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Sceptical Doubts concerning the Operations of the Understanding (i)

Sections IV and V are the heart of the Enquiry. Much of Hume’s later discussion turns on his argument here; and this argument is, perhaps, the one that, in all of Hume’s work, has had most influence on subsequent philosophy.

Please now read the two paragraphs that start at the top of p 16 and end at the top of p 17.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hume takes as his starting point the claims that what I see, hear, and so on provides me with grounds for my beliefs about what is happening now in my immediate vicinity, and that, through memory, I have knowledge of things that I did observe in the past. His question is: what kind of grounds do I have for my beliefs that go beyond this? What kind of grounds do I have, for example, for my beliefs about the future, or about what is going on now in parts of the world that lie outside my immediate sense experience? 

Hume suggests first that in all such cases there is a dependence on the relation of cause and effect: I observe something (for example, I hear an articulate voice) from which I infer something else (the presence of a person); and that inference is somehow based on the belief that things of the first kind are causally related to things of the second kind.

I would like you now to take a moment to ask yourself whether all cases in which we form beliefs about something that we are not observing, or have not observed, conform to this model. Make a note of any exceptions that occur to you.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Two possible exceptions that occur to me are these. First: cases in which I know what I am going to do later today because I have decided what to do. And second: cases in which I believe that a certain thing has happened because someone that I trust has told me that she saw it happen. In neither of these cases does it seem to me at all clear that I come to the belief that I do through an inference either from a cause to its effect or from an effect to its cause. 

Now I can imagine that it is possible that you would defend Hume’s claim in relation to these cases. (If you would like to explore the second kind of case further you might look at the chapter of the Enquiry entitled ‘Of Miracles’: Hume there argues that when I form a belief on the basis of what another tells me I am inferring from an effect – what she says – to its cause – her earlier observation of the event she now reports. Hume’s treatment of this topic is discussed in the module on Philosophy of Religion.) But however that may be, did any other kinds of case occur to you? My own view is that, setting to one side the two possible exceptions just noted, Hume is absolutely right in his suggestion that, in the great majority of cases, the relation of cause and effect plays a fundamental role in the formation of beliefs about the unobserved. Here is one further example of a slightly more complex kind. I infer from my observation of the bone-dry earth that there will be a shortage of water later in the summer. Now I don’t believe that dry earth causes shortages of water. Nevertheless, the one is evidence for the other since both are caused by lack of rain. I observe the dry earth, I infer from this that there has been little rain recently, and from that that there will be a shortage of water soon.

I believe that the window will break in a second because I can see a stone flying towards it and I believe that stones hitting glass causes the glass to break. Hume’s next question, then, is: what kind of grounds do I have for my beliefs about causal relations – for my belief, for example, that stones hitting glass causes the glass to break? Hume gives his answer to this question in the first sentence of the next paragraph: 

I shall venture to affirm, as a general proposition, which admits of no exception, that the knowledge of this relation is not, in any instance, attained by reasonings a priori; but arises entirely from experience, when we find, that any particular objects are constantly conjoined with each other. (p 17)

When Hume speaks of ‘reasonings a priori’ he means ‘reasonings that do not involve an appeal to experience’. Hume’s claim here can be formulated, in the terminology we have already discussed, in this way: no proposition asserting that one kind of event causes another kind of event expresses a relation of ideas; all such propositions express matters of fact – that is to say, can only be supported by appeal to our experience of the world. Hume adds: the evidence needed to support a causal claim – the claim, for example, that stones hitting glass causes it to break, or that yellow peppers cause indigestion – is that these ‘particular objects are constantly conjoined with each other’. (It seems necessary here to read Hume’s word ‘objects’ as ‘events’ or ‘states’. So, in my yellow peppers example, the evidence needed would be: eating yellow peppers is always followed by indigestion.)

We must now look at Hume’s defence of this claim. Please read from the second paragraph on p 17 (‘I shall venture to affirm …..’) to the end of Part I on p 20. While doing so, make a note, in your own words, of what you take to be the key points in Hume’s argument.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Hume’s defence of his thesis moves in two stages:

1.  He opens his discussion with a thought experiment. We are to imagine a man – whom Hume calls ADAM – placed in the world with full rationality and senses in working order, but with no previous experience of the workings of the world. Hume claims that simply examining the qualities of an object will not show this man its causal powers: will not show him what might cause it or what effects it will have on other objects. For example, from the fluidity and transparency of water he could not work out that it would have a certain effect on a person immersed in it for several minutes: namely suffocation. Again, no examination of two smooth pieces of marble would, by itself, show me that if they are placed together it would require a great force to pull them apart: our knowledge that this is so is dependent on our past experience of what happens when two smooth objects are placed together.

2. Now Hume simply asserts this, confident that, on reflection, we will agree. But he suspects that, with different examples, we may have doubts: ‘We fancy, that were we brought, on a sudden, into this world, we could at first have inferred, that one Billiard-ball would communicate motion to another upon impulse; and that we needed not to have waited for the event, in order to pronounce with certainty concerning it’ (p 18). We are inclined to suppose that simply by examining two billiard balls we could see what must happen when they collide with each other; we could, that is, see this quite independently of having had any experience of what in practice does happen when two billiard balls, or anything resembling them, collide. Now Hume has two comments on this: (i) Reflection shows that this is an illusion: that in the absence of previous experience of what happens in circumstances of this kind, it would be a completely open question what would be the upshot of such a collision; (ii) The illusion is the result of our great familiarity with interactions of this kind: what takes place on such occasions is – as a result of the constantly repeated experience of such events – so deeply engrained in our thinking that we are tempted to suppose that there is some form of inherent necessity here: an inherent necessity that we could have detected quite independently of any previous experience of the workings of the world.

Hume is here – in stage 2 of his argument - attacking what he sees as a deep, but confused, intellectual temptation. Compare our normal, every day, experience of various different kinds of causal connection. On the one hand: we know that heating a piece of iron causes it to glow, that placing one magnet beside another causes the second to move, and so on. On the other: we know that if one billiard ball hits another, freestanding, billiard ball it causes it to move – and does not, for example, pass straight through it. Now it is tempting to say that the kind of understanding that we have in cases of the first kind is different from that which we have in cases of the second kind. That iron glows when heated is, for most of us, a brute fact of experience. We have no understanding of why it happens; and, with that, we could never have predicted it independently of our experience, in practice, of pieces of iron glowing when heated. By contrast, in the case of the billiard balls we feel that, in some sense, we can see that it has to happen like that; it couldn’t have been different, and so we could have predicted it a priori – that is to say, without having had any experience of billiard balls, or anything like them, colliding. 

Now with this supposed contrast between two kinds of case goes a certain view of science. The aim of science, we may think, is to make cases of the first kind transparent to us in the way that cases of the second kind already are. We do this by discovering an underlying mechanism - perhaps in terms of atomic theory. We will then see why heating iron causes it to glow, in a sense in which we now don't.

This is the picture presented by Hume’s predecessor John Locke:

That the size, figure, and motion of one body should cause a change in the size, figure, and motion of another body is not beyond our conception; the separation of the parts of one body upon the intrusion of another, and the change from rest to motion upon impulse: these, and the like, seem to use to have some connexion one with another. (Essay IV.iii.13)

Locke contrasts the understanding that we have here with, for example, iron glowing when heated, or magnetism. He adds, however, that if we did ‘discover the figure, size, texture and motion of the minute constituent parts of any two bodies we should know without trial several of their operations one upon another; as we know the properties of a square or triangle.’ (Ibid.) We could see that iron must glow when heated: we could this independently of any experience of how bodies do in fact interact with each other.

It is worth stressing that a number of crucial issues come together in this dispute between Locke and Hume:

1. We have two competing view about the kind of basis that we can have for a belief that a particular thing will happen: for example, for my belief, on seeing the stone approaching the window, that the window will soon be broken.

2. We have two competing views about the form of necessity, if any, that underlies the regularities to be found in the operations of nature. As we might be inclined to put this: Hume insists that these regularities are a brute fact that are not to be explained in terms of some necessity in Nature from which they flow.

3. We have two competing views about the task of science. As we might put this, on Locke’s account, science involves an attempt to dig below the surface of our normal experience of the world. In doing so, it reveals that what, at the level of normal experience, are simply brute regularities are in fact the necessary result of mechanisms operating at a deeper level. On Hume’s account, science can never, by ‘digging deeper’, give us an understanding that is different in kind from that which we have when we see that a particular event – say, this piece of iron glowing when heated – is an instance of a general regularity in the world – for example, that all pieces of iron glow when heated.

In relation to this last point, it is noteworthy that an atomistic picture of matter has always had a strong grip on scientific and philosophical thinking. We may think of the bar of iron or the bowl of water as ultimately composed of a vast number of tiny atoms, which we picture on the model of billiard balls. And we may suppose that we understand why water boils when heated when we grasp that what is really going on is of the following form: heat is really just lots of tiny atoms rushing around at an enormous speed, bashing into other atoms, which, as a result of their increased speed, have a tendency to shoot off from the surface of the water in ever greater numbers. 

Well, my little story about boiling water is probably hopelessly naïve! I believe, however, that it does illustrate an idea that has deep roots in much of our thinking: the idea that mechanical causation – that which we see in the interactions between billiard balls, or in the workings of a (clockwork) clock where one gear lever is moved by the pressure on it of another – has a special kind of intelligibility. This is the idea, as we can put it, that when we get to the level of mechanical causation we see the necessity of things happening as they do; where before we had no more than a brute recognition that they do happen in this way. The central place that Hume gives to billiard balls in his discussion of causation is no doubt partly explained by his penchant for pool; but it is, I am sure, also explained, in part, by the special place that mechanical causation has in our thinking; and, connected with that, the grip that an image of atoms – conceived on the model of tiny billiard balls – has on our thinking about science. (That grip was, perhaps, at its height in the period at which Hume was writing: a period in which Newton’s laws of mechanical motion were a primary focus of intellectual wonder, and images of the universe as a gigantic piece of clockwork had a powerful hold on much speculation.)
When he suggests that the glowing iron and the ricocheting billiard balls are in exactly the same position Hume is, then, challenging a system of ideas that ran – and, I think, at least in much popular thought, still runs – very deep. Both, according to Hume, are a brute fact of experience: they are just the way we have found the world to work. That means that we could never have predicted a priori that these things would happen. The belief that the second ball will move is as much dependent on previous experience of interactions between solid bodies as our belief that the iron will glow is dependent on previous experience. With that, ‘digging below the surface to find the little billiard balls that are doing the real work’ does not, in fact, take us any closer to understanding why iron glows, or water boils, when heated. For what we will find when we ‘get below the surface’ is simply more brute regularities that are, in themselves, no more intelligible to us than the regularities at the level of normal experience with which we started.

Hume defends his claim by suggesting that when I see one billiard ball approach another any number of upshots are equally ‘consistent and conceivable’. Here is how he presents this idea, in a little more detail, in the Treatise:

It is easy to observe, that in tracing this relation, the inference we draw from cause to effect is not derived merely from a survey of these particular objects, and from such a penetration into their essences as may discover the de​pendence of the one upon the other. There is no object which implies the existence of any other, if we consider these objects in themselves, and never look beyond the ideas which we form of them. Such an inference would amount to knowledge, and would imply the absolute con​tradiction and impossibility of conceiving anything differ​ent. But as all distinct ideas are separable, it is evident there can be no impossibility of that kind. When we pass from a present impression to the idea of any object, we might possibly have separated the idea from the impression, and have substituted any other idea in its room.

(Treatise, Book I, part 3. There is also a useful presentation in the Abstract; see the first full paragraph on p 130 of the Hackett edition.)

Hume’s argument consists, in effect, of a firm application of the distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact to causal statements. His claim is that all propositions stating that one event causes another express matters of fact. The core of his proof is the claim that there is never a contradiction in saying that one event, A, happened but another, B, did not follow. There is, for example, no contradiction in saying that when the first billiard ball hit the second, the second did not move, or that the first passed straight through it. It is in that sense that all ‘these suppositions are consistent and conceivable’. It follows that reason by itself cannot tell us anything about what will happen when one billiard ball hits another. As with heating a piece of iron or a bowl of water, it is only previous experience of such events that can give us any grounds for a judgement about what the upshot will be.

I would like you to pause for a second and to think about what I have suggested is the core of this argument: the claim that there is never a contradiction in saying that one event, A, happened but another, B, did not follow. Is Hume right about this? Can you think of counterexamples?

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Consider these two statements: ‘He has just taken a lethal dose of fast acting poison’ and ‘He will soon be dead’. Is there not some kind of contradiction in saying that the first event occurred but the second did not follow? For in describing the dose as a ‘lethal’ one, we imply, do we not, that it will kill him? If that is so, the statement ‘If he has just taken a lethal dose of fast acting poison he will soon be dead’ may be a causal statement that expresses a relation of ideas.

Now it can be argued, I think, that a similar point applies to the billiard balls. Is it not part of the definition of a billiard ball that it is a round, solid object? If that is right, when I describe something as a ‘billiard ball’, I commit myself to the claim that it is solid. But now what does it mean to say that something is ‘solid’? Well, at least part of what I am saying of something when I describe it as ‘solid’ is that it does not pass straight through other solid bodies. That is to say: there is some kind of contradiction in saying that one solid body passed straight through another. 

Consider now this statement: ‘One billiard ball hitting another freestanding billiard ball will cause the second to move’. Hume is committed to the claim that this proposition does not express a relation of ideas. Is the matter that straightforward? What do you think?

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The word that I hoped you would focus on here is ‘freestanding’. To say that something is ‘freestanding’ is to say that it is not held in place in any way: there is no glue, magnet, or anything else holding it at that spot. Now suppose that when I try to push a particular billiard ball that is standing on a table it will not move. Even if we cannot find any glue or whatever, we would, I suspect, insist that it is not freestanding: for to say that it is ‘freestanding’ is to say that it will move when pushed. What, then, of our statement: ‘One billiard ball hitting another freestanding billiard ball will cause the second to move’? Perhaps, after all, there would be a contradiction in denying that. Perhaps, that is, it does, despite Hume, express a relation of ideas.

Now, I think it possible that you will feel that this is all just a trick, and that it really doesn’t damage Hume’s central point. If so, I would half – but only half – agree. I would agree that it does not really damage Hume’s central point. But it is, I think, more than a ‘trick’. For it does bring out a significant unclarity in Hume’s thinking; and even if it does not undermine the conclusion in which Hume is interested, it does, we should not forget, undermine his argument for that conclusion. Hume, remember, is considering the inference from, for example, ‘One billiard ball hits another freely standing billiard ball’ to ‘It will cause the second to move’; or from ‘He has just taken a lethal dose of fast acting poison’ to ‘He will soon be dead’. He is arguing against the suggestion that, in each case, we might be able to infer the second from the first without any dependence on our previous experience of what happens in situations such as this. Here, again, is the central step of that argument as presented in the Treatise: ‘Such an inference would amount to knowledge, and would imply the absolute con​tradiction and impossibility of conceiving anything differ​ent. But as all distinct ideas are separable, it is evident there can be no impossibility of that kind.’ His claim is that there is no contradiction in asserting the first statement in each pair but denying the second. And that is, at the very least, highly questionable. (I will leave it to you to consider what we should say in response to his claim that ‘all distinct ideas are separable’.)

The problem for Hume here is that the language in which we describe objects is heavily loaded with implicit references to their causal properties. When we describe a poison as ‘lethal’, or when we describe a body as ‘solid’, ‘round’ or ‘heavy’, we are making implicit claims about how it will interact with other things in particular circumstances. Hume failed properly to appreciate this. For all that, this may not damage the conclusion that Hume is trying to establish. For it does not show that we could know independently of all previous experience of the workings of the world how a body with which we are confronted will interact with other bodies. This is obvious in the case of the word ‘lethal’; for to know that the substance in this bottle is correctly described as a ‘lethal poison’ I must have observed the effects that it has when consumed. (Or somebody else, who has observed these effects, must have told me about them.) But on the face of it the point applies equally to the term ‘solid’. My right to describe a body as ‘solid’ is dependent on my having observed how it, or other things like it, interacts with other bodies. So the fact that there is a contradiction in the claim 'This billiard ball will pass straight through that one' does not show that my belief that it won't is independent of my previous experience of the world.

We are, however, not quite out of the woods yet. Or perhaps I should say: Hume is not quite out of the woods. Hume’s central thought might be presented in terms of a contrast between a thing’s ‘inherent properties’ and its ‘causal powers’. Hume’s suggestion is that an object’s inherent properties do not ‘fix’ its causal powers in the way we might be tempted to suppose. As we might express the point: from a knowledge of an object’s inherent properties one cannot work out its causal powers. I have raised a doubt about the way in which Hume thinks of the contrast between ‘inherent properties’ and ‘causal powers’. But the difficulties go deeper than the analogy that I drew between the term ‘solid’ and the term ‘lethal’ suggest.

We can see this by considering Hume’s man, Adam, who has not had any previous experience of the workings of the world: ‘Were a man, such as Adam, created in the full vigour of understanding, without experience, he would never be able to infer motion in the second ball from the motion and impulse of the first.’ (Abstract, 130) Now it is important to be clear that when Hume asks us to think of Adam as being ‘without experience’ he is not asking us to picture him as lacking the senses of sight, touch, and so on. He is assuming that Adam can examine the individual billiard balls, and so acquire a knowledge of their inherent qualities. What Hume’s Adam does not have is experience of interactions between two billiard balls; or between any other similar objects. And Hume’s claim is that without this, Adam could not work out what would happen when they collided: that Adam would have no grounds for any speculation about what might happen. But there is a problem here. Can you see what I have in mind?

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The problem is that Hume’s contrast between, as we can put it, ‘observing what the balls are like in themselves’ and ‘experience of their interaction with other objects’ is confused. The confusion arises from Hume’s exclusive concentration on the sense of sight. When we turn to the sense of touch things look rather different. For when I explore the qualities of the ball by feeling it, I am, in ‘observing what the ball is like in itself’, ‘experiencing its interaction with another object’: namely, my own body. To feel the solidity of the ball is to recognise that my fingers do not pass straight through it or compress it.

The upshot of this discussion can be summarised in the following two points:

(i) Hume’s problem. Hume has an over-simple contrast between 'observation' and 'experiment'; or, as I have put it, an over-simple contrast between ‘observing the thing in itself’ and ‘observing its interaction with another object’. This goes with an over-simple contrast between 'what the object is like in itself' and 'how it interacts with other things'. This ties in with my earlier point that many descriptions of objects involve implicit claims about how they interact with other things. Now Hume might say: 'In so far as they do, you are not strictly speaking describing the object as it is in itself'. That claim is plausible in the case of the description 'lethal poison'. But when we see that the same point applies to the terms 'solid', 'round' and 'heavy' Hume's picture begins to collapse; if these are not descriptions of things as they are in themselves what are? Picking out a thing as being of a certain kind is not, then, separable, from picking it out as having certain causal properties. 

This, as I say, connects with the fact that in discovering what something is like through perception we are - in the case of the sense of touch - observing its causal properties. Hume’s failure to give proper consideration to the sense of touch in his discussion of this issue reflects a more general failure among philosophers of his time (and not only of his time): a failure to remember that we are bodily beings. Rene Descartes (1596-1650) explicitly argues that he is essentially a non-bodily thinking thing: a thing that has its seat in the body. Others, such as Hume, while not explicitly discussing the matter, reveal themselves, in various ways, to be thoroughly in the grip of Descartes’ picture at this point. His discussion of causal inference reflects a fundamental ‘forgetting’ of the fact that we are bodily beings: bodily beings who are -most significantly through the sense of touch - in constant interaction with other portions of the material world.

(ii) Hume’s insight. While Hume's defence of his position is marred by a widespread philosophical prejudice, he does have a completely sound point in relation to beliefs about the unobserved. He is wrong about Adam. Adam might make certain informed guesses about what will happen when the balls collide: he might, for example, predict that the balls will not pass straight through each other. This does not, however, prove that our beliefs about how bodies will interact can be independent of our previous experience of interactions. Adam can only make an informed guess because in examining the balls he is observing them in interaction with another body: his own. The fact that his fingers do not pass straight through the balls gives him grounds for thinking that the balls will not to pass straight through each other.

