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Abstract
Epistemology rarely ends up in discussions of education, even though any theory of education presupposes a theory of knowledge and belief.  This paper proposes to show the relevance of epistemology to education, and outline some prescriptions for educators, based on the empiricist epistemology of David Hume. I believe that Hume's epistemology, as outlined in the first Enquiry and the Treatise, has three important consequences that are too often overlooked, and these three results have further consequences for both theory and practice.  These consequences include a need to rethink traditional epistemological questions such as whether knowledge can be defined as Justified True Belief, but also moral problems like Aristotle's akrasia and general educational problems such as how we can get logic students to reason well after (not to mention before) they leave the classroom.

The purpose of this paper is to trace out three consequences of a Humean model of belief. These will serve, I hope, not simply as a teasing of the imagination, but an impetus towards fruitful inquiry on a subject that has not only intellectual but educational import. Hume, I believe, has a lot to say about how philosophy in general and epistemology in particular should take a leading role in effecting a society of intelligent persons.  He implores his reader repeatedly to help keep philosophy within "common life and practice," and this is one of his stated goals in the introductory section of An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding.  In keeping with this goal, I intend this paper to be an exercise in applied philosophy. 


The three consequences are as follows: (1) rational belief is an impossibility; (2) warranted belief, though possible, is unlikely; (3) knowledge is not a species of belief.  The first result sounds rather extreme, but will perhaps seem less startling when the second one is understood, though, for Hume it is important to make the distinction between these two types of belief. The second result points to an obnoxious fact of intellectual life, with some rather practical consequences, both descriptively and prescriptively. The third result touches on an age old problem in epistemology and draws a connection between it an another old problem in moral education.


I shall first briefly sketch Hume's descriptive and normative models of belief, as found in his first Enquiry
, then show how the three consequences follow, then, finally, make some prescriptions of my own concerning the role of epistemology in education.

I  Hume's Foundationalist Epistemology
David Hume is not typically considered a foundationalist, since, after all, one of his ambitions was to destroy Cartesian Philosophy, a paradigm of foundationalist epistemology.  It is certainly true that Hume was against the sort of foundationalism found in Cartesian rationalism, but he and Descartes did share something in common: both believed that epistemology must precede science. That is, they believed that inquiry, if it is to bring us trustworthy results, must be based on some understanding of what counts as good inquiry, and what not. The difference between them is that while Descartes thought that metaphysics was to serve as the foundation for epistemology (and hence was the ultimate foundation for inquiry), Hume believed that only psychology could be the grounding for epistemology.  It was Hume's contention that we can only learn about what counts as good evidence by reflecting on the processes by which we come to accept things as true. The foundation, then, for science in general is the science of human nature (in particular, the science of human understanding). So even though Hume's foundationalism is not absolutistic, it is foundationalist, nonetheless, in the broader sense of the term.
 


One can summarize what Hume does in Sections II through VI in the Enquiry (the part of that text where he lays out his basic theory) as an attempt to provide procedures for evaluating the worth of ideas on the one hand, and inferences on the other.  In both cases, his method is a straightforward investigation of origins.  Simply put, Hume would say that if you want to know how good a given claim is, consider where it came from.  So he begins his inquiry with the "Origin of Ideas."  He makes it clear that an idea is only as good as the experience (i.e., impressions
) from which it came, and how direct the relationship is between what we conceive in the imagination and what we perceive through our internal and external senses.  Of the store of mental perceptions we are engaged in at any given time, Hume would arrange them in the following order of trustworthiness: immediate experiences-- impressions-- are the most trustworthy, by virtue of their superior force and vivacity. They are the ultimate grounding for all truth claims about the world.
 Next come those ideas that are directly copied from experience-- our memory, in short. These are of enormous import inasmuch as for Hume, experience is always in a fleeting instant, and reliance on it alone would trap us in a perpetually phantasmagoric scene where no grounding would be possible. Finally, there are ideas of the imagination, those perceptions that are neither direct experiences nor isomorphic copies of them. These are the ideas that we make up, as it were, and since they are the furthest removed from experience, they are the least trustworthy.


It would be misleading, however, to dismiss the products of the imagination as spurious, for two reasons. First, it is the imagination that allows us to conceive of alternatives to what is in our current stock of experience (i.e., impressions and copies of previous ones). This is important not only in predicting the existence of new objects-- if our mental reorganization of experience corresponds to some existing though unseen object--, but also in prevising ends to be realized by us.  I'm sure, for instance, that (in spite of the teachings of Medieval logicians) someone conceived of a black swan before one was discovered, and it's almost too trite to mention how invention (both technological and social) is premised on an ability to imagine new combinations of old arrangements. 


The second reason not to dismiss the imagination from a Humean viewpoint introduces the concept of belief and needs separate development.  One thing to note is that not all products of the imagination are created equal, and there is a separate hierarchy to develop here, again based on experience (albeit here, we'll be using 'experience' in a different sense).


To the question "What is the foundation for all our reasoning concerning matters of fact?" Hume answers (after giving his "negative answer") that it is experience which allows us to draw causal inferences (which are the foundation for all such reasoning). But he doesn't mean impressions, he means a sum of previous impressions of similar
 pairs of conjoined events leading to a tendency to make inferences by virtue of a habitual association. That means that these inferences that are based on experience are merely ideas, and hence are not as trustworthy as impressions; but Hume takes great stock in them, nevertheless. (So much so, by the way, that in the section on miracles, Hume almost
 makes it sound as if an impression subverts all experience in the past, it should not be believed.) Of all the ideas in the imagination, then, Hume will trust those most which are arrived at by virtue of repeated impressions in the past.  These I call "inferential ideas" and are what Hume designates as beliefs. Other ideas formed in the imagination without the aid of habitual association are mere fictions.


So the hierarchy of trustworthy ideas consists initially in a distinction between fiction (an idea with no hold on our convictions or our actions) and belief (one that compels one to react). But there's much more to it than this. Not all beliefs are good beliefs, and of the good ones, some are better than others. In Sections V and VI of the Enquiry, Hume gives us a descriptive model of belief, and on the basis of it, we can extrapolate a normative model as well. A belief, says Hume, is nothing more than a vivid and steady conception of an object.
  In other words, it's a very forceful idea-- one that appears as if it were an impression. Phenomenologically, then, there is very little difference between a suitably strong belief and an impression. They are both forceful and vivid mental perceptions. Even pragmatically, there is little difference, inasmuch as both our experiences and our beliefs impel us to act (or react).
  The question is, of course, how does a mere idea, dull as it is on Hume's analysis, get to be so forceful? And are we committed intellectually to accepting an idea by virtue of its strength? Is Hume giving us an epistemological ad baculum? Here's where a normative model emerges. To the question of how ideas become beliefs, Hume's answer is that it comes from a feeling; and as to whether we should submit to such a feeling, it depends on the source (the origin) of the feeling. If the feeling comes from habit based on experience, it is trustworthy to the degree that the sample of experience is large and consistent. If the feeling comes from some other passion such as surprise, wonder, or greed,
 we must fight it off. 


The more complete hierarchy of ideas, then, is as follows: Inferential ideas based on uniform patterns in a large sample of experience are the most trustworthy. The larger the sample and the greater the uniformity, the more one can trust the resulting inference. Inferential ideas based on lesser degrees of repetition in experience are obviously less trustworthy. (This is the difference between proof and probability.) Inferential ideas based on spurious sources (such as greed) are untrustworthy. Finally, fiction-- weak ideas with no accompanying feeling-- are also untrustworthy. (It is not clear to me which of the last two classes of ideas are the least trustworthy, though I am certain that the former are the most pernicious.)


This model is normative because it goes beyond merely describing how belief is formed. If Hume were doing that, he would simply tell us that we shall, as a matter of fact, accept the idea with the strongest accompanying feeling. Although he is acknowledging that belief is a function of feeling, and as a matter of fact we do tend to accept ideas on the basis of the strength of our sentiments, he's also telling us that we should not do that. Of the various feelings that fix our beliefs,
 it is only experience which provides the proper foundation.


We can now make a list of the hierarchy of mental perceptions on a Humean model:

1) impressions;

2) ideas from memory (they are the closest to impressions);

3) inferential ideas (beliefs) based on entirely uniform patterns in experience (these constitute proof-- e.g., a law of nature);

4) inferential ideas (beliefs) based on a proportion of experience greater than 5/10 but less than 1 (these constitute a probability);

5) inferential ideas (beliefs) based on a proportion of experience less than 5/10 (these are improbable);

6) inferential ideas (beliefs) based on spurious sources of sentiment (these, though perhaps true are unwarranted as they are not founded on evidence);

7) non-inferential ideas (those that we dream up but have no inclination to accept).


Up to this point I have made no mention of knowledge, only of belief.  The reason for this is that for David Hume, knowledge was a word that belonged to the rationalist tradition. Everyone from Plato to Descartes had contended that Knowledge connotes an apodictic certainty not found in the realm of sensuous awareness. In drawing the distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact, Hume was going along with the traditionalist game
 (not so much because he thought it was a hard and fast distinction so much as he wanted to show how the rationalist attempt to find absolute certainty in the realm of physical existence was as incoherent as it was futile).  Knowledge, in the strict sense, is a term that for Hume is reserved for those ideas that are demonstrated a priori, by Pure Reason and the Principle of Contradiction. Unlike belief, it depends not on feelings, good or bad, but on the logical inseparability of certain ideas.


There are two interesting things to note here. First, though I have so far equated belief with inferential ideas, it is clear that a known idea can also be inferential, only here the inference comes not from association but logical necessity. I infer from 'x' is a triangle that 'x' has three sides just as much as when Jane infers that her husband has not been merely working late at the office when he comes home with a strange hue of lipstick on his collar, though the evidences appealed to are considerably different. Second, ideas derived from strict demonstration have a much different effect on us than those produced by feelings. Inferred three-sidedness is much less likely to incite action as is inferred infidelity.  Keeping these two points in mind, it might be said that of all the mental perceptions, ideas inferred through Reason are those that we have the most reason to hold as true; but at the same time, these are the ones that have the least hold on our attention and attitudes.

II Three Consequences
Now for the consequences.  First, a rational belief, in the strict sense, is simply impossible. Hume goes to great lengths to show that the operations of the intellect and "pure" Reason have nothing to do with the formation of belief. It's the feeling which presents certain ideas to us forcefully that renders them beliefs. Accordingly, beliefs can't be rational, if by rational, one means something that is demonstrated a priori.  Of course this presupposes a rather narrow definition of rationality, one that perhaps Hume is not entitled to; but Hume had his reasons for defining reason and rationality thus, and I think it's instructive to follow his lead here.


One reason that Hume defines reason and rationality so narrowly is that he wants to criticize Cartesian rationalism from the inside. If we are to say, Hume argues, that Reason gives us mathematical certainty, as Descartes did,  then it is clear that it must abstain from judgments concerning matters of fact.  If, on the other hand, we mean by reason the ability to form inferences, and to be rational is to be able to infer, then it is clear that beliefs are rational. But there's a problem with this definition if we are ever to use 'rationality' as a normative epithet.  This would make all beliefs rational, which, normatively speaking anyway, is absurd.  A third alternative-- perhaps one that Hume would accept-- is that rational means reflective, deliberative. This seems to fit both descriptively and prescriptively. One could say that a rational belief is one that is the result of the balancing of varying feelings in the fixation of belief, and is normatively rational to the extent that it staves off those feelings which lead us to error.


The problem that Hume would have with such a conception of rational belief is that the term 'rational' has too much of a connotation of formal argument, which at the very least he wants to de-emphasize. Remember, Hume wants to emphasize the role of feeling in the fixation of belief. That's why I think he would prefer a term such as 'warranted belief' to denote those beliefs that one should hold.


Which term we use, however, is not that important as far as I'm concerned; but whatever we call it, there's an important problem here which Hume's theory accurately illustrates. This is the subject of my second consequence.


Warranted belief (or, if you prefer, 'rational belief' in the third sense mentioned above) is just not too likely. As a matter of fact, I often wonder-- given the way things are-- how they ever emerge out of the sea of dogma and misinformation that most people swim in. Given that belief is as a matter of fact based not on Reason but on feelings, there are a number of serious impediments to acquiring the type of belief Hume would hope us to have.


First there are those "other sources of feeling" that compete with habit.  Hume explicitly mentions "the passions of surprise and wonder" and, implicitly, that greed
 are illicit sources of conviction, but the possibilities are no doubt near endless.  The only constraint on beliefs, if they are in fact based on sentiment, is plausibility (and even that fails to constrain some believers).  Anorexics believe (out of insecurity) that they have too much body fat; politicians representing the interests of the affluent believe (out of comfort and greed) that poor working people will be best served by tax relief for the wealthy; Christian scientists believe (out of who knows what) that their critically ill and injured will be healed by prayer alone. The list goes on. We are all familiar with these kinds of unwarranted beliefs.
  Perhaps too familiar.  The interesting thing about Hume's theory, however, is not that it points to existence of such beliefs, but rather, that it shows how it is that they come about, and how they can compete so well with evidenced beliefs.  Descriptively speaking, it's one passion pitted against another, and there's no guarantee that "the best man will win."


It is true, of course, that habits can be quite strong, and that on the whole, they are much more capable of fashioning a belief than some "will to believe."
  But there is a second problem to contend with.  Just as we can distinguish between warranted feelings (i.e., those that are habit induced) and spurious ones, we can also distinguish good habits from bad. Not all habits are accurate reflections of the way things are (and will continue to be).  There are three problems here: first, our experiences can be limited within narrow parameters; second, they can be based on chance coincidences; and third, they can be manipulated. The first two difficulties are fairly straightforward and, with some minimal requirements
 of rigor in our studies, we can avoid these "bad habits."  Quite simply, our conclusions should only be as strong as our samples of experience are large. The third difficulty (viz., that of manipulation) is what I want to focus on here, for it is both complex and significant.


Experience can be manipulated in a number of ways, and not all of them are problematic. In general, manipulation implies an external source of control. Manipulation of belief is simply the fashioning of belief through the mediating efforts of some other person(s).  It's clear, I think, that most of our beliefs fall into this category. Very little of what we take as true we entirely find out for ourselves; there is nearly always an appeal to the testimony of someone else, who may or may not have experienced the state of affairs in question.  Such an appeal brings with it mixed blessings. On the one hand, as Hume notes, nothing is more useful than the testimony of others. All education is based on it. But on the other hand, so are, for instance, indoctrination and subliminal messages. Though both education and indoctrination are forms of manipulation (in the descriptive sense), and there a number of different ways to do each, the essential difference between them is in the direction they point the unexperienced.  An indoctrinator steers one away from immediate experience and towards more mediated experiences (e.g., more doctrine), thus keeping the opinion under control. An educator (and I mean this prescriptively) steers one towards immediate experience (i.e., experiences that are independent of some mediator such as a testifier) to the extent that it's possible. 


A manipulator of opinion (belief) in the pejorative sense has many tools at his or her disposal, but is dependent on one main fact: repetition brings belief.
  Hume's associationism is a testimony to this fact.  Once something is repeated enough in our experience, other things being equal, we shall not be able to help believing it (i.e., infer that it will happen again). One result of this is that if you tell someone a lie often, and don't indicate any means of testing it, sooner or later, he or she will believe it. This is the foundation of most (dare I say all?) commercial advertising. Another result is that if you place some desirable image in constant conjunction with a product, the viewer of the images will, other things being equal, associate the two, and, in desiring the one, will choose the other. This is the foundation of all subliminal advertising (commercial or otherwise). What all these forms of manipulation have in common is that they are not only bad habits, they are cultivated as such for the benefit of the manipulator.
 


All in all, warranted belief-- a belief that is based on uniform patterns in experience which at some level is grounded in unmediated experience-- has so many obstacles before it that it's astonishing that our expectations are not frustrated more often!


As to knowledge, and my third consequence, if we mean Knowledge with a capital 'K', then it's clear that on Hume's account, knowledge and belief are different animals.  For the same reason that belief can't be rational, knowledge cannot be a form of belief. Thus, all attempts to define knowledge as "justified true belief" (or, rational belief) from Plato's Thaeaetetus onward are doomed to failure.  For Hume, knowledge is something conceived as true from the principles Reason, something that holds by the logical relations between the involved ideas.
 Belief, on the other hand, is something conceived vividly and forcefully by virtue of some feeling. The one is rational in the "purest" sense; the other, entirely nonrational.  Again, my result is a function of the way I choose to use the words, but as in the last case, such a use is not without precedent (or justification). 


Knowledge, in philosophical circles anyway, connotes logical certainty, and the significance of this, if you recall, is twofold. First, belief cannot produce logical certainty under any circumstance; second (and more interestingly) knowledge cannot produce the psychological certainty that belief brings.  But there's a third argument to consider, one that's true independent of Hume's peculiar sense of 'knowledge': It's not only the case that one can believe something and not know it; it is entirely possible (and not too infrequent) that someone know something and yet not believe it! For example, the identity of the two sides of a mathematical equation can be demonstrated without any guarantee that the student will believe the result.
  Even where knowledge doesn't connote logical certainty (and is closer to what I have called warranted belief-- "rational" in the deliberative sense) it's still the case that one can know something and yet not believe it. That is, if we look at knowledge more generally as the possession of information grounded in evidence, it is still the case that one can know something and not believe it. We can entertain an idea that has evidence of its truth, be aware of the evidence, and still believe to the contrary! Some illustrations, perhaps, will bring the point home.


There is a series of experiences I once had which convinced me of this phenomenon.  They were rather mundane experiences, in a mundane sort of place-- a gymnasium.  This gym has two black boxes mounted on two walls on either side of the basketball court, and they happen to look very much like speakers. As a result of this, every time I looked at them, I thought (inferred, believed) they were in fact speakers; yet I knew after the first time I took a good look at them that they are not speakers but gearboxes for cranking the basketball goals up and down. Knowing full well that they were goal cranks, even after repeated occasions, I still automatically thought of them as speakers-- I believed them to be speakers-- as I caught a glimpse of them by peripheral vision.  No matter how aware I was of what they were intellectually, they felt like speakers!  
 Here's another example: I was listening on the radio recently to a woman who used to suffer from anorexia nervosa. She mentioned how she would stand in front of the mirror, knowing that she was not obese, yet she could not believe it. As she put it, she felt fat. For various and complex reasons of the sort mentioned above, what she knew conflicted with what she felt, and knowledge, being impotent, failed to guide her actions.


These two examples may seem to illustrate not so much a clash between belief and knowledge, but between warranted and unwarranted belief. Indeed, I might have discussed them as part of my second consequence; but I've discussed them here for two reasons. First, just as 'rationality' is most often construed in a broader sense than Hume uses it, so is 'knowledge.'  Second, the form of knowledge mentioned in the above examples shares something important in common with knowledge in the narrower sense-- it carries with it no feeling, no impulsion to act or change in attitude.  (This is why bad habits and other spurious sources of inference can supersede knowledge.)  The point is this, that knowledge is unfelt, and the only time we are moved by what we know is when we believe it in addition to knowing it.


Putting aside the question of origins of the misguided feelings which overshadow what we know, such a phenomenon, I think, is the crux of the problem of akrasia (i.e., the weakness of the will).  Aristotle noted that we often do not act on what we know, and in the face of the Socratic contention that to know the good is to do the good, explained that sometimes our knowledge is incomplete, and hence too weak to bring action.
  If Hume's account is right, this is the wrong way to go about explaining the problem. It's not that our knowledge is weak in some instances; it's that all knowledge is weak, and if it is not accompanied by belief, then it can't have the felt conviction requisite to bring action. The problem, then, is not that the will is weak, but that knowledge itself has no influence on the will.
  In view of this new way of distinguishing knowledge from belief, new light can be cast on the distinction between knowledge and wisdom. Recall that for Aristotle, practical wisdom (phronesis) consists in knowing the good and practicing it as well, and theoretical wisdom (sophia) is simply excellence in the study of essences.
  Our account is similar, but with one significant difference: it's the addition of belief to our knowledge, both theoretical and practical, that gives us wisdom.


It would seem that the goal of both moral and theoretical education, then, is not simply to impart knowledge, but to cultivate warranted beliefs as companions to what is learned in the abstract.

III  Epistemology and Education
In view of the above results, there are two problems that we must contend with as practical epistemologists.  First, there is the problem of instructing and encouraging our students to follow their feelings intelligently in fashioning their beliefs. Secondly, we must bring closer together theory and practice so that our students can come to believe what they have come to know.  Effecting these goals, I believe, will obviate the difficulties resulting from the three consequences, and is in perfect keeping with Hume's program of once again "calling philosophy down from the heavens."
 (The first consequence of Hume's epistemology, remember, is the impossibility of rational belief, and in general we can say that intelligent use of one's feelings is the only way of keeping the nonrational from degenerating into the irrational. The second consequence, that of the unlikelihood of warranted belief, can only be dealt with by, again, intelligently directing our feelings so as to realize the potential for good intellectual habits. Finally, the akrasia that arises from the third consequence-- the categorial difference between knowledge and belief-- can only be staved off by having students pragmatically test what they learn.)


Our first goal seems like nothing new, and in many ways is not; but there's an important way in which it's different.  Although educators of logic (especially informal logic, so called) have always instructed and encouraged students to fight off emotionalism in deciding what's true and false, it is generally not acknowledged that all belief has emotive origins; and when it is acknowledged, the tendency is to dismiss them as unwarranted, if not meaningless
).  Our goal, now reconstructed, is to explain the role of feelings in the fixation of belief, distinguish between the various sources of the feeling which presents ideas as beliefs, and explain which ones direct us closer to truth, and which ones steer us astray.


Our second goal is nothing new either, though education in the United States diverges from it deplorably.  What we need and are not getting is "hands on" learning. We need knowledge that can be put into practice, not simply because it will make it "more practical," but because without practice, knowledge is as impotent psychologically as it is pragmatically.   To the extent that we separate theory and practice, we give our students knowledge that is unbelieved (if not unbelievable).  The effect of this is no small matter, for if it is true, as I contend, that knowledge without practice is impotent, useless, then what we teach in the classroom is by and large a waste of time-- serving only to earn us a living and them a meaningless degree.  


Consider the fields of, and corresponding courses in, logic and ethics.  In ethics, we learn about ethical theories-- theories that are supposed to be about proper action, what we should do when confronted with certain circumstances; and yet too often we teach the theories in abstraction from the moral dilemmas facing us today. We either ignore all but the most sterilized examples-- chosen on the criterion of formalizability rather than that of moral import--, or stick to the author's examples, even if they are 2000 years old!  It is true that traditional examples are often very good ones, and some human problems are indeed perennial, and to the degree that this is true, I say we should use them; but if we are to get students of ethics to believe what they learn, we must put the theory in the context of dilemmas that they have either previously faced or are currently facing.  That is why a good course in applied ethics will do more for a study of ethical theory than a course in "pure" theory ever will (and why a good course in ethical theory includes applications at every turn).  If, further, we want our pupils to act on what they learn, demonstration of abstract principles, without preexisting inclinations, will never bring this about.
  Indeed, if we want our students to be students of philosophy-- pursuers of wisdom, then we must not present "applications" as if they were detachable (and disposable) parts of theories.


The case is no less true in logic.  Logic is a normative science. As such, it prescribes for us which inferences to draw and which to avoid. When we teach about licit and illicit inferences, we are telling our students that they should draw certain kinds of conclusions from certain kinds of conditions and not others.  But if we want them to believe what we are teaching them, and hence draw the right conclusions-- even after they leave the classroom-- we must supply them with epistemic scenarios that they are familiar with.  Again, I understand that highly abstract, simple examples are often instructive, especially when introducing a new concept or theory; but to the extent that we do not go beyond traditional examples to ones that are alive in the reasoning of the student, the knowledge we impart to them is useless.  Again, as in ethics, the difference between isolated knowledge and applied (i.e., tested) knowledge is the same as that between mere knowledge and wisdom.


Traditionally, our strategy for fighting ignorance and all its ensuing bad consequences has been to pit knowledge against irrational belief, expecting that once someone learns what's true and good, they will believe and act accordingly. If Hume is right, this has been a mistake. In the contest between knowledge and irrational belief, knowledge will always lose.  This is not because irrational belief somehow blocks knowledge from our consciousness, but, rather, because something that is learned in isolation from what we do will simply remain an isolated thought. Fighting ignorance with knowledge, then, is never enough.  We need something else, and this is evidenced by the fact that so many degree holders in our society are morally incompetent-- as much so, perhaps, as the "uneducated."  


The alternative to fighting irrationality with Reason and the supplement for abstract knowledge is to fight feeling with feeling, belief with belief, and to teach principles, logical or otherwise, in the context of some concrete state of affairs.  In the case of my persistent belief that those gearboxes were speakers, it was only after I used the mechanisms to lower and raise the goals a couple of times and remembered those events many times upon seeing the boxes that I began to believe as well as know that they are in fact goal cranks.  In the case of anorexia and other social dysfunctions, it is certainly more complicated and difficult. It's not enough to tell an anorexic woman that she's not obese, you have to show it to her, and in a world that tells women at every turn by its norms and institutions that "thin is in," that thinner means more attractive, and that more attractive means more important, changing her distorted outlook may be no less difficult than changing our collective way of life.  


In any case that we consider, I think the message of David Hume's epistemology ought to be this: it is belief grounded in experience, and not knowledge alone, that is a necessary condition for a body of future experience that is relatively free of frustrated expectations. Such a message, if nothing else, should make us rethink traditional concepts of knowledge, belief, and rationality.


Notes



�. I shall primarily stick to the discussions in the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (but will not overlook relevant discussions in the Treatise).


�. I suppose that some will argue with me about the use of the word in this way, and I am inclined to let them have the word, were it not for one thing: to call anyone anti-foundationalist carries the implication of "anything goes," which I believe is very misleading in the case of Hume. What I mean by foundationalism is simply this: an attempt to find a grounding for knowledge and/or belief (and this grounding can be purported to be absolute or not).  Hume's grounding is twofold: first, there are impressions, and then there is proof (e.g., laws of nature), something distinct from demonstration, yet a source of certainty.


�. I shall not discuss my differences with Hume on experiences and the possibility of impressions in the strict sense here. Suffice it to say that Hume's atomistic conception of experience is, in my estimation, oversimplified. But that does not prevent me from realizing the enormous insight Hume had into the formation of our beliefs (our "inferential ideas," as I will call them later).


�. It may seem that Hume puts too much stock in "force and vivacity." Why should we be more trusting of perceptions of greater force, one may ask.  His position seems less implausible, however, if we remember Hume's pragmatic strain. It is those perceptions that are stronger that impel us to act, to get along in life. They are the perceptions that carry with them practical consequences.


�. Another flaw in Hume's account of belief which I only want to mention here is that he never shows us (though he tries in Part II of Section V) that our ability to recognize things as the same, that is, to associate them by virtue of Resemblance, is a function of repetition and the resulting habit. Indeed, if we couldn't already recognize similarities, we'd never be able to form habits in the first place. To his credit, however, Hume does tell us that analogy and custom together are the foundation for our reasonings concerning matters of fact (see Section IX).


�. I say "almost" because I don't think he's guilty of the inconsistency of making an empiricist argument to the effect that what we believe from experience warrants us in denying that some experience could ever take place. Space, however, does not allow me to elaborate on this here. See Section X for Hume's treatment of miracles.


�. See Section V, Part II


�. This fact will become important later on in distinguishing knowledge from belief.


�. Hume's normative model of belief cannot be fully understood unless we read Section VI and Section X together. It is in the latter section that Hume makes it clear that belief can derive from various sources, and that only if we stick to one source, viz., past experience, can we expect to find the truth.


�. There is a connection here to Peirce's famous essay "The Fixation of Belief," in Hartshorne and Weiss, eds., Collected Papers of C.S. Peirce (Cambridge: Harvard, 1931), 5, 358-87.


�. As to why experience should be the source of our feeling that fixes belief, I think only pragmatism can give us the answer. If belief is sought after, as Peirce contends, for the sake of easing some difficulty, and since difficulties are experienced, then obviously it is experience good or bad which can determine the worth of any mental perception that impels us to act.


�. The distinction, in fact, is a rephrasing Leibniz's distinction between "Truths of Reason" and "Truths of Fact."


�. I use the term 'attitude' as Mead does in Mind, Self and Society (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1934). It is the beginning of, or tendency towards, action.


�. This discussion can be found in his second reason for not believing in testimonies for miracles in Part II of Section X of the Enquiry.


�. I am reminded of William Clifford's "The Ethics of Belief,"  in his Lectures and Essays (London: Macmillan & Co., 1879), where he offers the example of a shipowner who fixes himself on an unwarranted (though not implausible) belief that an old weather beaten ship will safely meet its destination.  He does so, of course, by shutting out the relevant evidence and focussing on the comfort and profit of holding such a view.  


�. See William James' "The Will to Believe," in James, Essays in Pragmatism (New York: Hafner, 1948) for a good description of how and when we can actually fashion beliefs in this way. (He also shows, in my estimation, that Clifford's essay cited above betrays the scientific method.)


�. For instance, Mill's Methods of Induction.


�. There are some interesting passages in the Treatise, where Hume stresses the role of repetition in forming belief.  For some reason, repetition, lying, and education tend to be mentioned together a lot! See for instance Bk. I Part III Sec. IX.


�. I happen to agree with Mill when he says that one who claims to control others for their own good is usually telling one more lie; hence, I don't include the benefit of the indoctrinee as an end-in-view. For Mill's discussion, see Chapter IV of On Liberty.


�. At the risk of sounding like a conspiracy theorist, let me say that perhaps this is because our expectations too have been manipulated!


�. See Hume's Treatise, Bk I, Part III, Sec. I.


�. This is true of results that are "unintuitive." It's clear that 'intuitive' is used synonymously with 'believable' here, which further illustrates my point. Mathematical results do become intuitive one should note, but this does not detract from my claim, inasmuch as our beliefs in mathematical formulas is also founded on a repetition of fulfillment of our expectations.


�. That is, my attitudes towards those objects were aligned towards receiving sound from them, rather than cranking the goals up and down with them.


�. See Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, Bk VII, Chp. 3 for his discussion of the problem.


�. Compare this to Arthur Schopenhauer's contention that the noumenal realm that Kant spoke of is not the world of Reason, but of Will, and that human reasoning never directs the will, but rather, vice versa. See The World as Will and Representation, trans. E.F.J. Payne (New York: Dover, 1966), esp. pp. 95-119.


�. For Aristotle's discussion of wisdom, see the Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. VI.


�. Hume never uses this exact term but his allusions to Socrates throughout the Enquiry are quite clear.


�. C.L. Stevenson's "The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms," in Stevenson, Facts and Values (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963) and A.J. Ayer's sixth chapter of Language, Truth and Logic (New York: Dover, 1946) are good examples of this tendency with respect to ethics.


�. The question of criteria for the determination of truth emerges here, but I believe one could effect this procedure independently of one's particular theory of truth.  What comes to mind, however, as the most suitable, and most compatible with Hume's views is Peirce's criterion of fulfillment of expectations. As Hume did not want to commit himself to the view that impressions are mirrors of nature, inasmuch as he denied a causal theory of perception, it would seem that he could only judge a belief true insofar as it continues to create expectations that are not frustrated. That is, insofar as our impressions are not surprises, we can say that our beliefs are true. But on the other hand, since there will always be new experiences down the road, a belief that is verified once, twice, or any number of times can never be verified in an absolute sense.  After all, what makes a surprise a surprise is the fact that one never knows when it's coming.


�. Note that the noumenal freedom-- i.e., the rational action-- of Kant's possible kingdom of ends is impossible on this view, since a world without inclination would be a world without action of any sort. For Kant's view on noumenal freedom and rational action, see his Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959).







