Dr. Ari Santas’ Background Notes for

David Hume (1711-1776)
A. Biography

(  Born in 1711 in Edinburgh, Scotland


(  Raised in the Calvinist tradition, but came to reject much of it

(  Attended college at the University of Edinburgh (but earned no degree) in the 1720s

(  Traveled to France and studied at La Fleche in 1730s

(  Wrote A Treatise on Human Nature in 1739 (at age 28) 

(  Subtitled: An Attempt to Introduce Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects

(  It fell stillborn from the press
(  In 1740s, Essays, Moral and Political, and from 1748-57 reworked the Treatise into three shorter works:


(  Enquiry (I)

(  Dissertation on the Passions

(  Enquiry (II)
(  Turned down as professor at Edinburgh in 1744 and at Glasgow in 1751

(  Political Discourses, 1752; History of England, 1762

(  Between 1766-76 tangled with Rousseau

(  In 1799, Dialogues, was posthumously published - Adam Smith got cold feet

B. Hume and the Modern Period
(  Hume is writing towards the end of the modern period
(  The debate is one between Rationalists and Empiricists
(  The Rationalists like Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz argued that science must proceed by focusing on the operations of pure intellect (a priori reasoning)

(  The Empiricists like Locke, Berkeley, and Hume argued that science must proceed focussing on sensory information - experience of events through the senses (a posteriori reasoning)

(  There was a division drawn between types of knowledge and the two schools parted their ways along these lines:


Rationalism/Reason


Experience/Empiricism


a priori




a posteriori



necessity



contingency



analytic




synthetic



essence



accident

C. Hume and René Descartes (1596-1650)
( Hume-s work, especially the 1st Enquiry, is an attack on Cartesian Philosophy

(  More than 100 years before him, Descartes had argued that we can have an absolutely rational foundation for all scientific inquiry

· Descartes and the Rationalists used two guiding principles to create a rational foundation for all metaphysics and epistemology

The Principle of Contradiction:

a) Anything which implies a contradiction is necessarily false;

b) Anything whose denial implies a contradiction is necessarily true
The Principle of Sufficient Reason:


(  Everything has a sufficient
 reason
 for being the way it is

(  Descartes and the Rationalists approached the problem of creating metaphysical foundations of the world and our knowledge of it by using geometrical style proofs:



(  Descartes proved that 
· the mind is separate from, and more real than, the body;

· that God must exist and is the source of all human knowledge;

· that the senses are untrustworthy and only pure reason provides knowledge
· that only humans have a soul and that all other animals are just machines

D. Epistemology As a Foundation of Science

(  Foundationalism was an important theme in the modern period



(  As we broke from tradition and authority, a new foundation was needed

(  Descartes had believed that before we could go about acquiring new knowledge, we must first determine what is knowable and what is not


(  In other words, before science, there must be epistemology
(  For Descartes, doing epistemology meant looking for metaphysical principles, (what is real?)


(  Hume, too, believed in the necessity of epistemology in doing his science



(  But his epistemology will be quite different


(  His epistemology will require looking for psychological principles
(  Differences notwithstanding, the thinkers in this time were preoccupied with the foundations of science

E. Hume’s Divergence from Traditional Dogma
(  Descartes and the Rationalists, though breaking from the old system of authority, still held on to old traditions


(  One of them was that our beliefs could have absolute certainty

(  Another was that the world was completely rational (orderly)


(  Mathematics, for this reason, was the paradigm science

(  Even Locke and the Empiricists before Hume held on to dogma in their foundations


(  God as creator


(  Substance as underlying appearances

(  Hume tried to assume none of this, and came to the conclusion that there is no absolute certainty outside mathematical systems (i.e. in the world)


(  But we can still know things reasonably


(  Our senses are not perfect, but they work okay

(  Like Socrates, he claims it is better to acknowledge ignorance than pretend to a certainty that is not true
� Sufficiency implies levels of reality, where the less real, by itself cannot be a reason for the more real





� A reason can either mean justification or (more commonly) a cause








