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1b: Knowing and Believing


Student Resource Sheet 5: David Hume 1711 - 1776

[image: image2..pict]The Man and His Philosophy

Hume was both born and died in Edinburgh. He studied law but preferred philosophy. He wrote several books and became famous for his six-volume History of England (1754 – 1762). Other works included A Treatise of Human Nature (1737), the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (published in 1779 after his death), The Natural history of Religion (1757), and Political Discourses (1752).

Hume believed that it is as we come to understand human nature that we will understand knowledge. Our natures determine our beliefs. But in fact we cannot know fully about ourselves, the world or God. He is what is known as a sceptic.

Knowledge of the world and of self

In an Age of Reason, Hume tried to show the limits of reason. He said that reason was often simply a matter of habit; we decide something must be the case because it always has been so. All our ideas simply come from impressions and combinations of impressions. 

He attacked the idea of cause and effect. We have an idea of causation but cannot actually see it taking place. You see a match and then a flame but do not actually see the one causing the other. We simply say that one event causes the other because we always see them happening together. But that does not mean that they always will happen together. 

He then went on to attack the idea of self. The self itself is only an idea not an impression. We can only be aware of thoughts and perceptions when we look inside ourselves, but cannot say that there is any self as such. So therefore there can be no soul either. 

He had in effect demolished three ideas which were key to science:

· There is no such thing as cause and effect (a key idea in religion)

· There is no principle of reason

· You cannot be certain by deciding something must be true from evidence.

· Whether matter exists or not simply depends on our imagination.

Hume, God and Miracles.

Hume stated that miracles were an impossibility because they violated the laws of nature. There is always much greater evidence against a miracle than for it. 

The argument from design. 

This argument is often linked with William Paley and states that when you look at the world it is of such an intricate design that there must be a designer. His chief arguments against this idea were:

· Matter could just be self ordering without any need of a Maker

· You cannot decide what God is like just by looking at the world. It is impossible to decide what the whole of something is just by looking at a part

· Anyone who believes in God imposes human beliefs onto a non-human world. How can God be like us when he must in fact be very different?

· How do we know there is only one god? Couldn’t there be several and God as such not as powerful as usually considered to be?

· How do we know God isn’t stupid?

· The world is not like a machine but more like a plant. Perhaps it just grew.

He attacked St Augustine’s argument for the existence of God; namely that God must be the first cause of everything. He said that this is invalid since cause and effect do not exist. And also the Ontological Argument that says that if we can think of God he must exist; Hume maintained that he could just as easily not exist.

Hume claimed that any idea can be reduced to some sense experience. For something to be true it must be either factual (part of empirical science) or logical (part of mathematics). Thinking or reason are simply habits. Ultimately we cannot know but must live as though we can.







Science and Religion in Schools Project – Unit 1b: Knowing and believing


