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ABSTRACT

David Hume’s early philosophy appeals to ‘fiction’ and ‘artifice’ to explain several important
features in our cognitive and social activity. The exact meaning of these concepts, however,
remains ambiguous because of the unsystematic way in which Hume employs them. In this
dissertation, I develop a typology of Humean fictions and artifices to clarify and render his
account consistent. In so doing, I identify a special class of fictions I divide into (a) natural fictions
and (b) natural artifices. I argue that this special class of cognitive and social fictions represent a
significant break with prior English-speaking philosophers, such as Francis Bacon and John
Locke, in so far as these fictions and artifices of the imagination are recognized as natural,
irresistible, and pragmatically useful in human cognition and social activity.

That fictions and artifices are naturally generated by the imagination in epistemic and
moral contexts, I argue, is a watershed discovery in the history of philosophy. Indeed, it is a
philosophical conclusion that poses serious, perhaps fatal, problems for philosophers who espouse
thoroughgoing realist positions. More broadly, Hume’s pursuit of applying the experimental
method to the moral subject reveals that human nature is ‘mightily governed’ by the imagination,
and that fictions and artifices are ubiquitous across the domains of science, morality, theology,
logic, mathematics, and philosophy. For that reason, I suggest Hume ought to be recognized as a
central figure in the history of philosophical fictionalism. Specifically, via a comparative analysis
of Hume and Hans Vaihinger, I make the case that Hume functions as a vital link between

Hobbes, Berkeley, and Kant in the development of early modern fictionalism.
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These principles of human nature, you’ll say, are contradictory: But what is man but a heap of
contradictions!

— David Hume
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CHAPTER ONE: EXPERIMENTAL VERIFICATION METHOD

1. The Elements of Hume’s Philosophy

In the first seven sections of A Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume establishes the foundation of
his philosophy. The most basic tenet is that “all the perceptions of the human mind resolve
themselves into two distinct kinds” (T 1.1.1.1; SBN 1).! The first kind is mpressions, namely, “our
sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance in the soul” (T 1.1.1.1;
SBN 1). The second kind 1is ideas, which are faint images of impressions we use in thinking and
reasoning (T 1.1.1.1; SBN 1). Impressions and ideas constitute the whole of Hume’s ontological
framework.

Beyond that, Hume remains agnostic to the possibility of other ontological entities. That
is, he adopts the view that manifold causes “must be resolv’d into original qualities of human
nature,” which he cannot pretend to explain (T 1.1.4.6; SBN 13). The ontology of these original
qualities may be actual, but Hume prudently leaves the investigation to those best suited to it,
namely, the natural philosophers and anatomists. Metaphysicians, to that end, must observe the
limits of philosophical inquiry.

Contrary to his prescription, Hume posits mental faculties that are guided by a principle
of association. Curiously, these mental faculties may not be analyzed into ideas or impressions.

The same is true for the principle of association. Of the mental faculties, there are two: memory

I References to Hume are cited as follows: “1” are to A Treatise of Human Nature; followed by Book, part, section,
paragraph (from 2000 Norton and Norton edition), and then corresponding page number in the 1978 Selby-Bigge
edition revised by Nidditch: ‘SBN’; ‘AD’ are to the 1777 (posthumously published) Advertisement to his collection of
essays, which included the Enguiries; Hume’s “Abstract of a Book Lately Published” is preceded by AB,’ followed by
paragraph number; AP’ are to the Appendix of the Treatise; E’ are to An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding,
followed by section and paragraph (from 2007 Millican edition); ‘M’ are to An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals,
followed by section and paragraph (from 1998 Beauchamp edition) ‘D’ are to Dialogues concerning Natural Religion,
followed by section and paragraph (from 2007 Coleman edition); ‘N’ are to “The Natural History of Religion,”
followed by section and paragraph (from 2007 Beauchamp edition).



and imagination.2 With respect to memory, Hume provides limited analysis. We learn that
memory “preserves the original form” of objects presented to the senses via impressions (T
1.1.3.3; SBN 9). The only aspect that distinguishes memory from the imagination is the “superior
force and vivacity” of its ideas (T 1.3.5.3; SBN 85). Apart from the ability to preserve the original
form and vivacity of impressions, memory is inert.

On the other hand, the imagination 1s, for Hume, the central faculty of human nature.
First, it ties all our impressions and ideas into cognizable perceptions. It accomplishes this by
virtue of a “gentle force, which commonly prevails” in the imagination (T 1.1.4.1; SBN 10).
Similar to natural laws of the physical world, this gentle force—otherwise titled the ‘principle of
association’—acts as a natural law in the mind of moral subjects. It is a “kind of attraction” in
the mental world that unites our simple ideas (T 1.1.4.6; SBN 12). Second, the imagination is free
to join and combine any ideas from past perceptions. Artistic creation and the ability to feign
“past scene[s] of adventures” is a consequence of such liberty (T 1.3.5.3; SBN 85). Third, the
imagination includes our ability to reason. Causal reasoning is predicated on imaginative custom,
whereas deductive reasoning depends on the liberty of the imagination to combine ideas in a
formal manner. That said, Hume’s description of the imagination is not unambiguous. Even
though the “empire of the imagination” rules over his entire philosophy, Hume fails to offer a
complete and systematic account of the faculty (AB 35; SBN 662). I offer several ways to render

his account of the imagination more complete in Chapter 2.

2 In later passages, Hume suggests that the ‘senses’ and ‘reason’ (or ‘judgment’) account for two further faculties (see
T 1.4.2.3; SBN 188-9 on the sense faculty; T 1.3.13.11; SBN 149 on the judgment faculty). Hume likewise regards
the ‘passions’ as a faculty: T 2.2.2.16; SBN 339. On my interpretation, I take the elements of Hume’s philosophy to
be his considered view. That is, the imagination and memory are the only two faculties, where the imagination
includes three sub-faculties: reason (judgment), the active imagination, and the passive imagination. In Chapter 2, I
examine the imagination in detail. The senses and the passions, on the other hand, are not faculties, even though, in
common language, it is easy to confuse them as such. The reason they are not faculties 1s that they are not purely
cognitive or mind-dependent, as is the case with the imagination and memory.



After his brief sketch of the memory and imagination, Hume presents his theory of
relations. Relations are divided into two kinds: natural and philosophical. Natural relations obtain
as a result of the principle of association. The natural relations are threefold: resemblance,
contiguity, and cause and effect. What makes these relations natural is the fact that we have no
active control over them. Impressions and ideas are passively arranged based on the associational
principle operating as a law of attraction; it is a law of nature that may not be altered.?
Philosophical relations, on the other hand, are generated by active comparisons of the mind. They
obtain when we think proper to compare two or more ideas. Philosophical relations are thus posterior
to natural relations. We do not perceive the world in atomistic parts; instead, we perceive the
world as already connected by natural relations. On that basis, we may decide to isolate,
combine, separate, or distinguish simple and complex ideas to gain philosophical understanding;

Priority is key. Hume denominates relations as natural for the reason that they are
irresistible—the mind cannot, by definition, think proper to compare them because the mind
generates natural relations before philosophical thinking begins. Natural relations are, therefore,
necessarily prior to philosophical relations. Hume’s subsequent division between the vulgar and
philosophical mind seems to support such a reading. Contemporary psychology likewise lends
credence to the view: a child’s ideas are likely associated by resemblance, but not necessarily by
the philosophical relation of identity, which presumably generates what psychologists call object

permanence.* Accepting the priority of natural relations, however, is not obligatory to accept my

3 T call the principle of association a ‘law of nature’ given that “all the operations of the mind must, in a great
measure, depend on them” (AB 35; SBN 662). It is important to note that, for Hume, the phrase ‘law of nature’ does
not necessarily imply mind-independence. Indeed, human nature may nwent laws of nature; Hume even emphasizes
the point when referring to our social structure: “men nvented the three fundamental laws of nature” (T 3.2.8.5; SBN
543). That humans may inwent natural laws is a feature of Hume’s philosophy central to understanding the
subsequent interpretation.

4Tt 1s debated among psychologists as to when exactly a child gains the idea of object permanence, but the idea itself
is strikingly similar to Hume’s fiction of continued existence. Recall that the fiction of continued existence is
dependent upon the relation of identity, which Hume classifies as a philosophical relation.



interpretation. There is another way to construe the matter. Natural relations may be understood
as the genus or highest categories under which philosophical relations are species. I offer a
comprehensive justification for my account of Hume’s theory of relations in Chapter 3.

Hume concludes Part I with a discussion of abstract ideas. On his nominalist account,
following George Berkeley, universals are reduced to general terms, for which “a customary
conjunction has a relation to many other particular ideas, and readily recalls them in the
imagination” (T 1.1.7.10; SBN 22). The rejection of universals is a cornerstone of Hume’s
philosophy, and it serves as a useful tool of verification in his experimentalist project. At the end
of his discussion of abstract ideas, Hume includes a brief note concerning distinctions of reason.
Distinctions of reason are vital to what I call, following Robert Fogelin, Hume’s philosophical
perspectivism.> For instance, even while thinking of a figure without colour is impossible, we are still
able, through a distinction of reason, to keep an eye on either one (T 1.1.7.18; SBN 25). In that
way, Hume ends Part I by revealing an essential operation of the mind: we may separate the

inseparable.b The paradoxical nature of this ability is considered in Chapter 6.

1.1. Hume’s Experimental Method
Hume announces in the subtitle to his 7reatise his attempt “to introduce the experimental Method

of Reasoning into Moral Subjects” (T 0.0; SBN xi). Similar to the Baconian experimental

5 In Chapter 6, I discuss Hume’s philosophical perspectivism. Robert Fogelin argues “that Hume's writings exhibit a
radical form of epistemological, or better, doxastic perspectivism. What we believe and what we think it appropriate
to believe is a function of the level of investigation we are indulging in. Indeed, Hume comes very close to saying just
this in the closing paragraph of Book I of the Zreatise. In the course of explaining his apparent lapses into dogmatic
modes of speech, he defends himself by telling us that it is indeed proper ‘we should yield to that propensity, which
inclines us to be positive and certain in particular points, according to the light in which we survey them in any
particular instant’ (T 273)” (“Consistency of Hume’s Philosophy,” 164). Later, Fogelin claims that Hume is
committed to a “strong version of perspectivism” (Ibid., 166). Fogelin’s influence on my interpretation relative to this
particular issue is unambiguous.

6 Stanley Tweyman’s emphasis on distinctions of reason in Hume’s philosophy informs my view here. Indeed, I
borrow the exact phrase from his “Hume on Separating the Inseparable.”



method in natural philosophy, Hume aims to introduce the experimental method into moral
philosophy. The innovative application of the experimental method to the human mind situates
Hume as one of the pioneers of modern psychology.

In developing an account of Hume’s science of the mind, several questions deserve our
attention: what is Hume’s experimental methodology? How can a scientist of the mind test on
incorporeal ideas? How are experiments of the mind validated?

In Part I, Hume addresses each of these questions. First, the verification criteria for
experimentation on the human mind are distinct from the verification criteria applied to the
mind-independent world. In other words, the moral philosopher must pursue a different kind of
experimentation than that of the natural philosopher:

The examination of our sensations belongs more to anatomists and natural
philosophers than to moral.... And as the impressions of reflection.... arise mostly from
ideas, ’twill be necessary to reverse that method, which at first sight seems most natural;
and in order to explain the nature and principles of the human mind, give a particular
account of ideas. (T 1.1.2.1; SBN 8)
Therefore, Hume sets out to develop a scientific way to verify ideas. He may not rely upon the
same experimental method employed by Newton or Boyle. Ideas may not be tested upon by a
vacuum pump or a law apparatus. Instead, as Hume believes, his project is revolutionary; it
requires an unprecedented experimental methodology.
I submit that Part I of Hume’s Treatise constitutes his attempt at a novel experimental

methodology. It consists of a three-part verification system.” That is to say, what Hume calls the

“elements of his philosophy” is his experimental model for the verification of ideas of the human

7 Although it 1s, in fact, a four-part verification system, one of the parts—namely, relational verification—ends up
becoming the primary focus of Hume’s investigation in Book I. Therefore, I exclude it from the interpretive model
herein. In Chapter 3, I discuss Hume’s theory of relations in detail.



mind. The entire Treatise, subsequent to Part I of Book 1, is, to that end, an application of Hume’s
experimental method to a range of ideas across science, morality, religion, and philosophy.

The seven sections of Part I supply Hume’s verification criteria. By this means, ideas may be
experimentally tested to discover their “nature and origin” (T 1.3.14.14; SBN 162). Over the
course of his experimental inquiry, we find that Hume’s science of the mind yields shocking
conclusions. Fundamental ideas of science, morality, religion, and philosophy—e.g., identity,
causality, and liberty—are revealed to be ultimately unverifiable. Moreover, these ideas appear to
be generated by the mind itself, that is, mnd-dependent. Associational propensities of the
imagination are responsible for generating sacred ideas embedded in our most esteemed domains
of intellectual life. Furthermore, these ideas—what I call natural fictions—are not only features, but
also constitutive of these domains.

Hume’s complete schema in Part I may be divided into three separate experimental
controls: empirical verification (section 1 and II), faculty verification (section I1I), and property verification
(section VI and VII):

(1) Empirical venification evaluates an idea by tracing it to an original impression. “If you cannot
point out any such impression, you may be certain you are mistaken, when you imagine you have any
such wdea” (T 1.2.5.28; SBN 65).

(2) Faculty venfication evaluates an idea by examining the faculty responsible for its derivation or
generation. Two faculties are available: an idea may be derwed from (a) the memory (that is, the
senses) or generated by (b) the imagination.

(3) Property venification evaluates ideas so far as particular ideas may be traced to general terms.

Hypostatization is a common error that is revealed by property verification.



The threefold verification criteria function as Hume’s innovative approach to experimentation in
the mental world.® Ideas are thus examined in light of the following experimental questions:

(1) From what impression does the idea derive?

(2) What faculty is responsible for the idea?

(3) To what general term is a particular idea annexed?

Hume poses these questions broadly, applying his experimental method to all aspects of human
nature. Hume does not circumscribe his project to undermining a single domain of thought, as
some commentators seem to suggest.” On the contrary, he sets out to analyze the moral subject.
The experience of the moral subject is varied and diverse; it may include science, mathematics,
art, and philosophy. The 7reatise considers all areas of human nature, and Hume’s experimental
findings demonstrate that, even in science and mathematics, fictions are constitutive of human
theory and practice. Therefore, human nature always involves uncertainty in as much as these

fictions are unverifiable or contradictory. In light of this discovery, Hume ultimately maintains a

8 An important addendum here is that I have purposely left out the fourth verification criterion: relational verification.
Sections IV and V provide the criterion for natural and philosophical relations. Relational verification evaluates
relations in so far as they may be known intuitively, demonstratively, or probabilistically. The reason for their absence
as experimental controls is that relations end up becoming the protagonists in Hume’s epistemological drama. The
focus of Book I, in other words, is on the relations of space and time, causality, and identity. In that sense, to assess
relations by way of relational verification would be to reason circularly. More importantly, the ontological status of
relations appears to be empirically unverifiable on Hume’s account, given that the principle of association—born of
unknown, orginal qualities of human nature—is the cause of all relations. Unlike ideas which are caused by
impressions and thus empirically verifiable, Hume is unclear on whether relations have corresponding impressions.
In one case, Hume suggests that only the relation of resemblance may be traced to impressions (T 2.1.4.3; SBN 283).
It seems odd, however, to suggest that impressions are not related by contiguity.

Indeed, Lorne Falkenstein seems to think that “[a]ccording to Hume’s account, spatiotemporal structure is
given. Impressions consist of parts that occur after and alongside one another” (“Space and Time,” 72). Yet,
Falkenstein does not address the passage where Hume clearly says that impressions are only associated by
resemblance (T 2.1.4.3; SBN 283). Moreover, it is unclear whether relations obtain mind-independently, that is,
without the faculty of imagination or the principle of association. Therefore, whether by design or chance, Hume’s
experimental methodology, as rigorously applied to relations in Book I, fortuitously reveal the uncertainty involved in
the metaphysics of relations. As I will discuss in further detail, Hume’s analysis of relations is vital to understanding
his theory of natural fictions.

9 Paul Russell interprets Hume’s Treatise as a systematic attack on religion; whereas, on my interpretation, the Treatise
1s regarded as an attack on (a) science, (b) mathematics, (c) logic, and (d) philosophy—just as much as an attack on
religion. See Paul Russell’s The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise Skepticism, Naturalism, and Irreligion.



philosophical position of humility in the face of dogma, especially as it is espoused by natural
philosophers, theologians, and mathematicians.

It seems clear that Hume intends his use of the term ‘experiment’ in a qualified sense.
Experiments on ideas are qualitatively distinct from experiments on gases or chemicals. There are
no scientific instruments, for instance, that Hume may use in his experiments on ideas. Instead,
Hume’s experimental method 1s akin to thought experiments, but in the literal sense, where
perceptual data is analyzed on a subjective basis. The verification process of his thought
experiments employs causal reasoning as a means to test an idea’s veracity:

(1) What impressions caused the idea?

(2) What mental faculty caused the idea?

(3) What particular ideas caused the general term?

Again, the series of questions act as experimental controls: (1) the questions may be replicated,
and (2) the answers may be logically analyzed. Indeed, further experiments may be undertaken to
verify the results. Hume even encourages replication of his findings—for instance, with regard to
ideas of time and extension, he asks: “For whence shou’d it be deriv’d? Does it arise from an
impression of sensation or of reflexion? Point it out distinctly to us, that we may know its nature
and qualities” (T 1.2.5.28; SBN 65). While subjective perceptions cannot be shared in their
original form, Hume seems to think that the general terms representing our particular ideas are
enough to verity our individual thought experiments in an intersubjective manner.

Anticipating the verificationism of A,J. Ayer and the school of logical positivism, Hume
discovers that central ideas in science (causality), mathematics (equality), and logic (identity) are
all unverifiable in a certain sense. Whereas logical positivists followed the later Hume of the

Enquaries in so far as accepting relations of ideas as representative of certain knowledge, I submit



that the early Hume was far more radical in his rejection of certainty.!0 In concert with several
salient criticisms, Hume’s experiments in the 7reatise seem to suggest that the only metaphysical
certainties are those particular ideas derived from the senses, namely, impressions. All other ideas
which may not be directly traced to impressions, such as relations, are metaphysically uncertain.
That does not mean relations are fictions or mind-dependent necessarily, but it does mean that
relations at the foundation of science, mathematics, and logic are ontologically uncertain and

may only ever attain a degree of probability.!!

10 Hume’s early philosophy shares important features with the constructive scepticism of Pierre Gassendi and Marin
Mersenne. Indeed, it seems likely that Hume was exposed to the work of both Mersenne and Gassendi while writing
the Treatise and visiting the Jesuit College of La Fleche, the college Mersenne attended. While outside of the scope of
this dissertation, fascinating parallels between Hume, the developing philosophical attitude toward uncertainty in the
17th century, and constructive scepticism may be found in Chapter 7 of Richard Popkin’s The History of Scepticism:
From Savonarola to Bayle and Henry G. Van Leeuwen’s The Problem of Certainty in English Thought.

11 While the early Hume may accept the synthetic a prior or the analytic a priori as true in a certain sense, that does
not entail a commitment to the absolute certainty of either. All synthetic a priori propositions, for instance, still turn
on relations. ‘5 + 7 = 12’ relies on the validity of the notion of ‘addition’ and ‘equality.” Therefore, the extent to
which such an equation is true is dependent upon the validity of the relations involved. That said, relations, on my
interpretation, are not available to the principle of bivalence by virtue of their inability to be verified by impressions.
The consequence is that ‘5 + 7 = 127 is ultimately unverifiable because not only do the numbers need to be traced to
impressions but so must relations, too.

Of course, it 1s, on my view, uncharitable to read into Hume distinctions of ‘a priori/a posterior” and, more
seriously, ‘synthetic/analytic.” Hume is relatively silent on the issue of a priori knowledge, but, where he does consider
it, he accords it little respect (see especially D 9.11 and T 1.4.5.35; SBN 250). With respect to analytic v. synthetic
knowledge, Hume is adamant that verbal matters be left to the grammarians (see T 1.4.6.21; SBN 262; E 8.22; E
8.23; M Appendix 4.1). For Hume, questions of linguistic meaning are not questions for the philosopher. Whether
the morning star has the same sense or reference as the evening star is a topic for the grammarian. On Hume’s
account, no ideas can be analytic, unless it involves a fiction (of identity), because all ontologically valid ideas are
individuated, and thus never analytic, synonymous, or perfectly identical in any respect—numerical, qualitative, or
otherwise.

Jonathan Bennett, I submit, makes this very mistake by assuming that, for instance, “Hume fails to do
justice to identity-statements...because his tool kit lacks the sense/reference distinction” (Learning from Six Philosophers,
299). Bennett, in this respect, imposes his own contemporary philosophical commitments onto Hume’s philosophy.
Hume, however, does not have that tool for good reason—it is not necessary in the province of philosophy. Indeed,
contemporary analytic philosophy’s infatuation with math, logic, and semantics is a love affair that, I think, Hume
would find rather distasteful. For a related discussion on analytic philosophy’s failure to understand Hume, see
Nicholas Capaldi’s “The Dogmatic Slumber of Hume Scholarship.” I follow Capaldi in several important ways,
which will subsequently become clear. I am likewise inclined toward Stefanie Rocknak’s view that Hume’s intention
1s actually “to dismantle the analytic/synthetic distinction” (“The Synthetic Relation in Hume,” 123). On her
account, Humean relations are a// non-necessary synthetic relations, and “this non-necessary synthetic notion of a
relation includes Hume’s arithmetical relations, which have typically been interpreted as either ‘analytic’, necessary, or

both” (Ibid., 121).



Finally, Hume’s experiments reveal a special class of mental phenomena generated by
natural relations: I call them natural fictions.!2 As I demonstrate in subsequent chapters, natural
fictions cannot properly be called udeas; they should only be referred to as fictions. Natural fictions
are unavoidable and useful to the conduct of life. And yet, they are fictions because they are
unverifiable (i.e., hypothetical) and contradictory.!3 Each natural relation is connected to several
corresponding natural fictions, while social relations are connected to corresponding social
fictions. Hume’s experimental methodology is revolutionary not because it validates what
scientists and metaphysicians already take for granted (namely, perceptual data), but because of
what it exposes: the fact that many of the foundational ideas of human nature cannot be

validated by perceptual data and are better classified as fiction.

1.2. Hume’s Project

Hume’s discovery of the fictional nature of ideas previously taken to be true is not without
historical roots. Three philosophical and scientific movements prior to the 7reatise—all of which
were clearly influential on Hume—similarly reveal the ubiquity of fiction in science and

philosophy, namely, empiricism, nominalism, and scepticism. Francis Bacon, for instance,

12 Natural fictions are (a) natural in so far as they are natural beliefs and (b) fictions in so far as they are made by the
mind and thus conform only to themselves. Compare Locke’s view of mixed modes and relations, where “having no
other reality but what they have in the minds of men, there is nothing more required to this kind of ideas to make
them real, but that they be so framed, that there be a possibility of existing conformable to them. These ideas
themselves, being archetypes, cannot differ from their archetypes, and so cannot be chimerical, unless any one will
jumble together in them inconsistent ideas” (Locke’s Essap, 373). Natural fictions, as I will show, are inconsistent. See
Chapter 3 & 4.

13 Tt 1s, on my view, vital to separate logical contradictions from psychological contradictions when interpreting Hume’s
Treatise. It is primarily in the latter sense that Hume invokes the charge of contradiction. That Hume’s epistemology
mainly evaluates ideas as opposed to terms or propositions must be remembered; Hume, in many cases, does not mean
contradiction in the sense of Aristotelian or propositional logic.
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anticipates Hume’s account of fiction on empiricist grounds.'* Montaigne’s scepticism doubted the
veracity of theoretical speculation.!> George Berkeley, espousing a form of nominalism, rejected
abstract general ideas, along with material substances and causes.!6 John Locke arrived at similar
conclusions to Hume concerning the association of ideas. However, Locke rejected the extent to
which psychological association produces fiction and artifice.!” Finally, Pierre Bayle, prior to
Berkeley, criticized the authority of mathematics.!®

Hume’s project, however, is not entirely negative or critical. He does not aim to dismiss or
discard unverifiable fictions like the logical positivists. Hume’s attitude toward unverifiable ideas is

the opposite: they are not only essential to human nature, but they are irresistible. Fictions are

14 Consider Bacon’s view: “The human understanding, from its peculiar nature, easily supposes a greater degree of
order and equality in things than it really finds; and although many things in nature be suz generis and most irregular,
will yet invent parallels and conjugates and relatives, where no such thing is. Hence the fiction, that all celestial
bodies move in perfect circles” (Novum Organum, 11). Also: “The idols imposed upon the understanding by words are
of two kinds. They are either the names of things which have no existence (for as some objects are from inattention
left without a name, so names are formed by fanciful imaginations which are without an object), or they are the
names of actual objects, but confused, badly defined, and hastily and irregularly abstracted from things. Fortune, the
primum mobile, the planetary orbits, the element of fire, and the like fictions” (Ibid., 24-5).

15> Montaigne claims: “Learning does the same; even our system of Law, they say, bases the truth of its justice upon
legal fictions. Learning pays us in the coin of suppositions which she confesses she has invented herself...all
Philosophy does the same, presenting us not with what really is, nor even with what she believes to be true, but with
the best probabilities and elegance she has wrought” (4dn Apology for Raymond Sebond, 111-2).

16 Berkeley explicitly refers to abstract general terms as fictions by quoting directly from Locke’s An Essay concerning
Human Understanding: “For when we nicely reflect upon them, we shall find that general ideas are fictions and
contrivances of the mind, that carry difficulty with them, and do not so easily offer themselves, as we are apt
imagine” (4 Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, 95).

17 Locke argued in his chapter ‘Of the Association of Ideas’ that “...the confusion of two different Ideas, which a
customary connexion of them in their Minds hath to them made in effect but one, fills their Heads with false Views,
and their Reasonings with false Consequences” (Locke’s Essay, 401). The union of two ideas into one, especially two
contradictory ideas, is a theme that Hume develops in great detail. See Chapter 6.

18 Pierre Bayle explains that, “due to the lack of self-evidence...the best logicians are incapable of coming to
completely certain conclusions...there is an irreparable and most enormous difficulty with mathematical objects—
they are chimeras that cannot exist. Mathematical points and, therefore, lines and geometrical surfaces, globes, and
axes are fictions that can never have any existence. They are therefore inferior to the fictions of the poets, for these
latter usually contain nothing impossible; they have at least some probability and possibility. Gassendi made an
ingenious observation. He says that mathematicians, and especially geometers, have established their domain in the
land of abstractions and ideas...when they want to descend into the land of realities, they soon find insurmountable
difficulties” (Hustorical and Critical Dictionary: Selections, 390-1). Berkeley, on the other hand, asks at the end of his The
Analyst: “Whether the View of modern Mathematicians doth not rather seem to be the coming at an Expression by
Artifice, than at the coming at Science by Demonstration?” (7he Analyst, 26).
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natural to human cognition. The logical positivist project then, for the early Hume, would have
been a non-starter, for nowhere—that I can find—does Hume suggest that unverifiability entails
meaninglessness. For instance, the idea of identity arises from combining two incompatible ideas,
and thus it is unverifiable by definition, but that does not make the idea of identity meaningless.

The acceptance of naturally occurring artifices and fictions also seems to follow from
Hume’s true scepticism.!? True scepticism is a species of pragmatism in so far as ideas may be
useful to life, even when they cannot be rationally or empirically grounded. Ideas may be
understood in this sense as tools of the mind. Indeed, Hume gestures at this kind of pragmatism
in his discussion of abstract ideas: “This application of ideas beyond their nature proceeds from
our collecting all their possible degrees of quantity and quality in such an imperfect manner as
may serve the purposes of lLfe...” (T 1.1.7.7; SBN 20, italics added). Hume’s project discloses that a
special class of imaginatively generated ideas 1s necessary for human survival while, at the same
time, not available to scientific or rational scrutiny. In that sense, we might see this as Hume’s
attempt to pacify what Pascal called “the war existing between the senses and reason.”?0 By
drawing attention to the central role the imagination plays in human nature, Hume counters
Pascal’s claim by showing that the imagination is a principal cause of both human knowledge and
error.

More importantly, natural fictions need not be understood in terms of truth or falsehood

at all. A thought experiment may illustrate the point: imagine a group of humans discover a

19 “A true sceptic will be diffident of his philosophical doubts, as well as of his philosophical conviction; and will
never refuse any innocent satisfaction, which offers itself, upon account of either of them” (T 1.4.7.14; SBN 273).

20 Pascal specifically writes: “Man is so happily formed that he has no...good of the true, and several excellent of the
false...the most powerful cause of error is the war existing between the senses and reason...Man is only a subject full
of error, natural and ineffaceable, without grace. Nothing shows him the truth. Everything deceives him. These two
sources of truth, reason and the senses, besides being both wanting in sincerity, deceive each other in turn. The
senses mislead the reason with false appearances, and receive from reason in their turn the same trickery which they
apply to her; reason has her revenge. The passions of the soul trouble the senses, and make false impressions upon
them. They rival each other in falsehood and deception™ (Pensées, 27).
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hammer in nature without having constructed it or having observed anything like it before. They
begin to use this natural hammer for all sorts of purposes. The hammer is refashioned and
altered to suit various circumstances. Then, the group of humans discovers (via reflection or
novel empirical discovery) that the original hammer was, in fact, constructed by humans. Would
we say that the hammer they thought was natural and mind-independent is now false? The
genetic account may have been false, but that has no bearing on the hammer’s usefulness.

Discovering that sacred ideas of human nature are fictions likewise does not degrade their
significance or usefulness. Once we understand an idea to be fiction, empirical verifiability and
rational justification make no difference. As far as correspondence or coherence go, we might
think Hume takes truth to be “an agreement or disagreement either to the real relations of ideas,
or to real existence and matter of fact” (T 3.1.1.9; SBN 458). The problem is that natural fictions
are not real in either sense. Thus, they are not truth-apt. In discovering natural fictions and
artifices across intellectual domains, Hume calls attention to the fact that we require a much
broader view of ideational content than that accorded to the senses and reason.

On that note, Hume suggests we consider the relationship between usefulness and truth.2!
In the section ‘Of curiosity, or the love of truth’ in the 7reatise, Hume makes the strikingly
pragmatic claim that, for the truth to have “any effect upon us,” it “must be attended with an
idea of utility” (T 2.3.10.8; SBN 451). While that does not entail that natural fictions are
necessarily truthful, it does seem to indicate that fictions might play a more significant role in

human nature than certain analytic or formal truths.

21 Hume equates our search for truth with hunting, reminding us of Cicero’s question about natural philosophers, as
quoted by Montaigne: ““Is it not a shame for a natural philosopher, that is, for an observer and hunter of nature, to
seek testimony of the truth from minds prepossessed by custom?—Cicero, De Natura Deor., 1. 30” (Essays of
Montaigne, 118). In the analogy between hunting and truth, it seems clear that Hume would be at least sympathetic to
some version of pragmatism.
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Likewise, verifiability and truth are not necessarily linked to naturalism. Ideas that are
naturally generated by mental faculties are not always open to verification. Natural fictions, for
instance, may be seen as artifictal tools of the mind at the same time they are natural and
constitutive of the structure of human perception. The dual nature of these ideas must be
understood in light of Hume’s philosophical perspectivism. By virtue of a distinction of reason,
we may classify natural fictions in contradictory ways: on the one hand, they are natural; on the
other, they are artificial. There is no logical contradiction here. That phenomena may be seen
from contrary perspectives is a foundational element of Hume’s cognitive psychology.

Still, the question remains: why did Hume not include the senses or reason as faculties in
the “the elements of [his] philosophy”? (T 1.1.4.7; SBN 13). At the same time, why are there two
major portions of Book I dedicated to scepticism with regard to both the senses and reason? I
believe the answers are interrelated. On my interpretation, Hume’s project is carving out a space
for the imagination in a territory formerly ruled by rationalists, mathematicians, and theologians
on one side and empiricists and scientists on the other. Against the canonic interpretation, where
Hume is regarded as the anchor to the run of British empiricism, I take the 7reatise to be an
inversion of the Kantian project. Instead of synthesizing rationalism and empiricism, Hume
illustrates how both projects fail to take into account the generative role of the human
imagination, and thus they are missing an essential component to understanding of human
nature. The science of man is the only science that reveals the empire of the imagination. It is
only by various types of verification that we may uncover the human mind’s influence on the
union of sensory ideas and the subordination of reason to imaginative unions. The faculties of

memory and the imagination are all that is required for Hume to achieve this verification process.
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Indeed, empirical verification relies on memory exclusively. The memory provides a copy of
the impression—that is, the evidence that verifies the origin of ideas. Recall: “The examination
of our sensations belongs more to anatomists and natural philosophers than to moral” (T 1.1.2.1;
SBN 8). The moral philosopher may empirically verify ideas entirely by virtue of the memory.
Second, facully verification relies on memory and the imagination exclusively. Matters of fact may
be traced to copied impressions in the memory, while relations of ideas may be traced to the
original associations of ideas in the imagination. Third, property verification relies on memory
exclusively. All general terms may be traced to particular ideas in the memory. In all forms of

verification, then, the senses and reason are conspicuously absent.

1.3. The Origin and Content of Hume’s Ideas
Hume’s science of man is ultimately an investigation into the nature and origin of our ideas.
While the search for the physiological origin of our impressions is a task for natural philosophers,
Hume’s verification criteria aim to show whether an idea originates in the memory or the
imagination. For instance, the simple idea of the taste of a pineapple is copied by the memory
and verifiable as a simple impression of the senses. Memory preserves the order and position of
impressions. Ideas in the imagination, on the other hand, are separated from their original order
and position; that is, they lose the vivacity of their original impression and become a “perfect
idea” (T 1.1.3.1; SBN 8).

In Section IIT of Part I, Hume declares that once impressions become ideas, they may be
present to the mind in two different ways (T 1.1.3.1; SBN 8). Either an idea may be repeated in
(1) the memory or (2) the imagination. These are the only two faculties that repeat impressions as

ideas. The difference between memory-ideas and imagination-ideas is that the former ideas are

15



lively and strong, “whereas in the imagination the perception is faint and languid” (T 1.1.3.1;
SBN 8). Memory-ideas are tied down to their original impression, while imagination-ideas may
be rearranged and varied: “Where-ever the imagination perceives a difference among ideas, it
can easily produce a separation” (T 1.1.3.4; SBN 10).

Several ideas of human nature do not seem to fit squarely into this model. The memory
features ideas of the senses: taste, touch, smell, sight, and sound. The imagination features ideas
such as “fables we meet with in poems and romances...winged horses, fiery dragons, and
monstrous glants” (T 1.1.3.4; SBN 10). In extreme cases of direct sensory perception on one end
and fantastical fiction on the other, there is no question whether the origin of the ideas is of the
imagination or the memory. However, a considerable challenge arises when Hume examines
ideas that do not seem to be derived from either the senses or the imagination.

Take the idea of identity. The idea of identity is discovered to be a combination of ideas,
that is, “a medium betwixt unity and number; or more properly speaking, is either of them,
according to the view, in which we take 1t” (T 1.4.2.29; SBN 201). Where does the idea of a
‘medium’ originate? It is reminiscent of ideas of relations. Where does the idea of ‘resemblance’
or ‘causality’ appear in Hume’s faculty psychology? Are they originally preserved in the memory;,
or are they changed and transposed by the imagination as perfect ideas?

It is these hard cases that Hume focuses on in the Treatise. Indeed, the most important
passages are devoted to examining the origin of ideas that do not seem to be either purely
sensory or purely imaginative—space, time, liberty, justice, and so on. What is discovered is a
special class of natural fictions generated by the imaginative desire to complete the union among
sensory ideas. In that way, these ideas are neither purely sensory nor purely imaginative, but both.

They partake of the natural world and the human mind. Similar to cultural tools, these ideas are
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combinations of that which is naturally given, but they are distinct from cultural tools in so far as
they are irresistible. We do not intentionally decide to build these tools of the mind; instead, they
are unavoidably generated by the imagination and taken as natural beliefs.22 It is only upon
sceptical reflection that we recognize the imagination’s role in producing natural fictions.

I offer a brief sketch of how Hume’s verification criteria bear on natural epistemic
relations in the following sections. Notice that, after Part I, Book I, Hume is concerned mainly
with verifying the origin and content of relations, namely, space and time, causality, and identity.
Why do relations become the focus of Hume’s epistemological study? I believe it 1s because of
the relationship between relations, the principle of association, and the various fictions that seem
to arise from our tendency to ‘complete the union.” The focus on this relationship serves to

introduce the imagination as a neglected but leading character in the story of human nature.

2. Natural Epistemic Relations

2.1. Book I, Part II: Space and Time

After the elements of his philosophy, Hume sets out to examine two foundational ideas of human
nature: space and time. Hume’s initial examination of space and time prefigures a similar move
made in Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic. That said, Hume’s discussion, unlike Kant’s, is not
meant to reify the concepts of space and time as forms of intuition. Hume does not harbour

idealist aspirations in any sense—whether Kantian, Hegelian, or Platonic.2?> Hume’s approach to

22 T follow Beryl Logan in thinking that “what makes the natural beliefs different from empirical beliefs is that the
object of belief, rather than being an idea derived from an impression, is a feigned idea or fiction that the
imagination produces to complete its propensity to unite where there is only relation” (Religion Without Talking, 80).

23 As Wayne Waxman puts it: “Hume’s analyses of our perceptions of bodies, the mind (self, person), space, time,
substances, causality, and the like become, on this view, just that: analyses of the representations our minds are capable
of forming of these things rather than idealist reductions a la Berkeley or Kant of the things themselves. Branding these
representations fictions, as Hume did implicitly or explicitly, thus does not imply the fictitiousness of the things they
represent, but instead merely serves to warn us against assuming a perfect correspondence between them, however
natural we may find it to do so” (“Hume’s Theory of Ideas,” 142).
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the form of human perception is altogether innovative. It is a type of naturalism, where the
formal properties of perception are understood as associations of ideas—associations that are open
to experimental examination.

For that reason, Hume’s method retains a scientific and experimental ethos in opposition
to the dogmatic presuppositions of Kant’s forms of intuition. In other words, the form of our
perceptions 1s derived, in Hume’s view, by reflecting on the way our perceptions are arranged.
That process of verification is probabilistic. If, for example, there is an instance where a human
perceives temporality in a radically different way, that piece of data would be included in Hume’s
probabilistic model, whereas, for Kant, such an occurrence might be fatal to his project. In the
Treatise, there is no espousal of universal and necessary categories of the mind. Hume’s laws or
principles of the imagination—causality, resemblance, and contiguity—are taken as probable.2*
Hume’s mitigated scepticism 1s clear in this respect. The experimental results that Hume records
from his thought experiments are replicable and consistent, but Hume does not pretend to go
beyond his past perceptions and declare his findings necessary, unwersal, or impossible. Indeed,
thinking in terms of these categorical modalities leads to precisely the type of dogmatism that
Hume is eager to avoid.

Hume’s analysis of space and time as udeas follows his scientific approach. What Hume
wants to discover is the orgin and content of space and time. Where do these ideas come from, and

what do they contain?

24 An argument may be made that Hume believes the principles of association to be “universal” because he says as
much (T 1.1.4.1; SBN 10). Hume’s use of the term ‘universal’ to describe his principle of association, however, does
not seem to be a universal affirmative in the Aristotelian or Kantian sense. Indeed, Hume writes that the imagination
seems to be “guided by some universal principles, which render it, in some measure, uniform with itself in all times and
places.” (T 1.1.4.1; SBN 10, italics added). If Hume were categorical about the universality of his principles of
association, it is unlikely he would add the qualification ‘in some measure.” Moreover, Hume notes that “this uniting
principle is not to be consider’d as an inseparable connexion,” but rather as a “gentle force” (T 1.1.4.1; SBN 10).
These remarks, to my mind, provide enough evidence to show that Hume takes his principle of association as a
probable law of attraction.
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First, Hume argues that the infinite divisibility of the ideas of space and time 1s “utterly
impossible,” “for in order to form a just notion...we must have a distinct idea” (T 1.2.1.5; SBN
28). Ideas are separable, distinct, and derived from corresponding impressions. Therefore, simple
ideas are something like minimum units of perception that may not be infinitely divided. He
provides an experiment for the reader to replicate: “Put a spot of ink upon paper, fix your eye
upon that spot, and retire to such a distance, that at last you lose sight of 1t” (T 1.2.1.4; SBN 27).
He concludes that when you step far enough away from the dot, it will reduce to an ultimate
minimum. Even though a telescope or microscope may alter the size of the black dot, there is
always a minimum idea of 1it.

Second, Hume discusses the nature of space and time in terms of infinite divisibility. The
only difference between the titles of Section I and II is the removal of the term ‘ideas.” The slight
change in the title suggests a new direction in Hume’s approach to understanding space and time.
In Section II, Hume is not speaking of the ideas of space and time; instead, he supposes that we
already have adequate representations of space and time, and therefore he may pursue deductive
arguments regarding infinite divisibility. If our ideas of space and time are already “adequate
representations of objects, the relations, contradictions and agreements of the ideas are all
applicable to the objects” (T 1.2.2.1; SBN 29). Therefore, Hume admits assessments of truth or
falsehood with respect to the adequate representation of space and time.

Nevertheless, what does Hume mean by an ‘adequate representation’? There are only a
few references to the so-called ‘adequacy’ of representations, but he seems to mean that we have
some fixed notion of an object. While representations always hold the possibility of alteration by

virtue of Hume’s conceivability maxim, we may nevertheless reason upon stable representations
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we possess at any given time.2> Thus, the logical incompatibility of “a mountain without a valley”
holds so long as our particular ideas forming the general ideas of mountains and valleys do not
include in their revival set a mountain without a valley or a valley without a mountain (T 1.2.2.8;
SBN 32).26

Notably, in his discussion regarding general terms, Hume claims “that we may fix the
meaning of the word” (T 1.1.7.10; SBN 22). On my reading, I interpret Hume’s notion of
‘adequacy’ to mean a fixed idea or representation. Thus, despite an ever-present possibility of
change in the idea or representation, we may reason deductively upon our ideas as if they refer to
a static revival set. Once the reference is fixed, it is open to deductive reasoning.

The same 1s true of geometry, “by which we fix the proportions of figures” such that it
“excels both in universality and exactness” (T' 1.3.1.4; SBN 70, italics added). Still, because
geometry 1s drawn from general appearances or “the loose judgments of the senses and
imagination,” it never attains “perfect precision and exactness” (T 1.3.1.4; SBN 70-1). Therefore,

the contradiction of a mountain without a valley is only a logical contradiction if the ideas of

25 The conceivability maxim runs as follows: “That whatever the mind clearly concetves includes the idea of possible existence, or
in other words, that nothing we imagine ts absolutely impossible” (T 1.2.2.8; SBN 32). What this entails is that there is always a
possibility that ideas or representations we hold to be true, clear, or adequate are not so.

26 T follow Don Garrett’s idea of a ‘revival set’ here and elsewhere. See Don Garrett’s Cognition and Commitment in
Hume’s Phulosophy, 24=5. In brief, a revival set is the set of particular ideas annexed to a general term.

An objection here might be that Hume clearly says that “We can form no idea of a mountain without a
valley,” and therefore it’s impossible. What this doesn’t take into account is Hume’s more foundational commitment
to novel empirical data. While admittedly mountains have always appeared with valleys, and thus each general
term’s revival set is stable such that we can make a claim of impossibility, this does not close off all empirical
possibility (though it may close off logical possibility for a given fixed operation). Suppose that Hume is presented
with an asteroid floating in space in the exact form of a mountain but without a corresponding valley (say it was
severed somehow from its original planet), would he accept the perception as a mountain? On my interpretation, the
correct way to read Hume’s stance on logical impossibility is to accept logical impossibility as valid in the space of
reason (where we may treat ideas as if they are fixed), but to remember that reason is predicated on the imagination,
the principle of association, and memory—where ideas are always open to change based on novel empirical data.
Thus, logical impossibility is only valid on the basis of the fiction of fixedness. I discuss this issue further in Chapter 4.
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‘mountain’ and ‘valley’ are fixed in such a way that we regard them as universal and exact—but,
of course, there are no ideas of the senses and imagination that we regard as such.?

In Section III of Part II, Hume returns to his experimental method regarding the ideas of
space and time. On this occasion, Hume engages his empirical verification method—that is, “no
discovery cou’d have been made more happily for deciding all controversies concerning ideas...
that impressions always take the precedency of them, and that every idea, with which the
imagination 1s furnish’d, first makes its appearance in a correspondent impression” (T 1.2.3.1;
SBN 33). In other words, Hume wants to apply the principle of empirical verification to the ideas
of space and time to “discover farther” their nature and composition (T 1.2.3.1; SBN 33).

The argument that follows unfolds via various thought experiments, where Hume asks us
to visualize him opening his eyes and surveying his table. What does he see? “The impressions of
colour’d points, dispos’d in a certain manner” (T 1.2.3.4; SBN 34). The perception of his table
alone 1s enough to give him the idea of extension. Extension is, therefore, the general idea of
points distributed in a certain manner. Therefore, the conclusion of his experiment is that space
is an abstract idea, where “we omit the peculiarities of colour,” and found the “abstract idea
merely on that disposition of points, or manner of appearance” (T 1.2.3.5; SBN 34).

Hume reaches the same conclusion regarding the idea of time. Time is a general term
representing successive moments “fill’d with some real object or existence” (T 1.2.3.17; SBN 39).
In other words, space and time are not “separate or distinct ideas, but merely those of the
manner or order, in which objects exist” (T 1.2.4.2; SBN 39-40). Thus, in terms of property

verification, we learn that space and time do not fit neatly into Hume’s prior discussion of general

27 While I will discuss mathematics in several sections of this dissertation, note for now that, in order to describe the
‘perfect exactness and certainty’ of algebra and arithmetic, Hume conspicuously depends upon two ideas that he will
later name fictions: equality and unity (T 1.3.1.5; SBN 71). In this, I take Hume’s philosophy of mathematics to be
influenced by Bayle and Berkeley, and possibly the constructive scepticism of Gassendi and Francisco Sanches.
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terms 1n so far as there are no separate and distinct particular ideas in the revival set. Space and
time seem to pose additional problems for empirical verification since abstracting from all the
peculiarities of ideas such as colour or material leaves us with something reminiscent of Lockean
primary qualities, which Hume subsequently rejects.

As for faculty venification, Hume argues that “we have...no idea of space or extension, but
when we regard it as an object either of our sight or feeling” (T 1.2.3.16; SBN 39). Space and
time, in this respect, are ideas derived from sensory impressions and copied in memory. That
said, there 1s a difficulty with Hume’s assessment here as it relates to his principle of association.
Indeed, if space and time are sensory ideas, then is the relation of contiguity a sensory relation,
too? In Book II, Hume claims that this is not the case: “"Tis evident, then, there is an attraction
or association among impressions, as well as among ideas; tho’ with this remarkable difference, that
ideas are associated by resemblance, contiguity, and causation; and impressions only by
resemblance” (T 2.1.4.3; SBN 283, italics added).

What is the connection between the relation of space and time and contiguity? In ‘Of
Relations,” Hume lists contiguity as a species of space and time. Therefore, they must be
synonymous in some sense, yet the principle of association, which includes contiguity, is an
operation of the imagination. Likewise, in Hume’s analysis of identity, he argues that sense
cannot go beyond a single impression (1" 1.4.2.4; SBN 189). It is unintelligible, as a consequence,

to suggest that the senses can perceive more than one impression in a single impression (which the
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relation of time requires).28 The pursuit of faculty verification, to that end, ends up revealing an
inconsistency in Hume’s philosophy: either contiguity, space, and time are derived from the
imagination or the senses.?? The only apparent solution is to take Hume’s position to be that both
sense and the imagination are required to cause the relations of space and time.3? Without the
imagination, there are no relations of contiguity, space, or time.3!

The final section of Part II is replete with thought experiments replying to potential
objections to Hume’s conclusions regarding space and time. For instance, he discusses the idea of
a vacuum. Turning to the empirical verification method for support, Hume asks: where should
the idea of a vacuum 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
wea (T'1.2.5.28; SBN 65). The idea of a vacuum does not pass the empirical verification test, and

therefore it is experimentally invalidated.

28 Whether spatial relations can be discerned in any single impression or idea is a more controversial issue. We might
say that reflection reveals spatial relations that are inherent in impressions or ideas, but that is to speculate about the
nature of relations prior to perception. An example may help. Say there is a chair next to a table in a single
impression. In order to say that ‘nextness’ is part of our single sensory impression, we must sense it. Yet, we do not
touch, see, smell, taste, or hear ‘nextness.” Now, if it is the case that we do not sense ‘nextness,” we require a second-
order reflection to discern the relation of ‘nextness.” Once we enter into a second-order reflection, however, we are
no longer dealing with a single sensory impression, and thus we cannot say with certainty that the relation of
‘nextness’ 1s only produced by the original, single sensory impression. Or consider the following question: suppose a
child 1s born into existence and only lives for one exact instant. In this instant, the child perceives a single complex
impression, which is copied into an idea. Does the child perceive any spatial relations in the single complex
impression or idea?

29 In Chapter 3, I attempt to reconstruct a consistent view of Hume’s relations, which requires me to take substantial
interpretive liberties. Nevertheless, what I will suggest 1s that the ontology of relations such as contiguity or space and
time are best understood as beyond our ability to verify. In that way, they cannot be called ideas at all. Although
Hume seems to make the inconsistent remark that relations are complex ideas, he also makes the more modest claim
that the effects of his principle of association are all that we can know. If we take relations as effects only, then we
need not search in vain for the causes (i.c., impressions) required for empirical, faculty, or property verification.

30 Tor claims that suggest the senses and the imagination must both be involved in generating the relations of space
and time, see T 1.2.1.5, T 1.2.4.7, T 1.2.4.29, T 1.2.4.31, T 1.2.4.32; SBN 28, 42, 51, 638, and 52.

31 Jan Wilbanks notes that the analysis of space and time is where Hume’s “first real discussion of fictions of the

imagination occurs, and hence it marks the first full-fledged and explicitly drawn distinction between the conceiving
and supposing activities of imagination” (Hume’s Theory of Imagination, 118).
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Hume ends his discussion of space and time with a short section on the ideas of existence
and external existence. Similar to the ideas of space and time, there is no distinct idea of
existence separate from perceptions. Indeed, our perceptions are existence: “The idea of
existence, then, is the very same with the idea of what we conceive to be existent” (T 1.2.6.4;
SBN 66). Impressions and ideas constitute Hume’s ontological framework; thus, “nothing is ever
really present with the mind but its perceptions or impressions and ideas” (T 1.2.6.7; SBN 67).
The consequences of this position are more extreme than, I think, Hume realized, for it leaves
the relations or connections between perceptions unperceived. In other words, any relation
between atomistic perceptions must be mind-dependent because, by definition, relations cannot
be internal to perceptions while, at the same time, connecting them externally. Again, it seems the
only solution is that the faculty of imagination, when operating on sensory impressions, generates
all known relations between them.

On the grounds of Hume’s experimental method, Part I of Book I tells us that space and
time are general terms representative of particular points or moments distributed in a particular
manner. The ideas of space and time are not metaphysically distinct from extension or duration
or impressions or ideas. Prior to Hume, Spinoza and Descartes suggested that time may be
eternal and space infinite. However, Hume’s experiments demonstrate that space and time are
neither eternal nor infinite. The ideas of eternity and infinity imply that we may go beyond our
impressions and ideas, which is plainly impossible unless we accept them as fictions. For Hume,
“we never really advance a step beyond ourselves, nor can conceive any kind of existence, but
those perceptions, which have appear’d in that narrow compass. This is the universe of the

imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produc’d” (T 1.2.6.8; SBN 67-8).
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2.2. Book I, Part III: Causality
In Part III of Book I, Hume considers the idea of cause and effect. What is the origin and
content of our idea of causality? Hume turns to his experimental method for guidance, and what
he discovers i1s a devastating critique of the scientific method itself. In that way, Hume’s
examination of causality reflects on the validity of his own experimental method. Nevertheless,
Hume does not discard the experimental method as useless once he discovers the true nature of
causality; on the contrary, his critique of causality ends up supporting a more robust account of
philosophical probability.

Hume opens his discussion by drawing attention to a difference between intuitive,
deductive, and inductive relations:
(1) Intuitive relations are resemblance, contrariety, and degrees in quality. These relations are known
immediately when they “first strike the eye, or rather the mind,” a “decision we always
pronounce at first sight, without any enquiry or reasoning” (T 1.3.1.2; SBN 70).
(2) Deductive relations are proportions of quantity or number. Therefore, algebra, arithmetic, and
geometry depend on deductive relations, though the latter do not reach the certainty of the
former. When proportions of quantity or number are small enough, we may comprehend them
in “an instant” (T' 1.3.1.3; SBN 70). Therefore, they may be construed as intuitive relations.
(3) Inductwe relations are identity, contiguity, distance, and causation. These are relations “we
receive...from experience, and not from any abstract reasoning or reflection” (T 1.3.1.1; SBN
69).
The first two relations “depend entirely on the ideas, which we compare together, and such as
may be chang’d without any change in the ideas” (T 1.3.1.1; SBN 69). The third type of relation

“may be chang’d merely by an alteration of their place, without any change on the objects
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themselves or on their ideas; and the place depends on a hundred different accidents, which
cannot be foreseen by the mind” (T 1.3.1.1; SBN 69).

The first book of the Treatise focuses on verifying relations of the latter sort. That is, Part
IL, III, and IV of Book I contain general accounts of the ideas of contiguity (space and time),
causality (cause and effect), and identity, respectively. Therefore, we might see the first book of
the Treatise as primarily concerned with verifying a specific class of ideas: inductive relations. How
are inductive relations produced as ideas in human nature? At face value, the question appears
facile—simply employ Hume’s empirical method. From what impressions are inductive relations
derived? The answer, though, is anything but facile; it ends up exposing the extent to which the
imagination is necessarily responsible for the structure or form of human perception.

Consider once more. From what impression does the relation of contiguity derive? It does
not appear that contiguity is copied from any single impression. Instead, contiguity seems to
denote perceptions or qualities arranged or associated in a certain manner. Contiguity is the form
of impressions; it is not part of the content of any impression or idea. In other words, contiguity,
like necessity, appears to exist “in the mind, not in objects” (T 1.3.14.22; SBN 165).32

Hume begins Section II of Part III by suggesting that inductive relations—identity,
situations in time and place, and causation—require further explanation, while the other four
relations (which are clearly understood and make up the foundation of science) need no further
explanation.?3 The explanation unfolds over Part II-IV, where space and time, causality, and

identity are examined in great detail. With respect to causality, Hume says, “[w]e must consider

32 T take the same reasoning to apply to the relations of space and time. In the next section, Hume even uses the
phrase “the situations in time and place” interchangeably with contiguity (T 1.3.2.1; SBN 73).

33 Hume’s use of ‘science’ here is unusual. To claim that inductive relations do not contribute to the foundation of

science does not fit with Hume’s own experimental methodology. To that end, I suspect Hume means here by
‘science’ only those domains classified under mathematics, algebra, or geometry.
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the idea of causation, and see from what origin it is deriv’d” (T 1.3.2.4; SBN 74). To do so, Hume

(13}

first engages his empirical verification method, for, “’tis impossible perfectly to understand any idea,
without tracing it up to its origin, and examining that primary impression, from which it
arises” (T 1.3.2.4; SBN 74-3).

To that end, Hume concludes, “causation must be derived from some relation among
objects” (T 1.3.2.6; SBN 75). However, from what relation must causation be derived? Wherever
causation is discovered among objects, so too is the relation of contiguity. Therefore, contiguity is
taken initially as the original relation that causes the idea of causation. Curiously, Hume refers to
causation as an idea here rather than a relation (T 1.3.2.6; SBN 75). It is an idea for which there is
no corresponding quality in any object, but that nevertheless still refers to qualities in objects. It is
not clear whether Hume regards causation as an idea copied from a single impression of
causation as he suggests at the beginning of Section II of Book III or whether causation is a
complex idea that has no corresponding impression.3*

Hume goes on to observe that contiguity is not the only relation from which causation 1s
derived. A second relation, namely, priority, is also essential to cause the idea of causation. Note

that Hume does not include priority as either a natural or philosophical relation, yet it appears to

be a species of contiguity. Not only that, but there is also a third relation essential to causation:

3% The matter is representative of a much broader interpretive problem concerning the ontology of Hume’s
relations. If relations are derivative of mental association, then they are not caused by impressions. They are simply
combinations of various ideas already in the mind. Thus, if relations are “complex ideas [that] never had
impressions, that corresponded to them,” then there is no way to empirically verify them (T 1.1.1.4; SBN 3). The
matter is even more hopeless, however. Instead of being like Paris where at least some of the complex idea resembles
actual impressions (and is therefore partially verifiable), complex ideas of relations may not appeal to any
corresponding simple impressions. There are no simple impressions that resemble relations in any way, because
relations are formal associations of ideas. In that sense, it is more accurate to compare New Jerusalem with relations,
for New Jerusalem is similarly a general term applied to a given combination of ideas. To the question of ontological
validity, then, the only difference between the relation of causation and New Jerusalem seems to be that causation is
irresistible and useful to the conduct of life whereas New Jerusalem is neither irresistible nor necessarily useful.
Otherwise, they are both simply combinations of ideas without any further content to clearly differentiate them in
terms of ontological validity.
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that 1s, necessary connection. Indeed, Hume refers to necessary connection as a relation, but it is
unclear why he has left out necessary connection from both his discussions on relations,
specifically in ‘Of knowledge’ and ‘Of relations.” Of course, the answer soon arrives when
Hume’s empirical verification method reveals that necessary connection is not a relation after all;
in fact, the actual relation 1s constant conjunction. Still, constant conjunction is not included in
any discussion of Hume’s relations, either. Where would constant conjunction fit into Hume’s
theory of relations? It seems to be a combination of contiguity and resemblance. In other words,
constancy implies resemblance, whereas comjunction implies contiguity. When two or more pairs of
temporally contiguous ideas resemble each other, the relation of constant conjunction obtains.
For instance, if a heating element and boiling water are temporally contiguous impressions, and
the conjunction of both ideas resembles a further conjunction of the same ideas, then the
relation of causation is generated. Therefore, causation is essentially a combination of the two
(apparently more primary) natural relations: resemblance and contiguity. It might be worthwhile
to remark that neither resemblance nor contiguity on their own is enough to “be trac’d beyond
our senses” and inform “us of existences and objects,” but when resemblance and contiguity act
together to cause the relation of constant conjunction (in at least one sense of causality), they are
able to be traced beyond our senses (T 1.3.2.3; SBN 74).

Constant conjunction is, on second consideration, always “an inference from one object
to another,” and Hume presumes that the idea of causality depends upon such an inference (T
1.3.6.3; SBN 88). Experience plays a key role in this, for it is our remembrance of past constant
conjunctions that affords us the idea of causality. Hume returns to his method of faculty verification
to decide “whether experience produces the idea by means of the understanding or imagination;

whether we are determin’d by reason to make the transition, or by a certain association and
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relation of perceptions” (T 1.3.6.4; SBN 88-9).35 In other words, he asks whether the idea of
causality is generated by reason or the imagination? While Hume previously said that “the ideas
of cause and effect be derivid from the impressions of reflection as well as from those of
sensation,” it 1s still obscure where the ideas of cause and effect might be located i any
impression (T 1.3.2.16; SBN 78).

At once, Hume denies the possibility that the idea of the inference is a matter of
demonstrative reasoning. It is not a matter of knowledge or the comparison of ideas. The second
option is that the inference arises from probable reasoning, but Hume remarks that “probability is
founded on the presumption of a resemblance betwixt those objects, of which we have had
experience, and those, of which we have had none; and therefore ’tis impossible this presumption
can arise from probability” (T 1.3.6.7; SBN 90).

Indeed, “reason can never shew us the connexion of one object with another...When the
mind, therefore, passes from the idea or impression of one object to the idea or belief of another,
it is...by certain principles, which associate together the ideas of these objects, and unite them in
the imagination” (T 1.3.6.12; SBN 92). By way of facully verification, then, Hume’s science of the
mind attributes the inference involved in causal reasoning to the faculty of imagination.

Let us pause to notice an important synonymy between Hume’s discussion of general
terms and his discussion of causality. Both are derived from the same origin: the union of ideas in
the imagination. Indeed, “[a] particular idea becomes general by being annex’d to a general
term; that is, to a term, which from a customary conjunction has a relation to many other

particular ideas, and readily recals them in the imagination” (T 1.1.7.10; SBN 22). In the same

35 By ‘reason’ and the ‘understanding,’ I take Hume to mean the same faculty. I follow Peter Millican in this respect.
Note that Hume introduces reason and the understanding as separate_faculties at this point. In Part I and Part IT of
Book I of the Treatise, the faculty of reason and the understanding did not play any significant role, if at all. Indeed, it
appears that this is the first passage where Hume opposes reason to the imagination. See T 1.3.9.19n22; SBN 117-8.
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way that causality 1s defined in part by constant conjunction, general terms are equally defined by
the relation of constant conjunction. What distinguishes between causal relations and the
relations of general terms to which particular ideas are annexed? General terms are customary
conjunctions of terms and ideas, whereas causality i1s constant conjunctions of two or more
impressions or ideas.

Hume subsequently argues that the natural relation of causality—that is, the irresistible
union of ideas by the imagination—is what enables the mind “to reason upon it, or draw any
inference from it” (T 1.3.6.16; SBN 94). The philosophical relation of causality, on the other
hand, does not play a role in the determination of the mind to expect an effect from a cause.
Why? Hume is clear to separate the imagination from reason. The active, intentional comparison
of ideas (philosophical relations) is a function of reason. The passive association of ideas (natural
relations) i1s a function of the imagination. The passive association of ideas is prior to all
philosophical relations. Hume’s argument is transparent: without the priority of the natural
relation of causality, we may not “reason upon [cause and effect], or draw any inference from
it” (T 1.3.6.16; SBN 94, italics added).

A further discussion on the nature of belief explores the role of the imagination in
inductive relations in more detail. Particularly, the fact that “objects have no discoverable
connexion together; nor is it from any other principle but custom operating upon the
imagination, that we can draw any inference from the appearance of one to the existence of
another” (T 1.3.8.12; SBN 103). The inference from cause to effect is a result of two criteria: (1)
custom and (2) force and vivacity. Belief, for Hume, is a manner of conceiving an idea. An idea

({3

that 1s conceived as real as opposed to fictitious 1s one that feels qualitatively distinct. Thus, “’tis

not solely in poetry and music, we must follow our taste and sentiment, but likewise in
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philosophy” (T 1.3.8.12; SBN 103). While intuitive and demonstrative reasoning produces true
belief via a comparison of ‘fixed’ ideas, probable reasoning is believed to be true solely on the
basis of custom and feeling.
On the whole, what Hume discovers via his experimental method with respect to the idea
of cause and effect is the following:
Emprrical verification: Causation is not any one impression; it is constant conjunction of two ideas
or impressions. Constant conjunction, more specifically, 1s contiguity, priority, and necessary
connection.
Faculty venification: Causation requires the faculty of imagination. The inference from cause to
effect is a result of the imaginative union of ideas. Our belief in the inference is based on custom
and past experience. Causation is therefore derivative of the senses. Similar to space and time,
both the senses and imagination are necessary for generating causal relations; it is thus mind-
dependent and mind-independent.
Property verification: Causation is a relation among two or more impressions or ideas. It is, therefore,
a general term describing particular resembling inferences or constant conjunctions, depending
on the sense of cause.
Before turning to the relation of identity, Hume applies his experimental method once more to
the idea of necessity. In terms of property verification, necessity is defined as synonymous with
eflicacy, agency, power, force, energy, connexion, and productive quality (T 1.3.14.4; SBN 157). It
is, therefore, impossible to use one of these terms to define the other, for that would be circular.
Next, Hume considers previous arguments in the history of philosophy. Since no

philosopher has correctly defined necessity, Hume suggests that we seek the impression to which
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necessity may be traced. However, “there is no impression convey’d by our senses, which can give
rise to that idea” (T 1.3.14.22; SBN 165).

If necessity is not an external impression, it must be an internal impression or an
impression of reflection. But Hume rejects this solution. There is no internal impression that
gives rise to our idea of necessity. Instead, Hume describes necessity as “that propensity, which
custom produces, to pass from an object to the idea of its usual attendant. This therefore is the
essence of necessity” (T 1.3.14.22; SBN 165).

Necessity is an idea that is mind-dependent. The corollary is that necessity arises from the
faculty of imagination. The senses and memory record external and internal impressions. But
necessity is neither an external nor an internal impression. Thus, it cannot be ascribed to the
senses or memory. Given that the faculty of reason intentionally or actively compares ideas (i.e.,
discovers philosophical relations), and the idea of necessity is not derived from philosophical
comparisons, necessity cannot be an idea of reason either.

Hume posits necessity as “something, that exists in the mind, not in objects...necessity 1is
nothing but that determination of the thought to pass from causes to effects and from effects to
causes, according to their experienc’d union” (T 1.3.14.22; SBN 165-6). The determination of
the mind to pass from cause and effect is, first and foremost, a natural process. It is, in other
words, irresistible. We have no control over whether necessity obtains. As a consequence, it seems
clear that necessity must be an idea derived from the faculty of imagination.

The implications of this fact are significant. Logic, mathematics, and deductive reasoning
all require the idea of necessity to reach certainty. But if necessity is a mind-dependent idea
generated by the human imagination, then all certainty is only certain so far as the human mind is

concerned. Therefore, any contradictory statement may hold in a possible world where,
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hypothetically, the human imagination does not produce the idea of necessity.36 Hume’s
circumscription of necessity to the human mind anticipates his later skeptical remarks. If
necessity only exists in the mind, then it seems to entail that anything is possible mind-

independently.

2.3. Book I, Part IV: Identity

While Hume’s scepticism in the Treatise gradually increases throughout Part II and III of Book I,
it reaches a fever pitch in Part IV. If space and time are atomistic points or successive moments
disposed in a certain manner, and causality 1s reduced to constant conjunction derivative of past
experience, our knowledge about the world appears ever more limited. However, Hume’s most
significant critique of the limits of human knowledge is still to come. It is, on my view, Hume’s
examination of the idea of identity that ultimately motivates the sceptical crisis found in the
conclusion of Book L.

Hume prefigures his discussion of identity by remarking that when he turns “the scrutiny
against every successive estimation...of [his] faculties, all the rules of logic require a continual
diminution, and at last a total extinction of belief and evidence” (T 1.4.1.6; SBN 183, italics
added). Though Hume is referring here to the continual diminution of certainty that arises from
having to reassess the fallibility of his faculties ad infinitum, his examination of the idea of identity

will yield similarly devastating consequences for the validity of traditional logic.

36 Of course, the natural objection is that logical necessity must be separated from psychological necessity. Hume is only
referring to the latter in the preceding discussion. On my interpretation, however, I take the unpopular view that
Hume is committed to a brand of psychologism, because it seems to me that since reason is a sub-faculty of the
imagination it is predicated upon the more fundamental features of the imagination, namely, natural relations and
determinations. Therefore, without psychological necessity there is no logical necessity. What, indeed, would logical
necessity look like if there were no psychological necessity in the first place? To suppose that logical necessity exists
outside of the human mind, in some Platonic realm, seems antithetical to Hume’s entire project. For an account of
Humean psychologism and its relationship to mathematics, see Waxman, “Psychologistic Foundations.”
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Indeed, given that the so-called law of identity requires an idea of identity—and that the
law of contradiction is predicated on the law of identity—any critique of the idea of identity
transitively implies a critique of the law of contradiction. In other words, Hume’s application of
his experimental method to the idea of identity seriously undermines any form of deductive or
demonstrative reasoning that depends on the traditional laws of thought.?” The sceptical
implications of Hume’s discussion regarding identity and its relation to the logical law of identity
are often overlooked in the literature.?® And yet, it provides a robust justification for reason being
ultimately subordinate to our natural beliefs and passions, or why “belief s more properly an act of the
sensitive, than of the cogitative part of our natures” (T 1.4.1.8; SBN 183).

In Section II, Hume announces that “the subject...of our present enquiry is concerning
the causes which induce us to believe in the existence of body” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 187-8). Upon
closer review, Hume does not set out to verify the existence of body by examining its causes.
Instead, he sets out to examine the attribution of “a continu’d existence to objects” and existence
only in so far as it is “distinct from the mind and perception” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 188). Hume’s initial
experimental method is facully verification, namely, “whether it be the senses, reason, or
the imagination, that produces the opinion of a continu’d or of a distinct existence” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN

188). In other words, what faculty causes the inductive relation of identity?

37 Although there is a substantial amount of literature on what actually constitutes the traditional laws of thought,
here I follow Bertrand Russell in so far as they may be reduced to three: (1) the law of identity, (2) the law of
contradiction, and (3) the law of the excluded middle. I also take it that the latter two are predicated on the first (7%e
Problems of Philosophy, 72).

38 Or worse, it 1s dismissed as simply another instance of historical confusion by certain cavalier modern logicians.
Take C. J. F. Williams, for instance, who criticizes Hume’s theory of identity as a “non-starter. It is of interest only as
evidence of the perennial perplexity which the paradox of identity has engendered amongst philosophers” (What is
Identity?, 4). On the presuppositions of modern logicians, it is indeed difficult to see the import of Hume’s theory of
identity. If, however, we take Hume’s foundational commitments seriously, in so far as we must begin with the science
of man—that is, cognitive psychology—then his theory of identity is far more powerful. On the other hand, for F'H.
Bradley, it is unfortunate that later empiricists (including the later Hume) did not take the theory of identity, as
expressed in the Treatise, seriously: “Since Hume’s bold speculations on the subject of identity were suppressed by
himself, the English school has repeated a lesson by rote and flaunted a blind ancestral prejudice” (Principles of Logic,
267.
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The senses are immediately dismissed as the faculty responsible for the notion of
continued existence. Why? Continued existence cannot be sensed, for once the object no longer
appears to the senses, it ceases to continue in existence. The senses are also not responsible for the
notions of distinct, independent, or external bodies because “a single perception can never
produce the idea of a double existence” (T 1.4.2.4; SBN 189).39

The faculty of reason is likewise not responsible for our idea of continued existence.
Hume’s argument is “that children, peasants, and the greatest part of mankind are induc’d to

b

attribute objects to some impressions, and deny them to others,” and yet they do not need to
consult the esoteric arguments of philosophers to do so (T 1.4.2.14; SBN 193). Moreover, if we
take perceptions and objects to be the same, then we can never infer, through reason, that one
causes the other.

Thus, there is only one other faculty possible for the attribution of continued existence to
objects: the wmagination—the same faculty necessary for the prior inductive relations of causality
and space and time. It is no wonder that Hume spends the majority of Book I of his Treatise on

the examination of these three inductive relations—they are inextricably linked to what entitles

him the glorious name of inventor: the principle of the association of ideas (AB 35; SBN 661).40

39 We might ask a similar question regarding how a single perception can give rise to a relation as well. If only two or
more sensory impressions or ideas give rise to relations, then they are not internal to any single impression or idea.
Neither are they external to impressions or ideas because Hume only attributes possible existence to that which is
derivable from impressions or ideas—but, if they are not internal to ideas and impressions, then they are not derivable
from impressions or ideas. Hence, the paradox that Hume’s relations are not derivable from anything within his
admitted ontological framework.

40 A controversial argument I will propose in my interpretation is that resemblance and identity amount to the same
relation—all that may be distinguished between the two relations is whether resemblance/identity is actively or
passively related, that is, a natural or philosophical relation. Therefore, I come to the conclusion that Hume’s
discussion of identity may be transitively applied to the relation of resemblance. In the same way that causality
contains a natural and philosophical distinction, resemblance is the natural aspect of the philosophical relation of
identity. Book I, in essence, is an analysis of the three natural relations composing Hume’s greatest invention. In
Chapter 3, I present the complete argument regarding resemblance and identity.
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These three natural relations, generated by the imagination, are the “cement of the
universe,” the “secret tie or union among particular ideas,” and “the only links that bind the parts
of the universe together, or connect us with any person or object exterior to ourselves” (AB 35;
SBN 662). In other words, they are the laws of thought—that 1s, the logical ground of the human
mind. Only through Hume’s empirical method for verifying ideas was it possible to make this
discovery.

After Hume rejects vulgar notions of why we attribute continued existence to objects, he
realizes that one peculiar property of continued existence is constancy (T 1.4.2.18; SBN 194).
Constancy seems to be as important to continued existence as it is for causality in so far as it is a
necessary property of the relation.#! The type of constancy it shares with causation is also similar
in that it admits of “very considerable exceptions” (T 1.4.2.19; SBN 195).42 The secondary
property of continued existence is coherence. Coherence is difficult to interpret clearly, but as
Hume remarks, it is founded on a particular type of causal reasoning. The coherence of an
object 1s relative to how changes in a given object depend on each other. For instance, a fire that
burns over time will turn to ash. The causal relation between the fire and the ash generates a
coherence over interrupted, successive perceptions of the fire burning. Hume’s property verification,
therefore, yields two conclusions: coherence and constancy are both necessary properties of

continued existence.

41T take constancy as a species of the resemblance/identity relation. When we evaluate the definition of constancy,
we find that what makes something constant is that there is some form of resemblance/identity over a given set of
perceptions. For instance, if A 1s featured over a given set of five perceptions A A A A A, we say that A’ is constant.
This does not imply anything further than the relation of resemblance/identity across the five As.” It might be AB
AC AD’ or A B A C A D, such that the A’ are not contiguous or causal, and yet the relation of constancy still
obtains.

42 Why do I claim the constancy of causality admits exceptions? Consider a heating element (cause) that boils water

(effect). The heating element may exist in a variety of different stoves, and the time it takes to boil the water may
vary, but the causal explanation remains the same.
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In a subsequent passage, Hume qualifies his earlier statement regarding coherence as a
“kind of reasoning from causation” (T 1.4.2.19; SBN 195). On the contrary, he suggests that the
coherence of continued existence 1s considerably different than reasoning from causation. While
causation 1s based on custom and regulated by past experience, the coherence of continued
existence “can never be the direct and natural effect of the constant repetition and
connexion” (T 1.4.2.21; SBN 198).

In that case, how might coherence go beyond repeated instances of the past? Hume offers
an account where the faculty of imagination, once set into a train of thinking as “a galley put in

9% ¢

motion by the oars,” “carries on its course without any new impulse” (T 1.4.2.22; SBN 198). This
special feature of the mind to carry its thoughts beyond past instances generates the idea of
continued existence. Surprisingly, this ability appears synonymous with the determination of the
mind to expect an effect from a particular cause. The inference the imagination makes with
regard to causation goes beyond the past instances of cause and effect to expect future identical
causes and effects. However, Hume does not identify any such similarity between the mind-
dependent inference of continued existence and the mind-dependent inference of cause and
effect.

Moreover, Hume is not consistent with respect to the mental faculty responsible for
coherence. While he claims that the imagination is accountable, he suggests in other places that
the inference of coherence “arises from the understanding” (T 1.4.2.21; SBN 197). In another
instance, Hume appears to argue that the imagination’s propensity to continue its train of
thinking is the same “assign’d [to] reason,” and “why, after considering several loose standards of

equality, and correcting them by each other, we proceed to imagine so correct and exact a

standard of that relation” (T 1.4.2.22; SBN 198). In the latter example, I interpret Hume to
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mean that we may reason upon imperfect standards of equality, but the fiction of perfect equality
is ultimately an imagination construction. When it comes to the question of coherence, I
interpret Hume similarly in so far as we may reason upon an imperfect coherence between ideas,
but any perfect or actual coherence is generated by imaginative propensities. The imagination
thus seems responsible for giving “us a notion of a much greater regularity among objects, than
what they have when we look no farther than our senses” (T 1.4.2.22; SBN 198).

Once the faculty verification of coherence is complete, Hume moves on to examine the
nature and origin of constancy. Constancy seems to involve a similar inference of the mind as
coherence, namely, that “this inference from the constancy of our perceptions, like the precedent
from their coherence, gives rise to the opinion of the continu’d existence of body, which is prior to
that of its distinct existence” (T 1.4.2.23; SBN 199). In an attempt to further understand the
nature of our idea of continued existence, Hume sets out to further verify the properties of
constancy. To accomplish this, Hume proposes to examine four things: (1) the principle of
identity, (2) the relationship between resemblance and identity attribution, (3) the propensity to
attribute continued existence to interrupted perceptions, and (4) the force and vivacity of the
belief in continued existence.

First, the analysis of the principle of identity has broad implications not only for complex
issues like personal identity but for basic linguistic, logical, and mathematical uses of identity
relations. While Hume’s challenges toward the validity of causality have become famous in the
philosophical tradition, I submit that Hume’s challenges toward the validity of identity are far
more disruptive to the possibility of certain knowledge. In fact, on my interpretation, the three

parts following Part I of Book I of the Treatise constitute a sustained siege on the foundations of
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religion, science, philosophy, and, more generally, the authority of both reason and the senses in
equal measure. Consider:

(1) Space and time are nothing more than points or perceptions disposed in a certain manner.
There is no absolute or infinite space or time.

(2) Causality 1s merely constant conjunction of past experiences mixed with the determination of
the mind to expect like effects from like causes. Causation cannot be proven beyond human
experience.

(3) Identity 1s a propensity of the mind to unite mutually contradictory ideas, 1.e., unity and
number. Identity is thus a contradictory relation and possibly unintelligible.*3

If these claims are valid, what are the entailments? First, the identity of terms, numbers, and

objects are all derived from human psychology alone.** Second, causation is likewise mind-

43 In this, I find Hume to anticipate both Hegel and Bradley’s arguments against identity.

4 In subsequent chapters, I attempt to support this controversial claim. Again, I argue that Hume’s philosophy
entails the currently unpopular position of psychologism. On my view, psychologism need not be controversial.
Indeed, if one begins with first principles derived from psychological research, it seems only natural that all theorems
derived from those first principles must be traced back to that origin. As John Passmore writes: “Logic and
psychology have the same ingredients; Hume’s distinction between impressions and ideas can therefore serve as the
foundation both of his logic and of his psychology...Then it will follow that logic, in its entirety, forms part of the
science of human nature” (Hume’s Intentions, 18). More importantly, Passmore continues: “The revolutionary
character of Hume’s logic consists in his rejection of this contrast [between normative and descriptive logic]; logic,
he wishes to argue, is simply a branch of the descriptive science of psychology” (Ibid., 18-9).

I also draw a distinction between the unintelligibility, inconceivability, absurdity, obscurity, or
meaninglessness of an idea and our ability to understand an idea as unintelligible, inconceivable, absurd, obscure, or
meaningless. For instance, simply because a ‘mountain without a valley’ may be inconceivable does not imply that we
do not understand its inconceivability. In that way, there 1s a paradox at the core of Hume’s Conceivability Principle:
in order to understand that an idea is inconceivable, one must know inconceivability, but how can we know
inconceivability if it is inconceivable to know or experience inconceivability? I suggest that many natural fictions share
this paradoxical characteristic—they are inconceivable in so far as they are self-contradictory but we nevertheless
understand what it 1s to call something self-contradictory. Of course, for some sceptical realists, like John P. Wright,
inconceivability does not preclude possibility, thus rendering my distinction unnecessary.

The sceptical realist position may be, in some ways, regarded as the inverse of my interpretive position:
naturalist fictionalism. That 1s, where, say, Strawson’s ‘relative idea’ transcends the limits of the copy principle and
yet still fits into a realist framework, I see relative ideas as natural fictions (or hypotheses) that likewise transcend the
limits of the copy principle. In terms of objective causal power, for instance, I take Hume to believe in it on the
grounds of his naturalism while recognizing it to be fictional via his scepticism. Thus, I am equally agnostic
regarding the existence of objective causal powers as the sceptical realists, though I extend my view to all other
fictions and relations (in so far as it concerns existence claims). I discuss these arguments further in Chapters 3-6. For
an interesting discussion of the Conceivability Principle, see Lightner, “Hume on Conceivability and
Inconcetvability.”
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dependent, generated by a propensity of the mind to infer future causal sequences from past
causal sequences. Third, the nature of space and time are devoid of substantiality. They are
simply mind-dependent species (philosophical counterparts) of the natural relation of contiguity.

Hume’s tripartite subversion of reason and the senses supports two of his broader
philosophical positions: naturalism and mitigated scepticism. On the naturalistic side, no matter
how many arguments undermine causal, spatial, temporal, or identity relations, we continue to
believe in these relations and their corresponding fictions. On the sceptical side, we ought to
continue to doubt the inventory of our beliefs, even those as entrenched in our intellectual
culture as the law of identity and ‘1 + 1 = 2.” That particular practice will allow us to avoid
succumbing to any form of dogma.

With respect to the relation of identity, Hume goes on to ask why we consider interrupted
perceptions as the same (T 1.4.2.24; SBN 199). The interruption of the perceptions mixed with
their perfect identity creates a contradiction that we must disguise “in order to free ourselves from
this difficulty” (T 1.4.2.24; SBN 199). Hume claims that identity cannot arise from a single
perception; identity is always relational. This 1s why identity is treated earlier as an inductive
relation. Identity is not in any single perception, nor is it found in any single object: “One single
object conveys the idea of unity, not that of identity” (T 1.4.2.26; SBN 200).

And yet, at the same time, identity is not conveyed by the multiplicity of objects either.
Therefore, if number (multiplicity) and unity are both incompatible with the relation of identity,
then what exactly is involved in the relation? Hume relies on his earlier discussion of fictitious
duration to ostensibly clear up the matter. When duration is applied to an unchangeable object, it
1s only via a fiction of imagination that we believe the object participates in the “changes of the

co-existent objects” (T 1.4.2.29; SBN 201).
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In other words, when the multiplicity of duration (successive moments) is applied to the
unity of an unchangeable object, a fictitious kind of duration is produced. That is, the
combination of contradictory ideas (duration and unity) forms a new fiction that contains them
both. That Hume explains identity by appealing to his discussion of fictitious duration poses a
problem: are we to take the relation of identity as a fiction as well? If identity involves fictitious
duration, does it thereby contain a fiction? On my view, I take it that Hume’s discussion of
fictitious duration and identity refer to the same phenomenon in human nature. When an object
(unity) is combined with succession (multiplicity) to form a single relation, it may be described as
an instance of fictitious duration or identity. Otherwise, what exactly are the relevant differences
between Hume’s discussion of fictitious duration and identity that designate one as fictitious and
the other as non-fictitious?

Presumably, Hume calls fictitious duration a fiction because a single object (unity) cannot,
in principle, possess duration (multiplicity). It is an imaginative union of two disparate ideas that
cannot be traced to any single impression of sense or reflection. Hume must therefore refer to the
imaginative union in a way that it differentiates it from ordinary empirical perceptions. To do so,
he refers to this species of duration as a fiction. In the case of identity, the same union of
duration and unity is constitutive of the relation, and thus, I submit, the label of ‘fiction’ seems
legitimately applicable.

Nevertheless, while Hume relies on the fiction of duration to explain identity, the
explanation does not resolve the apparent contradiction of how a single fiction or relation can
involve at the same time and in the same respect both duration and unity. What he does say is
that we come to understand the contradictory nature of the idea through a kind of philosophical

perspectivism. Hume gestures at this type of philosophical perspectivism in various places in the
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Treatise, but the position is most clearly expressed in his discussion of identity. For instance, “when
we consider any two points of...time, we may place them in different lights: We may either survey
them at the very same instant; in which case they give us the idea of number” (T 1.4.2.29; SBN
201). Or, on the other hand, “we may trace the succession of time by a like succession of ideas,
and conceiving first one moment, along with the object then existent, imagine afterwards a
change in the time without any variation or wnterruption in the object; in which case it gives us the
idea of unity” (T 1.4.2.29; SBN 201).

Identity then is “a medium betwixt unity and number; or more properly speaking, us either
of them, according to the view, in which we take 1t” (T' 1.4.2.29; SBN 201, italics added). Although
‘unity’ and ‘number’ are binary opposites, and neither may be true of the same object at the
same time, the law of contradiction does not seem to hold in this case. Hume’s resolution to the
paradox is rather to claim that the human mind may perceive one thing in two different (even
contradictory) lights. Alternatively, the paradox might be described as a hypothesis or
supposition. Identity is “nothing but the nwvarableness and uninterruptedness of any object, thro’ a
suppos’d variation of time” (T 1.4.2.30; SBN 201). The term ‘suppos’d’ is operative in this
passage, for variation cannot occur at the same time as invariableness, and yet it does occur via a
supposition. Of course, we may question the possibility of perceiving ideas while simultaneously
entertaining a parallel supposition about the ideas we are perceiving—for that implies we can
perceive impressions and ideas, or think and feel, at the same time and in the same respect.

Second, Hume applies his experimental method to examine why the relation of
resemblance across interrupted perceptions induces us to attribute the relation of perfect identity.
To begin, Hume points out that identity is derived from an “error and deception” (T 1.4.2.32;

SBN 202). The source of the error is the relation of resemblance. Since resemblance between
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varying perceptions facilitates an easy transition between them, we are apt to mistake the
resembling perceptions as the same (i.e., perfectly or numerically identical). Psychologically, we do
not notice any interruption across perfectly resembling perceptions, and thus “thought slides
along the succession with equal facility, as if it consider’d only one object; and therefore
confounds the succession with the identity” (T 1.4.2.34; SBN 204).

Hume notes throughout his philosophy that we will “see many instances of this tendency
of relation to make us ascribe an wdentity to different objects” (T 1.4.2.35; SBN 204). And, indeed, it
seems that this tendency of the natural relation of resemblance has immense psychological effects,
many of which Hume does not fully explore. In Chapter 4, I argue that this tendency of
resemblance cannot only obtain in the case of objects; the same process is clearly evident in
generating general terms (linguistics), numbers (mathematics), symbols (logic), and objects
(science). Hume’s analysis ought to transitively apply in all relevant cases. The fiction of identity,
on this view, grounds all of these domains.

The subordination of the philosophical to the vulgar is a natural entailment of Hume’s
reasoning regarding identity. While Hume classifies identity as a philosophical relation which
requires that we think proper to attribute an identity to an object, there is a natural counterpart to
identity that is ubiquitous in the vulgar mind. In Hume’s words: “The persons, who entertain this
opinion concerning the identity of our resembling perceptions, are in general all the unthinking
and unphilosophical part of mankind, (that is, all of us, at one time or other)...” (T 1.4.2.36;
SBN 205). Therefore, we may call identity a natural fiction in so far as it is naturally occurring in
human nature, but fictional in so far as it i3 self-contradictory or hypothetical.

Third, Hume attempts to explain the idea of continued existence. Continued existence is

a manifestation of the paradox of identity with respect to objects. Not only do we attribute
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succession to unchangeable objects, but we also attribute unchangeableness to successive objects.
Particularly, we attribute unchangeableness to objects across perceptions even when we are not
there to perceive the objects in question. The contradictory nature involved in identity, to that
end, carries over to the idea of continued existence. In this light, the contradiction looks to be
even more pervasive in human life than originally thought.

Curiously, rather than resolving the contradiction via his psychological descriptivism or
perspectivism, Hume relies on his hypothetical or suppositional solution. Take the story of the
porter and the letter, where Hume must suppose that his porter used the door to enter his chamber
even though he does not see it. It would be contradictory if the porter were to enter by a door
that does not exist; therefore, a hypothesis is naturally generated by the imagination in which the
door 1s supposed to exist despite it not being perceived.

And this supposition, which was at first entirely arbitrary and hypothetical, acquires a
force and evidence by its being the only one, upon which I can reconcile these
contradictions. There is scarce a moment of my life, wherein there is not a similar
instance presented to me, and I have not occasion to suppose the continu’d existence of
objects, in order to connect their past and present appearances, and give them such an
union with each other, as I have found by experience to be suitable to their particular
natures and circumstances. Here then I am naturally led to regard the world, as
something real and durable, and as preserving its existence, even when it is no longer
present to my perception. (T 1.4.2.20; SBN 197)
In this global supposition, Hume remarks that “the continu’d existence of sensible objects or
perceptions involves no contradiction” (T 1.4.2.40; SBN 208). Human nature removes the
contradiction by positing a hypothetical account of the continued existence of objects.
Nevertheless, at the core of it, the hypothesis is just as self-contradictory as the relation of
identity. This is why Hume classifies the continued existence of objects as a fiction. While nature

supposedly makes us believe in the world as something real and durable beyond our perceptions,

it 1s still an illusion.
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A reason the mind develops the fiction in the first place is the possibility of psychological
discomfort. Hume appeals to his approach of psychological descriptivism to suggest that the
“opposition betwixt the notion of the identity of resembling perceptions, and the interruption of
their appearance” makes the mind uneasy and naturally seek relief (T 1.4.2.37; SBN 206).
Natural fictions then are not simply epistemological tools for various domains of intellectual
inquiry, but psychological tools for achieving stability of belief. Notice that the aims of
epistemology and psychology are correspondent in this respect: in both, we aim to reach
coherence and consistency. If that means fictions are required to satisfy that aim, then so be it. It
is only those with a prejudice against fiction, namely, philosophers, who will find the situation
repugnant. The vulgar will not think twice about it.

In the main, Hume’s experimental verification of identity and continued existence yields
great dividends. We are taught the following:

(1) The principle of identity is defined by two contrary ideas: unity and number (property
venification).

(2) The imagination ‘imagines’ resembling perceptions as the same because of the smooth
passage between them (faculty verification).

(3) In the popular or vulgar system, the imagination feigns an external existence to resolve the
contradiction where objects exist when not perceived (empurical verification).

Hume’s fourth move is to examine the nature of our belief in the continued existence of objects.

A true belief in a world existing independently of our mind must be attended by force and
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vivacity.¥> Yet, there does not seem to be any one impression that is attended by such force and
vivacity. Instead, the feeling is derived from “a vast number of instances of perceptions perfectly
resembling each other” in our memory (T 1.4.2.42; SBN 208). To “avoid the contradiction, in
which the interrupted appearance of these perceptions seems necessarily to involve us,” the
imagination has a “propension to connect them by a continu’d existence” (T 1.4.2.42; SBN
208-9).

Come what may, “we have a propensity to feign the continu’d existence of all sensible
objects” (T 1.4.2.42; SBN 209, italics added). External existence then becomes a general term to
describe all of these particular instances. The way we perceive the world is shaped by the natural
fiction to hypothesize that objects continue to exist beyond our perceptions of them.

Hume reiterates that this vulgar opinion “can never arise from reason, but must arise
from the imagination” (T 1.4.2.43; SBN 209). The imagination is responsible for both the mental
propensity and the resulting fiction. However, it is not only the idea of continued existence that is
involved in this process. The relation of identity is just as necessary, more primary even. As
Hume remarks: “This propension to bestow an identity on our resembling perceptions, produces
the fiction of a continu’d existence; since that fiction, as well as the identity, is really false” (T
1.4.2.43; SBN 209). What does Hume mean by false here? It is not falsehood from lack of force
and vivacity. This has been proven already. It is not falsehood by virtue of a disagreement in the

real relations of ideas. Identity is singular relation in this context, and thus is not being related to

4 Hume’s account of truth as feeling or sense is another approach we may take to accept fictions as true. If, for
instance, a fiction feels the same as an impression with respect to force and vivacity, then it may be classified as a true
belief. Unfortunately, Hume uses the term ‘fiction’ to oppose ‘truth’ in several passages, and thus makes his position
needlessly confusing. On one hand, Hume clearly says that some fictions, like the continued existence of objects, are
true in terms of force and vivacity; on the other, he claims that fictions never feel the same as strong conceptions
associated with true belief.
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other relations.#6 The most plausible answer 1s that Hume means falsehood in the sense of a
disagreement with real existences or matters of fact. Fictions may not be traced to real
impressions, but we suppose them to be real existences. The contradiction of treating
‘~A (fictions) as A (real existences) causes the disagreement. Now, if we take this as Hume’s
answer, then the problem of the ontology of relations resurfaces. How can we treat resemblance
or contiguity as really existing relations when relations seem to have no ontological substantiality
(external/internal existence)? The problem is most salient when considering successive temporal
impressions. For, in that case, there must be a really existing relation of contiguity that is at the same
time unpercewed (since it is befween our impressions), which contradicts Hume’s basic metaphysical
picture.

Leaving the matter up to interpretation, Hume subsequently examines the idea of distinct
or ndependent existence. The idea that an object independently exists is intimately connected to
the 1dea of its continued existence. The logic 1s this: if an object has a continued existence, then it
necessarily has an independent existence. Despite its apparent formal truth, Hume still attempts to
experimentally verify it. Hume’s experimental method, however, discovers that no objects possess
such an independent existence. Specifically, he relies on empirical verification to suggest that all of
our perceptions are of one kind—the conclusion being that “our perceptions have no more a
continu’d than an independent existence” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211).

Nevertheless, philosophers—who do not empirically verify the idea—tend to construct

systems to explain the dual-nature of perceptions and objects. These logical systems are built on a

46 The relation of identity, however, may be taken as a relational term. That is, we can potentially relate identity to
other relations. For instance, ‘identity equals resemblance.” Here, we have a relation of relations. Three separate
relations are involved in the proposition, but the two relations flanking equality are being treated as terms.
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foundation of imaginative fictions; and thus, the philosophers are ultimately led to fantastical
doctrines, such as “the double existence of perceptions and objects” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211).

Hume seeks recourse in facully verification to illustrate why the double existence of
perceptions and objects “has no primary recommendation, either to reason or the imagination” (T 1.4.2.46;
SBN 212). First, it is argued that only perceptions exist. Therefore, there is no difference between
objects and perceptions. Second, the only way we may infer the existence of one to the other is
through the relation of cause and effect. Cause and effect are, as we have learned, the constant
conjunction of perceptions. Third, we must conclude that existence, derived from cause and
effect, can never be between perceptions and objects. Why? Because perceptions are the only
existing ontological category on Hume’s view. In conclusion, the faculty of reason, predicated on
causal relations, cannot accept the doctrine of double existence. Neither can the imagination—
for there is no reason why it would proceed from broken perceptions to another existence where
the same perceptions are identical and uninterrupted.

The philosophical system of the double existence of objects and perceptions acquires all
its force on the imagination from the vulgar system. The irony is those philosophers who espouse
the system of double existence believe it to be distinct and superior to that of the common man.
While “there is a great difference betwixt such opinions as we form after a calm and profound
reflection, and such as we embrace by a kind of instinct or natural impulse,” the former are often
dependent upon the latter (T 1.4.2.51; SBN 214).

Even worse, “this philosophical system...is the monstrous offspring of two principles,
which are contrary to each other, which are both at once embrac’d by the mind, and which are
unable mutually to destroy each other” (T 1.4.2.52; SBN 215). The opinion of the imagination is

that our resembling perceptions are the same (identical), while the opinion of reason is that our

48



resembling perceptions are different (distinct). All of this trouble seems to flow from the original
paradox of identity, which produces three species of fiction all under the same category.
Schematically, it may be rendered as:
(1) Identity 1s a fiction that eludes the contradictory properties of being both the same and
different (unity v. number).
(2) Continued existence 1s a fiction that eludes the contradictory properties of being both the same
and different (resemblance v. interruption).
(3) The double existence of perceptions and objects is a fiction that eludes the contradictory properties of
being both the same and different (identical v. distinct).
The foundational contradiction between unity and number—eluded by the fiction of identity—
may not be removed from human nature. It is constitutive of the human condition. Reason
believes that each perception is distinct, whereas the imagination believes that some perceptions
are perfectly identical. Neither faculty is incorrect. It is simply two perspectives on the same
matter. But because we are not able “to reconcile these two enemies, we endeavour to set
ourselves at ease as much as possible, by successively granting to each whatever it demands” (T
1.4.2.52; SBN 215). Hence, the fictional edifice erected on the ground of identity is all the result
of a futile peacekeeping effort.#”

In the end, Hume realizes that all rational systems are based on imaginative fictions. Any
rational system, in other words, that presupposes objects or subjects is dependent upon the
relation of identity. The situation is lamentable: “I cannot conceive how such trivial qualities of

the fancy, conducted by such false suppositions, can ever lead to any solid and rational system” (T

47 Compare the war between the imagination and reason here with Pascal’s earlier remarks regarding the war
between the senses and reason. Of course, in this case, it seems that the senses and reason are ganging up on the
imagination. The senses deliver distinct perceptions, and thus the senses take the side of reason over the imagination.
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1.4.2.56; SBN 217). It is a gross and natural illusion that leads us to the opinion that we ought to
reject the illusion which gave rise to the opinion that we ought to reject it. It is a puzzling
example of self-reference.*8

Hume’s experimental verification system ultimately reaches conclusions that undermine
reason and the senses (and even perhaps the Treatise itself). The only recourse we have is to
“carelessness and in-attention” (T 1.4.2.57; SBN 218). If we simply do not pay attention to the
contradictions at the core of human nature, then impulse and instinct carry the day as they did
before. Our imagination will continue to generate the fictional belief that objects—including
ourselves—embody an identity across time. And our only choice is to face our situation head on:

the truth is not stranger than fiction, it is fiction.

3. Natural Moral Relations

3.1. Book II, Part III: Liberty

Hume principally applies his empirical method in Book I to the three inductive relations: space
and time, causality, and identity. From his analysis, it seems that the inductive relations are natural

in the sense that our vulgar perception of the world wresistibly involves these relations, but they are

48 In this, I see Hume as reaching the limit of his own philosophy, in so far as he confronts the paradox of self-
reference. For more, see Graham Priest’s analysis of the history of philosophy and the paradox of self-reference,
particularly with respect to Kant, Hegel, Wittgenstein, and Derrida in “Derrida and Self-Reference.” Also see his
Beyond the Limits of Thought. Wayne Waxman interprets Hume’s self-referential paradox in this way: “Hume’s
intention, in my view, was to conclude his analysis of human understanding by declaring his own theory of ideas—
employed throughout the 7Zreatise 1 to explicate relation, abstraction, space and time, necessary connection, and
identity—to be itself a mere fiction of associative imagination, or the vivacity of our ideas’ (7265). When the
dragon thus swallows itself up from the tail, the stage is finally set for the skeptical denouement of Treatise 1/iv/
877 (Hume’s theory of consciousness, 202). James Harris, on the other hand, construes T.H. Green’s reception of the self-
referential quality like this: “Throughout the [7reatise] Hume has relied on there being a subject of thought, able to
convert the data of sensory experience into the world of knowledge; but at the very end it appears that the identity
of the thinking subject is as much a fiction as every other relation in the Humean system” (“The Reception of Hume
in Nineteenth-Century British Philosophy,” 322). Notice that Harris suggests Green interprets all Humean relations as
fictions.



fictional in the sense that the faculty of imagination plays a foundational role in generating these
relations.

In Books II and III, Hume changes course, setting out to examine the passions and
morals. While the passions are broadly verifiable in so far as they are clearly traceable to
impressions of sensation and reflection, the discussion on morals and politics presents similar
difficulties to those found in Book I. There is, in this sense, a symmetry between Book I and Book
I1I.

As discovered with the relations of space and time, causality, and identity, Hume’s
experiments reveal that the ideas of (1) liberty, (2) justice, and (3) God are likewise natural in one
sense, but artificial in another. An important note: while fictzon 1s used to describe the natural
epistemic relations, I will use artificial to describe the natural moral relations. That said, there is no
difference, on my interpretation, between what fiction and artificial mean in the special sense that
I employ them. Thus, in some cases, I use these terms interchangeably. The same meaning
applies in all cases.

On the whole, Book III culminates in similarly surprising conclusions. The artificial
components discovered in the ideas of liberty, justice, and God undermine historically dogmatic
claims supporting moral realism. That does not imply that I take Hume to be an advocate of
moral anti-realism. It only means that moral realism is deflated to the extent that it is predicated
on artifice. I address this further in Chapter 5.

Now, in Book II, Part III, Hume pursues an examination of the ideas of liberty and
necessity. In contemporary terms, we might refer to these ideas as free will and determinism. To

begin his analysis, Hume focuses upon the idea of the will, which is “the internal impression we feel



and are conscious of, when we knowingly gwe rise to any new motion of our body, or new perception of our
mind” (T 2.3.1.2; SBN 399).

The internal impression of the will is distinct from the operations of external bodies in so
far as external bodies do not seem to possess a will. In fact, there does not appear to be any trace
of indifference or liberty in external bodies at all. Thus, we infer that the behaviour of external
bodies is necessarily determined. And yet, as Hume already discovered in Book I, necessity may
not be found in any particular objects. Neither the senses nor reason may “penetrate so far into
the essence and construction of bodies, as to perceive the principle, on which their mutual
influence depends” (T 2.3.1.4; SBN 400). While external bodies may seem to operate according
to necessity, it is rather that we have become so accustomed to perceiving constantly conjoined
objects that we infer a principle of ultimate connection. Two particulars are essential to the idea
of necessity: (1) union and (2) the inference of the mind. Therefore, necessity is mind-dependent,
by definition, for it relies on human inference and an imaginative union to obtain.

Next, Hume makes an important move in his reasoning, where he broadly connects Book
I to Book III. In the following passage, morals and politics are linked to epistemology and
ontology via natural principles of human nature. Hume argues that “the cohesion of the parts of
matter arises from natural and necessary principles...And for a like reason...human society is
founded on like principles...because we not only observe, that men always seek society, but can
also explain the principles, on which this universal propensity is founded” (T 2.3.1.8; SBN 401-2).
What this claim entails is that the respective discoveries of Book I and Book III may reflect on
each other and tie together the Treatise as a unified philosophical text.

Additionally, Hume announces that the same experimental methods must be employed to

explain both natural and social phenomena. For instance, “in judging of the actions of men we



must proceed upon the same maxims, as when we reason concerning external objects” (T
2.3.1.12; SBN 403). As a result, I contend Book III follows the same experimental verification
processes outlined in the elements of Hume’s philosophy. Social structures, governments, and the
actions of men therefore ought to be verified in the same way as our foundational epistemic ideas
of space and time, causality, and identity. The probability arising from such experiments will
guide our general understanding of human nature.

Returning to the idea of liberty, Hume points out that madmen are usually understood to
have no liberty. Even today, we do not blame insane criminals in the same way as sane criminals,
for we tend to think insanity prevents the operation of free will and therefore limits responsibility.
However, this position is inconsistent. If sane persons appear to have more regularity or
consistency in their actions, and insane persons act more randomly or chaotically, then the
former are simply closer to our idea of necessity. Therein lies the contradiction: sane persons are
thought to have more liberty at the same very time their actions are thought to be more necessary
(or regular).

Hume’s resolution to this problem is to suggest that the terms used in the debate over
liberty and necessity are hopelessly confused. To be sure, our idea of necessity, as revealed in Part
III of Book I, is not how the vulgar or the philosophers understand it, since, for Hume, “there is
no absolute nor metaphysical necessity” (1" 1.3.14.35; SBN 172). Necessity is based on constant
conjunction, or a union of ideas mixed with an inference of the mind to assume like effect from
like cause. We expect that future constant conjunction will occur on the basis of past constant
conjunction. All we have is uniform resemblance (constancy) and contiguity (conjunction) to

judge the nature of our perceptions.



With respect to liberty, Hume intends to discover the origin and nature of our idea of
liberty, so that we may clarify the “confus’d ideas and undefin’d terms” of the debate (T 2.3.1.13;
SBN 404). What is the empirical basis of liberty? What is the faculty from which it derives? And
what are the properties of the idea?

The first step in the argument is for Hume to show that the union between motives and
actions is the same as any natural operation. There is nothing more peculiar about the will
operating on the human body than objects operating on other objects. In that way, we cannot
attribute liberty to human motives and deprive objects of the same kind of liberty. The idea of
liberty must emerge from somewhere else.

Hume’s response is that liberty arises from our idea of necessity, which seems paradoxical
on the face of it. How can liberty possibly originate from its apparent opposite? The argument
may only be understood if we discard our prejudiced definition of liberty. In fact, the idea of
liberty 1s entirely different from what the vulgar or the philosophers have thought. It is rather an
idea that arises from what Hume calls moral evidence. Specifically, “moral evidence is nothing but a
conclusion concerning the actions of men, derivid from the consideration of their motives,
temper and situation” (T 2.3.1.15; SBN 404). The same constancy that gives rise to the union
and inference of the mind regarding the cause and effect of objects gives rise to moral evidence.

In another instance where Hume implicitly connects Book I to Book III, he argues that
given “how aptly natural and moral evidence cement together, and form only one chain of
argument betwixt them, we shall...allow, that they are of the same nature, and deriv’d from the
same principles” (T 2.3.1.17; SBN 406). Liberty therefore is not the opposite of necessity. There
is, in fact, no debate between free will and determinism on such an account, for both ideas derive

from the same natural principles generative of necessity.
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If one were to remove the idea of necessity from liberty, that would likewise remove the
idea of causation—and if there is no necessity or causation in the idea of liberty, liberty is
reduced to mere chance or randomness. If that is the case, then liberty contains the same
contradiction as chance. The contradiction is that if there is no cause for a chance event, then it
occurs outside of a causal series, but if it is not defined in opposition to a causal series, then there
is no reason to call is chance in the first place.

Hume’s method of property venification concludes that the idea of liberty arises from the
custom of moral evidence. A moral agent acting in the world upon internal motives provides the
union of ideas and the basis for the inference to expect that agents will act in like manner. The
idea of necessity 1s not opposed to liberty; it is, in fact, the same as liberty in so far as it informs
both the actions of objects (physical necessity) and the actions of men (liberty).

Furthermore, Hume notices that there are actually two senses in which we use the word
liberty. He denominates these as lberty of spontaneity and lberty of indifference. The first type of
liberty is what we generally refer to as liberty. It is the type of liberty that describes freedom from
force or coercion. For instance, if one is locked inside a prison cell, then they do not have the
liberty of spontaneity to escape the jail.

The other type of liberty is that of indifference. This type of liberty is one that is free
from causation. But liberty free from causation, as we have learned, is absurd. Liberty of
indifference 1s the type of liberty that is fantastical, whereas liberty of spontaneity is genuine.
Nevertheless, Hume argues that the former type of liberty is “universally confounded” with the
other (T 2.3.2.1; SBN 408). Not only that, but liberty of indifference is accompanied by a “‘false
sensation or experience” (I 2.3.2.2; SBN 408). Curiously, a false sensation or experience appears

contradictory to Hume’s basic ontology—so what can he mean by this? He means that when we



are in the midst of performing an action, we often feel a type of looseness or indifference
contrary to the feeling of necessity. Even though on reflection, the indifference is seldom still felt,
we “imagine we feel a liberty within ourselves” (T 2.3.2.2; SBN 408). On the basis of resembling
false sensations, we reach a proof for human liberty via demonstrative or even intuitive means.

There is still a further reason why we take liberty of indifference as having real existence,
and that 1s its constant reification in the domain of religion. Religions have been “unnecessarily
interested” in the liberty of indifference (T 2.3.2.3; SBN 409). The perpetuation of the real
existence of liberty within individuals contributes to the universal confusion around the idea.
That said, Hume clearly allows for a type of liberty of spontaneity required for both morality
and religion. The necessity derived from the “unternal impression we feel...when we knowingly giwe rise to
any new motion of our body, or new perception of our mind” is still a genuine idea (T 2.3.1.2; SBN 399). If
this type of liberty—derived from the idea of necessity—is abandoned, then it entails the
absolute subversion of both morality and religion.

On the other hand, as Hume rightly points out, if it were liberty of indifference that
religion and morality required, then no one would be responsible for anything. Liberty of
indifference implies that “a man is as pure and untainted, after having committed the most
horrid crimes...since they are not deriv’d from it, and the wickedness of the one can never be
us’d as a proof of the depravity of the other” (T 2.3.2.6; SBN 411).

Therefore, the idea of liberty of indifference is a natural artifice that arises from a union
of ideas and a feeling of the mind. In that way, it shares those features with other natural
artifices. Although Hume does not verify the idea of liberty in terms of faculty verification, we
can safely assume that the imagination is responsible for generating the idea in the first place.

Indeed, Hume describes the “system of liberty” as “fantastical” (T 2.3.1.15; SBN 404), and the
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only other time Hume uses the word fantastic in the Treatise 1s to describe the sect of fotal sceptics,
whom he does not believe even exist (T 1.4.1.8; SBN 183). In that sense, the idea of liberty seems
to possess some fantastical or artificial element, and I suspect, if it does, that it must be derived
from the imagination.

Following the method of empirical verification, we learned that the idea of liberty of
indifference arises from a false sensation or experience. But there is no sensation or experience that is
genuinely false, since “every thing that enters the mind, being in reality a perception, ’tis
impossible any thing shou’d to feeling appear different” (T 1.4.2.7; SBN 190). Instead, the
falsehood 1s generated by a similar mental operation found in the relation of identity. Specifically,
the resemblance and smooth passage that the mind feels in the looseness or indifference of an
action generates the idea of liberty. Similar to identity, the examination of liberty concludes that
the idea must be artificial.

The parallel between liberty and identity is clear. While identity is fictional because it
eludes the contradiction between unity and number, liberty is artificial because it eludes the
contradiction of chance. Recall that liberty of indifference is “the very same thing with chance”
given that, “by removing necessity,” causality 1s also removed (T 2.3.1.18; SBN 407). And yet,
“chance 1s commonly thought to imply a contradiction, and is at least directly contrary to
experience” (1T 2.3.1.18; SBN 407). Thus, liberty of indifference, in so far as it is synonymous

with chance, eludes a contradiction in the same way as identity.

3.2. Book III, Part II: Justice
It 1s in Hume’s examination of the idea of justice that we find the fullest expression of his

philosophical perspectivism. More precisely, Hume argues that an idea may be both natural and
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artificial, depending on the light under which it is observed—and justice is one such idea. The
essence of the claim is this: “there are some virtues, that produce pleasure and approbation by
means of an artifice or contrivance, which arises from the circumstances and necessities of
mankind” (T 3.2.1.1; SBN 477). In other words, there are natural circumstances which necessitate
the production of artifices. The artifices are therefore natural in the sense that they arise due to
natural circumstances, but they are artificial in the sense that they are generated by the human
mind. Hume clarifies what he means in the following:
To avoid giving offence, I must here observe, that when I deny justice to be a natural
virtue, I make use of the word, natural, only as oppos’d to artificial. In another sense of
the word; as no principle of the human mind is more natural than a sense of virtue; so
no virtue is more natural than justice. Mankind is an inventive species; and where an
mvention is obvious and absolutely necessary, it may as properly be said to be natural as
any thing that proceeds immediately from original principles, without the intervention
of thought or reflection. Tho’ the rules of justice be artificial, they are not arbitrary. Nor
1s the expression improper to call them Laws of Nature; if by natural we understand what
1s common to any species, or even if we confine it to mean what is inseparable from the
species. (T 3.2.1.19; SBN 484)
The perspectivism with respect to justice is unequivocal: it is both artificial and natural. It is
natural because it 1s invented by the human mind to satisfy biological or physiological demands.
And yet it is artificial because, without the human mind, there would be no idea of justice at all.
In that way, it is mind-dependent but arises necessarily from natural exigencies of human nature.
On my interpretation, the passage above is not only vital to understanding the idea of justice, but
also vital to understanding Hume’s philosophical project.
In Book III, the elements of Hume’s philosophy still function centrally in the
determination of the origin and content of the idea of justice. First, Hume analyzes justice in
terms of empirical verification. In other words: where does the idea of justice originate? Is it an

impression of reflection or sensation? Through a series of thought experiments, Hume verifies

that the origin of justice is not derived from human action but human motive. Given that moral



qualities are internal, they may not be identified by other individuals. As such, we look for
external signs that act as evidence of internal motives.

The morality of any action turns on the motive of the action. It is not merely the action
itself. For instance, if’ a person accidentally commits a crime, blame is not accorded in the same
way as when there is intent. As a result, due process in law involves an examination of both actus
reus (the guilty act) and mens rea (the guilty mind). Hume claims that part of the origin of justice
has to do with particular motives for human action.

A maxim follows this reasoning “that no action can be virtuous, or morally good, unless
there be in human nature some motive to produce it, distinct from the sense of its morality” (T
3.2.1.7; SBN 479). In other words, justice cannot arise from the action itself, for that would be to
reason circularly—an act is not just because it conforms to a just act. On the contrary, a just act is
one that follows from our passions and motives. So, the question is: from what motive is justice
produced?

Hume argues that, since “we have naturally no real or universal motive for observing the
laws of equity...and as no action can be equitable or meritorious, where it cannot arise from
some separate motive,” justice must be produced by another means (T 3.2.1.17; SBN 483). The
only means available is that of human convention. Justice therefore “arises artificially, tho’
necessarily from education, and human conventions” (T 3.2.1.17; SBN 483).

Still, the origin of justice needs further explanation. Why does the artifice of justice
emerge out of natural necessity? What characteristics of the natural world are responsible for our
need of justice? A significant part of Hume’s account of justice is to delineate such circumstances

of human nature. To set the stage for his argument, Hume paints a grim picture of humanity in



so far as our biological constitution, by itself, seems inadequately matched to the environment. All
other animals appear to be self-sustaining with advantageous biological adaptations.

The only way for man to live successfully, on the other hand, is for society “to supply his
defects, and raise himself up to an equality with his fellow-creatures, and even acquire a
superiority above them” (T 3.2.2.3; SBN 485). Man 1s, following Aristotle, a social animal, and
necessarily so. Society is able to provide (1) force, (2) ability, and (3) security in order to aid
humans in their effort to thrive.

If a human lived alone from birth, the advantages of society would never be known.
Instead, it is not enough that society is advantageous, but that humans are sensible to its
advantages. Hume describes the condition of birth and childhood as a means for inculcating the
advantages of society. Children, via the affection and care of their parents, come to recognize the
benefits they may reap from human association. The upbringing within a family unit acts as the
“original principle of human society” (T 3.2.2.4; SBN 486).

The situation of society is complicated however by both the natural temper of humans and
outward circumstances. With respect to the former, humans are selfish. It is an undeniable fact. Yet,
Hume does not follow Hobbes to the extent that he belabours the point or overestimates the
presence of selfishness in human nature. Hume fully recognizes that humans are both selfish and
benevolent. The example given is that a rich man often bestows his riches on his family instead of
keeping it all for himself.

Writ large, the propensity to be generous is not sustainable, for humans prioritize their
families over the rest of the society. Therefore, it seems as if there is an opposition of actions—
while we are generous to a small society like our family, we are not usually generous to a large

society. The reason is that there are outward circumstances to take into account as well, namely,
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three species of goods: (1) the internal satisfaction of our mind, (2) the external advantages of our
body, and (3) the enjoyment of possessions we have acquired by industry and good fortune. Only
the third is relevant to the artifice of justice. The first cannot be taken away by society, whereas
the second may be taken away but others cannot gain anything from it. It is only possessions that
may provoke others to do violence to us, in so far as others can gain from depriving us of our
possessions.

The chief advantage of society, for Hume, is to ameliorate “the nstability of...possession,
along with...scarcity” (T 3.2.2.7; SBN 488). Scarcity is important here, for if the supply of
possessions exceeded the demand, then there would be no instability of possession in the first
place. Given that we have scarce resources, social arrangements are constituted to address the
problem of resource distribution.

In a state of nature, there is no justice. It does not exist because it i1s not a natural
principle. In fact, the partiality humans have toward their own family or tribe, while in a state of
nature, reinforces what Hume calls “uncultivated ideas of morality” (T 3.2.2.8; SBN 489).

The solution to the dilemma is to develop an artifice of justice that mediates between
unrelated individuals in society. Although the artifice of justice entails that some individuals—say,
tyrants or war lords—will receive less than they did prior to the artifice, for most individuals it
provides “infinite advantages” (T 3.2.2.9; SBN 489). The largest difficulty in society is that
external goods may be stolen or taken from us by stronger forces. Thus, we need a remedy that
will allow us to protect our possessions and property. The result is a human “convention enter’d
into by all the members of the society to bestow stability on the possession of those external
goods, and leave every one in the peaceable enjoyment of what he may acquire by his fortune

and industry” (T 3.2.2.9; SBN 489).
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The motive for the artifice of justice then is a common interest in the stability of
possession. That common interest generates social rules that regulate the conduct of all people in
a given society. But the rules, laws, contracts, etc., are all forms of human artifice. In other words,
no law is natural or divine. It is simply a fiction to which we all subscribe because of its ability to
engender broader social cooperation.

Hume clarifies that even though “the rule concerning the stability of possession” arises
gradually over time—perhaps over centuries or millennia—that does not imply that it is natural (T
3.2.2.10; SBN 490). Instead, the long period of time generates more and more resembling
instances demonstrating the infinite benefits of the artifice of justice. The compounding of like
causes and like effects strengthens our expectation that the benefits will continue in the future.
Two other examples of human artifice that gradually develop over time are given in support of
his account: human languages and symbolic currency. In both instances, it is a human artifice
that regulates our behaviour; in the former case, it 1s symbolic words or terms that regulate
communication, whereas in the latter case, it is symbolic pieces of metal that regulate economic
transactions.*

Once conventions of justice are established, such as the protection of possessions, the
ideas of justice and injustice arise immediately (T 3.2.2.10; SBN 490). The origin of the ideas of
justice and injustice can be traced directly to such conventions. Just as ideas may be traced to
impressions, justice may be traced to socially negotiated rules of conduct. What follows the

establishment of basic conventions of stability of possession are further sub-conventions: private

4 Hume anticipates here modern discussions of the fictional structure of human civilization. Most notably, see
Chapter 3 of Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. Hume also argues that “justice is a moral
virtue, merely because it has that tendency to the good of mankind; and, indeed, is nothing but an artificial invention
to that purpose. The same may be said of allegiance, of the laws of nations, of modesty, and of good-manners. All
these are mere human contrivances for the interest of society. The inventors of them had chiefly in view their own
interest” (T 3.3.1.9; SBN 577).
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property, rights, and obligations (T 3.2.2.11; SBN 49