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112-114 pourquoi l’expérience permet-elle de prédire  

If a body of like colour and consistence with that bread, which we have formerly eat, be presented to us, 

we make no scruple of repeating the experiment, and foresee, with certainty, like nourishment and support. Now 

this is a process of the mind or thought, of which I would willingly know the foundation. […] As to past 

Experience, it can be allowed to give direct effect and certain information of those precise objects only, and that 

precise period of time, which fell under its cognizance: but why this experience should be extended to future 

times, and to other objects, which for aught we know, may be only in appearance similar; this is the main 

question on which I would insist. The bread, which I formerly eat, nourished me; that is, a body of such sensible 

qualities was, at that time, endued with such secret powers: but does it follow, that other bread must also nourish 

at another time, and that like sensible qualities must always be attended with like secret powers? The 

consequence seems nowise necessary. At least, it must be acknowledged that there is here a consequence drawn 

by the mind; that there is a certain step taken; a process of thought and an inference, which wants to be 

explained. There two propositions are far from being the same, I have found that such an object has always been 

attended with such an effect, and I foresee, that other objects, which are, in appearance, similar, will be attended 

with similar effects. I shall allow, if you please, that the one proposition may justly be inferred from the other: I 

know, in fact, that it always is inferred. But if you insist that the inference is made by a chain of reasoning, I 

desire you to produce that reasoning. The connexion between these propositions is not intuitive. There is 

required a medium, which may enable the mind to draw such an inference, if needed it be drawn by reasoning 

and argument. What that medium is, I must confess, passes my comprehension; and it is incumbent on those to 

produce it, who assert that it really exists, and is the origin of all our conclusions concerning that matter of fact. 

 

136-138 la fin d’un raisonnement est une expérience 

[footnote] But notwithstanding that [the distinction between reason and experience] be thus universally 

received, both in the active speculative scenes of life, I shall not scruple to pronounce that it is, at bottom, 

erroneous, at least superficial. 

If we examine those arguments, which, in any of the sciences above mentioned, are supposed to be the 

mere effects of reasoning and reflection they will be found to terminate, at last, in some general principle or 

conclusion, for which we can assign no reason but observation and experience. 

 

136-140 à la base de la prediction est l’habitude 

All inferences from experience […] are effects of custom, not of reasoning. 

6. Custom, then, is the great guide of human life. It is that principle alone which renders our experience 

useful to us, and makes us expect, for the future, a similar train of events with those which have appeared in the 

past. Without the influence of custom, we should be entirely ignorant of every matter of fact beyond what is 

immediately present to the memory and senses. We should never know how to adjust means to ends, or to 

employ our natural powers in the production of any effect. There would be an end at once of all actions, as well 

as of the chief part of speculation. 

 

160-164 l’habitude ne peut être issue de la raison 

21. Here […] is a kind of pre-established harmony between the course of nature and the succession of 

our ideas; and though the powers and forces, by which the former is governed, be wholly unknown to us; yet our 

thoughts and conceptions have still, we find, gone on in the same train with the other works of nature. Custom is 

that principle, by which this correspondence has been effected; so necessary to the subsistence of our species, 

and the regulation of our conduct, in every circumstance and occurrence of human life. […] 

22. I shall add, for a further confirmation of the foregoing theory, that, as this operation of the mind, by 

which we infer like effects from like causes, and vice versa, is so essential to the subsistence of all human 

creatures, it is not probable, that it could be trusted to the fallacious deductions of our reason, which is slow in its 



operations; appears not, in any degree, during the first years of infancy; and at best is, in every age and period of 

human life, extremely liable to error and mistake. It is more conformable to the ordinary wisdom of nature to 

secure so necessary an act of the mind, by some instinct or mechanical tendency, which may be infallible in its 

operations, may discover itself at the first appearance of life and thought, and may be independent of all the 

laboured deductions of the understanding. As nature has taught us the use of our limbs, without giving us the 

knowledge of the muscles and nerves, by which they are actuated; so has she implanted in us an instinct, which 

carries forward the thought in a correspondent course to that which she had established among external objects; 

though we are ignorant of those powers and forces, on which this regular course and succession of objects totally 

depends. 

 

176-178 une idée simple vient de l’impression d’une experience vécue 

Complex ideas may, perhaps, be well known by definition, which is nothing but an enumeration of 

those parts or simple ideas, that compose them. But when we have pushed up definitions to the most simple 

ideas, and find still some ambiguity and obscurity, what resource are we then possessed of? By what invention 

can we throw light upon these ideas, and render them altogether precise and determinate to our intellectual view? 

Produce the impression or original sentiments from which the ideas are copied. These impressions are all strong 

and sensible. They admit not of ambiguity. They are not only placed in a full light themselves, but may throw 

light on their correspondent ideas, which lie in obscurity. 

 

206-208 l’habitude est créée par la répétition 

this idea of a necessary connexion among events arises from a number of similar instances which occur 

of the constant conjunction of these events; nor can that idea ever be suggested by any one of these instances, 

surveyed in all possible lights and positions. But there is nothing in a number of instances, different from every 

single instance, which is supposed to be exactly similar; except only, that after a repetition of similar instances, 

the mind is carried by habit, upon the appearance of one event, to expect its usual attendant, and to believe that it 

will exist. This connexion, therefore, which we feel in the mind, this customary transition of the imagination 

from on object to its usual attendant, is the sentiment or impression from which we form the idea of power or 

necessary connexion. Nothing farther is in the case. Contemplate the subject on all sides; you will never find any 

other origin of that idea. This is the sole difference between one instance, from which we can never receive the 

idea of connexion, and a number of similar instances, by which it is suggested. […] When we say, therefore, that 

one object is connected with another, we mean only that they have acquired a connexion in our thought, and give 

rise to this inference, by which they become proofs of each other’s existence: A conclusion which is somewhat 

extraordinary, but which seems founded on sufficient evidence. Nor will its evidence be weakened by any 

general difference of the understanding, or sceptical suspicion concerning every conclusion which is new and 

extraordinary. No conclusions can be more agreeable to scepticism than such as make discoveries concerning the 

weakness and narrow limits of human reason and capacity. 

 

208-210 définition d’une cause 

Similar objects are always conjoined with similar. Of this we have experience. Suitably to this 

experience, therefore, we may define a cause to be an object, followed by another, and where all the objects 

similar to the first are followed by objects similar to the second. Or in other words where, if the first object had 

not been, the second never had existed. This appearance of a cause always conveys the mind, by a customary 

transition, to the idea of the effect. Of this also we have experience. We may, therefore, suitably to this 

experience, form another definition of cause, and call it, an object followed by another, and whose appearance 

always conveys the thought to that other. But though both these definitions be drawn from circumstances foreign 

to the cause, we cannot remedy this inconvenience, or attain any more perfect definition, which may point out 

that circumstance in the cause, which gives it a connexions with its effect. We have no idea of this connexion, 

nor even any distinct notion what it is we desire to know, when we endeavour at a conception of it. […] We may 

consider the relation of cause and effect in either of these two lights: but beyond these, we have no idea of it. 

 

276-278 raisonnement instinctif 

though animals learn many parts of their knowledge from observation, there are also many parts of it, 

which they derive from the original hand of nature; which much exceed the capacity they possess on ordinary 

occasions, and in which they improve, little or nothing, by the longest practice and experience. These we 

denominate instincts, and are so apt to admire as something very extraordinary, and inexplicable by all the 

disquisitions of human understanding. But our wonder will, perhaps, cease or diminish, when we consider, that 

the experimental reasoning itself, which we possess in common with beasts, and on which the whole conduct of 

life depends, is nothing but a species of instinct or mechanical power, that acts in us unknown to ourselves; and 

its chief operations, is not directed by any such relations or comparisons of ideas, as are the proper objects of our 

intellectual faculties. Though the instinct be different, yet still it is an instinct, which teaches a man to avoid a 



fire; as much as that which teaches a bird, with such exactness, the art of incubation, and the whole economy and 

order of its nursery. 

 

284-286 valeur des témoingnages 

we may observe, that there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even necessary to 

human life than that which is derived from the testimony of men, and the reports of eye-witnesses and spectators. 

This species of reasoning, perhaps, one may deny to be founded on the relation of cause and effect. I shall not 

dispute about a word. It will be sufficient to observe that our assurance in any argument of this kind is derived 

from no other principle than our observation of the veracity of human testimony, and of the usual conformity of 

facts to the reports of witnesses. It being a general maxim, that no objects have any discoverable connexions 

together, and that all the inferences, which we can draw from one to another, are founded merely on our 

experience of their constant and regular conjunction; it is evident that we ought not to make an exception to this 

maxim in favour of human testimony, whose connexion with any even seems, in itself, as little necessary as any 

other. Were not the memory tenacious to a certain degree; had not men commonly an inclination to truth and a 

principle of probity; were they not sensible to shame, when detected in a falsehood; were not these, I say, 

discovered by experience, to be qualities, inherent in  human nature, we should never repose the least confidence 

in human testimony. A man delirious, or noted for falsehood and villainy, has no matter of authority with us. 

 

298 / 336 les croyances se fondent dans l’émerveillement 

The passion of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, gives a sensible 

tendency towards the belief of those events, from which it is derived. […]  

[…] the Christian Religion not only was at first attended with miracles, but even at this day cannot be 

believed by any reasonable person without on. Mere reason is insufficient to convince us of its veracity; and 

whoever is moved by Faith to assent to it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person, which subverts 

all the principles of his understanding, and gives him a determination to believe what is most contrary to custom 

and experience. 

 

388 / 396 les idées simples ne sont pas fondées par l’abstraction 

the ideas of those primary qualities are attained by abstraction, an opinion, which, if we examine it 

accurately, we shall find to be unintelligible, and even absurd. […] Let any man try to conceive a triangle in 

general, which is neither Isoceles no Scalenum, nor has any particular length or proportion of sides; and he will 

soon perceive the absurdity of all the scholastic notions with regard to abstraction and general ideas. 

[…] [footnote] if it be admitted that there is no such thing as abstract or general ideas, properly speaking; 

but that all general ideas are, in reality, particular ones, that resemble, in certain circumstances, the idea, present 

to the mind. Thus when the term horse is pronounced, we immediately figure to ourselves the idea of a black or 

white animal, of a particular size or figure; But as that term is also usually applied to animals of other colours, 

figures and sizes, these ideas, though not actually present to the imagination, are easily recalled; and our 

reasoning and conclusion proceed in the same way, as if they were actually present. 

 

404 prudence & modestie 

In general, there is a degree of doubt, and caution, and modesty, which, in all kinds of scrutiny and 

decision, ought for ever to accompany a just reasoner. 

[…] While we cannot give a satisfactory reason, why we believe, after a thousand experiments, that a 

stone will fall, or fire burn; can we ever satisfy ourselves concerning any determination, which we may form, 

with regard to the origin of worlds, and the situation of nature, from, and to eternity? 

 

410 l’expérience fonde notre action 

That the cube root of 64 is equal to the half of 10, is a false proposition, and can never be distinctly 

conceived. But that Caesar, or the angel Gabriel, or any being never existed, may be a false proposition, but still 

be perfectly conceivable, and implies no contradiction. 

29. The existence, therefore, of any being can only be proved by arguments from its cause or its effect; 

and these arguments are founded entirely on experience. If we reason a priori, anything may appear able to 

produce anything. The falling of a pebble may, for aught we know, extinguish the sun; or the wish of a man 

control the planets in their orbits. It is only experience, which teaches us the nature and bounds of cause and 

effect, and enables us to infer the existence of one object from that of another. Such is the foundation or moral 

reasoning, which forms the greater part of human knowledge, and is the source of all human action and 

behaviour. 

 


