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tigating the workings of a world created and providentially governed by a
rational and benevolent deity.

Neither of these beliefs was shared by Hume, who discarded com-
pletely the traditional metaphysics of substances and attributes, and who
disbelieved in the existence of God. It might be supposed that Hume’s
atheism would have led him to reject the voluntarist arguments against
necessary connections which had relied for their force on the doctrine of
divine omnipotence. In fact the conclusions survived, and the arguments
were adapted with God being replaced by the human imagination. “What-
ever is clearly conceiv’d may exist after the same manner’ (Hume [1739],
p. 233). Hume was therefore able to reason along the same lines as his
late medieval and early modern predecessors, and, unencumbered by
many of their presuppositions, to arrive at conclusions which even he
found to be deeply disturbing.

5 AN ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATION

Hacking’s explanation of the emergence of inductive scepticism would
seem therefore to be fundamentally unsatisfactory. Of the two parts of his
explanation, one (the claim about signs) is certainly false, and the other is
seriously inadequate. It would appear that what distinguished Hume from
his predecessors was not the adoption of any radically novel metaphysical
axioms. The most fundamental premises of his philosophy were far from
new. What distinguished Hume and enabled him to formulate a kind of
scepticism without clear historical precedent was a greater readiness and
ability to pursue certain lines of argument to their ultimate conclusion, a
temperament sympathetic to the construction of a systematic kind
of philosophy (unlike Bayle), and a notable freedom from many of the
philosophical and theological constraints which guided most of his pre-
decessors.

In the remainder of this article I would like to set out an alternative
hypothesis to Hacking’s. Superficially it might appear to diverge from the
account of Hume’s position given in the last few pages, but on deeper
examination the two analyses will be found to be entirely compatible with
one another.

The problem of induction is at bottom a problem about inference from
particular to universal propositions. It would seem therefore reasonable to
suppose that there may be some usefully close connection between this
problem and the metaphysical problems about the nature and existence of
universals which have become known as the problem of universals.

The problem of universals as it existed in the Middle Ages and sub-
sequently was essentially the problem of whether there are any things which
are universals, or whether the only things that exist are particulars. Towards
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the end of the Middle Ages the two contending parties became known
respectively as realists and nominalists, a pair of rather inappropriate names
which have survived, but which are potentially very misleading. The view
which has become known as nominalism is, despite the unfortunate con-
notations of the word itself, not primarily about names at all. Nominalism
is best understood as the thesis that everything which exists is an individual
or a particular, and realism as the denial of this. When Berkeley, in the
person of Philonous, remarked to Hylas that ‘it is an universally received
maxim, that everything which exists, is particular’ (Berkeley [1713], p. 192)
he was both indicating his own adherence to the nominalist side and at the
same time presuming that those whom he was trying to persuade would be

of the same point of view. If we assume that Hylas was intended to be a

plain man who had derived his philosophical opinions largely from Locke’s
Essay, then Berkeley was clearly justified in his approach. Hobbes, Locke,
Berkeley and Hume were all quite unambiguously nominalists, not in the
sense that they used this name for themselves, but in that they were in full
agreement with Ockham and his followers on the fundamental principle
that only individuals exist. (On the importance of nominalism in Locke’s
thought, and the misconceptions which arise when the character and his-
torical continuity of the nominalist tradition is inadequately understood,
see Milton [1981].)

The connection between the problem of universals and the problem of
induction appears if we consider the truth-conditions of universal propo-
sitions. If we assume a correspondence theory of truth, then if we suppose
that universal things of some kind exist, universal propositions can be true
or false according to whether they correctly state how things are with the
corresponding universal entities. This is perhaps clearest if we consider
the early, as yet uncomplicated, theory of Ideas put forward by Plato in
dialogues like the Phaedo and the Republic. Universal propositions about
lines and circles are true not because of their relation to particular, sensible
lines and circles, but because of their relation to the Ideas. Parallel
accounts can be given for Neoplatonic, Aristotelian and Neo-Aristotelian
theories, though the relations are more complex and more difficult to
describe.

If on the other hand we accept the nominalist position, all this talk of
universal entities is wholly and utterly mistaken, and so therefore are all
theories which presuppose their existence. A universal proposition has
to be considered as an infinite number of singular propositions. The universal
proposition is true only if all the singular particular propositions are true,
and it can be known to be true only either if it is deduced from higher-level
universal propositions which are themselves known to be true, or else if we
know that all the singular particular propositions are true. Since there cannot
be an infinite regress in the first case (cf. Posterior Analytics, 72bs—25), it
appears that in order to know the truth of any universal proposition we
must first establish the truth of at least some universal propositions by
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investigating the truth or falsity of all their particular instances, and this
may well be difficult or impossible.

There are a variety of possible responses to this predicament. One is, in
effect, to admit defeat. In the words of the sixteenth-century Portuguese
sceptic, Francisco Sanches (addressing an imagined scholastic opponent):

You admit that there is no science of individuals, because they are infinite. But
species are nothing or at least only a certain kind of imagination: only individuals
exist, only they are perceived, from them only is science to be had, from them it
must be taken; if not, show me these your universals in nature. You will put them
in the particulars themselves. I however see nothing universal in them: everything
is particular.

(Sanches [1581], p. 126).

Here the connection between nominalism and scepicism is very clear.
Another approach is no longer to require certainty, but to be prepared to
be satisfied with probabilities. This retreat to probability is the way taken
by nearly all modern writers on inductive logic. Yet another possibility is
to suppose that in certain circumstances one need investigate only a limited
number of particular cases in order to establish firmly the truth of a uni-
versal generalisation. One can find a very clear description of this kind of
approach in the writings of such sixteenth-century Paduan Aristotelians as
Ludovico Buccaferrea (Risse [1964], Vol. I, p. 217) and Jacopo Zabarella.
Zabarella held that there is a particular kind of induction, demonstrative
induction, which enables us to infer universal conclusions with certainty
from an incomplete survey of the particulars. When using this kind of
induction ‘we do not take all the particulars: for when we begin to enumerate
some few of them, it is at once apparent that the predicate is essential to
them: therefore leaving aside the enumeration of the remainder, we infer
the universal . . .” (De Methodis 111.14, Zabarella [1608], col. 225F).

In another work, De Regressu, Zabarella describes demonstrative induc-
tion in a similar way:

‘Demonstrative induction can be carried on in a necessary subject matter and in
things which have an essential connection with one another. It does not therefore
consider all the particulars, since after certain of them have been examined, our
mind immediately discerns the essential connection, and then, disregarding the
remaining particulars, at once infers the universal; for it knows that it is necessary
how things must be with the remainder.’

(Zabarella [1608], col. 485D).

This kind of demonstrative induction presupposes the existence of neces-
sary connections between things which are capable of being intuitively
grasped by our minds. As Zabarella says ‘Inductio . . . demonstrativa
fit in materia necessaria’, and if there are in reality no necessary connections
to be grasped then the kind of demonstrative induction which Zabarella
describes is impossible.

With this statement of Zabarella’s theory in mind, we may return to
examine its ultimate source, the account of induction in Posterior Analytics
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II.19. As was remarked earlier, Aristotle appears to slide from an account
of how we acquire general concepts to an account of how we get to know
general truths. The reason he does this is certainly not philosophical incom-
petence, or mere carelessness. Rather it is that the two processes are
extremely closely connected within the general framework of Aristotle’s
philosophy. In Posterior Analytics 11.19 Aristotle was not describing the
formation of something like a Lockean abstract general idea. For Aristotle
what comes into the soul is a real universal thing, a form no longer indi-
viduated by matter. This is often concealed for the English reader by
translators who put words into their translation which have no counterpart
in the original, presumably with the aim of making Aristotle’s thought
more intelligible to modern readers. Tredennick, for example, in the Loeb
edition, gives the following translation of 100ar14fT:

Let us re-state what we said just now with insufficient precision. As soon as one
individual percept has ‘come to a halt’ in the soul, this is the first beginning of the
presence there of a universal (because although it is the particular that we per-
ceive, the act of perception involves the universal, e.g., ‘man’ not ‘a man, Callias’).
Then other ‘halts’ occur among these proximate universals, until the indivisible
genera or ultimate universals are established. E.g. a particular species of animal
leads to the genus ‘animal’, and so on. Clearly then it must be by induction that we
acquire knowledge of the primary premises, because this is also the way in which
general concepts are conveyed to us by sense-perception.

The word ‘concept’ in the last sentence has however no equivalent in the
Greek text, which refers merely to universals (cf. 100a6). These universals
are not mere ‘general ideas’, of the kind which appear in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century theories of knowledge. They are on the contrary real
universal things existing in the intellect (De Anima, 417b23), and it is their
presence there which makes possible the kind of demonstrative induction
described by Zabarella. Once their existence is denied then two things begin
to happen which determine much of the distinctive character of modern
philosophy. If there are no real universals, then the only things to which
universality can intelligibly be ascribed are signs which may be words or
mental concepts or ideas, however conceived. Propositions about such signs
are still possible objects of human knowledge, but inevitably they appear
more and more limited in scope. Plato and Hume are superficially in agree-
ment in regarding the relations of ideas as the true objects of human
knowledge. The intellectual distance between them is a consequence of
the utterly different meanings which they attached to the word ‘idea’.
Propositions of this kind are, according to Hume, ‘discoverable by the mere
operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in
the universe’ (Hume [1748], p. 25). They can therefore tell us nothing
whatever about the existence or nature of anything in that universe. Prop-
ositions about matters of fact and existence cannot be shown to be true or
false by any kind of intellectual intuition, including the kind of intuitive
induction described by Zabarella. The only way in which such propositions
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can even in principle be shown to be true is by ordinary non-intuitive
induction, and this appears capable at best of furnishing us with prob-
abilities, and at worst of giving us no reason whatever for accepting the
truth of any universal generalisation. The problem of induction emerges as
one of the central problems of modern philosophy.
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