The Introduction
to Hume’s Treatise
We remain in ignorance about the most important questions in philosophy and the moral sciences (logic, ethics, criticism, politics).

This ignorance is the product of a wrong method.  We have tried to answer fundamental (“metaphysical”) questions in philosophy and the moral sciences directly.
Instead, we ought to do a preliminary study of human nature and use the results of that study to address fundamental questions in the other sciences.

This is even true of mathematics, natural philosophy, and natural religion.

It is much more so in the case of the moral sciences.

We also need to engage in the study of human nature in the right way.
By induction from experience,

Avoiding the temptation to formulate hypotheses concerning the ultimate, original qualities of human nature
Studying human nature will not be easy.

Our failure to make progress in the moral sciences up to now has lead some to reject all abstract or difficult inquiries.

But only resolute scepticism and laziness can justify this rejection.
If the truth is to be discovered it must lie deep and that will require abstract and difficult investigation.

A particular challenge is the difficulty of setting up experiments in moral philosophy.
Treatise 1
(Of the understanding)

.1

(on the “elements” of an account of human understanding)

.1  The contents of the human mind

· experiences: sensations of pain, pleasure, smell, heat, cold, colour

· thoughts

· experiences: passions, emotions

For Hume, this content (all called “perceptions”) falls into two classes:

- impressions

- ideas

And the distinction between them is one of degree, not of kind.
A second distinction
Simple perceptions

“admit of no distinction [or] separation”

Complex perceptions

“may be distinguish’d into parts”

(e.g., apple)

“are form’d from” simple ideas

A principle

All simple ideas in their first appearance are deriv’d from simple impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they exactly represent.

Two arguments for the principle:

· we find by experience that simple impressions and simple ideas are constantly conjoined and that the former always precede the latter (so the only way to give someone who lacks a simple idea that idea is to first give them the corresponding simple impression)
· those who lack a sense can never obtain the simple ideas supplied by that sense

An exception to the principle

The missing shade of blue.

(In mentioning this case, Hume was likely attempting to demonstrate the extent of his commitment to an inductive method.)
An initial consequence of the principle

It justifies and explains a rejection of innate ideas.

(The explanation is necessary because, in a sense, all perceptions are innate.)
Treatise 1.1.2
The study of the causes of impressions of sensation belongs to anatomy and natural philosophy.

Therefore, the Treatise will begin with the study of the causes of ideas

in effect, this is tantamount to a study of “the understanding” (incl. the imagination as a very important component)

Then it will turn to “impressions of reflection” (those impressions produced in us by our ideas)

(passions)

Then it will apply the conclusions of the study of human nature to ethics.

Treatise 1.1.3

Memory and imagination

These are not faculties or operations of mind.

They are ways ideas are observed to make their appearance.

So, to remember is not to perform an act of recalling a past experience, perhaps resulting in the production of ideas resembling that past experience.

Memory is just the occurrence of ideas of a certain sort.

Those that retain a degree of vivacity.
And that preserve the order of the original impressions.

Imagination is just the occurrence of ideas of with vivacity and no fixed order.

Treatise 1.1.4:  But though “the imagination is free to transpose and change its ideas” (i.e., although those ideas that make up the imagination exhibit no fixed order), there are certain “gentle forces” that lead ideas to coalesce, without constraining them to do so.

These are the principles of association:

· resemblance

· contiguity in space or time

· cause and effect

Among the effects of these associative principles are those complex ideas we call relations, modes, and substances.

Treatise 1.1.5
It turns out that relations are not a sort of complex idea.
Instead they are either:

· observed factors leading ideas to coalesce

(the “natural relations”)

· “circumstances” in which “we may think proper to compare” any two ideas, even if arbitrarily combined in imagination

(The “philosophical relations”)
Types of philosophical relation
· resemblance

· identity

· position in space or time

· quantity

· degrees of quality

· contrariety

· cause and effect

The resemblance, spatiotemporal relations, and causal relations mentioned here include instances that do not produce an association of ideas.

What, exactly, are we thinking of when we think there is, for example, a resemblance in quality between two ideas?  Is the thought of the resemblance a simple idea?  A complex idea?

Treatise 1.1.6

Ideas of substances (e.g., gold, wine, horse) and modes (triangular, treacherous) are nothing more than collections of simple ideas, united by the imagination, and assigned a name.

(They are not ideas of a substratum in which properties inhere or a form or essence.)

The simple ideas composing complex ideas of substances are supposed to be closely connected by relations of causality and contiguity.

So when other ideas are discovered to share this connection they are added in.

This does not happen in the case of modes.

Treatise 1.1.7

The problem of abstract ideas

An abstract or general idea (dog, tree) is an idea of a species to which many things belong.

These things can vary in size, shape, quality, etc. without necessarily falling outside of the species.

What is in the mind when we have an idea of a species?

Does the idea represent all the possible variations between members species?

(But there are infinitely many of them)

Or does it represent none of them?

(is the abstract idea of a line of no length, no colour, no orientation, no curvature, etc.)

Hume’s project:
I.  Give three reasons for rejecting the second option

II.  Explain how the first option is possible without requiring an infinite mental capacity.

Despite this way of framing the problem, Hume actually proposed a 3rd option:

The idea represents just one member of the species.  Something else (a custom associated with a name of this one thing) makes it represent all.

Ia.  The first argument

If objects are separable, they must be different and distinguishable.

The precise degree of any quality or quantity is not different or distinguishable from that quality or quantity.

e.g., the precise length (colour, orientation, curvature, etc.) of a line is not different or distinguishable from the line itself

Therefore, the precise degree of any quality or quantity is not separable from that quality or quantity.

Therefore, the mind cannot form any notion of quantity or quality without forming a precise notion of the degrees of each.

Consequence:

“The general idea of a line … has in its appearance in the mind a precise degree of quantity and quality; however it may be made to represent others, which have different degrees of both.”

Ib.  The second argument
All ideas are derived from impressions.
Therefore, whatever is true of impressions must be true of ideas (except only their degree of vivacity).

No object can appear to the senses (i.e., no impression can arise in the mind) without being precisely determined in all its degrees of quantity and quality.

Variation in vivacity does not affect the precision of degrees of quality and quantity.

Therefore, no idea can arise in the mind without being precisely determined in all its degrees of quantity and quality.

Ic.  The third argument
Stage one: Show that no idea of an object is indeterminate
Nothing of which we can form a clear and distinct idea is absurd or impossible in the real world.

It is absurd and impossible in the real world for there to be an object that has no precise degree of quality or quantity.

Therefore, we cannot form an idea of an object that has no precise degree of quality or quantity.

Stage two:  Show that no idea whatsoever is indeterminate.

The reference of an idea to an object is an “extraneous denomination” of the idea.  In itself the idea bears no mark of whether or not it refers to an object.

Therefore to form an idea of an object is the same thing as to form an idea.

Therefore, since we cannot form an idea of an object that has no precise degree of quality or quantity, we cannot form an idea that has no precise degree of quality or quantity.

A consequence of Hume’s negative arguments

All of our thoughts are particular, concrete images or pictures.

None of our thoughts are “intentional” (none of them are “about” something else; none of them refer to anything; they are things that just are a certain way and the way they are is all there is to them)
This is just a consequence of the “copy thesis” (that all ideas are copies of impressions) — which not surprisingly serves as one of the three principal arguments in favour of the view.

II.  The positive account of abstract ideas

Resemblance (an associative principle) causes the imagination to collect certain ideas into a group.

We give names to groups we commonly encounter.

The name is constantly conjoined with the group (this is another associative principle).

Hearing the name causes the imagination to produce an idea of one of the members of the group.

But it also revives a “custom”

[Hume’s point seems to have been that the particular sort of resemblance the one member of the group has to all the other members comes to have an influence on the imagination
[— not so much of an influence as to cause the imagination to produce all the ideas in the group

[— but enough of an influence to cause the imagination to produce appropriately various members of the group as the occasion calls for]
It is this influence of the associative principle that overcomes the “disjunction problem” that would otherwise undermine Hume’s account.

(Every object is a member of multiple different species, so if your abstract idea is just of one object, how do you know which species it stands for?)
An objection
The appeal to the influence of “custom” is too ad hoc.

Why should we accept that there is any such thing?

Supposing that there is, what accounts for it and for how it works the way it does?

Hume’s Reply

The existence of the custom is known by experience.

To attempt to explain why it exists and what makes it work as it does is more than can be managed on the basis of experience.

But we can try make its existence seem less ad hoc by showing that it is a particular instance of something that happens more generally.

Four analogous instances
· reasoning involving large numbers
(we do not form ideas of collections of that precise number of counters; instead the mind has a power to produce ideas of collections of 10’s as the occasion requires)

· recollection of items learned by rote

(here the mind exhibits a power to produce ideas in a sequence once it has received the initiating idea)

· reasoning involving complex modes (e.g., government, church, negotiation, conquest)

(we only go beyond the words to consider the simple ideas involved in the complex ones insofar as we detect some infelicity in the reasoning, and on these occasions the mind automatically produces the relevant component ideas)

· the progress of thought in reflection and conversation

(though geniuses have this capacity in an extraordinary degree, we are all able to spontaneously produce appropriate ideas when thinking through a subject or talking with others)

Given so many instances, we should not be surprised to discover that the mind is able to produce appropriately resembling ideas when considering the individuals grouped together under a certain abstract name.
A final topic:
The “distinction of reason”

(e.g., between figure and colour)

A consequence of Hume’s 1st argument against the standard account of abstract ideas is that we should not be able to distinguish figure from colour.

(Because it is impossible to form an idea of a figure without giving it some colour, or of a colour without giving it some figure.)

But we are able to do this.

How is this possible without contradicting Hume’s position on what we can possibly conceive?

Hume’s answer

The same object can be a member of different species.

e.g. a white globe can be a member of the species “white” and of the species “round”

Its whiteness is not different or distinguishable or separable from its roundness.

But this white roundness makes it possible for it to resemble other things in different ways.

Consequently, we can consider it as either a member of the “white” class (including white cubes) or a member of the “round” class (including black spheres).
When we distinguish between whiteness and roundness, we never consider whiteness on its own, apart from any figure whatsoever; we just consider the resemblance the white globe has to other white things (like the white cube) rather than the resemblance it has to other round things (like the black globe).
