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      Early Modern Philosophy: Topic 7—Hume on Causation, Necessity, and Metaphysics 1. Introduction Last time we looked at Hume’s use of his empiricist principle to try to undermine the then received view of two key concepts from the philosophical tradition—the concepts of substance and self. This week and next we’ll look at the two applications of his empiricism which have had the most significant consequences for later philosophy. 2. Causation: Preliminaries Hume begins his discussion of causation in characteristic manner: Let us therefore cast our eye on any two objects, which we call cause and effect, and turn them on all sides, in order to find that impression, which produces an idea of such prodigious consequence. (Treatise, I, iii, 2, p. 62 in the Liberty edition) He immediately rules out the suggestion that cause and effect might be grounded in a quality. The notion of a quality—originally what-it’s-likeness—is at least partially defined grammatically: it corresponds to an adjective (e.g., redness corresponds to ‘red’), or to a one-place predicate (e.g., ‘x is red’). (A predicate is what you have left of a sentence once you knock out one or more names or singular terms.) Hume concludes that he needs to examine relations. A relation is what corresponds to a predicate with two or more places (the result of knocking out two or more names from a sentence. ‘x is earlier than y’ is a two-place predicate; ‘x is nearer y than z’ is a three-place predicate, etc.) He comes up with two conditions: contiguity and temporal succession. That is: (Cont) If a causes b, a must be spatio-temporally contiguous with b (i.e., there must be no gap between the space where a occurs and the space where b occurs, or between the time when a occurs and the time when b occurs); (Succ) If a causes b, a must begin before b. 3. The Problem with the Idea of Necessary Connection Having established those two conditions, Hume continues: Shall we then rest contented with these two relations of contiguity and succession, as affording a compleat idea of causation? By no means. An object may be contiguous and prior to another, without being consider’d as its cause. There is a necessary connexion to be taken into consideration; and that relation is of much greater importance, than any of the other two above-mention’d. (Treatise, I, iii, 2, p. 63 in the Liberty edition) And this key component (in Hume’s view) of the concept of causation is much harder to trace to its source impression. The discussion at this point is carried on more carefully in the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding: 1 When we look about us towards external objects, and consider the operation of causes, we are never able, in a single instance, to discover any power or necessary connexion; any quality, which binds the effect to the cause, and renders the one an infallible consequence of the other. We only find, that the one does actually, in fact, follow the other. The impulse of one billiard-ball is attended with motion in the second. This is the whole that appears to the outward senses. The mind feels no sentiment or inward impression from this succession of objects: Consequently, there is not, in any single, particular instance of cause and effect, any thing which can suggest the idea of power or necessary connexion. (Enquiry, VII, i, p. 51 in the Liberty edition) What is the argument for this? Apparently this idea: the sequence of events could look the same even if the second (which we take to be the effect) were simply to follow the first (which we take to be the cause), without being caused by it – coincidentally, as it were. That is: we cannot tell infallibly from the look of things that the apparent cause actually caused the apparent effect. It seems that Hume’s argument depends on this classical empiricist principle about perception: (CEP) We can only immediately perceive what we cannot be wrong about. This is anyway dubious, and leads to a tension within the whole empiricist project, as we saw last time. Hume then considers whether the idea of necessary connection might be derived from introspection (‘reflection’), and (in effect) denies that introspection provides any independent purchase on the problem: we have no clear idea of the process in the case of introspection, and there is nothing to suggest that anything other than experience (that is, of sequences of events in the past) is involved here either. 4. Hume’s Account of the Idea of Necessary Connection Hume’s solution is captured most neatly in the Enquiry. He there first claims that the idea that one event causes another only occurs to us after we have seen repeated instances of the first kind of event followed by instances of the second kind of event. So somehow the source of the idea of necessary connection must lie in this repetition. Here is his suggestion: It appears, then, that this idea of a necessary connexion among events arises from a number of similar instances which occur of the constant conjunction of these events; nor can that idea ever be suggested by any one of these instances, surveyed in all possible lights and positions. But there is nothing in a number of instances, different from every single instance, which is supposed to be exactly similar; except only, that after a repetition of similar instances, the mind is carried by habit, upon the appearance of one event, to expect its usual attendant, and to believe that it will exist. This connexion, therefore, which we feel in the mind, this customary transition of the imagination from one object to its usual attendant, is the sentiment or impression from which we form the idea of power or necessary connexion. (Enquiry, VII, ii, p. 57 in the Liberty edition) Put simply, the idea is this: the idea of necessary connection is an expression of the feeling of inevitability with which we anticipate the effect when we see a cause of a kind with which we’re familiar. Hume summarizes the general character of the view like this in the Treatise: 2 Upon the whole, necessity is something, that exists in the mind, not in objects; nor is it possible for us ever to form the most distant idea of it, consider’d as a quality in bodies. (Treatise, I, iii, 14, p. 121 in the Liberty edition) Why does Hume claim this? In effect, his point is this: there is no necessary connection of which ‘the idea of necessary connection’ is the idea. Rather, the idea is derived from a kind of illusion— a feeling which leads one to think that something is necessary when it is not. The fundamental claim here is that there is no such thing as natural necessity—no necessity in nature—or at least, none of which I can be aware. (There is an interpretation of Hume by Galen Strawson, in his The Secret Connexion, which supposes that Hume nevertheless maintained that there are necessary connections of which we can have no knowledge: not plausible, I think.) 5. Hume’s Fork The dismissal of natural necessity is also linked with a sharp distinction which Hume insists on at several places, most famously in the Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, XII, iii. Hume claims there, in effect, that all human enquiries fall into two kinds: (i) Abstract science and demonstration; (ii) Concerning matter of fact and existence. The first, where it is of any interest at all, is restricted basically to mathematics (‘quantity and number’). Every other field of knowledge falls into the second camp, on Hume’s view. This radical distinction between two kinds of enquiry or knowledge is known as Hume’s Fork. Necessary truths seem to be restricted to (i), and here resolve themselves into mathematical truths, or trivial truths, easily seen from the definition of the terms involved. As to (ii) he says: Whatever is may not be. No negation of a fact can involve a contradiction. (Enquiry, XII, iii, p. 103 in the Liberty edition) The first sentence here claims that there is no necessity in the realm of ‘matter of fact and existence’. The second seems to support that claim but is in fact different. The negation of a necessary truth is a necessary falsehood; if there are no necessary truths in the realm of ‘matter of fact and existence’ then the negation of any truth in that realm will not be a necessary falsehood. Hume’s denial of natural necessity means that there can be no necessary falsehoods in the realm of ‘matter of fact and existence’. But this is not the same claim as the claim that negations of natural facts are not contradictions. For a contradiction is not just a necessary falsehood: it is something which is evidently, as well as necessarily, false. Hume is here running together two kinds of issue: the epistemic issue of what is evident, and the non-epistemic issue of what is necessary or possible. In the end, I think this is not important here: Hume is already inclined to reject natural necessity. 3 6. The Rejection of Metaphysics The problem with Hume’s Fork is what it leaves out. Hume is clear about this—gleeful, even. Here is one of the most famous paragraphs in all philosophy: When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, what havoc must we make? If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion. (Enquiry, XII, iii, p. 104 in the Liberty edition) This raises a particular problem for metaphysics—indeed, for philosophy in general. Metaphysics is naturally understood to be concerned with what is necessarily true of the world; and philosophy in general seems to be concerned with truths which are necessary, but not mathematical, and not obvious (in virtue of some trivial point about definition). Hume here lays down a challenge to philosophy in general, which has been constantly repeated in some form to this day. 7. Two Problems Hume’s faces two problems (at least). The first is a problem with the conclusion. Suppose that you took in your hand, not a ‘volume of divinity or school metaphysics’, but Hume’s Treatise or Enquiry, what answer could you give to his questions? Would you not, then, have to commit it, too, to the flames? So it looks as if Hume’s theory is self-defeating. The second problem is a problem with the argument. Hume proceeds as if he has allowed some necessary truths, in the area of mathematics. And he seems to think, in the Treatise, that his view of natural necessity is just in line with his view of mathematical necessity—without taking himself to have cast doubt on mathematical necessity. So he writes: [T]he necessity, which makes two times two equal to four, or three angles of a triangle equal to two right ones, lies only in the act of the understanding, by which we consider and compare these ideas. (Treatise, I, iii, 14, p. 121 in the Liberty edition) But this just looks a bit casual. The problem is that the empiricism which casts doubt on natural necessity should cast doubt on mathematical necessity too. And at this point we might wonder whether its central principle was one which we should accept. Michael Morris 4 
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