History of Philosophy: Ren.-En.

Hume’s argument that knowledge of causes and effects is (1) not a priori (because it’s always justified by appeal to past matters of fact) and (2) never rationally certain

Claim C: Event P causes event Q (occurring after P).
Skeptical question about C: How do you know that P causes Q.

Justification J1 of C: There is some law/regularity L according to which occurrences of P’s are always followed by occurrences of Q’s.

Skeptical question about J1: How do you know that L is (always) true?

Justification J2 of J1: Past experience confirms L.

Skeptical question about J2: How do you know that a law/regularity observed in the past will also continue to hold in the future?

Justification J3 of J2: The future (i.e., future occurrences) will be like the past (i.e., past regularities).

Skeptical question about J3: How do you know that the future will be like the past?

Justification J4 of J3: Past experience confirms that the future will be like the past, i.e., in the past, the future has always proved to be like the past.

The problem: J4 does not justify J3 without begging the question, i.e., assuming the conclusion of the argument as a premise.  This is because the question at issue here is whether the future will be like the past.  And J4 justifies J3 only if we assume precisely this question, i.e., that from the fact that in the past the future has always proved to be like the past, it follows that in the future the future will continue to be like the past.

At this point, there are two options.  Either the proponent of certain knowledge of causation concedes defeat to the skeptic; or an infinite regress is generated (of J5 to justify J4, J6 to justify J5, ad infinitum).  In either case, every justification made by the proponent of certain knowledge of causation can be met with a reasonable skeptical doubt, and the skeptic thus wins.

Hume holds that claims about cause and effect can be justified only by appeal to (past or present) experience.  Nevertheless, since a claim about a cause and effect is (sometimes implicitly) about the future, it must go beyond experience.  Strictly speaking, a claim about cause and effect cannot be known with rational certainty.

Hume’s conclusion is that there are just two kinds of rational certainty:

(1) knowledge of present matters of fact that we perceive, or of past matters of fact that we remember.  Both kinds of knowledge are of contingent “synthetic” truths (in which the predicate adds something to the subject), and can be justified only “a posteriori”, i.e., by appealing to experience.

(2) Knowledge based on reasoning about the relation of ideas.  This knowledge is of “analytic” truths (= those whose denial would be a contradiction; those whose subject term includes the predicate term), and can be justified a priori, i.e., independently of experience.  Examples include the axioms and theorems of geometry or arithmetic.
