Reading 16.  David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Section II. Of the Origin of Ideas 

1.
What is an impression?

2.
What is an idea (a thought)?

3.
What are the limits to which our ideas are confined?

4.
What is the criterion for determining whether an idea has genuine meaning? 


II.
Section IV. Skeptical Doubts Concerning the Operations of the Understanding 

A.
Part I 

1.
What kinds of propositions are relations of ideas? How do we discover the truth of these propositions?

2.
What is a matter of fact? Why is the contrary of a matter of fact possible?

3.
What relation enables us to go beyond information from our memory and senses to infer additional matters of fact?

4.
How do we come to know the relation of cause and effect?

5.
Why can no effect be discovered in its cause? 

B.
Part II 

1.
Why is the inference that bread will nourish us in the future because it has nourished us in the past neither intuitive nor demonstrative?

2.
Why can no arguments from experience prove that the future will resemble the past?

3.
What is Hume’s response to the objection that his doubts about the future resembling the past are answered by the fact that, in practice, he acts as if this were true? 


III.
Section V. Skeptical Solution of These Doubts, Part I 

1.
What causes our conviction that one thing is caused by another?

2.
Why is custom “the great guide of human life”?

3.
What is the ultimate foundation of our inferences about matters of fact?

4.
Why can no reasoning process produce or prevent our belief in causality? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Do the contents of our minds consist entirely of impressions and ideas?

2.
Does an idea have no meaning if it cannot be traced back to an impression?

3.
Can we ever be certain that one thing caused another? that it had any cause at all?

4.
Is it legitimate to appeal to past experience to argue that the future will probably resemble the past?

5.
Is custom an adequate explanation for our belief in causality? 
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