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SECTION IV.

SCEPTICAL DOUBTS CONCERNING THE OPERATIONS OF

THE UNDERSTANDING.

PART I.

20 ALL the objects ofhuman reason or enquiry may naturally
be divided into two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas

^
and

'

fijatters
of Fact. Of the first kind are the sciences of

Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic
; and in

'

short, every
affirmation 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 figures. That three times five 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 anywhere 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.

21 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 dis-

tinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality. That the
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change, and that the past may be no rule for the future, all

experience becomes useless, and can give rise to no in-

ference 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. Let the

course of things be allowed hitherto ever so regular ;
that

alone, without some new argument or inference, proves

not that, for the future, it will continue so. In vain do

you pretend to have learned the nature of bodies from your

past experience. Their secret nature, and consequently

all their effects and influence, may change, without any

change in their sensible qualities. This happens some-

times, and with regard to some objects : Why may it not

happen always, and with regard to all objects ? What logic,

what process of argument secures you against this supposi-

tion ? My practice, you say, refutes my doubts. But you

mistake the purport of my question. As an agent, I am

quite satisfied in the point ;
but as a philosopher, who has

some share of curiosity, I will not say scepticism, I want to

learn the foundation of this inference. No reading, no

enquiry has yet been able to remove my difficulty, or give

me satisfaction in a matter of such importance. Can I do

better than propose the difficulty to the public, even though,

perhaps, I have small hopes of obtaining a solution ? We
shall at least, by this means, be sensible of our ignorance,

if we do not augment our knowledge.
33 I must confess that a man is guilty of unpardonable

arrogance who concludes, because an argument has/

escaped his own investigation, that therefore it does not'

really exist. I must also confess that, though all the

learned, ,for several ages, should have employed themselves

in fruitless search upon any subject, it may still, perhaps, be

rash to conclude positively that the subject must, therefore,

pass all human comprehension. Even though we examine
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