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In today’s world, there can be no doubt that we gain the bulk of our knowledge through experience; this philosophy is called empiricism, and means we are all Humean to some extent.  David Hume was a philosopher in the 18th century who placed knowledge primarily in the court of experience.  His writings on morality and epistemology still heavily influence thought today, and most consider Hume one of the greatest philosophers.  However, by examining Hume’s argument against the reasonability of induction, and then examining induction closer, it will be shown that induction is both reasonable and justified.  So let us look at Hume’s argument closely to see where the flaws are.


First, for our purposes, let us assume Hume is correct and that all we can reasonably justify is constant conjunction  (CC), because we have no direct experience with one event causing another event.  This assumption will allow us to focus solely on the induction argument.  Let us also assume Hume is correct in his analysis of human knowledge and that it is made of ideas and impressions gathered from sensory experiences.  Hume begins his formal argument against the reasonableness of induction in Section IV, Part II of the Enquiries, with “…even after we have experience of the operations of cause and effect, our conclusions from that experience are not founded on reasoning, or any process of the understanding.” 
  With this, Hume sets up for a negative argument of induction.


His first point is valid and worth noting, which is when faced with an object not experienced before, one cannot determine, by merely examining it, its purpose, or effect.  Anyone can find this true by thinking of the genuine story of tomatoes.  Tomatoes have been around for a long time, however they were not used for food until relatively recently because they were known to be cousins to the nightshade family of plants which are deadly.  We can imagine a sunny Italian afternoon when some unfortunate soul (probably the village idiot) ate one; and while the villagers were preparing for his funeral, found that the fortunate vegetarian did not die.  Everyone then rejoiced and made tomato sauce to go with their pasta!  This proves Hume’s point, that by simple examination, one cannot determine the effect of an object.  Only by direct experience do we gain knowledge about its effects.


However, Hume continues by questioning whether it was reasonable for the villagers to then eat other tomatoes, in his words, “from causes which appear similar we expect similar effects.” 
  This is the problem of induction, arguing from the specific to the general: “I have found, in all past instances, such sensible qualities conjoined with such secret powers: … similar sensible qualities will always be conjoined with similar secret powers.” 
  Using the tomato example, just because you see a round fruit hanging from a plant that is bright red, and semi-soft, what possesses anyone to believe it will be like a previous tomato (and not kill them).   Hume thinks it is irrational to infer the fruit found is non-lethal.


Hume bases the argument on one point, the Principle of the Uniformity of Nature (PUN).  Hume states that an argument from inductive reasoning is as follows:

(1) In all occurrences, B’s follow A’s (People eat tomatoes and don’t die)

(2) A has occurred (Someone ate a tomato)

---------------------------------------------------------

(3) B must follow (They didn’t die)

Hume claims this is irrational because, 

“For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past, and that similar powers will be conjoined with similar sensible qualities.  If there be any suspicion that the course of nature may change, and the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless, and can give rise to no inference or conclusion.”

Of course, this is based on the PUN, which states that ‘the future will resemble the past.’  The argument now looks like this (with the PUN inserted correctly).

(1) In all occurrences, B’s follow A’s

(2) The future will resemble the past (PUN)

(3) A has occurred

-----------------------------------------------------

(4) B must follow

The problem with the PUN is that it cannot be reasonably justified.  If we attempt to justify it as a priori knowledge, then it is easily denied without contradiction because we cannot reason to the general from the specific when we are born – we have no specific experiences from which to reason.  Likewise, the PUN cannot be justified as a posteriori knowledge, because the argument explains that in the past, the future has always resembled the past, so the future will continue to resemble the past.  It is easy to see that this is circular reasoning because we are justifying induction by using induction and is therefore an incorrect argument.

The argument against the PUN seems rational enough, except for one minor detail: throwing out the PUN also leads to irrationality.

This is noticeable when examining the tomato example.  Although it is understood that the tomato is a cousin to the nightshade family, people still regularly go out and purchase tomato products without the slightest thought that they could die from eating them.  Why is this rational?  Because they have lived after eating a tomato and seen everyone else eat tomatoes and live 100% of the time (this is not using induction to show induction, this is simply counting the events 1 to T-1 and showing that none of those events are events where people have died from the tomato = 100% non-fatality).  Therefore, it is irrational to think that the tomato would kill them this time.  Why is it irrational now you ask?  Hume’s worry was that “Their secret nature, and consequently all their effects and influence, may change, without any change in their sensible qualities.”
  This is true.  The tomato may look the same, but be poisonous now; we would not know just by looking at it, the same, as we cannot tell any object’s effect by simple examination.  However, since we have not experienced it being poisonous we have no knowledge of it being poisonous.  Thereby assuming it is poisonous would be making a decision about the objects effects without knowledge of the object.   This is the same as guessing, which is irrational (simply because the guess cannot be justified except that it was the answer guessed).  Therefore, induction is not irrational because not using induction, at least in this example, would also be irrational.

Let us examine another example.  Say we are presented with a bag of colored chips.  We pick one chip out the bag and its color is white.  What if we are then asked, what will the color of the next chip be? And we answer (to the best of our knowledge), ‘white.’  However, what we don’t know is that all the chip colors have changed and there are no white chips in the bag now.  Is it still reasonable for us to answer white although the effects of the object have changed?  Yes.  Because we have no experience, and therefore no knowledge of any other color in the bag.  Therefore, although the contents of the bag have changed, it would be irrational for us to answer any other color because that would only be a guess, of which there exists no justification (other than it is a guess).

Nevertheless, Hume’s argument is not destroyed; in fact, we have not proven Hume’s argument incorrect at all, all that we have done is to show the possibility that things may be different than Hume had thought.  Even more interesting, is the fact that although the argument presented here shows that not using induction can be irrational, Hume’s argument is also correct in that we cannot justify the thought that the future will resemble the past.

Notice that Hume does not question our ability to infer, or the use of it in everyday life, because he concedes that this cannot be avoided, 

“And though none but a fool or madman will ever pretend to dispute the authority of experience, or to reject that great guide of human life, it may surely be allowed a philosopher to have so much curiosity at least as to examine the principle of human experience, and makes us draw advantage from that similarity which nature has placed among different objects.” 

What we can question is the rationality of the faith we put in inductive reasoning.  This is what Hume attacks so irreverently.  Hume is never so skeptical that his philosophy would lead to the questioning of basic human traits – because he understands that those skeptics who do go that far cannot live with their philosophy.

An interesting commentary on Hume is made if one were to look in any contemporary advanced Physics textbook; they would not find deterministic language any longer, replaced with the language of probability and statistics.  Scientists no longer view the universe and laws as permanent and unchanging, but rather complex and chaotic with patterns of randomness (or the lack of patterns, as the case may be).

During Hume’s lifetime, the work of Newton was being touted as the answer to the physical universe.  We know Hume strove to become the Newton of the moral sciences.  Since Newton’s work stresses determinism in all systems (which is far from fact), maybe Hume thought that that was the way human knowledge was being (or was going to be) modeled.  Perhaps this may not have felt intuitively right to him, so he tried to keep the determinism found in a Newtonian system away from the moral sciences.  A way of achieving this could be by proving induction irrational, thereby showing we were not products of the past and therefore non-deterministic.  In that respect, Hume may be a forerunner to Albert Einstein and the other quantum physicists of the last century.  Nonetheless, Hume did great things for philosophy especially English speaking philosophers.  However, in fear of a deterministic Newtonian human understanding, he may have overlooked the ability to use and weigh statistical measures to anticipate the future (at least in a small way) and thrown out the ability prematurely.  Moreover, by doing so, possibly saved the moral sciences from being dragged down into the pit he saw in determinism.

The problem of induction is rather famous, and is developed by many philosophers including Russell, Popper, Goodman, and Swinburne.  It has brought many to question our own intuition as well as the rationality of our thought in general.  In this paper, we have discussed that Hume’s argument is correct as it stands (logically), however we cannot say that induction is irrational in all instances, because two examples have been presented where not using induction is also irrational.  The problem of where that leaves us when both sides seem irrational must be left for another time.  Regardless, Hume’s epistemology has opened doors for contemporary philosophy to ponder questions such as the problem of induction, and to examine the human experience – which is the noblest goal of philosophy.
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