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PHILIP AND PHOEBE
THE STORY
Phoebe, the more intellectual of the Terrible Twins, has been
reading up on the 18th Century philosopher David Hume. It
has made her very worried.
‘What's the matter with you today?’ asks Philip, her more
down-to-earth sibling, with a notable lack of sympathy.
‘I'm worried that the sun won't rise tomorrow morning and
we'll all freeze to death,’ wails Phoebe piteously, tears welling
up in her eyes. Continued on next page...

Extra Tricky Questions • P. 4

PHILIP AND PHOEBE
THE STORY CONTINUED
‘Oh, for goodness sake!’ snaps the ever-practical
Philip. ‘Listen! The sun has risen every day for
thousands of years, so of course it will rise tomorrow.
It's obvious. Stop worrying and pull yourself
together!’
‘But, how do I know ... the future ... will be the same ...
as the past?’ stammers Phoebe between sobs.
‘Perhaps it's just about to change and we'll all die.
Waaaahhhh!’
Philip stares at her, scarcely able to believe his eyes.
‘Sisters!’ he grumbles. ‘It's about time she stopped
reading philosophy. It's obviously not good for her!’

WHO IS RIGHT?
THE QUESTION

Who is right, Philip or Phoebe?
CAN YOU SET PHOEBE'S
MIND AT REST? CAN YOU
PROVE TO HER THAT THE
RUN WILL RISE TOMORROW
MORNING AS USUAL? OR
ARE WE NOT SURE THAT IT
WILL?
Discuss this with as many people
as you can. When you've thought
about this problem carefully, turn
to the next page.

WILL THE SUN RISE TOMORROW?
PHILOSOPHY BACKGROUND

The sun has always risen in the past, but does that mean it will definitely rise tomorrow
morning?
The book which Phoebe is reading is called An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding by David Hume, an 18th Century Scottish philosopher. Hume was
an empiricist. Empiricists believe that all real knowledge is based on the evidence of our
senses.
Hume points out that we only have evidence from our senses about the workings of the
world in the present and the past. Obviously, we have no evidence about the future,
because it hasn't happened yet. So, we cannot be sure what the future will bring. We
cannot even be sure that the sun will rise tomorrow.
Most people get around this problem in the way that Philip suggests. For the last several
thousand years the sun has always risen as usual, they say, so obviously it will do so
tomorrow as well. But this is a circular argument. You have to believe that the future
must behave in the same way as the past in order to prove that it will. You assume what
you are supposed to be proving.
What evidence is there for this belief about the world remaining the same? There is a lot
of evidence for it being true in the past. We know that nature behaved the same way in
2001 CE as it did in 2000 CE, for example, because we were there watching it. And the
same is true for 2002 compared with 2001. So, in the past, the future has always turned
out to be the same as the earlier past.
But will this continue? Can we be sure it will behave the same way in 2021 as it currently
does in 2020? No, we cannot be sure, says Hume. We will just have to wait and see.

THE QUESTION
HUME
Once you have understood Hume's argument, there is very little chance of proving it wrong.
Phoebe has seen this, and that is why she is so worried. She is correct; it is impossible
to prove that the sun will rise tomorrow morning.
But perhaps she is overreacting by being so worried. There are lots of other things that are
more likely to give us trouble than the failure of the sun to rise (global warming, wars,
pandemics), so perhaps she is worrying about the wrong thing. And anyway, isn't it better
to be excited about the future being different, rather than worried?
So, although Phoebe is philosophically more correct, Philip has a more sensible approach
to life in an uncertain world. As Hume himself says, at the end of his book: there comes a
point where you just have to give up such philosophical thoughts and simply get on with
life.

DISCUSS WITH AS MANY PEOPLE AS YOU CAN...

WANT THREE
EXTRA TRICKY
QUESTIONS?
1.Science is based on experiments using sense
experience. So, can science predict the future?
2.Why do scientific laws stay the same year
after year? Why don't they change like
everything else?
3.Which matters more: security or adventure?

Debate with other Year 6 who like
thinking. Ask an adult at home to
email us if you want to join our
Year 6 Philosophy Group on Zoom
enquiries@fundaysclub.co.uk
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