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Introduction to Knowledge & Doubt 

L.I  

I can describe what is meant by Epistemology 

I can explain why it is an important topic to be discussed in Philosophy.  

 

This booklet will introduce and explain the key terms and central themes contained within this unit. 
Knowledge and Doubt as a topic is about what we know and how do we know. This is known as                     
Epistemology.                

 

 

 

 

 

Epistemology is about how we get knowledge and how we can be sure that knowledge is reliable.               
Epistemology tries to separate true knowledge from opinion or belief.  

Activity 1 - Think about the following examples and decide which of the following is either true 
knowledge or statements of opinion. Give reasons for your choices. 

1.Santa exists 

2.Ben Nevis is the highest mountain in Scotland 

3. x 2 is 14 

4.Stella is the best lager in the world 

5.God exists 

6.Edinburgh is in Europe 

7.Teachers have absolutely no dress sense 

8.Blondes are stupid 

9.Parallel lines never meet 

10.School canteen food is really tasty 

11.A triangle has 3 sides 

 

What is knowledge and what is opinion? 

Fact—Can be proved with evidence or reason 

Opinion—Cannot be proved with evidence or reason.  

The difference between propositions can lead to problems.  E.g ‘Santa exists’ . Most children would be 
adamant the proposition is certain as they have it on good authority (parents/adults) and the evidence 
(presents) is real so it is a fact. So, although there seems to be good evidence that Santa does exist we all 
know (sorry if this comes as a shock) that Santa does not exist. So it is actually an opinion.  

episteme (“knowledge”)  logos (“word” or “theory”)  

Epistemology  

(knowledge theory or theory of 

knowledge) 
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Knowledge can lead to further mind bending ideas. For instance. 

How  do you know your parents are really your parents?  

How do you know you are not dreaming right now?  

How do you know things do not disappear when you are not looking at them?  

How do you know you even exist at all?   

In Epistemology, if there is any doubt at all about the knowledge claim then the knowledge becomes    
uncertain and cannot be claimed to be true.  

This becomes extremely important because when beliefs and laws are formed around uncertain 
knowledge claims. The beliefs and laws based on flawed knowledge can be unjust and cruel (Jim Crow 
laws in USA and the Holocaust).  

Activity 2 - For each of these questions, complete the Evidence/Doubt table below. 

 

Activity 3  

1. Explain what is meant by Epistemology.          (4) 

2. Explain why Epistemology is an important subject to study       (4) 

3. Describe what philosophers mean by knowledge.         (5) 

 

 

 

Proposition and certainty 

Proposition Evidence Doubt 

      

Santa Exists Parents/presents Invented story 

Are your parents really your parents?     

Are you dreaming right now?     

How do you know you even exist?     

Do things disappear when we don’t look at them?     
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What does it mean to know? 

L.I -  

I can explain the different meanings of to know  

I can explain the difference of knowing ‘that’ and knowing ‘how’ 

When philosophers talk about knowledge or what it is to ‘know’ something, they are very clear that the 
word ‘know’ can have different uses. I can say that I know that Battle of Bannockburn was in 1314, that I 
know how to play the guitar or that I know the Algarve region of Portugal.  

In each of these examples knowledge is being claimed but the type of knowledge is different.  

1. Knowing that is propositional knowledge and can be factual or theoretical 

2. Knowing how is a skill or ability 

3. I know is knowledge through acquaintance of a place/person or thing 

Look at the table below and copy and complete in your jotter 

 

We then need to think about what category our knowledge falls into.  

In most cases the distinctions remain fairly clear:  

E.g the Battle of Bannockburn took place in 1314 is still clearly propositional knowledge as this 
knowledge is not a skill and because we cannot claim to have been there neither is it knowledge 
through acquaintance. So it is 2 forms of knowledge. 

However, if we look at the last 2 examples the distinctions become less clear as ‘I know illegal drugs are 
harmful’ could be either propositional knowledge or knowledge through acquaintance.  

Activity 4 

1) Describe the 3 definitions of the word ‘know’ with examples     (6) 

2)  Explain the difference between knowing that and knowing how.    (2)      

What is knowledge 

Statement Type of knowledge 

I know that the Battle of Bannockburn took place in 1314 Propositional knowledge 

I know how to play the guitar Ability/skill knowledge 

I know the Algarve region of Portugal Knowledge through acquaintance 

I know that the square root of 81 is 9   

I know Alice   

I know that Alice fancies me   

I know how to wind Alice up   

I know that Scotland will not qualify for the next major 
competition 

  

I know that Gordon Brown was Prime Minister   

I know illegal drugs are harmful   

I know this exercise is a waste of my time   
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The Tripartite Theory of Knowledge  AKA Justified True Belief AKA 
JTB 
L.I 

I can explain what is meant by Justified True Belief 

I can evaluate Justified True Belief  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Point 1- Justified-  You must 
have sound reasons 
(evidence) to support your claims. This evidence can come from a variety of sources: empirically verifiable 
(testing), rationally sound or it comes from a trusted authority (text book, a teacher or the news). 

Activity 5 - Copy and complete into your jotter.  State whether the following true propositions are  

Empirically verifiable—we can test it 

Rationally sound—makes sense logically when we think about it 

Trusted Authority—comes from a viable source 

Types of justification 

Proposition Type of justification 

Water boils at 100 degrees centigrade Empirically verifiable 

Square root of 81 is 9 Rationally sound 

Urdu is spoken in Afghanistan Trusted Authority 

The Sea of Tranquillity is on the Moon   

Pigs can fly   

Fire is hot and can burn you   

A triangle has 3 sides   

You can’t steal what belongs to you   

Eating yellow snow isn’t good   

All bachelors are female   

Stonefish are deadly   

The 12 most venomous snakes in the world live in Australia   

We need to have 
supporting        
evidence to back 
up the belief 

We must believe 
the proposition 

It needs to be true 

These 3 strands are 
known as the Tripartite 
Theory of Knowledge or 
justified, true, belief.                   
Some philosophers be-
lieve that for knowledge 
to exist it has to have all 3 
parts.  
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Point 2 - Truth - The claim must be true – it must relate to reality rather than appearance. We      cannot 
‘know’ something that is false i.e. we cannot claim that the Earth is flat because this is simply false. 

Point 3– Belief - You actually have to believe the proposition. You cannot claim to have knowledge of 
something unless you believe it i.e. you cannot say you ‘know’ 2+2=5 because you do not believe this is 
true. 

Propositions of what we think we know can be proved false using the types of verification showing that 
they do not meet the criteria of the TTK.  

Activity 6  

Look at the table below and copy and complete into your jotter. Complete the relevant boxes for the con-
ditions you believe to be met. Pay particular attention to the ‘true/false’ and ‘justification’ columns. Write 
out the propositions you think meet the Tripartite Theory of Knowledge claim that for something to be 
counted as knowledge it must be justified true belief. Be prepared to justify your claims!!!! 

It is worth noting at this stage that JTB is a working definition that philosophers use to define ‘certain’ 
knowledge but it is not universally accepted as many arguments are based upon the same evidence but 
reach opposite ‘truth’ conclusions i.e. arguments between evolutionists and creationists use the same evi-
dence but come to radically different conclusions! 

Activity 7 

Explain what is meant by the Triparte Theory of Knowledge.       (3) 

Explain all aspects of Justified True Belief with examples.        (6) 

Justified, true, belief 

Proposition True/false Do you believe it? Justification (Is the           
evidence reliable?) 

All red roses are red True Yes Yes 

1)All Scotsman have 
ginger hair 

False No No 

2)Oranges are orange       

3)The Earth is flat       

4)Elvis is alive       

5)God exists       

6)2 + 2 = 4       

7)Everest is the 

highest mountain on 
Earth 

      

8)Racism is wrong       
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Criticisms of the Tripartite Theory of Knowledge      

Some people believe that Justified True Belief does not given us a good basis for what we know as 
knowledge.  These are known as sceptics. 

Scepticism 

Sceptics are usually philosophers who maintain the knowledge can never be certain. They usually focus on 
the justification part of the TTK by arguing that we can never really ‘know’ anything because we can only 
justify our reasons up to a certain point. Sceptics are not people who deny that knowledge exists only that 
we can never be completely certain of the justification or evidence put forward. It is about the doubting, 
not the doubt. Sceptics list the following arguments to support their claims.  

Activity 8 

Explain what is meant by sceptisim.           (2) 

Argument 1 - Gettier - The problem of accidental correctness? - Edmund Gettier theorized that we can 
think of something as knowledge through JTB but  what if it is only meets the categories by accident. He 
poses the question  ‘if someone is accidentally correct does this count as knowledge?’  

He created a counter example to the TTK by showing how it might be possible to meet all three   condi-
tions for knowledge and yet we could not call it knowledge. 

Look at the following examples and decide whether the conditions of TTK are met.  

   The Faulty Watch 

Alison and Susan are walking, shopping and talking in a city centre when Alison asks the Susan the time. 
Susan glances at her watch and tells Alison it is exactly 2 pm, However, Susan does not realise that her 
watch has stopped and it stopped 24 hours ago. Susan believes the watch (it tells the time), she can justi-
fy her reasons (a watch is designed to keep time) and it is true that it is 2 pm. However, she is only correct 
accidentally! Does this count as JTB?  

The Lucky Rabbit’s Foot 

Every time Sandra puts on a bet she rubs her lucky rabbit’s foot which is on a key ring in her pocket. Each 
time she does this the horse she bets on wins. One day she loses her keys and doesn’t find them in time 
to rub the rabbit foot before placing her bet. The horse loses and she loses her bet and says to herself, ‘I 
knew that horse was going to lose! I didn’t get a chance to rub my lucky rabbit’s foot.’ Is this JTB? 

The Hesitant Student 

Billy is sitting daydreaming in class.  They are doing Maths and he hates Maths.  Suddenly his teacher asks, 
‘Billy, what is the square root of nine?’  Suddenly woken out of his daydream Billy gathers himself and an-
swers, ‘Err, three?’ ‘Well done Billy’, says his teacher. Is this JTB? 

Activity  9 

Explain Gettier’s criticism of the Tripartite theory of knowledge with reference to examples.   (4) 
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Argument 2 -  Infinite Regress of Justification - can the justification part ever be secure? -  Sceptics would 
continuously attack the justification part of JTB by asking ‘how do you know?’ Each piece of supporting 
evidence needs to be supported by other evidence and that evidence by other evidence. This is a very 
powerful challenge as sooner or later, justification (supporting evidence) becomes impossible.  

In groups, look at the following JTB propositions all of which are true.  

Lady Gaga is female                                              2 + 2 = 4 

Scotland is in Europe                                             I know I exist 
 

For all of the above examples, justification eventually becomes a problem. If the evidence supporting a 
proposition cannot be justified then the argument collapses. Eventually the answer will be ‘I don’t know’. 
If this is the case the JTB fails and the sceptic wins! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Argument 3  - Problems with knowledge from the senses - As we have already seen, if we base knowledge 
on the senses then it is possible that our senses may be deceived. The plane in the sky, the star that has 
already exploded the pencil in a glass and the oar in water. It is possible that the knowledge we perceive 
to be true is nothing more than sense deception. 

Argument 4 - Problems with reason - Plato suggested that we can ‘reason’ or think about  absolutes 
through study and reflection and this will help us to identify ‘forms’.  However, Plato believed that 
knowledge was gained in previous lives and that the soul was in constant flux of reincarnation (and there 
are definite problems with that theory). For Plato, it was a 
case of remembering previous knowledge and teasing out 
the knowledge we were born with. Plato thought that we 
are all born with ‘innate knowledge’, knowledge that we 
might now call instinct. Through study and reflection, Plato 
believed, we could recover what we already knew.         
However, this is problematical and not  certain and his    
theory of the Forms does not help us to be certain and does 
not help JTB. Innate ideas (knowledge we are born with) 
include an inbuilt idea of God, knowledge of right and wrong and the ability to use language and apply 
maths. However, not everyone has this knowledge.  Innate ideas are very difficult to prove.  
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Argument 5 -  The problem of Authority - Most of the knowledge we all have has come from or does 

come from some sort of Authority. We gain knowledge from books, teachers, TV, newspapers and Inter-

net media sources etc.  

Sceptics would argue that there is always the possibility that the source of the knowledge (authority) 

could be wrong and so we cannot rely on this type of 

justification as reliable.   Examples of this type could 

be people that live in dictatorships (North Korea, Nazi 

Germany etc) where history is/was taught to suit the 

regime, where news stories suit the regime etc.  

Discussion point – can we trust the media’s                   

justification of knowledge claims 

 

One of the biggest problems when faced with a proposition is: 

how do we know whether the claim is true or false? According 

to the Tripartite Theory of Knowledge, the claim needs to be 

justified true belief. But what if we don’t know whether a claim 

is true or false? Look at the following proposition 

The highest mountain in the world is Mount Sagarmatha 

(29035 ft or 8850 m) – is this claim true or false?   

If you have never heard of Mount Sagarmatha can you make a judgement on the proposition? The      

answer is no - just because we have never heard of something this doesn’t mean that it must be false. 

The English name of Mount Sagarmatha is Mount Everest! Does this piece of knowledge make the     

proposition true? ‘Mount Everest is the highest mountain in the world’ is generally accepted as being 

true but it is actually false. The highest mountain on Earth is Mauna Kea in Hawaii (33476 ft or 10333 m)  

Most of us have been taught that there are 5 senses but this is now widely regarded as false as we have 

around 22 different senses i.e. a sense of balance, a sense of danger or a sense of humour etc.  

 

Activity 10  

1. Create a mind map based on the 5 problems 

raised by JTB.   

2. Essay topic 

Explain the issues that sceptics raise over the 

problem that certain knowledge is not possible?  

N5 (10) Higher (15) 
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Types of Epistemology 

L.I 

I can explain different types of philosophy in Epistemology 

I can explain responses to the question of ‘What we can know /?’ 

 

Epistemology wants to find out the foundational truth of knowledge. What can we build knowledge on.  

Every building needs to be built on a solid foundation, which usually involves digging down until stable 

ground (rock) is found – only a fool would try to build a house on sand as the foundations would give 

way and the whole structure would collapse. Philosophers approach Epistemology in the same way – 

find a method of acquiring knowledge that is secure and then build upon this foundation. If the 

knowledge foundation is secure then the knowledge that is built on this will also be secure. Rationalism 

and Empiricism are two approaches that are regarded as being based on foundational truths. 

Rationalism 

Rationalism holds that knowledge begins within the mind: we are all born with knowledge already in the 

mind and this knowledge is certain. This is known as INNATE IDEAS 

Rationalist philosophers (Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Leibniz and to a certain extent, Kant) believe that 

the best way to arrive at JTB is through the use of reason (logical thinking) and innate ideas not through 

experience and the senses.  

 

Innate ideas as reflections – Plato          

Plato thought that knowledge was essentially innate 

(knowledge contained in the mind at birth) and through study 

and the use of reason it is possible to arrive at JTB. Plato 

thought that there was a clear difference between appearance 

(what we think we see) and reality (how things actually are)  

and that there must be a way to discover the difference be-

tween the two. Plato thought that appearance was based upon 

sense experience and authority and that this was unreliable. 

Plato believed that reality could be discovered only through 

reason (logical thinking) and that this was certain and reliable.  

Plato used his theory of the forms and stories such as the simile of the cave to illustrate how reason 

could be used to arrive at certain knowledge and this would be foundational knowledge.  

Plato did believe that knowledge gained through the senses could play a role but only by confirming 

knowledge gained through reason. 

Plato explains his theory in the ‘Allegory of the Cave’. He uses this to show that we actually think we 

know things but when in fact we only see shadows of the true nature of reality. Because we only see the 

shadows, not what causes them, then we cannot actually know for sure.  
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Here below is  summary of Plato’s allegory. You have the story explained in its parts but also what each 
part means. This is an analogical argument, Plato has tried to explain something as being like something 
else in order for us to understand it better.  

Activity 11  

1. Create a story board of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. 

2. Explain how Plato’s cave is relative to Scepticism. 

(4)  

 The story What it philosophically represents 

 The Cave  

- Imagine a cave, in which there are 
three  prisoners. They  cannot look at 
anything but the stonewall in front of 
them. 
- These prisoners have been here since 
birth and have never seen outside of the 
cave. 
- Behind the prisoners is a fire, and be-
tween them is a raised walkway. 
- People outside the cave walk along this 
walkway carrying things on their head 
including; animals, plants, wood and 

- The cave represents people who believe 
that knowledge comes from what we see and 
hear in the world – empirical evidence.  
- The cave shows that believers of empirical 
knowledge are trapped in a ‘cave’ of misun-
derstanding.  

The Shadows 

- When people walk along the walkway, 
you can see shadows of the objects they 
are carrying cast on to the wall. 
- If you had never seen the real objects 
ever before, you would believe that the 
shadows of objects were ‘real.’ 

- The Shadows represent the perceptions of 
those who believe empirical evidence en-
sures knowledge.  
- If you believe that what you see should be 
taken as truth, then you are merely seeing a 
shadow of the truth.  
- In Plato’s opinion you are a ‘pleb’ if you  be-
lieve this (their insult for those who are not 
Philosophers)! 

The Game 

- Plato suggests that the prisoners would 
begin a ‘game’ of guessing which shad-
ow would appear next. 
- If one of the prisoners were to              
correctly guess, the others would praise 
him as clever and say that he were a 
master of nature. 

- The Game represents how people believe 
that one person can be a ‘master’ when 
they have knowledge of the empirical 
world. 
- They do not actually know any truth, and          
suggesting that it is ridiculous to admire         
someone like this. 

The Escape 

- One of the prisoners then escapes from 
their bindings and leaves the cave. 
- He is shocked at the world he            
discovers outside the cave and does not 
believe it can be real. 
- As he becomes used to his new           
surroundings, he realizes that his former 
view of reality was wrong. 
- He begins to understand his new world 
and see’s that his former life, and the 
guessing game they played is useless. 

- The escaped prisoner represents the          
Philosopher, who seeks knowledge outside of 
the cave and outside of the senses. 
- The Sun represents philosophical truth and 
knowledge 
- His intellectual journey represents a          
philosophers journey when finding truth and 
wisdom 

The Return 

- The prisoner returns to the cave, to 
inform the other prisoners of his        
findings. 
- They do not believe him and threaten 
to kill him if he tries to set them free. 

- The other prisoners reaction to the        
escapee returning represents that people 
are scared of knowing philosophical truths 
and do not trust philosophers. 
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      Innate ideas as potentialities – Leibniz    

Gottfried Leibniz gives 3 reasons for the existence of innate ideas:             

universal characteristics, potential and foreseeing events. 

He states that ideas surrounding geometry, algebra and maths rely on    

universal characteristics i.e. triangles will always be 3-sided objects with a 

total of 180 degrees. We cannot get these universal characteristics 

through sense experience as triangles do not exist outside the human 

mind. 

He uses the analogy of the block of marble that contained veins running 

through it is the same as the brain and mind.  The sculptor needs to see 

the potential within the marble before the sculpture is  begun. Leibniz  

believed that the veins running through the mind were innate ideas that had the potential to be shaped 

and formed. We can shape and form our knowledge on the innate ideas that are already in our minds. 

Much like the sculptor.  

Leibniz made a distinction between people and animals by stating people were capable of foreseeing or 
predicting future events through reason while animals cannot.  
 

Innate ideas as being fully formed - Descartes  

Rene Descartes also thought that reason (logical thinking) was the key to foundational truths.  We will 

study his Meditations was written by Descartes in order to show how reason or the intellect was the   

only secure way to arrive at JTB and that the sceptics could be defeated. In Meditations, Descartes     

employs his ‘method of doubt’ to everything he thinks he knows: he discards all knowledge based on 

sense experience as being possibly false, he rejects all knowledge based on authority as this also could 

be wrong and he finally has to reject the obvious notion that he even has a body. Descartes does this to 

show that the Infinite Regress of Justification can reduce knowledge to an endless stream of problems 

and uncertainty. Descartes finally arrives at the point where he even doubts his own existence.          

Descartes believes he solves this ultimate justification by reasoning (logical thinking) that if he doubts 

his own existence then there must be something that is doing the doubting and that the something that 

is doing the doubting must exist – the Cogito or as it is better known – I think therefore I am. Descartes 

believes this is certain knowledge and a foundational truth that cannot be challenged by the sceptics. 

Descartes argues that his existence is so ‘clear and distinct’ that anything else that he perceives in this 

way must also be true. He ‘clearly and distinctly’ perceives that God exists and that God would not     

deceive him and so God acts as a guarantee that Descartes exists (Cartesian circle argument). Descartes 

then begins to rebuild knowledge based upon this foundational knowledge. Descartes argues that ideas 

surrounding his existence, God’s existence and concepts such as maths are fully formed in the mind at 

birth. Descartes only uses reason to establish what he believes as certain knowledge although he         

believes sense experience can play a role but only by confirming knowledge gained through reason 

Activity 12 

1. Explain what is meant by rationalism.           (2) 

2. What is a rationalist approach to epistemology?          (3) 

3. Explain Leibniz Marble analogy in regards to the theory of knowledge.     (4) 
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  Criticisms of Rationalism 
 

1) Limitations - rationalism is confided to our innate ideas. We cannot be certain of anything other 
than what is in our minds. With that knowledge is limited.  

2) Colours:  How would you know what the colour blue looks like if you were born blind?  The only way 
to come to have the idea of blue is to experience it with your senses. (This objection only works possi-
bly against Plato; see the introduction above again to see why this objection would not faze Des-
cartes, Leibniz, or Chomsky.) 

3) Rationalists have been Wrong about Their “Innate Knowledge”:  Some medieval rationalists claimed 
that the notion of a vacuum was rationally absurd and hence it was impossible for one to exist.    
However, we have shown that it is possible. Reason is not the only way to discover the truth about a 
matter 

4) All Rationalists do Not Agree about Innate Knowledge:  Rationalists claim that there is innate 
knowledge that gives us fundamental truths about reality, but even among rationalists. There is disa-
greement about the nature of reality, the self, etc.  How can this be, if there is innate knowledge of 
these things? 

 

Activity 13 

How far do you agree with the statement ‘reason be limited as a source of knowledge?’  (N5-3/H-6) 

 

Empiricism 

Empiricism, (Greek word for ‘experience) like rationalism, 

is a system that claims foundational truth.  Unlike          

rationalism, empiricism is not based upon reason but     

upon knowledge gained through the senses – ‘empirical’ 

means ‘capable of being experienced by the senses’.      

Empiricists such as Locke, Hume and Berkeley reject the 

claim innate ideas exist; Locke claimed that the mind of a 

new born baby was ‘tabula rasa’ (blank slate) and that all 

knowledge is written upon the mind as the mind starts 

the experience the world. This approach to knowledge is ‘a posteriori’ i.e. knowledge comes ‘after      

experience’. Locke argued that this was the only way we can acquire knowledge.  

Link to AinA - Empiricists focus on A Posteriori knowledge (knowledge after experience) is entirely            

inductive as it looks to gain knowledge from things we can experience through the senses. This sort of 

knowledge is inductive as it makes no claim of guaranteed knowledge, only probable knowledge 

If we did not have Empiricism we would never have any new knowledge as our knowledge through    

rationalism and a proiri has a limit. 

Activity 14 

1. Explain what is meant by Empiricism.          (2) 
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Locke  

Locke agrees with Aristotle that ‘there is nothing in the mind except what was first in the 

senses’. This is a complete rejection of innate ideas . He argues if we all had innate ideas 

then we would all have the same ideas which we do not. 

As science progressed in the 17th century people began to question rationalism. Rationalists do not 

deny that people learn by experience, they just think that our starting point is knowledge that is      

hard-wired so to speak – that is already in our minds.  

John Locke called into question the whole notion of innate ideas. He started by trying to identify an 

idea so basic, so fundamental that it had to qualify as innate knowledge – if such a thing existed. He 

started with the statement – ‘what is, is and what is not, is not’. This basic statement about existence 

he argued had to be so fundamental that it must be part of innate knowledge – if such a thing existed 

if we asked children or people from other lands what they understood by the statement as it is innate. 

However if they failed to recognise the statement and understand its meaning – it would indicate that 

there was no such thing as innate knowledge. 

 In modern day language, if there are innate ideas about morality and the existence of God etc. then 

why do people have such different notions of what these things are and why do some not share these 

ideas at all? 

Instead of rationialism Locke argued for Empiricism. Locke states we are all tabula rasa – blank slates. 

It is through our experiences we gain knowledge and our blank slate minds create knowledge. As we 

learn through experience, we write knowledge on our blank slates. In other words, all knowledge          

arises from experience.  

Activity 15 

Explain what Lock believes about knowledge. Reference the Blank slate analogy.   (4) 

David Hume 

Hume follows up on Locke’s. Hume claims this is because it is not possible to have knowledge of     

something without first having experienced something ‘a posteriori’. Hume calls these experiences 

impressions and argues that only when we have an experience can the mind (reason) make sense of it.  

What Hume is suggesting here is that there can be no ideas unless there have already been                 

impressions. The man who has been blind from birth will have no idea of the colour. A deaf person 

cannot have any idea of sound but if they were somehow cured then they would have no problem 

gaining knowledge of what these things are like.  A modern day spin on this could be ‘could a               

tribesman in a remote African country tell you what Irn Bru tasted like if they had never tasted it 

themselves?’  

So, for Hume, innate ideas did not exist as all knowledge present in the mind is based on experiences 

through the senses. 

Activity 16 

Explain why did Hume reject innate ideas? Give 2 examples to illustrate your answer.   (4) 
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Criticisms of Empiricism 
 
    1) Optical Illusions – If we based our knowledge on the senses then it is entirely possible that our 
 senses will mislead us. The plane in the sky is much further ahead than we think, the star that has 
 already exploded, a pencil in water or the H.I.V virus. This knowledge is not certain! 
     
    2) Hallucinations - This is when we think we see or hear things but they aren’t actually there. When 
 we have a fever we can be convinced something is real but it is not or when we are gripped by 
 fear we are certain someone is looking at us! 
     
    3) Physical laws of the Universe -  We can’t always observe what is going on in the universe! Gravity 
 exists but we can’t see it, infra-red and ultra-violet light cannot be seen by the human eye. What if 
 there are others things we don’t yet know about and how can we be sure of a knowledge claim if 
 we don’t know what we are looking at. 
    
     4) The problem of Induction  - A posteriori knowledge is highly dependent on inductive reasoning – 
 that the future will resemble the past! Hume points out that assuming the future will resemble the 
 past is not reliable because cause and effect are not necessarily linked. Just because something 
 happened 100 times previously does not mean it will always happen. At best, induction only gives 
 probable knowledge not guaranteed knowledge. 
 
 
Activity 17 
 
‘Rationalism offers a stronger response to the sceptical problem of knowledge.’ Do you agree with this                  
statement?  (N5 - 15/H-20) 
 
 

 
 

Introduction 
1. Theory of knowledge—JTB 

2. Problems that JTB raises/ - What is scepticism? 
- Look to your previous essay 

3. Rationalist Responses to Knowledge 
- Activity 12 

4. Rationalist Criticisms 
- Make sure you explain the criticisms in depth and also with reference to      

examples.  
5. Empiricist Responses to Knowledge 

- Activity 13 
6. Empiricist Criticisms 

- Make sure you explain the criticisms in depth and also with reference to ex-
amples.  

Conclusion 
- Which argument do you think is stronger. Give reasons for your opinion.  

NO SITTING ON THE FENCE 
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Introduction: René Descartes’  
Meditations on First Philosophy 

L.I 

I can explain Descartes Importance in Philosophy.  

Historical context 

René Descartes was born in the Loire region of France in 1596. His  influence was so significant that he is 
often referred to as the ‘father of modern philosophy’. From early on in life Descartes was considered to 
be extremely intelligent. By the time he reached the age of 40 his friends and the rest of the intellectual 
world had decided he was a man of quite incredible genius. Amongst other things he was the founder of  
-  analytical geometry (including the Cartesian coordinates that every student of maths is taught at 
school);  
- the made a considerable contribution to the science of optics 
- Wrote one of the first treatises on meteorology; he even has a claim to have been the first to discover 
the true nature of rainbows!   
 

Religious and scientific changes 

Descartes was writing during a period of huge changes. The Reformation had caused the western    
Christian Church to split into two camps, the Roman Catholics and the new Protestant movement.       
Scientific certainties were also being questioned. Fundamental questions about the Earth and its place 
in the universe lay at the heart of scientific enquiry. Because of all this uncertainty, the questions you 
studied in the introduction to epistemology dominated the minds of Descartes and his contemporaries:  

- What is knowledge? 

- How is knowledge acquired? 

- Can knowledge claims be justified? 

The Meditations on First Philosophy (published 1641) 

Descartes’ Meditations is widely recognized as one of the most 
important books in the history of Western philosophy. In it he 
discusses, amongst other things, the nature of the human mind, 
the vulnerability of trusting in human sense experience, the    
existence of God and the foundation of our knowledge claims. 
The Meditations takes the appearance of being written over a 6-
day period as Descartes slowly thinks his way through questions 
and ideas. Descartes is determined to present a clear foundation 
for knowledge.  Descartes hoped that, if he were successful,    
science could progress on a sure footing and avoid the errors 
that had occurred in the past.  

 
Activity 18 
Explain the significance of Descartes within Philosophy       (4) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Frans_Hals_-_Portret_van_Ren%C3%A9_Descartes.jpg
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Descartes Aims & Methods 
L.I 

I can explain Descartes aims 

I can describe Descartes Method of Doubt.  

 
Descartes’ aim - To show how knowledge was built on shaky foundations, tear it all down and find a 

foundation for true knowledge and overcome skepticism. 
 
Descartes opens Meditation 1 with a clear statement of intention and his reason for doing so: 
 

‘Some years ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that I had accepted as true in my     
childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature of the whole edifice that I had subsequently based on 
them. I realised that it was necessary, once in the course of my life, to demolish everything completely 
and start again right from the foundations.. if I wanted to establish anything at all in the sciences that 
was stable and likely to last.’ 
 

Descartes’ aim was to establish a foundation for knowledge that couldn’t lead to mistakes. The            
Meditations is his attempt to find a foundation for knowledge.  When Descartes reflected on the mistakes 
of his youth he also realised that it was likely that some of his current beliefs were built on shaky        
foundations and false. He may have thought they were true but they in fact are not. This impacts on your 
current beliefs.  
 
Descartes believed the problem of knowledge appeared to lie in questionable foundations, what we base 
our knowledge on is wrong.  If something is wrong with the foundations of a house then any builder will 
tell you that the house will soon have major problems. He uses the analogy of a basket of apples 

 
Descartes’ Method - ‘raze everything to the ground and begin again from the original foundations’  

And to do this I will not need to run through them all individually, which would be an endless task. Once 
the foundations of a building are undermined, anything built on them collapses of its own accord; so I will 

go straight for the basic principles on which all my former beliefs rested.  

Descartes takes a rigorous approach to finding his foundations. He would refuse to accept as true           
anything unless it was certain to the point of being beyond doubt. If there was even the slightest doubt 
then Descartes would assume that the belief was no more a knowledge claim than something that was 
obviously false.  

Descartes’ End Goal—Descartes want to overcome scepticism, he is not a sceptic. He wants to find 
certainty and knowledge which is undoubtable.  

Activity 19  

State three purposes of Descartes’ method of doubt.        (3) 

Describe Descartes method of his Meditations.         (2) 
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Meditation 1: Searching for a reliable foundation of knowledge  
L.I 

I can explain the aim of Meditation 1 

I can explain Descartes Method of Doubt.  

I can evaluate if Descartes Method of Doubt helps his aim. 

 
Aim: Descartes must show how our foundations of knowledge are problematic—senses are wrong.  

 
Method - Shows how the senses are wrong in 3(4) waves 
1st - Senses 
2nd - dream/awake argument 
3rd- deceiving God argument 
4th wave -  which is added on to the deceiving God which is malicious demon/evil genius). 
 
 

Activity 20 

Take a double page and split into 4  - you can write ‘Meditation 1 Descartes Method in the middle if you 

want 

- Label each section with one of Descartes waves. We will use this to take notes in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wave 1: Senses 
 
Aim: To find any uncertainty in knowledge that is from a posteriori  

‘But from time to time I have found that the senses deceive, and it is prudent never to trust completely 
those who have deceived us even once. ‘ 

 
Descartes began his search by considering the Aristotelian reliance on sense experience as the key foun-
dation of knowledge. Descartes immediately    noted that there had been 
times when his senses had deceived him.            His rigorous method de-
manded that:  
 
‘It is a mark of prudence never to trust wholly in those who have deceived us 
even once.’ 
 
He uses the example of how large objects if seen from a distance are in fact very small to our eyes. He 
quickly pointed out that it is only a particular type of sense experience that appears to regularly cause    
error maybe it is only this type of sense experience that should be thrown out.  
 
Descartes mentions some examples of the kinds of sense experience that one simply cannot doubt.     
However, he quickly goes on to suggest two reasons for beginning to question the certainty of even these 
simple sense experiences.   

Senses Dream/Awake 

Deceiving God Evil genius  

Meditation 1           

Descartes Method 



 20 

Wave 2: Dream/Awake argument  
 

Aim: to have destroyed reliance on a posteriori truths for knowledge 
 
Carrying on from the first wave, Descartes’ second worry is intensified by the realisation that when he is 
dreaming, his grasp of what is real is no more certain at that moment than if he were awake and insane.  
 
‘How often does my evening slumber persuade me of such ordinary things as these: that I am here, clothed 

in my dressing gown, seated next to the fireplace – when in fact I am lying undressed in bed! … As I           
consider these matters more carefully, I see so plainly that there are no definitive signs by which to distin-
guish being awake from being asleep. As a result, I am becoming quite dizzy, and this dizziness nearly con-

vinces me that I am asleep.’  
 
Is it possible that he is currently ‘sleeping between the blankets’?  
Is it possible that his experience of the sheet of paper and the dressing gown is not real and just a dream?  
Is it possible that everything that his senses confirm to him is simply part of a dream?  
 
This is sometimes referred to as the dream hypothesis or argument.  
 
Descartes cannot present a strong argument that will prove that he is 
asleep and dreaming. Descartes was looking for certainty. He was looking 
for a foundation that could not be disputed. He must, therefore, allow 
this unlikely but still possible scenario. By presenting the dream            
argument Descartes was suggesting to his readers that sense experience 
can easily be doubted. If this is the case then the senses, the most      
common foundation of our knowledge claims, should not be called a 
foundation at all.  
 
However we can argue that we even though at the time we do not know 
the difference when we are dreaming, when we are awake we can tell 
the difference between dream/awake states.  
 
He states 
 

‘Let us assume then, for the sake of argument, that we are dreaming and that such particulars as these 
are not true: that we are opening our eyes, moving our head, and extending our hands. Perhaps we do not 

even have such hands, or any such body at all. Nevertheless, it surely must be admitted that the things 
seen during slumber are, as it were, like painted images, which could only have been produced in the like-

ness of true things, and that therefore at least these general things – eyes, head, hands, and the whole 
body – are not imaginary things, but are true and exist … ‘ 

 
He then carries on to say that even in our dreams where things that don’t exist in the awake world there 
are still aspects of knowledge which still exist.  
 
‘For whether I am awake or asleep, two plus three make five, and a square does not have more than four 
sides. It does not seem possible that such obvious truths should be subject to the suspicion of being false. ‘ 
 
He concludes using his mind alone that he world outside our dreams must exist - it is from this world that 
we base our dreams on. If there was no physical world outside our dream world - then our dreams would 
not exist.  We realise we cannot trust a posteriori truths, it has not destroyed reliance on a priori truths.  
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Brain in a Vat - Modern Day Descartes Analogy 
 

Thought experiment - A method used by Philosophers to make others understand them of 
their argument.  

 
The Brain in a Vat thought-experiment is most commonly used to illustrate Cartesian skepticism and the 
Evil Demon argument in Meditation 1.  You are told to imagine the possibility that at this very moment 
you are actually a brain hooked up to a sophisticated computer program that can perfectly simulate expe-
riences of the outside world. Here is the skeptical argument. If you cannot now be sure that you are not a 
brain in a vat, then you cannot rule out the possibility that all of your beliefs about the external world are 
false.  

So in Standard Form it becomes,  

1. If I know that P, then I know that I am not a brain in a vat 
2. I do not know that I am not a brain in a vat 
3. Thus, I do not know that P. 
 
The hypothesis has been the premise behind the movie The Matrix, in which the entire human race has 
been placed into giant vats and fed a virtual reality at the hands of malignant artificial intelligence (our 
own creations, of course). 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity 21 

1. Nat 5 - Describe the stages of Descartes’ method of doubt        (8) 
   Higher - Explain how Descartes uses Meditations to prove we must find a new foundation for        
knowledge                (10)  
 
2. Analyse the Brain in the Vat analogy.           (4) 

 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/skepcont/
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 Wave 3: Deceiving God  
 

Aim: To find any uncertainty in knowledge that is from a priori  
 
After the dream argument Descartes essentially concluded that he could find anything ‘firm and lasting in 
the sciences’ by relying on the senses. However, he did note that a priori truths survived. Maybe the    
foundation for knowledge then should be arrived at just by thinking, without the use of the senses.         
Immediately after his discussion about dreaming he mentions that there is one belief that he has had    
confidence in throughout his life. He is sure that God exists. Maybe, he says, God brought it about that 
there is  
 

‘no earth at all, no heavens, no extended thing. Maybe I am deceived every time I add two and three or 
count the sides of a square’.  

 
However, Descartes did not just believe in God, he also had strong beliefs about God.  A significant belief 
that he held was that God is supremely good.  
 
‘But perhaps God would not have allowed me to be deceived in this way, since he is said to be supremely 
good. But if it were inconsistent with his goodness to have created me such that I am deceived all the time’ 
 
This should make it clear that God would not deceive him into thinking that there is a world outside his 
mind or that God would deliberately make him think that 2 + 3 = 5 is a necessary truth when in fact it is 
not. If God was good, then he would not deceive him.  
 

Wave 4: The Evil Genius hypothesis 
 

Aim: to have destroyed reliance in knowledge that is from a priori  

 
Descartes actively chose to consider even the most unlikely of possibilities:  
 

Thus I will suppose not a supremely good God, the source of truth, but rather 
an evil genius, as clever and deceitful as he is powerful, who has directed his 
entire effort to misleading me. I will regard the heavens, the air, the Earth, col-
ours, shapes, sounds, and all extended things as nothing but the deceptive 
games of my dreams, with which he lays snares for my credulity.  
 

So maybe we have a deceiving God. Descartes did not just believe that God was 
good, he was also taught from childhood that God was omnipotent (all powerful) 
and omniscient (all knowing). If God has these two attributes but is evil instead of 

good then suddenly even a priori truths are open to doubt. If God is an evil  
deceiver then he could will at any time to make us believe things are real when 
they are not. Certainty now seems to be an almost impossible task. What if the 
deceiver is constantly tricking us about the meaning of these symbols? What if 
the deceiver is constantly tricking us about the logical processes involved in 
any mathematical equation?  
 
Descartes was aware that the chance of there actually being an evil  deceiver is 
not high. He was presenting the evil deceiver as another hypothesis. Descartes’ 
method demanded that if there is even the slightest doubt then all must be 
thrown out.  Now, after the introduction of this extreme hypothetical  radical 
doubt. 
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 Meditation 1: Evaluation - Does Descartes Method help him   
complete his aims 

 
Evaluation in Knowledge in Doubt is about evaluating the methods used by the Philosopher in the           
following ways 
 
- To disprove one way of knowing  
- To show why knowing in a particular way is better.  
 
So we now must look at the Method of Doubt and see if it successfully proves Descartes argument about 
why we cannot trust the senses as a foundation of knowledge.  

 Strength Weakness 

Wave 1  

Senses 

Accepts the fact that the don’t always 

deceive us 

Descartes allows for occasional                 

deceptions that makes them unreliable  

How does Descartes know senses are wrong – 

he must know when they are correct.  

We must then know when we can trust them 

as a source of knowledge 

Wave 2  

Dream/

Awake 

They do  not follow the laws of nature/

logic hence not part of the waking world.  

But when you wake you may not         

instantly know. Falling in a dream   

We are aware of the difference between a   

waking state and a dreaming statement thus 

we know what a dream is and whether we are 

in it.   

Wave 3 /4 

Evil God/       

Evil Deceiver 

It maintains doubts as it calls in our    

ability to reason. 

The Cogito – you have to exist in order to be 

deceived.  

I THINK THEREFOR I AM.  

Overall of 

Med 1 

1.Consists of three waves –                  

strengthening his form of skepticism.  

2.Upheld throughout meditations –    

consistently skeptical (to an extent)  

3.Allows discovery of cogito – some     

progress is made through his scepticism 

1. Doubt requires certainty - If always deceived 

how could I have a concept of certainty 

e.g Dreams/ sense perceptions doubted by 

comparison  

2. Knowledge ≠ undoubtable  

 - That the Earth is flat was once                      

undoubtable. That something can be doubted 

does not make it dubious.   

3. Descartes is never ‘fully’ skeptical—No      

exploration of the possibility of logic!!/ 

memory being doubtful  

Descartes ‘sets bar too high’ – redefining 

knowledge (away from the above) such that he 

can only ever discover an isolated self  
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Meditation 2: Reason as the foundation of knowledge  
L.I 

I can explain the aim of Meditation 2 

I can explain Descartes Cogito  

I can evaluate if Descartes finds a solid foundation for knowledge through the Cogito 

 
Aim: Descartes must overcome the Evil Genius and find a solid foundation for knowledge. 

Method - The Cogito. He must prove that is can exist.  

 
Where is Descartes in his Journey 
 

Diabolic doubt 

Descartes began his second Meditation with a statement of what has been 
called diabolic doubt. Now nothing was certain. He had managed to call,   
authority, senses, reason and God all into question. There appeared to be 
no foundation that could give him the certainty that he desired. The        
sceptics appeared to have won, that we can actually know nothing.  
 
However, although Descartes appears to have gone on a path that had led 
him to a point of despair he nevertheless decided to move forward in the 
same direction, determined to discover just one piece of certain knowledge.  
 

‘Yesterday's meditation filled my mind with so many doubts that I can no longer forget about them – 
nor yet do I see how they are to be resolved. But, as if I had suddenly fallen into a deep whirlpool, I am 
so disturbed that I can neither touch my foot to the bottom, nor swim up to the top. Nevertheless I will 
work my way up, and I will follow the same path I took yesterday, putting aside everything which ad-
mits of the least doubt, as if I had discovered it to be absolutely false. I will go forward until I know 
something certain – or, if nothing else, until I at least know for certain that nothing is certain.’ 
 

Problem of the Evil Genius 
Descartes is left with the problem from Meditation 1. That he could be living in a reality that is completely 
false, and everything he experiences and reasons isn't true. It is all a manipulation of the Evil Genius.    
Descartes to find a foundation for knowledge but still find one thing he can be certain of, in this false reali-
ty, which is beyond doubt. He presented this extreme argument in order to find out if he could defeat it. If 
he could find something that survived the evil genius then he certainly found something firm and lasting. 
 

‘Therefore I will suppose that all I see is false. I will believe that none of those things that my deceitful 
memory brings before my eyes ever existed. I thus have no senses: body, shape, extension, movement, and 

place are all figments of my imagination. What then will count as true? Perhaps only this one thing: that 
nothing is certain.’ 

 
Activity 22 
 
1. Explain what is meant by diabolic doubt.         (2) 
2. Explain why the Evil Genius is still a problem for Descartes.      (4) 
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           The Cogito 
 
Descartes arrives at the Cogito through the Method of Doubt. He 
identified something that at last he calls certain knowledge, some-
thing which is a necessary truth. This is something which is Some-
thing which is true and could not conceivably be not be true and  is 
true in all possible worlds.  
 

‘But there is a deceiver (I know not who he is) powerful and sly in 
the highest degree, who is   always purposely deceiving me. Then 
there is no doubt that I exist, if he deceives me. And deceive me as 
he will, he can never bring it about that I am nothing so long as I 

shall think that I am something. Thus it must be granted that, after 
weighing everything carefully and sufficiently, one must come to 

the considered judgement that the statement ‘I am, I exist’ is     
necessarily true every time it is uttered by me or  conceived in my 

mind.’ 
 
Descartes’ foundation of knowledge is the simple observation that 
he was conscious of the fact that he existed. It’s not just that Des-
cartes proved theoretically that he existed.  
 

 COGITO ERGO SUM = I AM, I EXIST 
 

Descartes insisted that even with the hypothetical possibility of an evil deceiver faking the existence 
around him, Descartes could still actually know that he was thinking as he had the ability to doubt. If you 
doubt, then you must exist, as you can’t not exist and be doubting.  
 
‘But what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies, 

wills, refuses, and which also imagines and senses. It is truly no small matter if all of these things pertain to 
me. But why should they not pertain to me? Is it not I who now doubt almost everything, I who neverthe-

less understand something’ 
 
Descartes decides that ’I am: I exist’ is does not give enough certainty. How do we know that our             
existence not based on the evil deceivers plan. The statement becomes defeated by the infinite regress 
argument. Descartes needs to go further to overcome the Diabolical Doubt. The Cogito shows that reason 
must take priority over experience, that there was something about ability to think that could give us a 
solid foundation for knowledge.   
 
Descartes believes in a term called ‘Mind/Body Dualism’. That there is more certain of the existence of 
himself as a thinking thing than as a physical body is evidence that there is a division between the mind 
and the body. Though everything that about his physical body him may be false, his mind must exist. As 
he thinking he must exist, as he would not be able to question the fact he is being deceived if is mind did 
not exist. This is summarised in the quote ‘Cogito Ergo Sum’. I think therefore I am = I think, therefore I 
must exist.  
 

COGITO ERGO SUM 2.0 = I THINK, THERFORE I AM 
 

So using rationalism as a foundation for knowledge Descartes has a found a certainty that cannot be 
doubted. This means that rationalism is superior to empiricism as a source for knowledge.  
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The Wax Analogy 
Descartes’ Wax Argument is “Meditation II,” and acts as a way of      
understanding the Cogito. It begins by Descartes taking a very distinct 
piece of  wax –supposedly fresh from the honeycomb—and describing 
it in  detail through his sensory perceptions of it: faint taste of honey, 
smell of flowers, et cetera.  
 
He then melts the wax, eliminating all those qualities we perceived of it 
through our senses, which we may have thought allowed us to            
distinguish the piece of wax distinctly. Still, even though our sensory perceptions of the wax now differ 
from our initial perceptions, we would say that the same wax is still there:  
 

‘But does the same wax remain? It must be admitted that it does; no one denies it, no one thinks other-
wise’ 

 
Descartes seems more accurate to say that we perceive as wax is with our minds alone not our senses. 
Our minds judge the wax to be what is there. By whatever means the wax comes into our minds, only  
reaffirms that we exist, and we also know that it is our intellect that recognizes external bodies rather 
than our senses. It is clear in the Wax Argument that our senses are not nearly as crucial to our under-
standing of something as our intellect.  
 
Activity 23 
 
1. Explain how Descartes arrives at the Cogito in Meditation 2.      (5) 
2. Why does Descartes consider the cogito to be beyond doubt?      (2) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meditation 2: Evaluation - Does Descartes find a certain method to 
build knowledge on? 

 
Aim: Descartes must overcome the Evil Genius and find a solid foundation for knowledge. 

Method - The Cogito. He must prove that is can exist.  
 

Strengths 
1. Allows furthering of his foundationalism  - He can work with the Cogito to find further Truths. 

2. Maintained his scepticism 

3. Even if it does not establish the nature of ‘I’, that is not necessary at this stage 
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Criticisms 
Problem 1 - The evil deceiver and reason 

 

The cogito was Descartes’ first key foundation of knowledge. It is clear that it can only be called certain 
knowledge if we agree that logic itself is reliable. However, the evil deceiver hypothesis means that we 
must doubt even the reliability of logic 
itself as the evil deceiver could alter logic. 
 
P1 If I’m thinking then I must exist. 
P2 I am thinking. 
C I must exist. 
 
While this argument is valid we have to 
accept that logic as we know it may be 
false. Maybe the deceiver has managed to make us think without a thinker,  maybe they have tricked us 
into self evident truths.  
 
Counter point - ‘I am: I exist’ is immune to this criticism. ‘I am: I exist’ is not an argument undeniable self-
evident statement. There are no logical steps here for the demon to undermine. There is no hidden   
premises. Descartes has it as statement that you can know is true as soon as you express it.  
 

Problem 2 - The evil deceiver and language 
 
In the Cogito Descartes has made assumptions. Descartes as assumed what language and words that we 
use and their meanings. Descartes knows what ‘thought’, ‘doubt’, ‘I’ , ‘exist’ all mean before he put to-
gether the Cogito. In the world of the evil deceived, can we be sure of that these concepts mean.  
 

Problem 3 - Descartes’ assumptions about the self  
 
Many other Philosopher’s criticisms about the Cogito have focused on Descartes assumptions. Descartes 
also assumes what the    nature of ‘I’ means. 
 
 David Hume - raised an objection to Descartes’ idea of the ‘self’. He argued that when he thought 
most intimately about what he called his self he only ever experienced ‘some particular perception or 
other, heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time 
without a perception, and can never observe anything but the perception.’  Hume concludes that the  
concept of ‘self’ merely refers to a bundle of perceptions.  
 Georg Lichtenberg - objected to  Descartes’ basic assumption about what the ‘I’ in the    cogito is. 
Lichtenberg argued that to say ‘I think’ contains more than we can be certain of. He argued that the most 
we can say is, ‘It thinks’.  
 Bertrand Russell - argued that Descartes’ foundation of knowledge includes a large assumption 
about what the ‘I’ actually is. Russell’s criticism is that when we look at a table we can’t say for sure ‘I am 
seeing a brown table’. The best we can say with certainty is ‘a brown colour is being seen’. For Russell, all 
that can be proved is the existence of the momentary perceptions.  
 A.J. Ayer - argued that Descartes was wrong to use the words ‘I think’. If he was to be   really con-
sistent with his sceptical approach then the most he should have said was ‘there are thoughts’. Descartes 
was making the assumption that if there are thoughts then there must be a thinker, however, maybe the 
evil deceiver hypothesis can challenge even this simple idea.  
 
Activity 24 
Essay 
Evaluate how successful Descartes is in overcoming the Evil Genius     N5-10/H-15 
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Higher only - Meditation 3 : Clear and Distinct 
L.I 

I can explain the aim of Meditation 3 

I can explain Descartes theories of Clear and Distinct, Trademark Argument & Casual Adequacy Principle 

I can evaluate if Descartes completes his aim about finding a solid foundation for knowledge. 

 
Aim: To provide reason and evidence for the Cogito. 
Method - Clear and Distinct, Trademark Argument   

 
I will now shut my eyes, stop up my ears, and withdraw all my senses. I will also blot out from my 
thoughts all images of corporeal things, or rather, since the latter is hardly possible, I will regard these 
images as empty, false and worthless. And as I converse with myself alone and look more deeply into 
myself, I will attempt to render myself gradually better known and more familiar to myself. I am a thing 
that thinks, that is to say, a thing that doubts, affirms, denies, understands a few things, is ignorant of 
many things, wills, refrains from willing, and also imagines and senses.  
 

The clear and distinct rule 
 
So far Descartes has found just one piece of certain knowledge. He has 
proved that he exists. In order for this to be a useful foundation for 
knowledge he needed to be able to build something on it.  The Cogito 
has a distinguishing feature. Descartes claimed to have a ‘clear and    
distinct’ perception of it. It is logically possible to doubt the existence of 
physical bodies, but logically impossible to doubt his own existence as a 
thinking thing. Descartes then argued that whatever else he                
understood clearly and distinctly must also be true.  
 

‘And thus I now seem able to posit as a general rule that everything I 
very clearly and distinctly perceive is true.’ 

 
When Descartes talked about ‘perception’ it is the term for what the 
mind does when it becomes aware of simple truths. In another of his 
texts, the Principles of Philosophy, he stated:  
 

I call an idea ‘clear’ when it is present and fully revealed to the mind 
attending to it, just as we say we see something clearly when it is present to the observing eye, and affects 
it strongly and fully enough. I call an idea ‘distinct’ when, as well as being clear, it is so separated and de-

marcated from all other ideas, that it contains in itself absolutely nothing which is not clear.   
 
Clear and distinct ideas are essentially knowledge that can be grasped by intuition (a priori). This is 
knowledge that can be understood by intellect or can by the illuminating light of reason. An intuition is a 
truth that is known a priori. Knowledge that is clear and distinct is knowledge acquired just by thinking 
without any reference to experience.  
 
Clear = present to the attentive mind - You know it is there and cannot be ignored - like toothache 
 
Distinct = not confused with anything that is not clear - You cannot confused it with anything else - like 
you cannot confused toothache with backache. 
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Things which are Clear and Distinct—I notice that there are only a very few things in them that I perceive 
clearly and distinctly: namely, size, or extension in length, breadth, and depth; shape, which arises from 
the limits of this extension; position, which various things possessing shape have in relation to one anoth-
er; and motion, or alteration in position. To these can be added substance, duration, and number.  
 
Things which aren't Clear and Distinct - But as for the remaining items, such as light and colours, sounds, 
odours, tastes, heat and cold and other tactile qualities, I think of these only in a very confused and ob-
scure manner, to the extent that I do not even know whether they are true or false, that is, whether the 
ideas I have of them are ideas of things or ideas of non-things. 
 
The clear and distinct rule becomes a kind of test, a truth-rule, that should be used to help find other 
pieces of certain knowledge.  
 
If the Cogito can be considered Descartes’ foundation of knowledge, it needs to pass the clear and distinct 
rule if it is going to be the thing that allowed him to build upon this foundation.  
 
But still, before Descartes could move on he reminded his readers that in the Meditation 1 that he had, 
what he thought at least, were clear and distinct perceptions of the existence of an outside world and the 
certainties of maths. The evil deceiver had made him doubt these earlier clear and distinct perceptions.  
 
In order for Descartes to establish this new truth-rule and be able to build on his certain foundation he 
must first attempt to remove the evil deceiver from his own mind, and ours by proving the existence of 
God. 
 
Activity 25 
 
1. What does Descartes mean by seeing something “clearly and distinctly” with examples  (4) 

2. Explain how Descartes employs the idea of clear and distinct perceptions in his attempt to establish 
certain knowledge.                (4) 

 

Proof For Clear & Distinct: The Trademark Argument  
 

In order to deal with the problems raised by the hypothetical 
possibility of an evil deceiver,  Descartes’ strategy was to 
prove that a perfect God exists and with that there would not 
be an evil deceiver as an all loving, all perfect, all good God 
wouldn't allow this.  This is not a God that would deliberately 
deceive you. This then proves the Cogito, which then means 
rationalism proves the best foundation for knowledge.   
 
Descartes was interested in certainty, he must be able to say 
with certainty that God must exist. Descartes’ strategy for 
proving the existence of God would be one that was done us-
ing the mind alone. He wanted to find out whether he could 
know God exists a priori.   
 
 
 
 
His argument follows... 
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What Descartes says 
‘Now it is indeed evident by the light of nature that there must be 
at least as much [reality] in the efficient and total cause as there is 
in the effect of that same cause… Hence it follows that something 
cannot come into being out of nothing, and also that what is more 
perfect (that is, what contains in itself more reality) cannot come 

into being from what is less perfect. ‘ 
 
What he means:  All humans have an idea of perfect. Humans are 
though not perfect, we known this as we compare ourselves to perfection. We cannot create an idea of 
perfection from ourselves, it had to come from another source as it cannot come out of nothing.  
TL:DR The idea of God is proof for the existence of God.  
 
What Descartes says 
‘Thus there remains only the idea of God. I must consider whether there is anything in this idea that could 

not have originated from me. I understand by the name ‘God’ a certain substance that is infinite, inde-
pendent, supremely intelligent and supremely powerful, and that created me along with everything else 

that exists – if anything else exists... I must conclude that God necessarily exists.’ 
 
‘…For how would I understand that I doubt and that I desire, that is, that I lack something and that I am 
not wholly perfect, unless there were some idea in me of a more perfect being, by comparison with which 
I might recognize my defects?’ 
 
What he means: We have an idea of God in our heads, as we are not God or have any qualities like God it 
cannot have originated from humanity.  
TL:DR The idea of perfection must have a cause.  
 
What Descartes says 

‘Indeed I have no choice but to conclude that the mere fact of my existing and of there being in me an 
idea of a most perfect being, that is, God, demonstrates most evidently that God too exists. All that re-
mains for me is to ask how I received this idea of God. For I did not draw it from the senses... Nor was it 

made by me, for I plainly can neither subtract anything from it nor add anything to it. Thus the only option            
remaining is that this idea is innate in me. God should have endowed me with this idea, so that it would 
be like the mark of the craftsman impressed upon his work, although this mark need not be something 

distinct from the work itself.’ 
 
What he means: Descartes contends that by the natural light of reason he clearly and distinctively         
perceives that the following must be true ‘a cause must have at lease as much reality something to     
produce its effect’. This is known as the Casual Adequacy Principle. The ‘reality’ of ideas: Ideas represent 
objects that may be real or not. But the objects represented can be said to have degrees of reality.    
 
Kinds (Sources) of Ideas 
1.      Innate: The idea has always been in mind 
2.      Adventitious: Idea arises in mind from some external source 
3.      Fictitious: Idea is merely constructed by the thinker 
 
2 forms of reality  
 
Objective - Something has objective reality in representing something else. Descartes applies objective 
reality only to ideas and does not say whether other representational entities, such as paintings. The 
amount of objective reality as an idea is determined solely on the basis of the amount of formal reality 
contained. An idea of God has infinite objective reality; an idea of your cousin has finite objective reality. 
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Formal - The reality something has in virtue of existing. It is garden variety, normal reality. Formal reality 
comes in three grades: finite, infinite, and mode. Only God has infinite reality. All substances have finite 
reality. All qualities have modal reality.   
TL:DR Our imperfect brains cannot produce the idea of perfect so we need to get it from somewhere else.  
 
What Descartes says 

‘The whole force of the argument rests on the fact that I recognise that it would be impossible for me to 
exist, being of such a nature as I am (namely, having in me the idea of God), unless God did in fact exist. 
God, I say, that same being the idea of whom is in me: a being having all those perfections that I cannot 

comprehend, but can somehow touch with my thought, and a being subject to no defects whatever. From 
these considerations it is quite obvious that he cannot be a deceiver, for it is  manifest by the light of      

nature that all fraud and deception depend on some defect.’  
 

What he means:  God has placed these ideas in our minds as an innate idea (knowledge we are born with) 
as a trademark. It is his mark of his craftsmanship. Humans cant be the cause of this idea of perfection 
because we are imperfect. So there must exist a perfect being, who placed this idea in my mind. This   
perfect being has left his/her trademark in my mind. God is perfect and cannot be a deceiver as this 
would be a defect. God is perfect and has no defects.  

 
Standard Form Summary  

 
P1  I have an idea of God. 
P2  Everything which exists must have a cause. 
C1 Therefore, there is a cause of my idea of God. 
 
P3 The cause of an effect must contain at least 
as much reality as the effect (the causal adequacy 
principle). 
C2 Therefore, the cause of my idea of God must 
contain at least as much reality as my idea of God. 
 
P4 I am aware that I am imperfect. 
P5 My awareness of imperfection is only possible because I understand what perfection is. 
C3 I cannot be a sufficient cause of my understanding of perfection because I am imperfect ( 
 
P6 My understanding of perfection must have been put there by a perfect being. 
P7 Only God, the perfect being, could be the cause of this idea (see P3 above). 
C4 Therefore, God necessarily exists. 
 
P8 Fraud and deception depend on some defect. 
C5 God, the perfect being, cannot be a deceiver. 
 
Activity 26 
 
1. Explain Descartes 2 forms of reality.           (4) 
2. Explain why it is important that Descartes successfully proves that God exists.    (4) 
3. Explain the role God plays in Descartes’ Trademark argument.      (4) 
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Casual Adequacy Principle 

Descartes believes that the Trademark           
argument relies on the Casual Adequacy  
Principle (CAP). That a "cause" is that which 
brings something into effect.. In his          
meditations, Descartes uses the CAP to sup-
port his trademark argument for the exist-
ence of God. We cannot produce the idea of 
perfection, but it has to come from some-
where, the source must come from God.   

His argument follows 

A "cause" is that which brings something into effect. 

If an item has the quality X formally, it has it in the literal or strict sense. 

If an item has the quality X eminently, it has it in a higher or grander form. 

Descartes offers two explanations of his own: 

Heat cannot be produced in an object which was not previously hot, except by something of at least the 
same order of perfection as heat. A stone, for example, which previously did not exist, cannot begin to 
exist unless it is produced by something which contains, either formally or eminently everything to be 
found in the stone. 

 

Activity 27 

1. Describe the Casual Adequacy Principle.                (4) 

2. Explain why Descartes needs to have the Casual Adequacy Principle to support his trademark              
argument.                       (4) 

 
Meditation 3: Evaluation - Does Descartes Rationalism as a foundation for 

knowledge have a solid argument.  
 

Aim: Descartes must give evidence/reasons for rationalism as the foundation for knowledge. 
Method - The Trademark argument, Role of God.  

 
 
Problem 1 - Problem of Casual Adequacy Principle  
His argument relies on the principle of causal adequacy: Although held in high regard in Descartes time it 
is now discredited. Often properties appear in an effect that don’t exist in their cause.  If we look to this 
example, we light a bonfire with a match - the cause of the bonfire (the match) has less reality (or size) 
than what was ultimately produced.  
 

 
Cottingham— points out that a sponge cake has many 
properties not present in the ingredients (e.g. sponginess)- 
Even if we accepted this causal principle, it was intended 
to apply to physical object not ideas.  
 
 



 33 

Evolution - Tiny and apparently insignificant changes taking place over a huge length of time can lead to 
the development of disorganized matter into complex life forms. The final effect is clearly much greater 
than the original causes.  
 
Kant - Kant pointed out that existence is not something you can base something on. Something that exists 
can have qualities that make it but existence itself is not a quality. We cannot have qualities that make up 
existence. You cannot have some parts of existence, either something exists or it doesn’t. 
 
Problem 2 - Clear and Distinct Rule 
- Descartes uses this ’Clear and Distinct’ in a very technical way as a test of truth. God for him is a clear 
and distinct idea. This is all very well if we also happen to see it that way but what may seem clear and 
distinct to Descartes may not be apparent to others, in which case the persuasion of his argument is     
challenged.  
 
- Cartesian Circle  
This is a problem with the arguments it. Descartes argument follows something called circular reasoning  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Descartes’ argument does appear to be circular, ie it presupposes what it sets out to prove. If we were to 
remove one of these statements then the whole argument would collapse on itself.  
 
Problem 3 - The Role of God 
If God can’t be shown to exist then Descartes can’t really get beyond the Cogito. He may have established 
the truth that he exists. However, without God this is pretty much all he’s achieved. Many today aren’t 
nearly as convinced of the existence of God as Descartes was. In the Meditations Descartes ignores the a 
posteriori proofs for the existence of God (e.g. the teleological and the cosmological proofs), choosing to 
focus his attention as we would expect on a priori reasoning.  
 
- God may also be deceiving us still, not because he is actually evil, but he has perfectly good reasons for 
the deception. Descartes has assumed because God is good, he wont deceive.  
 
Problem 4—Trademark Argument 
The trademark argument relies on our innate idea of God, perfection etc. It could be considered             
Descartes’ understanding of God isn’t an innate idea, maybe it’s simply something his mind has invented 
to suit his purposes. Maybe the evil deceiver put it there. The different ideas of God could support this. If 
God was innate we would all have the same idea of him, and no disagreements.  
 
Problem 5 - Evil Genius is still here 
- There could be the possibility that the evil deceiver deceives us into thinking that God wouldn’t deceive 
us? Maybe the evil deceiver put the idea of ‘perfection’ in our minds?  
 

God exists 

Clear and 

distinct         

ideas 

These          

enable me to 

know that  

God’s existence 

means that the 

following are  

reliable 

Copy 
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- If we allow the possibility of the deceiver, we need to honestly accept that Descartes’ arguments may all 
be open to doubt. His reliance on reason must be rejected. His arguments only work if a good God exists. 
The question remains though, has Descartes successfully argued that God must exist? 
 
Activity 28 
 
1. Why does Descartes need to prove the existence of God?       (4) 
2. Analyse the purpose of Descartes’ examples of stones and heat in Meditation III.   (4) 
3. Explain some of the problems associated with Descartes’ use of God.    (8)  
 
Activity 29 
 

To what extent does Descartes achieve his aims to resolve his sceptical doubts by the end 
of Meditations  

 
National 5—20 Marks 

Higher—30 Marks 

 

Introduction  

Brief introduction to the main Aims of Descartes Meditations and his method of doubt  

Para 1—Descartes sceptical doubts  (Meditation 1)  

Argument summary and explination about what it causes Descartes to doubt  

• Senses - Dreaming Arguments  - Evil Genius Argument     

Para 2—Descartes sceptical doubts  (Meditation 1)  

Evaluate the arguments given by Descartes to justify why we cannot use empiricism to base 
knowledge on.  

Para 3—Descartes arguments to defeat scepticism (Meditation 2)  

Explain the purpose and aim of the Cogito  

Evaluate if the purpose completes the aim. 

Explain why Descartes need to prove God’s existence? 

Para 4—Evaluation of Descartes arguments to defeat scepticism (Meditation 2)  

Evaluate the if the Cogito gives Descartes a solid foundation of knowledge 

—————————— NATIONAL 5 STOP HERE AND WRITE YOUR CONCLUSION ————————— 

Para 5 Summary of the Trademark Argument (Meditation 3) 

Explain what Descartes means by Clear and Distinct. 

Explain what Descartes means by the Trademark argument 

Analyse the need to prove the existence of God to support his 
overall aim. 

How does it defeat the evil genius? 

Para 6—Evaluation strengths/objections/replies (Meditation 3) 

Problems with God as an Innate Idea  

Problems with the CAP  

Problems with the clear and distinct Rule  

Cartesian circle   

Conclusion  

Summarise your own opinion and answer the question 

Questions to consider  

• Has Descartes Successfully 

Proved God? 

• If not does it damage his 

overall Aim? 

• What does he manage to 

achieve? 

• What are the strongest   
objections? 
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Introduction: David Hume  
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 

L.I 

I can explain Hume’s Importance in Philosophy.  

 
Historical context 
 
David Hume was born in Edinburgh, he attended Edinburgh University at the very early age of 11, and 
had completed his first great philosophical work by the time he was 25. His family were landowners and 
farmers, though not what would have been considered wealthy. His six-volume history of England made 
his reputation as an historian, and he settled down, travelling between the family farm and Edinburgh to 
a comfortable life as an established academic and man of letters. Hume was considered by many of his 
contemporaries as a dangerous man! 
 
Religious and scientific changes 
Like Descartes Hume was writing during the Reformation and science was becoming more prominent. 
Hume was difficult! Difficult because he was sceptical and critical and had a reputation for being an 
atheist. This led to him being banned about writing about Christianity by the Church.  
 
Like Descartes he wanted to find out 
 
What is knowledge? 
How is knowledge acquired? 
Can knowledge claims be justified? 
 
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748)  
 
Hume wanted provide a science of human nature. Hume had earlier stated that his ambition was to be 
‘the Newton of the Moral Sciences’. As the new scientific way of understanding the world became more 
popular, Issac Newton had suggested that ‘moral science’ (by which he meant what we would call 
‘social science’ – the scientific understanding of man). Hume wondered if it could be carried out using 
the same scientific method that Newton had used in carrying out his science. This method – the 
‘experimental method’ – is an empiricist method. The starting point for this kind of science is very     
careful observation. 
 
Hume’s aim, then, is to discover laws of human perception, 
desire, feeling, belief, and reasoning. His starting point is 
empiricism and how whether or not we could scientifically 
prove how humans acquire knowledge.  
 
Activity 30 
Explain the significance of Hume within Philosophy (4) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Frans_Hals_-_Portret_van_Ren%C3%A9_Descartes.jpg
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Hume’s Aims and Methods 
L.I 

I can explain Hume’s Aim in an Enquiry of Human Understanding 

 
Hume’s aim - To show how discover a science of human understanding.  

To overcome skepticism through empiricism 
 

Hume is actually carrying out  ‘psychology’. In order to give an account of the functioning of the mind – 
of the operation of the human understanding – Hume needs first to give an account of the contents of 
the mind. All of the mind’s processes – sensing, feeling, reasoning, etc. – have to be about something; 
some content of the thinking is required. 

Hume describes all of these mental contents – all of the contents of thinking or feeling –as 
‘perceptions’. 

It is important to stress that this is not what Hume means by ‘perceptions’. For Hume a perception is an 
entity and not a process.  

When Hume talks about perception he is talking about a think in our minds, not how we see or acquire 
a thing in our minds. Hume opens Section 2 of the Enquiries by making an important distinction: 

‘Every one will readily allow, that there is a considerable difference between the perceptions of the mind, 
when a man feels the pain of excessive heat, or the pleasure of moderate warmth, and when he        

afterwards recalls to his memory this sensation, or anticipates it by his imagination.’ 

What this means is that there is a contrast here  between what is in your mind when it happens first and 
when you remember when the thing happened.  

For example, you put your hand into a fire and what you remember when you put your hand in the fire 
are 2 completely things. Or putting your hand in a fire is different to imagining putting your hand in a 
fire.  

 

                        VS 

The same goes for ‘the pleasure of moderate warmth’. Remembering the pleasure of lying on a beach in 
the Mediterranean, or imagining it just isn’t the same as actually doing it – actually lying on the beach. 

We can then make the following distinctions 

1. First we have perceptions arising from our senses. 

2. The memory of these perceptions is a copy of the original. 

3. The imagination can provide a weaker recreation of the original. 

Then conclude 

1. Perceptions arising from the senses are much stronger and more vivid. 

2. Remembering and imagining perceptions is a much weaker less vivid experience. 

‘The utmost we say of them, even when they operate with greatest vigour, is, that they represent their 
object in so lively a manner, that we could almost say we feel or see it: But, except the mind be disor-
dered by disease or madness, they never can arrive at such a pitch of vivacity, as to render these percep-
tions altogether undistinguishable.’ 

 

Actually experiencing heat as 

pain or pleasure 

 Remembering or Imagining the 

heat as pain or pleasure 
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So we have more lively and vivacious ‘perceptions’, and less lively and vivacious ‘perceptions’. The less 
lively and vivacious ones – those which result from the operation of the memory or the imagination – 
will just never be as lively and vivacious as the ‘perceptions’ of the senses.  

It might be that someone who is unbalanced mentally might be able to imagine things with great            
intensity – including pain. However even if it is possible for someone who is in that condition to             
conjure up or hallucinate about experience. This could result in  an extreme emotional response, even 
then would the imagined perception be as strong as ‘the real thing’?  

‘The most lively thought is still inferior to the dullest sensation.’  

It marks a clear division between perceptions of real things, and the operations of our imagination. 

Hume points out that this applies to every kind of perception. Another example that he gives is of the 
difference between a man who is feeling anger, and a man who merely imagines being angry. 

 

Activity 31 

1. Explain Hume’s Aim of Concerning Human Understanding      (4) 

2. Describe Hume’s method of how humans acquire knowledge.      (4) 

 

HUME’S TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE: Section 2: The origin of ideas  
L.I 

I can explain Hume’s Theory of Impression and Ideas 

I can explain the different forms of Impressions and Ideas 

I can explain the function of imagination  

Impressions and Ideas  
Hume drew knowledge into distinctions: ideas and impressions.  

‘So we can divide the mind’s perceptions into two classes, on the basis of their different degrees of 
force and liveliness. The less forcible and lively are commonly called ‘thoughts’ or ‘ideas’. The others 

have no name in our language or in most others, presumably because we don’t need a general label for 
them except when we are doing philosophy. Let us, then, take the liberty of calling them ‘impressions’, 
using that word in a slightly unusual sense. By the term ‘impression’, then, I mean all our more lively 

perceptions when we hear or see or feel or love or hate or desire or will. These are to be distinguished 
from ideas, which are the fainter perceptions of which we are conscious when we reflect on ‘look in-

wards at’ our impressions.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

Ideas tends to diminish and lose their force, faces, people, events that were once strong ideas in our 
minds, gradually fade. Ideas then are things that might vary in clarity and strength. 

Hume used the term impression as he would likely have had his own personal stamp. He would heat a 
piece of sealing wax, pour on the paper, then  stamp the molten wax. This would leave an impression 
in the wax.  

Impressions  
 
Vivid and immediate ‘perceptions’ 
Come from senses 
Can be immediate feelings like anger 
pain jealously and guilt   

 Ideas  
 
Less lively and immediate 
They are formed from remembering or         
imagining the original impressions 
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The stamp impresses itself in the wax, so that there is now something in the wax which resembles the 
stamp. Similarly, the world outside the mind impresses itself on the mind when I look at it, or listen to it, 
etc. So we take up impressions based on the operation of our senses, which in turn give rise to ideas – 
memories – of what happened.  

Activity 32 

1.Describe what Hume means by Impressions.          (2) 

2. Describe what Hume means by Ideas.            (2) 

3. Explain the link between impression and ideas.         (4) 

Impression can then be split into 2 different categories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity 33 

1. Describe Hume’s 2 forms of Impressions.          (4) 

Simple and Complex Ideas 

Hume recognises the seemingly limitless power of the human imagination: 

‘To form monsters, and join incongruous shapes and appearances, costs the imagination no more trouble 
than to conceive the most natural and familiar objects. And while the body is confined to one planet, along 
which it creeps with pain and difficulty; the thought can in an instant transport us into the most distant 
regions of the universe; or even beyond the universe, into the unbounded chaos, where nature is supposed 
to lie in total confusion.’  

The imagination is capable of great creativity, we only have to think about films we have seen, television 
programs or books we have read which have involved fantastic creations. There is just one limitation 
which Hume recognises here – one thing which the imagination cannot do: 

Impressions  
 
Vivid and immediate ‘perceptions’ 
Come from senses 
Can be immediate feelings like 
anger pain jealously and guilt   

Outward impressions  
 
Sensations caused by the  senses 
interacting with the external world. 
 
e.g. The sensation of heat on your 
skin when it is sunny or the taste of 
chocolate on your tongue   

Inward impressions  
 
The immediate emotional responses 
to our experiences. 
There is difference between                
experiencing love in the moment and 
our recollections or  memories of it  
e.g. anger or shock  
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‘What never was seen, or heard of, may yet be conceived; nor is anything beyond the power of thought, 
except what implies an absolute contradiction.’  

An ‘absolute contradiction’ arises where we have both a property and its complete opposite. For exam-
ple, the following two statements are absolutely contradictory: The book is red The book is not red. 

If we try to imagine an object that is both completely red and at the same time completely not red, we 
can’t do it. Is this the only restriction on the operation of the imagination? Hume thinks not. If we      
consider how the imagination operates in creating ideas, we will, he suggests, find a very important   
further limitation on its operation. Hume identifies four things that the imagination does – four ways in 
which it can arrive at its ideas: 

With this we can create an impression of things that do not exist. Such as  

If Hume is right, then we have a complete account of the operation of the imagination. To see how this 
account points out an important limitation on the imagination, we need first to reflect on what exactly 
the imagination is doing. This argument really means that there are two different kinds of ideas. From 
this we can see that the imagination has limits. We need to have material to work with to imagine, our 
material only comes through our experience . Hume states 

‘The imagination is:‘… really confined within very narrow limits, and that all this creative power of the 
mind amounts to no more than the faculty of compounding, transposing, augmenting, or diminishing the 

materials afforded us by the senses and experience’ 

Compounding. Here the imagination takes two or 
more ideas from the memory, and puts them       
together to create a new idea  

Transposing. To ‘transpose’ is to change the          
position of a thing. I can imagine the kinds of     
monsters which are in science fiction films – or     
classical  literature – by transposing the parts of   
animals on to human beings. 

Augmenting. To ‘augment’ is to increase. My       
imagination has no difficulty in arriving at an idea of 
a mouse which is the size of a tall building, for     
example. 

Diminishing is, of course, the opposite of             
augmenting. I can easily have the idea of a tiny    
elephant – or of an elephant with a barely audible 
‘trumpet’. 

The Golden Mountain  

We have an impression in our minds based 
upon the experience of seeing a mountain 
and we have the idea of the memory –
What we can then do i put these two things 
together to create a golden mountain.  

The virtuous Horse  

I have an idea of a horse in my memory having before seen 
a horse. I have an idea of virtue in my mind having seen 
someone be virtuous –or for that matter being virtuous  
myself.  This makes it possible to ‘create’ something in my  
imagination that I have never experienced - A virtuous 
horse.  

Simple Ideas  

These are the result of impressions creating 
memories –the memory is a copy of the   
original impression. These are (as we have 
seen) less vivid and  lively than the original 
and may fade away over time  

 Complex Ideas  

These are made up out of one or more simple ideas 
that have been worked upon –They have been   
compounded transposed augmented or diminished 
by the imagination. Complex   ideas are not simply 
copies of impressions as simple ideas are –and may 
bear little resemblance to any actual experience  

 Ideas  
Less lively and immediate 
They are formed from re-
membering or imagining the 
original impressions 
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Activity 34 

1.Explain how Hume explain acts of the imagination?        (4) 

2.Analyse the difference between simple and complex ideas.       (4) 

3. According to Hume’s theory, how is it possible to imagine a golden mountain if such a thing does not 
exist?                 (4) 

The Copy Principle 

In the Treatise, Hume offers this “general proposition”, usually called the Copy Principle, as his “first 
principle … in the science of human nature”: The Copy Principle is  

‘All our simple ideas in their first appearance are derived from simple impressions, which are correspond-
ent to them, and which they exactly represent. (T 1.1.1.7/4)’  

This means that all our ideas and concepts ultimately come from experiences. The mind is empty until 
experience imprints idea's onto it.  This involves a rejection of innate ideas, which some rationalists sup-
port. The arguments he uses to establish it are 

1. There needs to be a one-to-one relationship between simple ideas and impressions.  

2. He cannot prove this universally, but he is confident to holds anyone to produce a simple  
 impression without a corresponding idea or a simple idea without a simple impression.  

3. He concludes that there is a constant conjunction (connection) between simple impressions and 
 ideas.  

4. The constant conjunction is universal and cannot be left up to chance. 

5. Simple impressions must always come first, then we can have a simple  idea. e.g  If you want to 
give a child an idea of the taste of pineapple, you give her a piece of pineapple to eat. When you 
do, you are giving her an impression of the pineapple's taste. You never go the other way round. 
His other case involves a person born blind, who won't have ideas of colour because he won't 

have impressions of colour.  

Conclusion No ideas without 
Impressions! All of our ideas 

come from experience, on Hume’s     
account. Every idea is either a  
simple idea – a copy of an earlier 
impression which is now in the 
memory – or it is a complex idea, 
in which case the  imagination has 
created it, using as raw materials 
the simple ideas stored in the 
memory. In either case, every    
single idea has its origin in          
experience. 

 

Hume uses two arguments to support: 

1 - The idea of God  

2 - When the relevant impression has been denied through malfunctioning senses or the absence of  
relevant experiences or absence due to species limitations  
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First argument — an inductive argument and the example of God  

What he says: ‘Even ideas that at first glance seem to be the furthest removed 
from that origin are found on closer examination to be derived from it. The 
idea of God — meaning an infinitely intelligent, wise, and good Being — comes 
from extending beyond all limits the qualities of goodness and wisdom that we 
find in our own minds.’ 

What he means: The idea of God, which is a complex idea, one may think of 
other simple ideas that they can combine to describe this idea. For instance, 
the idea of God is derived from ideas of all-loving, all-powerful, and all-
knowing. And those sub ideas came from the simple ideas of love, power, and knowledge.  

Second argument - when the relevant impression has been denied. Hume gives 3 examples; 

a. malfunctioning senses If a man can’t have some kind of sensation because there is something wrong 
with his eyes, ears etc., he will never be found to have corresponding ideas. A blind man can’t form a     
notion of colours, or a deaf man a notion of sounds.  

b. Absence of relevant experience whether outward or inward the same is true for someone who has 
never experienced an object that will give a certain kind of sensation: a Laplander or <racist term for 
an African American> has no notion of the taste of wine ·because he has never had the sensation of 
tasting wine... A gentle person can’t form any idea of determined revenge or cruelty; nor can a 
selfish one easily conceive the heights of friendship and generosity.  

c.  Absence due to species limitations,  non-human beings may have many senses of which we can have 
 no conception, because the ideas of them have never been introduced to us in the only way in which 
 an idea can get into the mind, namely through actual feeling and sensation.  

What he means: if we lack a certain kind of impression, then we also lack its corresponding idea. This is a 
fact. For example, we cannot imagine the taste of pineapple if we have never tried pineapple. If we have 
never experienced something, then we cannot have an idea of that corresponding thing . 

Activity 35 

1. With reference to Hume, what is meant by the ‘Copy Principle’?      (6) 

2. How does Hume think we acquire our ideas?                (6) 

 

 

Like any good scientist Hume then tries to test his theory  to show that 
his theory can stand the empirical method.  This is when Hume creates 
‘Missing Shade of Blue’.  
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The Missing Shade of Blue 

L.I 

I can explain Hume’s Missing Shade of Blue 

 I can analyse it’s impact on Hume’s aim.  

I can evaluate it’s significance.  

The existence of the idea of a missing shade of blue contradicts Hume’s Copy Principle, that simple ideas 
all derive from antecedent simple impressions. Hume dismisses this ‘exception’ as unimportant.  Why 
then does he mention it, and, as you say what point is he trying to make. We need to first look at the 
argument. It follows; 

"Suppose… a person… perfectly well acquainted with colours of all kinds, excepting one particular shade 
of blue… which it has never been his fortune to meet with. Let all the different shades of that colour,    

except that single one, be plac’d before him, descending gradually from the deepest to the lightest… he 
will perceive a blank, where that shade is wanting, and will be sensible, that there is a greater distance 

in that place betwixt the contiguous colours, than in any other… I ask whether ’tis possible for him… to… 
raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, tho’ it had never been convey’d to him by his      

senses?"  

We can put  it into the following premises   

1. Argues that each shade results from a distinct impression just as different colours result from 
different impressions.  

2. Imagines someone who has seen every shade except one.  

3. All the shades seen by the man are arranged in order from darkest to lightest.  

4. Questions whether such a man could imagine the missing shade.  

5. Hume claims that such a man can imagine the missing shade. Hume claims that the example is 
‘singular’.  

 

Hume then makes the following claims:  

Claim 1  

It is obvious that he will notice a blank in the place where the missing shade should go. In the original 
Hume doesn’t mention specific colours. He says:  

‘if this should be denied, it is possible, by the continual gradation of shades, to run a colour insensibly 
into what is most remote from it; and if you will not allow any of the means to be different, you cannot, 

without absurdity, deny the extremes to be the same.’  
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Claim 2  

Can he fill the blank from his own imagination, calling up in his mind the idea of that particular shade, 
even though it has never been conveyed to him by his senses? Most people, I think, will agree that he 
can. Conclusion This seems to show that simple ideas are not always, in every instance, derived from  cor-
responding impressions.  

Hume then ends the counter argument by explaining that it fails to undermine the general claim Still, the 
example is so singular that it is hardly worth noticing, and on its own it isn’t a good enough reason for us 
to alter our general maxim.  

 

Activity 36 

1. Describe Hume’s missing shade of blue example.          (6) 

2. Explain the claims that the Missing Shade of Blue makes about epistemology.     (4) 

 

WHY IS THE MISING SHADE OF BLUE PROBLEMATIC 

BECAUSE IT GOES AGAINST THE PRINCIPLE OF  EMPRICISM , that to know something you 
need to experience it first.  

Problem 1 - But by mentioning this has Hume disproved his entire    
theory of Ideas must have a basis in impressions we have experienced. 
He states that it is a singular  example, but in fact is it?  We could say 
that we could do the same for a missing pitch ins a scale, or in the         
sweetness or sourness of food, anything we tend to put on a scale, we 
can imagine something we haven't experienced.   

Problem 2 -  Hume does not believe in innate ideas but this example 
would seem to suggest the existence of     innate ideas. Hume’s theory 
claims that all ideas are based on prior impressions. The example 
should be impossible if his theory is true but the fact we can have an idea of something without knowing 
opens the door to innate ideas.  

Problem 3-   The example arguably opens the door to rationalism.  

What is most problematic is that Hume could have countered the problem of the missing shade of blue 
very easily using complex ideas and the argument of empiricism would still have strengths against ration-
alism.  

Counter Argument 1 - Hume could have said that this shade is a complex idea compounded from two 
others but however doesn't.  Hume is genuinely trying to come up with a science of man and is exploring 
the only objection he can think of to his theory. A good scientist will offer counter    arguments and alter-
natives to prove the strength of their theory. Hume is just being a good            scientist 

Counter Argument 2 - Hume is aiming for a big and comprehensive picture with his theory of knowledge. 
Given the relatively insignificant role that this kind of example plays in our acquisition of knowledge (even 
if it is extended), Hume was right to say that it does not undermine his whole theory. Hume should have 
accepted that any counterexample to an ‘all’ claim disproves the claim.  

 

Activity 37 

1. Evaluate Hume’s treatment of the Missing Shade of Blue.      N5-6 / Higher-10 



 44 

HIGHER ONLY:RELATIONS OF IDEAS/MATTERS OF FACT—HUMES FORK          

Section IV Part 1 

L.I 

To be able to describe Hume’s Fork 

To be able to analyse the purpose of Hume’s fork 
 

In the next section of the Enquiry, Hume turns his attention to how we come to have knowledge, and 
again his account is going to be an empiricist one.  

Aims: To be able to test knowledge from metaphysical claims. Statements which fall into neither cate-
gory are not genuine knowledge claims then we can reject claims as not knowledge. 

Method: Humes fork.  
 

To have knowledge is to have justified, true belief. We have already come across a distinction between 
beliefs which are a priori (and which, if true and justified, are a priori knowledge), and beliefs which are a 
posteriori (and which, if true and justified, are a posteriori knowledge). 

Hume has his own terminology for this distinction. 

•  a priori he refers to as Relations of Ideas  - we can know these through intuition or demonstration 

• a posteriori he refers to as Matters of Fact. 
 

Relations of Ideas 

Why are they called this? - Relations of Ideas are, like matters of fact, statements. Every statement asserts 
a relationship between two or more ideas. If we limit ourselves to statements 
with only two ideas, then we can see how this works: 

(a) The cat sat on the mat. - asserts a relationship between the cat and the 
mat,  

(b) All triangles are three-sided figures. - asserts a relationship between trian-
gularity and three-sidedness 

 

Relations of Ideas are always Intuition or Certain 

These will always be types of knowledge which are self evidently true. This means the claim justifies     
itself . We can just think about it to know its true.  

e.g - Anything that has shape has size 

 - Either it is Tuesday or it isn’t 

 - Nothing can be bigger than itself 

 - An object cannot be bigger than the sum of all its parts 

However while these will always be ‘‘intuitively certain’. But not all are: some relations of ideas are 
‘demonstratively certain’. 
 

Matters of Fact 

Matters of Fact - Demonstratively Certain 

As Hume points out, Geometry, Algebra and Arithmetic deal in knowledge which, if not intuitively certain, 
is demonstratively certain. iI is a statement, the truth of which can only be established a posteriori.  
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Some claim is demonstratively certain when it is one which can be worked out using reasoning. 

An example which may be familiar to you from maths classes is Pythagoras’ theorem: ‘the square on the 
hypotenuse on a right angled triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides’.              
Pythagoras worked this out a priori.   

When he was asked ‘how do you know?’, Pythagoras had provided a proof – a piece of reasoning which 
shows that for any right-angled triangle, it must be the case that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to 
the sum of the squares of the other two sides. So a theorem is a priori and demonstrative, and an axiom is 
a priori and intuitive. 

Necessary Truth - A proposition that could not possibly have been false and is  true in every possible 
world. An example of a truth that many philosophers take to be necessary in this sense is: 2+2 = 4.   

HUMES FORK 
 

The distinction between Relations of 
Ideas and Matters of Fact is usually 
referred to as Hume’s Fork. As we 
have just seen, relations of ideas ‘are 
discoverable by the mere operation 
of thought’. As Hume points out, 
when we come to consider matters 
of fact, they are ‘not ascertained in 
the same manner’. 

If we take in our hand any volume; of 
divinity or school metaphysics, for 

instance; let us ask, "Does it contain 
any abstract reasoning concerning 
quantity or number?" No. "Does it 

contain any experimental reasoning 
concerning matter of fact and        

existence?" No. Commit it then to the 
flames: for it can contain nothing but 

sophistry and illusion.  

If any statement was neither of the 
two on the fork then it should be 
classed as metaphysical nonsense 
and not knowledge . Anything which 
falls into this category should be 
‘Cast unto the flames’. 

 

Activity 38 

1. What two types of knowledge are distinguished in 
“Hume’s Fork”? Give an example of each in your answer.  (4) 

2. What is the purpose of “Hume’s Fork”?   (3) 
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HIGHER ONLY - CAUSATION: Knowledge  of cause and effect: Section IV Part 2 

L.I  

To be able to describe Hume’s aim into understanding the science of how we gain knowledge. 

To be able to explain what is meant by Hume’s Causation. 

To be able to analyse/evaluation his philosophical argument. 

 

When Hume turned to considering the meaning of some phrases, terms and statements used by            

philosophers, he found that they did not hold up in terms of his own established rule. Only those ideas 

that are based upon impressions are real. Now that might mean that all sorts of statements and terms 

used by philosophers could be called into question – His focus is  what did it mean to know that one thing 

‘caused’ another? Was there an impression upon which the idea of cause was based? 

His Aim: What can we know about ‘matters of fact’. Can we have knowledge about causes and effect 

without directly experiencing it. 

Hume’s Argument: It is that we cannot even form the idea of causation from these sources based on    

single objects or single instances. The idea of causation is more than the idea of one object being followed 

by another. But surely all that we actually experience is one object following another in time. He then 

gives the examples 

Example 1 -If you ask someone why he believes some matter of fact which is not now present to him — 

for instance that his friend is now in France — he will give you a reason; and this reason will be some   

other fact, such as that he has received a   letter from his friend or that his friend had planned to go to 

France.  

Example 2 -  Someone who finds a watch or other machine on a desert island will conclude that there 

have been men on that island. The present fact is connected with the one that we infer from it. If there 

were nothing to bind the two facts together, the inference of one from the other would be utterly shaky. 

All our reasonings concerning fact are like this.  

Example 3 - Hearing the sounds of someone talking rationally in the dark assures us of the presence of 

some person. Why? Because such sounds are the effects of the human constitution, and are closely     

connected with it. All our other reasonings of this sort, when examined in detail, turn out to be based on 

the relation of cause and effect. The causal chain from the evidence to the ‘matter of fact’ conclusion may 

be short or long. And it may be that the causal connection between them isn’t direct but collateral — as 

when one sees light and infers heat, not because either causes the other but because the two are collat-

eral effects of a single cause, namely fire. So if we want to understand the basis of our confidence about 

matters of fact, we must find out how we come to know about cause and effect.  

Evaluation of Causation 

The Problem of Induction  - We do not know that the future will be like the past. Therefore we cannot be 

sure that the same effects which we have seen in the past will continue to be seen in the future, even if 

the causes seem identical. This is called the problem of induction, because in judging the future to be like 

the past, we are using inductive reasoning. This differs from deductive reasoning because inductive        

arguments cannot guarantee the truth of the conclusion.   
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Hume’s Claim ‘I venture to assert, as true without exception, that knowledge about causes is never ac-
quired through a priori reasoning, and always comes from our experience of finding that particular objects 

are constantly associated with one other.’ 

Claim 1 – Causal relationship provides the basis for all reasonings concerning matters of fact . 

He notes that the causal relationship provides the basis for all reasonings concerning matters of fact; 
however, unlike the  relations of ideas explored by mathematics, no judgments that concern matters of 
fact are necessarily true.  This is because we can always imagine, without contradiction, the contrary of 
every matter of fact (e.g., ‘the sun will not rise tomorrow’ neither is nor implies a contradiction).  

What Hume says ‘Adam, even if his reasoning abilities were perfect from the start, could not have inferred 
from the fluidity and transparency of water that it could drown him, or from the light and warmth of fire 
that it could burn him...The qualities of an object that appear to the 
senses never reveal the causes that produced the object or the effects 
that it will have; nor can our reason, unaided by experience, ever draw 
any   conclusion about real existence and matters of fact. ‘ 

What Hume means The causal relationship between any two objects is 
based on experience, and is not known a priori (e.g., if  Adam were cre-
ated with perfect rational faculties, prior to experience he still could not 
tell from the properties of water that it would suffocate him.)  Yet all 
that experience establishes concerning causal relationships is that the 
cause is prior in time to and contiguous with its effect.   

What Hume says - ‘The proposition that causes & effects are discoverable not by reason but by experience 
will be freely granted   

(1) with regard to objects that we remember having once been altogether unknown to us; for in those cas-
es we remember the time when we were quite unable to tell what would arise from those objects. Present 
two smooth pieces of marble to a man who has no knowledge of physics — he will not be able to work out 
that they will stick together in such a way that it takes great force to separate them by pulling them      
directly away from one another, while it will be easy to slide them apart.  

(2)Events that are not much like the common course of nature are also readily agreed to be known only by 
experience; and nobody thinks that the explosion of gunpowder, or the attraction of a magnet, could ever 
be discovered by arguments a priori — ·that is, by simply thinking about the matter, without bringing in 
anything known from experience·’ 

What Hume means - These objects on their own tell us nothing about the effects they can cause.  We 
need to observe their repeated effects in experience in order go be-
yond them. Thus we need Empricism & A posteriori for the idea of 
causation 

What Hume says - (3) Similarly, when an effect is thought to depend 
on an intricate machinery or secret structure of parts we don’t hesi-
tate to attribute all our knowledge of it to experience. No-one would 
assert that he can give the ultimate reason why milk or bread is nour-
ishing for a man but not for a lion or a tiger.  

What Hume means - Parts of objects is hidden from us.  We can’t use reason to work these out.  The only 
way is to wait for them to reveal their effects in experience.  For example, milk and bread are good ways 
of nourishing humans but not lions and tigers – the reason this is hidden so we need to find it out through 
experience. 
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Conclusion 1 - We  must acquire the idea of causation from repeated experience 

Claim 2 – Habits of Thinking though custom and habit.  

What Hume says ‘Experience cannot establish a necessary connection 
between cause and effect, because we can imagine without contradic-
tion a case where the cause does not produce its usual effect (e.g., we 
can imagine that a cue ball violently strikes another billiard ball and 
then, instead of causing the billiard ball to move, the cue ball bounces 
off it in some random direction).   stone or piece of metal raised into 
the air, and left without any support. immediately falls: but to consider 
the matter a priori. is there anything we discover in this situation 
which can beget the idea of a downward, rather than an upward, or 
any other motion, in the stone or metal?  

What Hume means - Hume disagrees with this way of explaining the event. Hume argues that there are 
three aspects to causal behaviour:  

1. Spatial contiguity: The Billard balls are close together in space. 

2. Temporal contiguity: We see the one billard ball move towards the other, the other one moves. These 
events are close together in time. 

3. Necessary connection: We imagine to do the same movement again with other billard balls, the same 
would happen again.  

According to Hume, it is this third aspect of causal behaviour, necessary connection, that we have no 
ground to believe in. Although we do observe some events happening close together in space and time, 
we do not ever observe any necessary connections between them. That in itself does not give us grounds 
to believe that the same thing will happen again the next time. On Hume’s view, there is no simple idea 
connected to the phrase “necessary connection.” Therefore, like the terms “self” and “external world,” 
the term “necessary connection” must also be found to be meaningless. And since the term “cause”    
implies the idea of necessary connection, it too must be meaningless. 

What Hume says  ‘According to my account, all arguments about existence are based on the relation of 
cause and effect; our knowledge of that relation is derived entirely from experience; and in drawing con-

clusions from experience we assume that the future will be like the past. So if we try to prove this assump-
tion by probable arguments, that is, arguments regarding existence, we shall obviously be going in a cir-

cle, taking for granted the very point that is in question.’ 

What he means - in the case of one billiard ball hitting another and causing it to move.  Surely we could 

know that this will happen even if we hadn’t experienced such events before?  Hume explains this belief 

in terms of ‘the influence of custom’ which is so strong and established that it doesn’t seem to be in-

volved.  We are so used to it we can’t easily recognise that it is at work.  For Hume the role of custom or 

habit is strong and well- established in all areas of human life. So the idea of causation is derived from 

our experience of constant conjunction. This experience is, of course, past experience. We often don’t, 

and don’t need to, call on our memory when making the inference;  

1. When seeing a body of deep water, I immediately think that it could drown me, without calling to 

mind past experiences of this.  

2. Animals are clearly capable of making these causal inferences but animals don’t construct argu-

ments with general principles like ‘there has been constant conjunction in the past’.  
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The reason why we mistakenly infer that there is something in the cause that necessarily produces its 
effect is because our past experiences have habituated us to think in this way. We have seen in the past 
that B  frequently follows A and never occurs without it, our mind  associates B with A such that the  pres-
ence of one determines the mind to think of the other   

Conclusion 2 : Inductive inference cannot be regarded as reasoning but must be treated as a product of 
non-rational thought 

Claim 3—Cause and Effect are distinct from each other - Scepticism rules 

What Hume says ‘In a word, then, every effect is a distinct event from its cause...Thus the observation of 
human blindness and weakness is the result of all philosophy, and meets us, at every turn, in spite of our 
endeavours to elude or avoid it’.    

‘As soon as the suspicion is planted that the course of nature may change, so that the past stops being a 
guide to the future, all experience becomes useless and can’t support any inference or conclusion. So no 
arguments from experience can support this resemblance of the past to the future, because all such      
arguments are based on the assumption of that resemblance.’ 

What Hume means - While we can discover general causes like elasticity, gravity, cohesion of parts and 
the communication of motion by impulse, we can go no further. This leads to a sceptical conclusion: 
Hume argues that mathematical laws cannot defeat scepticism because these laws are discovered 
through experience.  While maths provides us with clarity and certainty we cannot be sure that              
experience will always obey these rules.  

 

Final Conclusion: We have limitations of human knowledge while pursuing the legitimate aims of math 
and science 

According to Hume, knowledge of pure mathematics is secure because it rests only on the relations of 
ideas, without presuming anything about the world.  

Experimental observations permit us to use our experience in forming useful habits.  

Any other epistemological effort, especially if it involves the pretense of achieving useful abstract 
knowledge, is meaningless and unreliable and shouldn't be considered knowledge. 

The most reasonable position, Hume held, is a "mitigated" scepticism. 

 

Activity 39 

1.How does Hume use his examples of billiard balls and stones to support his claim that an effect cannot 
be determined  a priori?              (4) 

2. Read the following extract from Hume’s Enquiries:  ‘I venture to assert, as true without exception, that 
knowledge about causes is never acquired through a priori reasoning, and always comes from our           
experience of finding that particular objects are constantly associated with one other.’                              
How does Hume support this claim?            (6) 
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Summary of Hume 

1. There are no ideas without impressions  

2. He then made a distinction between impressions and ideas based upon their impact upon us.  

3. Hume explored the workings of the imagination.: compounding, transposing, augmenting, diminishing. 
This led to distinguishing between simple ideas and complex ideas  

4. Some ideas were based on impressions from outside of ourselves, but that others could arise from our 
internal sentiments – or feelings. 

5. The problem of the Missing Shade Blue –but dismissed it as a minor difficulty not worth worrying about! 

6. If someone had never experienced a particular form of sensory experience then they could not form any 
corresponding ideas that depended upon that experience. Further support to the argument that all ideas 
are based on impressions.  

7. Hume suggested that knowledge split or divided (hence the idea of a fork’) into two forms, Matters of 
Fact (a posteriori ) and Relations of Ideas (a priori). Relations of ideas provide certainty because they are 
either intuitively or demonstrably true. Matters of fact however are contingently true. 

8. The world is based more upon habits of thinking than anything real. For causation we could only identify 
relations in space and time, no necessary connection between things could be discovered. 

9. Furthermore he found that what we think of as causality amounts to no more than a constant              
conjunction from which we add a metaphysical concept of causality. 

 

Evaluation of Hume’s Theory of Causation 

Reduces all examples of causation to examples of correlation. The only difference between a cause and it’s 

effect is one of temporal priority.  However this doesn’t explain causes which are contemporaneous with 

their effects. 

Counter - Hume does not suggest that we should therefore not rely on what we have learned about cause 

and effect in the past. He thinks we should and will do this naturally, as our habits make it difficult for us to 

resist doing so. What he does argue, though is that we aren’t guaranteed of the outcome.   

Bertrand Russell, made Hume’s point very clearly with this example. The hen who sees the farmer                

approaching her at the same time every morning with her food, will naturally expect, on the day that she 

is to be slaughtered, that the approaching farmer is simply bringing her breakfast. However, on that day 

the past is very different to the present and she is killed instead of 

fed.  

The mind can identify a cause after just one instance - It can identify 

and select the relevant event (hand in candle) preceding the effect 

(burnt hand) as the cause, despite the many other events occurring at 

the same time. For example, as Hume notes if the pain is in my hand, 

then I expect what causes the pain to be near my hand. Only the    

candle flame fits the bill. We can infer this in one experience. 

Counter - We need experience of constant conjunction to form the idea of causation in the first place. The 

general claim that causal inference is based on custom, and constant conjunction would remain. 

Science -  All scientific knowledge can, in principle, be refuted in the future. Seems to contradict Hume’s 

own project to uncover the laws of the mind – if he is right there are no scientific laws. Science has made 

successful predictions about causation prior to observation. For example Einstein's theory of relativity  
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Kant -  Cause and effect is a necessary concept that makes experience possible as part of his a priori     

concepts.  Cause and effect is a part of an a priori logic      without which our experience would just be a   

chaotic flow of sensations we couldn’t make sense of. He argues that when sceptics deny that we can be 

certain of concepts like cause and effect they are making use of the very things they deny.  Our under-

standing of experience is only   possible because we have certain a priori concepts.  We necessarily use 

these to make statements such as ‘We can only know the constant conjunction of objects or events but 

nothing more’  

Constant vs Casual conjunctions - There is a difficulty in distinguishing between constant conjunctions that 

are accidental from ones which are genuinely causal. For example, it just so hap-

pens that you and I both finish work at 5.00pm. I set the alarm on my computer 

to go off at this time. And so it occurs that every time my alarm goes off, you stop 

work. But my alarm has not caused you to stop work. We can reply that we only 

need to introduce the idea, present in the Treatise, that the objects related as 

cause and effect are linked to each other as well.   

Activity 40 

1. Explain 3 problems in detail with Hume’s account of causation.        (6) 

2. To what extent does Hume achieve his aims to resolve his sceptical doubts through Empiricism  

National 5—20 Marks 

Higher—30 Marks 

 

NOTES FROM THE SQA REGARDING THE EXAM FOR HIGHER 

Candidates’ knowledge of 
the   Descartes and Hume 
primary texts  

Candidates should have an in-depth knowledge of the specified portions of the texts. They should 
know the arguments and illustrations that Descartes and Hume use, understand how the          
arguments unfold and why they are presented in the way that they are. It is not enough to rely 
on secondary sources, or for the content to be taught in a thematic way with just occasional      
references to the texts.  

The text extracts  These are the versions of the texts used if a quotation is included in a question.  

Marks for ‘scene-setting’ in 
knowledge and doubt es-
say — for example an    
essay on the Trademark             
argument  

An essay about the Trademark argument should focus on the Trademark argument. Candidates 
should demonstrate their understanding of the area of the text referred to in the essay question. 
They do not need to describe the background to the question or summarise other areas of the 
text. A typical ‘A’ grade essay limits scene-setting to a few brief comments  

Specific criticisms of the 
ideas and  arguments of 
Descartes and Hume  

The mandatory content does not list any specific criticisms of the ideas and arguments of        
Descartes and Hume. However, candidates are expected to analyse and evaluate all the listed 
aspects of the ideas and arguments of Descartes and Hume. 

Going beyond the          
prescribed texts  

Candidates should have an in-depth knowledge of the prescribed text extracts and can only be 
asked questions on these extracts. However, being able to discuss what is said in these extracts 
sometimes requires knowledge drawn from elsewhere.  

-version of the Cogito in the Meditations differs discuss the extent to which this difference is  
relevant.  

Candidates should know what is meant by clear and distinct ideas best explained this by drawing 
on Descartes’ explanation in the Principles.  

Candidates should know what Hume means by impressions and ideas. It is in Treatise when    
explaining these concepts.  


