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EDITORIAL FOREWORD 

THE series to which this book belongs is devoted to the history and 
to the problems of philosophy in all its various branches. It is de­
signed both to interest the specialist and to attract the general 
reader. Beyond this, the contributors to it have been left free to 
handle their chosen subject in their own way: they have not been 
selected with a view to advancing the opinions of any one philo­
sophical school. 

In his own time, David Hume was esteemed more highly as an 
historian and an essayist than as a philosopher. In the nineteenth 
century he was celebrated chiefly for his scq>!icism; his main achieve­
ment was thought to be that of having been the means of awaken­
ing Kant from his 'dogmatic slumber'. It is only in recent years 
that he has obtained his due acknowledgement as a very great phil­
osopher in his own right. As Mr Cavendish shows, his contributions 
both to the theory of knowledge and to ethics are highly original 
and important. Hume is also a master of English prose; almost too 
much so for a philosopher. The ease and lucidity of his style tend 
to mask the profundity of his thought. It is astonishing to find how 
much of what is thought to be distinctive in modern analytical 
philosophy was already foreshadowed in Hume's work. 

A.J. AYER 





CHAPTER I 

HUME'S LIFE 
AND PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS 

I 

DAVID Hu ME was born at Edinburgh on the 26 April 1711 

(Old Style). 1 He was the second son of Joseph Hume, or 
Home, proprietor of the estate ofNinewells, in Berwickshire. 
His mother was a daughter of Sir David Falconer of Newton. 
Joseph Hume died in 1713, and his widow did not remarry, 
but devoted herself thereafter entirely to the rearing and edu­
cation of her children. She appears to have been a woman of 
strong character and considerable intelligence, commanding 
the respect and affection of her family. The Humes ofNine­
wells were gentry of the middle sort, and had extensive con­
nexions with other families of the Scottish Border. 

Nothing is known of Hume's early childhood, and he does 
not seem to have exhibited any remarkable precocity. In 
1 723 he entered at the University of Edinburgh, where he 
remained probably for three or four years, and where he 
attended William Scot's class in Greek. No doubt he attended 
other lectures as well, and these may have included Colin 
Drummond's 'Rational and Instrumental Philosophy', and 
William Law's 'Pneumatical and Ethical Philosophy'. 
Drummond is known to have been interested in the New 
Philosophy, associated with the names of Newton and Locke. 
Law's' Pneumatical Philosophy', that is, mental philosophy, 
appears to have included 'metaphysical inquiry into subtle 
substances imperceptible to the senses, and known only 
through their operations; proof of the immortality of !he 
soul; Natural Theology, or the demonstration of the exist­
ence and the attributes of God'. All these things are treated 
ofin Hume's own works albeit in a negative and destructive 
manner. One extant r:ianuscript, entitled 'An Historical 
Essay on Chivalry and Modern Honour', is said to date from 
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DAVID HUME 

his student days; It exhibits the subtlety and acuteness, and 
also some of the preoccupations to be found in his later work. 
Hume himself says that the Treatise of Human Nature was' pro­
jected before he left College', but this is scarcely credible 
except perhaps in the most tenuous sense. He left Edinburgh 
University before he was sixteen. 

After leaving the University, Hume made some attempt to 
prepare himself for the profession of advocate, but he did not 
find legal studies to his taste, and soon abandoned the notion. 
He seems already to have been absorbed in philosophical 
speculations. In the autumn of 1729 he was seized with a kind 
of nervous breakdown, the effects of which persisted inter­
mittently for the next five years. The nature and causes of' 
this crisis are, of course, unknown. Hume himself wrote a 
long memoir on the subject, in the form of a letter to an un­
known physician, but, as might be expected, this memoir is 
tantalizingly vague at many points. He was at this time 
interested in the Stoic system of morality, as represented by 
Seneca and Plutarch, and he practised the regimen of that 
school, perhaps with too much enthusiasm. In later life his 
ethical views were sharply opposeq. to those of the Stoics. 
Hume's illness was not accompanied by serious depression or 
anxiety, he mentions 'a weakness rather than a lowness of 
spirits' and 'a coldness and desertion of the spirit', such 
as has been reported by mystics and other such fanatical 
people. These symptoms interrupted and prevented his philo­
sophical speculations, but did not unfit him for any other 
activity. In 1734 he decided to abandon philosophy for a 
while. 

Hume's attempt to leave philosophy was short-lived, and 
in the summer of I 734 he retired to France, where he re­
mained for three years, and succeeded in completing the 
Treatise of Human Nature. During this period he managed, by 
the exercise of great frugality, to subsist on a very small pater­
nal inheritance. The desire for independence was an import­
ant factor in Hume's life, and it is worth noting that his 
capacity for work returned to him as soon as he left home. 
He returned to London in 1737. The first two volumes of the 
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HUME'S LIFE AND PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS 

Treatise were published in 1 739, and the third volume in the 
following year. 

Hume expected immediate recognition for his masterpiece, 
and the cool reception accorded to it was a severe disappoint­
ment to him. Reviews appeared in several learned journals in 
England, France, and Germany, but they were either con­
descending or sarcastic or both. They show no real under­
standing of the work, although it was regarded by some as 
showing promise for the future. No doubt the reviewers were 
influenced by irrelevancies, such as Hume's obvious con­
tempt for religious dogma, and scepticism is always shocking 
and incomprehensible to those who have no natural inclina­
tion towards it. On the other hand, no one who has read and 
tried to understand the Treatise can altogether blame those 
who were first required to assess it. 

In 1741 and 1742 Hume brought out two volumes entitled 
Essays Moral and Political. Much of their contents was of a 
slight, even frivolous character, and they enjoyed more im­
mediate success than the 'Treatise. In 1744, at the age ofthirty­
three, Hume applied for the vacant chair in philosophy at 
Edinburgh, but he was rejected on religious grounds. The 
contempt for religious dogma which pervades everything he 
wrote was an embarrassment to him throughout his life. In 
January of 1745 he received an invitation to become tutor to 
the Marquis of Annandale, which he accepted. 

Of Hume's residence with the Marquis perhaps the less 
said the better. The Marquis was in fact insane, and' keeper' 
would be a more apt title than' tutor' for Hume's position in 
the household. His situation was complicated, and ultimately 
rendered untenable by the presence of a certain Captain Vin­
cent, who held a commission from the Marquis to conduct 
some of his business. There seems little doubt that Vincent 
was an unpleasant and evil character, although the exact 
nature and extent of his wickedness cannot now be ascer­
tained. Hume certainly formed the opinion that Vincent was 
a chief agent in intrigues concerning the inheritance of some 
of the Annandale property, and he involved himself, un­
necessarily perhaps, in what was going on. But the letters we 
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DAVID HUME 

have, vague as they are, give the impression that Vincent was 
not merely engaged in an attempt to secure part of his em­
ployer's property for himself, but had other plans and inten­
tions of an even more sinister colour. The outcome of Hume's 
opposition to these schemes was his ignominious dismissal in 
1746. Vincent himself died a few months later, and so his 
aims remain unknown and unfulfilled. 

Immediately upon his removal from this dark scene, Hume 
was offered the post of secretary to General St Clair. This 
gentleman had been commissioned to lead a military expedi­
tion, which was at first intended against the French settle­
ments in Canada, but which ended in an unsuccessful raid 
on the coast of Brittany. The failure was due, not so much to 
the incompetence ofits leaders, as to the ignorance and vacil­
lation of politicians. Hume obviously enjoyed the affair, and 
performed his duties with success, being ultimately promoted 
to the position of judge-advocate. He returned to England in 
March 1747. 

After a few months with his brother at Ninewells, Hume 
was again invited by General St Clair to attend him as secre­
tary, this time on a secret military embassy to Vienna and 
Turin. The object of the embassy was to secure more active 
support from our allies in the War of the Austrian Succession, 
but its efforts were made unnecessary by the treaty of Aix-la­
Chapelle. Hume had plenty of time and opportunity for 
social activities, in which he engaged himself with enthu­
siasm. His peculiar childlike innocence of mind, combined 
with a complete absence of jealousy and rancour, and acer­
tain solidity of temperament, made him popular, especially 
among women, a fact which he not infrequently records with 
mild complacency. Hume's physical appearance at this time 
is also recorded for us by Lord Charlemont: 

Nature, I believe, never formed any man more unlike his real 
character than David Hume. The powers of physiognomy were 
baffled by his countenance; neither could the most skilful in that 
science, pretend to discover the smallest trace of the faculties of his 
mind, in the unmeaning features of his visage. His face was broad 
and fat, his mouth wide, and without any other expression than 
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HUME'S LIFE AND PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS 

that of imbecility. His eyes vacant and spiritless and the corpulence 
of his whole person, was far better fitted to communicate the 
idea of a turtle-eating alderman, than of a refined philosopher. 
His speech in English was rendered ridiculous by the broadest 
Scotch accent, and his French was, if possible, still more laughable; 
so that wisdom never before disguised herself in so uncouth a 
garb. 

Hume's simplicity, his accent, and his rustic appearance, 
often made him the victim of witticisms and practical jokes, 
not always of the most kindly nature, but which he never 
failed to take in good part. While in Italy he suffered a severe 
attack of fever. 

The most important material result of all these employ­
ments for Hume was the attainment of financial independ­
ence. In 1748 he was, so he tells us, 'now Master of near a 
thousand Pound', and for the next fifteen years he devoted 
himself entirely to literary work, residing first at Ninewells, 
and then, after the marriage of his brother in 1751, with his 
sister in Edinburgh. The Philosophical Essays (afterwards 
called the Enquiry) concerning the Human Understanding, and 
Three Essays Moral and Political, appeared in 1748. The 
Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals appeared in 1751, 
Political Discourses in 1752, and Four Dissertations in 1757. The 
first draft of the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion dates from 
1 750, but these were not published until 1779, after Hume's 
death. The six volumes of his History of England came out be­
tween I 754 and 1762, so comple'ting his literary labours. He 
applied unsuccessfully for the chair oflogic at Glasgow Uni­
versity in 1752, and in the same year he was elected Keeper 
?f the Advocates Library in Edinburgh, resigning this office 
m 1757• 

In 1 763 Hume accepted an invitation from the Marquis of 
Hertford, the newly appointed ambassador to the court of 
France, to attend him as a personal secretary with the further 
prospect of an official appointment as secretary to the em­
bassy. B~ this time he was securely possessed of the literary 
f~me_ wh1~h he had always sought, and which rested then on 
hIS historical, rather than on his purely philosophical works. 
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But great though his reputation was in England and Scot­
land, it was a small thing compared with the esteem in which 
he was held in France. His arrival in Paris seems to have been 
a literary and social event of the first magnitude. No doubt 
the respect felt for his writings was genuine and entirely justi­
fied, but it is a little more difficult to account for his extra­
ordinary personal popularity in France. It was something 
more than a passing fashion, as is attested by the puzzled and 
envious letters of his contemporaries. These usually contain 
a sort of standard comment which may be represented as 
follows: 'David Hume is clumsy, oafish in appearance, he is 
heavy and lacking in grace, he speaks French very badly, 
and with an intolerable Scottish accent, and yet all the most 
beautiful women compete for his company and no social 
function is complete without him, I cannot understand it.' 
One concludes that there must have been some aspect of his 
character which is not fully communicated to us, either in 
his own writings, or in the reports of his contemporaries. 

Hume did not receive his official appointment as secretary 
to the embassy until the summer of I 765. A few days later 
Lord Hertford was recalled, and Hume remained as charge 
d'affaires in Paris until the following November, when the 
new ambassador, the Duke of Richmond, presented his cre­
dentials. Hume appears to have performed the duties attach­
ing to his official position with tact and efficiency: he scarcely 
had any opportunity for feats of diplomatic brilliance. He 
returned to England early in I 766. In 1767 he was appointed 
an Under-Secretary of State, a position from which he re­
signed in 1769. The remainder of his life was spent in retire­
ment, and was not interrupted by any remarkable events. He 
died after a rather long and tedious illness in 1 776. 

II 

The edition of Hume's philosophical works used for this study 
is that of T. H. Green and T. H. Grose,2 in four volumes, pub­
lished by Longmans, Green, & Co., in 1875. The system of 
reference is prefaced to the Notes at the end of this book. In 
general, numeration of the Essays, and page references apply 
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to the Green and Grose edition. References by book, chapter, 
section, and paragraph apply to any edition of Hume's works. 

The topics treated ofby Hume divide naturally under five 
heads: Epistemology, Psychology, Morals, Politics and Eco­
nomics, and Religion. The sources for Hume's opinions on 
these topics are accordingly classified as follows. 

EPISTEMOLOGY: Treatise, Book r (1739), An Enquiry con-
cerning Human Understanding (1748). 

P s Y c Ho Lo G y: Treatise, Book II ( r 7 40), A Dissertation on the 
Passions (1757). 

MoRALs: Treatise, Book III (1740), An Enquiry concerning the 
Principles of Morals ( r 7 51), A Dialogue ( r 7 5 r). 

POLITICS AND EcoNOMICS: Treatise, Book III (Part 2), 

Essays, Part r (1741), numbers 2-9 and 12; Essays, Part 2 

(1752). 
RELIGION: Essays, Part 1, number ro; An Enquiry concerning 

Human Understanding, Sections ro and Ir; The Natural His­
tory of Religion ( r 757); Dialogues concerning Natural Religion 
( r 779); Of the Immortality of the Soul ( I 777). 

Hum e's psychology, that is to say, his theory of the passions, 
will not be discussed in this book, except incidentally in so far 
as it bears directly on more strictly philosophical matters. 
His politics and economics must also pass unnoticed. This 
leaves us with the epistemology, morals, and religion. Some 
preliminary observations of a general character must now be 
made on Hume's treatment of each of these three topics. 

E PI s TE Mo Lo G y : The chief difficulty for the expositor 
consists in relating the contents of the Treatise, Book 1, to the 
Enquiry concerning Human Understanding. A problem exists be­
caus~ Hume disowned the Treatise, and recommended the 
Enquiry as the only satisfactory expression of his opinions. It 
would be reasonable to follow this recommendation if the 
Enquiry were a substantial advance on the Treatise; if, for 
example, difficulties which are left unsolved in the Treatise 
w~r: solved, or even discussed more fully in the Enquiry. But 
this is not the case. The Enquiry is certainly a clearer and more 
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readily intelligible work than the Treatise, but these desirable 
features are secured, not by solving difficulties, but by ignor­
ing them. A brief comparison of contents will indicate the 
relation obtaining between the two books. 

The Treatise, Book r, really discusses two distinct topics. 
These are first the nature and extent of human knowledge, 

' ' and second the nature of certain entities, namely, space, 
time, causaiity, the physical world, and the mind. The latter 
discussions are really ontology rather than epistemology, and 
it is in the field of ontology that most of Hume's difficulties 
arise. Generally speaking, the Enquiry concerning Human Under­
standing follows the plan of the Treatise, but omitting all on to­
logical discussions, except for causality, which is treated in a 
simplified manner. It is possible that Hume felt these omis­
sions to be justified because, for reasons which may be con­
jectured, he was chiefly interested in establishing a sceptical 
theory of knowledge, rather than in ascertaining the nature 
of these other entities or concepts. That this is likely may be 
seen from the fact that, although he admits the difficulties in 
his account of the mind, and himself observes that they seem 
to be insuperable, he does not for one moment entertain the 
notion that this might cast doubt upon the validity of his 
general theory. If ontology cannot be made to fit his theory 
of knowledge, so much the worse for ontology. 

The omission of Hume's theories of space and time is per­
haps no great loss, but his theories of the physical world and 
of the mind cannot be neglected. For all their faults they form 
an important contribution to philosophy. Furthermore the 
epistemological discussions in the Treatise contain many 'sub­
tleties which are passed over in the Enquiry. Consequently the 
plan adopted in this exposition is to follow the Treatise Book 1 

with the omission of the part on space and time. ' ' 

MORALS: The problem with respect to Hume's moral 
philosophy is superficially similar to the problem of his epis­
temology and ontology. We have two versions the Treatise 
B?ok rn, and the Enquiry concerning the Principles 'of Morals; h~ 
disowns the former and recommends the latter. Here, how-
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ever, it is not simply a matter of omissions. Mr Selby-Bigge 
goes so far as to say that there is 'a very remarkable change 
of tone, or temper, which, even more than particular state­
ments, leads him to suppose that the system of Morals in the 
Enquiry is really and essentially different from that in the 
Treatise.' 3 The present writer cannot claim to have solved this 
problem satisfactorily, and will state his position without at­
tempting to justify it. It is assumed, then, that the only parts 
of Hume's moral philosophy that are of real importance are 
(i) his theory that moral judgements are a matter of feeling 
and not ofrational conviction, and (ii) his belief that the doc­
trine of free will is irrelevant to morals. Hume's discussion of 
the particular virtues and vices is psychologically interesting, 
but not philosophically important. In the present exposition 
the arguments of the Treatise are considered and examined. 

A second point arises in connexion with Hume's moral phil­
osophy. Professor Kemp Smith has argued very convincingly 
that Hume's first interest was in morals rather than in episte­
mology. 4 His opinion is supported by early letters and mem­
oranda. The fact is of prime importance for the student of the 
development of Hume's thought, and in fixing the exact func­
tion and purpose of his philosophical enquiries. Nevertheless, 
from the purely philosophical point of view, epistemology 
naturally takes first place, and is the part of Hume's work 
upon which his fame as a philosopher chiefly rests. I have 
therefore followed the natural order of exposition, which 
Hume himself adopted. 

RELIGION: The expository problems in connexion with 
Hume's theory ofreligion are of a somewhat different charac­
ter. His chief work on this subject, the Dialogues concerning 
Natural Religion, was not published in his lifetime. The Natural 
History of Religion was among the last of his philosophical 
writings: it appeared in 1757. It might be concluded that his 
interest in the philosophy of religion dated from a compara­
tively late period. Such a conclusion is in fact quite unjustified: 
religious philosophy was amongst the earliest ofHume'sinter­
ests, and may well have antedated his interest in pure morals. 
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Indeed it is not too much to say that Hume's attitude to 
religio~ was one of the chief factors in all_ his philo~ophical 
thinking. His attitude was one of unqualified enmity. The 
religion of his boyhood was a grim form of Calvinism empha­
sizing pre-election, guilt, and damnation, and it made a deep 
impression on his mind. His earliest philosophical activity 
seems to have been an attempt to remove himself from the 
power of these unhappy doctrines. His published work and 
independent testimony concerning his life and character, to­
gether testify to the; success of this attempt. His tranquillity 
in the face of death excited the admiration of his friends, the 
amazement of James Boswell, and the incredulity of Samuel 
Johnson. But nevertheless, to the very end of his life, the 
thought of immortality, or of survival after death, was, for 
him, indissolubly associated with sentiments of terror and 
dismay. 

Hume's works on religion exhibit two distinct lines of argu­
ment. In the Natural History he sets himself the task of giving 
an account of the origin of the idea of God, and of the origin 
of the belief in the existence of gods. This is carried out in­
dependently of any consideration of the validity of such be­
liefs. It might be expected that he would use the methods of 
analysis elaborated in the Treatise, but this he does not do. 
Instead, he gives a purely anthropological account, which, 
both in method and in its display of classical learning, reminds 
one fo~cibly of the works of Sir James Frazer. The object of 
the Dialogues, on the other hand, is to examine and assess 
some arguments which have been brought in favour of the 
existence of God. The argument chiefly considered is the so­
called argument from design. This is also the subject of Sec­
tion 11 of the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding. Section 
10 of the same work deals destructively with the possibility of 
miraculous events. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AIMS AND METHODS 

WHEN we want to understand a philosopher it is a good plan 
to ask what were his aims, and what methods did he use to 
pursue those aims. We cannot take these things for granted in 
philosophy, as we can in other subjects. The short answer with 
Hume is that his aims were revolutionary, and that like all 
revolutionaries he was prepared to use almost any method 
that presented itself. Of course, this does not mean he was at 
all disingenuous: he was certainly not prepared to use argu­
ments which he privately considered to be invalid. A more 
detailed answer is hard to give, partly because Hume seems 
to have misconceived somewhat the nature of the arguments 
he in fact used, and partly because his real aims are not at 
first very clearly stated. Let us first see what he has to say in 
his Introduction to the Treatise of Human Nature. 

Hume tells us he is going to study 'the Science of Man', 
and that the object of this science is 'to explain the principles 
of human nature' .1 The method he proposes is 'the experi­
mental method', and this involves the performance of' care­
ful and exact experiments'. These experiments may include 
either introspective observation of mental phenomena, or the 
objective observation of human behaviour. Hume is very cau­
tious about introspection because, he says, 'reflection and 
premeditation would so disturb the operation ofmy natural 
principles, as must render it impossible to form any just con­
clusion from the phenomenon'. He concludes that 'we must 
therefore glean up our experiments in this science from a cau­
tious observation of human life ... by men's behaviour in 
company, in affairs, and in their pleasures'. All this makes it 
look just as ifhe is going to do what we should now call experi­
mental psychology. But ifwe read Hume's works, we do not 
find any accounts of' careful and exact experiments', nor do 
we find any 'cautious observations of men's behaviour'. 
There is something that Hume calls 'an experiment', but 
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this is a procedure all his own, and it is i11;variably intro­
spective in character. There are observation~ of huma~ 
behaviour, but they are not accounts of a particular mans 
behaviour in carefully specified circumstances. They_ are 
accounts of certain general features of human behav10ur, 
which are in fact obvious to everybody. 

A different light is thrown on the matter if we consider the 
motives Hume says he has for investigating human nature. 
The enquiries are not made just for their own sake, or out of 
curiosity. There is an ulterior motive. It appears that all the 
other sciences have a special relation to the science of man, 
which makes the latter in a certain sense ultimate. Thus 
Mathematics, Natural Philosophy (that is Physics), and 
Natural Religion are dependent on the science of man be­
cause 'they lie under the cognizance of men, and are judged 
of by their powers and faculties'. It therefore behoves us to 
know the extent and nature of these powers and faculties. 
Logic, Morals, Criticism, and Politics are even more closely 
connected with human nature because 'the sole end of logic 
is to explain the principles and operations of our reasoning 
faculty, and the nature of our ideas; morals and criticism re­
gard our tastes and sentiments; and politics consider men as 
united in society, and dependent on each other.' Hume con­
cludes that, in proposing a science of man, he is in effect pro­
posing 'a complete system of the sciences, built on a founda­
tion almost entirely new, and the only one upon which they 
can stand with any security'. It is clear that when Hume 
speaks of a science he means any field of human enquiry, and 
does not restrict himself to what we should now call a science. 
So what he is really going to investigate is the foundation of 
all human knowledge. 
. It is essential for us to understand why Hume thought it 
important to enquire into the foundations of human know­
ledge, for here again it was not just a matter of idle curiosity. 
He was concerned to destroy, once and for all, an ancient and 
powerful belief. In his opinion, of course, this belief was false, 
but that was not the whole ofit. He also felt that it was some­
how a presumptuous belief, which led to evil consequences by 
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producing in men an unwarrantable pride and intolerance. 
It seemed too, to have vague associations in his mind with irra­
tional and superstitious fear or anxiety. 2 On the face of it, the 
belief in question seems harmless enough, even if it is false. It 
is, to put it shortly, the belief that tvvo quite different kinds of 
knowledge are possible: an inferior everyday kind of know­
ledge, and a superior god-like kind of knowledge beside which 
ordinary knowledge appears as a mixture of error and illu­
sion. Ordinary knowledge, that is the inferior kind, includes 
all knowledge of matters of fact obtained by observation and 
experience, and also the systematization of such information 
in what we now call science. The superior knowledge con­
sists essentially in knowledge of the ultimate reasons why 
things are as they are. We may call the latter metaphysical 
knowledge, without begging any questions. The acquisition 
of metaphysical knowledge is supposed, by those who believe 
in it, to be the proper aim of philosophy. 

The possession of metaphysical knowledge is believed by 
those who seek it to have certain desirable accompaniments. 
First, the possession of such knowledge, at least in its highest 
form, entails its permanent retention, and this in turn leads 
to a state of eternal happiness. Since the happiness is eternal, it 
is clear that metaphysical knowledge must be a key to some 
form of immortality. Second, knowledge of this kind enables 
the soul to gain mastery over or freedom from the bodily 
passions and appetites. These are supposed to be evil, or at 
best amoral. Consequently moral virtue consists in gaining 
this mastery, and so it must be a concomitant of metaphysical 
knowledge. Apart from all this, metaphysical knowledge is 
usually believed to consist in the contemplation of certain 
transcendental objects, of which I shall have more to say. It is 
said that, when we contemplate these objects, we thenseewh_y 
things must be as they are. Metaphysical knowledge 1s 
acquired by successfully following a certain rational pro­
cedure or ritual. This ritual is possible to man because he 
possesses a supernatural faculty, which we may call the 
Reason. The Reason is supernatural both in the sense that 
it is not subject to the accidents which beset the physical 
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body, and in the sense that it is the immortal or eternal or 
divine part of man. 3 

In view of the powerful associations of such phrases as 
'eternal happiness' it is not surprising that these ideas exer­
cise a strong fascination over many minds. If people come to 
philosophy for help in their search for happiness or freedom 
or virtue, or even just knowledge of final answers to ultimate 
questions, they will be both disappointed and annoyed by 
someone who calls himself a philosopher and yet makes it his 
business to assure them that the latter demand is impossible 
to satisfy, and that the former are not to be obtained by the 
exercise of Reason. Since this is exactly what Hume does, it 
is no wonder that, although he is admittedly the greatest 
English-speaking philosopher, he is also commonly regarded 
as the most exasperating. 

Hume says that freedom (in the philosophical sense) is an 
illusion; he says that we cannot gain happiness and virtue by 
the exercise of reason alone, because reason alone can never 
gain mastery over the passions; he says we can never know 
the ultimate reasons why things are as they are, because the 
human understanding is not capable of such knowledge. A 
few quotations will illustrate these, and other points.4 

We can never fr<~e oursel_ve~ from the bonds of necessity. We may 
imagine we feel a hbertyw1thm ourselves; but a spectator can com­
monly infer our actions from our motives and character. and even 
where he cann~t, he c~ncludes in_ general, that he might, were he 
perfectly acquamted with every circumstance of our situation and 
temper. 

We speak not strictly and philosophically when we talk of the 
combat ofpassi~n and ofreason. Reason is, and ought only to be the 
slave of the pass10ns, and can never pretend to any other office than 
to serve and obey them. 

When we see, that we have arrived at the utmost extent ofh n . d uma 
reason, we sit own contented, though we be perfectly satisfied in 
the main of our ignorance, and perceive that we can give no reason 
for our mos_t gene~al and _mo~t refined principles, beside our experi­
ence of their reality; which 1s the reason of the mere vulgar. 
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The utmost effort of human reason is to reduce the principles, 
productive of natural phenomena, to a greater simplicity, and to 
resolve the many particular effects into a few general causes, by 
means of reasonings from analogy, experience, and observation. 
But as to the causes of these general causes, we should in vain at­
tempt their discovery; nor shall we ever be able to satisfy ourselves, 
by any particular explication of them. These ultimate springs and 
principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and enquiry. 

The observation of human blindness and weakness is the result of 
all philosophy, and meets us at every turn, in spite of our endeavours 
to elude or avoid it. 

Nothing, therefore, can be more contrary than such a philosophy 
to the supine indolence of the mind, its rash arrogance, its lofty 
pretensions, and its superstitious credulity. 

There is little need for me to comment on these extracts at 
present, but we must notice two things. Hume has a theory 
and an attitude. His theory is that the human understanding, 
or reason, is subject to a limitation, so that there are things 
we cannot ever know. His attitude is indicated by the fact 
that he condemns the rather noble aspirations of the ancient 
philosophers, by implication, as lofty pretensions, the outcome 
of rash arrogance; and they are associated with superstition. In 
?oing this he is, of course, guilty of some injustice. The opin-
10ns of men like Plato, Aristotle, or Spinoza never had the 
evil consequences which superstitions so often have. It is true 
that Aristotle's works were used to give a rational basis for a 
certain kind of Christianity,6 which Hume would no doubt 
regard as superstition, and which was in the seventeenth cen­
tury attended with notable exhibitions of intolerance and 
persecution. Religious persecution was as close to Hume as 
political persecution is to us. It is also certainly true that 
Hume's philosophy could not possibly be used to support any 
religion or superstition. 

We must now try to get some idea of how Hume supposes 
the reason or understanding to be limited, and of what 
methods he uses to establish those limitations. We noticed that 
perhaps the chief limitation, although not the only one, is 
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that we cannot know the ultimate reasons why things are as 
they are. We cannot know the ultimate reason why the m~on 
causes the tides because this would involve somehow seemg 
that it is in the ~~ture of the moon to cause the tides. That is to 
say, we should be able by examining the moon alon~, to_se_e 
why it must cause the tides, or at any rate it looks as if this 1s 
what we should be able to do. We noticed also that Hume 
describes his method as an experimental method, involving 
careful and accurate experiments, and I have warned the 
reader that this is not a fair description of his actual pro­
cedure. Roughly speaking, what Hume does in fact try to do 
is to show that no possible experience would constitute know­
ledge of ultimate reasons. He tries to establish this, first by 
showing that no experiences we have on occasions when we 
might be expected to know ultimate reasons, do in fact con­
stitute such knowledge; and second by showing that we can­
not ever imagine anything which we should call experiencing 
or knowing an ultimate reason. The second point is, of course, 
the really important and decisive one. Hume proposes to 
establish the limitation of the human understanding, by 
establishing a limitation of the human imagination. 

It is clear that the imagination will have to be limited in 
quite a special way, in order to prove Hume's point. A man 
who has never tasted pineapple cannot imagine that taste, 
but this does not mean that he can never know what a pine­
apple tastes like. His imagination is limited by his experience. 
Again, a man may not be able to imagine something, just 
because the complexity of the thing defeats, as we say, his 
imagination. It is clear that such limitations are accidental 
in character, and cannot be used to prove any absolute and 
universal restrictions on all human knowledge. They cannot 
be used to prove that a higher kind of knowledge is impossible 
for human beings, simply in virtue of the fact that they are 
human beings. What Hume has to say, and what he does say, 
is that human experience is of such a kind, and the human 
imagination works in such a way, that we cannot know or 
even imagine ultimate reasons. 

Even so, it does look at first as if the quarrel between Hume 
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and the old metaphysicians is simply a verbal one. Hume 
says that certain things are beyond human powers. To prove 
this, he must establish first that given only such and such 
powers then these things are impossible, and second that 
human beings have only such and such powers. If we now 
define human beings as beings whose powers are limited in 
the required way, we shall have our second proposition, but 
it will then be open to the metaphysician to reply that there 
are no human beings in this sense of the phrase. He will say 
we are all superhuman because our powers are not in fact 
limited in the way described. Thus it looks as if Hume is 
bound to establish the limits of the human understanding by 
a process of cautious generalization from a large number of 
individual observations and experiments. One pictures the 
careful examination of a large and fair sample of mankind, 
the noting of some features common to all the men in the 
sample, and the extension of these features to all men in 
general by induction. This is our average picture of scientific 
procedure, and perhaps Hume really believed at times that 
he was using some such procedure. But the arguments he 
actually uses do not follow this simple pattern. 

There are really two quite different motives for investigat­
ing the limitations of the human understanding, and although 
Hume seems to have confused them, there is to my mind no 
doubt which was his principal aim. This may be illustrated 
by means of an example. No man can leap a distance of fifty 
feet. Such knowledge of human limitations would be of use to 
builders of moats round castles: they will know that fifty feet 
is wide enough.You can imagine economically minded moat­
builders carrying out extensive investigations into the athletic 
powers of soldiers, just to find out the smallest efficient moat. 
On the other hand, you may tell a man that no one can leap 
fifty feet, just in order to dissuade him from attempting such 
a thing. In this case, the general information is not re~lly 
required: all he needs to know is that he cannot leap the dISt­
ance. Furthermore whereas the moat-builder really does 
need for his purpose'some scientific knowledge ofhu~an limi­
tations in general, the man who wants to confine himself to 
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attempting only those athletic feats which are possible for 
him, does not need such knowledge. All he requires is a test 
he can apply to himself, and which will establish for him 
his limitations. Consequently, a man who wants to dissuade 
people from attempting certain tasks, may proceed in two 
quite different ways. He may attempt a scientific demon­
stration that the tasks are beyond all human capacity. Or 
he may provide a test, which people can apply to them­
selves, and which (so he believes) will demonstrate to them 
that the tasks are beyond their capacity. The latter meth­
od of dissuasion is unquestionably more effective than the 
first. 

I have suggested that Hume wants to persuade us to aban­
don the search for a higher kind of knowledge. No really scien­
tific demonstration is required for this purpose. All he needs 
to do is to lead the reader to see his own limitations. If Hume's 
works are seen in this light, they make great philosophy and 
good sense. If they are taken the other way, they look like 
poor psychology and poor sense. I do not wish to suggest that 
Hume himself saw it altogether like this, or that I have really 
succeeded in cramming his philosophy into a nutshell. But 
what we need, with Hume perhaps above all others, is some 
sort of clue which will guide us through his works, and enable 
us to extract some sort of pattern. When we have done this, 
we may be in a position to reconsider our attitude. 

Hume's contention is not that our understanding (that is, 
our power of acquiring knowledge) is limited in the sense that 
we are not as clever as we might be. No doubt we are limited 
in this way, but the limitation Hume seeks to establish is one 
which would hold no matter how clever or intelligent we are. 
For him our understanding is limited because our imagina­
tion is limited, and our experience is limited. What is more, 
these limitations are intrinsic and not accidental. That is to 
say, it is not simply that our imagination is not so strong as it 
might be, and our experience is not so extensive as it might 
be. So long as our imagination works in the way it does, and 
so long as our experienc~ is of the kind it is, the limitations 
Hume seeks to impose will hold. What we have to explain, 
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then, is what Hume conceives experience to consist of essen­
tially, how he considers the imagination to work, and how 
these things bear on what we can or cannot know. 

It is absolutely central in Hume's philosophy that there can 
be only one kind of experience. You will notice that here he 
at once departs from the old metaphysical tradition, in which 
possession of true knowledge is connected with a special kind 
of experience, involving the contemplation of a special kind 
of object. Hume calls the one kind of experience 'percep­
tion', and what he means by a perception is close to what we 
mean by a sensation. He says' to hate, to love, to think, to feel, 
to see; all this is nothing but to perceive', 6 and he might well 
have added 'to remember, to expect, to imagine, to believe, 
to know'. Thus Hume's 'perception' makes a clean sweep. 
Furthermore, to imagine something is to form a sort of mental 
picture of it, that is, it is a kind of shadowy experience of the 
real thing. This mental picture, he calls an 'idea'. When we 
are thin-king, it does not necessarily follow that we are having 
ideas .of what we are thinking about, for we may think in 
words. But in so far as we are really thinking, it follows that 
we could have ideas of what we are thinking about, and these 
ideas will be mental pictures, that is, shadowy intimations of 
some possible experience. It follows that what can be imagined 
or thought of can also be experienced. Tliis is the first of Hume's 
great principles of investigation. 

Hume conceives experiences as distinct entities, and he 
~hinks that complex experiences are by us distinguishable 
mto parts. His second principle is that the parts of a complex 
experience may be imagined or pictured as existing separately. His 
third principle is that we can never perceive any real connexion be­
tween distinct existences. It is not very clear what Hume means 
by a real connexion among distinct existences, or what he 
means by saying we can never perceive such real connexions. 
But it appears later that an example of a real connexion 
would be a relation between two objects A and B, such that 
the existence of A somehow necessitated the existence of B. 
In any case, it is clear that since by Hume's first principle we 
cannot imagine what cannot be experienced, it follows that 
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we cannot even imagine a real connexion between distinct 
existences. The reader will notice that there is something a 
little puzzling about this conclusion. It looks as if there will 
be a contradiction in terms when we speak of perceiving real 
or necessary connexions among distinct existences. And then 
we wonder how people could have supposed themselves to 
have perceived something which cannot even be imagined. 

In the body of the Treatise, Hume uses his principles to 
accomplish what we may call an analysis of certain important 
ideas. The nature of his analysis is illustrated in the following 
extracts.7 

The idea of space or extension is nothing but the idea of visible 
or tangible points distributed in a certain order. 

Time is nothing but the manner in which some real objects exist. 

Belief is nothing but a strong and lively idea derived from a present 
impression related to it. 

Necessity is nothing but that determination of the thought to pass 
from causes to effects, and from effects to causes, according to their 
experienced union. 

[The self] is nothing but a bundle or collection of different per­
ceptions. 

We need not concern ourselves at present with the exact 
meaning of these remarks, nor need we suppose that they 
adequately represent Hume's final conclusions. We are inter­
ested in what is common to them all, and this scarcely needs 
indicating, for it consists simply in the repeated use of the 
words 'nothing but'. Hume's formula for analysis is to tell us 
that Xs are really but Ys, and the implication of this formula 
is that we had mistakenly supposed that Xs were something 
more than just Y s. Besides this, there is another suggestion 
which becomes clear later, and that is the suggestion that we 
had mistakenly supposed Xs to have a kind of independent 
existence which they do not in fact have. Thus perhaps, we 
have taken space and time to be, not merely the manner in 
which real objects exist, but rather some thing or medium in 
which objects exist. We are apt to imagine objects existing in 
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space and time, as fish exist in water; and because of this we 
are inclined to suppose we can imagine space and time con­
tinuing to exist independently of the existence of any other 
objects whatever. In the same way, we think of the self or 
mind as something which has perceptions, or again as some­
thing in which perceptions exist. We suppose that percep­
tions depend for their existence on the prior existence of a 
mind to perceive them, and consequently that the mind does 
not depend for its existence on the existence of perceptions. 
All this suggests to us that there are things which have an in­
dependent existence, and which can be imagined as existing 
separately, and yet which cannot be perceived, at least in the 
ordinary sense. The purpose of Hume's deflationary kind of 
analysis is then clear, for he wants to prove that we cannot 
imagine anything, and so cannot propose the existence of 
anything which is not a possible object of common experience. 

We can now consider very shortly the approximate bearing 
of Hume's theory of the imagination on his theory of know­
ledge. The key to the situation is his idea that we can imagine 
only what can be experienced. One other assumption is 
needed for a simple exposition, and that is the assumption 
that knowledge of the existence of something consists pri­
marily in that thing's being an object of present experience. 
Thus, ignoring certain philosophical irrelevancies, we know 
in the primary sense that a lion exists if we actually see one at 
the zoo. It is obvious that, if there are things which are not 
objects of any possible experience, then we cannot know of 
their existence, at least in this :,imple way. Ifwe want to do a 
little mythical history of philosophy, we may pretend that 
when metaphysicians spoke of a second kind of experience, 
this was because they believed both in the existence of un­
experienceable objects (sometimes called occult objects), and 
that we can know of the existence of such objects in a way like 
the way we know lions exist when we see them. This is not the 
true situation but it may have been how Hume sometimes 
saw it. But th; effects of his principles are plain enough. First, 
if there are occult objects, we can never know of their exist­
ence. Second, we cannot even imagine occult objects, and 
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cannot, therefore, believe in, assert, deny, doubt, or in any 
way entertain the existence of such objects. It follows that 
whenever we suppose ourselves to be entertaining the idea of 
an occult object, we are really under an illusion, for either 
there is no idea at all, or it is the idea of something which can 
occur in common experience. This is surely the strangest of 
all illusions, the illusion that we believe in the existence of 
something which cannot even be imagined, and Hume's final 
task is obviously to explain to us how such illusions arise, and 
just what they are illusions 0£ Not unnaturally he finds some 
difficulty, for it will be the final explanation of how the great 
fantasy of the old metaphysicians gained its hold over men's 
minds. 

Hume's way of solving this problem is both complicated 
and obscure, but a few guiding remarks are in place here. We 
cannot believe in the existence of occult things or qualities, 
because on his terms you can believe only what you can 
imagine, and can imagine only what you can experience. 
Because of this, he says that we feign the existence of occult or 
unperceivable objects,8 and this is not just his way of avoiding 
the issue. He then needs to explain, first how we come to feign 
the existence of such objects, and second what this feigning 
consists of, for it plainly cannot be the same as believing. In 
order to accomplish the first of these tasks he finds it necessary 
to introduce two further basic principles. The first is that, if 
two ideas are closely associated in some way, we are apt to 
mistake one for the other. The second is that, if some object 
arouses a certain feeling in our minds, we are apt to project 
that feeling onto the object, and to regard it as a real quality 
of the object. Thus we speak ofa sad scene, although the sad­
ness is really in the spectators. We shall see later how these 
principles are used. 

To understand what feigning is, we need to say a little 
about Hume's theory of meaning. His theory is that primarily 
the meaning of a word is an idea for which the word stands, 
or which it represents. Thus the use of a word is determined 
on this theory by the nature of the idea it stands for, and by 
using a word to stand for a certain idea, we naturally get into 
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the habit of using it in a certain way. It comes to occupy a 
certain position, so to speak, in our discourse,just because the 
corresponding idea has a certain place among other ideas. 
Having acquired this habit, it is no longer necessary for us to 
picture to ourselves the idea which the word means, when we 
wish to use it meaningfully or correctly. In this sense we can 
often be quite clear about what we mean, without having a 
clear and distinct picture of what we mean; and it is obvious 
enough that this often happens. But, according to Hume's 
theory, for a word to have a meaning it is not sufficient that 
it should have a use: it must also stand for an idea which 
determines the use. And this idea is a kind ofimage or picture 
of something which the word represents or means. Thus, 
when we use a word meaningfully, we need not have the idea 
or meaning before us, so to speak, but it is absolutely neces­
sary that there should be an idea which we could form, and 
which would be the meaning of the word.9 

The process offeigning may now be briefly explained. Ifa 
word has meaning, it must of course be used in a certain way; 
but it does not follow that because a word is used in some way, 
it must have one and only one meaning. It may have many 
meanings, or it may have no meaning at all. The only way to 
find out is to track down the idea for which the word stands, 
and this entails finding the experience from which the idea is 
derived. Philosophers sometimes feel there ought to be a word 
having a certain use, and they duly invent one. Then they 
think that by giving the word a use they have succeeded in 
giving it a meaning, that is to say they have made it stand for 
an idea. And then, all too often, it turns out that if the word 
does stand for an idea, this must be an idea of something 
which can never be experienced. This is one kind offeigning. 
On the other hand, a word may have a meaning, or it may 
perhaps have two or more closely similar meanings, and here 
we can see a possibility of confusion. If a word has many uses, 
no single idea will account for all of them, and ifwe suppose 
it must have one and only one meaning, we shall be inclined 
to imagine that that meaning must be something more than 
the ideas which partly account for its use. Again, if two words 
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like' water' and' space' have somewhat parallel uses, we may 
imagine that the parallelism extends further than it really 
does. This will make us think of space as an independently 
existing entity, just like water, except that it cannot be seen 
or felt as water can. This is the kind of account Hume gives 
of how we come to feign the existence of occult things or 
qualities. 

Hume does not explicitly develop the distinction between 
use and meaning, but in practice he utilizes this distinction. 
We noticed that he said we sometimes mistake one idea for 
another, and you will see that this kind of mistake appears 
altogether mysterious, if not impossible. In practice, how­
ever, he demonstrates that we mistake one use of a word for 
another. Indeed, his way of avoiding such mistakes is to go 
back to the idea which is the meaning, and this would not 
accomplish anything if you could also mistake one idea for 
another. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE IMAGINATION 

I 

The Treatise of Human .Nature opens with a classification of 
what Hume calls 'perceptions of the human mind'. He tells 
us that' everything which appears to the mind is nothing but 
a perception', and that' to hate, to love, to think, to feel, to 
see; all this is nothing but to perceive' .1 Thus hating, loving, 
thinking, feeling, and seeing consist of nothing but the 
appearance of perceptions to the mind. It is important to 
notice that Hume does not argue this point, and this means 
he is not setting up a psychological theory about the nature 
of hating, loving, and the rest. We should rather regard his 
account of these things as definitive of what he means by a 
'perception of the human mind'. Now we cannot question a 
definition, but we may well ask after its purpose, and Hume's 
purpose is not at present clear to us. 

Perceptions of the mind are first divided into impressions and 
ideas. The difference between these' consists in the degrees of 
force and liveliness, with which they strike upon the mind, 
and make their way into our thought and consciousness'. 2 

Impressions 'enter with most force and violence', and ideas 
are ' the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning'. The 
:elation between impressions and ideas is further illustrated 
m the following passage : 3 

When I shut my eyes and think ofmy chamber, the ideas I form 
a~e exact representations of the impressions I felt; nor is there any 
circumstance of the one, which is not to be found in the other. 

The important thing about this passage is again that it is put 
forward as an obvious truth which does not call for argument 
or other support. Now it would be an obvious truth ifwe de­
leted 'and think of my chamber' and inserted the words 'and 
form a complete and accurate mental picture of my cham­
ber'. So, for Hume, to think of something, or to form an idea 
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ofit means making an accurate mental picture. It is no won­
der ~hen that he goes on to say the first thing that strikes him 
about ideas, is that they are perfect copies of impressions.' 
For an idea is an idea of just that impression which it exactly 
reproduces. This is what makes that idea an idea of just that 
impression. 

Impressions, and ideas also, may be further divided into 
those which are simple and those which are complex.5 It is not 
very clear what Hume has in mind when he speaks of simple 
impressions, but it is quite clear that he conceives complex 
impressions to be built up from simple impressions, rather as 
a house is built of bricks, or as in chemistry a molecule is com­
posed of atoms. Thus simple impressions are the atoms or 
elementary constituents of our experience, and Hume defines 
them as' admitting of no distinction nor separation'. There is 
no need for any further definition at present, so long as we 
grasp the fact that Hume's conception is of an experience 
which can be analysed, or rather discriminated into simple 
elements, which do not themselves admit of further analysis. 
It is again important to notice that he does not argue for this 
view of experience: he presents it as something which must, if 
understood, meet with immediate acceptance. 

The third classification ofimpressions, and so also ofideas, 
is the division into impressions of sense and impressions of re­
flection. 6 The examples he gives ofimpressions of reflection are, 
'desire and aversion, hope and fear', that is, what we should 
commonly call feelings or sentiments. They are called im­
pressions of reflection because they arise from reflection on 
previous experience. The distinction Hume has in mind is 
that sentiments or feelings or impressions of reflection usually 
haye an object, and this means we hope for something, fear 
something, and so on. The account he gives of hoping for X, 
is that to hope for Xis to have a feeling or impression of hope 
which is consequent on or caused by contemplation of the 
idea ofX. It is once more important to notice that this is not 
presented as a psychological theory about what really hap­
pens when we hope for something. No evidence is produced. 
It is simply that saying you have an impression of hope arising 
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from the idea of X, is presented as another way of saying you 
hope for X. There is no question of the truth of a way of ex­
pressing yourself, only a question of its purpose, and whether 
that purpose is achieved. We do not yet know what Hume's 
purpose is. 

We now come to two propositions which Hume does make 
some attempt to support by evidence. He says 

every simple idea has a simple impression, which resembles it, and 
every simple impression a correspondent idea. 7 

and 

all our simple ideas in their first appearance are derived from simple 
impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they ex­
actly represent. 

Since Hume has already defined an idea as an exact copy of 
an impression, it may be supposed that the first of these 
propositions is already established by definition, but he is now 
concerned with something that cannot be side-stepped in 
this way. Someone who is metaphysically inclined can agree 
that under Hume's definition of an idea, every idea must 
correspond to some impression, and yet hold that there are 
objects which are ordinarily called ideas, and which do not 
correspond to any possible impression. The fact that Hume 
does not call such things ideas, does not prove that they do 
not exist; and he cannot show the limitations of the human 
understanding simply by making a definition. It is here 
that we should expect the 'experimental method' to be 
employed. 

The proof of universal correspondence between simple im­
pressions and simple ideas falls into three parts: a report, a 
request, and a challenge. Hume first reports that when he 
examines the ideas in his own mind, he finds that as a matter 
of fact in his case every idea is a copy of an impression. 8 He 
then requests the reader to satisfy himself in a like manner 
that all his ideas are copies ofimpressions. Then he challenges 
anyone who disagrees to produce an idea which does not corr~­
spond to any possible impression. Since no one answers his 
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challenge, he regards his conclusion as established. It is just 
as if you undertook to convince a certain group of P:oplc that 
none of them possesses a silver coin. You first examme a~l the 
coins in your possession, and find that none of ~hem a~e s1l~er. 
Then you ask all the other people to examine their coms. 
And then you challenge anyone who claims to possess a silver 
coin to produce it, and if they cannot do so you conclude that 
they must be mistaken. But there is one important difference 
between Hume's argument and the argument about the 
coins; you cannot produce your ideas for public examination, 
you can produce only words. It looks as if the challenge 
should really be, to specify in words an idea which does not 
correspond to any impression. 

Now Hume's purpose in proving the principle of corre­
spondence between impressions and ideas is to show us that 
we are mistaken in supposing that we have certain ideas, and 
this means we are mistaken in supposing that certain phrases 
express ideas. For example, Hume says we have no idea of a 
vacuum or empty space, and likewise no idea of time as some­
thing existing independently of change. He says of each of 
these alleged ideas 

whence should it be derived? Does it arise from an impression of 
sensation or of reflection? Point it out distinctly to us, that we may 
know its nature and qualities. But if you cannot point out any such 
impression, you may be certain you are mistaken, when you imagine 
you have any such idea. 9 

Dealing with the notion of power or causal efficacy, he says 

all ideas are derived from, and represent impressions. We never have 
any impression, that contains any power or efficacy. We never there­
fore have any idea of power. 

In these examples it is quite clear that the principle of corre­
spondence between impressions and ideas is used to establish 
that certain words do not express ideas. So if someone claims 
that a particular word stands for an idea which corresponds 
to no possible impression, Hume's answer will be that this 
cannot be the case, because every idea corresponds to some 
impression. It is not surprising that he believes there will be 
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no successful answers to his challenge. No matter how he pur­
ports to prove his principle, the use he makes of it shows that 
for him an idea is by definition a copy of an impression. 

The second principle says that we cannot have any simple 
idea without previously having had the appropriate simple 
impression. For example, we cannot form the idea of the 
taste of pineapple, unless we have already tasted one. Hume 
gives some other examples, but they add little to the argu­
ment, and in some sense the principle seems indisputable. 
The only point to be noticed, is that in this case it is not a 
matter of definition, but a matter of fact. An idea is defined 
as a faint copy of an impression, and there is nothing in this 
to make one conclude that impressions must always precede 
ideas. The contrary can be imagined to be true, although it 
does in fact appear to be false. This second principle is, how­
ever, of subsidiary importance only, in so far as it lends acer­
tain additional force to the principle of correspondence be­
tween simple impressions and simple ideas. The latter is 
Hume's chief analytical tool. The fact that it is established 
by definition, and not by observation, has some important 
consequences. 

We must now consider a little more closely the difference 
between impressions and ideas. 10 Hume uses many words to 
describe this difference - strength, force, liveliness, vivacity, 
are some of them. We might have thought the difference was 
that impressions are caused by real objects, whereas ideas are 
not, but Hume does not wish to commit himself to this as a 
definition. Perhaps there is this difference, but it is not the 
difference which enables us to know immediately whether we 
are actually having a sensation of sight, or only thinking of 
such a sensation. Our knowledge is immediate, and so must 
be a matter of immediate experience: the nature of the ex­
perience must itself tell us whether it is a case of seeing or of 
sensing. Hume says we know the difference because ideas are 
fainter than impressions, but we should not take this too liter­
ally, for in another place he just says they feel different. All 
that he really wants to stress is that the difference, whatever 
it is, is a matter of immediate experience. 

37 



DAVID HUME 

Hume makes the same sort of distinction between various 
kinds of ideas. 11 There is an immediately perceptible differ­
ence between the ideas of memory and those of the imagination, 
and between these and the ideas which constitute beliefs. 
Hume says that ideas of memory are more vivid than those 
of the imagination. By this, he does not now mean simply 
that the difference is apparent, but also that memories in­
fluence us more than imaginings do. They play a greater part 
in the determination of our thoughts and actions. There is a 
troublesome verbal point here, which must be cleared up be­
fore we can proceed. On Hume's definition of a memory we 
can have false memories as well as true ones. On his definition 
a memory is an idea which has a certain apparent character, 
and not necessarily an idea of something that really happened. 
Other people would define a memory as an idea of something 
that really happened, but so long as we realize that this is not 
Hume's definition, there need be no confusion. Of course, 
Hume allows that memories under his definition, that is to 
say ideas having this special character, very often are ideas 
of something that really happened, but this is not a matter of 
necessity: it is just a matter of fact, which might well have 
been otherwise. 

Hume's account ofbelieffollows on his account of memory; 
indeed a memory is one kind of belief. His stock form of belief, 
so to speak, is a beliefin the existence of something, and to be­
lieve in the existence of something is to have a specially vivid 
idea ofit. We need not at present go into this in det~il! but we 
may make two observations. First, the characteristic of an 
idea of beliefis that it has a marked influence on our decisions 
and actions, and this is what really distinguishes it from an 
idea of the imagination. Second, Hume says that to conceive 
of something and to conceive of it as existing are one and the 
same operation. 12 There is no separate idea of existence, for 
existence or reality is not a kind of quality or characteristic 
which some things happen to possess. For example, the differ­
ence between a real horse and an imaginary horse is not at all 
the same sort of thing as the difference between a race-horse 
and a cart-horse. A real horse is not a special kind of horse. It 
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is one of the advantages of the picture theory of meaning that 
this point comes out quite clearly. You cannot tell, simply by 
examining a picture, whether it is a picture of something 
which really exists. To do this, you have to look about you, 
and see if there is anything in the world that corresponds to 
the picture. The correspondence between the picture and 
reality cannot itself be put into the picture. 

This account of existence is very important in Hume's phil­
osophy, and so we may enlarge on it a little. When we say that 
horses have four legs, we are certainly saying that horses have 
a particular feature in common, but it is plausible to suppose 
we are saying something more than this. We can suppose that 
the possession of four legs is one of the essential features of a 
horse. A thing cannot be a horse unless it has four legs. Even 
ifit was in other respects very much like a horse, ifit had three 
legs, or five legs, it would not be a proper horse, but some kind 
of monster. Now, there have been philosophers who have 
thought of existence as a characteristic possessed by some 
things, just like four legs; and this seems to have led them to 
entertain the notion that there might be things one of whose 
essential features is existence. If this were so, there would be 
things which necessarily exist, just as horses necessarily have 
four legs. It was supposed, for example, that the existence of 
God could be proved by showing that existence was part of 
his essence, which is to say existence is one of the essential 
~eatures of God. The argument ran roughly as follows: God 
1s, by definition, perfect, and one of the characteristics essen­
tial to perfection is existence. Therefore God exists. 13 Hume's 
reply is that existence is not a characteristic, and sb it cannot 
be one of the characteristics essential to perfection. So the 
proof (which is sometimes called the Ontological Proof of the 
existence of God) must fail. 

In Hume's theory, we can never have an idea of something 
which necessarily exists, because for him an idea is a kind of 
picture, and it is perfectly obvious that nothing in a picture 
makes it necessary that what it is a picture of should exist. 
Once we grasp this, it is easy to see at least one of the mis­
takes in the ontological proof. And it is fairly easy to see that 
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treating existence on all fours with other predicates really is a 
mistake, even if Hume's picture theory of ideas is its elf wr?ng. 
What his theory does, and this is a point in its favour, 1s to 
bring out the difference between existence and qualities with 
unusual clearness. But if Hume is right, it becomes hard to 
understand how the confusion ever arose. We shall return to 
this point when we come to discuss Hume's attitude to relig­
ion. All we need for the present are the two general observa­
tions, that existence is not a quality, and that nothing exists 
of necessity. Ifwe want to know whether horses, or anything 
else, exists, we must look and see. 

It would seem from Hume's account that believing in the 
existence of horses is the same as believing that there are ob­
jects corresponding to an idea we have, namely, the idea we 
call an idea of a horse. But this isnotwhathesays. For him, to 
believe in the existence of something is simply to have a vivid 
idea of it, in his special sense of' vivid'. In the Enquiry concern­
ing Human Understanding he explains the matter as follows: 14 

Belief is nothing but a more vivid, lively, forcible, firm, steady 
conception of an object, than what the imagination alone is ever 
able to attain. This variety of terms, which may seem so unphilo­
sophical, is intended only to express that act of the mind which 
renders realities, or what is taken for such, more present to 'us than 
fictions, causes them to weigh more in the thought, and gives them 
a superior influence on the passions and imagination. Provided we 
agree about the thing, it is needless to dispute about the terms. 

Belief is something felt by the mind, which distinguishes the ideas 
of the judgement from the fictions of the imagination. It gives them 
more weight and influence; makes them appear of greater import­
ance; enforces the~ in the mind; and renders them the governing 
principle of our actions. 

Were we to attempt a definition of this sentiment, we should, per­
haps, find it a very difficult, if not an impossible task; in the same 
manner as if we should endeavour to define the feeling of cold or 
passion of anger, to a creature who never had any experience of 
these sentiments. 

There is a certain sense of stress and dissatisfaction in these 
passages, and this has two sources. The first is the picture 
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theory of thought and imagination, which we have seen to 
be the basis of Hume's account. This theory invites, if it does 
not command, the notion that believing consists essentially 
in believing that some idea we have represents, or corresponds 
to, reality (as we have already observed). For if someone asks, 
of a painted picture: Do you believe this picture? we know 
they must mean: Do you accept this picture as an accurate 
representation of some real thing or event? Now one of the 
ways whereby we come to accept or reject a painted picture, 
is by comparing it with what we already know or believe con­
cerning the objects or events in question. But we cannot take 
this way with ideas, considered as mental pictures, because 
then acceptance of one idea will involve comparing it with 
another idea, already accepted; and acceptance of this second 
idea will involve comparison with yet a third idea, and so on 
indefinitely. There will, in short, be a vicious infinite regress. 
It follows that mental pictures cannot stand in the same rela­
tion to their objects as do painted pictures. Consequently, 
Hume's account of how we come to acquire the beliefs we 
do, must be very different from our account of how we come 
to believe painted pictures, as indeed it is. 

The second source of stress, and a much more serious one, 
is Hume's suggestion that the sole difference between beliefs 
and ideas of the imagination consists in a feeling which at­
taches to the former and not to the latter. He speaks as if 
belief were a certain quality that some ideas have, and others 
~ot. ~nd in one of the passages quoted, he compares this feel­
mg with the feeling of cold, or the passion of anger. Now, if 
we say we believe a painted picture, we commit ourselves to 
a comparison of the picture with reality, if that is available; 
and this will decide whether our belief is true or false, for the 
correctness of a painted picture does undeniably consist in its 
correspondence to whatever it is supposed to represent.Con­
sequently, if we accept this aspect of the picture theory, when 
we say we believe that so and so, we are committing ourselves 
to a comparison of our idea (the idea that so and so) with 
existing fact; and this is what makes our belief true or false. 
But if, as Hume suggests, when we say we believe that so and 
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so, we mean only that we have the idea that so and so, and 
that this idea has some peculiar quality, it is hard to see how 
we are committing ourselves. It is never self-contradictory to 
to say: This idea has this feeling (vivid, impressive, what you 
like), and yet I do not believe it. If ideas are like pictures, they 
can never claim of themselves to be true or false, any more 
than pictures can: it is people who make this claim ab~ut 
them. Even if a picture had something immensely imp:ess1~e 
about it, so that all who saw it were constrained to believe m 
the actual occurrence of what was represented, nonetheless 
this power in the picture would not constitute the belief. 

Belief is really an attitude which people have, and not a 
quality possessed by ideas. Hume was perfectly well aware of 
this, but he wanted to make the attitude a consequence of the 
quality. In the passages previously quoted, he says that po_s­
session of this quality by ideas' causes them to weigh more m 
the thought, and gives them a superior influence on the pas­
sions and imagination', and 'makes them appear of greater 
importance; enforces them on the mind; and renders them 
the governing principle of our action.' It is this superior in­
fluence, this controlling power, which constitutes the essence 
of belief; not the hypothetical quality of which these are sup­
posed to be consequences. We may well ask what led Hume 
to introduce this hypothetical quality, as a step in explaining 
the origin of beliefs, for it seems quite superfluous. He wants 
an explanation of how we come to believe some things, and 
not others; that is, he wants an explanation of how some ideas 
come to govern our actions, and some not. He proceeds by 
explaining how some ideas come to have this peculiar feeling 
or quality, and then says that ideas with this quality are there­
by endowed with the power to govern our actions. It is clear 
that the feeling or quality serves no useful purpose here: he 
might just as well have stated that ideas which arise in certain 
ways do in fact govern our actions, and are in that sense be­
liefs. It may be said that the quality serves to explain how the 
ideas govern our actions, but this is a misconception, and en­
tirely contrary to the spirit of Hume's philosophy. No quality 
or feeling attaching to ideas can entail that they will influence 

42 



THE IMAGINATION 

conduct, any more than a quality attaching to real objects 
can entail that they will cause any particular effects. 

There are several possible reasons why Hume was led to 
take this seemingly inconsistent step, and one, at least, has 
the advantage of being specific. We have seen that one of the 
fundamental principles of Hume's philosophy is the theory 
that the meaning of a word is nothing but the idea which it 
expresses. For Hume, the meaning of a word is not its use, 
but something that determines its use, namely an idea. His 
other principle is that every idea must correspond to some 
possible impression, and that we cannot have a simple idea 
unless we have already had the simple impression that corre­
sponds to it. We have seen in general how he uses these prin­
ciples to establish that certain words either have no meaning 
at all, or that they do not have the meaning we, as it were, 
attribute to them in unreflecting moments. He proves his.case 
by showing that the word in question cannot stand for an 
idea, because there is no possible corresponding impression. 
It is not too much to say that the whole of Hume's philosophy 
rests on these two principles, and on their application in the 
manner described. Now 'belief' is a noun, and is meaning­
ful, and so it must stand for some idea, and this idea must cor­
respond to some impression. Consequently, a belief must 
consist of an idea somehow linked with an impression, and it 
would seem that this impression must be the impression of 
belief. Hume feels, but does not explicitly recognize the need 
for an impression of belief, and this is what makes him speak 
of a 'feeling', which is indefinable, like 'the feeling of cold or 
passion of anger'. 

This explanation is, of course, conjectural; and if it is to be 
convincing, we have to explain why Hume never explicitly 
admitted an impression of belief. At the beginning of the 
Treatise beliefis identified with the force and vivacity ofideas; 
then comes the notion that the real function of this force and 
vivacity is to influence conduct. In an appendix to the Treatise 
he introduces the notion that ideas differ in feeling, as well as 
in force and vivacity, and this feeling is identified with belief 
in the Enquiries. Finally this feeling of belief is indirectly and 
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somewhat obscurely connected with ordinary feelings, like 
cold and anger. He never gets to the point ?f sayin~ belief~s 
an impression, just as cold and anger are 1mpress1ons. It 1s 
hard to see why he should fend off the obvious consequence 
of his own principles in this way. I cannot give any plau~ible 
explanation: various possibilities can be suggested, but smce 
all these are inadequate, we need not bother with them here. 
But we shall return to the point at a later stag~. . . 

The general reasons which led Hume to this definition of 
belief are, as might be expected, largely conside~at~ons of con­
venience. In discussing the origins of beliefs, 1t 1s useful to 
keep discussion in the mental sphere, so as to avoid irrelevant 
complications, like the mind-body problem. He also claims 
to define belief as 'an idea associated with a present impres­
sion', but this is misleading, for he does not use the proposi­
tion as a definition, but as an empirical fact about beliefs. 

II 

We have seen that Hume's theory of impressions and ideas, 
and of the connexion between them is not so much a psycho­
logical theory to be verified by obs:rvation, as an attempt to 
provide a framework for analysis. It is more like a system of 
measurement than a physical theory. And there cannot be 
any question of the truth of a system of measurement, but onl Y 
a question of its value or usefulness for some purpose. This is 
independent of any opinion Hume himself may have had 
about the absolute validity of his scheme. Cartesian coordin­
ates do not provide the only possible frame of reference for 
events in physical space, although Descartes may have 
thought they did. In a like manner Hume's impressions and 
ideas do not provide the only possible frame of reference for 
events in the mental world; and, indeed, attacks on Hume, 
although they have often had the outward appearance of 
questioning the psychological validity of his scheme, have 
invariably been directed at its alleged explanatory inade­
quacy. Two of Hume's purposes have now become apparent 
to us. First, he sets up a method for analysis of meaning, in 
order to show that certain words either have no meaning at 
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all or that they seem to mean more than they really do. 
Second, he wants to explain how we come to believe some 
things and not others, or at least to give a plausible account 
of this process. We now have to consider some further attri­
butes of perceptions of the mind, which bear particularly on 
the latter of these two objectives. 

In the early part of the Treatise, Hume makes the following 
observations. 16 He says that' everything which appears to the 
mind is nothing but a perception', that perceptions are 'in­
terrupted and dependent on the mind', that they are 'in­
ternal and perishing existences', and that they 'must neces­
sarily appear in every particular what they are, and be what 
they appear'. Now the second, third, and fourth of these 
statements do not obviously follow from the first; and since 
we have taken the first as a definition, the others cannot be 
taken as definitions, unless the existence of perceptions is 
accepted as a difficult empirical problem, not to be decided 
by immediate inspection. Since Hume obviously regards the 
existence of perceptions as open to determination by immedi­
ate inspection, the other statements must be empirical, no 
matter what private opinions he may have had about them. 
They must function as statements of fact in his scheme, not as 
definitions. 

When Hume says that perceptions are 'interrupted and 
dependent on the mind', and are 'internal and perishing 
existences', he clearly intends us to understand that percep­
tions cease to exist when unperceived, that there is no such 
thing as an unperceived perception. And, although I have 
suggested that his attitude is not wholly consistent, there is 
no doubt that his final view is that this is a matter of fact. He 
thinks it is perfectly conceivable that perceptions should con­
ti~ue to exist unperceived, but that in fact they do not. In 
this respect he is sharply distinguished from his predecessor 
George Berkeley, who maintained that it is inconceivable for 
perceptions tocontinueto existunperceived. 16 Some explana­
tion of this divergence seems to be required, and may help to 
clarify Hume's position. 

Someone may say that a soldier ceases to exist when he 
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leaves the army, and this is recognized as a picturesque way 
of saying that anyone who leaves the army ceases to be a 
soldier, since being a soldier consists simply in having a cer­
tain relation to an army. Evidently, one may say in the same 
sense that perceptions cease to exist when they are not per­
ceived, meaning simply that anything which is no longer per­
ceived is not a perception. In this sense it is logically true that 
there are no unperceived perceptions, just as it is logically 
true that every soldier is in an army. But when someone says 
that soldiers cease to exist when they leave the army, he may 
not have this logical truth in mind at all. He could be enter­
taining the fantastic notion that soldiers were completely 
annihilated on being discharged. This idea, although fan­
tastic, is not logically impossible, for we can conceive of it 
happening, and it is plainly something much more than just 
ceasing to be a soldier. I think it is something like this that 
Hume, and Berkeley for that matter, had in mind when they 
spoke of perceptions ceasing to exist when unperceived. They 
meant that, whatever perceptions are, they are completely 
annihilated when we no longer have them. 

The difference between Hume and Berkeley is a conse­
quence of the fact that this analogy between soldiers and per­
ceptions breaks down in one important respect. The way we 
decide whether or not soldiers are annihilated when they 
leave the army is the way of experience. We watch what hap­
pens to them. If we can still see and touch them after they 
have received their discharge, we conclude they are not an­
nihilated. If they vanish mysteriously, we conclude that they 
are annihilated. But we cannot watch what happens to per­
ceptions after we have ceased to perceive them: it is a matter 
oflogic, not a matter of fact, that what is no longer perceived 
is no longer perceived. At first, then, it seems that Berkeley is 
right when he suggests that, just as it might be a matter of 
fact that soldiers are annihilated on discharge, so it is a matter 
of necessity that perceptions are annihilated when unper­
ceived. But a moment's consideration shows us that this is not 
an accurate view of the situation. More correctly, we utilize 
the difference between soldiers and perceptions to suggest 

46 



THE IMAGINATION 

(but not to prove) that 'is perceived' and 'exists' should be 
used interchangeably when applied to perceptions. That is 
to say, we suggest that saying a perception is perceived should 
mean simply that it exists. One result of our accepting this 
suggestion will be that either' is perceived' or' exists' or both, 
do not mean the same when applied to perceptions, as they do 
when applied to soldiers. For we have observed that to say a 
soldier is perceived, does not simply mean that he exists. 

Further discussion of the question of the independent exist­
ence of perceptions is apt to be difficult, but we shall return to 
it at a later point. Perhaps the origin of the problem lies in a 
confusion of two different images of the nature of the mind, 
and of perception. For some people, including Berkeley, the 
strongest image is that of the mind as a sort of fluid medium, 
like water, in which perceptions exist as waves do in water. 
And of course the existence of the waves depends on the prior 
existence of the water. It does not make sense to talk of the 
wave leaving the water, unless we mean simply that the wave 
has ceased to exist. The other image consists of viewing the 
mind as an organization, like an army. Then perceptions 
exist in the mind as soldiers do in an army. And here, the 
existence of the army depends on the prior existence of sol­
diers, or of entities capable of becoming soldiers. In the one 
case, perceptions depend for their existence on the existence 
of a mind ; and in the other case the mind depends for its 
e~istence on the existence of perceptions. It was this latter 
kind of image which was uppermost in Hume's thought. 

The fourth point Hume makes about perceptions is that 
'they must necessarily appear in every particular what they 
are, and be what they appear.' He does not make much use 
?f this characteristic, although in later theories of perception 
it came to have a primary importance. What seems to be 
meant is that our descriptions of our perceptions cannot ever 
be mistaken, at least in the ordinary sense. In this way per­
ceptions are sharply distinguished from material objects, for 
the latter certainly do not always appear as they really are. 
Of course, we can make a sort of mistake about perceptions, 
even if they do appear as they are. For example, if we are 
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trying to talk French, and have an inadequate g_rasJ? of that 
language, we may see something blue, and describe 1t as vert, 
under the mistaken idea that vert is the French word for blue. 
But this is different from the mistake we make when we see 
some realobjectwhich appears,as we say, blue tous, and then 
it turns out that it is really green. It is this latter kind of mis­
take that Hume supposes we cannot make about our per­
ceptions. 

There are two other alleged characteristics of perceptions, 
which do not appear in the extracts quoted, but which Hume 
seems on the whole to assume. The first is the idea that per­
ceptions cannot change. For example, if we see a red circle, 
and it changes (as we say) to green, it would be more proper 
to say that one perception, a red one, has been replaced by 
another distinct perception, a green one. The other supposed 
feature is that perceptions are private, that is to say no two 
different people can have identically the same perception. 
People may indeed have perceptions which are exactly alike 
in all respects, but they will be distinct perceptions, because 
the people are distinct. It is rather like saying two people 
cannot perform identically the same action, although of 
course they can perform exactly similar actions. 

To sum up: ( 1) a perception is anything that 'appears to 
the mind', ( 2) perceptions exist only when they appear to the 
mind, (3) they are just as they seem, (4) they cannot change, 
(5) they are private. Hume takes all these features of per­
ceptions for gr.anted, except (2), for which he presents an 
argument. It is tempting to take what he says as a definition 
of what he means by' perception', but this leads to the seem­
ingly empirical question, whether there exists any thing 
which satisfies the definition. 

Hume introduces the word' perceive' in the course of what 
appears to be another definition, when he says 'to hate, to 
love, to think, to feel; to see; all this is nothing but to per­
ceive.' 17 And he clearly implies that hearing, touch, taste, 
and smell are in the same case. Now ifwe ignore the passions 
for the present, and consider only the five senses, it seems that 
the objects of sight, hearing, and the rest, must be percep-
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tions. If this is so, it is necessary to ask whether the objects of 
the five senses do in fact possess the five characteristics listed 
in the previous paragraph. And to answer this question, we 
must first decide what sort of things are objects of the five 
senses. Unfortunately there are two different answers to this 
last question. One answer is that what we see are sights, what 
we hear are sounds, what we smell are smells, and so on. This 
is true, but not very informative. The other answer is that 
what we see are material objects, reflections, shadows, and 
many other things; what we hear are bells, railway trains, 
thunderclaps; what we smell are roses, garbage; and so on. 
The exact connexion between these two answers is somewhat 
puzzling, but there is only one thing we need notice for the 
present. If the second answer is taken, tables and chairs, 
reflections, shadows, bells and railway trains, roses and gar­
bage, will all be perceptions. Consequently, if perceptions do 
really have the five characteristics mentioned, then all these 
things will have those characteristics. Any such conclusion is 
bound to evoke some measure of incredulity. Hume is bound 
to ~xplain himself very fully on this point. 

We have considered at some length Hume's classification 
of perceptions, the properties he attributes to these entities, 
and some of the objects that might conceivably rank as per­
ceptions. Our immediate object has been to ascertain, at least 
approximately, what he means when he speaks of percep­
tions. But it is most important to realize that our ultimate aim 
in establishing his meaning is not to enable us to recognize a 
Humean perception, if we ever have one; nor is it to decide 
whether there are such things. It is necessary to stress this, 
because in the ordinary way when someone uses an un­
familiar noun, or a familiar noun in an uncommon sense, our 
object in seeking to understand him, is just to be able to 
recognize what he is referrincr to or to ascertain its existence, 

b ' • 
or to find out whether it really has the properties he says it 
has. For example, if someone uses the word' axolotl',. we f~el 
that we understand him when we find out how to identify 
axolotls. That is our object in demanding an explanation of 
the meaning of' axolotl'. After we have got this clear, we can 
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go on to verify the existence of axolotls, whether th;Y are, as 
he says, oviparous, and so on. We know the meamng when 
we can identify the object at sight. But in many other c~s_es 
the problem of meaning is not so simple. If you ask a phys1c1st 
what a quantum is, he cannot tell you how to recognize a 
quantum when you see it. He may give you a definition, but 
it will not be at all like a definition of an axolotl. Unless you 
are very .na'ive, you will soon come to see that you cannot 
understand the word 'quantum' without learning some 
physics (and you can understand' axolotl' without learning 
zoology). You understand 'quantum' when you grasp the 
function of quanta in the explanatory theories of physics. 
And the question of the existence of quanta is not a question 
of finding them, but it is a question of the adequacy and the 
inherent plausibility of physical theories. Hume's theories are 
not exactly like physical theories, and so the role of his per­
ceptions is not quite analogous to the role of quanta, but the 
parallel is sufficient for our point. The problem about Hume's 
perceptions is the problem of their function in his theories: 
it is not a question of recognizing them, or of picking them. 
out from a lot of other things. But we must remember that, 
although the object of Hume's theories sometimes appears 
to be that of scientific explanation, it is not really so. 

The first use Hume makes of perceptions is to give an 
account of how one thing comes to remind us of another. 18 

More generally, he wants to explain how thinking, and even 
imagining, follows a more or less orderly sequence; and it is 
essential for his ultimate purpose that the explanation should 
not introduce any rational faculty of the mind, which is sup­
posed by some to impose an external order on our thinking. 
He therefore asserts that the order is the result of a connexion 
among ideas, called association. If, when you think of X, you 
are reminded of Y, then in Hume's terms the idea of X is 
associated with the idea ofY. Likewise, if seeing X reminds 
you ofY, then the impression ofX is associated with the idea 
of Y. Hume supposes, although he does not explicitly state, 
that if the idea ofX is associated with the idea ofY, then the 
impression of Xis also associated with the idea of Y, and 
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conversely. This supposition appears to accord with the facts, 
for it is a fact that if thinking ofX reminds us ofY, then seeing 
X reminds us, perhaps even ~ore strongly ofY. 

It is not clear whether Hume intends his notion of associa­
tion ef ideas to be explanatory or descriptive, but on the whole 
we may take it as descriptive only. That is, saying the idea of 
X is associated with the idea of Y, is just a way of saying X 
reminds us ofY. It is not meant to explain why X reminds us 
ofY, and not, say, ofZ. We still need an explanation why some 
ideas are associated, and not others. To this end Hume intro­
duces three principles of association, which he calls resemblance, 
contiguity in space and time, and cause and effect. He gives the 
following examples: ( 1) Resemblance: a picture naturally 
leads our thoughts to the original; (2) Contiguity: the men­
tion of one apartment in a building naturally introduces in­
quiry or discourse concerning the others; (3) Cause and 
effect: if we think of a wound, we can scarcely forbear reflect­
ing on the pain which follows it. These, although not very 
well chosen for his purpose, serve to give a rough notion of 
what is intended. 

One or two further points deserve attention. The first is 
that association of ideas is the result of experience. If we have 
seen Smith andjones, who resemble one another, then Smith 
reminds us of Jones; if we have always met Smith in the com­
pany of Jones, then Smith reminds us of Jones; if we have 
been wounded and felt pain, then wounds remind us of pain. 
Translated into Hume's terminology, all this is put as follows. 
If we have had impressions X and Y, which resemble one 
another, then the idea ofX is associated with the idea ofY; 
ifwe have had impressions X and Y together, then the idea of 
Xis associated with the idea ofY; if we are aware of a causal 
connexion between impressions X and Y, then the idea ofX 
is associated with the idea ofY. We notice that in this account, 
impressions are often tacitly identified with material objects 
and events in the physical world. The second point is that 
Hume does not prove that these are the only principles of 
association, but reports that he has been una_bl: to d1sc~ver 
any others. In fact he omits one obvious associatmg relation, 
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namely logical consequence, but this is not a serious 01:iission 
from his point of view. The third point is that he spec1fical~y 
states that association does not completely determine a tram 
of thought. It exercises a gentle guidance, rather than a rigid 
control. Evidently he is here concerned to preserve some ele­
ment of freedom in our thinking, and he wants this freedom 
to be a kind oflawlessness or arbitrary irregularity. Any such 
thing is entirely contrary to his real aims, and in fact he 
pushes the association of ideas to its limit. 

The principles of association of ideas are utilized, not only 
to explain how one thing reminds us of another, and how our 
train of thinking comes to have some sort of order, but also to 
explain how we come to believe some things and not others.19 

We have seen that a fundamental definition of a belief is an 
idea which exercises a certain influence on conduct; and con­
nected with this, we have Hume's theory that what enables 
an idea to influence conduct is some quality of the idea, which 
he calls force or vivacity, and which he does not undertake to 
define more closely. We have further noted Hume's statement 
that a beliefis 'an idea associated with a present impression', 
and we are now in a position to understand the meaning and 
purpose of this. What he means is that, if an idea is associated 
with an impression which we now have, the idea is naturally 
called to mind, and furthermore it is endowed with a force, 
which it would not otherwise have, and which enables it to 
influence our conduct in the appropriate way. It is as if some 
of the power of the impression were transferred to the asso­
ciated idea. This is Hume's account of the genesis of beliefs. 

We must now try to see what sort of phenomena Hume is 
describing in these terms. The principles of translation we 
have suggested, indicate that he had in mind something like 
this: if you have always seen Smith and Jones together, and 
now you see Smith but not Jones, you will be reminded of 
Jones, and furthermore you will be inclined to think that 
Jones is somewhere around, even though he is not at present 
visible. Seeing Smith, you naturally expect to see Jones. This 
is not an inference so much as a natural expectation. Simi­
larly, if you have found that lightning causes thunder, and 
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you see lightning, you naturally think of the associated thun­
der, and indeed expect its occurrence. This is how contiguity 
and causality generate beliefs, or more properly, expecta­
tions. It all seems simple and straightforward enough, and 
more or less in accordance with the facts. There are, however, 
two anomalous cases which deserve mention. First, not all 
p1:inciples of association serve to generate beliefs. In particu­
lar, association of ideas which is the result of resemblance 
does not so serve. If you see a picture, you may be reminded 
of the original, but you hardly expect to see the original. 
Second, there are beliefs which do not appear to be generated 
by this process. Memories are a kind of beliefs, but we do not 
believe our memories because they are associated with any 
present impression. A memory may, of course, be brought to 
mind by some present experience, with which it is associated, 
but this is not what makes us believe it. This follows from the 
fact that memories may also be called to mind by association 
with some element in a train of imaginative thinking, where 
there is no direct link with present experience. These excep­
tions are not of great importance from Hume's point of view, 
because his object is not really to give an account of beliefs in 
general, but rather of that special class of beliefs, ordinarily 
called expectations. 

Although in this discussion contiguity in place and time, 
and cause and effect are treated as distinct principles of asso­
ciation, we shall find later that Hume proposes to establish a 
very close connexion between them. A somewhat complex 
argument is used to show that contiguity is primitive, and 
that causality is a dependent principle. This argument will 
be fully considered in the next chapter, when its purpose has 
been made clear. There is, however, one other matter which 
must be raised, namely Hume's distinction between natural 
and philosophical relations. I have kept this until last, partly 
because it is so cryptically expressed that any interpretation 
must be conjectural, and partly because its value is open to 
question. Hume introduces the distinction as follows: 20 

The word Relation is commonly used in two senses considerably 
different from each other. Either for that quality, by which two 
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ideas are connected together in the imagination, and the one natur­
ally introduces the other, after the manner above-explained; ?r for 
that particular circumstance, in which, even upon the arbitrary 
union of two ideas in the fancy, we may think proper to compare 
them. In common language the former is always the sense, in which 
we use the word, relation; and 'tis only in philosophy, that we ex­
tend it to mean any particular subject of comparison, without a con­
necting principle. 

It seems at first that both natural and philosophical relations 
are relations between ideas. It seems also that the only natural 
relation between ideas is association, and that all other rela­
tions come under the head of philosophical. But when Hume 
comes to specify these relations, he speaks of objects, not of 
ideas. It is clear that the objects cannot be ideas, from the 
examples he gives: fire and water, heat and cold (not the 
ideas of fire and water, heat and cold). These objects may 
possibly be identified with impressions, but not with ideas. 
Now it can be suggested that any relation between objects 
may also be a relation between the ideas of those objects, al­
though this is in itself very dubious. But the associative rela­
tion between ideas is not a possible relation between objects: 
it is indeed produced by certain relations between objects, 
but there is no theory of association of objects or impressions, 
corresponding to the theory of association ofideas. The most 
obvious conclusion is that a natural relation is a relation be­
tween ideas, namely association, which does not hold be­
tween objects, although it may be produced by certain rela­
tions between objects. A philosophical relation is then any 
relation between objects, which may be paralleled by a 
corresponding relation between the ideas of those objects. 
But this is hard to reconcile with Hume's assertion that 'in 
common language the former (natural relation) is always the 
sense, in which we use the word, relation'; and with his fur­
ther assertion that the causal connexion is both a natural and 
a philosophical relation. It seems to me that, on the whole, 
he meant by a natural relation both the association of ideas 
and also any relation capable of producing such association. 
And by a philosophical relation he meant any relation be-
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tween objects, whether or not it produced an association of 
ideas. Thus association will be natural but not philosophical; 
causal connexion and the like will be both natural and phil­
osophical; and other relations (above, heavier than, and the 
like) will be philosophical only. The only really important 
point is that the causal connexion is both natural, in so far as 
it produces association, and philosophical, in so far as it is a 
relation between objects. 

The question of philosophical relations between ideas is 
extremely puzzling. It does seem that one idea can occur 
after another, just as one physical event occurs after another 
(or impressions, if these are identified with observed physical 
things and events). It seems with rather less plausibility that 
one idea (in the sense of mental picture) may be lighter in 
colour than another, as with physical things. But can two 
ideas be spatially related, or causally connected, as physical 
things can? We may, of course, imagine two chairs side by 
side, and we may, ifwe-so wish, speak of this as two ideas of 
chairs side by side. But they will not be side by side in physical 
space, or in real space, but rather in what we might call ideal 
space. Luckily it is not our present business to solve this 
problem. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE UNDERSTANDING 

I 

HuME's theory of knowledge has always been regarded as 
the most important part of his work. His aim was to make 
people see the ancient problem of human knowledge in a new 
light, and he certainly succeeded in doing this. Few subseq­
uent philosophers have had the temerity to do epistemology 
without' taking account of Hume', although it is often rather 
doubtful if the account they took was quite what Hume him­
self had intended. In the same way, many contemporary 
philosophers are heavily indebted to Hume both for their 
problems and for their methods of working, but it is again 
doubtful if Hume would have collected the debt with much 
enthusiasm. The fact is that, although Hume managed to 
work a revolution in philosophical thought, it was not quite 
the revolution he wanted. I shall not try to account for this 
just now, or explain it further, but the reader will do well to 
bear it in mind in what follows. 

One way of looking at Hume's theory of knowledge is to 
divide it into two parts, a criticism of previous theories, and 
the construction of his own positive theory. But we must be 
careful here not to misunderstand the nature of his criticism, 
for it is not directed simply against certain proposed solutions 
of the old problem of knowledge (whatever that may be) to 
show that they are false. His aim is rather to show that all 
solutions of a certain kind are not exactly false so much as 
impossible or incomprehensible. This process of undercutting 
the whole subject, problem and answers alike, naturally has 
a profound influence on the nature of his own positive theory. 
Evidently it will have to be something quite other than a new 
solution of the old problem, for the problem itself will have 
suffered a change. So we find that in his constructive theory, 
Hume does not seem to occupy himself with the question: 
How is knowledge possible? nor even with the more radical 
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question: Is knowledge possible? Instead of this we find him 
attempting to give what appears to be nothing more than a 
factual account of how certain beliefs are produced in the 
human mind. Now it is obvious that knowledge and belief 
are closely related one to the other, but it is very hard to see 
how a description of the origin of the latter can be a satis­
factory solution of philosophical doubts about the possibility 
of the former, no matter how much those doubts may have 
been transformed by ingenious criticism. This, then, is the 
hard part of Hume's theory about the human understanding. 

Our first task is to get some idea of what it was that philoso­
phers in general before Hume understood by' the problem of 
knowledge'. What difficulties did they imagine to exist? The 
situation was a little complicated, but a complete survey is 
not required for our purpose. All we need to grasp is three 
outstanding characteristics of seventeenth-century philoso­
phy. In the first place, the seventeenth century was remark­
able for the rapid and successful development of the empirical 
sciences - chemistry, physics, and astronomy. Most of us 
know the great names of this period: Galileo, Kepler, Halley, 
Newton, Descartes, Leibniz, Harvey, Boyle, Mayow - the 
list may be prolonged almost indefinitely. And for every one 
of these there were scores of minor discoverers. If you take any 
elementary book of science, the names you find in it, Snell, 
Torricelli, Huygens, Romer, Mercator, and the like, are 
nearly all seventeenth-century names. To such men we owe, 
not only our knowledge of basic scientific facts and laws, but 
also most of the essential tools of experimental science - tele­
scope, microscope, thermometer, barometer, micrometer, 
calculating machine, and pendulum clock. A miscellaneous 
list of discoveries can be equally astonishing - the velocity of 
light, circulation of the blood, gravitation, analytical geo­
metry, infinitesimal calculus. 1 

This is not the place to assess the impact of scientific 
progress on philosophers, but one point must be observed. 
This was an entirely new and very powerful kind of know­
ledge, and so it naturally attracted the attention of those 
professional lovers of wisdom. Moreover, many of the 
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scientists were consciously proud of their achievement, and 
were inclined to write prefaces in which they expounded 
and praised 'the experimental method', and cast scorn on 
methods which they attributed more or less vaguely to 
others. Their scorn was not altogether unjustified, for many 
people had claimed to arrive at the same sort of knowledge, 
without undertaking the necessary experiments and observa­
tions. But the point is that these scientists were very conscious 
of employing a 'new method', and it was not unnatural to 
feel that a refinement and codification of this method would 
aid and secure the advance of scientific knowledge, the wis­
dom of the future. 

If philosophers (who were not always distinct from the 
scientists) had confined their attention to the codification 
and refinement of the new scientific method, all would have 
been well. No harm can come of this useful, if humble, aim. 
In fact, the titles of some philosophical works of this period 
give one the impression that this is what is being done. We 
have the Rules for the Direction of the Mind and the Discourse on 
Method of Descartes, and the Improvement of the Understanding 
of Spinoza. The Discourse on Method is an introduction to some 
scientific works of Descartes. But we soon see our impression 
is a false one, for the philosophers were the inheritors of a 
quite different and far grander aim, an aim that has little to 
do with the advancement of science. 

This was nothing less than the acquisition of divine or per­
fect knowledge, as opposed to ordinary fallible human know­
ledge. The origin of the concept of perfect knowledge, which 
is of such immense importance in the history of philosophy, is 
very obscure to us. 2 It is to be found in the earliest specula­
tions of which we have any account, and at first it was sup­
posed that such knowledge was restricted to the gods, and not 
accessible to human beings. But at a quite early stage philoso­
phers began to think that absolute or perfect knowledge 
might be within man's compass, a development which was 
naturally associated with any doctrine asserting the essen­
tially divine or supernatural character of man. Now perhaps 
at first it was thought that in the new method of science man-

58 



THE UNDERSTANDING 

kind had at last discovered the road to perfect knowledge, 
but it soon became apparent that mistakes can be made in 
science as elsewhere, and, moreover, the nature of the reason­
ing which goes from particular facts to universal statements of 
law is by no means obvious. So the philosophers ran on to form 
the idea of a perfect, an infallible method ofinquiry, a method 
which (if correctly used) must be incapable of leading the 
inquirer into error. They made it their business to show that 
the new method of science, with perhaps certain emendations 
and extensions, could be used to obtain the absolute and 
final knowledge which is the traditional goal of philosophy. 

These ideas received a strong impetus from a rather un­
expected quarter, namely the development of pure mathe­
matics and of formal logic. It seemed, and it still does seem 
to many people, that the truths of mathematics are both more 
durable, and known with greater certainty, than ordinary 
matters of fact or natural laws. The exact nature and origin 
of this belief is exceedingly difficult to determine, but how­
ever that may be, the beliefitselfhas exerted the profoundest 
influence on the course of philosophical speculation. The 
laws of mathematics are described as eternal and necessary, 
whereas matters of fact are fleeting and contingent. The laws 
of nature are perhaps eternal, but as we see them they do not 
appear to share the necessary character of mathematics. It is 
said we could conceive of a change in the laws of nature, but 
not in mathematics. Thus, in our knowledge of mathematical 
truths, we do seem to possess something which approaches 
the absolute and divine knowledgewhich philosophers desire. 
They would like to put all our knowledge, including our 
knowledge of matters of fact and of the laws of nature, on a 
similar footing. And this would involve coming to see these 
things as really necessary and eternal. . 

Two features of seventeenth-century philosophy have now 
emerged. Philosophers took as their aim the perfection and 
justification of the new methods used for the discovery of 
the laws of nature. For their model of a perfect and justi­
fied method, they looked to the processes of mathematical 
investigation. Now, although progress in mathematics is 
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historically linked with progress in the empirical sciences, the 
methods employed by mathematicians are primafacie quite 
different from those used by other scientists. The mathema­
tician does not make it his business to perform experiments 
and 'observe the phenomena': like the philosopher, he ju~t 
sits and thinks. Perhaps the oldest example of the systematic 
acquisition of mathematical knowledge is the geometry of 
Euclid. In this system certain propositions of a general na­
ture, called axioms, are first laid down; and then other propo­
sitions, called theoremr, are obtained from these by a process 
called deductive inference. The setting out of such a process, 
which usually consists of several steps, is called proof. The 
whole method of proving theorems from axioms may well be 
called the method of proof. This method of proof has been ex­
tended with great success to many other branches of mathe­
matics, and to formal logic. Indeed, the part it plays in the 
development of these subjects is very much like the part 
played by the experimental method in the development of 
the empirical sciences. 3 

It is obvious that, if the method of proof is to give us a 
specially secure kind of knowledge, it must satisfy at least 
two conditions. First, the axioms must be true, since all else 
depends on them. Second, the process whereby theorems are 
got from the axioms must preserve the characteristic of truth 
in the theorems. There is no point in having true axioms if 
you allow yourself to draw false conclusions from them. The 
problem of establishing these two conditions is nowadays 
called the problem of consistency, and in its most general form 
it is a very difficult problem indeed.4 But in the seventeenth 
century it does not seem to have been considered at all as a 
problem. For this reason, accounts of the nature of mathe­
matical knowledge are apt to be perfunctory. An explana­
tion (if it can be so called) which was often given, is that we 
have an intuitive knowledge of axioms and basic forms of in­
ference. Nobody has succeeded in explaining just what this 
means, but perhaps it is connected with the idea that, when 
we come to consider an example, we can somehow see, not 
only that two right lines meet in at most one point, but also 
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that this must be so. Absolute knowledge is always connected 
ultimately with visual sensation.5 The example of Euclidean 
geometry was, of course, an unfortunate one, but we need 
not bother with that. Other so-called explanations of the 
basic mathematical and logical truths are that they are' self­
evident ', 'given', or known by a process of' intuitive induc­
tion', or that we can see they are true because 'the contrary 
implies a contradiction'. None of these phrases means much, 
and we can count that as further evidence that the problem 
was not taken seriously. 

There was, however, one important feature which all our 
philosophers believed mathematical and logical truths to 
possess, and which was promoted by some to the status of a 
definition. It was supposed that the contradictory of such a 
truth was unimaginable. 6 In the ordinary sense of' unimagin­
able' of course, this could hardly be a sufficient condition for 
logical truth, although it might be a necessary condition. 
And if it is a necessary condition, it becomes rather hard to 
see how one can make mistakes in logic at all, for a mistake 
consists in believing something false, and how can one believe 
what one cannot even imagine? This, then, was the situation. 
It was thought that mathematical knowledge was superior to 
our ordinary knowledge of matters of fact, and this superi­
ority was connected with the method used to establish the 
propositions of mathematics. It was supposed that the axiom­
atic method was somehow self-guaranteeing, that is to say, it 
could be used to prove its own consistency. And finally, it 
was supposed that the axioms which provide the essential 
starting point are known by a peculiar and incorrigible pro­
cess, which can only be described as direct intellectual vision. 
But no proposition whose contradictory is imaginable can be 
the object of such direct vision. 

Matters of fact are here sharply distinguished from matters 
oflogic and mathematics, but the former field itself admits of 
some division. Our knowledge of facts may be inferior to our 
knowledge of mathematics, but no one is ever seriously wor­
ried concerning his knowledge of what is going on here and 
now. Mistakes are possible, but the possibility is exceedingly 
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remote. Of course, philosophers have said we cannot ever 
know what is going on under our noses ( as opposed to some­
times not knowing), but nobody takes them seriously. The 
same applies to that knowledge of the past allowed us by 
memory. But when it comes to what is going on in some 
remote place, or what will happen in the future, we are often 
impressed by the extent of our ignorance. And often enough 
we are only too well aware that there is absolutely nothing 
we can do about it. This profound and quite insoluble con­
flict between our desire to know what will happen, and our 
awareness that we cannot know, is one of the real starting 
points of philosophy. 

We are now in a position to assess rather roughly the im­
pact of the new experimental method on the philosophy of 
the seventeenth century. For the first time in human hisrory 
a large number of more or less concealed regularities in the 
course of nature had been brought to light. No doubt the 
perception of a hidden order in what seems at first sight dis­
ordered affords great pleasure and satisfaction to the mind 
of the discoverer, but to the outsider the most striking thing 
will always be the utility of such discoveries. Observed regu­
larities can be used very successfully to predict the future, and 
they can be used to gain power over nature. In this sem,e, the 
scientist is the successor of the prophet and the magician: he 
occupies the place in society formerly held jointly by those 
two. Now the old prophets claimed a special kind of know­
ledge of the future, and of what was happening in distant 
places, something far superior to the natural expectations 
and beliefs that anyone may form. They claimed to know the 
future, just as you or I know what is going on directly before 
our eyes. They claimed direct vision of the future, and of re­
m?te events. And the magician claimed the power to bind 
thmgs to act according to his will. Here we can see already 
the beginning of a conflict, a conflict which soon became 
acute when the scientist combined- both jobs. 

Now the obvious thing about the scientist is not that he has 
prophetic knowledge and magical power in the proper sense 
of these phrases. The obvious thing about him is that he car-
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ries out the functions of prophet and magician with resound­
ing success: he has squeezed everyone else out of the business. 
His prophecies are frequently fulfilled, and the complex rit­
uals he prescribes usually terminate in the desired result. 
Why is the scientist successful? This is the question which 
occupied the attention of philosophers, and it was natural 
to suppose that the answer lay in the fact that the scientist 
really did have the key to the prophetic knowledge and 
magical power which his predecessors falsely claimed to pos­
sess. And we have already seen that pure mathematics had 
become the model of absolute or perfect knowledge. Conse­
quently, justifications of science took the form of attempts to 
connect the empirical method of physical science with the 
axiomatic method of pure mathematics. 

The resulting theories fell roughly into two classes. First, 
we have theories in which the experimental method is con­
sidered only as an initial step in the direction of perfect know­
ledge of the physical world. Second, we have theories in 
which the experimental method is itself regarded as supply­
ing such knowledge. In the first kind of theory, it was sup­
posed that the elucidation of concealed regularities in the 
course of natural events must be supplemented by a further 
discipline, variously defined. The result of a successful pur­
suit of this further discipline was believed to be the acquisi­
tion of an intuitive insight into certain fundamental prin­
ciples of nature. These principles resembled the axioms of 
geometry in two respects; they were to be known in the same 
sort of way, that is by an incorrigible intuition; and they were 
to serve as starting points for deductive inference. The only 
differences between the philosopher's principles and the 
axioms of geometry lay in the manner by which the appro­
priate intuition was to be acquired, and, what is more im­
portant, in the nature of what was to be deduced. For it was 
supposed that facts about the past and future could be de­
duced from these intuitively known principles. And then the 
philosopher's knowledge of the future would share the pecu­
liar immunity of mathematical knowledge. 

The other kind of theory was aimed more directly at the 
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same objective. Here intuitive knowledge of fundamental 
principles of nature was restricted to certain principles of a 
very general character, which later acquired the names of 
'Law of Universal Causation' and 'Law of the Uniformity 
of Nature'. It was not supposed that the course of future 
events could be deduced from these principles alone, but it 
was supposed that they served, so to speak, to connect the 
past and present with the future. That is to say, it was believed 
that such principles would enable us to deduce future events 
from our knowledge of past and present events. For example, 
the law of Uniformity of Nature says that past regularities 
will continue in the future, and a particular example of this 
is that, if heat has always resulted in boiling water, then it 
will continue to do so. From this conditional alone, we can 
deduce nothing whatever about the actual course of events; 
but if we know also that heat always has resulted in boiling 
water, then we may deduce that it will always do so. Thus, 
knowledge of the uniformity of nature will provide us with 
knowledge of the future which is at least as good as our 
knowledge of the present and of the past. 

These, then, are our two kinds of theory about scientific 
knowledge. In the first theory, the aim of scientific investiga­
tion is ultimately to acquire intuitive knowledge of certain 
axioms, from which all (and only) true statements of fact may 
be deduced, whether past, present, or future. In the second 
theory, the aim of scientific investigation is first to discover 
regularities, and then to obtain axioms which will logically 
guarantee the permanence of these regularities, so that we 
may deduce the future from the past. Whatever the merits of 
the latter theory may be, it is clear that the appropriate law 
of uniformity will require very careful statement, for it is 
quite clear to us that not all observed regularities are in fact 
permanent. Thus, we need a way of sorting observed regu­
larities into those which are permanent, and those which are 
not. Suppose A has always been succeeded by B, how are we 
to decide whether this is a permanent regularity or not? The 
answer us~ally given really amounts to quite a different 
theory. It 1s that we can tell that the sequence A to Bis per-
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manent by seeing a causal connexion between A and B. If we 
see this causal connexion, then we see that A must be suc­
ceeded by B, and hence that A always will be succeeded by 
B. But if we admit anything like this, the law of uniformity 
becomes redundant, because the causal connexion by itself 
is supposed to guarantee the connexion between A and B. 

It cannot be stressed too strongly that Hume's criticism of 
these theories is really directed at their common root, namely 
the notion that absolute or perfect knowledge is possible for 
man. We have already seen thatrealknowledgewasapt to be 
contrasted with naturally formed expectations and beliefs, and 
it is precisely this contrast that Hume rejects. But this does 
not appear at once, because his first aim is to show that the 
empirical sciences cannot be raised to the level of mathemati­
cal knowledge. Next he constructs a positive theory of the 
nature of scientific inquiry, based on his criticism of earlier 
theories. Last, he tries to show that mathematics itself is sus­
pect, and cannot serve as a model of perfect knowledge. 

Hume has left us two accounts of his theory of knowledge, 
one in the Treatise of Human.Nature, and another in the Enquiry 
concerning Human Understanding. A convenient starting point is 
the first two paragraphs in Section IV of the Enquiry. Here he 
says that all the objects of human enquiry may be divided into 
two kinds, Relations ofldeas and Matters of Fact. 7 Relations 
of Ideas include geometry, algebra, and arithmetic, and 
'every affirmation which is either intuitively or demonstra­
tively certain'. Their chief characteristic is that they are' dis­
coverable by the mere operation of thought alone, without 
dependence on what is anywhere existent in the universe'. 
The negation of such truths 'implies a contradiction', and so 
'cannot be distinctly conceived by the mind'. Matters of Fact 
are not' intuitively or demonstratively certain', the negation 
of any truth of fact does not imply a contradiction, and can be 
distinctly conceived by the mind. We may assume, although 
Hume does not actually say so, that statements of fact depend 
for their truth on what is existent somewhere in the universe. 

We must pause for a moment to notice that Hume gives 
here what seems to be two different methods of classifying 
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'the objects of human enquiry', namely the method of truth 
conditions, and the method of verification processes. State­
ments of fact depend for their truth on what exists in the uni­
verse, whereas statements about relations between ideas do 
not. And statements about relations between ideas are veri­
fied by intuition and deduction, whereas statements of fact 
are not. It is not obvious that these two methods of classifica­
tion will yield the same result, although Hume clearly as­
sumes that this is so. The assumption is simply that no ex­
istential statements are provable (in the mathematical sense). 
This is important, because it entails immediate rejection of 
all theories of the first type mentioned above, for these claim 
that all true statements are provable, and hence of course 
that all true existential statements are provable. The only 
way of escape is to say there are no existential statements, 
that is, no statements which depend for their truth on what 
actually exists in the universe, and this involves saying that 
truth does not consist in correspondence with reality, a step 
which was actually taken by some philosophers. 8 Thus, there 
are two things Hume takes for granted: (I) If a statement is 
provable, then its negation cannot be clearly conceived, and 
(2) The negation of every statement of fact can be clearly 
conceived. It follows at once that no statement of fact is 
provable. It remains to consider whether, given some state­
ment of fact A, we can use it to prove some other statement of 
fact B. Evidently this is possible only in those cases where the 
truth of A is incompatible with the falsity of B, and by our 
assumption, this means that the joint truth of A and falsity of 
B must be inconceivable. It is obvious that if A says some­
thing about the present (or the past), and B says something 
about the future, the joint truth of A and falsity ofB is never 
inconceivable; and so statements about the present and the 
past can never be used to prove statements about the future. 
Consequently, we cannot use our knowledge of the present 
and the past to acquire knowledge of the future, or ifwe do, 
the method used cannot be the method of proof. This is the 
substance of Hume's criticism. 

It is worth looking at Hume's detailed treatment of this 
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point, because it has an important bearing on his own theory. 
He says that, from the fact that bread has nourished us in the 
past, we conclude that the bread we now eat will nourish us 
in the future. By bread we mean something that has been 
manufactured in a certain way from certain ingredients, and 
nothing more. It is quite clear that we cannot deduce from 
the fact that this is bread, that it will nourish us; for if this 
were so we could know that bread would nourish us, even 
before we had eaten any, and we do not know any such thing. 
It is only by experience that we find out what is nourishing 
and what is not. On the other hand, it does not follow from 
the fact that bread has nourished us in the past, that it will 
continue to do so. The contrary may, as Hume says, be 
clearly conceived. We can always imagine a change in the 
laws of nature, and so, on Hume's assumptions, the impossi­
bility of any such change can never be proved. Now, as 
pointed out previously, philosophers have tried to avoid this 
conclusion by introducing a general premiss to the effect that 
observed regularities continue. It is true that the fact that 
bread always has nourished us, together with this principle 
of the continuation of observed regularities, suffice to prove 
that bread will continue to nourish us. But the whole weight 
of the problem is then transferred to this principle. It is not 
provable, and is in fact false. 

The other theory that Hume attacks is rather more com­
plicated. It is more complicated because originally it was 
quite a different sort of theory, and its purpose was to answer 
a different question. We can ask how we know bread will 
nourish us, and we can ask why bread will nourish us. Theor­
ies about how we know are epistemological theories, and 
these form our present business. Theories about reasons why 
might be called explanatory theories, and they occupied a 
prominent position in ancient philosophy. For reasons which 
I have tried to make clear, philosophers of Hume's period 
were preoccupied with epistemological problems, and ex­
planatory problems tended to fall into the background. There 
was, however, one theory of very early origin which had a 
strong hold over many minds. This was the theory that things 
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behaved in the way they did in virtue of possession of certain 
causal powers or properties. 9 These powers were conceived 
somewhat naively as residing in objects, or rather they were 
conceived as being just like the other qualities of objects, 
except that they were hidden from view. For example, it 
might be supposed that bread nourishes in virtue of possessing 
a power of nourishment, and this power is regarded as a 
quality of bread, just as whiteness and softness are qualities 
of bread. The only difference is that, whereas whiteness and 
softness of bread are immediately apparent to the beholder, 
the power of nourishment is hidden from view. Then if we 
could bring this hidden power or quality to light, we should 
be in a position to know that bread is nourishing, in just the 
same way as we know that it is white and soft, namely by 
direct perception. This notion of hidden or occult powers and 
qualities had been the object of hostile comment, even in the 
seventeenth century, and by Hume's time it was largely 
abandoned by empirical scientists. For example, when New­
ton announced that he proposed no hypotheses, he did not 
of course mean that he made no generalizations from experi­
ence, for his work consisted wholly of such generalizations. 10 

What he meant was that he proposed no explanatory hy­
potheses, and by that he meant to avoid talking about hidden 
powers in bodies whose presence would explain the phen­
omena of gravitation and so forth. 

Now, although this doctrine of hidden powers and occult 
qualities had been abandoned by practical scientists, it re­
mained interesting and attractive to those philosophers who 
wished to preserve for mankind the possibility of a kind of 
perfect knowledge of the future. For, in order to know that 
this bread will nourish us if eaten, we need only ascertain that 
it possesses the hidden power of nourishing us. So ifwe could 
come to see this power in the same way as we see the white­
ness of bread, we should see that it will nourish us. We should, 
so to speak, be in a position to see the future in the present, 
and to know the future with as much certainty as we know 
the present. So, at least, it would appear to the uncritical 
mind. Hume produces several arguments against this view. 
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His first point is that these powers in things, if they exist at 
all, are in fact hidden from us at first. 11 Nitrates, for example, 
presumably have the power to cause growth in plants, but no 
examination of nitrates alone will tell us this. The only test 
which tells us that nitrates encourage growth and chlorides 
do not, is the addition of nitrates to the soil in one case, and 
chlorides in another, and leaving the soil in its natural state 
in a third. Then we observe that the plants with nitrates do 
better than the others. If there is a way of knowing that 
nitrates have the power of encouraging growth in plants, 
this is the only way. Furthermore, one test taken alone will 
not establish the fact: you need many such tests before draw­
ing any conclusion. 

The people who believe in occult qualities would agree 
with all this. Their theory is that the power of nitrates is hid­
den at first, and gradually emerges into view in the course of 
the experiments. That is to say, after doing the experiments 
you come to see something new that you did not see before, 
namely the power of the nitrates. You actually see something 
about nitrates that you did not see before, not metaphorically 
but really. Once having come to see this power, you are in a 
position to know the future, to see the future in the present. 
This is the theory which attempts to square the experimental 
acquisition of knowledge with the doctrine of the perfecti­
bility of knowledge. Experiment reveals the hidden power, 
and seeing the power enables you to deduce the future from 
the present. This is one theory of scientific inference: that 
the laws of nature, or rather the powers in things which 
explain and guarantee the continued operation of those laws, 
really are discovered, in the sense of being exposed to view. 

It is quite obvious that this account of how we learn from 
experience is constructed so as to ensure that the knowledge 
gained by experience is the best possible kind of knowledge. 
Hume's objection is simply that it is a false account. 12 Sup­
pOie we consider the statement that salt is soluble in water. It 
is agreed that we can know this only by experience. But what 
exactly is the experience? We see the salt immersed in water, 
and then we see it dissolve. We do not see anything about the 
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salt that necessitates its dissolving: all we see is that it does in 
fact dissolve. And even ifwe perform the experiment a large 
number of times, we never see anything more. We never see 
in addition the power that makes the salt dissolve. 

This argument is an example of the application of what 
Hume calls his 'experimental method of reasoning', and it is 
worth pausing for a moment to see just what it amounts to. 
All he really says here is that his opponents claim we some­
times see something which we never do in fact see. And he 
proposes to establish this by inviting us to consider attentively 
what we do see in such cases, and to ask ourselves whether we 
see anything we should describe as a power. He is quite con­
fident that our answer will be that we do not. As an argument 
it is persuasive rather than conclusive. We shall return to this 
point later on. 

In the meantime it is important to notice that Hume used 
another kind of argument, which is to my mind perfectly con­
clusive. This is the argument that even if the doctrine of hid­
den powers were true, it would not do the work required of 
it, and is therefore redundant. 13 For suppose you could some­
how see that this lump of salt had the power of dissolving in 
water. Then all that this would show you is that if it were now 
in water, it would be dissolving- a useless, ifinteresting, item 
of information. But possession of the power now could not 
guarantee that in future it will dissolve, because this event 
does not depend on present possession of the power, but on 
its future possession. And if a thing can have a power, it can 
lose it too. Consequently, even if you could see that salt had 
the power of dissolving in water, you could not deduce from 
t?is that it will dissolve when it is put in water at some future 
time. I have pointed out before that the doctrine of hidden 
powers was not invented in order to show that knowledge of 
the future is possible: it was invented in order to provide 
explanations of why things behave as they do. But it was in­
voked by some people to show that such knowledge is pos­
sible. Hume's point is that it is invoked in vain. 

To sum up so far: (1) Hume shows, conclusively to my 
mind, that certain theories designed to show how we can 

70 



THE UNDERSTANDING 

deduce the future from the past are fallacious. (2) He also 
shows that in ordinary life we never do in fact deduce the 
future from the past. His argument here is that, if we did, 
we should know how it was done, and philosophers would 
not be driven to constructing false theories about it. 14 (3) He 
does not show conclusively that it is impossible ever to deduce 
the future from the past. 15 (4) He is, however, convinced that 
it is impossible, as are all philosophers of his temper, and his 
examination of the question is designed primarily to persuade 
us to accept this conclusion. • 

We may now turn to Hume's own positive theory of scien­
tific inference. It is absolutely essential here to understand 
that his theory is quite different in kind from those we have 
been discussing. The purpose of those theories was either to 
justify scientific method as it stands, or to exhibit a new im­
proved method which is justified. And a justified method was 
conceived as one which, if properly used, could not ever lead 
to false propositions. The initial question is: What ought we 
to believe? And the answer to this is, of course, that we ought 
to believe only what is true. Then we ask how we are to dis­
tinguish true propositions from false ones, so that we may 
repose our belief only in the former. In the case of a proposi­
tion which asserts something about what is happening here 
and now, we have only to look and see if it is true. But if a 
proposition asserts something about what is happening in a 
distant place, or what will happen in the future, we cannot 
just look and see: we must either go and see, or wait and see. 
Now the question is raised: How can we decide what will 
happen in the future, without waiting to see? And the answer 
given was that propositions about the future are true if they 
have been arrived at by a certain method. The whole diffi­
culty was to define this method satisfactorily: for it will have 
to be a method which can be guaranteed to give the same 
results here and now as we should get ifwe cared to wait and 
see. Hume maintains, rightly in my opinion, that there is no 
such method. This is why his own theory is different in kind 
from those we have just discussed. 

We see now that thew hole programme of these philosophers 
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rests on the questions: What ought we to believe? and: 
What method ought we to adopt to secure that our beliefs 
shall be true? These questions presuppose that our beliefs are 
a matter of choice. They assume that we are capable of sur­
veying various possibilities, and of choosing which to believe 
and which not to believe. Thus Descartes supposed he could 
doubt everything except his own existence. 16 Hume's posi­
tion is the antithesis of this. He does not actually say we have 
no choice about what we shall believe, but it is quite clear 
that he thinks our powers of choice in this connexion are very 
much more restricted than philosophers like Descartes had 
supposed. And he is quite right. Once we have been burned 
by fire, we believe that fire will burn us again if we touch it. 
It is not a matter of choice: it is more than we can do not to 
believe. The belief that fire will burn is a natural reaction to 
having been burned, just as anger is a natural reaction to in­
sult. There is no process of rational inference involved at all. 
Hume sums up his position in the' following words. 17 

Belief is the necessary result of placing the mind in such circum­
stances. It is an operation of the soul, when we are so situated, as 
unavoidable as to feel the passion oflove, when we receive benefits; 
or hatred, when we meet with injuries. All these operations are a 
species of natural instincts, which no reasoning or process of thought 
and understanding is able either to produce or to prevent. 

It is easy to see that this constitutes a total rejection of the 
assumption upon which the rationalist programme was ulti­
mately based. There can therefore be no question of what 
method we ought ideally to use in order to arrive at beliefs. 
All that can be accomplished is an account of how in fact 
beliefs do arise in the human mind. This is the task that 
Hume sets himself. 

II 

Hume tries to answer two questions, which he puts in these 
words: 

( r) Why we conclude that such particular causes must necessarily 
have such particular effects, and why we form an inference 
from one to the other. 
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(2) What is our idea of necessity, when we say that two objects are 
necessarily connected together? 

He has ruled out the following two questions: 

(3) Does the manner in which we arrive at conclusions concerning 
causes and effects, guarantee in any way the truth of those 
conclusions? 

(4) What method ought we to adopt in order to secure that we 
should arrive only at true conclusions? 

That is to say, he believes there can be no question of justifi­
cation, but only of description and analysis. The first ques­
tion will be answered in the terminology of impressions and 
ideas; and will utilize the theories ofassociation of ideas, and 
of the generation of beliefs. The second question is more diffi­
cult, and requires some preliminary explanation. 

Hurne takes it for granted that two things are essential, but 
not sufficient, for causal connexion, namely the effect must 
immediately succeed the cause, and the effect must be spa­
tially contiguous to the cause. 19 He calls these two features 
the conjunction of cause and effect. His explanation of how we 
come to infer an effect B from a cause A, is that we have 
observed A and B constantly conjoined in the past, and so 
the ideas of A and B become associated, according to the 
principles explained under association of ideas. Then, if we 
see A, the idea ofB occurs to us, and is raised to the status of 
a belief in virtue of its association with the impression A. In 
other words, if we always see A followed by B, we get into 
the habit of expecting B when we see A. It is evident that this 
describes a common occurrence, no matter what objections 
there may be to Hume's terminology of impressions and 
ideas. When we see A always followed by B, we often do get 
into the habit of expecting B, and moreover the formation of 
this habit is often independent of rational choice. Thus, 
according to Hume, causal inference is nothing more than 
customary expectation. 20 It is not inference at all in the 
strictly rational sense. 

So far, Hume has explained, with some show of plausi­
bility, how we come to 'form an inference' from A to B, that 
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is, how we come to expect B whenever A occurs. But he has 
not explained how we come to believe, or to say, that A causes 
B, or that Bis a necessary result of A. The natural consequence 
of his account is either that, when we say A causes B, we 
mean only that A and B have always occured in con junction; 
or we mean that we have formed a habit of expecting B when­
ever A occurs. The first alternative does not seem strong 
enough, and the second seems absurd. For on the second al­
ternative, A causes B only when we have formed a certain 
habit, and not before. Thus the objection is that Hume's 
account of causal inference, taken in its simplest form, 
gives an inadequate, or an absurd meaning to the words 
'cause' and' necessity'. It is for this reason that it is essential 
for him to answer the second of his two questions: What is 
our idea of necessity? He must try to give an analysis 
of necessity which will agree with his account of causal 
inference, and which will at the same time retain intuitive 
plausibility. 

Hume's method of analysis is to consider the idea for which 
words like 'cause' and 'necessity' stand. And this means dis­
covering the impression from which the idea is derived. Now 
Hume has been at some pains to prove that we never do have 
an impression of causal connexion. Consequently, we never 
have an idea of causal connexion, and the word 'cause' must 
be meaningless. It thus seems impossible that Hume should 
attempt a positive account of the nature of causality, as dis­
tinct from an account of how we come to form expectations. 
And yet he does make such an attempt: he simply cannot 
bring himself to say that the word' cause' is meaningless. He 
wants to say it cannot mean what we think it means, and so 
must really mean something other than we think. There is 
evidently some kind of confusion here, the source of which 
we must try to locate. 

Hume gives two definitions of' cause', as follows: 21 

[ A cause is] an object precedent and contiguous to another, and 
where all the objects resembling the former are placed in a like rela­
tion of precedency and contiguity to those objects that resemble 
the latter. 
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A cause is an object precedent and contiguous 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. 

He says that the first defines 'cause' considered as a philo­
sophical relation, and the second defines 'cause' considered 
as a natural relation. The import of the first definition is clear 
enough: it simply states that causal connexion (as a philo­
sophical relation) is nothing over and above uniformity of 
sequence. There is only one doubtful point: we are not quite 
sure whether Hume means only that A always has preceded 
B, or both that A always has preceded B, and always will 
precede B. We may take the latter interpretation as more 
plausible, at least for the present. Evidently we have here a 
perfectly reasonable definition of causal connexion. It is not 
invalidated by Hume's destructive analysis, because the ob­
ject of that analysis is not to show that we have no idea of 
uniformity of sequence, but rather to show that we have no 
idea of anything which compels or enforces such uniformity. He 
might well have rested content with this definition, which is 
a natural, and indeed an inevitable outcome of his method of 
philosophy. The meaning and purpose of the second defini­
tion ( of cause as a natural relation) is much more obscure. It 
is hard to understand what led Hume to produce this second 
definition, and how it is related to the first. 

One way of understanding a puzzling statement in philos­
ophy is to consider the use made of it by the philosopher in 
question. The chief use of Hum e's second definition of caus­
ality is to explain why the first definition seems inadequate. 
Or, rather, that is how he tries to use it: the question of his 
success is another matter. The point is that Hume is not con­
tent to say that causality is nothing more than uniformity of 
sequence: he wants to explain how people mistakenly came 
to suppose that it was something more, namely something 
that enforced uniformity. How did they come to think that 
causality, as a necessary connexion, is something more than 
uniformity of sequence? He has to explain this in face of the 
fact that he has proved we cannot even have any idea of 
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necessary connexion, at least between objects in the external 
world. How can people mistakenly suppose that a word 
means something they cannot even conceive? This is the 
problem that ultimately faces all philosophical reductionist~, 
or users of the phrase 'nothing but'. It is to Hume's credit 
that he faced up to it, even if he did not solve it. 

We have already noted that Hume has a general method 
for solving problems of this kind, and this method is based on 
two principles. The first is that, if two ideas are closely asso­
ciated in some way, we are apt to mistake one for the other. 
The second is that, if some object arouses a certain feeling in 
our minds, we are apt to project that feeling on to the object, 
and to regard it as a real quality of the object. 22 Only the 
latter of these two principles is utilized in the present case. 
In brief, Hume says that, just as we speak of a sad scene, 
although the sadness is really in the spectator, so do we speak 
of forces compelling uniformity in the external world, al­
though these forces are really in the mind of the spectator. 
To understand what this means, we need first a clear and 
convincing instance of the general principle, and second a 
more detailed account of its application. 

A clear case of projection occurred during the late war, 
when people wrote to the newspapers complaining of the 
gloomy and despondent note put forth by air-raid sirens. 
Why, they asked, could not the authorities have arranged 
for these to play some cheerful and encouraging tune, like 
'Britannia Rules the Waves'? The answer was, of course, 
that the note of the sirens was not despondent or alarming, 
but its acquired associations induced despondency in the 
hearer. Even if they had played' Britannia Rules the Waves', 
people would soon have complained of a hitherto unsuspected 
menace in that tune. The projection was in fact nearly com­
plete for most people: the warning note was actually felt as 
menacing, and the note at the end of a raid really sounded 
cheerful. But it could have been the other way round, .and so 
we are intellectually convinced that the warning note was 
not in itself menacing, although it became impossible to 
imagine or to feel it as otherwise. This example brings out 
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two important points. The first is that the siren note did not 
in itselfinduce alarm, but only through its associations which 
were the product of experience. Nevertheless, it did come to 
sound alarming in itself. The second point is that, even when 
we are intellectually convinced that the sound is not in itself 
alarming, nonetheless we cannot, so to speak, feel or envisage 
it as cheerful, or neutral in effect. 

Hume's use of the principle of projection in the case of 
causation, is not quite parallel with our example, but it is 
close enough. It will be remembered that, in his account of 
causal inference, he says that, if we have two objects or events 
A and B, the idea of A is not at first associated with the idea 
ofB, and experience of A does not produce expectation ofB. 
Then, after some experience of constant conjunction, the idea 
of A becomes associated with the idea ofB, and experience of 
A does produce expectation of B. He now expresses himself 
more strongly. He says that, after-experience of constant con­
junction, it is not merely the case that experience of A is 
always followed by expectation of B, but also that, on experi­
encing A, we feel compelled to expect B. 23 It is not simply that 
the expectation always follows, or even that we are compelled, 
but we have a feeling of compulsion. It is this feeling of com­
pulsion, that we have to expect Bon the occurrence of A, 
which is projected to to the events themselves, and is as it 
were seen as a compulsion on A to produce B. The sense of 
compulsion in us appears as a necessary relation between 
external objects, just as the despondency in us appears as an 
intrinsic quality of the siren's warning note. And just as our 
intellectual conviction that sounds cannot be despondent has 
no influence on how we feel, so our intellectual conviction 
that causal power cannot reside in objects cannot influence 
our feeling that it does so reside. The parallel is quite close. 
We say a sound is melancholy, and someone objects: 'How 
can a sound be melancholy? Surely only conscious beings 
can be melancholy, what you must mean is that the sound 
makes you, or most people, melancholy. How could you 
possibly detect melancholy in a sound?' Then we say A 
causes B, or A compels B, and Hume objects: 'How can you 
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see or feel B being compelled by A? You cannot feel some­
thing else being compelled, but you canfeel compelled. So when 
you say A causes B, what you must mean is that the occur­
rence of A compels you to expect B.' 

I II 

Some account of Hume's theory of belief has now been given, 
and we have seen that it is an account of how beliefs do in 
fact arise in the human mind. He docs not undertake to tell 
us how we ought to proceed, but how we do proceed, how in 
fact as human beings we are bound to proceed. There is 
throughout an implicit suggestion that belief is not an object 
of choice. It is this aspect of his theory, rather than its psycho­
logical correctness, which is of prime epistemological im­
portance. It remains to consider in more detail how Hume's 
theory bears on the epistemological problem, and on the 
ancient doctrine of Scepticism. 

Scepticism may be total or partial, in the following sense: 
the total sceptic says that nothing can be known, the partial 
sceptic says only that matters of fact cannot be known. We 
shall see that Hume reveals himself as a total sceptic, although 
he often appears disguised as a partial sceptic. But before ex­
amining his arguments for total scepticism, we must try to 
clear up a few possible misconceptions. First and foremost, a 
sceptic says that we cannot know anything, he does not say 
that we cannot feel certain about anything, and he does not 
say that all, or even most of the things about which we feel 
certain are false. The doctrine of scepticism is perfectly con­
sistent with the statement that on most occasions when we 
feel certain we are right, and it is probably consistent with 
the statement that whenever we feel certain we are right. 
That is to say, if scepticism can be maintained at all, it could 
probably be maintained even though all the beliefs anyone 
held were always true. I say this is probable, and not certain, 
only because one of the arguments in favour of scepticism 
rests on the assumption that people do sometimes entertain 
false beliefs. Apart from this, it should be obvious that the 
sceptic can only claim that nothing can be known: he cannot 
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consistently claim to know that nothing can be known. Con­
sequently the arguments he produces will be attempts to 
secure conviction rather than to impart knowledge of the 
truth of his doctrine. 

We have already seen that the arguments for partial scep­
ticism, or scepticism concerning matters of fact, depend for 
their force on the difference between the way in which we 
acquire beliefs about relations between ideas (as expressed in 
the propositions of logic and mathematics), and the way in 
which we acquire beliefs about matters of fact. It is supposed 
that the former are acquired by direct intuition, and by de­
ductive inference; whereas the latter are acquired by sensory 
perception, and by causal inference. The other assumption 
is that a belief amounts to knowledge if and only if it is 
acquired by direct intuition, or by valid deductive inference 
from what is already known. If we ignore certain minor 
points, attempts to show that matters of fact can be known, 
or could be known, are transformed into attempts to show 
that causal inference either is, or could be replaced by, de­
ductive inference. Hume shows that these latter alternatives 
are alike impossible, and hence that we cannot know any 
matters of fact. We now see that this argument for scepticism 
rests on a certain assumption about knowledge, namely that 
a belief amounts to knowledge if and only if it is acquired by 
direct intuition, or by valid deductive inference from what 
is already known. That is to say, a belief is knowledge if and 
only if it has a certain kind of history, what we might call a 
logical history. 

It is obviously important in the study of scepticism, and in 
epistemology generally, to ask what grounds there are for 
this assumption. Why should beliefs with a sound logical 
history, and these alone, rank as knowledge? One way of 
circumventing this question is to say it is not an assumption 
at all, but a definition of knowledge. Much of what Hume 
and other empiricists say suggests that, at least at times, they 
regard the matter in this light. But this is little more than a 
piece of prevarication: its only merit is to raise another ques­
tion, which does perhaps make the situation a little clearer. 
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The point is that if a beliefis to rank as knowledge, it must be 
a true belief. This is a necessary, if not a sufficient condition. 
Consequently, if you define knowledge as beliefs with a logi­
cal history, you must be assuming that all beliefs with a logical 
history are true beliefs. Now I think the assumption actually 
made is something stronger than this. I think it is assumed 
that the statement:' If a belief has a logical history, it is true', 
is itself a logical truth, and itself has, or could be provided 
with, a logical history. Perhaps it is supposed to be self­
evident: the reader may well ponder the matter. The mean­
ing of this kind of scepticism is now plain. The sceptic says we 
may know matters oflogic, but not matters of fact. By this he 
means matter oflogic can have a logical history, and beliefs 
of fact cannot. He then implies that, since only a logical his­
tory guarantees the truth ofa belief, beliefs off act may always 
be false, no matter how they are acquired. That is what he 
really means when he says no matter of fact can be known. 
If his argument is valid at all, it is valid even if all the factual 
beliefs actually held by anybody are always true. 

The argument for total scepticism is of a different charac­
ter, and perhaps it even establishes a different sort of scep­
ticism. It depends essentially on the actual occurrence of false 
beliefs, and it is expounded by Hume in the Treatise, Book 1, 

Part 4. The argument is closely connected with Hume's 
theory of probability, which we must first consider. In this 
connexion, it must be clearly understood that, according to 
Hume's principles, there can be no question of discovering 
some method for assigning probabilities, which is logically 
certain to give correct results. Such a method demanrls a 
priori knowledge of a principle of uniformity, the possibility 
of which Hume has already denied in his treatment of causal 
inference. The only problem that remains is how we come to 
feel perfectly certain about some of our conclusions, and 
more or less uncertain about others. Hume's answer is, 
roughly speaking, that we feel perfectly confident that B will 
follow A on this present occasion, if it has always done so on 
past occasions, and if the present occasion exactly resembles 
the past occasions. We feel fairly confident, ifB has followed 
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A more often than not, or if the present occasion closely 
resembles the past occasion; and so on. Our confidence ad­
justs itself in this manner. He gives a complicated account of 
the mental processes whereby he supposes this adjustment to 
take place, but we need not consider these. The important 
point is that assessments of probability are not, and cannot 
be, arrived at by rational means (that is, by deduction from 
intuitively self-evident principles). 

Now we may observe that, even in the deductive sciences 
oflogic and mathematics, we do in fact sometimes make mis­
takes. The exact nature of these mistakes is something of a 
puzzle, if we take seriously the doctrine that we cannot even 
conceive what is logically false. But when we make a mistake, 
in, for example, an arithmetical sum, the result of our mistake 
is certainly a belief in something that is logically false. The 
result of this observation is to destroy the privileged character 
of our judgements in mathematics and logic. We have noticed 
that this privilege consisted in the fact that if propositions of 
logic have a certain kind of history, or are arrived at by a 
certain kind of ritual, namely intuition and logical deduc­
tion, they must necessarily be true. For statements of fact, on 
the other hand, there is no history or ritual which they can 
have, and which will guarantee their truth in this manner. 
This is the difference we have in mind when we say that 
matters of logic are knowable, and matters of fact are not 
knowable. It is now suggested by the sceptic that, in order to 
know a matter of logic, it is necessary, but not sufficient, that it 
should be arrived at by correct performance of the logical 
ritual. The sceptic says we must also know that it was acquired 
in this way. The occurrence of errors in logic indicates that 
our confidence that the ritual was correctly performed does 
not in any way guarantee that it was in fact correctly per­
formed. Moreover, although a matter oflogic is a matter of 
logic, the fact that it was correctly deduced is not a matter of 
logic: it is a matter of fact. Consequently, we cannot know 
any matter oflogic, unless we already know a matter of fact, 
to wit the fact that it was correctly deduced. Since it has 
already been established that we cannot know any matter of 
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fact whatever (although, of course, we may be convinced of 
it, and it may be true), it follows that we cannot ever know 
any matter of logic. The reader should note that this argu­
ment depends essentially on the assumption that knowledge 
of a matter of logic demands, not only that it should be 
arrived at by correct intuition and deduction, but also that 
we should know that this is the case. Assumptions of this 
character are often imported into philosophical arguments 
without acknowledgement. They may or may not be 
justified. 

The argument just given does not really depend on the 
actual occurrence of error, but only on the factual character 
of our belief that deduction has been correctly performed. 
It would hold, even ifwe never made any mistakes. But it is 
argued by Hume that, because we do make mistakes, no 
belief in the correct performance of our deductions can be 
more than probable. For example, we feel certain that some 
particular deduction is correct. We know from experience 
that sometimes we have felt certain a deduction is correct, 
and then afterwards found it was not. Therefore it is only 
probable that this present deduction is correct. Surely, then, 
we should modify our assurance. Surely, on these grounds, 
we are never justified in feeling certain about any deduction. 
Even the simplest deductions are dubious, because a com­
plex deduction is made up of a number of simple steps, and 
if there is a mistake in a complex deduction, it must be in one 
or more of the simple steps. You will notice that a question 
of justification is raised here: 'we are never justified in feeling 
certain'. We ought to doubt even that twice two is four. 

Hume next proceeds to an even stranger argument, and 
one which, in my opinion, is oflittle value. It runs approxi­
mately as follows. 24 Suppose we find by experience that we 
make mistakes half the time. Then, when we are sure of any­
thing, we ought to assign to it probability 1/2. One of the 
things we are sure of is that we make mistakes half the time. 
So this has probability 1 /2. Then Hume appears to argue that, 
if we are sure of the occurrence of some event X, we should 
conclude that X has a probability of 1/2. Then we are no 
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longer sure of X, but we are sure that X has probability 1/2, 

and since everything we are sure of has probability 1/2, the 
fact that X has probability 1/2, itself has probability 1/2. 

Hume then appears to proceed in somewhat the following 
fashion: since the fact that X has probability 1/2 itself has 
probability 1/2, X must really have probability 1/4 (or at 
any rate, some probability less than 1/2); and this is made 
the first step in an infinite regress, by means of which we can 
show that the probability ofX must be less than any positive 
value ,ve care to assign. In the limit, the probability of the 
occurrence of X must be zero, and so also must be the prob­
ability of the non-occurrence of X, by parity of reasoning. 
If this argument were correct, it would show that we cannot 
consistently assign any finite probability to any event what­
ever. Furthermore, if we assume that the strength of our 
belief in the occurrence of an event should be proportioned 
to some prior assignment of probability, we should not con­
sistently repose any degree of belief in the occurrence of any­
thing whatever. Hume concludes that, since in spite of this 
argument we do continue to believe many things, our beliefs 
are not, and cannot be, the outcome of any rational calcula­
tion of probability. This is the point he really wants to 
make. 

The argument just given is obviously invalid, but any 
criticism of it must take account of two facts. First, it may 
not be a true representation of what Hume had in mind. 
Second, even if it was Hume's argument, the fact that it is 
invalid does not by itself refute the conclusion he wanted to 
draw. At most, the argument does not as it stands establish 
that conclusion, and it remains to be seen if it can be cor­
rected. The point of failure occurs where it is argued that, 
since the fact that X has probability 1 /2 itself has probability 
1/2, X must have probability 1/4. It is quite obvious that the 
assignment of probability 1/2 to the claim that X has prob­
ability 1/2, does not entail any definite probability for X. Any 
assumption to the contrary must transgress the principle that 
the sum of the probabilities of X and of not-X should be 
unity, as indeed is shown by the nature of Hume's conclusion. 
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It may be, of course, that this principle cannot be consistently 
applied; but Hume has not demonstrated this, although he 
certainly did not apply it in this argument. 

The error is so obvious that it casts some doubt on our 
rendering of Hume at this point. Some further examination 
is needed, and much here depends on the sense we attach to 
the word' probable'. The simplest sense is to agree to say that 
X has probability m/n under conditions K, if in the past X 
has occurred on just m out of the n occasions when K has 
occurred. Understood in this sense, it is plain that the state­
ment that X has probability m/n under conditions K entails 
nothing whatever about the future. In particular, it does not 
entail that X will occur on exactly, or even approximately, 
m of the next n occasions when conditions K are realized. 
This is really all that Hume needs for his kind of scepticism, 
but either he does not see this, or else he is now interested in 
some deeper aspect of the situation. We have to ask ourselves 
what this might be. 

Our next task is to define two distinct concepts of reason­
able belief, which I shall call reasonable belief ( 1), and rea­
sonable belief (2). By reasonable belief (1) we mean a belief 
whose strength is adjusted to probability, calculated by pre­
vious frequency as above explained. Thus, always supposing 
that we can measure the strength of a belief, a belief of 
strength m/n in the present occurrence ofX will be a reason­
able belief (I), if we know that K is occurring, and also that 
on the previous n occasions when K occurred, there were just 
m occasions when X occurred. A reasonable belief (2), on the 
other hand, is a belief based on knowledge of the future. A 
belief of strength m/ n in the present occurrence of X will be a 
reasonable belief ( 2), if we know that K is occurring, and also 
that on the next n occasions when K occur (including the 
present occasion), there will be just m occasions when X 
occurs. We observe that a reasonable belief ( 1) is a belief ad­
justed to our knowledge of the past, and a reasonable belief ( 2) 
is a belief adjusted to our knowledge of the future. Since the 
past never entails anything about the future, the basis for a 
reasonable belief (I) is never a basis for a reasonable belief ( 2). 
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Hume nat:urally holds that there is no such thing as a rea­
sonable belief ( 2), since there is no knowledge of the future. 
The puzzling thing is that he seems also to reject reasonable 
belief (I) on the ground that computation of probability 
by past frequency not only entails nothing as to the future, 
but also is subject to some kind of inherent contradiction. 
Perhaps he just made a mistake. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REASON AND MORALS 

I 

MEN do not only think, believe, and know: they also have 
feelings and perform actions. They love and hate, become 
angry or afraid, they create and destroy. Their actions are 
sometimes reasonable, sometimes unreasonable, sometimes 
virtuous, and sometimes vicious. Centuries of speculation on 
these matters has produced a kind of jungle called Ethics or 
Moral Philosophy, into which few philosophers have now 
the temerity to penetrate. At present it is not even clear what 
purpose is served by philosophical ( as distinct from psycho­
logical or anthropological) exploration in this field. It was 
not always so, of course. The early philosophers were quite 
clear about what they wanted. They wanted a method for 
attaining perfect moral virtue, just as they wanted a method 
for attaining perfect knowledge. And these two aims were 
believed to be identical. Knowledge is virtue: 1 you cannot 
do what you know to be wrong, and you must necessarily do 
what you know to be right. Here the distinction between per­
fect knowledge and ordinary common-sense knowledge is 
essential, because it is obvious that we often do do things we 
know in the ordinary sense to be wrong, and we often refrain 
from doing things we know in the ordinary sense to be right. 
The assumption underlying this theory is that vicious con­
duct is always the outcome of uncontrolled passion, and that 
virtue consists in the control and proper direction of the 
passions by the reason. We may perhaps go a little further. 
Many details in individual theories of this type suggest to us 
that what these philosophers have in mind is not so much 
control of human feelings as their complete suppression or 
elimination. Then the virtuous man will be one whose actions 
are determined by his knowledge of good and evil, as distinct 
from one whose actions are the outcome of passion and desire. 
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Here the passions, as such, are regarded as the origin of moral 
turpitude. But this is an extreme view. The more moderate 
view was that only an excess of passion is morally dangerous: 
an excess such as we should still call 'unreasonable'. It was 
supposed that a knowledge of good and evil secured virtuous 
conduct by correcting and counterbalancing excesses of feel­
ing, the image being that of a horseman who guides and 
restrains a spirited mount. 

Before we can explain Hume's total rejection of this image, 
and what he sought to put in its place, a little further elabora­
tion and analysis is required. First, we may notice that the 
concept of divine or perfect knowledge plays an essential part 
in the theory. For it is this which enables us to say that know­
ledge of the good is a sufficient condition for morality, while 
admitting that ordinary so-called knowledge is, alas, by no 
means a sufficient condition. Thus we may suppose that 
Hume's rejection of the theory is a consequence of his rejec­
tion of the possibility of perfect knowledge. Second, on this 
theory the path to knowledge and the path of moral im­
provement are one and the same. Once you have a clear view 
of your duty, t~ere is no sep~rat~ conflict of duty with desire. 
It is plain that, 1f the theory 1s rejected, the path to knowledge 
will become separated from the path of moral improvement, 
the latter presenting a completely different kind of problem. 
For if the conflict of duty and desire remains after we know 
what our duty is, it is hard to see what other knowledge, or 
in general what other rational considerations would produce 
a favourable resolution. The common practice of moral per­
suasion tends to support both views of the situation. For when 
a man says with regret or complacency that he knows his 
duty but cannot or will not perform it, we sometimes try to 
persuade him by presenting the matter in a stronger light, as 
we say; just as if the fault lay in his feeble ~erception of what 
in the ordinary sense we say he knows qmte well. The duty 
is perceived, but dimly: it does not strike him with its full 
force. We then consider it our business to make him feel 
the full force of his obligation, and thus persuade him to 
fulfil it. That is the technique of persuasion which lends 
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support to the idea that the path to moral improv_e~ent con­
sists simply in getting a clear knowledge of what 1s n~ht and 
good. The other way of persuading people to ~o their duty, 
assuming it to be known, is of course the social method of 
reward and punishment. If in the scales of man's conduct the 
prospect of some worldly pleasure outweighs the sense _of 
duty, we judiciously apply a counterweight of worldly p_am. 
And that is the kind of persuasion which leads to the 1de~ 
that knowing your duty is one thing and deciding to do it 
quite another. 

There are two features common to both the theories I have 
outlined. One is the basic assumption that there is such a 
thing as knowing one's duty, knowing what is good and right,' 
and so on. More accurately, perhaps, it is the assumption 
that knowledge of this kind is included in one or other of the 
usual kinds of knowledge, that is, knowledge of matters of 
fact, of natural laws, or oflogical truths. The other assump­
tion is that knowledge does exert some direct influence on 
conduct. Hume's contention is that both these assumptions 
are false. 

It is clear that Hume's position cannot possibly be ac­
cepted, or even understood, without a good deal of further 
explanation. For at first sight it seems quite obviously wrong 
to say we never know what is right, and that knowledge (of 
whatever kind) can never directly influence conduct. But it 
is worth noticing that the first point (no such thing as know­
ledge of what is right, good, and so on) may be made to follow 
from the second (knowledge has no direct influence on con­
duct). For it seems correct to say that considerations of what is 
right do have a direct influence on conduct, and so if such 
considerations ever merited the name of knowledge, they 
would in fact be knowledge which directly influenced con­
duct, contrary to Hume's second contention. It follows that 
this second contention, that knowledge has no direct influ­
ence on conduct, is the fundamental one, and it needs careful 
examination. 

Hume's main arguments are to be found in Part 3 of Book 2 

of the Treatise, under the title 'Of the Influencing Motives 
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of the Will'. We need not bother for the present with that 
mysterious entity the Will which seems to intrude here, for 
its peculiar characteristics, if any, play no essential part in 
the discussion. Hume could equally well have headed his 
section 'Of the Influencing Motives of Conduct'. He starts 
by observing that it is usual, both in philosophy and in com­
mon life, 2 'to talk of the combat of passions and reason, to 
give preference to reason, and to assert that men are only so 
far virtuous as they conform themselves to its dictates'. He 
then states his purpose in the following terms: 

On th.is method of th.inking the greatest part of moral philosophy, 
ancient and modern, seems to be founded; nor is th.ere an ampler 
field, as well for metaphysical arguments, as popular declamations, 
th.an th.is supposed pre-eminence of reason above passion. The eter­
nity, invariableness, and divine origin of the former have been dis­
played to the best advantage: The blindness, unconstancy, and de­
ceitfulness of the latter have been as strongly insisted on. In order 
to sh.ow the fallacy of all this philosophy, I shall endeavour to prove 
first, that reason alone can never be a motive to any action of the 
will; and secondly, that it can never oppose passion in the direction 
of the will. 

There is one possibility of misunderstanding here, which 
must first be cleared up. In previous contexts Hume has used 
the word 'reason' to mean the power we have for obtaining 
knowledge of relations between ideas, or truths of logic. In 
this sense, our beliefs concerning causal laws are not products 
of reason. It is important, therefore, to realize that, in the 
text now before us, the word reason is used to mean both our 
power of acquiring knowledge about relations between ideas, 
and our power of arriving at beliefs about causal connexions. 
There is no special significance in this change, but it must be 
remembered in what follows. 

There is no special significance in the change, because 
Hume makes only one assumption about reason in his proof 
that it can never be a motive to any action. This is the assump­
tion that reason could be a motive if and only if the knowledge 
or beliefs which are the products ofreason can be motives. He 
then undertakes to prove that no item of knowledge or belief 
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whatever, no matter what its subject-matter may be, and no 
matter how it may have been acquired, can be a motive for action. 
Thus his proofs, if they apply at all, apply as much to unreas­
onable and false beliefs, and to superstitions, as they do to 
reasonable beliefs and to knowledge. In a word, Hume's con­
tention is that beliefs are not motives. 

The considerations he puts forward in support of this con­
clusion have the form of persuasive examples rather than 
demonstrative proofs. He observes that a knowledge of arith­
metic does not by itself determine anyone to any particular 
course of action, although it may enable a merchant to pay 
his just debts, if such is his desire. 3 That is to say, the mer­
chant's motive is his honesty and not his knowledge of arith­
metic, for the same knowledge may be employed by another 
merchant to quite a different end. In the same way, our 
knowledge that there is an apple on the tree, or that water 
boils when heated, influences our conduct only in so far as 
we desire apples or boiling water. Hume concludes from such 
examples that knowledge or belief, whether of relations be­
tween ideas or of matters of fact, is never a motive for action. 
Since there are, in his view, no other kinds of knowledge or 
belief, he infers that knowledge and belief, of whatever kind, 
is never a motive. This directly contradicts those who main­
tain that knowledge that a certain action is morally right, or 
that a certain object is morally good, does constitute a motive 
for the performance of that action or for the bringing into 
existence of that object. 

It seems clear from this sort of argument that Hume is 
willing to admit that knowledge and belief do influence our 
conduct. All he has shown so far is that they are not the only 
influences, and that they are not a special kind of influence, 
called motives (whatever that may mean). There is also a 
suggestion, not only that knowledge and beliefs cannot be 
motives, but also that they cannot conflict with motives in 
the determination of conduct. Lastly, there is some idea that 
motives have a fundamental role in conduct, whereas know­
ledge and belief have only a secondary influence. All these 
points need careful examination. 
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By a motive, Hume primarily means a wish or desire for 
something. And by a wish or desire, he means a feeling of 
attraction to what gives us pleasure, or of aversion from what 
gives us pain.4 Consequently, what he is saying is that belief 
is not desire, that beliefs cannot conflict with desires, and that 
desire is the fundamental determinant of conduct. The first 
of these propositions seems both true and obvious. Belief is 
one thing, and desire is something quite different. But the 
other two propositions are still not entirely clear in meaning. 
Let us consider first the statement that desire is the funda­
mental determinant of conduct. Now if we cut straight 
through an exceedingly difficult bit of analysis, we can adopt 
the following interpretation. What Hume means is that our 
ends or aims are determined solely by our desires, and that 
our beliefs have no direct influence on these. The function of 
belief is limited to indicating the means whereby our desires 
may be satisfied. If we want apples, then our belief that these 
are sold at a certain shop will, no doubt, lead us to that shop. 
But ifwe have no particular desire for apples, then our belief 
will have no particular effect on our conduct. It seems to 
follow from this that lack of resolution in conduct may be 
due to two quite separate causes. It may be due to a conflict 
of desire, or, granted resolution in this matter, it may be due 
to uncertainty about proper means. Hume's position is that 
the latter conflict can be resolved by the acquisition of new 
knowledge or beliefs, but that the former conflict cannot be 
resolved in this way. 

The example Hume uses to illustrate his theory is the 
ancient one of master and slave. 'Reason', he says, 'is, and 
ought always to be, the slave of the passions, and can have 
no other office but to serve and obey them.' This is, of 
course, deliberately aimed at rationalist philosophers, who 
have used the same illustration in precisely the opposite sense. 
They thought that the passions are, or at any rate ought to 
be, the slaves of reason. For them, rational conduct was con­
duct governed by knowledge as opposed to conduct governed 
by feeling. In rational conduct, the ends, as well as the means, 
were supposed to be determined by reason and knowledge. 
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Hume suggests that in the final analysis conduct m1;1st always 
be governed by feeling, and so there can be no rat10nal con­
duct in the sense proposed by rationalist philosophers.For 
him, rational conduct is conduct whose ends are fixed by 
feeling, independently of reason; but where the means to 
those ends are efficiently chosen in the light of knowledge and 
reason. 

Now I have already observed that Hume does not prove 
his case in any strict manner, and so it is out of place to ex­
amine and criticize it as if what he says does claim to be a 
proof. What he does is to present his opinion in a persuasive 
manner. For example, he tells us that a merchant uses his 
knowledge or arithmetic only to achieve an independently 
determined purpose, namely the proper balancing of his 
accounts. Then what he suggests is that this is exactly the 
way in which knowledge always influences conduct: it is 
always used by its possessor to gain some independently 
determined end, and never for any other purpose. Now the 
example does undeniably support the generalization, but it 
is quite obvious that the generalization cannot be deduced 
from the example. Nor is it a clear case of scientific or induc­
tive inference, although this is what Hume probably thought 
it was. What we have here is an argument which, although 
not valid in any ordinary sense, yet retains some force and 
produces some conviction. Moreover, it represents a type of 
reasoning often used by Hume, and indeed by all philos­
ophers. It will therefore be in our interest to enumerate the 
chief characteristics upon which the force of such reasoning 
seems to depend. 

There are just three such characteristics. First, the example 
does not simply support the generalization: it also operates as 
a kind of paradigm or model. For, although the conclusion 
may be put in general terms, what it really says is that all 
other cases are exactly similar to the example given. Thus, the choice 
of example plays an essential part in the argument. Another 
example might have carried us in a very different direction 
ifwe had used it as a model, but now we shall be predisposed 
to analyse it in terms of the model we have adopted. The 
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second feature is that we can readily think of a large number 
of other cases which do precisely fit the pattern of the example 
given. The merchant's use of his arithmetical knowledge to 
attain an independently fixed end, namely the balancing of 
his books, is a clear case of using knowledge as a means to an 
end. And it does not need much reflection to see that this sort 
of thing is a part of everyday life: we all spend a great part of 
out time using knowledge to serve our purposes. The third 
feature is-that, although we can think of cases which do not 
obviously fit this pattern, these are comparatively rare. For 
example, knowledge is sometimes said to be valued for its 
own sake, and not as a means to an end. Then there is moral 
and religious knowledge, which does not seem to function 
simply as a means, but influences our ends and purposes as 
well. The point is, of course, that although these cases do not 
obviously fit our pattern of the merchant with his arithmetic, 
it is not at all plain that they do not fit this pattern. And we 
cannot think of examples which clearly and obviously do not 
fit. It seems that if we examined and analysed the outstanding 
cases more carefully, they might be made to fit. These, then, 
are the things that make this type of argument convincing, 
and it is fair to say that the character of the argument deter­
mines the character of the conclusion. No truth of fact or of 
logic is established by these means. But we are persuaded to 
view things from one particular vantage-point. 

We need not at present consider the problem ofknowledge 
as an end in itself, except to note that Hume has little diffi­
culty in fitting it into his scheme after some judicious pruning 
and lopping here and there. The role attributed to religious 
knowledge will be discussed in the next section, which deals 
with the nature and function of religion in general. We are 
left with the problem of moral knowledge: what does it con­
sist of, and what part does it play in our lives? Now Hume 
will have to say that, if there is such a thing as moral know­
ledge, its sole use must be to serve as a means to independently 
determined ends. It can never fix the ends themselves, for 
these are not fixed by knowledge of any kind, but by feeling 
and desire. Consequently, if morality is defined as prescribing 
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ends or aims of conduct there can be no such thing as moral ' . knowledge: it will rather be a matter of moral feeling or sent.1-
ment. To say you know that a certain action is morally virtu­
ous is rather like saying you know a certain joke or situation 
is funny. Virtuous conduct provokes in the normal spectator 
a pleasurable reaction, called moral approval; just as enter­
taining conduct provokes in the normal spectator a pleasur­
able reaction, called amusement. And on this theory, dis­
putes about what is right or wrong will be like disputes about 
what things are funny, or interesting, or boring. The analogy 
is interesting and, indeed, salutary: for it leaves us with the 
impression that moral considerations have no natural superi­
ority over other considerations. Moral feelings are no more 
than items in the balance-sheet of pleasure and pain. 

Hume uses one other important argument to support his 
position. This argument is of special interest because it is 
widely accepted at the present day, and because it is mis­
takenly supposed by many to be a conclusive argument. It 
is in fact persuasive. It is stated by Hume as follows: 6 

In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I 
have al:,vays remarked, that the author proceeds for some time in 
the ordmary way of reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, 
or makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a sudden 
I am surprised to find, that instead of the usual copulations of pro­
positions~ is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not con­
nect:d with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; 
but is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought 
not, expresses some new relation or affirmation 'tis necessary that 
it should be observed and explained; and at the same time that a 
reason ~hould be given, for what seems altogether inconceivable, 
how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are 
entirely different from it. 

This passage is hard to follow, because Hume does not give 
us any further details of the systems he is attacking. All we are 
told is that they proceed by deducing propositions containing 
ought from propositions which do not contain ought. In other 
words, statements of moral obligation are deduced from state­
ments which are not, at least on the face of it, statements of 
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moral obligation. He then says that deductions of this kind 
seem to him altogether inconceivable, giving as his reason 
that ought signifies a relation which is not mentioned in the 
premisses from which the alleged deduction is made. The 
whole argument is put in very general terms, and we cannot 
appreciate what point is being made, until we have the 
answers to three questions. First, we must ask what purpose 
is served by deducing statements of moral obligation from 
other statements: why did moralists think it important to do 
this? Second, what exactly were those other statements? 
Were they statements of fact, for example? Third, just why 
does Hume find these deductions so utterly inconceivable? 
The reason he gives is not very clear or convincing. 

An answer to the first question calls for some reflection on 
the purpose of ethical enquiry in general. A complete solu­
tion of this difficult problem in meta-philosophy is not 
needed, but we have to make one or two rather obvious 
points. Perhaps one of the beginnings of moral philosophy, 
if we leave aside the high rationalist aim of absolute moral 
perfection, is the simple fact that people often disagree about 
what is right or wrong, and they often get into a muddle, and 
are unable to make up their minds, one way or the other. Of 
course, morals is not the only field where people disagree and 
entertain doubts: the difference is that in other kinds of dis­
pute there is usually a recognized way of settling the issue. 
For example, if there is some question as to the boiling-point 
of water, this can be ascertained to the satisfaction of all con­
cerned by a scientific test. We place a thermometer in the 
water, and heat it to boiling, noting the thermometer reading 
at that point. If someone disputed the result, not on the 
ground that the thermometer was inaccurate, or something 
of that kind, but simply saying that this was not the way to 
ascertain boiling-points, we should laugh at him. It would 
seem that he did not understand what a boiling-point was. 
And in general the case is so with all matters of fact: there is 
a standard way of settling such disputes, and anyone who 
questions the method simply does not understand the issues. 
He must think we are talking about something else. 
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The situation is very similar with arithmetic. If there is 
some doubt concerning the answer to a sum, there is a 
standard procedure for finding out, to wit, the procedure 
embodied in the rules of arithmetic. If someone seriously dis­
puted our answer, not on the ground that we had made a 
slip in applying the rules, but on the ground that the com­
monly accepted rules are wrong, his objection would seem 
quite absurd. We could never take it seriously, even though 
in our more philosophical moments we might be at a loss to 
say exactly why we should not. Thus, in matters of fact and 
matters of logic or mathematics, we feel that we have stan­
dard ways of answering questions, ways that cannot seriously 
be questioned by practical men, no matter how puzzled 
philosophers may become concerning their ultimate justi­
fication. In such matters the meaning of the question is 
indissolubly linked with the proper way of answering it. 
Of course it may sometimes be very difficult, or even im­
possible, to resolve a question of fact or of logic, but in gen­
eral the difficulties are practical: we can see the way to the 
answer, but cannot take it because of physical or intellec­
tual obstacles. 

In the field of morals the obstacles seem ofa different order. 
Perhaps if we lived in an isolated society with an ancient and 
firmly _established moral code, moral questions would not 
seem different from any other; but a wider experience, even 
?f t~e most sup~rficial kind, suggests to us that different civil­
izat10ns have different moral codes. They do not have differ­
ent systems of arithmetic, or different ways of finding out 
facts. ~urthermore, anyone who proposes to prove that the 
earth is flat, by tinkering with the rules of trigonometry, or 
who expects to gain a fortune by an individual system of 
accounting, is rightly condemned as a fool or a crook: but 
o~e who proposes a new moral code may equally well be a 
wise man and a saint. Thus it seems that a moral code, that 
i~ a set of rules for answering moral questions, is not at all 
hke the rules of arithmetic. Its validity seems open to ques­
tion, and so requires some real justification. And at the pres­
ent time it does seem to many people that there is not, and 
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perhaps cannot be, any absolute moral code, and that moral 
questions must be decided by other means. 

We can now begin to see the purpose of Hume's first re­
mark. 'In every system of morality, which I have hitherto 
met with,' he says, ' ... of a sudden I am surprised to find, 
that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and 
is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected .with 
an ought, or an ought not.' This is exactly what you would ex­
pect in a system of morality, for the most obvious way of 
solving the decision problem for moral statements, is to 
establish some general connexion between them and some 
factual or quasi-factual statements, for which we already 
have a fixed and agreed method of decision. Then the answer 
to any given moral question can be obtained by finding the 
answer to the appropriate factual or quasi-factual question. 
For example, it might be suggested that we ought to perform 
those, and only those, actions which tend to increase the 
standard ofliving in the community. Then, for any particular 
action X, the question: Ought X to be done? is answered by 
answering the factual question: Does X tend to increase the 
standard ofliving? Or it might be held that we ought to do 
just those things which are pleasing to God; and then the 
question: Ought X to be done? is converted into the ques­
tion: Is X pleasing to God? In this example it is assumed 
that there is a standard method, such as prayer, or consulting 
a priest, for finding out what is pleasing to God. I have called 
the question: Is X pleasing to God? a quasi-factual question, 
because religious people commonly agree that it can be 
answered by some kind of empirical investigation, although 
they often differ about what the right procedure is. Conse­
quently, this solution of the moral decision problem is am­
biguous: it might mean, we ought to do what we are inclined 
to do after prayer and meditation, or, we ought to do as the 
priest advises, or ~any othe~ ~hin?s. B1:1t all these alternatives 
are matters of straight emp1ncal mqmry. 

This, then, is the sort of theory Hume wishes to reject. He 
claims that the linkage required, between moral statements 
on the one hand, and factual statements on the other, is 
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'altogether inconceivable'. He does not say that it is im­
possible, because this would have committed him to_a posi­
tive proof. He just says that it is not proved and explamed by 
those who invoke it, and that he himself does not see how it 
is possible. Nevertheless, it is fairly clear that he does think 
it is impossible, and that the supposition that there is such a 
linkage involves some profound misconception. We have to 
ask ourselves, just what the linkage amounts to, and why 
Hume found it so incredible. Our answer to the latter ques­
tion must be conjectural, since he does not explain his view 
in so many words. 

In the theories we have described, the appropriate con­
nexion between moral statements and factual statements 
must be a logical connexion, or so it appears. Hume evidently 
thinks this must be so, for he speaks of deduction. Furthermore, 
if the decisions are to be complete, the deduction must be a 
two-way affair. For example, if you hold the standard-of­
living theory of morals, you say both that: X ought to be done, 
is deducible from: X raises the standard of living, and that: 
X raises the standard of living, is deducible from: X ought 
to be done. And this means that anyone who says: X raises 
the standard of living, but it ought not to be done, is con­
tradicting himself, just like someone who says: X is two plus 
two, but not four, or: X is a tetrahedron, but has not got six 
edges. 

We must first mention two fallacious objections to this 
theory. They are fallacious because they are based on in­
correct notions about the nature of logical truth. The first 
objection says that if, for any two statements P and Q, each 
is deducible from the other, then P and Q have the same 
meaning. Then it is said that, since' X raises the standard of 
living' does not mean the same as 'X ought to be done', the 
one cannot be deducible from the other. Now we may admit 
that the two latter sentences do not mean the same, but the 
conclusion is not proved, because the other premiss, that 
mutually deducible statements must mean the same, is false. 
For example, 'X has four faces' and 'X has six edges' are 
mutually deducible, but they do not mean the same. It is not 
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to the point to suggest that perhaps this latter pair do mean 
the same, because the real object of the argument is to 
separate pairs of this kind from those which involve 'ought'. 
We see that the argument presented does not succeed in doing 
this. 

The other objection observes that people have frequently 
disagreed about what, if anything, entails that X ought to be 
done. Many statements besides 'X raises the standard of 
living' have been suggested from time to time as candidates, 
and none have secured widespread agreement. It is suggested, 
therefore, that none of these statements can entail 'X ought 
to be done', on the ground that, if they did, there would be 
no disputing it. Against this, we may point out that many en­
tailments, now conclusively established, have been objects of 
dispute and disagreement in the past; and the fact that some 
cases are still objects of dispute is no reason at all for saying 
they will not be resolved at some future time. All that really 
follows is that, if anyone does maintain that 'X raises the 
standard of living', or something of the kind, entails 'X 
ought to be done', then it is incumbent on him to prove what 
be says. We may add, ifwe wish, that we do not in the least 
see how he would set about proving such a thing. But that 
is as far as we can go in criticism, along these lines. 

It seems likely that Hume's criticism of attempts to deduce 
, ought' from 'is' does not follow either of the two incorrect 
lines we have considered. His theory of logic is that deduci­
bility is a result of certain relations between ideas, and there 
is no suggestion that the relation must always be that of 
identity. It remains for us to conjecture what he really had 
in mind, and we can do this, if we remember that he thinks 
we have a sense of morality, very much as we have a sense 
of humour. But we must first elucidate certain distinctions, 
and this in turn calls for description of some hypothetical 

situations. 
Let us suppose we are in a foreign country, and are obliged 

to learn the language without the help of an interpreter. 'vV e 
must learn in the natural way, by observing the conduct and 
attending to the discourse of the citizens. For some simple 
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words, colour words, for example, it will be fairly easy to 
make a dictionary. We can discover the word for 'blue' by 
noting what is said of the sky, forget-me-nots, bluebells, and 
the like. If all these things are called 'X ', we can, with some 
confidence, write in our dictionary 'X =blue'; and our hy­
pothesis may well be confirmed by later evidence of the same 
kind. There may, of course, be philosophical tlifficulties con­
nected with this procedure, but in practice it, or something 
very much like it, will work well enough. 

If we now proceed to more ambitious words, like 'rich', 
'poor', 'employer', new difficulties may confront us. It may 
be impossible to get exact equivalents for such words in a 
foreign tongue, unless the alien society has a structure very 
like our own. But the general principle will hold good, for if 
there are equivalents, these can be obtained by noting the 
common characteristics of objects to which an unknown 
word applies. It is simply that, in these latter cases, what is 
common may be a matter of function, including social func­
tion. For example, ifwe want the word for 'king', we must 
first establish that the society is a monarchy, and then what 
a monarch is called. And there are likely to be difficulties, 
because the ruler of the country might exercise kingly powers, 
and yet the office might not be hereditary. Or there might be 
two persons,. one of whom has the legal function of sover­
eignty, and the other the ceremonial function. In all such 
cases accurate translation is impossible, because the con­
cepts, or word uses, in the two languages overlap. A sub­
stantial part of the philosophical vocabulary falls into this 
category. For example, the Attic Greek possesses at least half 
a dozen different words, 7 all of which are from time to time 
translated as 'know', and none of which means exactly what 
'know' means in English. And this makes it very hard to 
convey, or even to understand, Greek theories of knowledge. 

The other category of words, which is of interest here, con­
sists of all such words as: good and bad (in the moral sense), 
tragic, comic, pleasant, repugnant, and the rest. It is useless 
to attempt applying the same methods to discovering equiv­
alents for these words. For suppose we found that our 
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foreigners applied the word 'X' to everything we found 
comical, and we wrote down' comical=X '. We might very 
well be wrong, because they may have a different sense of 
humour. In order to find the word for 'comical', we have to 
see what they say about what makes them laugh, not what 
they say about what makes us laugh. Otherwise we may find 
ourselves committed to saying: These people know what is 
comic, and what is tragic, but they only laugh at tragic 
things. It would be as if they could see an event as really 
tragic, and yet be filled with amusement, with no hint of 
sorrow. And that seems quite absurd. Similar considerations 
apply to the identification of moral terms. If we want to know 
what words in the language express moral virtue, we must 
find out how people describe the actions and things that fill 
them with moral complacency; and if we want the express­
ions for moral evil, we must find out how they describe the 
actions and things that fill them with shame and remorse. 

If this account is correct, it is easy to prove that words like 
, virtuous', 'vicious', 'comical', and the like, cannot stand 
for any quality of actions or objects. This is true, even if there 
is some quality common to all virtuous things, or all comical 
things : even then, the words 'virtuous', ' comical' cannot 
stand for these qualities. For suppose we have two languages 
A and B. Making our dictionary for language A, we get 'X = 
red', 'Y =comical'. In language B we fi1;1d 'Z =blue', 'T = 
comical'. As consequences of these findings, we then have 
X does not equal Z, and Y equals T. Now suppose the 
speakers of language A were accustomed to laugh at any­
thing red, and only such things, so that anything described 
as X, they automatically describe as Y. The speakers of 
language B have a different (if equally curious) sense of 
humour: they laugh at blue things, and so everything des­
cribed as Z is also described as T. If on these grounds we 
write X equals Y, and Z equals T, we shall have either X 
equals Z or Y does not equal T, contrary to our earlier 
findings. Hence, assuming those findings to be correct, we 
must conclude that either X does not equal Y or Z does 
not equal T. It is clear that identically similar considerations 
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apply to moral terms, and that the qualities X_ and Z may 
be arbitrarily chosen. In particular, for any quality X we ca~ 
produce a hypothetical case where X equals not-Z, when 1t 

follows both that X equals not-Y and Z equals not-T. 
These arguments from hypothetical cases, no matter how 

strange and unlikely such cases may be, do seem to constitute 
a conclusive proof that moral virtue cannot be identified with 
any quality of actions or things or persons. We can establish 
in much the same way that the possession of moral virtue is 
never entailed by the possession of any such quality, although 
some further complications have to be allowed for here. But 
we must remember that, although Hume held this position, 
and although he was right (if what we have said is correct), 
and although he may have had some such argument in mind, 
the arguments he actually produces are persuasive, and not 
conclusive. He brings people face to face with the problem 
of deducing ought from is, or moral virtue from qualities, in 
the hope that they will then feel it to be impossible, and so 
become converted. He does not prove it is impossible. 

The truth is that Hume had little interest in the ethical 
problems which make people see virtue as an objective 
quality, and moral goodness as something absolute and ulti­
mate. The problems of moral improvement and of moral 
decision, which for so many philosophers have been the 
origin and motive forces of ethical speculation, were not felt 
by him with the same overwhelming urgency. 8 Perhaps he 
was content with his character, and had little difficulty in 
making up his mind. He was not interested in moral ques­
tions as such, but rather in their natural history: not 'Is it 
good?' but 'Why do people feel it to be good?' 

II 

Hume's position is that we have a sense of morals, just as we 
have a sense of humour. The moral virtue of an action or 
character lies wholly in the fact that it produces in spectators 
a feeling of moral approval, just as the humour of an action 
or situation lies wholly in the fact that it produces in specta­
tors a feeling of merriment. And the feeling of moral approval 

102 



REASON AND MORALS 

is immediately recognizable and incapable of further analy­
sis, just as the feeling of merriment is immediately recogniz­
able and incapable offurther analysis. If this is accepted, the 
only remaining question seems to be: Is there any feature 
common to just those actions and characters which excite 
moral approval, and if so what is this feature? Hume dis­
cusses this question at considerable length, but with a regret­
table lack of clarity. His conclusion appears to be that there 
is something common to all virtuous conduct, and this is the 
social utility of such conduct, and this in turn consists in the 
tendency of such conduct to maximize pleasure, in the 
general sense. 9 But this is not a matter of philosophy, and we 
may suspect that his conclusions are somewhat hastily drawn 
from an inadequate survey of the field of moral conduct. 

There are, however, several other questions of much 
greater philosophical interest. One of these may be put in 
the following way. It may be admitted that there is some 
essential connexion, even an equivalence, between the moral 
virtue of an action and its capacity for producing moral 
approval in spectators. But, it may be asked, when we say 
'This is morally good', do we mean (a) This produces moral 
approval in us, or (b) This would produce moral approval in 
anyone, or (c) This would produce moral approval in most 
people, or (d) This would produce moral approval in all 
persons of sound moral sentiment, or (e) This is approved by 
God, or (J) This merits our moral approval? We may suppose 
that Hume rejects the last three of these alternatives. 10 He 
often speaks as if he adopted the first alternative, that is the 
view that 'This is good' means 'I morally approve of this', 
but this is open to the obvious objection that if one person 
says a thing is good and another person says the same thing 
is not good, then they are not contradicting one another. 
For, on such a view, one person says he morally approves of 
the thing in question, and the other person says he does not. 
It is just as if one should say he likes oysters, and another that 
he does not. Of course, this is an objection only if we assume 
beforehand that, when people differ on moral questions, they 
really are contradicting one another. The second alternative, 
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which Hume seems sometimes to have in mind, has the diffi­
culty that there is scarcely anything which is a~proved by 
everyone without exception, and in fact we certai?ly do not 
demand this as a necessary condition o~ moral vii:-tue. The 
third alternative seems the most plausible one, 1f we are 
thinking in Hume's terms. It is the democratic view of 
morals: what most people feel to be right is right. It is just 
possible that Hume sometimes inclines towar?s the, ~ourth 
alternative, provided that 'sound mor~l sentimen~ is n~t 
defined as' capacity for accurate perception of what lS good , 
for this would lead to circularity. What the theory amounts to, 
is that' morally good' means' approved by all members of a 
certain class', where membership of the class is determined 
by possession of certain previously specified empirical charac­
teristics. Thus, the people qualified to pass moral judgements 
might be priests, rulers, all those of advanced age, all manual 
workers, or something of that kind. But if Hume adopts a 
theory of this sort, he does not attempt to specify the class of 
privileged persons. 

That Hume does not define his position more precisely 
must not be taken as a fault or inadequacy in his theory of 
morals. All he wishes to say is that morals is a matter of taste, 
just as beauty is a matter of taste, humour is a matter of taste, 
and excellence in all the arts is a matter of taste. In all these 
cases we recognize that different people have different tastes, 
and that some people are more refined and judicious in their 
tastes than others. There is good taste and there is bad taste, 
and in all cases there are connoisseurs whose judgement we 
respect, even when it runs contrary to our own feelings. 
Hume does not, of course, mean that morals is a mere matter 
of taste, in the sense in which we often employ this phrase, 
meai:ung that it is a matter ofno consequence, or that every­
one is equally qualified to judge, and may follow his own 
feeling independently of the feelings of others. There may be 
a philosophical problem about the objectivity of judgements 
of taste, but if Hume is right this problem is not peculiar to 
moral judgements. Many philosophers have held the view 
that there is something peculiar to moral judgements, which 
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sets them apart from other matters of taste, and which leads 
to a special kind of philosophical problem. Hume tries to 
show that this view is wrong, and that in this connexion at 
least, there is no special problem of moral philosophy. 

There are two other matters which many people hold to be 
especially important in moral philosophy. These are the 
problems of the existence and nature of God, and the prob­
lem of free-will. The existence and nature of God is felt to be 
important for morals, because moral virtue is sometimes de­
fined as what is pleasing to God, and because he is often in­
voked to rectify the imperfections of earthly justice. The con­
cept of free-will is felt to be important, because it seems that 
we only praise or blame a person for his conduct when we 
believe him to be acting in some sense as a free agent. Hume's 
position is that both the existence and nature of God, and the 
concept of free-will are irrelevant to morals. We now take 
this opportunity to give some account of Hume's attitude to 
religion in general, and to the relation between religion and 
morals. 

Hume's reflections on religion take the form of a dialogue 
between three characters, Demea, Cleanthes, and Philo. 11 

Demea maintains that the existence of God is certain and 
self-evident, and also that it is the object of a priori proof. But 
he says that God's nature and attributes are both unknow­
able and inconceivable by human beings. Cleanthes bases 
himself on what is called 'the argument from design', that is 
to say, he points out that the natural world exhibits notable 
evidence of order and design, and so there must be a designer. 
Philo has no positive views: his function is to clarify and 
criticize the suggestions made by the others. The object of his 
criticism is not simply refutation: he also facilitates modifica­
tion and further elaboration of the views proposed. 

Although the disputants formally state that the existence 
of God is not in question, this must not be taken seriously. A 
substantial part of the dialogue is in fact concerned with the 
question of existence, and, indeed, it is hard to see how the 
question of God's nature and attributes could be discussed 
independently. For it seems that the question of the existence 
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of God cannot be other than a question of the existence of 
something having certain antecedently specified character­
istics, and our analysis will be simplified ifwe first state what 
these are. We may take it for granted that Hume's discussion 
is carried on in the context of Christianity, or some similar 
religion. In such religions God is associated with the follow­
ing functions: ( 1) Creation of the natural world, ( 2) Moral 
government of human beings, (3) Concern for the happiness 
and well-being of humanity, (4) The object of human adora­
tion and worship. By moral government we mean that one 
of God's functions is to watch over the conduct of human 
beings, rewarding the virtuous and punishing evildoers, 
according to their deserts, possibly in an after-life. He is re­
garded as the final court of appeal in moral matters, and his 
judgement is absolutely binding. In addition to the four func­
tions set out above, God is supposed to have a further charac­
teristic, namely that of absolute perfection. Possession of this 
characteristic is the starting point for the so-called onto­
logical proof of the existence of God. 

It is not obvious that possession of any one or more of these 
functions and qualities entails possession of any of the others. 
There is nothing to suggest, for example, that the creator of 
the world must necessarily be its moral governor, or that he 
must be absolutely perfect. It seems that the various func­
tions might well be performed by distinct beings, and this is 
in fact the view held in some non-Christian religions. In 
primitive religions, especially, the creator god is not an ob­
ject of worship, and those gods who are objects of worship 
often take Ii ttle account of the morality of their worshippers. 12 

Consequently, ifwe define God as a being having all five of 
these characteristics, then a proof of his existence must either 
be a proof that some being has all five characteristics or a 
proof that some being has one or more of them and that 
possession of the others is consequent on this. W~ can now 
see some possible confusions and difficulties in religious dis­
cussion. For example, we might accept some proof that there 
is a creator of the natural world, and we might even agree 
that this creator is concerned for the happiness and well-
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being of mankind. But since the ltappiness of mankind is far 
from perfect, it seems that the creator cannot be absolutely 
perfect. If he is willing to make us all happy, he is incapable 
of doing so; and if he is capable of doing so, he is unwilling. 
This conclusion may be avoided, either by saying, in the teeth 
of the evidence, that the world is perfect, or by saying that 
here is a mystery too deep for human understanding. And 
whatever we may think of the first of these suggestions, the 
second certainly cannot be rejected out of hand by any rea­
sonable person. In the same way, an absolutely perfect being 
is hard to reconcile with the moral governor of mankind, for 
the virtuous are not invariably rewarded nor the wicked 
punished. It thus seems that either God's judgement is some­
times at fault, or else he is sometimes unwilling or unable to 
execute that judgement. This conclusion is, of course, often 
avoided by saying that the obvious injustices of this life are 
rectified in an after-life, or by claiming that virtue is its own 
reward and wickedness its own punishment. One of these 
alternatives is hard to assess, the other is hard to understand. 

As might be expected, Hume's conclusions in these matters 
are entirely sceptical. He thinks that the ontological argu­
rnent is certainly fallacious because existence is not a predi­
cate. 13 Of the argument from design, he says that the most 
that can be gleaned from it is' that the cause or causes of order 
in the universe probably bear some remote analogy to human 
intelligence'. There is nothing to suggest that God is benev­
olently disposed towards mankind, or that he is interested in 
the morality of our conduct. But the most interesting feature 
of Hume's treatment of religion is his aband(!nment of his 
usual analytical method. Judging by the methods employed 
in the Treatise, we should have expected him first to have con­
sidered the meaning of the word 'God' .14 If this war~ has 
rneaning, it must, according to Hume, stand for some 1d_ea, 
and there must be some possible impression correspondmg 
to this idea. Furthermore, if the idea of God is a simple idea, 
we must already have had the simple impression correspond­
ing to it. That is to say we must have seen God. If the idea of 
God is a complex idea, then we have to account for how 
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people come to believe in tli.e existence of the impression 
corresponding to this complex idea. Then we should have 
expected Hume to give some account of the origin of our 
belief in the existence of God, independently of the truth of 
that belief. In short, we should have expected his treatment 
of God to follow the lines laid down in his treatment of causa­
tion, tlie material world, and the self. But he does not attempt 
this. All he does is to consider some ancient arguments for the 
existence of God, and expose their weaknesses, and conclude 
that belief in God is not rationally founded. He does this in 
the other cases too, but there he goes on to explain how people 
acquire a belief which is not rationally founded, and this is 
the most interesting and original part of his work. Thus 
Hume's treatment ofreligion is disappointing, since it is only 
a prolegomena to a full treatment on Humean lines. It is 
hard to see what caused him to miss this opportunity for con­
tributing something really original to natural religion. 

The concept of God is related to moral philosophy in two 
ways. First, it may be said that 'good' means 'pleasing to 
God', or something of that kind. Second, it may be said that 
beliefin the existence of God is a necessary support of human 
morality. We have seen that Hume denies the first of these 
propositions. He also denies the second, on the empirical 
ground that many virtuous people have rejected either the 
existence of God or his interest in the morality of our s:ond uct. 
Some further analysis of these points will be of interest. 

At first sight, the question whether' good' means 'pleasing 
to God' is a question, not of philosophy, but of philology. 
When English people use the word 'good' do they mean the 
same as when they use the phrase' pleasing to God'? Now 
we can easily establish that when some English people use 
'good' they do not mean 'pleasing to God'. Atheists, for 
example, often assert that a thing is good, and at the same 
time deny that it is pleasing to God, because, they say, there 
is no God. On the other hand, there is nothing to prevent 
some other people, Christians, for example, from using 
'good' to mean 'pleasing to God'. And, of course, there is 
nothing to prevent some other people from using' good' to 

108 



REASON AND MORALS 

mean 'displeasing to God', or 'pleasing to pigs', or anything 
else you care to think of. The question then is, do all these 
people mean the same thing by 'good ' ? If they do, we can 
say they have different metaphysical theories about the 
nature of good. If they do not, there is obviously no quarrel. 

Now it might seem that these people could not possibly all 
mean the same thing by' good', but it is just at this point that 
we have to be exceptionally clear-headed. For it could be the 
case that all these people applied the word' good' to exactly 
the same things, and even that they all had the same attitude 
to the things they described as good. They might all agree, 
not only about what things are good, but also that good things 
merit praise and reward. If this were the case, it does seem 
that they would all mean the same by 'good', but would 
differ in their opinions as to the metaphysical nature of good­
ness. Such a conclusion is supported by the fact that, if we 
wish to ascertain the synonym for 'good' in an unknown 
language, we try to find out how the users of that language 
describe those things which they praise and reward. 

Now, if this is so, we are bound to ask how people differ 
when they differ about the nature of good. They all agree 
about what things are good, and that good things merit 
praise and reward, and yet one says what is good is what is 
pleasing to God, another that what is good is what is pleasing 
to most human beings, another that what is good is what is 
pleasing to pigs, another that what is good is what maximizes 
human happiness, and so on. The content of their disagree­
ment is obvious enough: they agree about what is meant by 
'good', but they have different methods for finding out what is 
good. One tells us to praise, practise, and encourage what is 
pleasing to God, another to praise, practise, and encourage 
what pleases most human beings, and so on. If these different 
methods all give the same results, there need be no difficulty. 
But it is plain that, although these methods may all give the 
same results, they need not do so. If they do not, it seems that 
we should have to ask ourselves which method is the right 
one. This may very well be the central question of moral 
philosophy. 
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The question which moral decision method is the right one 
is a question of which method gives correct results. And this 
is a question of the function of moral conduct, the purpose 
it serves. This is where morality differs from humour. The 
function of humour is to excite feelings of merriment, but it 
is not the function of moral conduct to excite feelings of moral 
approval. Hume recognizes this, for he examines at some 
length the kinds of conduct which excite moral approval, 
and concludes that generally speaking they are the kinds of 
conduct which tend to increase human happiness. But by 
moral conduct he means conduct which excites moral 
approval, and so for him it is only an accident that moral 
conduct has this function of increasing human happiness. It 
might have been the case that moral conduct increased 
human misery, or even tended to extinguish the human race 
altogether. All this is part of Hume's general policy for ex­
pelling necessary but unintelligible connexions in favour of 
the accidental yet ineluctable sequences of the natural world. 
Evidently, if the function of moral conduct is accidental, it 
may well be part of its function to please God. There is 
nothing in Hume's theory against the hypothesis. 15 He would 
only say there is no evidence for it, and it is not demonstrable. 

There are other difficulties in Hume's theory, much more 
difficult to state, and involving the question of free-will. A 
little preliminary discussion of this concept will be helpful. 
The problem of free-will is a comparatively late development 
in philosophy, it is not one of the primary questions which 
have puzzled all contemplative men at all times. It becomes 
apparent only in the context of a well-developed ethical 
religion, or of a well-developed science of nature. If God is 
not thought of as a moral governor, the question of his moral 
standing in relation to his puppets is not an urgent one. If 
natural events are viewed as the work of anthropomorphic 
powers, there is nothing disturbing in the analogy between 
the works of nature and the deeds of men. But if God is om­
nipotent, it seems odd, to say the least, that he should punish 
his creatures for their misdeeds. It is as if someone should 
rebuke a servant who carried out his commands. And if we 
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no longer pass moral judgement on trees and stones, why 
should we do so on our fellow men, who are equally bound 
by natural laws ? 

The theological problem is put by Hume in a slightly dif­
ferent form: If God is omnipotent he is responsible for all the 
evil in the world, and if God is responsible for evil he is not 
morally perfect. 16 Therefore, either there is no evil in the 
world, or God is not omnipotent, or he is not morally perfect. 
Evidently there is a problem, only if you feel bound to main­
tain that there is evil in the world, that God is omnipotent, 
and that he is morally perfect. Hume seems to admit there 
is a problem, but he declines to deal with it on the ground 
that its solution is outside the power of the human intellect. 
But his attitude to questions of this sort is a little ambiguous, 
and it may well be that he would reject one or more of the 
three propositions involved. 

The scientific problem finds him much more sure of him­
self. He maintains that the actions and thoughts of men are 
entirely subject to natural laws, and in this respect there is no 
essential difference between men and animals, or between 
animals and inanimate objects. He supports his position with 
numerous persuasive examples of the uniformity and pre­
dictability of human actions. 17 But he reminds us that, when 
we say A necessitates B, or that if A happens Bis bound to 
happen, all we can mean is that B always follows A, or that 
having seen A we feel inclined to expect B. We have no idea 
of a necessary connexion between objects. Consequently, 
when we say men are bound by natural laws, we simply 
mean their behaviour follows a pattern, and that we can 
and do sometimes correctly forecast such behaviour. Even 
when a man acts, as it seems to him, according to the free 
and unconstrained dictates of his will, it is true that an acute 
and experienced observer can forecast what he does. And 
the fact that a man always behaves badly, so that we come 
to expect him to behave badly, does not by itself prevent us 
from condemning him. The incorrigible rogue is still a rogue. 
The fact that a man always and infallibly behaves well in­
creases rather than diminishes our respect for him. It thus 
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seems that the predictability of conduct does not affect our 
moral judgement of it. 

There is one other possible connexion between religion and 
morals. It has been suggested that religious belief is an indis­
pensable support of morality; that is to say, people would not 
behave well unless they were influenced by fears of the wrath 
of God, vengeance in a life after death, or something of that 
sort. This has nothing to do with the truth of such beliefs. 
Since Hume's position is that the moral sentiment exists in 
human nature independently ofreligion, he naturally denies 
that religious belief is essential for morality. He cites in his 
support various famous infidels who have been notably moral 
men. But the question is really much more complicated and 
difficult than he seems to think. It is, however, a factual, not 
a philosophical question. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE NATURE OF THINGS 

I 

THE basic entities in Hume's philosophy are what he calls 
' perceptions of the mind '. We have considered some of the 
features attributed to these objects, but two outstanding ques­
tions remain to be determined. These are: How are percep­
tions related to material objects, such as apples and ele­
phants? and: How are perceptions related to the mind or 
soul which perceives them? Hume gives his answers in the 
fourth book of the Treatise of Human Nature, and our present 
object is to examine what he has to say in this connexion. 
But before we try to do this, it will be convenient to review 
the part played by perceptions in his general theory. 

The first thing to grasp is Hume's account of the meaning 
of a word. He says the meaning of a word is the idea which it 
expresses, er for which it stands; and a word has meaning 
only if it expresses an idea. General terms, like 'apple' or 
'triangle', do not of course stand for particular ideas, 1 that 
is to say, they do not always stand for the same idea on every 
occasion of their use. Rather, they express, as it were ambigu­
ously, any one of a number of different ideas. But we may 
speak without confusion of the idea of a triangle, so long as 
we remember that we mean by this some arbitrary repre­
sentative of the numerous different ideas of triangles - isos­
celes triangles, equilateral triangles, and the rest. Further­
more, in order to use the word' triangle' meaningfully, it is 
not necessary that we should have in mind at the time of 
speaking any particular idea of any particular triangle, but 
it is necessary that we could have such an idea if we chose to. 
Thus, in any case, a word cannot have meaning unless there 
is or could be, at least one idea for which it stands. More­
o~er every idea is a copy of some possible impression. It 
follo~s that a word can have meaning only if it stands for an 
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idea, which is in turn a copy of some possible impression. In 
view of the intimate relation between ideas and impressions 
we can say in short that a word has meaning only ifit stands 
for some possible impression. The final point is that simple 
ideas must always be preceded by the corresponding simple 
impression. Consequently, if a word stands for a simple im­
pression, we must have had that simple impression. There 
is no doubt that, in giving this account of meaning, Hume 
was thinking principally of nouns and adjectives. The theory 
is very difficult to apply to other words, even adverbs. 

If this theory is correct, it follows that words like 'apple', 
'elephant', 'mind' are either meaningless, or they stand for 
impressions. Hume takes it for granted that the first two of 
these words do mean something; his attitude to the third is 
hard to determine. But if 'apple' and 'elephant' stand for 
impressions, then apples and elephants must be impressions. 
In general, material objects and real events are impressions, 
and so they are a kind of perceptions. This is in fact the view 
tacitly adopted by Hume in his treatment of causation. The 
apparently contradictory nature of this identification is at 
once revealed if we compare the features attributed by Hume 
to perceptions with the features commonly attributed to 
material objects. Concerning perceptions, we have: ( 1) per­
ceptions exist only when they appear to the mind, ( 2) they 
are always just as they seem, (3) they cannot change, (4) they 
are private. The corresponding features commonly attributed 
to material objects are: (1) they exist even when not per­
ceived, (2) they are not always as they seem, (3) they can 
change, (4) they are not private. Ifwe assume that both these 
ascriptions are correct, it follows that material objects are not 
perceptions. Furthermore, if the word 'apple' is meaningful, 
apples must be perceptions; and so apples cannot be material 
objects, and they cannot possess the characteristic features of 
material objects. 

This argument does not, of course, prove that apples are 
not material objects, since one of the premisses may be false. 
What is established beyond doubt is that at most four of the 
following five statements can be true: 
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( 1) Perceptions exist only when perceived, etc. 
(2) Material objects exist when not perceived, etc. 
(3) The word 'apple' is meaningful. 
(4) If' apple' is meaningful, then apples are perceptions. 
(5) Apples are material objects. 

In order to preserve logical consistency, Hume must reject 
one of these statements, and he need not reject more than 
one. On the other hand, it does seem that if he rejects any 
one, he must either abandon his own principles [expressed in 
( 1) and (4)], or abandon the opinions of common sense [ ex­
pressed in ( 2), (3), and (5)]. In fact he rejects ( 2), and con­
cludes that material objects do not continue to exist when 
unperceived. The belief that they do, is a kind of illusion. 

It is important to understand that Hume could have 
avoided his difficulty in another way. He could have rejected 
the first statement in the list. He could have said that per­
ceptions, or some of them, do continue to exist v.,hen un­
perceived, do sometimes appear other than they really are, 
and in short have all the characteristics commonly attributed 
to material objects. Although I have suggested that this 
would be contrary to his principles, it is so only in a relative 
sense. It does not transgress, as it were, his ultimate terms of 
reference. It is not part of Hume's definition of perceptions, 
that they should be 'internal and perishing existences', and 
that they should 'appear in every particular what they are, 
and be what they appear'. These may be definitive of the 
modern concept of sense-datum, but they are not definitive 
of Hume's perceptions. For him, a perception is anything 
which' appears to the mind', and nothing whatever follows 
from this about the other features of such entities. Confusion 
arises because Hume does speak as if the fact that they 
'appear in every particular' were partly definitive of per­
ceptions. But this is ~ piece of carelessness, and it i~ not an 
essential feature of his theory. The fact that percept10ns are 
'internal and perishing existences' is explicitly treated by 
him as a matter of fact, and not as a matter of definition. 
Consequently, he could have rejected the first statement 
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listed in the previous paragraph without damaging his basic 
principles. And if he had rejected that statement, he could 
have preserved the truth of common-sense beliefs about 
material objects. 

We may very well ask why Hume did not take this course. 
The answer to this question is both complicated and obscure: 
it is part of a more general question about the historical 
origins of philosophical empiricism. We cannot answer it 
here, but we may make one negative observation. It was not 
that Hume was prejudiced against common sense. On the 
contrary, he was all in favour of common sense, and took the 
greatest trouble to come to terms with it, in his own peculiar 
way. By this I mean that although Hume thought that some 
common-sense beliefs are false, he did not make the mistake 
of supposing that they should, or could, be abandoned. 
Hume's attitude to common sense was, I think, unique in 
the history of philosophy. 3 He was utterly opposed to the 
ancient tradition of high philosophy, which regarded com­
mon-sense beliefs as a kind of popular fallacies, it being the 
business of philosophers to expose and correct these fallacies, 
and ultimately to transcend them. On the other hand, he 
would have been equally opposed to the moclern view, which 
seems to have first been suggested by Thomas Reid. 4 In this 
view the beliefs of common sense are regarded as the very 
measure of truth, so that any philosophical statement which 
conflicts with common sense is for that reason rejected as 
false. An unjustifiable contempt for common sense has been 
replaced by an equally unjustifiable veneration. 

Hume's position in this matter is still not entirely clear to 
us. We must first try to see why he concludes that our belief 
in the continued existence of material objects is a false belief. 
Then we must follow his explanation of how we come to 
acquire this false belief. Lastly, we must ask why we cannot 
abandon this belief, even when we have been convinced by 
philosophical argument of its falsity. This last question is 
very important, for it would seem on the face of it that any 
answer must make a sharp distinction between natural belief 
and philosophical conviction, a distinction which will lead 
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Hume back to the old rationalist distinction between the two 
sorts of knowledge. 

Hume starts by observing that common sense makes no 
distinction between a perception and the material object we 
are ordinarily said to perceive. He says :5 

'Tis certain that almost all mankind, and even philosophers 
themselves, for the greatest part of their lives, take their percep­
tions to be their only objects, and suppose, that the very being, 
which is intimately present to the mind, is the real body or material 
existence. 'Tis also certain, that this very perception or object is 
supposed to have a continued uninterrupted being, and neither to 
be annihilated by our absence, nor to be brought into existence by 
our presence. When we are absent from it, we say it still exists, but 
that we do not feel, we do not see it. When we are present, we say 
we feel, or see it. 

This, then, is the common-sense belief: not merely that 
material objects continue to exist unperceived, but also that 
some perceptions, at least, are material objects. Hume places 
great stress on this latter point :6 

The very image, which is present to the senses, is with us the real 
body; and 'tis to these interrupted images we ascribe a perfect 
identity. 

The vulgar confound perceptions and objects, and attribute a 
distinct continued existence to the very things they feel or see. 

'Tis indeed evident, that as the vulgar suppose their perceptions 
to be their only objects, and at the same time believe the continued 
existence of matter, we must account for the origin of the belief upon 
that assumption. 

There are many other passages to the same effect. Hume is 
anxious to get this clear, because he is aware that many 
people hold a causal theory of perception. That is to say, 
they believe that material objects are not themselves percep­
tions, but that they are capable of causing perceptions under 
suitable conditions. This is not the common-sense view; it is a 
metaphysical, or at best a quasi-scientific theory, and a false 
theory according to Hume. Its truth would entail the falsity of 
one of his basic principles, namely his principle of meaning. 
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The next point is that perceptions do not have a continu?d 
and independent existence. That is to say, they do not exist 
when they are not perceived. I have already pointed out that 
this is not a matter of logical necessity for Hume; indeed, it 
cannot be so, if his account of the origin of common-sense 
beliefs is to be workable. His arguments may be summed up 
as follows. First, perceptions may change, although the 
material object which they are perceptions of does not 
change. 7 Or, more accurately, two quite different percep­
tions may be perceptions of the same material object, even 
when that object has not changed at all. For example, we 
see a tower, first at a distance, and then close up. The tower 
has not changed at all, although the two perceptions ~re 
widely different. Second, we do not ascribe continued exist­
ence to all our perceptions, but only to those which we 
identify with material objects. We say apples continue to 
exist when not perceived, but we say that headaches, or 
feelings of anger, do not continue to exist when not perceived. 
We must analyse these arguments as carefully as we can, for 
their importance is by no means restricted to the use Hume 
makes of them. 

What the first argument proves is that if the tower did not 
c?ang~, then at least one of the perceptions cannot be iden­
tical with the tower. It does not prove that neither of the per­
ceptions is identical with the tower. Indeed, the ancient solu­
tio~ of this problem (it is an ancient problem) consisted in 
saymg that the close-up view was when you really saw the 
tower. 8 In order to get the stronger conclusion, one must 
establish the additional premiss: that if either one of the 
perceptions is not identical with the tower then neither per­
ception is identical with the tower. So far ~s I know, no valid 
proof of this premiss has ever been given. What has been 
said is that, since there is no method for deciding which per­
ception is identical with the tower, and one is not, neither 
can be. The reader will see that this is not a valid argument 
in the ordinary acceptance of the term. It is, perhaps, an 
attempt to persuade. But even if we are persuaded, what is 
proved is not that the tower is distinct from both perceptions, 
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but only that if the tower has not changed it must be distinct 
from both perceptions. It may be common sense to say the 
tower has not changed. But then it is also common sense to 
say that what we perceive is the tower. vVhat the argument 
appears to prove is that at least one of these common-sense 
beliefs must be false, and should be abandoned. It does not 
enable us to decide which of the beliefs is false. And no con­
clusion follows as to the continued existence or otherwise of 
perceptions. 

The other point made by Hume is that we do not ascribe 
continued existence to all our perceptions, but only to those 
which we identify with material objects. 9 Headaches, feelings 
of anger, and ideas of every kind exist, according to common 
sense, only when perceived. We must again observe that it 
does not immediately follow that no perceptions have a con­
tinued existence. The only conclusion we are entitled to draw 
is that, if common sense is wrong on this point, then either no 
perceptions have a continued existence, or they all do. Now 
Hurne gives no argument or persuasive indication that com­
mon sense is wrong on this point. But he certainly believes 
that it is wrong, and we must try to conjecture what may 
have led him to this position. 

Berkeley, and many others, have held that common sense 
must be wrong, because it is logically impossible for percep­
tions to exist when unperceived. 10 We have been over this 
before, and all we need notice here is that Hume does not, 
and cannot consistently, hold this view. For he says we do 
believe that perceptions have continued existences, or that 
some of them do, that we can believe only what we can 
imagine, and that we can imagine only what is possible. 
Such is his position: its difficulties in other connexions 
need not concern us here. It is not logically impossible for 
perceptions to continue to exist unperceived. Thus, he 

says: 11 

An interrupted appearance to the senses implies not necessarily 
an interruption in the existence. The supposition of the continued 
existence of sensible objects or perceptions involves no contradic­
tion. We may easily indulge our inclination to that supposition. 
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Evidently, his reasons for saying no perceptions do in fact have 
such continued existence must be sought along other lines. 

It will be remembered that Hume's principal object here 
is to explain how we come to believe in the continued exist­
ence of some perceptions, and not of others. We must now 
consider this explanation. Hume says that perceptions to 
which we ascribe continued existence, that is to say, percep­
tions of material objects, are characterized by their constancy 
and their coherence. We cannot improve upon his own des­
criptions of these features :12 

All those objects to which we attribute a continued existence, 
have a peculiar constancy, which distinguishes them from the im­
pressions, whose existence depends upon our perception. Those 
mountains, and houses, and trees, which lie at present under my 
eye, have always appeared to me in the same order; and when I lose 
sight of them by shutting my eyes or turning my head, I soon after 
find them return upon me without the least alteration. My bed and 
table, my books and papers, present themselves in the same uni­
form manner, and change not upon account of any interruption in 
my seeing or perceiving them. This is the case with all the impres­
sions, whose objects are supposed to have an external existence; and 
is the case with no other impressions, whether gentle or violent, 
voluntary or involuntary. 

The constancy is not invariable, and so coherence is also 
required: 

Bodies often change their position and qualities, and after a little 
absence or interruption may become hardly knowable. But here 
'tis observable, that even in these changes they preserve a coherence, 
a_nd have a regular dependence on each other; which is the founda­
t10n ofa kind ofreasoning from causation, and produces the opinion 
of their continued existence. When I return to my chamber after an 
hour's absence, I find not my fire in the same situation in which I 
left it: But then I am accustomed in other instances ;o see a like 
alteration produced in a like time, whether I am present or absent, 
near or remote. This coherence, therefore, in their changes is one 
of the characteristics of external objects, as well as their constancy. 

Hume thinks that these are the only characteristics peculiar to 
our perceptions of material objects. It is natural to suppose 
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that they must somehow cause our belief in the continued 
existence of such objects when unperceived. His next task is 
to give a plausible account of how this occurs. 

It is important for Hume that he should be able to give 
some sort of account of how the constancy and coherence of 
perceptions gives rise to our belief in their continued exist­
ence. The exact nature of his story is not so important, 
although of course it must not transgress his basic principles, 
and it must possess a certain kind of plausibility. We sum­
marize what he has to say. 13 To begin with coherence, it will 
be remembered that, after we have perceived A followed bv 
B on several occasions, we come to expect B on perceiving A. 
But if, when we perceive A, we instantly shut our eyes, or 
turn our heads away, or something of the sort, we shall not 
perceive B. The natural consequence of previous observa­
tions, however, will lead us to believe that B must have 
occurred, but unperceived. The explanation for this phen­
omenon is that, once having observed a regularity of 
sequence between A and B, we naturally tend to preserve 
this regularity in the face of seemingly contrary instances. 
We do this by saying that the seemingly contrary instance 
was not really contrary, because B really did occur in this 
case, although it was not observed to occur. The matter is 
really much more complicated than it appears by this ac­
count, but there is no reason to suppose that Hume could 
not have dealt with the additional complexities, had he 
undertaken to do so. 

The part played by constancy of perceptions is as follows. 
If we have a perception, and then later have the same per­
ception again, it seems natural to conclude that it must have 
existed between whiles. For how else could it be the same? 
It follows that such a perception must continue to exist when 
unperceived. Hume's position is that this is indeed what 
makes us believe that the perception continues to exist when 
unperceived, but it does not constitute a proof that such is 
the case. It is not a proof, because our reasoning depends 
upon a confusion of two different meanings of the phrase' the 
same'. 14 In general, we may say, for example, that we are in 
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the same house today as we were yesterday. By this, we mean 
the same identical house, Number 12 Acacia Gardens, or 
whatever it might be. This kind of sameness is often called 
numerical identity. On the other hand, we may say the doctor 
gave A and B the same treatment, meaning only that the 
treatment he gave A is exactly like the treatment he gave B. 
This kind of sameness is sometimes called qualitative identity, 
in order to distinguish it from numerical identity. Evidently 
John Jones can be numerically identical. only with John 
Jones, but John Jones may be qualitatively identical with 
Peter Jones, if they happen for example to be identical twins. 
Now it is obvious that the conclusion that a perception 
exists when unperceived holds only if what is later perceived 
is numerically identical with what is earlier perceived. But all 
we are really entitled to say, is that what is later perceived 
is qualitatively identical with what is earlier perceived. Con­
sequently our instinctive argument is unwarranted, and 
depends for its apparent force on confusing qualitative 
identity with numerical identity. It is because of this con­
fusion that the constancy of certain perceptions leads to a 
belief in their continued existence. 

The important fact to grasp is that Hume's account of 
how we come to believe in the continued existence of some 
perceptions is perfectly compatible with the fact, if it is a 
fact, that they do not have such existence. His story of the 
origin of such beliefs by no means entails their truth. We 
must now return to our earlier question, and ask how Hume 
comes by the opinion that perceptions' are 'interrupted and 
perishing existences'. He makes first a distinction between 
the continued existence of perceptions and their independent 
existence. The precise nature of this distinction need not 
concern us at present. All we need to know is that continued 
existence entails independent existence, and that therefore 
lack of independent existence entails lack of continued exist­
ence. He then proceeds: 15 

'Twill first be proper to observe a few of those experiments which 
convince us, that our perceptions are not possesst of any independ­
ent existence. When we press one eye with a finger, we immediately 
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perceive all th,:: objects to become double, and one half of them to 
be removed from their common and natural position. But as we do 
not attribute a continued existence to both these perceptions, and as 
they are both of the same nature, we clearly perceive, that all our 
perceptions a·re dependent on our organs, and the disposition of our 
nerves and animal spirits. This opinion is confirmed by the seeming 
increase and diminution of objects, according to their distance; by 
the apparent. alterations in their figure; by the changes in their 
colour and other qualities from our sickness and distempers; and 
by an infinit•.:: number of other experiments of the same kind; from 
all of which we learn, that our sensible perceptions are not possest 
of any distin,:;t or independent existence. 

There is no doubt that some such observations serve to con­
vince us of the interrupted and perishing nature of percep­
tions, even our perceptions of material objects. And judging 
by his use •Jf the phrase 'we clearly perceive' for the inference 
here, he is ready to view it as a straightforward piece of 
deductive reasoning. But a careful reading of the passage 
will soon convince the reader that the reasoning involved 
cannot be deductive. The observations specified no more 
entail the perishing nature of perceptions, than coherence 
and constancy entail the opposite. The two cases are really 
exactly on a level: the coherence and constancy of percep­
tions leads us to believe that they do continue to exist un­
perceived, double images and the rest lead us to believe that 
perceptions do not continue to exist when unperceived. In 
neither case is the conclusion a logical consequence of the 
observ: 1tions. The truth is that every possible perceptual 
phenomenon is compatible with both of these contradictory 
asserti ons. 

Hume's true position must therefore be somewhat as fol­
lows. First, human nature is such that certain features of 
perce·ptual experience, which do in fact occur, cause human 
beings to believe that some perceptions continue to exist 
wher. unperceived. Second, human nature is such that cer­
tain other features of perceptual experience, which also occur 
in foct, cause human beings to believe that these same per­
ceptiom; do not continue to exist when unperceived. Third, 
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because our nature is what it is, we cannot abandon either of 
these beliefs, although they are plainly contradictory. Fourth, 
as to whether perceptions do or do not continue to exist when 
unperceived, we can have no direct information. 16 

The question which immediately raises itself is: how, and 
in what sense, can we hold two contradictory beliefs? There 
are some obvious senses in which this is possible. First, if two 
beliefs are not known to be contradictory, or if they are be­
lieved to be compatible, we can, of course, entertain them 
both. We sometimes make mistakes in logic. This can hardly 
be so in the present case, however, for our two beliefs about 
perceptions are plainly contradictory. Second, we can hold 
one belief at one time, and another contradictory belief at 
some later time. Thus we may at one time believe that all 
swans are white, and later experience teaches us that this is 
not so. The analogy here is a little stronger, but :,t will not 
bear examination. For when we are convinced that percep­
tions do not have continued existence, we do not, according 
to Hume, abandon our former belief that they do have con­
tinued existence. We cannot abandon it. Perhaps a better 
analogy is one with which we have become familiar· through 
recent developments in psychology. We know now that 
people may be driven by sentiments of desire or aversion 
into embracing both of two conflicting beliefs. In such cases 
only one such belief occupies the attention of the suhject at 
any one time, but a different one according to circums:tances. 
Questions of love, money, and politics supply us with in­
numerable examples of this sort of thing. We are often lured 
into believing that we can have our cake, and eat it toe,. 

This last analogy is the strongest, but we must not press it 
too far. There are two points where it seems to fail. Fimt, we 
must remember that, although it is our desire to have our 
cake and eat it which leads us to believe that we can have it 
and eat it, it is not our desire that perceptions should both 
continue to exist and not continue to exist when unperc-e.ived. 
Second, and more important, Hume does seem to think there 
is a sort of difference in status between our belief in the con­
tinued existence of perceptions, and our belief that they do 
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not continue to exist. He thinks the former is in some sense 
stronger than the latter, although in what sense it is hard to 
say. Apart from these differences the analogy with wishful 
thinking is fair enough. 

We now summarize what Hume has said so far. First, we 
cannot imagine, or believe in the existence of, anything ex­
cept perceptions. Second, perceptions may or may not con­
tinue to exist when unperceived, and we have no direct 
means of deciding whether they do or no. Third, certain per­
ceptions are identified with material objects, we believe that 
there are material objects, and that they continue to exist 
unperceived. Consequently we believe that some perceptions 
have such continued existence. This belief is engendered by 
the coherence and constancy of such perceptions. Certain 
other phenomena engender the belief that these same per­
ceptions do not have continued existence. We are constrained 
to both these conflicting beliefs, but more strongly to the first. 
Every perceptual phenomenon is logically compatible with 
both beliefs, and the truth of the matter is not accessible to us. 
That is to say, everyone is bound to believe in a physical 
world, which exists independently of his awareness of it, but 
the truth of this belief can be neither proved nor disproved. 
Perceptions are the only things whose existence is accessible 
to the human understanding, and we cannot even imagine 
the existence of anything else. 17 

II 

We now proceed to consider Hume's theory concerning the 
mind, or perceiving entity. It is important to understand that 
throughout this discussion he is interested in the mind as that 
which perceives, and not as that which supposedly governs 
the movements of the body. For this reason, he gives little 
attention to what many philosophers have regarded as the 
most important philosophical problem about the mind, 
namely the problem of how that which perceives can also 
govern the movements of the physical body. Instead, he con­
siders first the problem of how perceptions are related to the 
mind which perceives them, and second, a rather curious 
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and elusive problem, which he calls the problem of personal 
identity. 

There are three theories about the relation of the mind to 
its perceptions, all based on physical analogies. In the first 
theory the mind is like a house, and the perceptions like in­
habitants. Thus the house remains the same, even if its in­
habitants change, and it remains in existence, even if it 
becomes uninhabited. Moreover, the inhabitants of the 
house may continue to exist, even if they leave the house, 
and they may take up residence elsewhere, or they may not 
live in a house at all. In the second theory the mind is like 
the sea, and percept.ions are like waves in the sea. Here again 
the sea remains the same, even if the waves change, and the 
sea may continue to exist when there are no waves in it. On 
the other hand, the waves cannot leave the sea and exist by 
themselves, or in some other sea. Waves in different seas are 
different waves. In the third theory the mind is like a cloud, 
and perceptions are like the water-particles in a cloud. A 
cloud is nothing but a collection of water-particles, and so it 
cannot exist in the absence of the water-particles. The latter 
can, however, leave the cloud and exist apart from it. Fur­
thermore, water-particles are always leaving the cloud, and 
new ones entering it, so that in a little time the whole consti­
tution of the cloud is changed. Nevertheless, it remains, in a 
certain sense, the same cloud. 

Hume uses the three words 'soul', 'mind', 'self' inter­
changeably, and it is clear that he thinks these words are 
meaningful. In accordance with his general principles, there­
fore, we should expect him to maintain that, since 'mind' is 
meaningful, the mind is a perception. That is to say, the mind 
perceives itself, amongst other things. There is nothing ob­
viously illogical about this, it would be a theory of the first 
kind listed in the previous paragraph. Nonetheless, we find 
Hume taking special pains to say that the mind is not one 
perception amongst others. We must consider the arguments 
he produces in favour of this unexpected conclusion, a con­
clusion which on the face of it refutes one of the basic prin­
ciples of his philosophy. 18 His first argument is that the mind 
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or self 'is not any one impression, but that to which our 
several impressions and ideas ar~ suppos'd to have a refer­
ence'. The suppressed premiss is, of course, that that to 
which impressions have a reference cannot be an impression. 
Or, in more familiar terms, that that which perceives cannot 
be perceived. This amounts to saying the perceptual relation. 
is asymmetrical, a statement which itself demands proof. No 
proof is given, and the argument is therefore inconclusive. 
Hume's second argument is that, ifwe did perceive the self, 
this perception would remain the same throughout our lives, 
and no perception we have remains the same throughout our 
lives. Therefore we do not perceive the self or mind. It must 
be noted that this argument requires the purely empirical, 
factual premisses that no perception remains the same 
throughout our lives. It thus establishes at best that we do 
not in fact perceive the mind; and not that this is logically 
impossible. The other premiss of this argument also de­
mands attention, namely the statement that if the self or 
mind is a perception, it must be a perception which remains 
the same throughout our lives. This is really the assumption 
that t~e self is an unchanging entity, and we shall comment 
~pon 1~ at a later stage. Hume's third argument consists 
simply m the statement that he has never succeeded in per­
ceiving himself (that is, his mind), together with an explicit 
refusal to admit the claims of those who do claim to perceive 
themselves. This is, of course an argument only in a very 
elastic sense of the term. ' 

Hume concludes from these arguments that the mind can­
not be identified with any one of its perceptions. On t~e other 
hand, the mind cannot be an unperceivable entity, different 
from any kind of perception, for on Hume's principles t~ sa~ 
the mind is an unperceivable entity is to say the word 'nun~ 
is meaningless. And the word 'mind' is not meaningless. ~ 15 

way out of this apparent contradiction is to say that the mmd 
consists of the sum of its perceptions. In other words, he 
follows the third of the physical analogies set out abo~e. For 
him, the mind is like a cloud, and its perceptions are like the 
water-particles that constitute a cloud. We are, he says, 
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'nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions', 
and we cease to exist when we cease to perceive. 19 

Now it is clear that two water-particles may be in the same 
cloud, or in different clouds. Likewise, two distinct percep­
tions may be in the same mind, or in different minds. Fur­
thermore, what make two water-particles in the same cl_oud 
is a certain spatial proximity, or in other words, two particles 
are in the same cloud if either the distance between them 
does not exceed a certain maximum or there is a third parti­
cle in the same cloud as both. 20 But it is not in the least clear 
what is the corresponding relation between perceptions, 
which makes them constituents of the same mind. It cannot 
be a spatial relation because, as Hume himself points out, 
perceptions are not generally speaking spatially related. A 
feeling of anger is neither to the right nor to the left of the 
taste of an apple. Now it must be stressed that the problem 
of what itis that makes two perceptions members of the same 
mind is an extremely difficult one for Hume, and in the end 
he confesses himself baffled. I shall first try to summarize 
what he has to say. The reader must not be alarmed if he 
finds it unintelligible. 

The first thing that Hume says is that we have to decide 
whether the relation is 'something that really binds our 
several perceptions together, or only associates their ideas 
in the imagination'. He concludes that, since 'the under­
standing never observes any real connexion among objects 
(sc. perceptions)', 21 it follows that' identity is nothing really 
belonging to these different perceptions, and uniting them 
together; but is merely a quality, which we attribute to them, 
because of the union of their ideas in the imagination, when 
we reflect upon them.' Then he observes that the only 
qualities which associate ideas in the imagination are re­
semblance, contiguity, and causation, and it is in fact the 
function of these relations to produce an association of ideas, 
so that we proceed easily from one idea to another associated 
with it. Then he concludes 'it follows, that our notions of 
personal identity, proceed entirely from the smooth and un­
interrupted progress of the thought along a train of connected 
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ideas, according to the principles above explained.' The re­
lation of resemblance operates to produce the notion of the 
~elf, through the medium of memory, 'For', Hume says, 'what 
1s the memory but a faculty, by which we raise up the images 
of past perceptions? And as an image necessarily resembles 
its object, must not the frequent placing of these resembling 
perceptions in the chain of thought, convey the imagination 
more easily from one link to another, and make the whole 
seem like the continuance of one object?' As to the relation of 
causation, he s2ys 'we may observe, that the true idea of the 
human mind, is to consider it as a system of different percep­
tions or different existences, which are linked together by the 
relation of cause and effect, and mutually produce, destroy, 
influence, and modify each other.' 

In order to understand what is happening here, we must 
reconsider the questions Hume supposes himself to be an­
swering. The first question arises out of a notion we seem to 
have that the mind is something which perceives, and which 
remains the same throughout our lives. For example, it is 
obviously true to say that I saw certain things yesterday, and 
certain other things today. None of the things I perceive now 
are identical with the things I perceived yesterday. But I am 
the same person as I was yesterday, it was I and none other 
who perceived those things. Therefore something, my mind 
or self, persisted through from yesterday, and it was not a 
perception. The question is then, what is it that persisted 
from yesterday to today? Hume's answer to this is that 
nothing persisted, because if anything did, it must be a ~er­
ception, and no perceptions persisted. The second quest~on 
then arises: if there is no independent entity, the mind, _which 
remains identically the same from day to day, what gives us 
the illusion that there is such an entity? Hume's answer to 
this is that the illusion is a result of another confusion about 
the use of the phrase 'the same'. This confusion is not very 
easy to explain, and Hume himself does not do it at all_cl~arly. 
Perhaps it can be put like this: 22 when we say 'This 1s the 
same box as I saw before', we are not saying anything about 
the contents of the box. We identify boxes otherwise than by 

129 



DAVID HUME 

their contents. Furthermore, boxes continue to exist, and r~­
main distinct, even if they are empty. An~ whe1: "':e sa Y 'This 
is the same box' we do not mean that this box ism the same 
place as the one'we saw before. But when we say 'This is ~he 
same slag-heap as the one I saw before', we are only sayii:1g 
something either about the contents of the heap, or about its 
spatial position. We do identify slag-heaps by their contents 
and position. We must remember, though, that when we 
say 'This is the same slag-heap', we do not necessarily mean 
that any of the contents are the same, but only that the 
change of contents has been relatively gradual. And you can­
not have a slag-heap with nothing in it: you only have the 
place where the slag-heap was. Hume'_s contention is that 
we confuse identity of slag-heap with identity of boxes, and 
because a box is something different from and existing inde­
pendently of its contents, so a slag-heap must be something 
different from, and existing independently of its contents. 
And the mind is like a slag-heap, rather than like a box. In 
other words, we come to think that the mind is something 
different from, and existing independently of its perceptions, 
whereas this is really not the case. 

Hume's explanation, if this really is what he intends, is 
weakened by the fact that we seem not to have the slightest 
inclination to regard a slag-heap as something existing inde­
pendently of its contents, whereas we do so regard the mind. 
Perhaps a better analogy would be the grin of the Cheshire 
cat in Alice in J,Vonderland. We do have some inclination to 
think of a grin as something other than the features that wear 
it; otherwise Lewis Carroll's joke would not be a joke. Then 
Hume's theory is that the mind, or self, is like the grin and 
perceptions are like the face that grins. ' 

Now, given that Hume is right in saying that there is no 
independent entity, the mind, which persists from yesterday 
to today, and given that he explains satisfactorily how we 
come by the illusion that there is such an entity, there still 
remains a third question. This is the question, 'What is it 
that makes two distinct perceptions constituents of the same 
mind?' If minds were distinct entities, over and above the 
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perceptions they have, we should presumably have some 
independent method for identifying minds, and then there 
would be no problem. But if minds are, as Hume thinks, con­
stituted by their perceptions, we are bound to say what rela­
tion between perceptions makes them constitute a mind. It 
must be a relation which holds between all your perceptions, 
and between all my perceptions, but not between your per­
ceptions and my perceptions. Hume's attempt to solve this 
problem consists essentially of the two passages about mem­
ory and causal connexion, quoted above. 

Let us now reconsider these two passages. First here is the 
one about memory: 23 

For what is the memory but a faculty, by which we raise up the 
images of past perceptioru? And as an image necessarily resembles 
its object, mwt not the frequent placing of these resembling per­
ceptioru in the chain of thought, convey the imagination more easily 
from one link to another, and make the whole seem like the con­
tinuance of one object? 

The point to notice here, is that this is not an explanation of 
the nature of the required relation between perceptions, nor 
is it an explanation why there seems to be such a relation. 
It is another expianation why we think all our perceptions 
are related to one object, the mind. Furthermore, it seems to 
be assumed, for the purpose of this explanation, first that 
there really is a relation between our perceptions that links 
them' in the chain of thought', and second that there is some­
thing, the imagination, which is 'conveyed' along the chain. 
Thus, it does seem as if Hume is in fact presupposing 
the existence of just the two things he professes to explain 
away. 

The other passage ran as follows : 

The true idea of the human mind, is to consider it as a system of 
different perceptions or different existences, which are linked to­
gether by the relation of cause and effect, and mutually produce, 
destroy, influence, and modify each other. 

Here then, the relation between perceptions which makes 
them perceptions of the same mind, is said to be the relation 
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of cause and effect. That is to say, if two perceptions are 
related by causality, then it necessarily follows that they are 
perceptions of the same mind. Consequently, if I have :per­
ception A, and you have perception B, and no perceptions 
are shared, there is no causal connexion between A and B. 
Now, for Hume, to say A causes Bis to say one or other ~f 
two things. Either it means A is always followed by B, or ~t 
means that given A one always expects B. In the first sense it 
would seem that there is nothing to prevent a causal con­
nexion between my perceptions and your perceptions. It 
might well be the case that my perception of A is always 
followed by your perception of B, but not by my perception 
ofB. It might, of course, be suggested that some kind of con­
tiguity is required, in addition to uniformity of sequence; but 
this could not be spatial contiguity, since not all perceptions 
have spatial properties. The only possible kind of contiguity 
here would be membership of the same mind, and this is 
the very thing that requires to be explained. Again, to say 
that the person who perceives A also perceives B means 
that the person who perceives A is bound to expect B, is 
obviously inadequate. One reason for this is that, if the 
person who perceives A does expect B, he must have per­
ceived both A and B on some previous occasion, without 
expecting B. 

We conclude, therefore, that Hume's attempt to explain 
how perceptions are bound together in a single mind is not 
successful. It is clear from the following quotations that 
Hume was himself well aware of the difficulties: 24 

Having thus loosen'd all our particular perceptions, when I pro­
ceed to explain the principle of connexion, which binds them to­
gether, and makes us attribute to them a real simplicity and iden­
tity; I am sensible, that my account is very defective, and that noth­
ing but the seeming evidence of the precedent reasonings cou'd 
have induced me to receive it. If perceptions are distinct existences, 
they form a whole only by being connected together. But no con­
nexions among distinct existences are ever discoverable by the hu­
man understanding. We only feel a connexion or determination of 
the thought, to pass from one object to another. 
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But all my hopes vanish, when I come to explain the principles, 
that unite our successive perceptions in our thought or conscious­
ness. I cannot discover any theory, which gives me satisfaction on 
this head. 

Did our perceptions either inhere in something simple and indi­
vidual, or did the mind perceive some real connexion among them, 
there wou'd be no difficulty in the case. For my part, I must plead 
the privilege of a sceptic, and confess, that this difficulty is too hard 
for my understanding. 

Hume modestly suggests that perhaps someone else will solve 
this problem, but in fact his modesty is misplaced. Perception 
by the same mind cannot be any perceivable relation among 
perceptions, nor can it be any perceivable relation between 
these perceptions and some other object. For in either case it 
would not be self-contradictory to say that we have the per­
ceptions, but the relation does not hold between them. This 
holds for what Hume would regard as an illusory felt con­
nexion, as well as for a real one. In general; to ascertain 
whether a certain relation exists between objects, we have 
to perceive them, and then in addition to this, we have to 
note the relation between them. But to ascertain whether we 
perceive two objects, we just have to perceive them, or not, 
as the case may be. No further observations are necessary. 
Thus perception cannot be a relation, at least in the ordinary 
sense. The only possible solution is to say that all existing 
perceptions are in the same mind, a form of solipsism to 
which Hume is driven, but which he is naturally unwilling 
to accept. 

It is important to try to disentangle the features of Hume's 
philosophy which led him to this impasse. It will be remem­
bered that he is trying to define what is meant by the words 
'soul', 'mind', 'self', and it will be convenient first to make 
some remarks on definitions in general. Definitions may be 
classified, rather roughly, into what I shall call ostensible 
definitions andfunctional definitions. An ostensible definition 
of a thing is a definition of it in terms of immediately per­
ceivable qualities. A functional definition of a thing is, as 
its name implies, a definition of the thing in terms of its 
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functions. For example, if we say: The St George'~ Cross is~ 
red cross on a white ground, then that is an ostensible defim­
tion. If we say: A physician is one who cures the sick, then that 
is a functional definition. An ostensible definition is appro­
priate when someone asks: What is an X? meaning ~Y. thi~: 
How can I identify Xs at sight? A functional defimti~n 1s 
appropriate when someone asks: What is an X? meamn~: 
What can I expect from Xs if I come across them? It _IS 

usually obvious from the nature of the question, or from its 
context, what sort of definition is called for. 

Some sorts of difficulty arise because many objects seem t? 
have both an ostensible and a functional definition. If this 
were really so, the two definitions would be logically equiva­
lent, and this is impossible, for apparent qualities cannot en­
tail functions, nor can functions entail apparent qualities. 
Nevertheless, we often do have these twin definitions. For 
example, we may define the Union Flag as a certain pattern 
of red, white, and blue. Or we may define the Union Flag 
as the flag which every British subject is entitled to show on 
any occasion. It is important to notice that we may use both 
these definitions as definitions of the Union Flag, and which 
definition we use will be determinrd solely by the purpose of 
our questioner, when he asks: What is the Union Flag? It 
will depend on whether he wants to know how to identify 
the flag at sight, or whether he wants to know ifhe is entitled 
to show it, and so on. Thus in a modified sense both defini-

' tions are definitions of the Union Flag, and this may incline 
us to suppose that they are logically equivalent. The inclina­
tion is quickly rectified if we consider the matter attentively, 
but we do not always consider the matter attentively. And 
there are many other instances which help to confuse us. 
Another example is the definition of a boot. If someone asks: 
What is a boot? we may say it is a leather object of certain 
shape and construction, or we may say it is an object whose 
function is to protect the foot. It will depend on whether our 
questioner wants to know how to recognize boots, or whether 
he wants to know how to make good use of them. In this case 
there are other features which strengthen the feeling that 
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there is some kind oflogical connexion between the apparent 
qualities of a thing, and its function. 25 

It thus seems that enquiries into the nature, or the defini­
tion, of a thing, cannot usually be carried through without 
considering the purpose for which such information is re­
quired. This is particularly important in philosophy where 
it does often seem that we wish to know the nature of a thing 
for its own sake, as it were, independently of all other con­
siderations. Indeed, the impractical character of philo­
sophical speculation has been seen by many as one of its 
chief virtues. We may now suspect that this is not really so, 
and that in the ordinary processes of philosophical reasoning, 
the purpose of the question is concealed rather than revealed. 
This would go some way towards accounting for the very 
refractory nature of such questions. 

Now philosophers, in their attempts to understand the 
nature of things, often show a decided preference for one 
particular kind of definition. Some feel that they gain real 
understanding of a thing, only if they can recognize it at 
sight, or visualize it clearly. Others feel that real under­
standing lies in an insight into the function of a thing. Hume 
and other empiricists are examples of the former tendency; 
perhaps the ancient Greek philosophers were examples of the 
latter. The former demand ostensible definitions, the latter 
functional definitions. Philosophers who feel that they under­
stand the nature of a thing only when they have provided an 
ostensible definition of it, sometimes find themselves in diffi­
culties. For there are many things which are conceived of 
primarily or solely in terms of their function, and the objects 
which fulfil this function may have no apparent qualities in 
common. For example, food is naturally defined as that 
which nourishes, and we may search in vain for any apparent 
qualities common to, and peculiar to, all food. T~us,_ an 
ostensible definition, or even an ostensible charactenzatJ.on, 
of food, is out of the question. The situation is aggravated 
when a philosopher maintains, as Hume do~s, t~at a word 
has meaning only if its meaning can be explained m terms of 
apparent qualities, that is, only if an ostensible definition can 
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be given. It would seem that Hume should say that the word 
er d'' • 1 roo IS meanmg css. 

Of course, Hume does not say that the word 'food' is 
meaningless, simply because all articles of food do have 
apparent qualities, even though they have no such qualities 
in common. The philosophically interesting situation arises 
only when something is functionally defined, and has no 
ostensible definition just because it cannot or does not have 
any apparent qualities whatever. These arc the entities which 
Hume wishes to reject when he argues against occult powers 
and objects. In doing so he was no doubt attacking a deep· 
rooted superstition. It is one of the presuppositions of primi· 
tive thought that everything that happens is an action per· 
formed by an agent, nothing happens of its own accord, 26 

Consequently, if there is no visible or tangible agent, ther_e 
must be an invisible intangible one. Thus the world 15 

crowded with invisible powers, which influence our lives, 
and which are either beyond our control, or may be con· 
trolled by magical and religious practices. This may be 
contrasted with the scientific view, which also maintains that 
nothing happens of its own accord, but holds that the agen· 
cies are always visible and tangible, although they may sorne· 
times be rather difficult to find. 

In philosophy we seem to have the conception of agencies 
which cannot logically have any apparent qualities, and the 
empiricist wishes to dispose of these. For example, we forrn 
the notion of material substance as that which possesses 
apparent qualities. The function of material substance is to 
hold material qualities together as one object, and to provide 
something for them to belong to. It is obvious from this that 
material substance cannot have any ostensible definition, 
and there are no apparent qualities which are qualities of 
material substance as such. One can, as it were, see the 
qualities, but not the substance. The doctrine of material 
substance is rejected by empiricists on the ground that 
qualities need not be possessed by anything, and need not 
be held together by anything. The illusion that there must 
be something performing these functions is a result of con· 
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fusing the predicative use of the verb 'to be' with a relational 
term like 'is next to'. This is encouraged by philosophical 
usage, which is inclined to replace 'A is red' with 'A pos­
sesses the quality of redness'. And 'possesses' is certainly a 
relational term in plain English. It makes it look as if A 
possesses the redness, just as a man possesses sixpence. And 
of course if sixpence is possessed, it must be possessed by 
somebody. But in fact the predicative 'to be' is not a rela­
tional verb like ' to possess'. 

Now the most natural way of defining the mind or soul is 
in terms of its functions, and two such definitions are possible. 
We may say, either that the mind is that which thinks, per­
ceives, and feels, or that the mind is that which controls the 
movements of the physical body. One of the long-standing 
problems of philosophy is to explain how one and the same 
object can perform both these functions. But it was not 
Hume's problem, for he had no interest in the mind con­
sidered as that which controls the movements of the body. 
His problem was to identify the object which performs the 
function of perceiving. A difficulty arises, because the rela­
tion between the mind and the objects it is said to 'perceive' 
is very similar to the relation between material substance and 
the qualities it is said to 'possess'. Material substance must 
be different from any of the qualities it has, and mind must 
be different from any of the perceptions it has. Thus it 
appears that the mind, like material substance, is invoked 
solely to perform a function, and it then appears that 
anything which performs this function must, because 
of the nature of the function, necessarily be invisible and 
intangible. 

The doctrine of the impossibility ofunperceivable enti_ties 
thus leads to the rejection of mind, or mental substance,Just 
as it led to the rejection of material substance. And in precise 
analogy with the conclusion that particular material objects 
are nothing but bundles of sensible qualities, we have Hume's 
conclusion that the mind is nothing but a bundle of percep­
tions. That is to say, although Hume did not himself give 
this account of material objects, his account of the nature of 
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minds is exactly parallel with it. 2; Now whatever we may 
think of the theory that material objects are nothing but 
bundles of qualities, there are discrepancies which weaken 
the analogy tacitly drawn by Hume, and which produce an 
insoluble problem. In the first place, whereas the verb' to be', 
used predicatively, is certainly not a transitive or relational 
verb, the verb 'to perceive' is such a verb. The grammatical 
properties of 'perceive' arc exactly like the grammatical 
properties of' possess'. Thus we cannot explain away mental 
substance as we can material substance, for all transitive 
verbs really do require two terms. Secondly, because material 
objects are always located in space, we have a ready explana­
tion of what we mean by a bundle of qualities. We mean a 
number of qualities which coincide in space. And different 
bundles are different, in the sense that they are spatially 
separated. But perceptions are not located in space, so we 
cannot explain what is meant by a bundle of perceptions 
in this manner. Consequently, we are given a way of de­
ciding whether two qualities are in the same bundle, but no 
way of deciding whether two perceptions are in the same 
bundle. 

The difficulty may be summed up in the following argu­
ment. First we have the following premisses: 

( 1) IfX is not self-contradictory, then' I perceive that X' 
is not self-contradictory. 

(2) 'I perceive that X' entails X. 

(3) 'I perceive that X and Y' entails 'I perceive that X, 
and I perceive that Y'. 

(4) 'A exists, and I do not perceive A' is not self-contra· 
dictory. 

(5) 'I perceive that A exists' entails 'I perceive A'. 

Now, by (1) and (4) we have: 

(6) 'I perceive that A exists, and that I do not perceive A' 
is not self-contradictory. 
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By (3) and (6), 

( 7) 'I perceive that A exists, and I perceive that I do not 
perceive A' is not self-contradictory. 

By (2), (5), and (7), 

(8) 'I perceive A and I do not perceive A' is not self-
contradictory. 

Since (8) is false, and the argument is formally valid, one or 
more of the premisses ( 1) to (5) must be false. It hardly seems 
possible to question (2), (3), and (5), and if we do not do this, 
we must conclude that ( 1) or (4) or both are false. That is to 
say, either there are cases where Xis not self-contradictory 
and yet 'I perceive that X' is self-contradictory, or else 'A 
exists, and I do not perceive A' is self-contradictory. The 
latter of these alternatives makes what I perceive logically 
coextensive with what exists, and this is the doctrine of psy­
chological solipsism. On the other hand, the principle that 
if X is not self-contradictory then 'I perceive that X' is not 
self-contradictory, is one of Hume's most fundamental as­
sumptions. It is the doctrine that what is not self-contradic­
tory is conceivable, and what is conceivable is perceivable. 
That is the basic postulate of empiricism. It thus appears 
that Hume must either reject empiricism or accept solips­
ism. 2B Naturally he does not wish to do either of these things, 
and he can comfortably ignore the necessity of making a 
choice, until he comes to deal directly with the nature of the 
mind. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE SCEPTICAL PHILOSOPHY 

I 

WE shall now try to sum up Hume's philosophy, and com­
pare his views with those of some other philosophers. If the 
summing up consisted simply in the correct application of a 
classificatory noun our task would be a simple one. Hume 
professes to be, and is in fact, a Sceptic. But such pigeon-holing 
is ofno value whatever unless we have decided exactly what 
a Sceptic is, and in what sense the term is applicable to Hume. 

A Sceptic is often taken to be one who denies the possi­
bility of human knowledge, and this sense has been estab­
lished philosophical usage for a long time. It is, however, a 
perversion of the original meaning of the Greek term, which 
is derived from the verb skeptesthai, to look carefully at, to con­
sider. Thus a Sceptic was simply one who inquired or inves­
tigated carefully. Our source for classical Scepticism is the 
work of Sextus Em piricus, who states there are three kinds of 
philosophy, the Dogmatic, the Academic, and the Sceptic. 1 

The Dogmatists claim to have discovered the truth, the Acad­
emics say the truth 'cannot be grasped', and the Sceptics' go 
on seeking'. The Sceptics had no doctrine, in the ordinary 
sense, instead they had a 'way of enquiry' and an 'end' 
which they sought. The end was not any kind of knowledge. 

If we are to assess Hume's claim to Scepticism, we must 
compare his methods and aims with those of the Sceptics 
themselves. The latter are summed up by Sextus Empiricus 
as follows : 2 

The origin of Scepticism is the hope of attaining ataraxia. Men 
who were disquieted by the contradictions in things and in doubt as 
to which alternative they ought to accept, were led on to inquire 
what is true in things and what false, hoping by the settlement of 
this question to attain ataraxia. The principle of Scepticism is to 
oppose to every proposition an equal proposition; for we believe 
that as a consequence of this we end by ceasing to dogmatize. 
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The Sceptic does not suspend judgement on all matters. 
On this point he has been widely misunderstood in ancient, 
as well as in modern times. Sextus makes a distinction as 
follows: 3 

When we say the Sceptic refrains from dogmatizing we do not 
use the term 'dogma', as some do, in the broader sense of' accept­
ance of a thing' (for the Sceptic acquiesces in the sentiments whic~ 
are necessary products of immediate experience). 

We say he does not dogmatize, using 'dogma' in the sense of 
'assent to one of the occult matters of investigation'; for the Pyr­
rhonean philosopher assents to nothing that is occult. 

Two conclusions emerge from these, and other similar pas­
sages. First, the Sceptic is particularly concerned to avoid 
dogmatical opinions on occult or hidden matters, as opposed 
to those which are objects of sense experience. Such matters, 
he says, cannot be decided, and our only hope is to arrive at 
a suspense of judgement, a kind of indifference, about them. 
Second, the Sceptic does not suspend judgement on matters 
of immediate sense experience,4 nor does he attempt to deny 
those sentiments and beliefs which are the necessary and 
involuntary products of sense experience. 

Our investigations have shown quite clearly that Hume's 
position is very close to this Sceptical view, if not identical 
with it. Hume, too, says that we cannot ever come to any con­
clusions about occult matters, and that when we have dis­
covered this we shall sit down quietly and cease to worry about 
these things. He says that our everyday beliefs are the natural 
and unreasoned products of our experience. For example :5 

Belief is the necessary result of placing the mind in 'l!uch circum­
stances. It is an operation of the soul, when we are so situated, as 
unavoidable as to feel the passion of love, when we receive bene­
fits; or hatred, when we meet with injuries. All these operations are 
a species of natural instincts, which no reasoning or process of the 
thought and understanding is able either to produce or to prevent. 

Tho' we must endeavour to render all our principles as universal 
as possible, by tracing up our experiments to the utmost, ~1;-d e~­
plaining all effects from the simplest and fewest causes, tIS still 
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certain we cannot go beyond experience; and any hypothesis, that 
pretends to discover the ultimate original qualities of human na­
ture, ought at first to be rejected as pre.,umptuous and chimerical. 

The only method of freeing learning, at once, from these abstruse 
questions, is to enquire seriously into the nature of the human un­
derstanding, and show, from an exact analysis of its powers and 
capacity, that it is by no means fitted for such remote and abstruse 
subjects. We must submit to this fatigue, in order to live at ease 
ever after. 

We must now try to decide exactly what arc these occult 
matters, these remote and abstruse subjects, against which 
both Hume and the Sceptics direct their attacks. 

The Stoics believed that some things are manifest or ob­
vious, and some are hidden or occult. An example of some­
thing manifest is the fact that it is now day-time, or night­
time, as the case may be. There are three kinds of hidden 
things :6 (I) Things altogether hidden because, as a fact, they 
are beyond our grasp, as for example is the number of the 
stars; (2) Things sometimes hidden, as events in London are 
hidd~n from one in Brighton; (3) Things hidden by nature 
or thmgs not of such a kind as to be perceived, perhaps a 
gravitational field would be an example of such an entity, 
o: the lumi?iferous.ether. The manifest things are known 
dir~ctly, thmgs altogether hidden are not known at all. 
Things sometimes hidden, and things hidden by nature are 
kno:w~ by_ sig?s, the former by suggestive signs, and the latter 
by mdzcatwe signs. The suggestive sign is defined as follows: 

~ si~n i~ suggestive when, being mentally associated with the 
thmg sigmfied, it by its clearness at the time of its perception, 
thou~h the tJ:iing signified remains hidden, suggests to us the thing 
associ~ted wit~ it, which is not clearly perceived at the moment 
as for instance m the case of smoke and fire. 

The association, we are told, is the product of past experi­
ence. 7 Let us compare this with one of Hume's definitions of 
cause: 

":- caus~ is _an object precedent and contiguous to another, and so 
U'lited with 1t, that the idea of the one determines the mind to form 
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the idea of the other, and the impression of the one to form a more 
lively idea of the other. 

In Hume's case also the union of ideas is the product of past 
experience. The Sceptics reject the possibility of an indica­
tive sign, that is of a sign which in some quasi-logical sense 
necessitates the presence of the thing signified. Or rather, 
they suspend judgement on the possibility of such signs. In a 
like manner, Hurne argues against the possibility of a neces­
sary connexion between cause and effect. In these respects, 
then, there is some parallel between Hume's views and those 
of the Sceptics. 

The essential feature of Scepticism is that it presents, not 
a doctrine, but a technique for suspending judgement on cer­
tain matters of enquiry. This technique consists chiefly of 
eliciting the fact that there is no logical connexion between 
the way in which we arrive at a belief and the truth of that 
belief. Even if all the beliefs arrived at by a certain method 
are true, there is no necessity about this, they could have been 
false. Thus the possibility of knowledge is denied in just this 
sense: If by 'knowledge' you mean a belief arrived at by a 
logically infallible method, then there is no knowledge. That 
is Scepticism. The Sceptic does not deny that some ways of 
arriving at beliefs are better than others, in the sense of 
yielding more true beliefs, or being as a fact more reliable. 
He does not say we should trust to instinct, or wishful think­
ing, rather than our natural powers of calculation. He does 
not recommend that we should suspend judgement on all 
matters, both theoretical and practical. All he says is that no 
method we use, not even when we employ our peculiarly 
human powers of reflective thought and logical calculation, 
issues infallibly in true beliefs. And he recommends that we 
should remember this. Hume's final position on these mat­
ters is not distinguishable from that of classical Scepticism. 8 

Now there seems to be a certain possible inconsistency in 
the Sceptical view. The recognition that no method of in­
quiry yields infallible results is supposed to produce a sus­
pense of judgement on some matters, but not on others. In 
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practical affairs, at any rate, the fact that no methods we can 
use are infallible does not, and should not, prevent us from 
using those methods and placing our trust in the results. In 
ordinary life we expect to make some mistakes, and inde;d 
we could hardly live at all ifwe demanded absolute security 
in every contingency. Often enough the urgency of making 
some decision overbalances the importance of deciding 
which is the right decision to make. But it is abundantly cl~ar 
that the main objects of Scepticism are not practical affairs, 
but some other matters. Furthermore, the peculiar feature of 
these other matters must be that, if any decision is to be ma_de 
about them at all, it must be an absolutely secure and m­
fallible decision, and failing this it is better to suspendjuds:e­
ment altogether, rather than run any risk of making a mis­
take. They must therefore be matters of enormous import­
ance, although they do not appear to be of very great urgency. 

We are also told that ataraxia, which is the aim of the Scep­
tic, is' an untroubled and tranquil condition of the soul', and 
this aim is to be attained, not by answering the questions that 
trouble us, but by suspending judgement and ceasing to dog­
matize. 9 The Sceptie tries to produce this suspense of jud?e­
ment by a process of opposition, which consists in countering 
any dogmatic assertion with another assertion. For example, 
if someone argues the existence of Providence from the order 
of the universe, the Sceptic opposes to this the fact that often 
the good fare ill and the bad fare well, which suggests that 
Providence does not exist. 

Now when Hume is stating his philosophical aims, the 
following sentences occur, among others :10 

When we see, that we have arrived at the utmost extent ofhurnan 
rea~on, we si! down contented, tho' we be perfectly satisfied in the 
mam of our ignorance. 

An? as this impossibility of making any farther progress is enou~h 
to s~tISfy the reader, so the writer may derive a more delicate satIS­
facti~n fro~ t~e free confession of his ignorance, and from his Pi:1d­
ence m av01dmg that error, into which 50 many have fallen, of1m­
posin~ the_ir ~onjectures and hypotheses on the world for the m_ost 
certam prmciples. When this mutual contentment and satisfaction 
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can be obtained betwixt the master and scholar, I know not what 
more we can require of our philosophy. 

Hume too was against dogmatism and for suspense of judge­
ment, and he thought the latter issued in a kind of content­
ment. Thus far he was a Sceptic. But we must observe that 
the method he proposed for producing this suspense of judge­
ment differs from that proposed by the Sceptics. The Scep­
tics have a way of counterbalancing arguments, whereas 
Hume tries to define the limits of human knowledge. In this 
sense Hume was not a Sceptic, for he did have a dogma, 
namely that the human understanding has such and such 
limits. 

Hume and the Sceptics tell us in effect that we can know 
only what seems to be so, and never what is really so. They 
apply this at first to matters of fact. For example, we may 
know that honey seems sweet to us, but not that it really 
is sweet. We are, as it were, bound to appearances and 
separated for ever from the real nature of things. Again, we 
cannot know the future, because the expectations we form, 
and our methods of forming them, are both perfectly com­
patible with subsequent disappointment. The epistemo­
logical doubt invariably turns on the theoretical fallibility 
of our methods, and never on their failure in practice. There 
is a simple reason for this: our methods are successful in 
practice, and if they were not we should either abandon 
them or perish. But the theoretical fallibility of our methods 
of inquiry provides no reason for abandoning them, because 
this feature appears to be common to all the methods which 
may be open to us. The aim both of Hume and of the Scep­
tics is to assure us of this, and to make us content with what we 
have. All this applies to things which are sometimes hidden, 
and where error may have serious practical consequences. 

The things hidden by nature are said by the Sceptics to be 
altogether unknowable, and by Hume to be not only un­
knowable but even inconceivable. These are the matters con­
cerning which we are advised to practise indifferenc~. Our 
usual methods of investigation, since they make essential use 
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of sense-experience, are here incompetent, since there is no 
way of ascertaining whether they are successful or not. The 
example so often given is that of the essential or real nature 
of things, as opposed to their apparent nature which is re­
vealed by sense-experience. We need not here consider how 
it was that philosophers came to think things had a real 
nature not revealed in sense-experience. No solid and satis­
factory explanation of this has yet been given. 11 All we need 
to notice is that, if everyday experience has no bearing what­
ever on the real nature of things, then the question as to the 
real nature of things is of no importance whatever in every­
day life. Inquiry into the real nature of things seems entirely 
purposeless: it is impossible to say what we should do with 
such knowledge ifwe had it. Consequently, it is at least very 
hard to see why our ignorance on this point should produce a 
state of turbulence in the soul, a state which it is the business 
of philosophy to mollify. Dogmatists and Sceptics alike agree 
that the purpose of philosophy is to tranquillize the soul, and 
we see that, according to Hume, this is one of the effects of 
philosophy, even if it is not its principal purpose. It may, of 
course be contended that the motive for philosophy is the 
sat~sfaction of a disinte~ested curiosity, but however this may 
be m some cases, there 1s no doubt that for most philosophers 
there has been some other motive. For most of them there is 
some powerful and obscure hope or fear at the heart of 
philosophy, and this has no direct connexion with a dis­
interested curiosity concerning the nature ofthings. 12 

The true function of Scepticism becomes clearer if we con­
sider the kinds of philosophy which were the objects of Scep­
tical attack. The common feature of these systems was that 
they believed Ethics to be the chief part of philosophy, and 
epistemology and ontology were important only so far as 
they bore upon ethical problems. Indeed, Ethics was some­
thing more than the chief part of philosophy, it was called 
the 'crown' and the 'soul' of the subject, the implication 
being that all other parts derived their entire importance and 
vitality from their connexion with Ethics. 13 Such a concep­
tion is natural enough, ifit is supposed that philosophy has to 
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do with the conduct oflife and with the attainment of a state 
of personal blessedness, and if it is further supposed that in 
this connexion moral considerations necessarily outweigh 
any other possible combination of considerations. And it is 
common belief, even at the present time, that moral con­
siderations, where they apply, are of ultimate and over­
whelming importance. Thus, if a certain course of action is 
morally right, this is felt to be a decisive recommendation, no 
matter what other arguments may be brought against it. 
Likewise, ifit is morally wrong, this consideration overcomes 
the weightiest reasons of expediency which may be brought 
in favour of its performance. The consequences of moral suc­
cess or failure also are commonly felt to be vast, imponder­
able, and in some measure obscure. Viewed in this way then, 
it does seem that in Ethics we have sufficient cause for that 
profound disquietude and turbulence of soul, of which the 
Sceptics speak, and which it is their purpose to eliminate. 

The Sceptics believed that a kind of irrational dread re­
sulted from the opinion that things are by nature good or 
evil, 14 and they accordingly aimed at the abandonment of 
this opinion. There is some possibility of misunderstanding 
here. The Sceptics did not deny the existence of moral feel­
ings, not did they suggest that such feelings do not play an 
important part in human affairs. They did not suggest that 
what we commonly call moral considerations do not or 
should not affect our decisions. What they did mean to sug­
gest was that there is no kind of consideration governing 
conduct which has that enormous and quite peculiar im­
portance which is so often associated with what are com­
monly called moral cohsiderations. The Sceptics thought 
that the idea that things are by nature good or evil resulted in, 
or perhaps merely reflected, the attachment of an excessive 
weight to matters of morality. The general character of the 
idea they were attacking may be conjectured with some 
assurance. It was the idea that moral decisions have a super­
natural importance, and are in this way distinguished from 
ordinary non-moral decisions. Our everyday decisions affect 
our future happiness and our relationships with our fellow 

147 



DAVID HUME 

men in this life, but moral decisions affect our happiness to 
all eternity, even after we have left this world, and they 
affect our relationships with invisible, supernatural beings. 
What is more, the whole of our eternal future is fixed and 
determined by our conduct in this life: we have no chance 
of correcting ourselves on receiving enlightenment after 
death. 

It is obvious enough that anyone who seriously believes 
such things as this will be led to ascribe a quite overwhelming 
importance to any question he has been taught to designate 
as 'moral', no matter how trivial or even ridiculous that 
particular question might seem to others who do not share 
his beliefs. And matters of the greatest practical importance 
will dwindle to nothing, for such a person, if he does not 
happen to attach to them the magic word. It is also plain to 
see that, if someone seriously believes that moral failure 
results inevitably in eternal damnation and the unappeasable 
wrath of God, then any kind of doubt concerning moral 
decisions will produce in him the greatest anxiety and con­
fusion of soul. He will, to put it bluntly and colloquially, be· 
terrified out of his wits.11> 

Now there are only two sources to which a man can turn 
for answers to questions: he can either place his trust in some 
authority, or he can seek for himself. And trust in an authority 
is either a matter of upbringing and not a matter of choice, 
or it is a matter of choice and the seeker is once more thrown 
back on his own decision. In the ordinary affairs of life our 
instructor is experience. We expect to make some mistakes 
and to profit by them. Or ifwe trust some authority, we trust 
him because he has already learned by experience, and the 
correctness of his teaching can be assessed by its results. We 
can learn from experience what things give us pleasure or 
pain, and also what things excite the praise or indignation of 
our fellow men. Thus there is no difficulty in determining 
moral conduct in any such sense. But if moral conduct is con­
ceived as conduct attended with supernatural sanctions a 
very serious difficulty at once arises. It is clear that if our 
present conduct has inevitable, interminable, and terrible 
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consequences in an after-life, this is easily the most important 
factor in any decisions we may now make. On the other hand, 
it is from the nature of the case impossible to learn from ex­
perience what kinds of conduct have these consequences 
until it is too late to correct ourselves. Present experience is 
silent concerning events beyond the grave. Thus if moral 
conduct is so conceived, it follows both that moral decisions 
are the only decisions of any real importance, and that 
experience provides no basis whatever for making such 
decisions. 

The quest for ataraxy or tranquillity of soul, as a cure for 
moral and superstitious over-anxiety, was the common pur­
suit of philosophers in later antiquity. Three solutions were 
provided. The Stoics accepted this overburdening of moral 
decisions, but claimed we can have moral knowledge, and 
that this is to be obtained by a following a special philo­
sophical discipline. They also softened and refined the crude 
and harsh eschatology of the common folk. The Epicureans 
said there is no life after death, and the gods have no interest 
in men and their doings. Morality for them consisted of the 
acquisition of happiness in this life, and in amiable social 
intercourse. The Sceptics claimed that eschatological know­
ledge is impossible, and that peace of mind follows naturally 
upon appreciation of this fact. 

Anyone who tries to assess the nature and purpose of 
Hume's philosophical investigations is faced with ce:tain 
difficulties. In the first place, there is a considerable ~1ffer­
ence in attitude between his two chief works, the Treatise and 
the Enquiries. Secondly we have little information about 

' h ~ • ~ Hume's early development, before he wrote t e .1. reattse. 
We must try to explain the former, and make the best of_the 
latter. Three points emerge fairly clearly. First, Hume h1~­
self regarded the Enquiries as the definitive statement of his 
philosophical views, and this was his considered opinion. 
Second, the purpose of the Enquiries is more consciously and 
assuredly sceptical than the Treatise. Third, there are con­
vincing arguments to show that Hume's primary interest was 
in Moral Philosophy. 
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In support of the first of these statements, we may observe 
that Hume produced no serious philosophical writings after 
the Enquiries, and that an advertisement is prefaced to the 
second edition of the Enquiries, recording the author's des.ire 
'that the following Pieces may alone be regarded as con tam­
ing his philosophical sentiments and principles'. The calm 
and resolved scepticism of the Enquiry concerning the Human 
l(nderstanding contrasts strongly with the knotted argumenta­
tion and progressively increasing stresses of the first Book of 
th_e Treatise of Human Nature. We need only compare the 
triumphant conclusion of the former with the anxious and 
apologetic ending of the latter. The last words of the Enquiry 
are a final rejection of metaphysics: 17 

If We take in our hand any volume· of divinity or school meta-h • . ,. 
~ ysics, for instance; let us ask Does it contain any abstract reason-
mg _concerning quantity or n~mber? No. Does it contain any ex­
~tnme~t:3-l reasoning concerning matter of fact and existepce? No. 
t ommit_ it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophis-
ry and illusion. 

Towards th d fB 
e en o ook I of the Treatise he says: 

Where am I o h ;, F . . t 
en d ' r w at· rom what causes do I denve my ex1s -
co~;~ an d to what condition shall I return? Whose favour shall I 
and 'anhwhose anger must I dread? What beings surround me? 

on w om have I • fl · fl me? I any m uence, or who have any m uence on 
myself:~~onfounded with all these questions, and begin to fancy 
the dee; t ~ m~st deplorable condition imaginable, inviron'd with 
ber and ;s 1ar ness, and utterly depriv'd of the use of every mem· ,acu ty. 

If the questions k d h 
matter fr as e ere Were intended in their ordinary -o -1act sen th 
and there would b se, e ans~ers would be obvious enough, 
able ima • • e 1:0 cause either for confusion or for deplor­
both in ;~nings. Evidently they are metaphysical questions, 
Processes ef se1:se that they are not amenable to the usual 

0 rational enq • d . h h of the gr t . uiry, an 1n the sense t at t ey are ea est importan • d f 
duct. Now Hu ce In etermining our course o con-
for sayi th me already had at his disposal all the reasons 

ng at metaphysical questions cannot be decided, 
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that discussion of them must 'contain nothing but sophistry 
and illusion', that they must be meaningless questions, and 
that therefore they cannot be of the slightest importance in 
the determination of conduct or in any other connexion. In 
the Treatise he seems to recognize all this. But they are not 
the things which in the end lead him to reject mataphysical 
speculation and free himself of 'the pensive melancholy 
which it induces'. The sequel to the above passage runs as 
follows: 18 

Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dis­
pelling these clouds, nature herself suffices to that purpose, and 
cures me of this philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by 
relaxing this bent of mind, or by some avocation, and lively im­
pression of my senses, which obliterate all these chimeras. I dine, 
I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my 
friends; and when after three or four hours' amusement, I wou'd 
return to these speculations, they appear so cold, and strain'd, and 
ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into them any 
further. 

Thus his relief from philosophical questioning comes, not 
simply from the recognition that such questions are mean­
ingless, but from an involuntary, and seemingly indepen­
dent change of mood. The ancient Sceptics made similar 
observations: 19 

So, too, the Sceptics were in hopes of gaining tranquillity by 
means ofa decision regarding the disparity of the objects of sen~e and 
of thought, and being unable to effect this they suspended.Judge­
ment; and then found that tranquillity, as ifby chance, followed 
upon their suspense, even as a shadow follows its substance. 

And they compare themselves with the painter who, im­
patient at failing to achieve some effect, threw his sponge at 
the canvas in disgust, and the mark of the sponge produced 
just the effect he desired. . 

Hume and the Sceptics, then, had good cause to associate 
philosophy with superstition. Certain philosophical ques­
tions are said by Hume to induce' melancholy and delirium', 
euphemisms, we may suppose, for fear. Superstitious doubts 
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and beliefs are primarily associated with fear. These philo­
sophical questions cannot be decided by the usual means of 
rational inquiry, namely observation and deduction. Super­
stitious beliefs are certainly not arrived at by rational inquiry, 
and although some of them may be tested against experience, 
it is a well-known fact that such tests, even when negative, 
have little or no effect and are somehow discounted by 

' superstitious persons. Superstitious doubts and fears are 
somehow immune to experience, and they lose their power, 
not by the accumulation of evidence but when they cease to 
~ave that kind of immunity. Thus the resolution of supersti­
tious doubt closely resembles the Sceptic account of the 
resolution of metaphysical doubt. 

Philosophy and superstition are connected with religion. 
R1;1me says that superstition is a species of false religion. By 
this he appears to mean that one kind of religion derives its 
s~rength and influence from the exploitation and intensifica­
~ion _of those irrational fears to which men are naturally sub­
Ject m certain circumstances. False religions of this kind often 
use bad philosophy to give a semblance ofrationality to their 
ab~u~d principles. According to Hume the Roman Catholic 
rehgi~n falls in this class. The other species of false religion is 
~nth~zasm, and by this Hume means the belief that one is 
mspired by God. Such a belief is not attended with exagger­
ated superstitious fears, but it is attended with an equally 
exaggerated complacency and elevation of the spirits. It is, 
s~ to speak, an over-compensation. Enthusiasm is not a 
c aracteristic feature of the organized religions, but it lies 
~t the r~ot of one kind of philosophy. Many philosophers 

lave believed their aim to be the attainment of a specially 
c ose relation • "d · · h n· · B • , amounting even to i entity, wit a 1vme emg. 

II 

S?me further light can be thrown on Hume's philosophical views by . . 
comparmg them with those of John Locke(1621-

~7o4) _and George Berkeley (1685-1753). It was Locke who 
rst directed attention to the limited nature of the human 
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mind. In a preface to his chief work (which was significantly 
entitled An Essay concerning the Human Understanding) he makes 
the following observation :20 

Were it fit to trouble thee with the history of this Essay, I should 
tell thee, that five or six friends meeting at my chamber, and dis­
coursing on a subject very remote from this, found themselves 
quickly at a stand, by the difficulties that rose on every side. After 
we had awhile puzzled ourselves, without coming any nearer a 
resolution of those doubts which perplexed us, it came into my 
thoughts that we took a wrong course; and that before we set our­
selves upon inquiries of that nature, it was necessary to examine 
our own abilities, and see what objects our understandings were, or 
were not, fitted to deal with. 

The subject of the discussion appears to have been the prin­
ciples of natural religion. A little later on he says: 

Till that was done I suspected we began at the wrong end, and in 
vain sought for satisfaction in a quiet and sure possession of truths 
that most concerned us, whilst we let loose our thoughts into the 
vast ocean of Being; as if all that boundless extent were the natural 
and undoubted possession of our understandings, wherein there 
was nothing exempt from its decisions, or that escaped its compre­
hension. Thus men, extending their enquiries beyond their capa­
cities, and letting their thoughts wander into those depths where 
they can find no sure footing, it is no wonder that they raise ques­
tions and multiply disputes, which, never coming to any clear reso­
lution, are proper only to continue and increase their doubts, and 
to confirm them at last in perfect scepticism. 

Locke concludes that the human mind is limited, and that 
'the comprehension of our understandings comes exceeding 
short of the vast extent of things', but he thinks that when we 
properly appreciate our limitations we shall be perfectly con­
tent, because we shall then see that we have all the know­
ledge we can possibly need or make use of. This accurate 
adjustment of human intellectual powers to human needs, 
Locke piously ascribes to' the bountiful Author of our being'. 
He describes human needs as follows: 21 

Our business here is not to know all things, but those which con­
cern our conduct. If we can find out those measures, whereby a 
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rational creature, put in that state in which man is in in this world, 
may and ought to govern his opinions, and actions depending 
thereon, we need not to be troubled that some other things escape 
our knowledge. 

Locke's delimitation of the scope of human inquiry is, like 
Hume's, founded upon the sensualistic theory of ideas, but 
his conclusions differ in several respects from Hume's. He 
~uspects what Hume proves, namely that' natural philosopliy 
Is not capable of beino- made a science'. 22 By this he means 
that natural philosophy (what we should call' science') can­
not be made into a deductive discipline like pure mathe­
matics. Thus, the value of natural philosophy, or the experi­
mental investigation of the physical world, does not lie in 
providing us with knowledge of the ultimate constitution of 
that world. Its justification cannot be simply intellectual 
s~tisfaction. The value of natural philosophy lies in its prac­
tical applications, the provision of recipes for making iron 
and other useful things. Locke would, no doubt, have 
regar_d~d even modern physics as a kind of superior cookery. 
And ~t Is ~ot necessary that recipes should embody profound 
and mfalhble insights into the nature of the universe, it is 
?-ecessary only that they should work. For Locke, technology 
Is the only justification for natural philosophy. 

~~eke differed very much from. Hume on moral and 
~ehgious matters, and it is these he is really thinking of when 
~~a~s 'Our business here is not to know all things, but those 

w dic concern our conduct.' After having recorded his atti­
tu e to natural philosophy, he proceeds : 23 

ar Fro~ whence it is obvious to conclude, that, since our faculties 
0 /bnod~ tted to penetrate into the internal fabric and real essence 

0 1es. but yet I ·n1 • b • f G d d and th k P ai Y discover to WI the emg o a o , an 
clea d~ nowledge of ourselves, enough to lead us into a full and 
us : isct?very of our duty and great concerrunent; it will become 

' s ra tonal creat ul . h b what th ures, to employ those fac ties we ave a out 
whe "tey are most adapted to, and follow the direction of nature, 

re i seems to po. t . . . I I d 
that in us out the way. For it is rationa to cone u e 

our proper emplo 1· . . . . d . h t of kno 1 d . . Yment 1es m those mqmnes, an m t at sor 
we ge which lS most suited to our natural capacities, and 
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carries in it our greatest interest, i.e. the condition of our eternal 
estate. Hence I think I may conclude, that moraliv, is the proper science 
and business of mankind in general. 

The principles of natural philosophy, the pronouncements 
of natural science, may be regarded as 'but very doubtful 
conjectures', without causing any serious concern or anxiety, 
but not so the moral law. And this is because mistakes in 
natural philosophy can at most issue in physical disaster, 
whereas mistakes in morals may affect 'the condition of our 
eternal estate'. Therefore, since God has provided man with 
the means to all the knowledge he needs, God must have 
provided man with the means to moral knowledge. The only 
sources of knowledge admitted by Locke are divine revela­
tion and the deductive method proceeding from insights into 
the relation between ideas. Locke mistrusts divine revela­
tion, and obviously thinks that, if it occurs at all, it is very 
uncommon. And we cannot have real knowledge of another 
person's divine revelation. Consequently morals must be a 
science in the seventeenth-century sense of the word, that is 
to say it must be a deductive discipline. 

Although Locke nowhere attempts a full and detailed dis­
cussion of moral questions, it is clear that the conclusion that 
morals must be a deductive discipline is, for him, of the 
greatest importance. And in this fundamental respect he is 
much closer to rationalism than to scepticism. His proof of 
the existence of God follows Descartes, and is worth examina­
tion on account of its fallacious character. 2' He differs from 
Descartes in maintaining that we have no innate idea of Go~, 
or rather that our idea of God must be derived from experi­
ence. He argues as follows : 

(1) I exist (i.e. he, Locke, exists). 
(2) Everything that exists must either (a) have _always 

existed, or ( b) have been produced by something else 
which existed before it. 

(3) I have not always existed. 

He concludes from the first two of these propositions that: 

(4) Something has always existed. 
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Now (4) is ambiguous. Locke interprets it as meaning that 
there must be some one thing which has always existed, and he 
proceeds to identify this supposed eternally existing entity 
with God. But in this sense (4) does not follow from (r) and 
(2). If (4) is to be a valid conclusion, it can only mean that 
at every time in the past, there has been something in exist­
ence (but possibly not the same thing all the time). Thus, 
since the existence of God requires the eternal existence of 
one particular thing, and this docs not follow from the 
premisses, the proof is formally invalid. Hume would, of 
course, also criticize the alleged proof on the ground that 
premiss (2) is not self-evident, and may well be false. Thus, 
although Locke and Hume have a common starting point 
in the sensualist theory of ideas, they differ completely on 
the central philosophical issues, morals and religion. 

In Berkeley we find an attitude which neither Locke nor 
Hume would have found altogether congenial. Berkeley an­
nounces that his Principles of Human Knowledge are addressed 
'particularly to those who are tainted with scepticism, or 
want a demonstration of the existence and immateriality of 
God, or the natural immortality of the soul'. 26 He notes, as 
do Locke and Hume, the seemingly insuperable difficulties 
in philosophical speculation, but he is not inclined to attri­
bute these to the inadequacy of the human mind faced with 
problems beyond its powers. 'We should', he says, 'believe 
that God had dealt more bountifully with the sons of men, 
than to give them a strong desire for that knowledge which 
he had placed quite out of their reach.' 26 The difficulties in 
philosophy are not, according to Berkeley, due either to the 
intricacy of the subject or to the limitations of the human 
understanding, but they are due entirely to the perversity of 
philosophers, who insist on using their reasoning powers in 
the wrong way. Our vision of the truth is, as it were, obscured 
by dust clouds which we make ourselves, and the implication 
is that all we need to do in philosophy is clear away these 
clouds. The aim of philosophy for Berkeley is clarification. 

Berkeley believes that the chief obstacle in the way of 
philosophical clear-sightedness is 'the opinion that the mind 

156 



THE SCEPTICAL PHILOSOPHY 

ha th a power of framing abstract ideas'. 27 We need not bother 
here either with the exact nature of this opinion, or with 
Berkeley's attack on it, except to note that the chief weapon 
of his attack is a very literal application of the picture theory 
of meaning, derived in turn from the sensualist theory of 
ideas. But the important consequence he draws is that our 
first care in philosophy must be 'to clear the first principles 
of knowledge, from the embarrass and delusion of words'. 
Now although Berkeley uses the theory of ideas and the pic­
ture theory of meaning in his attack on abstract ideas, this is 
not the theory of meaning he adopts in general, for its rigor­
ous and universal application would have resulted in the 
excision of entities which he wished to maintain. These were 
human souls, 'spirits', and God. He says that, although we 
have no idea of the soul, and could not have, yet the word 
'soul' is meaningful because some sentences in which this 
word occurs are meaningful. We have, he says, a notion of the 
soul. 28 

Berkeley maintains that only God, souls or minds, and 
ideas exist. Here' idea' is used to cover Hume's' impressions'• 
Unlike Hume, he believes that ideas cannot exist by them­
selves, whereas God and minds can. Thus Berkeley's ontology 
takes quite another direction, for him souls are substances, 
and ideas are not substances, in the philosophical sense, 
where the test of substance is its capacity for independent 
existence. 

On the basis of these remarks we may now compare Berke­
ley with Hume on the central topic of knowledge, its scope, 
nature, and purposes. First we observe that Berkeley takes 
every opportunity to oppose the view, held in common by 
Locke and Hume, that the human understanding is narrow 
and limited. Second, he agrees that the experimental method 
does not and cannot be made to supply any inside knowledge 
of the workings of nature. But he makes it clear that this is so, 
not because such knowledge is beyond our grasp, but because 
there are no inner workings ofnature. 29 In this respect he is 
followed by Hume. Thus, for Berkeley, as for Locke, a justifi­
cation for natural science is its practical utility, but there is 
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something which Berkeley evidently considers to be much 
more important:30 

In perusing the volume of nature it seems beneath the digni_ty of 
the human mind to affect an exactness in reducing each particular 
phenomenon to general rules, or showing how it follows from them. We 
should propose to ourselves nobler views, such as ( 1) to recreate 
and exalt the mind, with a prospect of the beauty, order, extent, and 
variety of natural things: hence, by proper inferences, (2) to en­
large our notions of the grandeur, wisdom, and beneficence of the 
Creator: and lastly (3) to make the several parts of creation, so far 
as in us lies, subservient to the ends they were designed for, God's 
glory, and the sustenation and comfort of ourselves and fellow­
creatures. 

The steady, consistent methods of nature may not unfitly h_c 
styled the language of its Author, by which he discovers hill attri­
butes to our view, and directs us how to act for the convenience 
and felicity of life. And to me, those men who frame general rules 
from the pheno'f/Una, and afterwards derive the pheno'f/Una from those 
rules, seem to be grammarians, and their art the grammar of na­
ture. (Two ways there are of learning a language, either by rule or 
by practice.) A man may be well read in the language of nature, 
without understanding the grammar of it, or being able to say by 
what rule a thing is so or so. 

Thus Berkeley is no uncritical admirer of empirical science. 
The laws of nature are the ?rammar of the language of God, 
but the message conveyed m that language is incomparably 
more important than any rules of grammar. It is this message 
which Berkeley thinks is obscured by the philosophical 
pseudo-concepts, abstract ideas and material substance. 
He never tells us exactly what God's message is, perhaps 
he cannot, each of us must read it for himself in the face of 
nature. 

Although Berkeley says the main design of his work is to 
promote ' the consideration o_f God, and our duty', he has 
little to say about moral questions. It is plain that he is in no 
condition of moral doubt or stress: he accepts the Christian 
ethic with unquestioning simplicity. The 'great truths' 
which terminate his study of the principles of human know-
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ledge, are nothing more nor less than those taught in every 
Christian nursery or kindergarten: 31 

That 'the eyes of the Lord are in every place beholding the evil 
and the good'; that he is with us and keepeth us in all places whither 
we go, and giveth us bread to eat, and raiment to put on; that he 
is present and conscious to our innermost thoughts; and that we 
have a most absolute and immediate dependence on him. 

The moral Berkeley draws is also that of the nursery: 

A clear view of which great truths cannot choose but fill our heart 
with an awful circumspection and holy fear, which is the strongest 
incentive to virtue, and the best guard against vice. 

And he concludes that 'having shown the falseness or vanity 
of those barren speculations, which make the chief employ­
ment oflearned men', we shall be better disposed to 'rever­
ence and embrace the salutary truths of the gospel'. 

The fact that we cannot know the immutability of em­
pirically derived natural laws was not considered by Berkeley 
to be a serious defect. Far more important for him was our 
knowledge ofreligious and moral truths, which he supposed 
to be evident to us as soon as we had cleared from our eyes 
the dust of philosophical speculation. The tools forged by 
Berkeley were used by Hume also to attain a clear vision of 
things. But whereas Berkeley saw the glory of God, Hume 
saw nothing but the weakness and vanity of man. So it is that 
two philosophers may take similar paths, and even so their 
final reports are utterly at variance. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS USED 

TU: A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 1, Of the Understanding. 
TP: A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 2, Of the Passions. 
TM: A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 3, Of Morals. 

References to the above are by part, section, and paragraph. Thus, 
TU 2. 5. I: TU, Part 2, Section 5, Paragraph 1. 

ECU: An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding. 
EPM: An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals. 

References to these are by section, part (where applicable), and 
paragraph. 

DNR: Dialogues concerning Natural Religion. 

References by part and paragraph. 

Other abbreviations used in connexion with the Essays and other 
minor works are self-explanatory. 

WORKS NOT BY HUME 

Burton, Life: Life of David Hume, by T.H.Burton. 
Messner, Life: Life of David Hume, by A.Messner. 
Locke, &say: An Essay concerning Human Understanding, by John Locke. 
Berkeley, PHK: Principles of Human Knowledge, by George Berkeley. 
Sextus, o P: Outlines of Pyrrhonism, by Sextus Empiricus. 

Other works are quoted in full. 

CHAPTER I 

1. The material for this section is taken from Burton, and 
Messner. 

2. Green wrote a very long critical introduction to his edition of 
Hume, which is made valueless by his complete lack of under­
standing and sympathy for his subject. His notion of Hume is 
neatly sum.med up in the closing sentences of his introduction: 

Our business, however, has not been to moralize, but to show that 
the philosophy based on the abstraction of feeling, in regard to 
morals no less than to nature, was with Hume played out, and that 
the next step forward in speculation could only be an effort to re­
think the process of nature and human action from its true beginning 
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in thought. If this object has been in any way attained, so that the 
attention of Englishmen 'under five-and-twenty' may be diverted 
from the anachronistic systems hitherto prevalent among us to the 
study of Kant and Hegel, an irksome labour will not have been in 
vain. 

3. In the introduction to his edition of the Enquiries. 

4. N. Kemp Smith, Philosophy of David Hume. This is probably 
still the best full treatment of Hume. 

CHAPTER 2 

1. The quotations in this and the following paragraphs are taken 
from TU Introduction. 

2. Here indeed lies the justest and most plausible objection against a 
considerable part of metaphysics, that they are not properly a 
science; but arise either from the fruitless efforts of human vanity 
which would penetrate into subjects utterly inaccessible to th; 
hu~an ui:iderstanding, or from the craft of popular superstitions, 
which, bemg unable to defend themselves on fair ground, raise these 
intangling brambles to cover and protect their weakness. Chased 
from the open country, these robbers fly into the forest, and lie in 
wait to break in upon every unguarded avenue of the mind, and 
overwhelm it with religious fears and prejudices. (Eau 1. 11.) 

The mind of man is subject to certain unaccountable terrors and 
apprehensions, proceeding either from the unhappy situation of 
private and public affairs, from ill health, from a gloomy and 
melancholy disposition, or from the concurrence of all these cir­
cumstances. In such a state of mind, infinite unknown evils are 
dreaded from unknown agents; and where real objects of terror are 
wanting, tl1e soul, active to i~s ow? prejudice, and fostering its pre­
dominant inclination, finds 1magmary ones, to whose power and 
malevolence it sets no limits. (Essays 1. 10.) 

One of the most striking features of Hume's ontology is his 
systematic elimination of 'unknown agents'. 

3. The notion of' contemplative wisdom' as the highest end for 
man was first clearly formulated by Plato, and he describ:5 a 
method of Dialectic for achieving this end. It was somethmg 
more than the satisfaction of simple curiosity. All the meta­
physical rituals described in l~ter_ Eur~pean philosophy are 
derived ultimately from Plato s dialectic. The pale ghost of 
Plato's ideal still haunts the academic mind. 

161 



NOTES 

Spinoza is probably the clearest and most uncompromising 
modern example of the tendencies described in this paragraph. 

4. TP 3. 2. 2; 3. 3. 4; T Introduction g; ECU 4. 1. 12; 5. 1. 1. 
5. This was achieved by Albertus Magnus (1193-1280) and 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74). Their doctrines remain to the 
present time the official doctrine of the Roman Catholic 
Church. For further information see F. C. Copleston, History of 
Philosophy. 

6. TU 2. 6. 7; ECU 2. 

7. ·ru 2. 5. 1; 2. 5. 27; 3. 8. 15; 3. 14. 22; 4. 6. 4. 
8. TU 4• 2. 30; 3. 14. 25; 4· 6. 6. 

Thus we feign the continu'd existence of the perceptions of our 
seIL,;es ... our propension to confound identity with relation is so 
great, that we are apt to imagine something unknown and 
mysterious. 

9. This may be contrasted with the usage theory of meaning, in 
which the meaning of a word is not something that determines 
the use, it is the use. 

CHAPTER 3 
I. TU 2. 6. 7. 
2. TU I. I. I. 

3. TU I. I. 3. 
4• TU I. I. 3. 
5. TU 1. I. 4. The distinction foliows Locke, Essay 2. 2. 

6. TU I. 2. 1. The distinction here is different from that of Locke, 
Essay 2. 6. For Locke the ideas of reflection are the ideas of 
thinking and willing, rather than the passions. 

7• TU I. I. 5; I. I. 7. 
8. TU I. I. 5-9; ECU 2. 5-7. 

Hume produces two other observations in this connexion: 
(1) People lacking in some faculty, such as sight, since birth, 
are unable to form the ideas appropriate to that faculty; (2) If 
a man has seen all the shades of some particular colour, with 
one single exception, then he can form the idea of this missing 
shade, without having experienced it. The first observation is 
an empirical one and, if correct, supports Hume's theory. The 
second, if correct, would appear to refute his theory. Hume 
himself admits that the second observation is contrary to his 
theory, but does not regard as sufficiently important to war-
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rant serious discussion. For him it is 'the exception that proves 
the rule'. It is not obvious to the present writer that a man 
could form the idea (that is to say, a precise visual image) ofa 
shade of blue he had never seen, no matter how many other 
shades of blue he had seen. The question whether persons blind 
from birth can form visual images may have been investigated 
by psychologists. If it has, their findings are unknown to the 
present writer.It is a common fault in philosophical discussion 
to take for granted factual contentions which seem very plaus­
ible, but which really require very careful and difficult investi­
gations to substantiate them. 

g. TU 2. 5. 28; 3· 14. 11. 
10. TU I. I. 1; ECU 2. I. 

In ECU Hume implies that in states of mental disorder ideas 
may sometimes be as strong and forcible as impressions, and 
this suggests he thinks the real difference is that impressions 
have some sort of objective reference, whereas ideas do not. 
But all this is entirely contrary to his reasonings throughout 
the remainder of his work. 

Hume seems to take it for granted, indeed a matter of 
obvious definition, that 'the liveliest thought is still inferior to 
the dullest sensation'. Not everyone would admit the justice of 
this. Blake said that a person who did not imagine better than 
he perceived 'could not be said to imagine at all'. There is 
always the possibility that philosophers' theories are influenced 
by their aesthetic limitations. 

JI. TU I. 3.1-3. 
12. TU 2. 6. 4. 'The idea of existence, then, is the very same with 

the idea of what we conceive to be existent.' 
13. The best known statement of the ontological argument is that 

of Anselm of Canterbury ( 1033-1 109), in his Proslogium. It was 
restated by many philosophers. notably Descartes. It has been 
attacked by Hume, Kant, and in more recent times Lord 
Russell, on the ground that 'existence is not a predicate'. See, 
e.g., Windelband, History of Philosophy. 

14. ECU 5· 2. 3· 
15. TU 2. 6. 7; 4· 2. 7; 4· 2. 15. 
16. Berkeley, PH K 23-4; 4; First Dialogue. 
17. TU 2, 6. 7• 
18. TU I. 4; ECU 5• 2. 

19. TU 3• 8; ECU 5• 2. 

20. TU I. 5• I. 
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CHAPTER 4 

1. For further information on seventeenth-century science, see, 
for example, A. Wolf, A History ef Science, Teclz11ology and 
Philosophy in the 16tli and 17th Centuries; Sarton, History of 
Science. 

2. The philosophical conception of perfect knowledge appears to 
be a development from the religious conception of divine 
inspiration. Pythagoras was very likely the first philosopher to 
connect divine inspiration with mathematical knowledge, 
although skill in computation had always been regarded as a 
power-giving mystery and 'the key to all obscurities and all 
that is hidden'. Our authorities for the views of Pythagoras are 
late and unreliable, but he seems to have tried to replace the 
religious ritual of the ancient seer with the rational procedure 
of the philosopher. Pythagoras' method was probably not de­
duction from axioms, but rather a process for acquiring an 
intuitive apprehension of mathematical theorems. The func­
tion of knowledge thus obtained was neither practical in t?e 
ordinary sense, nor was it the satisfaction of curiosity for its 

own sake, it had a moral or religious function. There can be 
little doubt that Pythagoras was responsible for the introduc­
tion of the religious notion of personal salvation into philoso­
phy, and also for the notion that salvation is to be attained by 
some kind of rational procedure culminating in metaphysical 
knowledge (rather than by religious exercises and purifica· 
tions). For further information, see K.Freeman Companion to 
the Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Oxford, 1947), and F.M. Cornford, 
Principium Sapientiae (Cambridge, 1951). . 

3. The method of proof from axioms has been practised _in 

mathematics for more than two thousand years but a precise­
specification of what constitutes a proof has bee: accomplished 
only in the last century. The object of the process offormaliza• 
tion is to eliminate intuition as far as possible in favour of 
mechanical manipulation of symbol patterns 'according to 
previously specified rules. A proof is then defined as a finite 
sequence of expressions, each member of the sequence being 
either an axiom or obtained from previous members by a 
single application of one of the rules. A proof is a proof of the 
last member of this sequence of expressions. An expression is 
provable { or derivable) if there is a proof of it. A set of axioms 
and rules, together with all the expressions which can be 
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proved from the axioms by means of the rules, is called a 
formal deductive system. 

4. There are two main problems in connexion with a formal de­
ductive system, the problems of consistency and completeness. 
A system is consistent if no false propositions are provable in 
it. It is complete if every true proposition (which is expressible 
in it) is provable. If a system is broad enough, many proposi­
tions about the structure of the system itself can be expressed 
in it. For example, in some system S, we may be able to ex­
press the propositions 'S is consistent' and 'S is complete'. 
There is nothing wrong or paradoxical about this. It was at one 
time supposed that, since these propositions can be expressed 
in S, they might also be provable in S (and, of course, true). 
If this supposition had been correct, appeal to intuition would 
have been finally expelled from mathematics. It has, however, 
been shown that 'S is consistent' is provable in S if and only 
if' S is inconsistent' is also provable. Thus, such a system must 
be either inconsistent or incomplete. Recent investigations 
tend to suggest that a complete formalization of mathematical 
reasoning can never be accomplished. Thus the metaphysical 
aim of the deduction of all true propositions from a finite num­
ber of axioms is almost certainly impossible. For further in­
formation on formal systems, see S. C. Kleene, Introduction to 
Meta-mathematics (New York, 1951). 

5. If etymology is any guide, knowledge is most often associated 
with (I) vision (insight, intuition, enlightenment, etc.), ( 2) skill 
(know how, cunning), (3) grasp or penetration (apprehend, 
comprehend, perceive). The visual element in epistemological 
terminology was ingeniously connected with the skill element 
by Plato, with his theory of Forms. The result was a theory in 
which skill in doing something well was seen as an inevitable 
consequence of a clear vision of what you wanted to do. Hence 
virtue (the skilful conduct oflife and affairs) is identified with 
knowledge (a clear conception of what to do). Stress on the 
visual element is associated with a notion of the acquisition of 
knowledge as a passive reception of something by the mind. 
This passivity is very prominent in empiricism (for example, 
Hume says impressions force themselves in upon the under­
standing, etc.); indeed, the only function left to the mind ~s 
that of receiving impressions. Even Berkeley, who does hts 
best to view the mind as an active entity, is fighting against 
the implications of his terminology. Stress on the grasping or 
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. • t d with a con-

penetrating analogy of knowledge is assoc1a e ·ve over-
ception of the acquisition of knowledge ~s a~ agg~ssi lf The 
coming of something and its incorporation mtoFt e se ~ple 
philosophy of Spinoza exhibits this tendency. orkexa th; 

fi • o far as he nows 
Spinoza says that a man becomes ree in s b es 
causes of his actions, and by this he means that a m~n ecoh~ch 

. . h f his actions w i 
free 1n so far as he incorporates t e causes o ' f ' f ons are part 0 
is to say in so far as the causes of a mans ac 1 . • 0 _ 

him and not something outside. The ultimate aim of a Spinh 
zistic philosopher is to swallow and digest the universe. But_t e 
words for metaphysical knowledge (intuition, contemplation, 
etc.) have almost always stressed the visual passive aspect. 

6 H d fl . l truths Accor-
. ume a opts the rationalist account o ogica • 1 

ing to this account a logically true statement expresses ~ re~­
iion between ideas, and the occurrence of false beliefs in t e 
field of logic is explained by a supposed vagueness or obscur­
ity in the ideas involved (or in our apprehension of thernJ• 
Ignorance of logical and mathematical truths may also .e 
explained in this way. For example there are many proposi­
tions about prime numbers whose ;ruth or falsity is still und 
known. The rationalist maintains that if we had a clear an 
adequate conception of prime numb;rs (which cannot then 
be conveyed in the standard definition), the truth of all true 
propositions about primes and the falsity of all false on~s, 
would be immediately obvious to us. The aim of the rationahSt 

is to acquire these clear and adequate ideas, so that ultimately 
every true proposition is as obvious as 'one and one is two'. For 
him, even deductive inference is just a step to the goal of irn­
mediate intuition. The notion of philosophical progres~ as a 
progress towards clear and adequate ideas is an inheritance 
from Plato. 

Hume sometimes suggests that ideas may be obscure a~d 
confused, and it is difficult to see how he could otherwise 
account for error in the field of logic. But the possibility of 
confused ideas is entirely contrary to the spirit of his theory, 
and he should probably have adopted an empiricist account 
oflogical truth. He does not suppose that the aim of philosophy 
is the acquisition of clear and adequate ideas. 

7• ECU 4• 1-2. 
8. One way of t~king this step is to adopt a coherence theorY_ of 

truth. To put it crudely, this consists in a willingness to re3ect 
later observations as invalid or illusory, if they fail to conform 
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with an extensive body of scientific theory, well grounded on 
past observations. If such theories run contrary to what a 
rough realist would call 'the facts', so much the worse for the 
facts. Scientists sometimes flirt with the coherence theory in 
their controversies, but among them this is not usually re­
garded as virtuous conduct. A coherence theory does obviously 
enable one to deduce the future from the past, at the cost of 
driving a wedge between appearance and reality. 

9. The philosophical notion of causal power is derived from the 
Aristotelian dynamic. The etymologies of words like 'power', 
'dynamic', 'force', suggest a common root meaning of 
'physical strength', and the idea would then be a projection 
on to the inanimate world of the human feeling of physical 
endeavour. Hume rejects this derivation, but his own sugges­
tion that the idea of causal power may be traced to the feeling 
of mental compulsion, is almost certainly false. There has been 
no investigation of the relation between the philosophical 
notion of causal power, and primitive orendistic beliefs. 

The word 'cause', like the Greek aition, appears to have been 
imported into philosophy from legal and social contexts. 

IO. See A. Wolf, History, p. 630. 
I I. TU 3. 6. I; ECU 4. g. 'The mind can never possibly find the 

effect in the supposed cause, by the most accurate scrutiny and 
examination.' 

12. TU 3. 6. 3; Ecu 7. 2. 3. 'From the mere repetition of any past 
impression, even to infinity, there never will arise any new 
original idea, such as that of necessary connexion.' Neverthe­
less, Hume finds himself constrained to produce just such a 
'new original idea' in order to supply a meaning for the 
phrase 'necessary connexion'. His real point is that this new 
idea, and in fact no idea whatever, can do the work that 
people have wanted necessary connexions to do. 

13. TU 3• 6. IO. 

14. ECU 4. 2. IO. 

15. Hume never proves that matters of fact cannot be intuitively 
known. A proof would demand a thorough investigation of the 
nature oflogical truths, as well as of factual truths, and of the 
means of knowing them. 

The modem 'problem of induction' arises from the readi­
ness of many philosophers to accept Hume's empiricism, and 
their reluctance to accept his scepticism. Most of us seem to 
want to cling to the hope that something about the future can 
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be deduced from the past, even if it be very little. The i~ue 
has been much confused by the introduction of considerations 
of probability, and some have tried to save the situation by 
admitting that all scientific inference is probable inference. 
But Hume's sceptical attack applies with equal force to prob­
able inference, for if you cannot deduce certainties you cannot 
deduce probabilities either. 

The sceptical truth is that no method of investigation can be 
used to establish its own validity or applicability. This applies 
to deduction just as much as to induction. Philosophers try to 
validate induction by means of deduction, only because they 
mistakenly think the latter is somehow safer, more secure. . 

I 6. Descartes' position was a little more sophisticated than 15 

suggested in the text. He does not suppose that we can doubt 
everything in the ordinary sense of 'doubt', but rather that 
we can entertain a sort of second level, or intellectual, or 
philosophical doubt, which is different from everyday doubt, 
and is in fact compatible with everyday certainty. Nowadays 
it is usual to distinguish philosophical doubts about, for 
example, the existence of material objects, from everyday 
doubts, or real doubts. There is some similarity between 
philosophical doubts and neurotic obsessional doubts, which 
the sufferer cannot help feeling, although he knows very well 
that they are quite unfounded. The resemblance has been 
noted by Professor John Wisdom in his book Philosophy and 

Psychoanalysis. 
17. ECU 5. I. 8. 
18. TU 3• 2. 15; 3. 14. I. 

19. TU 3• 2. 6. 
20. TU 3. 8. 10; ECU 5. 1. 5. 'All inferences from experience, 

therefore, are the effects of custom, not of reasoning.' 
21 • TU 3· 14. 35; 3· 14. 31. 
22. TU 3. 14. 25. 
23. TU 3· 14. 19. 
24. TU 4. I. 5. 

CHAPTER 5 
I. 'Knowledge is virtue' is much more ofa truism in Greek than 

it is in English. The sort of knowledge intended is that 
possessed by the trained artisan i.e. skill, or know how. Aod 

just as the arete (virtue, excelle~ce) of the shoemaker consists 
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in his skill at doing what is proper to shoemakers, i.e. making 
shoes, so the arete of man in general consists in his skill at doing 
whatever is proper to man qua man. Thus moral philosophy 
became the quest of an end, or purpose for man. It seems to 
have been supposed that this purpose would be revealed in the 
real definition of man (just as the shoemaker's end or purpose 
(or job) is exhibited in the definition of 'shoemaker'). The 
definition of man is 'rational animal', and so his end or 
purpose is the exercise of reason, and the attainment thereby 
of contemplative wisdom. This is the 'end for man'. 

2. TP 3. 3. 1. Hume's observations on the will are modelled on 
Locke, Essay 21, from whom he quotes, without acknowledge­
ment. 

3. TP 3. 3• 2. 

4• TP 3• 3· 3• 
4. TP 3. 10. Hume naturally identifies the love of truth with 

simple curiosity, and makes much of our natural satisfaction 
in exercising our intellectual powers. Curiosity is an appetite 
like any other. It is not for him, as it was for the meta­
physicians, the supreme object of human endeavour and the 
road to salvation. 

6. TM I. I. 27. 

7. Plato's dialogue Theaetetus contains a good collection of such 
words. Generally speaking, the Greek epistemological vocab­
ulary stresses the notions of visual perception and manual 
skill. The notion of grasping or penetrating is also present, but 
this is found more strongly in Latin. 

8. These remarks should be reconsidered in connexion with the 
results of Chapter 7. 

g. TM 3. 3.; EPM 5. 
IO. TM I. 2; EPM I. 

11. Other sources for Hume's views on religion are: the Essay on 
the Natural History of Religion (NHR), and EHU IO, I I. 

In NHR Hume tries to show how religious beliefs in fact 
originated. The value of such work was naturally limited by 
the anthropological data available in the eighteenth century. 
By a religious belief he appears to mean 'belief of invisible, 
intelligent power'. He observes that such beliefs are not uni­
versal, and so cannot 'spring from an original instinct im­
planted in human nature'. He then tries to show (I) that 
polytheism, the belief in many gods, everywhere has t~m­
poral precedence over monotheism, and (2) that polytheism 

169 



NOTES 

originates in hope and fear, 'especially the latter', which in 
turn spring from ignorance concerning the causati~~ of 
striking natural phenomena. His final attitude to ~ebgio~ 
beliefs, that is to say his conscious and reasoned attitude, 15 

summed up in the following passage: 

What a noble privilege is it of the human reason to attain know­
ledge of the supreme Being; aud, from the visible works of nature, 
be enabled to infer so sublime a principle as its supreme Creator! 
But tum to the reverse of the medal. Survey most nations and rnost 
ages. Examine the religious principles, which have, in fact, pre­
vailed in the world. You will scarcely be persuaded, that they are 
any thing but sick men's dreams. 

In EHU IO, Hume argues that no amount of testimony can 
suffice to prove a miracle. A miracle is an event which trans­
gresses the laws of nature; usually, it is supposed, one of the 
more obvious laws. Hume's argument is that the evidence for 
a natural law vastly exceeds in quantity and weight any 
evidence which can be brought in favour of the occurrence of 
a particular transgression of it. The argument seems sound, 
but it is not clear that Hume is entitled to use it, in view of 
his theory of the nature of inductive inference, and of the 
status of our beliefs in natural laws. 

12. For example, the Homeric Zeus did not create the world, nor 
was he much concerned with the morality of mankind• 
Rhadamanthus was a judge of the dead, but he was not a 
creator, nor was he worshipped. Ocean and Tethys were, 
according to Aristotle 'the fathers of creation' but were 
neither moral govern~rs nor objects of worship.' Aphrodite 
was worshipped, the classical view was that she did not create 
the world, she never concerned herself much with morality• 
Christianity is a very misleading guide to the aims and content 
of religions in general. 

13. DNR II. g. 
14. One reason for introducing a theory of innate ideas, or rather 

one motive, is to provide for the idea of God (which rneta· 
physicians admit is not derived from experience). 'fhe 
rationalist argument, exemplified in the work of Descartes, 
runs roughly as follows: we have the idea of God, this idea 
cannot _be derived from experience, therefore we have ideas 
not derived from experience. It is then said that the idea of 
God must come from some source and that source rnust . ' contam at least as much as is in the idea (by the principle ex 
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nihilo nihil fit), and the only possible source is God. Therefore 
since the idea of God exists, God must exist. Even if the e; 
nihilo principle is true, the validity of its application in this 
instance is not very obvious. 

The empiricist argument ought to be, as it were, the inverse 
of the above. That is: all ideas are derived from experience, 
the idea of God, if there were such an idea, would not be 
derived from experience, therefore we have no idea of God. 
But neither Locke nor Hume, least of all Berkeley, argues in 
this way. 

15. On the other hand, of course, there is nothing in Hume's 
theory against the hypothesis that moral conduct is very dis­
pleasing to God. It is likely that Hume believed that, if there 
is a God, he is completely indifferent to human activites. This 
is the common sceptical opinion. 

16. DNR I I. 

17. TP 3• 1; EHU 8. 

CHAPTER 6 

1. TU 1. 7; Ecu 2. g. Hume follows Berkeley's attack on abstract 
ideas, and refers to Berkeley, PHK 18 (Berkeley's attack really 
begins at PHK 8). 

There are two main theories of abstract ideas: ( 1) Plato's 
theory, which involves the notion of perfection, (2) the 
Epicurean 'composite photograph' theory. For Plato the idea 
'man' was a sort of perfect model or prototype, to which 
actual existing men approached more or less closely. Parti'cu­
lar men were said to 'partake' of the idea 'man', or embody 
it, so to speak, to a greater or lesser degree. Our use of the 
word •ideal' to mean •perfect' presumably derives from this 
source. For the Epicureans, and many subsequent philoso­
phers, the idea •man' was formed in the mind by super­
position of many impressions, something like those composite 
photographs anthropologists used to take in order to get a 
picture of a standard European, Australian, etc. But the 
eighteenth-century attacks on abstract ideas are not directed 
specifically against either of these theories. Some other 
interest seems to be involved. For Berkeley, at any rate, the 
theory of abstract ideas seems to have represented all the 
philosophical dust that has ever been raised. 
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2. These points were established in Chapter 3. 
3. Hume's attitude to common sense was to some extent shared 

by the Sceptics of antiquity; see Chapter 7. 
4. Reid ( 17 1 D-96) was the founder of the Scottish common-sense 

school. His chief works are Inquiry into the Human Mind on the 
principles of Common Sense ( 1764), and Essays on the Jntellec~ual 
Powers of Man. Reid argued that ( 1) our common-sense beliefs 
about the external world are true, (2) Hume's conclusions are 
incompatible with those beliefs, therefore (3) Hume's con­
clusions are false, (4) Hume's conclusions are impeccably 
deduced from his premisses (i.e. the sensualist theory of ideas)' 
therefore (5) Hume's premisses are false. Hume would have 
accepted only (2) and (4); in fact, (4) is also very doubtful. 

5. TU 4. 2. 38. 
6. TU 4. 2. 36; 43. There are three different theories about ~he 

relation between a perception and a material object, which 
makes that perception a perception of that object: 

( 1) The perception is identical with the object; 
• t· 

(2) The perception is caused by, or represents the obJ~c ' 
(3) The perception is a member of a class of perceptions 

which constitute the object. 

The second theory is adopted by Locke, Essay 2. 8, and is 
strongly attacked by Hume. The first theory, which Burn~ 
attributes to the 'vulgar', has been attacked by severa 
writers on the following grounds: (a) perceptions cannot 
change and material objects can, (b) material objects can 
have unseen parts (back, inside, etc.) and perceptions cannod 
(c) perceptions are always exactly as they appear, an 
material objects are not. If any one or more of these three 
propositions is accepted (and they all seem to be accepte? bf 
Hume) as definitive of the entities in question, it is [ogical':J 
impossible for perceptions to be identical with material objects, 
and therefore exceptionally difficult to understand hoW the 
vulgar could confuse them (especially on Hume's theory ~hat 
what is logically impossible is unimaginable). Modern writers 
have tended to fall back on some form of (3). Professor II.1-ld 
Price, in his monograph Hume's theory of the External Worl 
(p. 98), tries to attribute (3) to Hume and the vulgar, but 
Hume at least seems to me to be so definite on this point that 
it is impossible to ascribe (3) to him. 

7• TU 4• 2. 50. 
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8. The tower which appears small and round in the distance and 
large and square close to has been a stock philosophical 
example ever since the time of Lucretius (98-54 B.c.). 

9. TU 4• 2. 12. 
10. See Chapter 4. If Hume had completed his theory of the 

external world the obvious step would have been to reject the 
three propositions of note 6, and admit that perceptions can 
change, etc. He could still have held that they do not in fact 
do so. But it is not altogether clear that he must have taken 
this step. It is perhaps one thing to confuse two logically 
distinct kinds of object, and another to suppose the existence 
of something that logically cannot exist. 

II. TU 4. 2. 40. 
12. TU 4. 2. 18; 19. 
13. TU 4. 2. 20-4. Professor Price (note 6) discusses this matter at 

length, but his treatment is complicated by his identification 
of Hume's impressions with his own • sensibilia '. Professor 
Price's sensibilia are capable of existing unperceived, but they 
have (presumably by definition) only a momentary existence. 
The latter is not the case with Hume's impressions. 

14. TU 4· 2. 25-34. 
15. TU 4. 2. 45. What these 'experiments' prove is that, assuming 

suitable definitions of' perception' and 'material object', per­
ceptions cannot be identical with material objects. This is the 
conclusion usually drawn in modern times. 

16. But he nearly always writes as if he had finally proved that 
perceptions had no continued existence. 

1 7. Hume's account of the external world is technically incom­
plete for the reasons given in note 6. A complete and satisfac­
tory account has not yet been given along these lines. For 
more recent attempts the reader should consult H. H. Price 
(as in note 6), A.J.Ayer Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, etc. 

18. TU 4. 6. 2. 
19. TU 4. 6. 4. He continues with a more picturesque description: 

The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions suc­
cessively make their appearance; pass, repass, glide away, an~ 
mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations. There 1s 
properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different; 
whatever natural propensions we may have to imagine that 
simplicity and identity. The comparison of the theatre must not 
mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only, that constitute 
the mind; nor have we the most distant notion of the place, where 
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these scenes are represented, or of the materials of which they are 
composed. 

20. That is to say, two particles are in the same cloud if either 
(a) they are less than the maximum permissible distance frorn 
one another, or (b) there is a finite chain of particles, each _of 
which is less than the maximum permissible distance from !ts 
neighbours, and the particles in question are in such a chain, 

21. TU 4. 6. 16-19. 
22, TU 4• 6. 6-14. 
23. TU 4· 6. 18; 19. 
24. TU Appendix. 
25. The curious link between shape and function in some cases (we 

readily say that something is 'functionally designed', and such 
objects have a certain aesthetic appeal) is one possible psycho· 
logical source for the Platonic theory of Forms. d 

26. This feature of primitive thought has been much commente 
on by anthropologists (e.g.J.G.Frazer, The Golden Bough). I~ 
savage communities there is no such thing as natural or a~ci· 
dental (i.e. uncaused) death. The few remaining unpredict· 
able p~enomena, e.g. the weather, are still the subject of 
prayer m our churches. 

27. Berkeley regarded material objects as nothing but bundles of 
sensible qualities (PHK 1): 'a certain colour, taste, smell, 
figure, and consistence having been observed to go together~ 
are accounted one distinct thing signified by the name apple, 
But Berkeley, like Locke befor~ him, identifies perceptions 
with qualities. 

28. There may, of course, be some modified form of empiricisill 
which escapes this conclusion. 

CHAPTER 7 
I. The works ofSextus Empiricus who lived about A.D. 200, are 

available in the Loeb Classi~al Library, together with an 
~nglish transl~tion by Rev.R.G.Bury. The only work quoted 
m these n~tes lS the Outlines of Pyrrhonism. 

According to Mossner, Life, p. 128, the resemblance between 
certain of Hume's arguments and those of Sextus were noted 
by a reviewer of the first edition of the Treatise in Bibliotheque 
Raisonnee for April-June 1740. I have not been able to verify 
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the reference; according to Mossner the reviewer mentions 
Sextus, o P 3. 3, which does not seem very appropriate. 

It is not known if Hume had read Sextus at the time of 
composition of the Treatise. His knowledge of Greek was 
inadequate for the purpose, but the edition of J.A.Fabricius 
(Leipzig, 1718) included the Latin version of H. Stephens, 
which Hume was probably capable of reading. The only 
reference to Sextus in Hume's philosophical writings occurs 
at Essay on the Natural History of Religion, 4 (1757). There can 
be no question of plagiarism. Hume's analysis is far more 
subtle and thorough than anything attempted by Sextus. 

2. Sextus, o P 1. 3. 
3. Sextus, OP 1. 12; 1. 13. 

4. Sextus, OP 1. 19. 

5. ECU 5. 8; 1. 12; TU Introduction 8. 
6. Sextus, OP 2. 97. 
7. Sextus, OP 2. 100; TU 3. 14. 31. 
8. Hume himself is at some pains to distinguish his kind of scep­

ticism from what he calls 'Pyrrhonism ', and this demands 
some explanation. The term 'Pyrrhonism' is derived from the 
name of Pyrrho of Elis, who flourished about 300 B. c. The 
exact nature of Pyrrho's teachings is unknown, but we may 
assume that Sextus is a fair guide. Thus, in its original con­
notation Pyrrhonism is very similar to the scepticism taught by 
Hume. The term became debased in meaning by a confusion 
of Scepticism with the opinions and methods of the later 
Sophists. The confusion was facilitated by the fact, amongst 
others, that many of the dialectical weapons employed by the 
Sceptics were forged by the Sophists. But the difference in 
their aims is decisive. The Sceptics aimed at peace of mind 
and the undogmatic acceptance of common sense. The 
Sophist's aim was simply to confuse and refute his opponent by 
whatever means lay to hand. In the Sophistic schools philos­
ophy degenerated into an unedifying verbal struggle, in which 
a species of linguistic lifemanship was of greater value than 
any real philosophical ability. 

g. Sextus, OP 1. 8; 12; 202. 

10. 

I I. 

T Introduction g. 
For example, there are two ways in which we can be said to 
know a person. ( 1) We know Mr X in the sense of knowing 
him by sight, we can recognize him when we meet him, we 
can pick him out at identification parades. (2) We know Mr X 
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· the sense of knowing his character, habits, background, and 
:usincss. When we know someone in this second sense, we 
know, so to speak, his 'place', we know how to. beha;e to­
wards him and what to expect from him. So also with animals, 
it is one thing to be able to recognize them, another ~o know 
their habits and manner of life, and the way they fit ii:to t~e 
ecological scheme. And so, it has been thought, with th_mgs !n 
general. The 'real nature' of a thing is what determines its 
place or status, in this quasi-social sense, in the natural ~orld. 
Clearly the 'real nature' of a thing is not revealed by s_imple 
inspection, because we can learn to recognize a thing wit~out 
knowing thereby its status. The concept of' real natures h~s 
a fundamental role in rationalist philosophy, and is what is 
conveyed in a real definition, or by' clear and adequate idea_s '· 
The result of the peculiar methods of rationalist cnqu~ry 
(usually based on Plato's dialectic) is supposed to be an in­

tuitive insight into 'real natures'. 
12. In the Epicureans and Sceptics it is fear of death, or more 

accurately of 'what comes after death', and possibly fca~ of 
the imagined activities of supernatural beings, that provides 
the motive for philosophical activity. Thus Epicurus (Bailey, 
81) says: 

The principle disturbance in the minds of men arises because they 
think that these celestial bodies are blessed and immortal, and y~t 
have wills and actions and motives inconsistent with these attn· 
butes; and because they are always expecting some everlasting 
misery, such as is depicted in legends, or even fear the loss of feeling 
in death as though it would concern themselves; and, again, because 
they are brought to this pass not by reasoned opinion but rather by 
some irrational presentiment etc. ' 

The attainment of ataraxy, Epicurus tells us is the aim of his 
philosophy, and it is to be gained by removi~g these irrational 
fears .. Professor F.M.Cornford seems to have been the first to 
stress this important aspect of Epicureanism. 

Hume was never able to conceive of life after death in any 
but gloomy and terrifying terms, and he universalizes his 
personal feeling 'terror is the primary principle of religion' 
(DNR 12). Accounts of his death show that he did in fact 
attain the ataraxy which is the real aim of philosophical 
scepticism. 

It may be doubted that terror is the primary principle of 
religion, but there is an obvious reason why it should become 
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the strongest feature of an ascetic and ethical religion, such as 
Christianity. Since mundane pleasures are essentially evil, the 
nature of our heavenly reward cannot be clearly expressed in 
terms of anything with which the ordinary person is familiar, 
and so cannot exercise a strong persuasive influence on the 
mind. There is no such bar to an impressive delineation of the 
terrors of Hell. 

13. The dialogues of Cicero contain an interesting account of these 
philosophical systems. 

14. Sextus, OP 1. 27. 
15. There is some difficulty, in these irreligious times, in attaining 

an imaginative grasp of the power of religious fear. A con­
vincing description of it occurs in James Joyce's novel Portrait 
of the Artist as a roung Man. 

16. We know little about Hume's early religious attitudes; the 
religion of his childhood was Calvinism. His first philosophical 
writings appear to have been attempts to deal with some kind 
of religious conflict. In a letter written in middle life he says 
(Messner, Life, p. 64): 

'Tis not long since that I burned an old Manuscript Book, wrote 
before I was twenty; which contained, Page after Page, the gradual 
Progress of my Thoughts on that head. It began with an anxious 
search after Arguments, to confirm the common Opinion; doubts 
stole in, dissipated, returned, were again dissipated, returned again; 
and it was a perpetual struggle of a restless imagination against 
Inclination, perhaps against Reason. 

Whatever may have been Hume's motives in burning this 
book, the student of his thought can but regret the«>ccurrence. 
It must have contained something much more personal and 
enlightening than the abstract arguments for religious scep­
ticism suggested by Professor Messner. Reasoned argument 
may sometimes be the occasion of religious conversion, but it 
is never the cause. 

The nature of Hume's religious feelings, as distinct from his 
consciously held views, is suggested by a letter of James Caul­
field (Lord Charlemont) describing the philosopher's illness in 
Turin in 1 748. 'In the Paroxysms of his Disorder he often 
talked, with much seeming Perturbation, of the Devjl, of Hell, 
and of Damnation.' Caulfield continues: 'we all agreed in 
laughing at the :::.--hilosopher's fears and desparation.' George 
Norvell alleged that Hume at this time 'received extreme 
unction'. Messner (Life, p. 2 I 8) doubts the truth of this on 
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general grounds, but suggests that Hume's friends may h~ve 
foisted some such mummery on him by way of a practical 
joke, when he was, or believed himself to be, at the point of 
death. 

17. ECU 12. 3• 11; TU 4• 7• 8. 
18. TU 4· 7. 9• 
19. Sextus, oP 1. 29. 

20. Locke, EHU Epistle 4; 5. 
21. Locke, EHU I. I. 6. 
22. Locke, EHU 4. 3. 29; 4. 12. 10. 

23. Locke, EHU 4. 12. 1 I. 

24. Locke, EHU 4. 10. 

25. Berkeley, PHK Preface. 
26. Berkeley, PHK Introduction 3. 
27. Berkeley, PHK Introduction 6. 
28. Berkeley, PHK 2; 27. 

29. Berkeley, PHK 101. 

30. Berkeley, PHK 109; 108 (edition of 1710). Berkeley has the 
optimistic notion that evil is unreal, and that apparent evils 
are necessary parts of God's great good plan. Thus: 

We shall be forced to acknowledge that those particular things, 
which considered in themselves appear to be evil, have the nature of 
good, when considered as linked with th, whcle system of beings (PHK 

153). 

31. Berkeley, PHK 155; 156. 
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Abstract ideas, 157 
After-life, 107, 148 
Analysis of ideas, 28 
Approval, moral, 103 
Arguments, persuasive, go, 92, 94, 

102 

Association of ideas, 50 
in causation, 73 
principles of, 51 

Beliefs, as attitudes, 42 
conflicting, 116, 124 

existential, 40 
involuntary character of, 72, 78 
nature of, 38 
not motives, go 
origin of, 52 
reasonable, 84 

Cause, 36 
and association of ideas, 73 
causal connexion, 65 
definition of, 74-5 
and effect, 51 
law of universal causation, 64 
causal power, 68 

Common sense, Hume's attitude 
to, 116 

Conduct, 88 
ends of, 93 
function of moral, 116 

Connexion, casual, 65 
unperceivability ofreal, 27 

Constancy, and coherence of per­
ceptions, 120 

Contiguity, 51 
a feature of causation, 65 

Contrary, unimaginability of, 61 

Deduction, of the future from the 
past, 70-1 

in mathematics, 60 
in Rationalist epistemology, 63 

Definition, two kinds of, 133-5 
Design, the argument from, 105 
Desire, an impression of reflexion, 

34 
determines conduct, 91 
duty and, 87 

Empiricism, postulate of, 139 
Ends, and means, 91-3 
Ethics, the chief part of philosophy, 

146 
a science according to Locke, 

155 
Existence, belief in, 40 

knowledge of, 29 
necessary, 39 
no separate idea of, 38 

Experience, limits the imagina• 
tion, 24 

only one kind of, 27 
Experiment, experimental method, 

58 
Hume's notion of, 19-20 

Fact, our knowledge of, 61 
matters of fact and of logic, 

65 
Feigning, Hume's explanation of, 

30 
Force, and liveliness ofimpressions, 

etc., 33 
Free-will, and morals, 105, 110 

and God, and science, 1 1 1 

God, argument from design, 105, 

107 
conceptions of, 1 o6 
in Berkeley, 157 
in Locke, I 55 
and morals, 105, 108, 111, 112 
ontological argument for exist-

ence of, 39 
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Human nature, blindness of, 23 
improvement of, 87 
investigation of, 20 

metaphysical view of, 21 

Ideas, confusion of, 30 
copies of impressions, 34 
faint images, 33 
relations of, 65 
simple and complex, 34 

Identity, numerical and qualita­
tive, 122 

personal, 128 

Imagination, coextensive with pos­
sible experience, 27 

ideas of, 38 
limits of, 24 

Impressions, force and liveliness 
of, 33, 37 

pnority of simple, 35, 37 
of reflexion, 34 
simple, 34 

Inference, deductive, 60 
causal, 73 
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Intuition, 60 

Knowledge, conditions of, 7g-80 
contrasted with natural beliefs, 

65 
no direct influence on conduct, 

89 
divine, 58 
intuitive, 60 
ordinary and metaphysical, 21 

scientific, 5 7 
theory of, 56, 63 
and vinue, 87 

Liberty, an illusion, 22 

Man, science of, I g 
Material objects, and perceptions, 

u3-20 

Mathematics, a model of know­
ledge, 59 

Meaning, and ideas, 30, I I 3 
and feigning, 31-2 

Memory, ideas of, 38 
Metaphysics, aims of, 2 I 

rejection of, 150 

and religion, 152 

and superstition, 151 
Mind, as a bundle of perceptions, 
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considered as a medium, 47 
inadequacy of Hume's account, 
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not a perception, 127 

three theories of, 126 
Moral, approval, !03 

codes, 96 
conduct, its function, I 10 

dread and the supernatural, 
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improvement, 87 
judgement a matter of taste, 104 

knowledge, 88, 104 

persuasion, 87-8 
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Motive, and belief, 90 
and desire, 9 I 

Nature, uniformity of, 64 
real, 146 

Necessity, 74 

Occult, futility of beliefin the, 69, 
70, 136 
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Ontological proof for the existence 
of God, 39 

Ought, not derivable frorn 'is', 94 

Passions, as the source of evil, lZl, 
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reason their slave, 22 
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Perceptions, are as they appear, 45 
classification of, 33 

dependent on the mind, 45, I 15, 
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do not change and cannot be 
shared, 48 

and material objects, 113-20 

and the mind, 47, 128 

purpose of Hume's theory of, 
50 

the sole kind of experience, 27 
Persuasive arguments, go, 92, 94 
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Philosophy, aims of, in meta-
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in Locke, 154, 155 
in scepticism, 140 

Power, no impression of, 36 
causal, 68 

Probable inference, 80-5 
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Proof, method of, 60 

Reason, limitations of, 23-6 
and the passions, 89, 91 
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natural and philosophical, 53-5 
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Berkeley on, 158-g 

Scepticism, aims of, 140 
not a doctrine, 143 
Hume and classical, 141 

total and partial, 78 
Science, Berkeley on, l 58 

Hume's new system of, 20 

Locke on, 1 54 
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seventeenth-century develop-
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utility of, 62 
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Solipsism, 139 
Supernatural, faculty, reason as a, 

21 

its role in moral philosophy, 147 
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Taste, and morals, 104 

Thinking, as picturing, 33 
Tranquillity, as a philosophical 

aim, 140, 144, 147 .. 
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by conditions of, 66 
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Philosophy, Religion 
GUIDE TO PHILOSOPHY, C. E. M. Joad. A modern classic which exa!'1ines many crucial prob­
lems which man has pondered through the ages: Does free will exist? Is ~here plan !n the 
universe? How do we know and validate our knowledge? Such opposed ~o_l~t1ons as subJectlve 
idealism and realism, chance and teleology vitalism and logical pos1t1vIsm, ar!l evaluated 
and the contributions of the great philosophers from the Greeks to moderns h_ke Russell, 
Whitehead, and others, are considered in the context of each problem. "The finest Intro­
duction," BOSTON TRANSCRIPT. index. Classified bibliography. 592pp. 51/e x 8. 

T297 Paperbound $2.25 

HISTORY OF ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY, w. Windelband. One of the clearest, most acc~rate com­
prehensive surveys of Greek and Roman philosophy. Discusses ancient philosophy m general, 
intellectual life in Greece in the 7th and 6th centuries B.C., Thales, Anaximander, Anaxlmenes, 
Heraclitus, the El_eatics, Empedocles, Anaxagoras, Leucippus, the Pythagoreans, the _Sophl~ts, 
Socrates, Democritus (20 pages), Plato (50 pages) Aristotle (70 pages), the Peripatetics, 
Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics, Neo-platonists, Christi'an Apologists, etc. 2nd German edition 
translated by H. E. Cushman. xv + 393pp. 5'AI x a. T357 Paperbound $1.85 

ILLUSTRATIONS OF THE HISTORY OF MEDIEVAL THOUGHT AND LEARNING, R. L. Poole. Basic 
analysis of the thought and lives of the leading philosophers and ecclesiastics from the 
St~ to the 14th ce!1tury-Abailard, Ockhal)l, Wycliffe, Marsiglio of Padua, and many other great 
thinkers who carried the torch of Western culture and learning through the "Dark Ages": 
political, religious, and metaphysical views. Long a standard work for scholars and one of 
the best introductions to medieval thought for beginners. Index. 10 Appendices. xiii + 327pp. 
53AI x 8. T674 Paperbound $2.00 

PHILOSOPHY AND CIVILIZATION IN THE MIDDLE AGES M. de Wulf. This semi-popular survey 
covers aspects of medieval intellectual life such as' religion, philosophy, science, the arts, 
etc. It also covers feudalism vs. Catholicism rise of the universities, mendicant orders, 
monastic centers, and similar topics. Unabridged. Bibliography. Index. viii + 320pp. 5¾ x 8. 

T284 Paperbound St .85 

AN INTRODUCTION TO SCHOLASTIC PHILOSOPHY Prof M. de Wulf. Formerly entitled SCHO· 
LASTICISM OLD AND NEW, this volume examin'es the central scholastic tradition from St. 
Anselm, _A_lbertus Ma~nus, Thomas Aquinas, up to Suarez in the 17th century. The relation of 
scholast1c1sm to ancient and medieval philosophy and science in general is clear and easily 
follow_ed. T~~ second _ part of the book considers the modern revival of scholastlcism, the 
Louvain pos1t1on, relations with Kantianism and Positivism. Unabridged. xvi + 271pp. 53/e x 8. 

T296 Clothbound $3.50 
T283 Paperbound $2.00 

A HISTORY OF. MODERN PHILOSOPHY, H. Hiiffding. An exceptionally clear and det~iled coverage 
of western philosophy from the Renaissance to the end of the 19th century. MaJor and minor 
mei:i such as Pomponazzi, Bodin, Boehme, Telesius, Bruno, Copernicus, da Vinci, Kepler, 
Galileo, Bacon, Descartes. H_obbes,_ Spinoza, Leibniz, Wolff, Locke, Newton, Berkeley, HU!Jle, 
Erasmus, Montesquieu. Voltaire,_ Diderot, Rousseau, Lessing, Kant, Herder, Fichte, Schelling, 
Hegel, Sc~openhauer, Comte, Mill, Darwin, Spencer, Hartmann, Lange, and many others, are 
discussed in terms of theory of knowledge, logic cosmology, and psychology. Index. 2 volumes, 
total of 1159pp. 53/e x 8. ' T117 Vol. 1, Paperbound $2.50 

TllB Vol. 2, Paperbound $2,25 

ARISTOTLE, A. E. Taylor. A brilliant searching non-technical account of Aristotle and his 
thought written by a fore_most_ Platonist. It covers the life and works of Ari~totle; classifl_ca­
tion of th!1 sciences; loii1c; first philosophy; matter and form; causes; motion ~nd eternity; 
God; physics; metaphysics; and similar topics. Bibliography. New Index compiled for this 
edition. 128pp. 53/e x 8. T280 Paperbound $1.00 

THE SYSTEM OF T~OMA_S AQUINAS, M. de Wulf. Leading Neo-Thomist, one of founders of 
University of Louvam,_ gives concise exposition to central doctrines of Aquinas, as a_ means 
toward determining his value to modern philosophy, religion. Formerly "Medieval Philosophy 
Illustrated from the System of Thomas Aquinas." Trans. by E. Messenger. Introduction. 
151PP• 53/e x 8. T568 Paperbound $1.25 

LEIBNIZ, H. W. Carr. Most st i!flulating middle-level coverage of basic philosophical thought 
of Leibniz. Easily ~.n~~rstood disc,~ss10~, an,aly~is of major works: "Theodicy," "Principles of 
Nature and Grace, Monadology ; Leibniz s influence- intellectual growth; correspondence; 
d"sputes with Bayle, Ma_lebranche, Newton; importance 'ot his thought today, with reinterpre­
t~tion in modern terminology. "Power and mastery," London Times. Bibliography. Index. 
226pp. 53/e x 8. T624 Paperbound $1.35 
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THE SENSE OF BEAUTY, G. Santayana. A revelation of the beauty of language as well as an Im­
portant philosophic treatise, this work studies the "why, when, and how beauty appears, what 
conditions an object must fulfill to be beautiful, what elements of our nature make us 
sensible of beauty, and what the relation is between the constitution of the object and the 
excitement of our susceptibility." "It is doubtful if a better treatment of the subject has 
since been published," PEABODY JOURNAL. Index. Ix + 275pp. 5¾ x 8. 

T238 Paperbound $1.00 

PROBLEMS OF ETHICS, Moritz Schlick. The renowned leader of the "Vienna Circle" applies 
the logical positivist approach to a wide variety of ethical problems: the source and means 
of attaining knowledge, the formal and material characteristics of the good, moral norms 
and principles, absolute vs. relative values, free will and responsibility, comparative impor­
tance of pleasure and suffering as ethical values, etc. Disarmingly simple and straightfor­
w_ard despite complexity of subject. First English translation, authorized by author before 
his death, of a thirty-year old classic. Translated and with an introduction by David Rynin. 
Index. Foreword by Prof. George P. Adams. xxl + 209pp. 51/s x 8. T946 Paperbound $1.&0 

AN lNTROOUCTION TO EXISTENTIALISM, Robert G. Olson. A new and indispensable guide to 
one of the major thought systems of our century, the movement that is central to the think­
Ing of some of the most creative figures of the past hundred years. Stresses Heidegger and 
Sartre, with careful and objective examination of the existentialist position, values-freedom 
of choice, individual dignity, personal love, creative effort-and answers to the eternal 
questions of the human condition. Scholarly, unbiased, analytic, unlike most studies of this 
difficult subject, Prof. Olson's book is aimed at the student of philosophy as well as at the 
reader with no formal training who is looking for an absorbing, accessible, and thorough 
Introduction to the basic texts. Index. xv + 221pp. 5¾ x 8½. T55 Paperbound $h65 

SYMBOLIC LOGIC, C. I. Lewis and C. H. Langford. Since first publication in 1932, this has 
been among most frequently cited works on symbolic logic. Still one of the best introduc­
tions both for beginners and for mathematicians, philosophers. First part covers basic topics 
which easily lend themselves to beginning study. Second part is rigorous, thorough 
development of logistic method, examination of some of most difficult and abstract aspects 
of symbolic logic, including modal logic, logical paradoxes, many-valued logic, with Prof. 
Lewis' own contributions. 2nd revised (corrected) edition. 3 appendixes, one new to this 
edition. 524pp. 5¾ x 8. S170 Paperbound $2.DD 

WHITEHEA':)'S PHILOSOPHY_ OF CIVILIZATION, _A. H. Johnson. A leading authority on Alfred 
North Whitehead synthesizes the great philosopher"s thought on civilization, scattered 
throl!g~!)Ut. varlol!s wrlting;s, into unified whole: Analysis of Whitehead's genera! defi~i!ion 
of c1v1llzat1!)n, his reflections !)n. hl~tory and influences on its development, his religion, 
Including h1~ . analysis of Christianity, concept of solitariness as first requirement of 
personal religion, and so on. Other chapters cover views on minority groups, society, 
civil liberties, ~duca~ion. Also critical comments on Whitehead's philosophy. Written with 
general re~der in mind. A perceptive introduction to important area of the thought of a 
leading philosopher of our century. Revised index and bibliography. xii + 21lpp. 51/s x 8½. 

T996 Paperbound $1.5D 

WHITEHEAD'S. THEORY OF REALITY, A. H. Johnson. Introductory outline of Whitehead's theory 
ot actual entitles, the heart of his philosophy of reality followed by his views on nature of 
God, philosophy of '!!ind, theory of value (truth, beauty, goodness and th~ir. opposit~s), 
analyses of other philosophers, attitude toward science. A perspicacious lucid introduction 
by author of dissertation on Whitehead, written under the subject"s supervision at Harvard. 
Good basic view for beginning students of philosophy and for those who are simply interested 
in Important contemporary ideas. Revised index and bibliography. xiii + 267pp. 51/s x 8½. 

T989 Paperbound $2.00 

MIND AND THE WORLD-ORDER, C. I. Lewis, Building upon the work of Peirce, James, an~ 
Dewey, Professor Lewis outlines a theory of knowledge in terms of "conceptual pragmatism. 
Dividing truth into abstract mathematical certainty and empirical truth, the author Ddet"!o1 nd• 
strates that the traditional understanding of the a priori must be abandoned. e _ai e 
analyses of philosophy, metaphysics, method, the "given" in experience, kl)owledi!e of objects, 
nature of the a priori, experience and order, and many others. Appendices. xiv + 446pp. 
5¾ x 8. T359 Paperbound $2.25 

SCEPTICISM AND ANIMAL FAITH, G. Santayana. To eliminate difficulties _In the tradit[onal 
theory of knowledge, Santayana distinguishes between the independent e~1stence of Objects 
and the essence our mind attributes to them. Scepticism _is_ thereby established l!S a· form_ of 
belief, and animal faith is shown to be a necessary cond1t1on of knowledge. Be_lief, class1~al 
idealism, intuition, memory, symbo!~, literary psychology, and much more, discussed with 
unusual clarity and depth. Index. x11 + 314pp. 51/e x 8. T235 Clothbound $3.50 

T236 Paperbound $1.75 

LANGUAGE AND MYTH, E. Cassirer. Analyzing the non-rational thought processes which JO to 
make up culture, Cassirer demonstrates t~at beneath both lan_guage and myth there lies a 
dominant unconscious "grammar" of ex1;1erienc~ whose categories and canon~ are not th!)Se 
of logical thought. His analyses of seemingly diverse phenomena such as Indian metaphysics, 
the Melanesian "mana," the Naturphilosophie of Schelling, modern poetry, etc., are profound 
without being pedantic. Introduction and translation by Susanne Langer. Index. x + 103pp. 
5¾ x 8. TS 1 Paperbound $1.25 
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AN. ESSAY- CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING, John Lot_ke. Edi,\ed b~, A. C._ Fraser. _Un• 
abridged reprinting of definitive edition; only complete edIt1on of Essay in prin_t. Mar~1nal 
analyses of almost every paragraph· hundreds of footnotes; authoritat,ve 140-page b1ograph1cal, 
critical, historical prolegomena. !~dexes. 1170pp. 5¾ x 8. 2) P b d $2 50 TSJO Vol. l (Books l, aper oun • 

T531 Vol. 2 (Books 3, 4) Paperbound $2.50 
2 volume set $5.00 

TH~ PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY, G. W. F. Hegel. One of the great classics of western thought 
which reveals Hegel's basic principle: that history is not chance but a rat1on~I process, the 
realization of the Spirit of Freedom. Ranges from the oriental cultures of sub1ectI~1! thought 
to the classical subjective cultures, to the modern absolute. synthesis where spiritual and 
secular may be reconciled. Translation and introduction by J. S1b~ee. Introduction by C. Hegel. 
Special introduction for this edition by Prof Carl Friedrich. xxxIx + 447pp. 5:Ya x 8• $2.25 • Tl 12 Paperbound 

THE . PHILD~OP_HY OF HEGEL, W. T. Stace. The first detailed , analysis of Hegel's thought In 
English, this Is especially valuable since so many of Hegel s works are out of print. Dr. 
Stace examines Hegel's debt to Greek idealists and the 18th century and then procee~s lo _a 
careful description and analysis of Hegel's first principles, categor_ies, reason, d1alect1c 
melh(!d, his logic, philosophy of nature and spirit, etc. Index. Special 14 x 20 chart of 
Hegelian system. x + 526pp. 51/a x a. T254 Paperbound $2.75 

THE WILL TO BELIEVE and HUMAN IMMORTALITY, W. James. _Two c_omplete. books b~umt as 
one. THE WILL TO BELIEVE discusses the interrelations of belief, will, and 1_ntellect In '!Ian; 
chance vs. d~terminism, free will vs. determinism, free will vs. fate, pluralism vs. monism; 
the phl(osoph1es of Hegel and Spencer, and mo.-e. HUMAN IMMORTALITY examI~es the 9uest1on 
of survival after death and develops an unusual and powerful argument for immortality. Two 
prefaces. Index. Total of 429pp. 51/a x a. T291 Paperbound $2.00 

THE_ WORLD AND THE INDIVIDUAL, Josiah Royce. Only major effort by an Am~rican philo~opher 
to interpret nature ~f things in systematic, comprehensive manner. Royce s formulation of 
an absolute voluntarism remains one of the original and profound solutions to the problems 
invol~ed. Part One, F(!ur _ ~istorical Conceptions of Being, inquires into first pr!nciple~, t~ue 
meaning af!d place of ind1v1duality. Part Two, Nature, Man, and the Moral Order, I~ applical1on 
of first principles lo problems concerning religion evil, moral order. Introduction by J. E. 
Smith, Yale Univ. Index. 1070pp. 53/a x a. ' T561 Vol. l Paperbound $2,75 

T562 Vol. 2 Paperbound $2.75 
Two volume set $5.50 

THE PHILOSOPHICAL WRITINGS OF PEIRCE edited by J. Buchler. This book (formerly THE 
PHILOSOPHY OF PEIRCE) is a carefully integrated exposition of Peirce's complete system ~om­
posed oJ selec~ions from his own work. Symbolic logic, scientific method_, theory of signs, 
pragmatism, ep1stemolo!lY, chance, cosmology, ethics, and many othe~ topics _are treat_ed _by 
one of the greatest philosophers of modern times. This is the only inexpensive compIlat1on 
of his key ideas. xvi + 386pp. 53/a x 8, T217 Paperbound $2.00 

EXPERIENCE, AND NATURE, John Dewey. An enlarged, revised_ edition of the Paul Carus 
lectures which Dewey delivered in 1925. It covers Dewey's basic formulation of the problem 
of knowledge, with a full discussion of other systems, and a detailing of his own concepts 
o_f the relation~hip of_ external world, mind, and knowledge. Starts with a _thorough examina· 
t1on of the Ph!losoph1cal method; examines the interrelationship of e~perience and nature; 
analyzes experience on basis of empirical naturalism, the formulation of law, role of 
language ar:id social factors in knowledge; etc. Dewey's treatment of central Problems in 
philosophy Is profound but extremely easy to follow. ix + 448pp. 53,/41 x 8. 

T471 Paperbound $2.00 

TH_E PHIL_OSOPHICAL WORKS OF DESCARTES. The definitive English edition. of_ all the major 
ph1losophIcal works and letters of Ren~ Descartes. All of his revolutionary ins1ght_s, from his 
famous "Cogito ergo sum" to his detailed account of contemporary science and his astonish• 
ingly fruitful concept that all phenomena of the universe (except mind) could be reduced to 
clear laws by the use of mathematics. An excellent source for the thought of men like 
Hobbes, Arnauld, Gassendi, etc., who were Descarte's contemporaries. Translated by E. s. 
Haldane and G. Ross. Introductory notes. Index. Total of 842pp, SJ/8 x 8. 

T71 Vol. 1, Paperbound $2.00 
T72 Vol. 2, Paperbound $2.00 

THE CHIEF WORKS OF SPINOZA. An unabridged reprint of the famous Bohn edilio_n containing 
all of Spinoza's most important works: Vol. I: The Theologico-Political Treatise and the 
Political Treatise. Vol. II: On The Improvement Of Understanding, The Ethics, Selected Letters. 
Profound and enduring ideas on God, the universe, pantheism, society, religion, the· state, 
democracy, the mind, emotions, freedom and the nature of man, which influenced Goethe, 
Hegel, Schelling, Coleridge, Whitehead, and many others. Introduction. 2 volumes. 826cc. 
5¾ x 8. T249 Vol. I, Paperbound $1.75 

T250 Vol. II, Paperbound $1.50 
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THE ANALYSIS OF MATTER, Bertrand Russell. A classic which has retained its importance In 
understanding the relation between modern physical theory and. human perception. Logical 
analysis of physics, prerelativity physics, causality, scientific inference, Weyl's theory, tensors, 
Invariants and physical Interpretations, periodicity, and much more is treated with Russell's 
usual brilliance. "Masterly piece of clear thinking and clear writing," NATION AND ATHENAE­
UM. "Most thorough treatment of the subject," THE NATION. Introduction. Index. 8 figures. 
viii + 408pp. 51/a x 8. S231 Paperbound $1.95 

CONCEPTUAL THINKING (A LOGICAL INQUIRY), S. Korner. Discusses origin, use of general 
concepts on which language is based, and the light they shed on basic philosophical ques­
tions. Rigorously examines how different concepts are related; how they are linked to experi­
ence; problems in the field of contact between exact logical, mathematical, and scientific 
concepts, and the inexactness of everyday experience (studied at length). This work elab­
orates many new approaches to the traditional problems of philosophy-epistemology, value 
theories, metaphysics, aesthetics, morality. "Rare originality ... brings a new rigour into 
philosophical argument," Philosophical Quarterly. New corrected second edition. Index. vii 
+ 30lpp. 51/a x 8 T516 Paperbound $1.75 

INTRODUCTION TO SYMBOLIC LOGIC, S. Langer. No special knowledge of math required -
probably the clearest book ever written on symbolic logic, suitable for the layman, general 
scientist, and philosopher. You start with simple symbols and advance to a knowledge of 
the Boole-Schroeder and Russell-Whitehead systems. Forms, logical structure, classes, the 
calculus of propositions, logic of the syllogism, etc., are all covered. "One of the clearest 
and simplest introductions," MATHEMATICS GAZETTE. Second enlarged, revised edition. 368pp, 
51/a x 8. Sl64 Paperbound $1.85 

LANGUAGE, TRUTH AND LOGIC, A. J. Ayer. A clear, careful analysis of the basic ideas of 
Logical Positivism. Building on the work of Schlick, Russell, Carnap, and the Viennese School, 
Mr. Ayer develops a detailed exposition of the nature of philosophy, science, and metaph~sics; 
the Self and the World; logic and common sense, and other philosophic concepts. An aid to 
clarity of thought as well as the first full-length development of Logical Positivism in English. 
Introduction by Bertrand Russell. Index. 160pp, 53/e x 8. TlO Paperbound $1.25 

ESSAYS IN EXPERIMENTAL LOGIC, J. Dewey. Based upon the theory that knowledge implies a 
Judgment which in turn implies an inquiry, these papers consider the inquiry stage in terms 
of: the relationship of thought and subject matter antecedents of thought, data and mean­
ings. 3 papers examine Bertrand Russell's thought,' while 2 others discuss pragmatism and a 
final essay presents a new theory of the logic of values. Index. viii + 444PP, 51/a x 8. 

T73 Paperbound $2.25 

TRAGI~ SENS~ OF _LIFE, M. de Unamuno. The acknowledged masterpiece of one of Spain'.s 
most influential thinkers. Between the despair at the inevitable death of man and all his 
works and the desire for something better unamuno finds that "saving incertitude" that 
alone can console us. This dynamic appraisal of man's faith in God and In himself has been 
called "a masterpiece" by the ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA. XXX + 332pp. 51/a X 8. 

T257 Paperbound $2.00 

HISTORY _OF ~DGMA, A. Harnack. Adolph Harnack, who died in 1930, was perhaps the greatest 
Church historian of all time. In this epoch-making history, which has never been sur~as~ed 
in ~Of!Jprehensiyeness and wealth of learning, he traces the development of the authoritative 
Christian doctrinal system from its first crystallization in the 4th century down throug~ . t_he 
Reformation, including also a brief survey of the later developments through the lnfall1b1llty 
decree of 1870. He reveals the enormous influence of Greek thought on the early _Fathers, 
and, ~iscusses such topics as the Apologists, the great councils, Ma,nichaeism, the h_IstoricaI 
pos1t_1on of Augustine, the· medieval opposition to indulgences, the rise of Protestant1s,i,n, the 
relations of Luther's doctrines with modern tendencies of thought, and much more. Monu­
mental work; still the most valuable history of dogma ... luminous analysis of the P(Ob­
lems ••• abounds in suggestion and stimulus and can be neglected by no one who desires 
to un~erstand the history of thought in this most important field," Dutch~r•s Gulde to Histori­
cal _Literature. Translated by Neil Buchanan. Index. Unabridged reprint in 4 volumes. Vol I: 
Beginnings to the Gnostics and Marclon. Vol 11 & 111, 2nd century to the 4th century Fathers. 
Vol IV & V: 4th century Councils to the Carlovingian Renaissance. Vol VI & VII: Period of 
Clugny (c. 1000) to the Reformation, and after. Total of cii + 24D7pp. 51/a x 8. 

T904 Vol I Paperbound $2.50 
T905 Vol 11 & 111 Paperbound $2. 75 
T906 Vol IV & V Paperbound $2. 75 
T907 Vol VI & VI I Paperbound $2.75 

The set $10.75 

THE GUIDE FDR THE PERPLEXED, Maimonides. One of the great philosophical works of all 
time and a necessity for everyone interested in the philosophy of the Middle Ages in the 
Jewish, Christian, and Moslem traditions. Maimonides develops a common meeting-point for the 
Old Testament and the Aristotelian thought which pervaded the medieval world. His ideas and 
methods predate such scholastics as Aquinas and Scotus and throw light on the entire 
problem of philosophy or science vs. religion. 2nd revised edition. Complete unabridged 
Frledliinder translation. 55 page introduction to Maimonides's life, period, etc., with an 
Important sum,mary of the GUIDE. Index. lix + 414pp. 53/e x 8. T351 Paperbound $2.00 
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Trubner Colloquial Manuals 
These unusual books are members of the famous Trubner series of colloquial manuals. They 
have been written to provide adults with a sound colloqulal knowledge of a foreign language, 
and are suited for either class use or self-study. Each book is a complete course In Itself, 
wrth progressive, easy to follow lessons. Phonetics, grammar, and syntax are covered, while 
bhundreds of phrases and idioms, reading texts, exercises, and vocabulary are included. These 

oaks are unusual in being neither skimpy nor overdetailed in grammatical matters, ~nd (n 
Presentrng up-to-date, colloquial, and practical phrase material. BIiinguai presentation rs 
stressed, to make thorough self-study easier for the reader. 

COLLOQUIAL HINDUSTANI, A. H. Harley, formerly Nizam's Reader in Urdu, U. of London. 30 
pages. on phonetics and scripts (devanagari & Arabic-Persian) are followed by 29 lessons, 
5rncludrng material on English and Arabic-Persian influences. Key to all exercises. Vocabulary. 

X 7½. 147pp, Clothbound $1.75 

~OLLOQU_IAL PERSIAN, L. P. Elwell-Sutton. Best Introduction to modern Persian, with 90 page 
rammatrcaJ section followed by conversations, 35-page vocabulary. 139pp. 

Clothbound $2.25 

~2ILLOQUIAL ARABIC, Delacy O'Leary. Foremost Islamic scholar covers language of Egypt, Syria, 
Pl estrne, & Northern Arabia. Extremely clear coverage of complex Arabic verbs & noun 

urals; also cultural aspects of language. Vocabulary. xviii + 192pp. 5 x 7½. 
Clothbound $2.50 

f0~LLOQUJAL GERMAN, P. F. Doring. Intensive thorough coverage of grammar in easily-followed 
22J{1- Excellent for brush-up, with hundreds of colloqural phrases. 34 pages of bilingual texts. 

pp, 5 x 7½. Clothbound $2,00 

~i~LLOQUJAL SPANISH, W. R. Patterson. Castilian grammar and colloquial language, loaded with 
rngual phrases and colloquialisms. Excellent for revrew or self-study. 164pp, 5 x 7½, 

Clothbound $2,00 

~oa~LOQUJ~L FRENCH, W. R. Patterson. 16th revision of this extremely popular manual. Gram­
read_explarned with model clarity, and hundreds of useful expressions and phrases; exercises, 

rng texts, etc. Appendixes of new and useful words and phrases. 223pp. 5 x 7½. 
Clothbound $2,00 

fo~~LOQUJAL CZECH, J. Schwarz, former headmaster of lingua Institute, Prague. Full easily 
best W~d coverage of grammar, hundreds of immediately useable phrases, texts. Perhaps the 
SLOVAKzech grammar in print. "An absolutely successful textbook," JOURNAL OF CZECHO-

FORCES IN GREAT BRITAIN. 252pp, 5 x 7½. Clothbound $3,0D 

~iv~~OQUJAL RUMANIAN, G. Nandris, Professor of University of London. Extremely thorough 
Prob t,e of Phonetics grammar syntax; also included 70-page reader, and 70-page vocabulary. 

a Y the best gra'mmar for' this increasingly important language. 340pp. 5 x 7½. 
Clothbound $2. 75 

COLLOQUIA . 
idioms L ITALIAN, A. L. Hayward. Excellent_ sel_f-study course rn grammar, vocabulary, 
in the' and reading. Easy progressive lessons wrll grve a good workrng knowledge of Italian 

shortest possible time. 5 x 7½. Clothbound $1,75 
COLLOQUJ . . . 
and ec AL TURKISH Yusuf Mardrn. Very clear, thorough 1ntroductIon to leading cultural 
harmon anomic language of Near East. Begins with pronunciation and statement of vowel 
readin Y, then 36 lessons present grammar, grnded vocabulary, useful Phrases, dialogues, 
x + f88exerc1ses. Key to exercises at rear. Turk1sh-Engl1sh vocabulary, All rn Roman alphabet. 

PP. 4¾ x 7¼. Clothbound $4,00 

DUTCH-E 
or busJn NGLISH AND ENGLISH-DUTCH DICTIONARY, F. G. Renier. For travel, literary, scientific 
tronary ;ss Dutch, you will find this the most convenient, practical and comprehensive die• 
cornpoun n the market. More than 60,000 entries,_ shades of meaning, colloquialisms, idioms, 
onJy dictds and technical terms. Dutch and Englrsh strong and irregular verbs. This Is the 
XVii + ~~1ary in its size and price range that indicates the gender of nouns. New orthography. 

PP. 5½ x 6¼. T224 Clothbound $2,75 
LEARN D . 
of mode UTCH, F. G. Renier. This book is the most satisfactory and most easily. used grammar 
trans1ar rn Dutch. The student is gradually led from simple lessons rn pronunciation, through 
Grarnrna'on from and into Dutch, and finally to_ a mastery of spoken and written Dutch. 
duced i trcaJ Principles are clearly explarned while a useful, practical vocab_ulary is intro· 
rn the n easy exercises and readings._ It rs used and recommended by the Fu_lbrrght Committee 
vocabuJ Netherlands. Phonetic appendices. Over 1200 exercises; Outch-Englrsh, EngJJsh-OUtch 

arres. 18lpp_ 4¼ x 7¼. T441 Clothbound $2.25 
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INVITATION TO GERMAN POETRY record. Spoken by Lotte Lenya. Edited by Gustave Mathieu, 
Guy Stern. 42 poems of Walther von der Vogelweide, Goethe, Hiilderlin, Heine, Hofmannsthal, 
George, Werfel, Brecht, other great poets from 13th to middle of 20th century, spoken with 
superb artistry. Use this set to improve your diction, build vocabulary, improve aural 
comprehension, learn German literary history, as well as for sheer delight in listening. 
165-page book contains full German text of each poem; English translations; biographical, 
critical information on each poet; textual information; portraits of each poet, many never 
before available in this country. I 12" 33½ record; 165-page book; album. The set $4.95 

ESSENTIALS OF RUSSIAN record, A von Gronicka, H. Bates-Yakobson. 50 mi~utes of spoken 
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sightseeing; adaptation of Tolstoy's "The Shark;" history of Academy of Sciences; prove~bs, 
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fast and slow, let you anticipate answers, hear all sounds but understand n_ormal spe~ • 
12" 331/3 record, album sleeve. 44-page manual with entire record text. Translation on facing 
pages, phonetic instructions. The set $4.95 

Note: For students wishing to use a grammar as well, set Is available with grammar-text on 
which record is based, Gronicka and Bates-Yakobson's "Essentials of Russian" (4D~pp., 6 _x 9, 
clothbound; Prentice Hall), an excellent, standard text used in scores of colleges, inst1tut1ons. 

Augmented set: book, record, manual, sleeve $10.70 

DICTIONARY OF SPOKEN RUSSIAN, English-Russian, Russian-English. Based on phrases and 
complete sentences, rather than isolated words; recognized as one of the best methods of 
learning the idiomatic speech of a country. Over 11,500 entries, indexed by single words, 
with more than 32,000 English and Russian sentences and phrases, in immedia_tely _useable 
form. Probably the largest I ist ever pub I ished. Shows accent changes in conJugat1on and 
declension; irregular forms listed in both alphabetical place and under main form of word. 
15,000 word_ introducfion coverin~ Russian so_unds, writing, grammar, syntax. 15-pagi; appendix 
of geographical names, money, important signs, given names foods special Soviet terms, 
etc. Travellers, businessmen, students, government employees have' found this their best 
source for Russian expressions. Originally published as War Department Technical Manual TM 
30-944. iv + 57Jpp. 5% x 83/e. T496 Paperbound $3.00 

THE GIFT OF LANGUAGE, M. Schlauch. Formerly titled THE GIFT OF TONGUES this is a middle­
leve_l _survey that avoids both superficiality and pedantry. It covers such topics as linguistic 
families, word _histories, grammatical processes in such foreign languages as Aztec, Ewe, ?nd 
Bantu, semantics, language taboos, and dozens of other fascinating and important _topics. 
Especially interesting is an analysis of the word-coinings of Joyce, Cummings, Stein and 
others in terms of linguistics. 232 bibliographic notes. Index. viii + 342pp. 51/s x 8. 

T243 Paperbound $1.95 

Prices subject to change without notice. 

Dover publishes books on art, -music, philosophy, literature, languages, history, social 
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Logic, W. E. Johnson. Three-volume set $4.50 
Conceptual Thinking: A Logical Enquiry, Stephan Korner. $1.75 
Observotion and Interpretation in the Philosophy of Physics with 

Specinl Heference to Qunntum Mechanics, edited by Stephan 
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An Introduction to Symbolic Logic, Susanne K. Langer. $2.00 
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and the Theory of Signs, Henry S. Leonard. $2.75 (tent.) 
Mind nnd the World Order, Clarence I. Lewis. $2.25 
Survey of Symbolic Logic, Clarence I. Lewis. $2.00 
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An Essay Concerning Humnn Understanding, John Locke. Two-
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History of Philosophy, Julian Marias. $2.75 
A History of European Thought in the 19th Century, John Theo­

dore Merz. Four-volume set $11.00 
Identity and Reality, Emile Meyerson. $2.25 
Socratic Method nnd Critical Philosophy·: Selected Essays, Leonard 

Nelson. $2.00 
John Locke, Daniel J. O'Connor. $1.75 
An Introduction to Existentialism, Robert G. Olson. $1.65 
The Mind and Society, Wilfredo Pareto. Clothbound. Two-volume 

set $15.00 
Philosophical Writings of Peirce, edited by Justus Buchler. $2.25 
Charles S. Peirce: Selected Writings, edited by Philip Wiener. $2.25 
Select Works of Plotinus. G. R. S. Mead's edition of the Taylor 

translation. $1.75 (tent.) 
Mathematics and Science: Last Essays, Henri Poincare. $1.25 
Science and Hypothesis, Henri Poincare. $1.35 
Science rmd Method, Henri Poincare. $1.50 
The Value of Science, Henri Poincare. $1.35 
Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning, 

R. L. Poole. $2.00 

Paperbound unless otherwise indicated. Prices subject to change 
without notice. Available at your book dealer or write for free 
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N. Y., N. Y. 10014. Please indicate field of interest. Each year Dover 
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DAVID HUME 
A. P. CAVENDISH 
l'wl so, of Phi lo l)h , ni \'C it • of London 

l k pitt· th i: f,ll l 1ha1 the Olli 11 phi ! opher David Hume (1711, 
I iiG) \,·;1 a ·ma rkab l ' k ar \\•ri ter, hi ideas have pro en fruitful 
1,nond {'\ ·11 hi imagi na tion. l-{i ontTibutions to the 1l1cory of 
L.11owlnlgl· a nd w ·1hi ha\'1.: 11I r ' entl been acknowledged as 
im purt a 111 in 1ht· ir own right , n I ju l hi torica ll •. And it is as1onish-
111 g how 111u h o f wha t i though t 10 be di tin live in modern analy1-
it.tl I ho ug ht \\'a fo r · hadow ·d i,1 Hume' work. 

T ill' a im o f thi ba i Ill ck rn ;1,tr du tion to Hurne has been 10 
np lai n h i~ idea a nd their r, rrii fi ati on to non-specia list readers 
a nd tudcnt • It i r markabl ' 11 e ful. Profc or Cavendish dis­
lU l ' 111 s1 11 11111 1.:·s li fe and 111aj ,- writing , then his aims and meth­
od • Fina ll • 11 11111 ··s ilea on lh • imaginati n, the understanding, 
l l·aso11 a nd mo ral . and th · na tt1r • of thin - the idea found in the 
'F rF(l(i c uf J/ 11111a11 i\ a /11 ,- . the Es ny, the E11qui1y Co11cemi11g 
I I 11 ,,,a II l • 11 dast a11rl i 11 g - a r • a re f 1111 , explained. The las t ci1ap1er 
st1111s II p 1111 111 ··s phi lo oph ' a1,d mak helpfu l comparisons with 
a nt i ·nt • i: pti s a nd Stoi and with Lo kc and Berkeley. 

' na lt -ri:d . 1111 abrid g1.:d r ·print f tl1 e work published origi11ally in 
I !J!i8 a David I I 11 111e b • . 11 . ts:1 011. Ed itorial Foreword by A. J. 
Ayn . No ti:s. lndi:x. I 3pp. !i¼ x ½· T l938 Paperbound $1.75 

.\ l)O\ ' E R EDITIO:\' DES[C: :\ f.O FOR \EAR OF U El 

\\ L' ha v • made c,·cr e ffort 10 •nak <.: this the best book possible. Our 
papn is opa q11t ·. with 111i11i111 a l show-th ro ugh; it will 1101 discolor 
<ir IH·r o111 1.: 1Jri11k with age. P"~"• :ire sewn in ignatures, in 
the lll l' tliod 1raditio11all y used fu ~ , , • ., · · • ,l,nn 
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