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6. The Empiricists

Empiricism, you might recall, is the view that all of our knowledge
is ultimately acquired througsh by sense experience. The
empiricist philosophical tradition comes to fruition in Great Britain
over the course of the 17th and 18th centuries. We will discuss
three major empiricist thinkers: John Locke, George Berkeley, and
David Hume. We’ll consider the first two briefly and focus more

closely on Hume.
John Locke

John Locke (1632 -1704) is better known now for his political
thought than his Empiricism. Locke spent time in Holland as a
young man and his political thought was probably influenced
significantly by Spinoza who had died only recently. Locke
argued against the divine right of kings to rule and instead
defended a liberal egalitarian political philosophy on which
people have equal and natural rights to liberty. Liberty, in
Locke’s thought, should be understood as being free from
domination by others. Liberty is not in Locke’s view being free to
do whatever one pleases. For starters, if everyone is to be free
from domination, then it follows that nobody is free to dominate.

Locke also offers the classic justification for property rights as an
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extension of our self-ownership. So property rights are seen as
natural extensions of our human liberty. The point of
government is just to secure our natural liberties to the highest
degree possible on Locke’s view. So government is legitimate
only when it is limited to this role. This view should sound
familiar. Locke’s political philosophy was influential with the
founding fathers of the U.S. Thomas Jefferson in particular was a
close student of Locke’s political thought. We will return to
Locke at the end of the course when we take up political

philosophy. But for now, we’ll say a little about his epistemology.

Locke develops his empiricist epistemology in his Essay
Concerning Human Understanding. Locke’s approach is to
examine the origins of the contents of the mind. Early in this work
he argues against innate ideas. The mind starts off as a tablula
rasa, a blank slate. All of our ideas have their origin in experience.
Simple ideas, say of solidity and figure, are acquired through the
senses, and from these we form complex ideas, say the idea of
a dog, through the capacities of the understanding. The details
of this account raise a number of challenging questions. We might

think of Locke as launching a research program for developing an
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empiricist account of the mind rather than spelling out a fully

developed view.

Locke thinks that some of the impressions we get from sense
experience are genuinely similar to how things are objectively in
the world. Our sense experience of the shape of things, for
instance, reflects the ways things really are according to Locke.
Locke refers to the qualities where there is a resemblance
between our experience and the way things are as primary
qualities. Shape, motion or rest, and number are a few of the

primary qualities. Other aspects of
69

our sense experience don’t resemble the qualities in their
objects. The taste of an apple, for instance, is not really in the
apple. What is in the apple is just a power to produce the
experience of a certain flavor. But we have no grounds for
thinking that this power as it exists in the apple resembles in any
way the sense experience we have of its taste. Locke calls
qualities where our sense experience doesn’t resemble the
qualities that give rise to our experience secondary qualities. Our
knowledge of the external world, then, is based entirely on our

experience of the primary qualities. Empiricism, as we will see in
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the case of later empiricists, especially Hume, tends to place

sharp limits on what is knowable.

While all experience depends on having simple ideas had
through sense experience, Locke does not take experience to be
limited to these. We also have experience of the operations of
the mind in building up complex ideas out of simple ideas. Once
you have some simple ideas through sense experience, you also
have an experience of yourself and of your mental operations on
those simple ideas. So given simple ideas through experience,
the operations of the mind become a source for further ideas.
Locke thinks knowledge of the self, God, mathematics, and ethics
can be derived from this additional internal source of experience.

Hume, as we shall see, is not so optimistic.
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George Berkeley

George Berkeley (1685-1753) is best known for arguing for
Idealism on empiricist grounds. In metaphysics, Idealism is the
view that there is no physical substance underlying our sense
impressions of the world. Rather, the world consists entirely of
ideas. Your mind is just a bundle of impressions, and there is
nothing in the world except for so many minds having their
various perceptions. Berkeley defends this as the view that best
accords with common sense in Three Dialogues between Hylas

and Philonous.

Berkeley’s argument attacks Locke’s distinction between primary

and secondary qualities and argues that all of our sense
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impressions are mere appearances and that we have no grounds
for thinking that any of them bear any resemblance to the way
things are. Since we lack any empirical experience of the
underlying substances in which qualities inhere, we have no
empirical reason to suppose underlying substances even exist.
All we have access to are our sense impressions, and these are
mental things, ideas. So all we can claim knowledge of are our

ideas beginning with our sense impressions, the most basic ideas.

Berkeley also argues that positing underlying substances do no
significant explanatory work. So, the common sense empiricist
view ought to be that we live in a world of ideas that lacks any
underlying physical substance. This startling view might make us
wonder what happens to my desk when | leave the room and
cease to perceive it. Does it pop out of existence when | leave
and then pop back into existence just as it was when | return to
my work? This would be most peculiar. Berkeley argues that the
objects of our everyday life do have an enduring existence when
we are absent. They continue to exist as ideas in the mind of

God. Given this appeal to the

70
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mind of God to explain the continued existence of things we
aren’t actively observing, we might argue that positing underlying
substances does some explanatory work after all and charge that
Berkeley has only substituted one unobservable theoretical

posit, God, for another, underlying substances.
David Hume

Of the philosophers discussed here, David Hume (1711-1776) has
probably had the greatest influence on contemporary
philosophy. The twentieth century begins with a movement
known as Logical Positivism that tests the limits of Empiricism.
The Empiricism of the Logical Positivists is heavily indebted to
Hume, as we’ll see in the following chapter of Philosophy of

Science.

Hume’s empiricist epistemology is grounded in his philosophy of
mind. Hume starts by asking what we have in the mind and where
these things come from. He divides our mental representations
into two categories, the relatively vivid impressions, these include
sensations and feelings, and the less vivid ideas which include

memories and ideas produced by the imagination.
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What distinguishes impressions from ideas in our experience is
just their vividness. The picture of the mind Hume offers is one
where all of our beliefs and representations are cooked up out
of basic ingredients provided by experience. Our experience gives
us only impressions through sense experience and internal
impressions like feelings. From this we generate less vivid ideas.
Memories are merely faint copies of impressions. Through the
imagination we can generate further ideas by recombining
elements of ideas we already have. So through impressions we
get the idea of a lizard and the idea of a bird. We can then
generate the idea of a dragon by imaginatively combining
elements of each. In cooking up new ideas from old ideas, the
imagination is guided by associating relations like resemblance,
contiguity (next-to-ness) and cause and effect. So, for example,
an impression of a grapefruit might lead me to think of an orange
due to their similarity. The thought of my bicycle might lead me
to think of the ride | plan to g¢o on this weekend. Through the
association of cause and effect, my idea of a struck match leads
me to the idea of a flame. The last of these principles of
association, cause and effect, turns out to be faulty for reasons

we will examine shortly.
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The imagination is not merely a source of fancy and fiction. The
imagination also includes our ability to understand things when
we reason well in formulating new ideas from old ones. Think of
our imagination here as just our capacity for making mental
imases, or, more broadly, representations. Our imagination is
involved as much in representing things accurately as it is in

representing things fancifully.

Hume empiricism is the view that all of our knowledge of the
world is ultimately based on sense experience. To get a clear
picture, we’ll need to dive in to a bit more detail. Hume

distinguishes
71

our beliefs into two categories, matters of fact and relations
among ideas. Matters of fact are beliefs about how the world is.
His empiricism consists in the idea that all matters of fact are
ultimately justified a posteriori, which just means based on sense
experience. Beyond matters of fact, we also have beliefs that are
understood a priori or independent of experience. These are
mere relations among ideas, conceptual truths like “All bachelors
are unmarried.” Relations among ideas, which we can know a

priori, tell us nothing about the world. Knowing that all bachelors
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are married gives you no reason to believe that David is a
bachelor, for instance. A priori justification of relations among
ideas gives us no knowledege of how things are in the world, it
only gives us an understanding of how ideas are related to each

other.
We can summarize Hume’s empiricism in this table:
Matters of fact (This includes all our knowledge of the world)

Relations among ideas (This concerns only things that are

conceptually true or false)

justified a posteriori (on the basis of sense experience)
Justified a priori (independent of sense experience)
For example: David is a bachelor

For example: All bachelors are unmarried

On this view, if a belief can’t be justified a posteriori as matter of
fact or a priori as a relation among ideas, then it can’t be justified.
Skepticism will be the result whenever something can’t be
justified in one of these two ways. This strategy, known as
Hume’s Fork, is deployed in arguing for a variety of skeptical

results. Hume argues that we can’t have knowledge of causation,
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the rationality of inductive argument, morality, or even the
existence of an external world by clever applications of Hume’s
Fork. First, we’ll examine the application of Hume’s fork to the
cases of causation and induction. Then we’ll consider a few

further skeptical results Hume argues for.

Let’s take note of the logical form of Hume’s Fork. According to
Hume’s empiricism, if we can justify knowledge of something, it
must be justified either a posteriori through sense experience, if
it is a substantive matter of fact, or it can be justified a priori as
a relation among ideas, if it is merely a conceptual truth that
makes no substantive claim about the world. If something can’t
be justified in one of these two ways, then we reach the skeptical
conclusion that we can’t have knowledge of it. Here’s the

argument strategy of Hume’s Fork stated more formally:

1. If knowledge of X is justifiable, then either X can be justified a

posteriori or X can be justified a priori.

2. X can’t be justified a posteriori

3. X can’t be justified a prior

4. So, knowledge of X is not justifiable (skeptical conclusion)

Now consider just the logical form:
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1.If P, then Q or R
2. Not Q
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3. Not R

4. Therefore, not P

Recall that a valid argument is one where if the premises are true,
then the conclusion must be true. Alternatively, a valid areument
is an argument where there is no logically possible way for all

the premises to be true and the conclusion false.

Can you see the validity of the argument strategy behind Hume’s
Fork?

Hume’s Skepticism about Causation

When we examine our everyday idea of causation, Hume says we

find four component ideas:

« the idea of a constant conjunction of cause and effect

(whenever the cause occurs, the effect follows).

« the idea of the temporal priority of the cause (the cause

happens first, then the effect).
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« the idea of causes and effects being conticuous (next to each

other) in space and time.

« the idea of a necessary connection between the cause and the

effect.

So, for instance, the idea that striking a match causes it to light is
made up of the idea that whenever similar matches are struck
(under the right conditions), they light, plus the idea of the striking
happening first, and the idea of the striking and the lighting
happen right next to each other in time and space, and, finally,
the idea that the striking somehow necessitates or makes the

match light.

So far, we have just examined a relation of ideas that is knowable
a priori. Our idea of causation consists in these four more basic
ideas of constant conjunction, temporal priority of the cause,

contiguity in space and time and a necessary connection.

Now let’s consider these component ideas and ask whether they
all have an empirical basis in corresponding sense impressions.
We do have sense impressions of the first three: the constant
conjunction of cause and effect, the temporal priority of the

cause, and the contiguity of cause and effect. But Hume argues
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that we lack any corresponding empirical impression of necessary
connections between causes and effects. We don’t observe
anything like the cause making the effect occur. As Hume puts

the point,

When we look about us towards external objects, and consider
the operation of causes, we are never able, in a single instance,
to discover any power or necessary connexion; any quality, which
binds the effect to the cause, and renders the one an infallible
consequence of the other. We only find, that the one does
actually, in fact, follow the other. (An Enquiry Concerning Human

Understanding, Section VII)
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Now we have explored one prong of Hume’s Fork and found that
while three of the component ideas in our complex idea of
causation have a basis in sense experience, the fourth, that of a
necessary connection between cause and effect, is not
something we can know a posteriori on the basis of sense

experience.

Turning to the second prong of Hume’s fork, can we have a priori

knowledge of causes necessitating their effects. This won’t work
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either. There is nothing in the idea of a cause (say, the striking of
the match) that contains the idea of its effect (the lighting of the
match). We can imagine a world where the first event produces
something very different, or nothing at all. There is nothing
conceptually absurd in the idea of a world where struck matches
bloom like flowers rather than igniting in flame. Necessary
connections between causes and effects aren’t mere relations of
ideas that can be known a priori. For this reason, Hume denies
that we have rational grounds for thinking that causes do

necessitate their effects.

So, we have identified a component of our idea of causation, the
idea of a necessary connection, the sense in which the cause
“makes” the effect happen, which can’t be justified either a
posteriori through sense experience or a priori as a conceptually
true relation among ideas. The result is skepticism about
causation. We can’t have knowledge of any event causing

another.

Maybe this isn’t so bad, since we can still have knowledge of the
other three components of our idea of causation. Maybe this will
be enough for science. Bertrand Russell thought so at one time.

But things are about to get worse, because in the absence of
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necessary connections between causes and effects, another
application of Hume’s fork will lead us to skepticism about the

rationality of inductive reasoning.
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Hume’s Skepticism about Induction

Closely related to Hume’s skepticism about causation is Hume’s
skepticism about inductive reasoning. Inductive argument, in its
standard form, draws a conclusion about what is generally the
case, or what will be the case in some future instance, from some
limited number of specific observations. The following is an

example of a typical inductive argument:
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1. Every observed sample of water heated to well over 100 C has
boiled.

2. Therefore, whenever water is heated to well over 100 C, it
boils.

Here we make an inference from the cases we have observed to
a broader class of all the times water has been heated to 100C.
So inductive arguments like the one above are not deductively
valid, which is OK because they aren’t aiming at validity. They are
aiming at inductive strength. But then what justifies the inference

from the premise to the conclusion of an inductive argument?

Hume suggests that every inductive argument has a principle of
induction as a suppressed premise, and it is this principle of
induction that renders the inference from premises to conclusion
rational. This principle of induction tells us roughly that

unobserved instances tend to
74

follow the pattern of observed instances. So, according to Hume,

inductive arguments really go something like this:

1. Every observed sample of water heated to over 100 C has
boiled.
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2. (Unobserved cases tend to follow the pattern of observed

cases)
3. So, whenever water is heated to over 100 C, it boils.

Of course, the argument still isn’t valid, but that’s not what we
are aiming for in induction. Given the hidden second premise -
our principle of induction - we can reasonably hold that the
premises taken together give us good grounds to accept that the
conclusion is probably true. However, if this principle of
induction, now given as premise 2, is to render inductive
inferences rational, then we need some grounds for thinking that
it is true. Here is we are about to skewer the principle of induction

with Hume’s Fork.

Our principle of induction is a substantive claim about how the
world is. The world might have been completely random with
no patterns we can discern between different kinds of events.
Since our principle of induction is a substantive claim about the
world that might have been false, it cannot be justified a-priori

as a mere relation among ideas.

Next, since our principle of induction is a claim that is supposed

to hold generally, not just in a specific instance, an a posteriori
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justification for our principle of induction based on empirical
evidence would itself be an inductive generalization. But this
won’t work since the rationality of inductive areument depends
the principle of induction, the very thing we are trying to justify.
Any inductive argument for the principle of induction would
assume just what it is trying to show as a premise. This would be
circular reasoning. So, Hume concludes, we have no rational

grounds for accepting inductive inferences.

Think about the ramifications of Hume’s skepticism about
induction. If inductive arcument is not rational, then we have no
reason at all to think the sun will rise tomorrow. Here we aren’t
worried about improbable possibilities like the sun getting blown
to bits by aliens before tomorrow morning. Lack of certainty is
not the issue here. Hume’s arcument acainst the rationality of
inductive reasoning implies that all of our experience of the sun
recularly rising gives us no reason to think its rising tomorrow is
even likely to happen. If this sounds crazy, then we have a
problem because it is not easy to find a defect in Hume’s
reasoning. This is why philosophers speak of the Problem of
Induction. Very few are prepared to accept Hume’s skepticism

about induction. But in the two and a half centuries that have
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passed since Hume died, we have yet to settle on an entirely
satisfactory solution to the problem of induction. We’ll consider
the problem of induction further when we take up the

Philosophy of Science in the next chapter.
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Morality

Some of Hume’s skeptical results are not so surprising given his
Empiricism. Hume is skeptical about objective moral truths, for
instance. We don’t get to observe rightness and wrongness in the
way we can see colors and shapes, for instance. Suppose we
witness some boys torturing a dog. We might see them strike the
dog with a stick and we might hear the dog yelp. But we have no
sense impression of the wrongness of how the boys are treating
the dog. The idea that there are objective moral truths, according
to Hume, is a mistaken projection of our subjective moral

sentiments.

Doubts about morality on the grounds that we can’t prove moral
claims true or false on the basis of evidence are now
commonplace. This much is in line with Hume’s thinking. But
people often appeal to disagreement about moral matters as
support for moral skepticism, and Hume would not go along with
this. There are moral issues where people disagree like whether
the death penalty is justifiable, the morality of abortion in various
cases, whether drug use should be prosecuted as a crime. Points
of disagreement like these get a good deal of attention, but they

are actually the exceptions to much broader moral agreement.
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We generally think it is generally cood to be honest. Being
prejudiced or manipulative is widely recognized as morally bad.
Nobody thinks is morally OK to torture innocent puppies just for
fun. We all think that theft, fraud and assault are morally wrong.
Hume thought agreement about morality, not disagreement, was
the striking fact that calls out for explanation. Hume thinks we
can find an explanation for broad agreement on morality in our
generally held moral sentiments. By and large, we all value
kindness and disvalue cruelty. Hume thinks such sentiments are
built into human psychology. Our moral judgments, on Hume’s
view, aren’t claims about what is objectively true. Rather they
are expressions of our subjective but generally shared moral

sentiments.

So, Hume would not be impressed with the popular opinion that
morality is subjective because people have different moral views
(we might also note that people have differing opinions about all
sorts of things that are clearly objective matters). His skepticism
about morality is based entirely on his empiricism and our lack

of sense impressions of right and wrong.
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The External World

All of our reasoning about the external world is based on the
idea of causation. Our beliefs about the external world are based
on the idea that things going on in the external world cause our
sense impressions. So, Hume’s skepticism about causation
undermines our reason for thinking there is a world beyond our

mind.

More generally, our evidence for what we can know begins with
our impressions, the mental representations of sense experience.
We assume that our impressions are a reliable guide to the way
things are, but this is an assumption we can’t rationally justify.
We have no experience beyond our impressions that could
rationally certify that our impressions correspond in any way to
an external reality. Our assumption that our impressions do
correspond to an external reality is a rationally unsupportable

product of our imagination.
76

God

Unlike Locke and Berkeley, Hume’s rigorous Empiricism leads him

to skepticism about relisious matters. To avoid censorship or
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persecution, critics of religious belief in the 18th century
exercised caution in various ways. Hume’s earliest challenge to
religious belief, an essay on miracles, was removed from his early
work, his Treatise of Human Nature, and published only in his
later Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding. In this essay,
Hume argues that the belief in miracles can never be rational. A
miracle is understood to be a violation of the laws of nature
resulting from Divine will. But, arcues Hume, the weight of the
evidence of our experience overall will always give us stronger
reason to mistrust our senses in the case of a seemingly
miraculous experience than to doubt the otherwise consistently
regular course of events in our experience. Testimony by others
of miracles is on even shakier ground. No testimony is sufficient
to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind,
that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which
it endeavors to establish. (Enquiries Concerning Human

Understanding, Section 10)

Among educated people in the 18th century, religious belief was
thought to be supported not just by Divine revelation, but by our
experience of the natural world as well. When we look to the

natural world we find impressive harmony in the natural order of



o dsl v a a o L
direy e ulalng wezanganes 93sey1tos InendeaesiuaInu

things. The various species all seem well suited to their
environments and ecological stability is maintained by the
various roles organism play in their environments. To the
discerning mind in search of an explanation, the order and
harmony we find in the world looks very much like the deliberate
work of a Divine creator. This line of thought is known as the
Argument from Design. Hume’s last work, his posthumously
published Dialogues of Natural Religion, aimed to undermine
many arguments for the existence of God, including the Design

Argument.

According to Hume, the Design Arcument is a weak argument by
analogy. We have reason to think that machines are the product
of human design because we are familiar with their means of
production. But we have no analogue in the case of the universe.
We have not observed its creation. The alleged similarity of the
universe to machines designed by humans is also suspect. We do
find regularities in nature, but only in the small corner of nature
we are familiar with. The regularity, order, and harmony we do
find don’t provide enough of the appearance of design to warrant
positing an intelligent designer, according to Hume. But suppose

we do think the natural world bears the marks of a designer’s
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craftsmanship. The only sorts of designers we are familiar with
are people like us. But that doesn’t tell us much about what
sorts of being could be designers of complex harmonious
systems. So even assuming we find the appearance of design in
nature, we have little grounds to think that it is the product of a

personal god or any sort of entity we can relate to.

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection
provides a naturalistic account of the appearance of design in life
forms. Thanks to providing a developed naturalistic alternative to
the hypothesis of design by a Divine creator, Darwin probably had

the greater impact in
77

undermining the design argument for the existence of God.
Darwin cites Hume as among his major influences, and there are
a number of passages in Hume’s writing that foreshadow insights

that Darwin developed.
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The Self

Descartes didn’t hesitate to infer the existence of himself from
the certainty of his thinking. And it seems obvious to most of us
that having thoughts implies the existence of a subject that
thinks. Hume is more cautious on this point. For my part, when |

enter most intimately into what | call myself, | always stumble
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on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or
shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. | never can catch myself
at any time without a perception, and never can observe

anything but the perception.” (Treatise, 1.4.6.3)

The contents of our immediate experience are just particular
impressions and ideas. But we have no experience of any single
unified self that is the subject of those experiences. The idea of
a self, including the idea of the self as a soul, is a fanciful
projection from our experiences. All we can say in an empirically
grounded way of ourselves, according to Hume, is that we are

just a bundle of experiences.

We’ve given just given the briefest sketch of how Hume reaches
his assorted skeptical conclusions. There are many further
arguments and objections to consider, but hopefully we’ve
covered enough to give you an appreciation for how carefully a
strict and carefully reasoned Empiricism leads to a variety of
skeptical conclusions. Hume’s skepticism about causation and
induction may be the most surprising. We often hold up science
as the paradigm of human intellectual achievement, and we tend
think of science as pretty empirical. Yet Hume’s strict Empiricism

seems to undercut science on the key notions of causation and
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induction. Perhaps scientific inquiry is not as strictly empirical as
Hume’s epistemology. Or perhaps, as some have argued, science
can get along fine without induction or causation. Still, if we are
not comfortable with Hume’s skepticism about causation and
induction, this might be cause to reconsider his Empiricism. And

perhaps also the skepticism about morality it seems to invite.
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Review and Discussion Questions

1. Explain Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary

qualities.

2. While Locke thinks that having any thoughts depends on sense
experience, he doesn’t think sense experience is the only source

of our ideas. Explain.
3. Explain Berkeley’s Idealism.

4. How is Berkeley’s Idealism a response to Locke’s

epistemology?
5. Explain Hume’s view of the contents of the mind.

6. What are ideas and impressions? How does Hume distinguish

these?

7. How does the imagination form new ideas, according to Hume?
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8. How is Hume’s Empiricism grounded in his philosophy of the

mind?

9. How does Hume analyze our notion of the cause-effect

relation? Explain Hume’s skepticism about causation.

10. Why is Hume skeptical about the rationality of inductive

argument?

11. Explain Hume’s skepticism about morality. How does he

argue for this view?

12. Why does Hume deny that we can have knowledge of an

external world?

13. Why does Hume doubt we could ever have reason to believe

in miracles?
14. What is the Design Argument for the existence of God?

15. Explain Hume’s objections to the Design Argument.
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