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There is a powerful instinct 
of nature - we can’t but help 
trust our senses about the 
external world’s existence.

This instinct of nature also 
causes us to think that the 
images presented by our 
senses are the very things 
themselves. 

In other words, I think 
that the image of a cup 
that my senses present to 
me is the cup itself.

BUT, this opinion 
does not survive the 
scrutiny of reasoning.

In the case of the cup, the 
only thing present to the 
mind is an image or a 
perception of the cup.

As I move further away 
from the cup it appears 
smaller but the real cup 
does not become smaller 
→ thus it is only an image 
of the cup that was 
present to our minds.

“…the existences, which we 
consider, when we say, this house 
and that tree, are nothing but 
perceptions in the mind, and 
fleeting copies or representations of 
other existences, which remain 
uniform and independent.”

Scepticism

We are thus necessitated by 
reasoning to contradict or depart 

from our primary instincts of 
nature and to embrace a new 

system with regard to the 
evidence of our senses.

But philosophy is left 
embarrassed here…

We are not on the 
firm ground of 
natural instinct any 
more…

And using reason to 
prove any new system 
is (according to Hume) 
impossible.

An argument for a new 
system would have to prove 

the following:

And that these 
perceptions of the 
mind aren’t caused by:

either the energy of the 
mind itself…

…or by the suggestion of 
some invisible, unknown 
spirit…

…or by some other 
unknown cause.

Are the perceptions of the senses 
produced by the external objects 

that resemble them?

This is a question of fact.

And all questions of fact are 
determined by experience - 
i.e. matter of fact reasoning.

But, experience cannot 
possibly apply in this case:

The mind experiences only 
perceptions…

That the perceptions of the mind 
are caused by real, external 
objects, that are entirely separate 
from the perceptions whilst still 
resembling the perceptions as 
closely as possible.

Why the 
difference in 
terminology 

here?

…AND cannot reach any 
experience of the connection 
between perceptions and 
their objects.

And why these two things 
cannot be proven:

Relying on the 
veracity of the 
supreme being 
also doesn’t 
work… (E 12.13)

Descartes…

There is another similar 
sceptical argument that 

undermines the 
trustworthiness of the 
evidence of the senses:

What are secondary 
and primary qualities:

Secondary qualities Primary qualities

At Hume’s time the 
secondary qualities 
were held to NOT exist 
in the objects 
themselves…

BUT, to be 
perceptions of the 
mind without any 
external archetype or 
model which they 
represent.

These secondary qualities 
are:

Hard, soft, cold, hot, 
white, black, et cetera.

The primary qualities 
were held to be 
extension and solidity.

The idea of extension is 
entirely acquired from the 
senses (i.e. sight and feeling).

…IF all the qualities 
perceived by the senses are in 
the mind, not in the object,…

Where do the primary qualities 
come from?

Profound philosophical 
objections to the evidence 

of the senses or to the 
opinion of external 

existence:

When rested on natural 
instinct, the belief in the 
evidence of the senses is 
contrary to reason

When rested on reason, the 
belief in the evidence of the 
sense is contrary to natural 
instinct.

AND,

Furthermore, when this 
belief is rested on 
reason, there is no 
rational evidence for it.

In fact:

…THEN the belief in the 
evidence of the senses is 
contrary to reason.

IF the idea that all 
sensible qualities are in 
the mind and not in the 
object is held,…

The belief that the 
evidence of the senses is 
justified when rested on 

natural instinct.

…THEN, extension is as 
much in the mind as any 
secondary quality.

AND, we cannot know even 
the primary qualities of 
external objects.

BUT,…

Sceptisicm’s 
attempt at 
destroying reason 
by means of 
reasoning… E12.17


