David Hume’s Criticisms of the Cosmological Argument
The essence of the cosmological argument that “Nothing can come from nothing” (Ex nihilo, nihil fit) is founded on two major principles of causal reasoning which can be found in Aquinas’ Cosmological arguments (the first three ways) as well as Copleston’s version of the argument:
(1) That whatever exists must have a cause or ground for its existence (as Leibniz points to in his principle of sufficient reason); and 
(2) That no cause can produce or give rise to perfections or excellences that it does not itself possess (most clearly seen in Aquinas’ first way in the movement from potentiality to actuality but present in each argument).
Hume is concerned by the philosophical weight placed on causation in the cosmological argument.  He challenges the above assumptions in (1) and (2) as well as the belief in the principle that ‘nothing can come from nothing’ (Ex nihilo, nihil fit)

Hume’s concerns over the structure of the cosmological argument
(1) Hume challenges the idea that just because one ‘effect’ in a chain has a ‘cause’ it does not follow that a whole series of cause and effect has a single cause. This is sometimes referred to as the fallacy of composition.

Hume's point is that we know about causes within the universe but this does not entitle us to move to a cause of the universe as a whole. The essence of this point can be expressed by saying that it is one thing to state every human being has a mother, but that one cannot move from this to say that there is a mother for the whole human race (this is the way that Russell presents the fallacy of composition in his argument with Copleston).  In Hume’s own words he states:
“The WHOLE, you say, wants a cause. I answer, that the uniting of these parts into a whole, like the uniting of several distinct counties into one kingdom, or several distinct members into one body, is performed merely by an arbitrary act of mind, and has no influence on the nature of things. Did I show you the particular cause of each individual in a collection of twenty particles of matter, I should think it very unreasonable, should you afterwards ask me, what was the cause of the whole twenty. This is sufficiently explained in explaining the cause of the parts.” (Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion) 
Hume is questioning why someone would need any other explanation of the twenty particles (what was the cause of the whole twenty?) when you have explained the cause of each of them individually.  Hume gives us another example of the fallacy of composition in the quote below by comparing the logical necessity of a husband having a wife with the assertion that every man must be married. 
“But this does not prove, that every being must be preceded by a cause; no more than it follows, because every husband must have a wife, that therefore every man must be marry'd. The true state of the question is, whether every object, which begins to exist, must owe its existence to a cause: and this I assert neither to be intuitively nor demonstratively certain…” (David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 1: Of the Understanding, Part 3: Of knowledge of probability, Section 3) 

This last quote indicates another of Hume’s arguments, which is about the question of whether every ‘thing’ needs to be explained in terms of a cause.  It challenges the essential principle of the cosmological argument that ‘nothing can come from nothing’. 
(2) Why can’t the universe be eternal? Can’t there be an infinite chain of cause and effect? Hume questions the assumption that an infinite series of causes and effects requires some explanation or cause for its existence.  

Hume maintains, it is entirely possible for us to conceive of something beginning to exist without any cause. All that is claimed is that it is conceivable that the world is not created or produced or the effect of anything. In this view, as far as we can tell a priori, the world may have come into existence without any cause whatsoever. If God's non-existence is impossible because of some “unknown inconceivable qualities”, why should we assume that these qualities do not belong to matter?  This means that matter could be eternal and so needs no further explanation.
“The true state of the question is, whether every object, which begins to exist, must owe its existence to a cause: and this I assert neither to be intuitively nor demonstratively certain…”
(3) Like causes resemble like effects. The most that can be derived from finite effects will be finite causes. All that it is reasonable to do is to propose a cause adequate to explain the effect, and this will be a finite cause. 
Hume asks why one should not postulate male and female gods who are born and die, as the closer the analogy between causes in the world and causes of the world as a whole the closer should be the resemblance between us as agents who cause things and God.
(4) Hume challenges notion (2) (that no cause can produce or give rise to perfections or excellences that it does not itself possess) by stating “any thing may produce any thing”
“Creation, annihilation, motion, reason, volition; all these may arise from one another, or from any other object we can imagine.” (A Treatise of Human Nature)
This idea challenges the notion of the movement of potentiality to actuality found in Aquinas’ first way.  Aquinas suggests that only something in a state of actuality can ‘move’ something from its potentiality. 
Challenges from Contingency and Necessity 

Aquinas’ third way is subtly different from his other arguments.  It seeks to establish the dependency of a universe of contingent objects upon a necessary being.  This part of Hume’s argument can be particularly difficult to grasp at first. Take a look at the following distinctions of the term ‘necessity’.

De dicto means ‘of words’ – so this ‘necessity’ is a necessity based on how words are used. E.g. ‘Spinsters are female’ is necessarily true because of the way the word spinster is used. It is the logical necessity found a priori. (This logic is used in the ontological argument.)
De re means ‘of things’ – so this ‘necessity’ is a necessity based on the nature of a thing – thus God is held to be de re necessary because God’s nature is to exist, God cannot not exist. The suggestion by Aquinas is that the nature of contingent things is such that they require a necessary being to explain their existence – notice that this is argument a posteriori as it is dependent on experience of contingent things BEFORE coming to the conclusion that God is necessary in nature (this is the essence of Copleston’s argument).  This type of necessity is referred to as a factual necessity.

(5) Hume’s argument is that there is no being whose non-existence implies a contradiction.  By this he means the term ‘necessary being’ does not make sense a posteriori. The words 'necessary being' have no consistent meaning. Any being claimed to exist may or may not exist. Hume stated this by saying that ‘All existential propositions are synthetic’.

“…there is an evident absurdity in pretending to demonstrate a matter of fact, or to prove it by arguments a priori. Nothing is demonstrable, unless the contrary is a contradiction. Nothing, that is directly conceivable, implies a contradiction. Whatever we conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-existent. There is no being, therefore, whose non-existence implies a contradiction. Consequently there is no Being whose contradiction is demonstrable.” (Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion)
Hume’s challenges of Causation
(6) Hume states that it is a mistake to conceive of the cosmological question of the universe’s origin in terms of cause and effect because this takes us beyond the scope of human ideas and understanding. 
Hume's general analysis of the nature of causation, as developed in the A Treatise of Human Nature and An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, makes clear that this is his view of this matter. For human beings, therefore, given our epistemological limits, the existence of this world must be treated as a basic brute fact that is incapable (for us) of further explanation.
One of the most famous challenges from Hume surrounds the nature of causation itself. This challenge is sometimes called the fallacy of affirmation of the consequent.
(7) There is no evidence of the link between cause and effect.  Causation is simply perceived and so is only a psychological link which humans make. It is a mistake to make links between a cause and an effect as they are beyond our experience.  

In the quote below Hume gives the example of the interaction of two billiard balls:
“But to convince us that all the laws of nature, and all the operations of bodies without exception, are known only by experience, the following reflections may, perhaps, suffice. Were any object presented to us, and were we required to pronounce concerning the effect, which will result from it, without consulting past observation, after what manner, I beseech you, must the mind proceed in this operation? It must invent or imagine some event, which it ascribes to the object as its effect, and it is plain that this invention must be entirely arbitrary. The mind can never possibly find the effect in the supposed cause, by the most accurate scrutiny and examination. For the effect is totally different from the cause, and consequently can never be discovered in it. Motion in the second billiard ball is a quite distinct event from the motion in the first. nor is there anything in the one to suggest the smallest hint of the other.” (An Essay Concerning Human Understanding)
This is a form of extreme scepticism highlighting the limitations of our human experience.  Philosophically, cause and effect cannot be demonstrated.  Any claim we make about cause and effect can only ever be an invention of our minds.  This challenge would mean that Aquinas’ arguments from cause and effect are severely threatened as they fail to get off the ground because we cannot know for certain that causation is a reality.

Problems with Hume’s Criticisms 
The following problems are challenges to each of Hume’s ideas.  The numbers below correspond to the numbers which I have (arbitrarily) given Hume’s criticisms of the Cosmological argument.

(1) Why can’t we ask the question of what made all of the twenty particles?  It can make sense to seek a full explanation of every ‘thing’ or series of things.  Leibniz would challenge Hume’s logic through his principle of sufficient reason.  Partial explanations of something are only ever going to be partial: explaining the lighting of a match by striking it against a box in only a partial explanation not a full one.  Leibniz and Copleston would argue that it is valid to look for full explanations for every event be it a single one or a series.

(2) Modern physics believes that the universe is 13.7 billion years old.  The dominant belief in the scientific community is that the universe has a definite beginning.  It is difficult to believe that the universe is eternal as it appears counterintuitive of our experience in the universe (although Hume’s criticism of inferring cause and effect needs to be considered carefully here).  The idea of an infinite chain of cause and effect fails Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason as well as the belief that ‘nothing comes from nothing’ (Aquinas, Aristotle Lucretius and Hobbes).
(3) Hume argues that we lack the relevant knowledge of universes beyond our own as well as experience of creation of universes.  Just because we haven’t experienced these things does not guarantee like causes and like effects.  The creation of the universe is a one off event and so need not be similar to our own experience.  Aquinas suggests that God is a special case.  The laws of the spacio-temporal universe would not apply to God. Also, the suggestion that male and female gods may have created universe would beg the question what made these gods.  Leibniz principle of sufficient reason would appear too strong  to accept this partial explanation.
(4) Hume wants to state a priori that anything can create anything.  However from a practical point of view this seems highly questionable.  An aardvark is extremely unlikely to give birth to a pot of marmalade (without some extremely contrived human intervention).  Whilst his point may make sense from a priori our own experience would bring this statement into question.

(5) Copleston, Descartes, Anselm, Vardy and Malcolm would all argue that Hume misunderstands the essential nature of God.  The essence of God is that God cannot not exist.  Even if we accept that we cannot define God into existence (de dicto – as in the ontological argument) the third way argument (as with Copleston’s) does not seem to suggest that God is ‘necessary’ a priori but a posteriori.  It is the fact that contingent objects are incapable of providing the answer to their own existence that God is necessary as an eternal being that cannot not exist.  Otherwise the whole series of contingent objects is still incapable of explaining itself. And we would be left with the question of what made God if God were the cause of the universe but not the cause of God’s self?  Copleston uses the example of an infinite number of chocolates to illustrate this point.  He argues that these chocolates would be incapable of explaining their origins.  So God’s necessity comes not from his definition but from our experience and the question Leibniz poses “Why is there something rather than nothing?”.
(6) Hume’s argument is that we cannot know what exists beyond our human experience.  Again the notion of God being a special case could be used to counter-argue this point.  Why should our knowledge limitations be limitations of God.  If God exists then God is beyond our direct experience.  Just because we are limited by our empirical knowledge it does not necessarily follow that we should accept that this is the end of the reality of creation.  Stating ‘we will never know the origins of the universe’ and ‘the universe is a brute fact’ is not the same thing.

(7) Whilst the problems of causation, the psychological links and perceptions of cause and effects may never be demonstrated by reason or experience we accept that our five senses give us accurate information about the world around us on faith.  We need to trust in this or we’d go insane through perpetual doubting.  Only the most extreme sceptic would uphold Hume’s criticism.  Common sense dictates that we can infer cause and effect.  The scientific method is based on this whole process.
