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mysterious; it is only their time-relations of priority and
succession (and also, when space is involved, the space-relation
of contiguity) which lie open to observation ; and as we have
seen, time and space relations can never by themselves be a
ground of inference.

(3) Even after we have had experience of constancy of
conjunction, there is still no ground for rationally inferring
that the conjunGtion is a causal one, Le. that it is necessary
and therefore invariable.. Clearly, if necessary connexion is
not revealed in anyone instance, neither is it revealed in any
number of similar instances. It is precisely the similarity
of the instances which constitutes the uniformity, and which
therefore rules out the possibility of more being revealed by
additional instances than is revealed in the single instance.
Consequently, as not revealing to us anything new in any
of the instances, the repetition or uniformity cannot be made
the basis of any inference to the future, either demonstrative
or probable. What we are looking for is such enlargement
of experience as will supply what neither the single instance
nor the mere repetition of similar instances can yield.

(4) Even if some inference could be drawn - such as that
the uniformity of repetition in the past justifies inference to
its continuing in the future - this would not help us. No

\ inference can give rise to a new idea, such as this of necessity,
power or agency.

. . . Wherever we reason, we must antecedently be possest of
clear ideas,: which may be the objects of our reasoning. The con~

ceptian always precedes the understanding; and where the one
is obscure, the other is uncertain; where the one fails, the other
must fail also. I

(5) The repetition of similar objects in similar situations
produces nothing new either in these objects or in any external
body. Each instance is independent of every other, and there­
fore has no effect on any other.

The communication of motion, which I see result at present
from the shock of two billiard-balls, is totally distinct from that
which I saw result from such an impulse a twelve-month ago.
These impulses have no influence on each other. They are entirely

I Treatise,- I, iii, 14 (164).

divided by time and place; and the one might have existed and
communicated motion, tho' the other never had been in being,!

(6) The several resembling instances do, however, produce
a new impression in the mind; through their effect on the
observer they produce'the new impression of being determined,
Le. necessitated,

to pass from one object to its usual attendant, and to conceive
it in a stronger light upon account of that relation.2.

It is in this way that the several instances of repeated con­
junction U lead us into the notion of power and necessity II .J

(7) The idea of necessity is thus conveyed to us not by
sensation, but solely .by an internal impression of rc;flexion.
It is " internally felt by the soul, and not perGeiv'd externally
in bodies ",' and by way of custom-bred expectation, rein­
forced by the enlivening power possessed by impressions, it
conditions belief.

Without considering it in this view, we can never arrive at
the most distant notion of it, or be able to attribute it [by way of
belief] either to external or internal objects, to spirit or body, to
causes ·or effects.S
. . . it is 1).ot possible for us to form the most distant idea of
[necessity and power], when it is not taken for the determination
of the mind, to pass frbm the idea of an object to that of its usual
attendant.6 .

(8) This feeling is not, however, experienced by us in com­
plete isolation, as merely a feeling, merely itself. As in the
case of other impressions Nature, in the constitution Which
it has given to the animal and the human mind, has secured
that the feeling functions in a determinate fashion - in this
particular case that it operates in conditioning a specific,
objectively directed mode of belief, viz. the belief that bodies
(or other existents) are causally operative one upon another.

~Tisa common observation, that the mind has a great pro­
pensity to spread itself on external opjects, and to conjoin with
them any internal impressions, which . . . always make their
appearance at the same time that these ·objects discover them-

1 Loc. cit. Z Loc. cit. (165). 3 Loc. cit.
<I Loc. cit. (166); 5 Loc. cit. (165).
6 Loc. cit. (167). Hume's stronger statement, in one passage (165-6), that it

exists in the mind, not in objects, is considered below, p. 396.
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selves to the senses. . .. The same propensity is the reason,_
why we suppose necessity and power to lie in the objects we
consider, not in our mind, t~at considers them. ...1

Misleading Features in Hume's Methods of Exposition

As already noted," the mannerin which H ume has chosen·
to distribute his discussions between Part iii and Part- iv of
Book I is a main reason why this last step in his argument is
so cursorily dealt with, and why in this and other regards his
teaching has been so generally misunderstood. All judgments
of belief - the only type of judgment in which causality can
be affirmed - are in his view based, like all judgments of
value, exclusively on feeling. Just as all ethical and aesthetic
judgment's express some sentiment in the mind, not any rela­
tion apprehended as holding between existents or even be­
tween ideas, so all judgments of belief express an attitude
which does not permit of being equated with any species of
knowing or understanding. Now in Part iii, despite the fact
that it is so largely occupied with an exposition.of the natural­
istic theory of causal ' inference', as a custom-"bred type of
belief, what Hume has mainly in view is the bearing of this
doctrine on the problems of knowledge.' Accordingly it is
upon the negative aspect of his naturalistic teaching that he
dwells. Necessity is for us only a feeling; it requires for its
possibility the context of the mind. It" belongs entirely to
the soul". Indeed he goes even further than this, using
languag~ in which "the efficacy and energy" of causes,
their " necessity and power", is declared to be not in the
objects we consider, but in our mind that considers them.

Thus as the neces,sity, which makes two times two equal to
four, or three angles of a triangle equal to two right ones, lies only
in the act of the understanding, by which we consider and com­
pare these ideas; in like manner the nece~sity _or power, which
unites causes and effects, lies in the determination of the mind to
pass from the one to the other.4

This passage stands very much by itself: there is no exactly
parallel statement .anywhere else in the Treatise. Hume may

I T1'ea#se, I, iii, 14 (167). The complete passage is given above (p. 120).
~ Above, pp. 1i3·I6. 3 Cf. its title, .. Of knowledge and prohability".

.. Loc. cit. (166). Cf. above, p. 384, n. 3.

at times approximate to it, but always with qualifications
which indicate that what he intends to assert is not that there is
no such thing as necessity or agency outside mind, but that the
only meaning which. we can attach to the terms j necessity',
I efficacy', j agency', 'power', 'energy', is one which
derives from what is no more than a feeling, i.e. from what is
possible of existence only in some mind, and that we cannot
therefore, by means of it, hope to have any kind of under­
standing or comprehension of what, through the processes of
behef, we none the less come to locate in external happenings.
The feeling, as an impression which yields the idea of necessity
- and with necessity the ideas which he has declared to be
" aU nearly synonymous" with it, efficacy, power, force,
energy, connexion, productive quality 1- suffices, that is to
say, for belief; but we must not on this account treat it as
being also an intrument ofknowledge. In the way of know­
ledge, we have not, be holds, even the most distant notion of
what ,;ecessity signifies; and this holds as rigorously of its
operatIOns as experienced within the mind as of those which
we believe to occur in the external world. When allowance
has been "made for excesses of statement - due, in part at
least, to analogies drawn from his ethics - this it would
seem, is all that he had really intended in the pass~ges above
quoted. He has shown himself sensible of their paradoxical
character, apd 'himself proceeds to remark upon it.

. . . I doubt n?t .but my sentiments will be treated by many as
extravagan~ an.d ndlculous. What I the efficacy of causes lie in
the. dete!"mmatIOn of the min? I As if causes did not operate
entirely mdependent of the mmd, and wou'd not continue their
operation, even tho' there was. no mind existent to contemplate
them, or r.e~son conc;rning them. Thought may well depend on
causes for Its operatIon, but not causes on thought. This is to
reverse ~he order of nature, and make that secondary, which is
really pnmary. To every operation there is a power proportion'd .
and this power must be plac'd on the body, that operates. If w~
remove the po~er from One cause, we must ascribe it to another:
But to remove It from all causes, 'and bestow it on a being, that is
~o. ways related .to the cause or effect, but by perceiving them,
IS a gross a~surdlty, and contrary to the most certain principles of
human reason.2

I l.oc. ct"!. (157):
2 L.oc. c#. (167-8). In the concluding sentence Hume, it may be noted

recogmses that the cognitive relation is not a causal one. . '
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What now is Hume's reply to these, his own forceful
counter~statements? Does he merely repeat the previous
extreme assertions, without qualification and with additional
arguments in their support? Not so. What he now does is
to make plain what it is he is really insisting on, the distinc­
tion, namely, between knowledge and what falls short of
knowledge, as being no more than belief.

I can only reply to all these arguments, that the case is here
much the same, as if a blind man should pretend to find a great
many absurdities in the supposition, that the colour of scarlet is
not the s'ame with the sound of a trumpet, nor light the same with
solidity. If we hJ'}ye really no idea of a power or efficacy in any
object, oro£ any real connexion betwixt causes and effects, 'twill
beta little purpose to prove, that an efficacy is necessary in all
operations. We do not understand our own meaning in talking
so, but ignorantly confound ideas, which are entirely distinct
from each other. I am, indeed, ready to allow, that there may be

. several qualities both in material and immaterial objects, with
which we are utterly unacquainted; and if we please to call these
power or efficacy, 'twill be of little consequence to the world. But
when, instead of meaning these unknown qualities, we make the
terms of power and efficacy signify something, of which we have a
clear idea, and which is incompatible with those objects, to which
we apply it, obscurity and error begin then to take place, and we
are led astray by a false philosophy. This is the case, when we
transfer the determination of the thought to external objects,
and suppose any real intelligible connexion betwixt them; 1 that
being a quality, which can only belong to the mind that considers
them.2 ,.

Hume's Thesis twofold

Hume's thesis is thus twofold: (I) that causal connexion, as
a mode of necessitated connexion, is felt by the mind, and that
this feeling is the impression which makes possible to the
mind the idea of such causal connexion; and (2) that while
we are thus in possession of the idea, it is not the kind of idea
which can render real cannexion in any instance whatsoever

I This phrase" any real intelligible connexion betwixt them" (i.e. betwixt the
external objects) is apt to mislead the reader, there being no unmistakable in­
dkation that the emphasis is on' intelligible', not on "real' or on' connexion '.
As Hume has stated iI} the immediately preceding sentences, he is not comrvitted
to a denial of the possibility or even actuality of real connexion, but only to the
contention that as such it is beyond our powers of comprehension.

2 Treatise, I, iii, 14 (168).

intelligible to us. The judgments into which it enters are
judgments of belief solely, not in any degree judgments of
knowledge.

In proof of this H ume proceeds, "by a subtility", which,
he says, will not be difficult to comprehend, ". to convert [his]
present reasoning into an instance of it ".1 The doctrine
of belief which he has been expressing is that an object
frequently experienced by us immediately conveys the mind
to the idea of some other object which has usually accom­
panied it in the past, and that in so doing, it enlivens that
idea, and that the feeling of this determination to the enlivened
idea is what forms the necessary connexion between tke z'm­
pression and the idea. The impression is naively apprehended
as an independently existing object; the idea as enlivened
is similarly apprehended, Le. is apprehended as carrying
the mind to the independently ·real. In other words, the
attitude of the mind, its manner of envisaging the two ob­
jects and their mode of connexion, is that of belief. If now,
Hume proceeds, we choose to change the point of view; if,
that is to say, we cease to keep to the standpoint of instinctive
belief, and instead adopt that of the outside observer, and in
doing so raise questions which concern knowledge, and not
merely belief, we find that causal agency; necessary connexion,
as thus exbibited to the mind, and assented to in belief, is
itself as mysterious,as little intelligible to us, as that between
any two external objects. For if we thus adopt the attitude
proper to knowledge, Le. the attitude of the observer, the
perception which enlivens the idea is then recognised as
being a perception; it is an impression in the mind, and it is
it alone, qua impression, which is the 'cause.' The like
holds of the enlivened idea; it alone, qua idea, is the effect.
Their causal connexion is the new determination of the mind
which then mysteriously arises~ how we cannot pretend to
explain 2 - the determination to pass from the one to the other,
and in doing so to experience the other in this enlivened form.

". The. u.niting principle among our internal perceptions is as
unmtellIglble as that among ext~rna1objects, and is not known to

"us any other way than by ·expenence.3

I Loc. cit. (169). 2 Treatise, I, i, 4 (13).
3 ~rea#se, I, iii, 14 (169).
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What alone differentiates this particular instance of causal
connexion is that in operating it operates in and through
feeling, and that, thanks to the' quality of human nature' in
virtue of which impressions enliven ideas, it likewise operates
in and through natural belief.

In other words - to paraphrase Hume somewhat freely
- experience,as -it occurs in the mit)d, has a nature, and ha~

/ effects, which differ from, and are supplementary to, those
which come under consideration in questions of knowledge."
In knowledge we are concerned only with the content of
experience. But experience likewise acts in and through
feeling, i.e. in and through what Hume entitles the manner
in which contents, otherwise alike, are differentially operative.
Experience never gives us any insight into the operations of
objects, but it none the less definitely determines the manner
in which we shall regard them. Belief takes charge at the
point where knowledge ceases,. it is not in any degree an
extension of knowledge,. it is a substitute for it, with virtlles
and limitations appropriate to the functions which, in the
economy of-our human nature, it is required to fulfil.

Causation therefore definable only in Terms foreign to it

These are the reasons which constrain Hume to recognise
that causation can be defined only in terms foreign 1 to it.
When we approach it as a philosophical relation we can define

_it only in terms of mere uniformity. When we treat it as a
\ natural relation, we can define it only as a determination of

the mind, not of the objects concerned. The passage may
here be quoted in extenso.

'Tis now time to collect all the different parts of this reasoning,
and by joining them together form an exact definition of the
relation of cause and effect, '\Yhich makes the subject of the present
enquiry. This order wou'd not have been excusable, of first
examining our inference from the relation befo·re we had explain'd
the relation itself, had -.it been possible to proceed in a, different
method. But as the nat~re of the relation depends so much on
that of the inference, we have been oblig'd to advance in this
seemingly preposterous manner, and make use of terms before

I Trea#se, I, iii, 14 (169-70). Elsewhere Hume uses the less strong, more
legitimate tenn, • extrinsic'.

we were able exactly to define, them;, or fix their meaning. We­
shall now correct this fault oy giving a precise definition of cause
and effect.

Th~re may two definitions be given of this relation, which are
only different, by their presenting a different view 'of the same
object, and making us consider it either as aphilosophlcal or as a
natural relation j either as a comparison of two ideas or as an
association betwixt them. We may define a CAUSE t~ be ' An
object precedent and contiguous to another, and where all the
objects resembling the former ate plac'd in like relations of
precedency and contiguity to those objects, that resemble the
latter'. If tlzis definition be esteem'd defective, because drawn
from objects foreign to the cause, we may substitute this other.
defi~ition in its place, viz. 'A CAUSE is.an object precedent and
contlguous to another, and so united with it, that the idea of the
one determines the mind to form the idea of the other and the
impression of the one to' form a more lively idea of the other.'
Shou'd this definition also be rejectedfor the same reason, Ilmow
no other remedy, than that the persons, who express this delicacy
should substitute a juster definition in its place. But for my part
I must Own my incapacity for such an undertahing.I

It will be observed that in defining causation as a natural
relation Hume uses the term' determination', and this in a
dual capacity, as the determination of the mind to the forming
of an idea and to the enlivening of that idea. Now, clearly
( determination' is here more or less synonymous with causaw
tion. His use of it in his definition of causation was, however,
unavoidable. What he has set himself to give is a causal
explanation of our belief in causation as holding between
objects, by pointing to their connexion, their causal connexion,
in the imagination. As has already been pointed out, the
actual occurrence of causation, as a mode ofunion orconnexion,
is presupposed throughout.Z This, therefore, is one of the

'reasons why his definition of causation, as a natural relation,
does not amount to a definition of it in the strict logical sense.
It is in the main ostensive.

It may be objected that Hume does not mention' deter­
mination ' in the list which he gives of terms" nearly synony­
mous" with causation. But his reason for this omission

I Loc. ell. Only' philosophical' and' natural' italicised in text.
2 Cf. Trea#se, I, iii, 6 (92): "Had ideas no more union in the fancy than

objects seem to have to the understanding, w~ cou'd never draw any inference
from causes to effects, nor repose belief in any matter of fact. The inference,
therefore depends solely on the union of ideas." Cf. also above, pp. 88 ff., 369 ff.

2D
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seems fairly obvious. He is there engaged' in pointi~g o;,t
that we ought not to search for the idea of causatlOn 10

a definition of it. We cannot, that is to say, hope to dIscover
it in and through the use of terms which imply that we are
already in possession of it.

I begin with observing that the terms of efftcacy, agency,

Power fiorce enerU1J necessity, connexion, andproductzve qualtty,
" b./ , r , . b d't tare all nearly synonimous; and therelore tIS. an a sur. 1 y 0

employ any of them in defining t~e. rest. B.y thIS ,observatIon we
reject at once all the vulgar defimtl(:~ns, whIch phllos~phers ?ave
given of power and efficacy; a,nd ms.te~d of ~earchlI~g for the,
idea in these definitions, must look for It In the ImpreSSIOns, from
which it is originally deriv'd.I

In composing this passage Hume cannot have been ,:,n­
aware that his definition of causation as a natural relatIon
would require a reference to causal efficacy ina mental form,
i.e. as a determining of the mind, and this in the dual form as
associative connexion and as a 'process of enlivening. But
since in so doing he was not professing to disclose the idea of
causation by way of the definition, but only to be re~0.rting
to causation in these two modes for the purpose of glvmg a
causal account of the origin of our idea of it, and of the use to
which we then put it, there is no real inconsistency in his
method of procedure. To have included ( determination' in
the list of synonyms would only have obscured that fact.
Also while' determination of the mind' is, indeed, a mode
of c;usation, it is a specific mode - being a title appropriate
to causation in these mental modes of operation - and there
was nO obligation to include it in the list of the more general
synonyms.

A main Issue not yet dealt with

As already stated, what renders Hurne's aq~um~nt m?re
puzzling to his readers than it need have been IS hIS havlOg
deferred the further treatment @f belief to Part iv of Book 1.
There, for the first time, he takes account, in a.ny ~dequate

degree, of the fact that belief is a~rea~y. operatIve 10 sense­
perception, and that, as thus operatIve, It .IS not to be properly
understood so long as the analogy wIth sympathy - the

I Treatz'se, I, iii, 14 (157)·

l'

I

analogy in terms of which belief is no more than an enlivening
of what is, and remains, a mere idea - is strictly kept to.
For what has not yet been accounted'. for is the procedure of
the mind in adopting towards its ideas (qua ideas and without
any confounding of them with actual impressions) an attitude
which admittedly is native to all sense-perceptions, viz. the
attitude in which the mind is carried in belief to the actually
existent. It is, as we have noted, I more than questionable
whether the enlivening of free ideas, for which H ume has
argued, can be allowed as occurring. But even if allowed,
the ' belief', the 'opinion' (Hume uses both expressions)
that this and that ideally entertained object or event is, has
been, or is about to become, existent,J- is clearly more than
any mere idea, however enlivened. These are points which
will come up for consideration in later chapters.

I Cf. above, pp. 377-8.
2 Cf. Treatise, App. (629): the' judgment', the' act of the mind, which

renders realities more present to us than fictions'.



CHAPTER XVIII

II I never asserted so absurd a Proposition .as that any thing m(~ht arise
without a Cause."-HUME, in letter to John Stewalt (1754).

CHAPTER XVIII

THE CAUSAL MAXIM NEITHER SELF-EVIDENT NOR
DEMONSTRABLE: ITS SANCTIONS SOLELY THOSE
OF NATURAL BELIEF

The Maxim not self-evident, and not demonstrable

HUME'S criticism of the claims made for the causal maxim
as having intuitivecertainty, and as therefore expressing an
, absolute ,and metaphysical' ne"cessity,I is, as he expounds it,
simply a corollary from his view of knowledge (in his narrow
sense of the term) as based exclusively on the relations of
resemblance, proportions in quantity and number, degrees
of any quality, and contrariety. The relation asserted in the
maxim is not anyone of these four types of relation, and
cannot therefore claim to have the unalterable, infallible
character which .they alone can be shown to possess. The
relation asserted is not between ideas but between existents;
and for this reason alone, if for no other, it ought not to be
expected to be self-evident in character. Like all other pro­
positions concerning matters of fact, it has an entertainable
opposite, and however little we ma):" incline to accept this
opposite as credible, it is not to be ruled out as being in itself
inconceivable.

That the principle is also not demonstrable from truths
more ultimate than itself H ume shows by an examination of
the various arguments that have been put forward in proof of
it - arguments the very propounding of which is a virtual
admission that the principle is not indeed self-evident. Each
of these arguments can proceed only by assuming the truth of
the principle which it professes to be independently establish­
ing, and considered as demonstration is therefore ( fallacious
and sophistical'. The arguments are three in number.'

1 TreatiSe, I, iii, 3 (78). Cf. I, iii, 14 (172).
2 Not counting the' more frivolous' argument on which H,ume also .com.

ments, loco cit. (82).
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:z Loc. clt.

(1) , All the points of time and place are in themselves
equal; and a cause is therefore required to determine an
object to exist at some one time and at one place, rather than
at· any other. Otherwise the object must remain in eternal
suspense, and can never be actualised.' But the objection
is obvious: there is no more difficulty in supposing the time
and place to be fixed without a cause, than to suppose the
existence to he determined withqut a cause.

If the removal of a cause be intuitively absurd in the one case,
it. must be so in the other: And if that absurdity be not clear
without a proof in the one case, it will equally require one in the
other. The absurdity, then, of the one supposition can never bea
proof of that of the other; since they are both upon the same
footing, and must stand or fall by the same reasoning, I

(2) , Everything must have a cause; for if there were no
cause, it would have to produce itself, i.e. exist before it
existed, which is impossible.' Again the very point under
question is being taken for granted. It is being supposed
that we still grant what we are expressly denying, viz. that
there must be a cause. If no cause be needed, then neither is
the thing itself needed as its own cause.

(3) , Whatever is produced without any cause is produced
by nothing; or in other words, has nothing as a cause. But
" nothing"- the argument proceeds - can never be a
cause, any more than it can be something, or equivalent to
two right angles. Consequently, every object must have a
real, positive cause ofits existence.! The same reply is here
again in order. When we exclude all causes we really do
exclude them; we neither suppose nothing nor the object
itself to be the cause of the existence; and therefore can
derive no argument from the absurdity of this supposition to
prove the absurdity of the exclusion. Were we to suppose
that everything has a cause, it would indeed follow that upon
the exclusion of other causes we should. have to accept the
object itself or nothing as its cause. But the very point at
issue being whether everything must have a cause or not, i.e.
whether or not everything must be viewed as an effect, that is
precisely what may not be taken for granted.

I Trea#se, I, iii, 3 (80).

\

I

Hume is not here questioning the Truth of the Maxim

When H ume returns to this question of the character and
grounds of the causal maxim, at the close of his discussion of
causal inference, he treats it only ina single paragraph, I and
only in order to reiterate that it has neither intuitive nor
demonstrative certainty, and that any necessity it may have
is of the sheerly de facto type certified by experience. But
neither there nor elsewhere in the Treatise does he :raise the
qiJestion of the truth of the maxim. His discussions concern
only the grounds, or causes, upon which our betief in it, our
opinion or judgment regi'rding it, really rests. These, he
consistently maintains, are sheerly natural, and allow of no
kind of absolute or metaphysical justification."

Hume1s commentators have, as a rule, assumed that
Hume questions the validity of the axiom. No statement
of Hume's own can, however, be cited in support of any such
view; and on the other hand, the positions to which he quite
definitely holds obviously rest on acceptance. of the axiom.
There are, for instance, his statements in denial of there
being any such thing as ' chance', if by chance be meant the
uncaused. He agrees with what he takes to be the view com­
monly held by philosophers, that "what the vulgar call
chance is nothing but a secret and conceal'd cause /1.3 The
vulgar are not, indeed, as Hume points out, sufficiently
sophisticated to be under any temptation to regard events as
uncaused. What they mean by 'chance' is mainly the
incalculable; and this incalculable element in things they
explain bythe variability of causes. Personifying all agencies,
they ascribe to causes the uncertainty and inconstancy which
they seem to themselves to experience in their own modes of
behaviour.

The vulgar, who take things according to their first appearance,
attribute the uncertainty of events to such an uncertainty in the
causes, as makes them often fail of their usual influence, tho' they
meet with no obstacle nor impediment in their operation. But
philosophers observing, that almost.in every part of nature there
is contain'd a vast" variety of springs and principles, which are
hid, by reason of their minuteness or remoteness, find that 'tis at

I Treatt"se, I, iii, 14 (172).
3 Treatt"se, I, iii, 12 (130).



1 Treatlse, I, iii, 1:2 (132). 2 Treatise, I, iii, 1 (407).
, The letter, which is of considerable general interest,and the criticism to

whi~ itis a reply, are given in full in~ Appen~; belo\y, pp. 4IJ-13.

I never asserted so absurd a Proposition as that any
thing might arise without_a Cause: I only maintain'd, that our
Certainty of the Falshood of that Proposition proceeded neither

RESTS ON ' NATURAL BELIEF'CR. XVIII

1 Treatise, I, iv, 2 (187). Italics in text omitted.

from Intuition nor Demonstration; but from another Source.
That Caesar existed, that there is such an Island-as Sicily; for
these Propositions, I affirm, we have no demonstrative nor
intuitive Proof. 'Voud you infer that I deny their Truth, or even
their Certainty? There are many different kinds of Certainty ;
and some of them as satisfactory to the Mind, tho perhaps not
so regular, as the demonstrative kind.

Where a man of Sense mistakes my Meaning, I own I am
angry: But it is only at myself: For having exprestmy Meaning
so ill as to have given Occasion to the Mistake.

The Maxim gives Expression to a ' natural' Beliej

Hume's attitude to this question, whether every event is
or is not caused, is thus precisely the attitude which he has
adopted to the question " whether there be body or not".
To bot\:! questions he gives an affirmative answer; and in
both cases this affirmative answer is made to rest on C natural
belief'. The opening paragraph of Section 2 of Part iv,
Book I, in which he is treating OJ scepticism with regard to
the senses, if it be adjusted to this issue, will read as follows:

Thus the sceptic still continues to reason and believe, even
tho' he· asserts, that he cannot defend his reason by reason; and
by the same rule he must assent to the principle concerning the
[necessity of a cause to every- new production], tho' he cannot
pretend by any arguments of philosophy to maintain its veracity.
Nature has not left this to his ·choice, and has doubtless esteem'd
it an affair of too great importance to be trusted to our uncertain
reasonings and speculations. We may -well ask, What causes
induce [in] us, [the belief in the necessity of events always being
caused]? but 'tis in vain to ask, Whether [events have causes]
or not? That is a point, which we must take for granted in all our
reasonings. I

The two natural beliefs have also this in common, that
being, beyond possible question, beliefs which determine the
mind both in thought and in action, they are to be regarded
as more certain than any theories that can be propounded in

/'
explanation of the manner in which, and the causes in virtue
ofwhich, they thus take possession of the mind. The explana­
tions propounded, viz. that the beliefs rest on, and operate
through, complex associative mechanisms, are, as H ume has
himself emphasised; more hypothetical than the beliefs
themselves.

\
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least possible the contrariety of events may not proceed from any
contingency in the cause, but from the secret operation of contrary
causes. This possibility is converted into certainty by farther
observation, when they remark, that upon an exact scrutiny, a
contrariety of effects always betrays a contrariety of causes, and
proceeds from their mutual hindrance and opposition. A peasant
can ,give no better reason for the stopping of any clock or watch
than to say, that commonly it does not go right: But an artizan
easily perceives, that the same force in the spring or pendulum
has always the same influence on the wheels; but f~ils of its usual
effect, perhaps by reason of a grain of dust, which puts a stop to
the whole movement. From the observation of several parallel
instances, phil.osophers form a maxim, that the cqnnexion betwixt
all causes and effects· is [invariably and in all cases] equally
necessary, and that its seeming uncertainty in some instances
proceeds from the secret opposition of contrary causes.1

Still more explicit are Hume's 'statements in the section
OJ liberty and necessity in Part iii, Book II :

I dare be posi~ive no one will ever endeavour to refute these
reasonings otherwise than by altering my definitions, and assign­
ing a different meaning to the terms of cause, and effect, and
necessity, and Iz'oerty, and chance. According to my definitions,
necessity makes an essential patt of causation; and consequently
liberty, by removing necessIty, removes also c&.uses, and is the
very same thing with chance. As chance is commonly thought to
imply a contradiction, and is at least directly contrary to experi­
ence, there are a~ways the same arguments against liberty or free­
will. If anyone alters the definitions, I cannot pretend to argue
with him, 'till I know the meaning he assigns to these terms.Z

As a matter of fact we have Hume's own quite explicit
denial- occurring in a private letter,' it has been very
generally overlooked - that he has ever, at any time, enter­
tained the intention of questioning the truth of the maxim.
The letter, composed in 1754, is' addressed to John Stewart,
Professor of Natural Philosophy in the University of Edin­
burgh, who had accused Hume of asserting that something
may begin to start into being without a cause. To this Hume
replies:



I Trea#se, I; iii, 14 (167). Cf. above l pp. 93, 395-6.

We may again note, in passing, what has proved so great
a stumbling-block in the path of H urne's readers. Natural
belief, he holds, takes two forms, which serve to balance
and check one another - belief in continuing independent
existents, and belief that these independent existents are
causally interrelated. The belief in causation is treated more
or less exclusively in Part iii and the belief in independent
existents hardly less exclusively in Part iv. Owing to this
separation of the two discussions, Hume has nowhere dealt
in any detail with the manner in which - as his teaching
requires - the belief in continuing independent existents
enters into and conditions the belief, no less natural to the
mind, in their causal interaction. The methods of argument,
and the terminology employed, in Part iii, have meantime
led the reader to conceive Hume's doctrine of causation
almost entirely in the light of the associative mechanism upon
which the belief in causation has been declared to rest, and of
the sheerly mental character of the feeling in which it has
been declared to result. Its distinctive character, qua belief,
as being outwardly directed (a feature no more than merely

'\ mentioned in Part iii I), is consequently overlook,ed.
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Appendix to Chapter XVIII

HUME'S EXPLICIT DENIAL THAT HE HAD EVER
THOUGHT OF ASSERTING THAT EVENTS ARE
UNCAUSED

IN 1754 the Philosophical Society of Edinburgh (now the
Royal Society of Edinburgh) issued a volume (the first of a
series of three) entitled Essays and Observations, Physical
and Literary, read before a Society in Edinburgh and pub­
lished by them. The preface to the volume closes with the
statement: "Whoever will favour the Society with any dis­
course which it comprehends in its plan, may send their papers
to either of the secretaries, Mr. Alexander Monro, Professor
of Anatomy at Edinburgh, or Mr. David Hume, Library
Keeper to the Faculty of Advocates". The preface bears the
unmistakable marks of having come from Hume's own pen.
The second article, which has, the title Some Remarks on the
Laws of Motion, and the Inertia of Matter, is by John Stewart,
M.D., Professor of Natural Philosophy, Edinburgh; and con­
tains the following passage and accompanying footnote:

That somet~ingmay begin to exist, or start into being without
a cause, hath mdeed been advanced ina very ingenious and
profound syslem of the sceptical philosophy; * but hath not yet
been adopted by any of the societies for the improvement ofnatural
knowledge. Such sublime conceptions are far above the reach of
the greatest physiolo,gist on earth. The man who believes that a
perception may exist without a p:rcipient mind or a perceiver,
may well comprehend, that an actIOn may be performed without
any agent, or a thing p:oduced without any cause of the production.
And the author of- thIS new and wonderful doctrine informs the
world, that, when he looked into his own mind he could discover
nothing but a series of fleeting perceptions'; and that from

"" Treatise on Human Nature, 3 vols. octavo. This is the
system at' large, a work suited only to the comprehension· of
Adepts. An excellent compend or summary whereof for the
bene~t of vulgar capacities, we of this nation enjoy in the Philo­
sophzcal Essays and the Essays Moral &> Politicol, And to
these may be added, as a further help, that useful commentary
[by Lord Kames], the Essays on MoraNtyand naturol Religion.

4"
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Tuesday Forenoon [Feb. 1754]

thence he concluded, that he himself was nothing but a bundle of
such .perceptions.

The following letter, dated by Greig as written in February
1754 (cf. Letters, i, p. 185), is believed by both Burton and
Greig to have been addressed to Stewart: its content seems
conclusive in this regard.

SIR-
I am so great a Lover of Peace, that I am resolv'd to drop this

Matter altogether, & not to insert a Syllable in the Preface,
which can have a Reference to your Essay. The Truth is, I cou'd
take no Revenge, but such a one as wou'd have been a great deal
too cfuel, & much 'exceeding the Offence. For tho' most Authors
think, that a contemptuous manner of treating their Writings, is
but slightly reveng'd by hurting the personal Character & the
Honour of their Antagonists, I alp. very far from that Opinion.
Besides, I am as certain as I can be of any thing (and I am not
such a Sceptic, as you may, perhaps, imagine) that your inserting
~uch rcmarkable Alterations in the printed Copy proceeded
entirely from Precipitancy & Passion, not from any form'd
Intention of deceiving the Society. I wou'd not take Advantage
of such an Incident to throw a Slur on a man of Merit, whom I
esteem, tho' I might have reason to complain of him.

When I am abus'd by such a Fellow as W~,rburton, whom I
neither know nor care for, I can laugh at him: But if Dr Stewart
approaches any way towards the same Style of writing, I own it
vexes me: Because I conclude, that some unguarded Circum­
stance of my Conduct, tho' contrary to my Intention, had given
Occasion to it.

As to your Situation with regard to Lord Kames, I am not 50

good a Judge. I only think, that you had so much the better of
the Argument, that you ought, upon that Account, to have been
the more reserv'd in your Expressions. All Raillery ought to be
avoided in philosophical Argument j both because it is unphilo­
sophical, and because it cannot but be offensive, let it be ever so
gentle. What then must we think with regard to so many In­
sinuations of Irreligion, to which Lord l(ame's Paper gave not
the least Occasion? This Spirit of the Inquisitor is in you the
Effect of Passion & what a cool Moment wou'd easily correct.
But where it predominates in the Character, what Ravages has it
committed on Reason, Virtue" Truth, Liberty, & every thing, that
is valuable among Mankind? .

I shall now speak a Word as to the Justness of your Censure
with regard to myself, after these Remarks on the manner of it.
I have no Scruple 'of confessing my Mistakes. You see I have
own'd, that I think Lord Kames is mistaken in his Argument;
and I wrm'd sooner give up my own Cause than my Friend's, if I
thought that Imputation of any ConsequenCe to a man's Character.

But allow me to tell you, that I never asserted so absurd a Pro­
position as that any thing might' arise, without a Cause: I only
maintain'd, that our Certainty of the Falshood of that Proposition
proceeded neither from Intuition nor Demonstration j but from
another Source. That Caesar existed, that there is such a'll­
Island as Sicily; for these Propositions, I affirm, we have no
demonstrative nor intuitive Proof. Woud you infer that I deny
their -Truth, or even their Certainty? There are many different
kinds of Certainty; and some of them as satisfactory to the Mind,
tho perhaps not so regular, as the demonstrative kind.

Where a man of Sense mistakes my- Meaning, I own I am
angry: But it is only at myself: For having exprest my Meaning
so ill a's to have given Occasion to the Mistake.

That you may see I wou'd no way scruple of owning my
Mistakes in Argument, I shall acknowledge (what is infinitely
more material) a very great Mistake in Conduct, viz. my publish­
ing at all the Treatise of human Nature, a Book, which pretended
to innovate in all the sublimest Parts of Philosophy, & which I
compos'd before I was five & twenty. Above all, the positive Air,
which prevails in that Book, & which may be imputed to the
Ardor of Youth, so much displeases me, that I have not Patience
to review it. But what Success the same Doctrines, better illus­
trated & exprest, may meet with, Adhuc sub judice It"s est.
The Arguments have been laid before the World, and by some
philosophical Minds have heen attended to. I am willing to he
instructed by the Public; tho' human Life is so short that I
despair of ever seeing the Decision. I wish I had always confin'd
myself to the more easy Parts of Erudition; but you will excuse
me from submitting to a proverbial Decision, let it even be in
Greek.
. As I am resolv'd to drop this Matter entirely from the Preface;

so I hope to perswade Lord Kames to be entirely silent with
regard to it in our Meeting. But in Case I should not prevail, or
if any body else start the Subject, I think it better, that some of
your Friends shou'd he th.ere, & be prepared to mollify the Matter.
If I durst pretend to advise, I shou'd think it better you yourself
were absent, unless you bring a greater Spirit of Composition than
you express in your letter. I am perswaded, that whatever a
Person of Mr. Monro's Authority proposes will be agreed to:
Tho' I must heg leave to differ from his Judgement, in proposing
to alter two Pages. That chiefly removes the Offence given to me,
but what regards Lord Kames is so interwoven with the whole
Discourse, that there is not now any Possibility of altering it.- I
am Sir, Your most obedient humble Servant,

. DAV·ID HUME

P.s.- I hope you are very zealous in promoting the Sale of
Blacklock's Poems. I will never be reconcild to you, unless
you dispose of a Score ,.of them, make your Friends, Sir John
Maxwell and Lord Buchanpay a Guinea a piece for their Copy.



CHAPTER XIX

U What the vulgar call chance is nothing but a secret and conceal'd cause."
-HUME, Treatise.

.. Among the phenomena, of th~ causes of which we are ig?or~nt. there
are some, such as those dealt with by the· manager of a hfe msurance
company, about which the calculus of probabilities· can give real informa­
tion. Surely it cannot be thanks to our ignorance ... that we are able to
arrive at valuable conclusions. If it were,it would be necessary to answer
an inquirer thus: 'You ask me to predict the phenomena that will be
produced. If I had the misfortune to know the laws of these phenomena,
I could not succeed except by inextricable calCulations, and .I should have
to give up the attempt to answer you; but since I am fortunate enoug.h
to be ignorant of them, I will give you an answer at once. And, what IS

more extraordinary still, my answer will be right.' The. ignorance of the
manager of the life insurance company as to the prospects of life of his in­
dividual policy-holders does not prevent his being able to pay dividends
to his shareholders."-J. M. KEYNES, A Treatise on Probability.

CHAPTER XIX

PROBABILITY OF CHANCES AND PROBABILITY
OF CAUSES

The Nature of 'Chance'

HUME supplements his twofold distinction between know­
ledge and belief, i.e. between knowledge in the strict sense
and knowledge that is only probable,' by distinguishing
within the latter those probabilities which amount to. proof
and those which do not.'

By. knowledge, I mean the assurance arising from the com­
parison of ideas. By proofs, those arguments, which are deriv'd
from the relation of cause and effect, and which are entirely free
from doubt and uncertainty. By probability, that evidence,
which is still.attended with uncertainty. 'Tis this last species of
reasoning, I proceed to examine.z

This third, and lowest, type of knowledge, which Hlime
also describes as being' reasoning from conjecture', he again
subdivides into probability of chances and probability of
causes; and so obtains a fourfold division:

Human Reasoning
I

1
I . Knowledge

I .
Probability

I1----------·--1
2. Proo/in causal Probability in the

arguments that stri«;:t sense, Le.
yield certainty reasoning from

conjecture
1

1
3. Probability

o/chances

I
4. Probability

of caus.es

'Chance', when applied, as here ir:.tended, to events, is used

I I Cf. above, pp. 365-6.



as signifying that for which there is no known cause; and
when employed in the plural, as signifying alternative
possibilities between which there is no known ground of
preference. This latter sense of the term, as used in the
plural, indicates, however, a second feature no less essential
than ' ignorance'. If we arc to be justified in postulating
, possibilities', and in ,treating the possibilities as alternative
to one another, the nature of the chances must be defined and
their range limited; and this can only come about in and
through their admixture with causes. Ignorance, by itself, is
not sufficient to. constitute chance; that would make it merely
negative, and deprive it of any objective meaning, which is
as illegitimate as to ascribe to it a sheerly objective meaning.

Hume may himself at times seem to be isolating one of
the two aspects of chance - the subjective and the objective
- from one another.

Probability [he tells us in one passage] is of two kinds,
either when the. object is really in itself uncertain, and to be
determin'd by chance; or' when, tho' the object be already cer­
tain, yet 'tis uncertain to our judgment, which finds a number of
proofs on each side of the question.! .

But as J. M. Keynes, in citing this passage, points out, it is
clear fmm Hume's further argument that he has not intended
to suggest the existence of objective chance in any sense
which would be contradictory of a determinist view of the
natural order. When' Hume speaks of the event as still un­
certain and as to be determined by chance, what he has in
mind is, for instance, the cast of a die. Here as in so many
other cases, when it is the particular character of some one
event - and not merely the probability of anyone of a number
of alternative possibilities - that wc are endeavo\lring to
anticipate, we have to wait upon the actual happening of the
event· and since unknown causes are among those that
opera;e, the outcome is for this reason, though only in the
above sense, ascribable to I chance'.

Keynes, in classifying the types of cases to which chance
in thisobjective sense is applicable, has taken them as being
three in number.. (I) When a small cause which escapes our

I Trea#se, II, iii, 9 (444).
2 A Treatise on ProbahiHty (1921), pp. 285-6.

notice determines a considerable and obvious effect, e.g. ~n

the case we have been considering, the turning up of a par­
tic\llar side in a die. (2) When the causes are very numerous
and complex - the motion of molecules of gas, the shuffling
of a pack of cards. (3) When something comes about through
the conC\lrrence or intersection of two distinct causal series _
as when a man walking along a street is killed by the fall of a
tile. In no one of these three types of ' objective chance' is
there any ground for questioning the necessitated character
of the natural order. A careful examination of them confirms
~he view that I subjective chance', footed in a partial ignorance,
IS really the more fundamental of the two supposed' kinds' of
chance.

. . . A.n event is due to objective chance if in order to predict it
or to prefer it to alternatives, at present equi-probable, with any
high degree of probability, it would be necessary to know a great
many more facts of existence about it than we actually do know
and if the addition of a wide knowledge of generai principle~
would be of little use.' .

Considerations of this kind, though here formulated more
explicitly and clearly than by Hume himself, are what Hume
has in mind when he maintains that for the calculation of
chances there is required both knowledge and ignorance­
knowledge of certain of the causes that operate in the agreed
type of instance and ignorance of the others which Concur
with them in determining the particular outcome - as is
illustrated in Our knowledge and ignorance of what may be
the particular outcome of anyone throw of a die.

The mind is here limited by the [known] causes to such a
precise number and quality of the events-; and at the same time
[owing to its ignorance] is undeterminJd in its choice of any
particular event.Z

Hume's other main point is that in such cases all alterna­
tive chances are equal in value, and that there is therefore a
total indifference of the mind as between them. It is only
when the causes are such as can be seen to allow of a superior
number of chances for one of the alternatives that any pre'
ference between them is permissible. Otherwise we should

I Keynes, oj. cit. p. 28g.
to this chapter.

Cf. also the quotation from Keynes cited as motto
2 Tl"eatise, I, iii, II (126).
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Three circumstances exhaust the relevant nature of the die:
(I) certain known causes, suoh as gravity, solidity, cubical
figure, etc., which determine it to fall and to turn up one of its
sides; (2) its six sides, upon anyone of which indifferently
it may fall; (3) its having four sides - to make a helpful
simplification - inscribed with one number, and two sides
with another number. Custom operates to determine the
imagination, on picturing the shaking of a die from its box,
to picture it as falling on the table and as turning one side up.
But since the chances of its turning anyone side up are all
equal, the imagination is faced by a kind of impossibility. It
can picture the die onlyas turning up one side at a time, and yet
no one side may be favoured at the expense of the others. The
impulse of the imagination, in its attempt to picture the out­
come, is thus divided against itself. It has to run over all the
six alternatives, but has also to allow no more force to one
than to any other.

'Tis after this manner the original impulse, and consequently
the vivacity of thought, arising from the causes, is divided and
split in pieces by the intenningled chances. l

The impulse divides iiself into as many parts as there are
sides.

But thus far Hume has left out of consideration the effects
of the -third circumstance~ that four sides concur in one
inscribed number, and two sides in another number. He
now proceeds to assume that the sides which have the same
inscribed number unite in a single impulse to form a single
image, "and become stronger and more forcible by the
union ".2. This is a very large assumption; but Hume
makes no attempt to argue in its support. Indeed it serves
only to preface the way for a fUrther assumption - and

.again he offers no supporting argument - that when four
images combine in the one case and only two in the other,
and the impulses of the former are, therefore, superior to
those of the latter, " the inferior destroys the superior, as far
as its strength goes ".3 The events, that is to say, are con­
trary; and it is, he is arguing, the nature of contraties to

1 Loc. cz't. '(129). .: Loc. cit. (129'30).
3 Loc. dt. Italics not in text.
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be assuming some further known cause involved in certain of
them and not in the others, and the conditions under which
alone alternative chances can be estimated would not be ful­
filled: we should really be concerned with separate and distinct
sets of chan.ces, and not throughout with one set alone. This
superiority of chances, as' due to superiority in n~mber of
chances, H ume also illustrates by reference to the die.

A dye, that ha.s four sides mark'd with a certa~n number of
spots, and only two with another, affords us an ObVIOUS and easy
instance of this superiority.I

. The Probability of Chances: how a superior Number of
Chances determines Belief

A very characteristic part of H ume's teaching - and the
least satisfactory side of it - finds expression in his treatment
of the question to which he now proceeds: why a superior
number of chances is in a position to determine ' belief or
assent'. For it is this psychological question, not the strictly
'logical issues, to which Hume's main attention is directed.
Since we are I reasoning from conjecture' J it is not, he argues,
demonstration, Le. not the mere comparison of ideas, which
is the agency at work. Nor can it be by way of any considera­
tion of likelihood or probability that the mind is led to give
assent.

The likelihood and probability of chances is a superior number
of equal chances; and, consequen~ly whe~ we say 'tis likely the
event will fall on the SIde, whIch IS supenor, rather than on the
inferior we do no more than affirm, that where there is a superior
riumbe; of chances there is actually a superior, and when there is
an inferior there is an inferior j which are identical propositions,
and of no consequence, The question is, by what means a superior
number of equal chances operates upon the mind, and produces
belief or assent· since it appears, that 'tis neither by arguments
d~riv'd from de:Oonstration, nor from. probability.2

The illustration which has guided us thus far will, H ume
declares, suffice to take us to our goal.

We have nothing but one single dye to contemplate, in order
to comprehend one of the: most curious operations of the under­
standing.3

1 Trea#se, I, iii, II (126). .: Loc. cz't, (127). J Loc. cit. (127,8).
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annihilateone another.' The sixfold impulse of the imagina­
tion, in picturing the outcome of the throw of the die, is thus
first divided into a fourfold impulse opposed to a twofold
impulse: and what is declared as then happening is a reduc­
tion by one-half in the force and vivacity of the superior
impulse, and the simultaneous vanishing out of existence
altogether of its contrary, the twofold impulse.'

The same Mechanism accounts for the Probability of Causes

All these assumptions are carried over by Hume into his
treatment of the probalJility of causes. By probabilities of
causes, he means the probabilities which are based on em­
pirical uniformities which are not invariable and which, in
varying, supply contraries analogous to those which operate
in the probability of chances.' These uniformities generate
habits, and it is on the basis of these habits that Hume sets
himself to account for the ' probabilities of causes'. Since
habit arrives at perfection by degrees, it acquires more force
with each instance -" 'tis by those slow steps,· that our
judgment arrives at a full assurance".4 The gradation from
probabilities to proofs is, therefore, Hume argues, an inseo4

sible gradation; and the differenc~ is more easily perceived
in the remote degrees than in those that are contiguous
or near.

Though this species of probability is, in Hume's view,
, the first in order '- preceding all proof - and must have
attained perfection before I entire proof' can exist, he makes
no claim for it as being the path by which the mind ordinarily
advances to newly acquired beliefs. Noone, he contends,

I Cf. Enquiry I, 3 (24 n.): U Where two objects are contrary, t~e one
destroys the other j that is, the cause of its annihilation...." Cf. also'Trcatz"sc,
II, i, 2 (278); II, ii, I (330)': ,II, iii. 9 (441-3). '

2 Cf. Trca!lse, I, iii, II (130). i
3 The distinction which Hume is here drawing between I probability of

chances' and' probability of causes' (Le. really between' chances" and' prob·
abilities' strictly so caned) becomes clearer when we note the differing roles
which he ascribes to know/edge and to e.xpmence respectively in their deter­
mination. • Chances' consist in the alternatives known to be 'possible, as deter­
!Jlined by the factors known to be involved in the type of happening under con­
sideration. 'Probabilities' consist in the alternatives expcrz"enced as occurring
in'those uniformities of experience which are not invariable.

4 Loc. cit.

From th~ observation of sev~ral para~lelinstances, philosophers
form a maXIm, that the conneXlOD betWIxt all causes and effects is

I Loc. cit. (131).
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who has reached the age of maturity, can any longer be
acquainted with it, and this for the following reason. In the
course of our earliest experiences we quickly learn that the
connexionbetween causes and effects is invariable, and we have
come to form so perfect a habit of building upon this experi­
ence, that froma single experiment we are ready to argue to
the future. It is only because we are from time to time faced
by contrary experiences, that we find ourselves constrained
to hold this habit in check, and not to allow the single instance
to determine our inference, save when the single instance has
been U duly prepar'd and examin'd ".-

'Twou'd be very happy for men in the conduct of their lives
and actions, ~ere the same objects ~lways conjoin'd together, and
w~ had not~llng to fear but the mIstakes of our own judgment,
WIthout havmg any reason to apprehend the uncertainty of nature.
But as 'tis frequently found, that one observation is contrary to
another, and that causes and effects follow not in the same order
of whi::h we have had experience, we are oblig'd to vary au;
reasonlllg on account of this uncertainty, and take into considera·
tioD the contrariety of events. I

Hume, as we have said, carries over into the treatment of
this new species of probability the considerations upon which
he bas been dwelling in his treatment of the probability of

.chances. For the two must, he argues, be closely connected.
It is chance which lies at the basis of the seeming departures
from causal uniformity; and is not j chance', as already
noted, a title only for' a secret and conceal'd cause'? The
causal relation is never itself variable; but owing to the
complexity of nature's processes, and to their minuteness
or remoteness, certain of the causes are hidden- from our
view, and in many cas~s these concealed causes are such
as to hinder, or even entirely' to neutralise one another.
The variations in surface appearances, no· less than the
unifon:nities, rest, that is to say, on invariability in the
various causal processes which together constitute the ' com­
plication of circumstance' within which they one and all
arise.

PT. IIIPROBABILITY420



I Treat£se, I, iii, II (132). 2 Treat£se,I1, iii, I (403-4).
3 Treatise, II, iii, 10 (448). This, it will be observed, is one of the many

qualifications which Hume makes to his statement that custom is' king. Cf.
above, p. 382 ff. '

4 Treatzse, I, iii, 12 (133). Italics not in text. 5 Cf. above, pp. 94'5.

equally necessary, and that its seeming uncertainty in some in­
stances pro~eeds from the secret opposition of contrary causes. I

A similar statement comes in Book II, Part iii, in the section
Of liberty and necessity.

Even when these contrary experiments are entirely equal,
we remove not the notion ofcauses and necessity j but ..supposing
that the usual contrariety proceeds from the operation of contrary
and conceal'd causes, we conclude that the chance or indifference
lies only in our judgment on account of our imperfett knowledge,
not in the things themselves, which are in every case equally
necessary, tho' to appearance not equally constant or certain.z

Again, therefore, as in the case of ' chances', knowledge
and ignorance are here for uS intermingled. We have to
proportion our beliefs, as best we can, to the contrariety of
experiences i and this contrariety, Hume maintains, comes
about in one or other of two ways. (1) The first way is by
their producing an imperfect habit, proportioned to the
relative numbers of the positive and negative instances
involved. Custom is the agency at work; and it operates
without allowing for reflexion, in a sheerly automatic manner.
But here again, in the mature mind (that is, in the human
mind, with its love of truth, "the first source of all our
enquiries" 3) such a method of procedure, in its pure and
unadulterated form, is but rarely to be met with - in
our probable reasonings even more rarely, Hume declares,
than in those reasonings which are derived from sequences
that are invariable. For contrariety of experience tends
to arouse reflexion, and so to be knowingly taken' into con·
sideration. ." We ... carefully weigh the experiments,
which we have on each side." 4 And our reasonings in this
kind, just as in the case above noted'of inference derived from
a single experiment,S arise from habit not directly but in the
oblique manner which constitutes the second mode in which
belief is proportioned to the contrariety of appearances.

(2) Hume's account of this second method of proportion-

I Enquz'ry I, 6 (57)
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ing belief to varying appearances proceeds, notwithstanding
that he has here emphasised the knowing, reflective character
of the mind's procedure, on all fours with his account of the
probability of chances. The emphasis, that is to say, is laid
on the number of instances, positive and negative, and on
the automatic manner in which they reinforce or destroy one
another. The two methods thus turn out. to be at bottom
dne and the same. Reflexion serves, at most, only to
multiply the instances which are available and knowingly
considered; it is not regarded as altering the automatic
character of the mechanisms which thereupon determine the
outcome, in respect of belief.

In this section Hume ~nters, however, at much greater
length than in the section Of the probability of chances into
the nature of these mechanisms; and the value and interest
of his more lengthy discussion of them consists mainly in its
showing how far, at the time of writing, he was prepared
to go in the elaboration of a statics and dynamics of the
mind, modelled on the pattern of the Newtonian physics. It
also shows in how atomistic a manner, as determined by
his fundamental assumption of independent simples, he views
belief as a liveliness, varying solely in degree, and attaching
as an intrinsic property not merely to this and that complex
perception, but to each of the simple perceptions which,
supposedly, go to constitute them. As I have argued, this
teaching, with its emphasis on association, is a recessive, not 'a
dominan.t,aspect in Hume's final teaching; and as evidence
of this we have his reduction of these two lengthy sections of
the Treatise to the four pages which correspond to them in the
Enquiry. In the brief summary there given, the positions are
also stated in much more g.eneral terms, with greater emphasis
on the reflective estimate of the alternatives.

But finding a greater number of sides concur in the one event
than in the other, the mind is carried,more frequently to that event
and meets it oftener, in revolving the various possibilities 0:
chances, on which the ultimate result depends. I

There, too, the claims which he makes on behalf of his doctrine
of belief are stated ih a much more tentative manner. It is
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, perhaps', he says, ( in some measure' true. And so instead
of suggesting, as in the Treatise, that it has been amply justi­
fied, he now contents himself with a more modest conclusion.

Let anyone try to account for this operation of the mind upon
any of the received systems of philosophy, and he will be sensible
of the difficulty. For my part, I shall think it sufficient, if the
present hints excite the curiosity of philosophers, and make them
sensible how defective all common theories are in treating of such
curious and such sublime subjects. I

If '" we extract a single Judgment from a
Contrariety ofpast Events

But to return to Hume's argument as given in the
Treatise, there are two points, Hume states, which call for
consideration: what determines us to make the past a stand­
ard for the future; and the manner in which we extract a
single judgment from a contrariety of past events.

Again, as in treating of chances," Hume argues that the
supposition that the future will resemble the past is founded
not on argument or inference of any kind, but solely on habit.
This habit very quickly becomes ' full and perfect' ; and the
first impulse of the imagination, in any later operation, is
determined by it. The first impulse is, however,' broken
into pieces' when there is contrariety in .the images which it
has to recall, and it has then to diffuse itself over all the images,
giving to each

an equal share of that force.and vivacity, that is deriv'd from the
impulse. Any of these past events may again happen ; and we
judge, that when they do happen, they will be mix'd in the same
proportion as in the past.'

This operation of the mind is, H ume says, precisely that which
occurs in the estimation of the probability of chances, and
everything that has been said on the one subject is therefore
applicable to both.4 The perfect habit makes us conclude in
general that instances of which. we have had no experience
must resemble those of which we .have had experience; at
the same time the contrary experiences produce an imperfect

1 Enquiry, I, 6 (59). :z cr. above, p. 418.
3 Trea#se, I, i~iJ 12 (134). .. Loc. cit. (135).

belief, either by weakening this habit or " by dividing and
afterwards joining [it] in different parts." I

In- repeating, and applying, the argument which he has
expounded in the treatment of chances, Hume elaborates it­
in considerable further detail. Thus in support of his view
that belief is compounded of independent constituent beliefs,
each of which, as an effect, is to be ascribed to its own separate
cause, he cites a Newtonian analogy.

We may establish it .as a certain maxim, that in all moral as
well as natural phaenomena, wherever any cause consists of a
number o~ p~rts, and the effect encreases or diminishes, according
to the varIatIOn of that number, the effect, properly' speaking is a
compounded one, and arises from the union of the several effects
that proceed from each part of the cause. Thus because th~
g~a~ity .of a .~ody encreases or diminishes by the encrease or
~ImI!lutIon of Its parts, we conclude that ea,ch part contains this
qu~hty an? contnbutes to the gravity of the whole. . . . As the
bebef,' whIch we have of any event, encreases or diminishes
according to the number of chances or past experiments 'tis to be
consider'd as a compounded effect, ofwhich each part a;ises from
a proportionable number of chances -or experiments.2

Very characteristically Hume regards this principle as being
illustrated and confirmed in an especially evident manner in
the field of the passions.

We have a ,parallel instance in the -affections. 'Tis evident
according to the principles above·mention'd, that when an object
produces any passion in us, which varies according to the different
quantity of the object; I say, 'tis evident, that the passion

. properly speaking, is not.a simple emotion, but a compounded
one, of a great number of weaker passions, deriv'd from a view of
each part of the object. For otherwise 'twere impossible the
passion should encrease by the encrea-se of these parts. Thus a
man, who desires a thousandpound, has in realt'ty a thousand 01'

more desires, which un#ing together, seem to make only one
passIon; tho' the composition evidently betrays itself upon every
alteration of the object, by the preference he gives to the larger
number.... ".3 .

Clearly Hume, in the first enthusiasm of his attempts to
develop a statics and dynamiCs of the mind, is here com­
mitting himself to positions to which he could not permanently
hold. The consequen~es are too extravagantly impossible.
Have not shillings and pence - as by his phrase.' thousand or

t Loc. cit. :I Loc. &it. (136). ;I Loc. dt. (141). Italics not in text.



more' he himself suggests - as good a claim to independent
recognition as the pounds? If the desire for a thousand
pounds consists in a thousand desires, must not each of the
thousand in turn consist of twenty desires for as many shil­
lings, and each of the twenty again a twelvefold desire for the
constituent pennies? Is it surprising that he has curtailed
and modified this part of his teaching in recasting it for the
Enquiries j and is it not a sign of maturer philosophical in­
sight, and of his candour, that he should have done so ?

The two features upon which Hume next proceeds to
dwell are the concurrence and the opposition of the agreeing
and contrary experiences. The concurrent experiences are
declared to run into each other, with consequent heightening
of their force and vivacity. This, he argues, is what has made
possible the belief which attends probable' reasoning' about
causes or effects - a belief in one concl:usion, not in a multi­
tude of similar ones, which would only distract the mind, and
which If in many cases wou'd be too numerous to be compre­
hended distinctly by any finite capacity". The term ' dis­
tinctly' (which I have italicised) indicates that Hume is not
going back upon his view that the first impulse of the imagina- ,
tion awakens all the past 'instances. - Instead he regards the
fact that it has to do so as an argument in confirmation of the
view that it is by fusing with one another that. the images
unite their forces, and give, precisely in virtue oftheir number,
"a stronger and clearer view, than what arises from anyone
alone·"~I

Hume is no less explicit in his account of the opposition-of
the contrary experiences, and here again contents I)imself with
dogmatically affirming that as contraries they annihilate one
another.

As to the manner of their opposition, 'tis- evident, that as the
contrary views are incompatible with each other, and 'tis impossible·
the object can at once exist conformable to both of them, their
influence becomes mutually destructive, and the mind is deter­
min'd to the superior only with that force, which remains after
subtracting the inferior.2

In conclusion,3 Hume c;:onsiders t~vo possible objections.
Why; it may be asked, do not repeated voluntary acts of the

PROBABILITY

Defects in Hume's early Teaching as shown in these Sections
of the Treatise '

Many of the chief defects in Hume's teaching in Book I
of the Treatise are here prominently in evidence, 'more es-

I Hume here (140), in a note, refers the'reader to his I':J,troduction (xxii.xxiii)
and presun:ably t~ the passage th~re ~n which he speaks of the disturbing in:
f1u,en~e of reflecti?n and premedItation' upon, the operation of the natural
pnnClples of the nund. Z Lt?c. c#. (141-2). Cf. I, iii, 13 (146 ff,).
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imagi~ation have the s~me.effect, in generating belief, as past
~xperI~nc~s recalled In Image? If the images unite,
. runnmg Into one act. of the mind', in the one case, why not
In the other? To thiS Hume replies that the difference of
effect in the two cases is beyond question. Custom and
educatio~~ no less th~n experience, do indeed produce helief
by repetition not derIved from experience, but in their case
the. repetition, is n~t willed, i.e. is not designed by the in­
dividual who IS subject to them: The voluntary act I on the
othe~hand, is be!ng designed by the subject of theex~erience,
and IS theref~re 111 each of its instances experienced as being
sep~r~te .and Independent, and so as having a separate, not a
COnjOInt Influence.

The other objection is that we have a preference for a
thou~and guineas over nine hundred and ninety-nine, though
the difference of the one unit isobviously too small a difference
to b.e '~iscernib~e in the passions '. On Hume's theory,
passIOn IS essential to all preference: preference is never
sheerly rational or intellectual, however it may seem to be so.
How then is this seeming exception to be accounted for?
Hume's..Inswer iso,f interest only as showing to what lengths,
at the time of WrItIng, he was prepared to go in defence of
his teaching. We have here, he says, an instance of the
operation of ' custom and general rules '.

. We have found in a multitude of ins'tances, that the augment­
mg the numbers .of any sum ~ugments the passion, where the
numbers are precIse and the difference· sensible. The mind can
perceive from i~s immediate feeling, th~t !hree guineas produce
a greater passIon than two; and thIS It transfers to larger
nut;tbers, because of the r~semblance j and by a general -rule
aSSIgns [I] to a thousand gumeas, a stronger passion than· to nine

d hundred and ninety nine.2
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CR. XIX DEFECTS IN ARGUMENT

pecially (I) his tendency to restate logical issues in psycho­
logical terms, with the suggestion that in treating the latter he
has also dealt with the former; and (2) his professed denial of
abstract ideas, and his consequent not infrequent assumption I

that all intellectual processes have to be carried on in terms of
images which are in all respects as specific and detailed as the
happenings they recall. (Though each image has been de­
clared to be an aggregate of separate and distinguishable
simples, it is none the less regarded as having this extra­
ordinary degree of constancy as a whole.) In both these
respects the ·problems of probability, as treated by Hume,
suffer serious distortion. He discusses probability as if it
concerned not the probability that holds, and holds with
certainty, as a known probability, formulated in exact
numerical terms in respect of instances of a given type of
happening - e.g. thetwo-to-one probability in the case of
the die - but as if it were instead the question, what
attitude the mind adopts in the way of expectation and belief
towards a particular single happening that may be about to
occur but has not yet occurred. The belief varies, he holds,
in all degrees of imperfection - or of' hesitation' - accord­
ing as the probability is high or low.

OUf belief, however faint, fixes itself on a determinate object.z

This is a source of considerable confusion in the exposition
of his argument. Take, for example, a passage which is its
own sufficient commentary - save perhaps in its somewhat
ambiguous concluding sentence.

If our intention, therefore, be to consider the proportions of
contrary ~vents in a great number of instances, the images pre­
sented by our past experience must remain in theirfirst form, and
preserve- their first proportions. Suppose, for instap.ce, I have~
found by long observation, tbat of twenty ships, which go to sea,
only nineteen return. _Suppose I see at present twenty ships that
leave the port: I transfer my past experience to the future, and·

1 As we have noted, it is only by implication - though very definitely so - not
by any expIlcit statement, that Hume at times frees himself from this assumption.
His omission of the discussion of abstract ideas from Enqutf'y I and his refer'

ence to them solely in.a single note· (section 12 [158 n.}} is highly significant, as
showing how in this regard also he had come to be aware of the more than
doubtful character of his earlier teaching.

2 T.,.e~tire, I. iii, 12 (140).

represent to m~se~f nineteen of ~hese_~.hips as returning in safety,
a;nd ope as penshmg. Concernmg thIS there can be no difficulty
[It bemg already agreed that the probability is nineteen to one].
~ut as we frequent!y run over those several ideas of past events,
ill order to fonn a Judgment concemmg one single event which
appear~ uncertain; this conside-ration must change the ji;stform
of our Ideas, and draw together the, divided images presented by
experience; since 'tis to it [Le. to this consideration and conse­
quent drawing together of the, divided images] we refer 'the
determination [Le. the specification] of that particularevent upon
which we reason.1 '

Hardly less essential to Hume's argument in the manner
in which he has chosen to expound it, is his requirement
that every image be detailed, and in its detail an exact and
exhaustive copy of the complex experience it recalls; and
sinse all images referring to one and the same type of event
have on this view, each in respect of the particular alternative
envisaged, a full and entire similarity, it can only be in their
quantity, I.e. in their number, that they differ.

The component parts of the probability [I.e. the instances
which as being the more numerous yield 'probability'] and
possibility [Le. the contrary instances which as less numerous
yield only possibility] being alike in their nature, must produce
like effec.ts; and the likeness of their effects consists in this, that
each of them presents a view of a particular object. But tho'
these parts be alike in their nature, they are very different in their
quantity and humber; and this difference must appear in the
effect as well as the similarity. Now as the view they present is in
both cases full and entire, and comprehendS the object in all its
pCfrts, 'tis impos.sible that in this particular there can be any
difference; nor is there any thing but a superior vivacity in the
probability,' arising fro~ the concurrence of a superior number
of views, which can distinguish these effects.2

The inadequacy of such a theory is the less apparent to Hume
in that he keeps to such simple illustrations as that of the die.
As each of the alternatives does indeed resemble every other in .
being the representation of the side of a die, and the sides
which have the same inscription are therefore in image so far
indistinguishable{rom one another; they are ind'led suited to
f run into one another'; but this is by no means so when the

I Lac; dt. (134). In support of this conjectural interpretation of' it ' and of
, determination', cf. the wording in Hume's preceding paragraphs.

Z Loc. cit. (137) Italics not in text.
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alternatives are, for instance, differently designed ships or
such departures from a specific uniformity as need have only
that resemblance which is required for their being describable
as being one and all departures from it. Hume's view of the
contrary experiences as annihilating one another similarly
rests on the assumption of their being in every detail opposite
to. one another; and the counter-objection then holds. In
this, as in qther respects, Hume's theory is but ill worked out;
and further reflexion - if we may judge by the omissions from
the Enquiry concerning Hu;"an Understanding - seems to
have convinced him of its insufficiency.

Both these defects are connected With what is in other
ways also, here as elsewhere in the Treatise, so unsatisfactory
a feature of Hum·e's argument, viz. his view of belief as
allowing of lllechanical composition, and as consisting not
in the absence or presence of anything that can properly
be called' judgment' or ' assent', but solely in the degree of
immediately experienced vivacity.. And, as the Appendix to
Volume III of the Treatise shows, this and his treatment of
the self were among the first, and were also indeed the main,
sources of his early, and very just, dissatisfaction with the
teaching of that work.


