s e  it  is abs trus e .  

So i t  i s  reason tha t judges whether a m i racle c an haonen . I t  i s  l eft 
-("r-rt.a.- t.�p�v) 

to experi enc e to tell US whether a mirac le does hapJenA ornoto 

Lewis  then pro c eeds to remove some s tock  obje c t ions to bel i ef in 

the fac t  that mirac le s have happened . Firs t ,  that people in anc i ent 

days were i gno ra:'"lt of the lav.rs of nature and therefore c oul"' believe 

that mirac l e s  hapoened. But belief in a �iracle is f�r from be ing 

ignorant of natural law; it i s  dependent o� i t . "B elief in a mir:lcle 

i s  only po s s ibl e in so  far as tho s e  laws are known . 1124 One c ouldn't 

c on s ider an event to be unusual that didn't differ  from the usu.al. 

Sec ondl y ,  men once had a fal s e  concept of univers e ,  viz . ,  that i t  was 

much srne.llE-r than we now l{now it  to  be . So what? We aren ' t contending 

that we meri t  God's conc ern . Magni tude i s  in man's imagination. You 

c an't bo th argue from uniqueness  of thi s  planet 2.s harboring life  and 

the obscurity o f  i t  as inf initesiLlal t�at a�ristianit� isn't t�12. 

-!JU �:ur: ·� Lain tain a c ons is  te11 t. ·:x� rspe c t i  ve . Thirdly, that a mir9.cle 

i s  a violation of the laws of nature. Thi s  is to conceive of nature ' s 

23. Lewis , Miracle s ,  u. 51 
24 . Ibid . , p .  58 
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patterns as inviolable laws that cause things to happen. Laws don't 

cause but merely describe events. "It is inaccurate to define a 

miracle as something that breaks a law of natureo rt doesn't • • • •  The 

divine art of miracle is not an art of suspending the pattern to 

which events conform bu t of feeding new events into that patte� n25 

God causes a miracle and its effects follow accordinf: to natural law. 

It is interlocke d with nature going fo rward not backward. Their 

inte rlocking is found in the design of a common creator not in nature 

alone. so though they int�pt the usual course of nature, they add 

more unity and self-consistency to the whole they are not arbitrary 

or simply "stuck in. " "If nature brings forth miracles then doubtless 

it is natural for her to do so • • •  In calling them miracles we do not 

mean that they are contradictions or ou trages; we mean that, left to 

her own resources, she could never produce them. 1126 

The refore, the re is no reason to disbelieve in miracles since 

nature is only a part of reality. It is possible for the rest of 

reality to invade nature. But to this the naturalist ob jects claiming 

that it is childish to think that nature will do the spectacular. 

It is tyrannical of God to break His own laws. "Not so ! ", says 

Lewis, "The re are rules beyond rule s, and a unity which is deeper 

than uniformity.1127 "To think that a disturbance of them would 

constitute a breach of the living ruleo • •  is a mistake. If miracles 

do occur we may be sure that not to have wrought them would be a 

real inconsis ten'-� y. 1128 

To sum up the argument thus far we can say that '.Iliracles are 

possible since there is nothing ridiculous about their occurrence. 

25. Lewis, P • 72 
26. Ibid. , P • 75 
27. Ibid'., p .  116 --, 
28. Ibid., p. 118 
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The probab il i ty of  whe the r an event i s  a miracle will  depend o n  

evidenc e o f  suff i c i ent history .  Hume ' s  argument that m i rac l e s  are 

the mo st  improbable of all events s inc e we have uni f o rm expe rienc e 

against them i s  i rrel evant b ec aus e it  begs the que s t i on .  Of c our s e  

"we mus t agree with Hume tha t i f  there i s  abs olutely ' uni form exper

i enc e ' agains t mir�c le s  • • .  then th ey have never hanpened .  Unfo rtun

ately we know the experi enc e aga ins t  th em to be uni form o �l y  i f  we 

know already that miracle s have never oc cured . I n  fac t  we a re arguing 

in a c irc le " . 29 

Hume as sume s the uni form ity of  na ture to �rove t.hat nature 

c anno t be b ro ken , i .  e . , that a m i racle c anno t  happen. Bo th a re the 

sam e  oues t i o n . Ac tually , o nly th e Chri s t ian The i s t ha s the righ t  to 

tru s t  the uni fo :cmity of na ture . "But if  we adm i t  Go d ,  mus t  we adm i t  

m i racl e ?  Indeed • • • .  1 130 

But mu s t  we admit al l al l eged m i racl e s ?  How do w e  j udge the 
'7 intrins i c  p robab il i ty o f  s up-oo sed mirac l e s . By o u r  innate " s ens e o f  

f i tne s s  of  a thing" ; the S J.me th ing t hqt l eads us to the un i fo rm i ty 

o f  na ture . ''More than half the di sbel ief in mira c l e s  tha t exi s ts 

i s  b a s ed on a s ec1s e  o f  the ir unfitne s s  • • •  that they a.::-e unsuitable to 

th e d igni ty . o f God o r  na tur e • • . .  1 13 1 

Lewis then pro c eeds  t o  show how the thr ee great miracl es  o f  the 

Chr i s t ian faith " f i t "  into the ovarall meaning o f  :l i f e : 1 )  The 

incarna t i on whi c h  i f  ac c epted illuminates and o rders all phenomenon 

and surpa s s e s  o ther theor i e s  as well a s , 2 )  m irac l e s  of old c rea tion  

( pr e - resurrec t ion of  Ohri s t ) f. and 3 )  m i racl e s  o f  new c reation ( po s t  

re surrec t ion ) .  And h e  c o nc lude s  b y  no t ing that "God do es  not shake 

m irac l e s int o nature at random a s  if from a pape r cas ter11 . 3 2  

29 .  Lewis , p .  123 
30 .  Ibid . , p .  1 24 
31 . Ib id . , p .  1 29 
3 2 .  Ib id . ,  ----.. p .  201 
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For a reply that i s  a l i ttl e  more o n  the amus ing s ide and yet 

pro foundl y prac t ical we turn to the satire o f  Ri chard Wha tely . 

Briefly the thought go e s  s ome thing l ike this : r t  i s  no wonder that 

the publ ic  i s  ye t o c cupied with rec ounting the expl o its o f  Napol�n 

Bounaparte when we c o ns ider the ir ext rao rd inary charac ter , but in the 

mids t o f  the c ontrfversy about him it s eems ne ver to  have o c curred 

to anyone to ask the prel iminary ques t i on c onc erning th e exi s t ence 

of  such an unu sual personage . Thi s  has never been aue s t ioned . But 

th e unquestio ned is not ne c e s sarily u.nquestionable . Even as the 

c el ebrated Hume has po inted out , men o ften admi t  ha s tily wha t they 

are ac cus tomed to take fo r grant ed and readily believe with the 

s l ight e s t  o f  evidenc e s torie s that pleas e the i r  imag inatio n .  Now 

thi s  s eem s to  be exac tly th e c a s e  when we enquire as to the evidenc e 

o f  the s to ri e s  about thi s  French h ero . Exc luding the rare first hand 

witne s s  we find tha t the new s papers are the only sourc e of autho rity 

fo r all tha t is  said abo ut h im . Now when we c o ns ider the m o s t  basic  

que stions as  to  the means of  the newspap er ' s  informat ion , the ir 

purpo s e  in propagat ing and the agreement of the i r  tes timony , 

" I t  appears • • . that tho se  on who s e  te s t imony the ex istenc e 
and ac t ions o f  Bounapart e a�e gene rally beli eved , fail in 
all the mo s t  e s s ential po int s • • •  f ir s t , we have no assuranc e 
that they have a c c es s to  c o rrect info rmation ; s ec ondl y ,  
the y have an apparent intere s t  i n  pro pagat ing fal s ehood , 
and thirdl y ,  they palpably c ontradic t each other in the 
mo s t  important p o int s . 115 5 

He then chall enges the freethink e rs to we igh all the evidenc e 

"and if th ey find i t  amount s to anything more than a probability 113 lt 
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they will rec eive h i s  fel i c i ta tions for the ir eas y  fa ith . 

Wha tely pre s s es the i s s ue even further by ins is t ing , a s  Hume 

did , that the s e  s to ri e s  should b e  even mo re s er i ously doub ted s inc e 

they partake o f  the extrao rdinary . Then after c l everl y  trac i ng the 

fanta s y  o f  Napolean ' s  c onque rings , he says , " Do e s  any o ne b e l i eve all 

this and yet refu s e  to bel i eve a mi rac l e ?  Or what i s  thi s but a 

miracle . I s  i t  no t a violat ion o f  the laws o f  natur e 11 . 3 5  

H e  ins i s ts that c e rta inl y  th ere i s  a pre j ud i c e  here t o  a c c ept the 

one and re j ec t  the o the r .  Of c our s e  the s e  s to ri e s  may b e  true , but 

if s omeone had fabrica ted a s to ry fo r the amus ement o f  the Bri t/ish  

peopl e  who c ould have done it  more  ingenuously than this ? It  ha s 

a c o ns iderabl e  res emb lanc e to a Greek myth . 

He c oncludes b y  indicating the s c epti c s  ar e inc on s i s tent in 

a pplying their  own princ i ple s . " I f ,  a fter al l that has b ee n  said , 

th ey c anno t bring thems elve s to doub t  the exi s tenc e o f  Napol ean 

Bounaparte , they mus t at le a s t  acknowledge that they do no t apDly to 

that que s tion the same plan o f  rea soning which they have made us e o f  

i n  o thers • • • •  1 13 6 

Now s inc e we have g iven the repl ies  o f  the abov e men in detail 

we will not repeat th eir  c a s e  h e re but only indic a te their  rel evanc e 

and val i di t y .  ;J&'r 1;.. i"'-{ LJP- b-;fe_r ! 

1)  I t  s e ems that Fl int ' s  

in  the main a s s uming that Hurne 

Hume ' s  s c ep ti c i sm i s  val id 

the s e  a rgument s s eriously . 

The fac t  that Humes c o nc lus ions do no t follow unl e s s  we ac c ep t  the 

ma j o r  premie{ o f  h i s  emp i ri c al epi s temology ,  v iz . ,  that all knowledge 

is deri ve d  from i s olated impre s s ions , is  impo rtant . Fl int ' s  main 

argument agai nst Hume s eems to b e  that i f  h i s  princ ipl e s  are c on-

35. Famou s  Pam phlets , p .  274 
3 6 .  Ibid. , P •  290 
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s i s tently applied , as  Hume t ried to do , then h i s  s c eptic i sm i s  radi cal . 

In fac t ,  Hume has 1 1a final and c omple te s c eptic i sm " .  

2 )  On the o th er hand , Tayl o r  doubts  the s inc eri ty of  Hume ' s  

argum ent and pro p o s� s that the breach between premis es  and c onclus ion 

i s  due to Hume ' s  l i t erary amb i t ion to attract  at tent ion at any c o s t .  

At l eas t , i�e was s erious , hi s argument i s  wrong headed and s el f

c ontradic tory.  And even after the i rr el evanc es  have b een rem oved from 

Hume ' s  argume nts , tha t we mus t  unders tand h i s  acc eptanc e o f  h i s  own 

m e taphy s i c s  in term s  of h i s  s c epti c i sm ,  vi z . ,  that he believed i t  i n  

the sen s e  h e  defined "b el i e f "  i .  e . , "a propens ity to c o ns id e r  th ings 

in a c erta in l i ght " .  We mus t ,  then , und ers tand h im a s  doub t ing h i s  

own s c eptic ism and i n  s o  doing w e  find no t a great phil o so oher but 

"a  very c le ver man" . 

3 )  To carry thi s  even a s tep furthe r ,  Ric hard Wha tel y turns 

the l i terary table on Hwne i n  a very clever satire . The impl ications 

o f  h i s  satiris tic  reply are that the freethinkers are no t c o ns i s ten t 

in the ir appl i cat ion o f  Hum e ' s  princ iple s .  They ac c ep t  the relativity 

o f  "witne s s es " in relation to m i rac l e s  and rel igion but fail to  apnly 

thi s  t o  the exi s tenc e and ext raordinary e s c apades  o f  Na�ol ean 

Bounapa rte . There s eemf to b e  two arguments repre s ented in thi s 

satire based on an e ither/o r .  Eith e r  b e  c on s i s tent in the a ppl i cations 

o f  p rinc ipl e s  you acc ept fro m  Hume and apply thi s  to  o ther h i s toric 

fac t s  as  well , o r  i f  you are c onsis ten t ,  they naturally lead to  a 

reduc t i o  ad absurdum . 

4 )  I n  b rief , c .  s .  Lewi s c ontends tha t  Hume ' s  c o nc ep t  o f  the 

pat tern s  o f  natu re as invi o labl e  laws or forc e s  i s  ill- founded , and 

that Hum e b egs the qu es tion by an � pri o ri denial of miracl e s  b efore 

we eve r get a c hang e to experi enc e th em . Of c ourse , if we already 
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know b efore hand tha t nature is inviolably uni fo rm , then no thing 

c an violate thi s un iformi ty , but Hume ha s not proved the uni f o rmity 

of na ture . Henc e ,  he  argue s  in a c i rcle . 

so in b rie f ,  we have Hume charged with ab surdi ty ( Fl int ) , 

ins inc e rity and/o r  s e l f -c on tradic torine s s  ( Taylor ) ,  inc ons i s tenc y 

o r  ab surdity , t�_� _ _w_!1ole gamut o f  irrat io nafi ty' ( Whatley ) ,  and m i s 

c onc eption and b eg ing the que s t ion ( Lewis ) ; /· How ever ,  i t  s e em s  that 

none of the s e  has really answered h im in the sense o f  g iving a po s i t ive 

c o.!1.§..:truc tion of  an al ternat ive
_�

p i s temol ogy although the ir charges  

a re j us t i fiabl e .  Fl int po int ed in the right d i re c t i on when he said 

it i s  the basic  pr em i{ o f  Hume ' s  epis temol ogy with which we mus t  

c ontend i f  we are to  give a n  adequate defenc e o f  th e val idi ty o f  

knowledge . It i s  t o  thi s  ta sk we- mus t s e t  ourself� 
·-.__.. 

H enc e , it i s  c lear to  s ee that the important i s sue i s  not a 

m e taphys i cal one but an epis temologi c al p robl em . so the que s t ions 

we would l ike to a sk are : doe s Hume " prove " hi s epis temol o gy from 

which all el s e  fo llows ? I f  so , how do e s  he prove it and how c on-

e lus ively? I f  no t ,  how c an we show tha t  the princ i�l e of c au sal ity 

in human reasoning ha s a val id ba s i s ?  Thes e  are th e more searching 

que s t ions to which we s eek answers .  

Fir s t ,  what are Hume ' s  pro o f s  and on what prem i s e s  doe s he bas e  

them ?  I n  c hapt e r  two , On the Origin o f  Ideas in hi s Essay C onc e rning 

Human Unders tandhg, Hume outline s  his c a s e  a s  follows . 

Everyone allow s a d i s t inc tion b e t we e n  se nsati on and memory .  

The first  we call impres s io ns and the s e c ond , idea s . What we c onside r  

the c reat ive power o f  the m ind i s  s impl y  the facul ty o f  c ompounding 

into ideas the material g iv en to i t  by the sens es . The ref o re , all 

ideas are feeble  c o pi e s  o f  our more l ively sens e impr e s s ions . Wh ere 
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we cannot produc e the o riginal impre s s ions we do no t have any v� l id 

ideas . Now it is evident that ideas a re a s soc i a ted i �  ttree ways : 

1 )  by res emblanc e ,  2 )  c on t iquity , and 3 ) caus e and eff e c t. This 

a s soc iation ta.kes  plac e  no t becaus e of any � nriori determins. tion 

of the Ll in� but w it ho Lt t .  . , . E-J: C E �) lCYl l l· ]. 2· 

i u!l.c tion;: of  event s i L1 our expe rienc es . Now all that " caus e and 

effec t "  amounts to i s  a " cus toma!'y c o njunct io n11 s ince in o ur 

ex�erienc e c erta in events always follow  c e rtain o ther events.  But 

we have no sensory impre s s ion here of a nec es sary connection . 

there i s  no such thing as  a nec e s sary cause and ef fec t relationship. 

In o rder t o  more ful ly s c rutinize ti1is argum e :: t  l et us put it 

in. valid s yl l oe; i s t i c  fo rm and ex:a:·nL1e the p rem i s e s. 

Eve ryone allo ws a differenc e between ideas and impre s sions. 
Al l ideas are derived f rom ( weaker copie s of ) sen s o ry impre s s i o ns . 
Therefore , whe re the o riginal impre s s ion c anno t b e  produc ed we 

mus t reje c t the validi ty of the idea . 
But we have no imp re s s i on of "Causal i ty" o r  a "nec es sary c onnec tion11 

Therefor e ,  thes e  ideas are no t val id. 

All ideas are a s s o c iated ent irely on the b a s i s  o f  exper i enc e and 
c us tom . 

But "causal ity11 i s  an idea gained s olely f rom experienc e .  
Therefo re, "cau s al i ty " i s  bas ed ent irely o n  custom and experienc e 

( and no t any � priori de termina t imn of the mind ) . 

Now i t  i s  with thes e  premi s e s  that we mus t  find our dispute fo r 

grant(:_� the i r  veracity and the c onclus ions nec e s s arily follow. 

The c rucial premis/in the firs t s yllogism is the major .  How 

do e s  Hume attempt to jls t ify that all ideas are me rely faint c o pie s 

o f  s en s o ry impre s s ion s ? H e  a s s erts  tha t an analys i s  of  our thoughts 

reveals tha t all ideas are divi s ible into the ir original impre s s ions 

and tha t a defe c t ive  s ens e organ i s  always acc ompanied by a c o rres-

pond i�g defeat  i� ideas . For example ,  a man bo rn blind never has an 

idea of l ight. Now h i s  co nclusio n  is an extrapolation which i s  b y  
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no means nec e s s ary .  Syllogi s t ical ly,  hi s a rgumen t  c ould b e  put 

l ik e  th i s : ec.Q;4 C'V .!:Y--jJ <:;o-'�""''&_c:i ( -� 
;r i , 

All idea s are divi s ible into c o rresponding s enso ry impre s s ions ; 
The refore , all ideas are r< eri ved from--these  c o rr e spondi ng 

impre s s ions , and , \ _ __. 
All defect s  in s enso ry o rgans are ac c ompani ed by a c o rr e sponding 

defec t in ideas . 
Therefo re , all ideas are de rived from s ensory impre s s ions . 

Now the s e  by no m eans follow . How can we say that derivat ion 

follows from divi s ib i : i ty or accompaniment ? The re is no nec es sary 

c onnec tion here . In  fact , th i s  i s  what Hume hims elf should b e  the 

f i rs t  to admi t .  Thi s is exac tly his  whol e  po int , viz . ,  that we c an ' t  

prove "cau sal ity" from c o n j unc t ion . And yet thi s  i s  j us t  exac tly 

what he at tempt s to  do here . In fac t ,  he i s  a s s e rt ing in the ma j o r  

pr em i s(what h e  den i e s  in th e c onclus ion later on . 

Therefore , with all o f  Hume ' s  own , now s el f - inc rimi na t ing , 
I 

author it y  we re j ec t  h i s  ma j o r  premi8/ from which all o f  h i s  o ther 

c o nclus i ons follow , and s o  to , we r e j ect  the val id ity o f  h i s  enti re 

s ys tem o f  epi s t emol ogy and m e taphys i c s  wh ich i s  bas ed on i t .  Hen c e ,  

s inc e Hume has never really 11pro ved 11 h i s  ca s e , he  has never reall y  

" d i sproved " the c a s e  for the i s tic  argumentation . 

On the o ther hand , i t  mu s t  b e  adm i tted that he  do e s  have a goo d  

c a s e  o f  " c ircums tant ial evidenc e " .  H i s  explanation doe s s e em t o  b e  

very po s s ible and/o r  p robab l e  even if  i t  can be shown that it do e s  

no t l ogically follo w .  Why i s  i t  that there i s  such a corre spondenc e 

b etwe en impre s s ions and ideas ?  This que s t ion g ive s Hume the d i s -

t inc tion fo r s e tting a c ompl e tely new dire c tion which s ub s equent 

epi s t emol ogy mus t  t ravel . What a re the alternat iv es  to this probl em 

and how shall we j udge among them? 

The s e  que stions are at  o nc e  larger than our discuss ion permits , 

but i t  i s  nec e s sary to no te s ome po s s ible  alternat ive s and del ineate 
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among them . Firs t ,  we might no te an alternat ive37 whi c h  h i s t o ri c ally 

prec eeded Hume and yet contains a po s s ible an swer . The rea son fo r 

the c o rre spondanc e b etween im:press ions and ideas b e ing expl i c able in 

t erms o f  a pre-establ ished harmony o f  mind and matter s o  tha t  a 

s t imulus o f  the later i s  a c c ompanied by a c orresponding idea in the 

former without any causal relat ion between them whi c h  makes the idea 

a weak c opy of the impre s s io n .  For example ,  o n  the o c c a sion o f  our 

s ensory exper i enc e ,  the ac tion o c curs in the mind by m eans o f  s om e  

superintending p ri nc i ple a s  tel eology or God . The difficul ty with 

thi s al t ernat iv e  b e ing the j ustifi cation o f  "'voking thi s  o ther 

princ ipl e_ . It  s eems to a s s ume what i t  must prove in o rder to answer 

Hume . 

Ano ther al ternativ e3 8 , and one which s eems to  o ffer more 
• L: 7 f"� "'  .... "' . 

l'IObabll!ty as an answer i s  tha t  of an " int entional ab s tra c t ion" . 

That i s , wh ile adm itting that all c onc epts in the mind are derived 

f ro m  the images  of s ens o ry th ings yet a s s e rting that the mind by a 

trans c endent ac t o f  intentional i ty ab s t rac t s  all o f  the sens ibl e  

charac teri s t i c s from particular ob j ec t s  o f  s ens e and grasps th e 

very real i ty of the thing in an intellec tual and imma terial way. 

The conc ept o f  real ity i s  a direct  and mo re l ivel y o ne than the 

impr e s s ion and i s  more univer sal . Henc e , b y  means o f  such an 

immediate conta c t  with real ity we can know wi th some degree of c er -

taint y .  In thi s c a s e  t he p robl em seems t o  be the j us t i ficat i on o f  

the ac t o f  ab st rac t ion and intentionab i � ity w ithout envoking s ome 

princ ipl e yet to prove . 

I t  i s  at thi s  po in t that the mo s t  s at i s fying answer c omes  in.  

For i t  is  not ed that we  mus t  j us t ify the very ac ts o f  reason i ts el f  

37 . 
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b e fore we can answer Hum e .  Oth erw is e , i t  s e ems tha t  we are m e rely 

s ta t ing po s s ible alt ernative s  and no more . I t  was Kant who d emon-

s tra ted tha t the intell ec t requires  in all i t s  o�erations a nec es sary 

c o ndi tion a s  well a s  c o ntingent impre s s ions . Th� t i s , there i s  a 

c::.,Q.;;-:::=.- _ yuf Crr..a./zJ �G.J.' �w/11,1<�1 ����J �fa,�"'1Llt �sax:! s tructure o f  the m i n;p with which i t  c omes to  meaningle s s  (etq1r� .. 
experi enc e and whic h i t  imp re s s e s  thereup to g ive us re sul t ing idea s . 

F inal ly ,  ano ther alt ern3.t ive would be po s s ible i f  we deny Hume 

h i s  firs t and �o s t  bas i c  d i s t inc t ion be tween impr e s s i ons and ideas 

wh i c h  we have allowed h im thus far .  Th i s  view c on s iders Hume ' s  

atom i s t i c  s ense  datum the o ry to b e  invalid and ins i s ts that we are 

immers ed in a flux of c ons c iousne s s .  We aren ' t  s earching fo r the 

real we are swimm ing in real i ty as it wer e . Idea s  emerge by a p ro c es s  

o f  di s c rimination , and are no t m ediated t o  us . 

Though b y  no means exhaust ive , the s e  alterna te posit ions a re 

ment ioned t o  show that Hume ' s  " c i rcums tant ial evidenc e "  i sn ' t  the 

onl y  way to expl ain the fac t s  of epis temology . The rema ining que s t i o ns 

are : whi ch i s  the be s t  way out , and how do we c o ns truct from thi s  

perspe c t i ve a po s i t ive ep i s t emo logy that gives  u s  enough c ertitude to 

prove t he ex i s tenc e o f  God ?  

r t  s e ems to  m e  that the c lue from Kant i s  the o ne tha t alleviates  

the apparent di fficulty i n  c o ns truc t ing j u s t  such a n  epi s temo l o gy .  

That is , we mus t  begin with c erta i n � prio ri det e rm inations o f  knowledge .  

The form o f  rat i onal i ty whi c h  th e mind p o s s e s s e s  even prior to 

experienc e is  such the. t  human think ing would b e  im�Jo s s ible wi thout 

it and i s  nec es sarily wha t i t  i s  because of i t . I t  i s  worthy o f  no t e  

again tha t we are no t beging the quest ion as  t o  wl-ieth er this s t ruc tur e 

o f  rat i o nab il it y  i s  also  the form o f  external r eal i ty .  All we are 

at tempt i ng to demo n s t ra te is  tha t the very ac t of reason wh i ch ,  as we 
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shall attempt to show , inc l udes causal ity and tel eology i s  undeniabl e  

and that it  i s  bas ed o n  an analys i s  of  human reason , no t on custom  o r  

experi enc e .  

How c an this b e  done ? First b ecaus e o f  the a priori ne c ess ity 

of the l aw o f  non-contrad i c t ion . All philo so Jhe rs mus t  acc e )t thi s  

a s  the basic  princ iple o f  thought from which all el s e  follow s  or  s top 

philo sophi z ing s inc e everytn ing would be meaningl e s s  and ab surd . This 

is apparent b ecaus e the law canno t be denied without  a s s erting it , and 

when i t  i s  explic itly deni ed i t  i s  at the same t im e  impl ic itly  aff i rmed . 

I t  i s  �at  with which all m en mus t  think i f  they a:::o e to think at  all . 

No t only i s  it that wi th whi ch we think , but it i s  that to which 

we can trac e two o ther pr inc ipl e s  with which  all  men thin_"l-c ,  vi z . ,  

c ausality and teleology .  In o �he r words , t o  deny that there i s  pur�o se 

i n  thought o r  a suf f i c i en t  reason ( cau s e ) for thought involves two 

things : l ) a s el f -c o ntrad i c ti on and 2) � reduc tio  ad absurdum . The re 

fo .·- e ,  the struc ture o f  human reason its  elf , tl12. t i s , t s  very a priori 

determ ination inc ludes the s e  thr ee  undeniable princ ipl e s . 

Fir s t , to  deny tha t the re i s  any pur)o s e  in human reason i s  to  

a s s ert that the re i s . Becau s e  the thought that there is no purpo s e  

i s  e ithe r  purpo s eful o r  me 3ningle s s . I f purpo s e ful , i t  ha s impl i c i tly 

proved what i t  has ex�l i c i tl y  attempt ed to deny . I f  it is  no t -:mruo s eful 

d henc e ab surd . But i t  must  b e  purpo s e ful 

b ec aus e i t  is de termined to an end ( which i s  a purpos e ) viz . ,  that o f  

denying purpo s e . Henc e , tel e ol o gy i n  ti1ought c anno t  be  d s n ied .  

The same c an b e  said o f  the rat ional :;>rinc iple o f  causat ion .  To 

a s s ert that human thought i s  no t caused is to  say that r eason do es  

no t have a suff ic ient rea s o n  or  c aus e . I t  impl i c i tl y  a s s e rts  what i t  

expre s s l y  denie s ,  viz . ,  that rea son do es  not have a reason  for so 
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r e a s onin3 . I f  rea s o n  d i d  no t have a rea s o n  f o r  rea s 0 ning , then why 

did i t  rea s o n  thus l y ? I f  i t  do e s , then it i s  a s s er t i ng i t s  own d e n ial 

and henc e c ontrad i c t i ng i t s el f .  

s e c o ndl y , i t  i s  eluc i da t ing t o  s e e  thi s a rgument in a c ha in 

fo rm . 3 9 Tha t  i s , t o  d eny t el eo l 0 "· y l eads t o  a denial o f  causat i o n  

· wh i ch when d e ni ed l ead s to a denial o f  the l�w o f  n o n - c ont rad ic t io n .  

Fo r examp l e , to deny that humar:. tho ugh t i s  ne c e s s a ri l y  pur �)o s e ful i s  

to s �y t�a t it i s  no t n e c e s s a ril y pur)o s eful . But i f  thi s i s  t r�e , 

then th01-.13ht i s  n o t .  b e i ng d e t erm ined to a pa rt i c ul a r  end . And i f  i t  

i s  no t b e ing d e t e rmined to any s p e c i fi c  e f f ec t , then it i s  no t b e ing 

e f f ec ted o r  c au s ed . Henc e .  th i s  i s  a denial o f  c au s al i ty .  But to 

deny c au s al i ty i s  to s a y  tha t it do e s  no t have a n y  suff i c i e n t  rea s o n  

fo r i t s  rea s o ni ng . But i f  i t  has n o  rea s o n  f o r i ts rea s o ning , then 

i t s  rea s o n is unrea s o nab l e .  But th i s  is a c on t radi c t io n . Hena 2 , to 

deny t e l e o l o gy s�� c a u s a t i o n  as pr inc i pl e s  of r ea s o n  is redu c i b l e  

to the ab s u rd .  

For c o nv en i enc e we w i l l  o utl L1e thi s into a s yl l o g i sm : 

Th e law o f  no n - c o n t rad i c t i o n  a s  a princ ipl e o f  huma�1 rea s o n  i s  
ne c e s s a ri l y  t rue . 

Bu t we c an 1 t d e ny t e l e o l o gy o r  c au s a t ion w i th o u t  d e ny ing n o n 
c o ntradi c t io n . 

The re f o re , t el e o l o gy a nd c a u s a t i o n  are ne c e s s a r i l y  t rue a s  
p rinc i pl e s  o f  hwnan r e a s o ning . 

T o  put i t  anothe r way , w e  a r e  saying t ha t  i t  i s  impo s s ib l e  t o  

th ink the r e  i s  n o  purpo s e  i n  tho u ght w i t ho u t  tha t v e ry thought b e ing 

a purpo s e ful one . And l ik ew i s e ,  it i s  ab s urd to rea s o n  the re is no 

c au s e  fo r human r e a s oning w i thou t  a suff i c i en t  rea s o n  for tha t v e ry 

c o gn i t i o n o  

I t  w i l l  b e  no t ed tha t  w e  are me rely c o ntend i ng fo r wln t Hume 

c o nte s t ed and no mo re ,  vi z o ,  tha t  the re i s  only a p sycho l o g i c a l  and 

39 .  This i s  pointed out b y  Ga rr ig rov La Grange i n  h i s  b o ok , The 
Na ture and Ex i s tenc e of Go d ,  p .  209 .  
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no t lo gical nec e s s i ty for  the idea o f  causation etc . Hume said i t  was 

based o n  c ustom and we have endeavo red to  sho w  i t  i s  bas ed in the 

undeniable  laws o f  logic  and human rea s o n .  Whether  or no t this 

rational i t y  is the same s t ruc ture as reality is ano ther que s tion . 40 

so in conclus i o n ,  we feel that the c a s e  agains t Hume i s  inc i s ive 

b o th negatively and pos itivel y .  F i rst  negatively fo r many reasons : 

1 ) Becaus e when h i s  p rinc iple s are c ons i s tently ap ?l ie!lto our 

knowledge of  hi storical event s it is  a reduc tio  ad ab surdum ( Ric hard 

Wha tely ) . 2 )  B ecaus e the impl ic ations of  h i s  ::Jr inc iple s are reduc ible 

to "a radical and c ompl ete  s c eptic i sm " ( Flint ) . 3 )  Becaus e much o f  

Hume i s  e ither ins inc ere o r  wrongheaded and sel f-contradi c to ry ( Taylor ) . 

4 )  Becaus e h i s  treatment o f  mirac l e s  i s  bas ed o n  a fal s e  conc ept o f  

the laws o f  nature and involves a c i rcular argument ( C .  s .  Lewis ) . 

5 ) That Hume ' s maj or premi� i s  l ogically invalid and he�c e all o f  his  

argumen t s  and c onc lus i�ns are  non seaui t�r .  

Secondly , b y  a p o s it ive rec onstruc t i on o f  some k ind o f  epi s te 

mol o gy whic h shows the abs o lut e nec e s s ity o f  the princ iple�o f  causation 

and teleolo gy such as  Kant ' s or an � pri ori determination o\ knowl edge 

� 
a s  the l aws o f  though t ,  i t  i s  demons traffbly clear that there i s  a 

'--" 
lo gical  and nec e s sary bas i s  for the p rinc iples  o f  c ausation and 

tel eology .  

I t  s eems then that Hume ' s great s erious c ontribution (�hethe r 

intended or  not) was to r id me taphysic s o f  some exc e s s ive speculations 

and to r e s e t  the c ours e  in the epi s temological field . The absurdity 

o f  h i s  pure and c on s i s tent empi ric i sm c au s ed h i s  succ e s sors to  rethink 

the que stion and re - examine the premis e s  and to  s eek dfl igently for 

40. The author deals with thi s probl em in a paper on Kant , The 
C ritique of  Kant ' �  Pure Rea s o n  ( about thei s t ic argumentatio n ) . 

3 2  



an answer to the dilemma . The c redit for thi s  revived intere s t  in 

epis temology go e s  to Hume . The que s t io n : "How do we knew ? "  ha s b een 

an impo rtant one ever s inc e Hume and perhaps ha s never been suffi c i ently 

expl icat ed ye t .  But at the same t ime it is no t to  be c onfus ed with 

ano ther very s imilar question , viz . ,  how do we know that we know ? 
\, �- . 

The latter i s  answered by the self -cont radic tions o f  any attempt to, ' . - -
f)1ti--" rt17,;!·-

deny it and i t s  ins eparable c onne c t ion w i th the ab s o lutely indi s pen-.f�� -V, 
s ible  law o f  non-c o nt radic t i on .  The forme r q ue s t io n  pro pe rl y c onc e rns c.J 

.'0,-.FW 
a theory �e rc ept i on whi c h  i s  o pen to further re s ea rch within the �· 
pr e s c ribed l imits  o f  ra tional ity already demonstrated . 

ni:� .· 
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