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All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into two kinds, to wit,
Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the frst kind are the sciences of Geometry, Algebra,
and Arithmetic; and in short, every affrmation, which is either intuitively or demonstratively
certain. That the square of the hypothenuse is equal to the square of the two sides, is a proposition,
which expresses a relation between these fgures. That three times fve is equal to the half of thirty,
expresses a relation between these numbers. Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the
mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is any where existent in the
universe. Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths, demonstrated by
Euclid, would for ever retain their certainty and evidence.
Matters of fact, which are the second objects of human reason, are not ascertained in the
same manner; nor is our evidence of their truth, however great, of a like nature with the
foregoing. The contrary of every matter of fact is still possible; because it can never imply a
contradiction, and is conceived by the mind with the same facility and distinctness, as if ever
so conformable to reality. That the sun will not rise tomorrow is no less intelligible a proposition,
and implies no more contradiction, than the affrmation, that it will rise. We should in vain,
therefore, attempt to demonstrate its falsehood. Were it demonstratively false, it would imply
a contradiction, and could never be distinctly conceived by the mind. […]
If we would satisfy ourselves, therefore, concerning the nature of that evidence, which
assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at the knowledge of cause and
effect.
I shall venture to affrm, as a general proposition, which admits of no exception, that the
knowledge of this relation is not, in any instance, attained by reasonings a priori; but arises
entirely from experience, when we fnd, that any particular objects are constantly conjoined
with each other. Let an object be presented to a man of ever so strong natural reason and
abilities; if that object be entirely new to him, he will not be able, by the most accurate
examination of its sensible qualities, to discover any of its causes or effects. Adam, though his
rational faculties be supposed, at the very frst, entirely perfect, could not have inferred from
the fuidity, and transparency of water, that it would suffocate him, or from the light and
warmth of fre, that it would consume him. No object ever discovers, by the qualities which
appear to the senses, either the causes which produced it, or the effects which will arise from
it; nor can our reason, unassisted by experience, ever draw any inference concerning real
existence and matter of fact.
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Here then is our natural state of ignorance with regard to the powers and infuence of all
objects. How is this remedied by experience? It only shows us a number of uniform effects,
resulting from certain objects, and teaches us, that those particular objects, at that particular
time, were endowed with such powers and forces. When a new object, endowed with similar
sensible qualities, is produced, we expect similar powers and forces, and look for a like effect.
From a body of like colour and consistence with bread, we expect like nourishment and
support. But this surely is a step or progress of the mind, which wants to be explained. When
a man says, I have found, in all past instances, such sensible qualities conjoined with such secret powers:
And when he says, similar sensible qualities will always be conjoined with similar secret powers; he is
not guilty of a tautology, nor are these propositions in any respect the same. You say that the
one proposition is an inference from the other. But you must confess that the inference is not
intuitive; neither is it demonstrative. Of what nature is it then? To say it is experimental, is
begging the question. 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 that
the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless, and can give rise to no
inference or conclusion. It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experience can
prove this resemblance of the past to the future; since all these arguments are founded on the
supposition of that resemblance.
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