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Notes and Discussions 

HUME'S ANALYSIS OF "CAUSE" AND THE ' T w o - D E F I N I T I O N S '  DISPUTE. 1 

ON OCCASION, HUME SEES HIS ANALYSIS of causation as an inquiry into the meaning 
of the words "cause" or "necessary connexion." This is the case, for example, in 
this passage from Section VII  of the Enquiry,  "Of the idea of Necessary Con- 
nexion": 

The chief obstacle, therefore, to our improvement in the moral or metaphysical sciences 
is the obscurity of the ideas, and ambiguity of the t e rms . . ,  we shall, therefore, endeavor 
in this section to fix, if possible, the precise meaning of these t e r m s . . . 2  

We should be careful however not to over-state Hume's  interest in language, and 
his affinities with contemporary methods of linguistic analysis. His method is in 
general psychological rather than linguistic, 3 and his analysis of causation is para- 
digmatic of this: we explain the nature of causal inference, the origin of our beliefs 
about causal connexions, our knowledge of causes, and even the meaning of the 
word "cause", by giving a psychogenetic account of the mind's determination, 
under the influence of custom, to pass from the idea of the first object to the idea 
of the second. In short, Hume attempts to fix the meaning of important terms in 
the language without examining the ways in which these words are employed. 
I shall argue in this paper that this distinctive approach has not been fully appre- 
ciated by Hume's commentators, and that the recent dispute concerning Hume's  
"two definitions" has arisen as a result of this neglect. 

Hume provides the following definitions of "cause" in the Treatise: 

1 I am indebted to A. G. N. Flew, Raymond Martin, and S. L. Varnedoc for their 
criticisms of an earlier version of this paper. 

2 An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. L. A. Sclby-Bigge (2rid Edition, 
1962), pp. 61-62. Subsequent references to the Enquiry and Treatise o! Human Nature, 
(ed. Selby-Bigge) will be in the body of the paper. 

On those occasions when Hume does examine language, he shows little interest in its 
details. In distinguishing between virtues and talents, defects and vices, Hume claims that: 
"A moral, philosophical discourse needs not enter into all these caprices of language, which 
are always so variable in different dialects, and in different ages of the same dialect." 
(E, p. 314) 

[3871 
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Dr :  A n  object precedent and contiguous to another,  and where all objects resembling 
the former  are placed in like relations o f  precedency and contiguity to those 
objects, that  resemble the latter. (T, p. 170) 

Dz: A n  object precedent and contiguous to another,  and so united with it that, the 
idea of the one determines the mind to form the idea of  the other, and the 
impression of  the one to form a more lively idea of the other. (ibid.) 

These  two defini t ions are  sa id  to be  "on ly  different  b y  the i r  p resen t ing  a different  
v iew of  the  s ame  object ,  and  m a k i n g  us cons ider  it  e i ther  as a ph i lo soph ica l  o r  
na tu ra l  r e l a t i o n . . . "  (ibid.) But,  as J. A.  R o b i n s o n  was the  first to a rgue ,  how c a n  
one  re la t ion ,  the causal  re la t ion,  be  def ined in two ways,  if the def ini t ions a re  
ne i the r  in tens iona l ly  nor  ex tens iona l ly  equiva len t?  4 T h a t  DI  and  De differ  in 
mean ing  is obv ious  f rom the cons ide ra t ion  of  ideas  and  the de t e rmina t ion  of  the  
m i n d  in De a n d  the  absence  of any  such no t ions  in D1. T h a t  they p i ck  out  different  
events  as causes  is shown b y  H u m e ' s  admis s ion  of "secre t  causes"  which  sa t is fy  
the  condi t ions  of  t empora l  precedence ,  cont igui ty ,  and  cons tan t  con junc t ion  of  D I  
but ,  as they are  unobserved ,  fai l  to be  condi t ions  of psycho log ica l  assoc ia t ion  for  
any  observer  as  requ i red  in D2. 5 Fur the r ,  cases  of  " m i s t a k e n  expec ta t ions"  occur  
where  the psycholog ica l  a ssoc ia t ion  of  D2 ob ta ins  b u t  is no t  con jo ined  wi th  the  
cons tan t  con junc t ion  condi t ion  of Dx. He re  again ,  an event  would  sat isfy  one defi- 
n i t ion  of " cause"  bu t  no t  the other .  H o w  are  we to exp la in  two non-equ iva len t  
accounts  of  the same no t ion?  

The re  are  severa l  a l ternat ives .  Drawing  upon  H u m e ' s  d i s t inc t ion  be tween  phi lo-  
sophica l  and  na tu ra l  re la t ions,  R o b i n s o n  argues  that  D1 is rea l ly  H u m e ' s  on ly  
def ini t ion of " cause"  (i. e. a defini t ion of the ph i lo soph ica l  re la t ion  "cause" ) ;  D2, 
in spi te  of  the t e rm "def in i t ion ,"  is rea l ly  on ly  a s t a t emen t  tha t  " the  ( a l r eady  
defined)  cause-effect  re la t ion  is a na tu ra l  r e l a t i on"  (i.e. tha t  obse rva t ion  of  the cause  
induces  an assoc ia t ion  in the mind  with the  idea  of the  effect.) O n  this v iew,  the  
H u m e a n  view of  causa t ion  (i.e. of  the  me a n i ng  of  the  w o r d  "cause" )  is me re ly  o f  
pr ior i ty ,  cont igui ty ,  and  cons tan t  conjunct ion .  I f  we a t t e m p t  to make  causes  
necessary ,  o r  v iew necess i ty  as pa r t  of the  mean ing  of  the  word  "cause ,  ' '6 then  

�9 "Hume's Two Definitions of 'cause'," The Philosophical Quarterly, XII (1962), reprinted 
in Hume, ed. V. C. Chappell (New York: Anchor Press, 1966), pp. 129-147. 

5 Hume speaks of "unknown causes" "ultimate inexplicable causes" (T, p. 84), and "as 
to the causes of these general causes . . . [they] are totally shut up from humaa curiosity and 
enquiry." (E, p. 30) The extensional non-equivalence of Da and D s has been questioned by 
Donald Gotterbarn ("Hume's Two Lights on Cause," The Philosophical Quarterly (April, 1971), 
pp. 168-171) on the grounds that D 1 implicitly involves a mental determination. Hume's remark 
however that "all objects . . . are placed in like relations" does not unambiguously indicate 
that they are so placed by an observing mind, and the Enquiry version is quite impersonal, 
e.g., "if the first object had not been, the second never had existed." (E, p. 76) Even if D: did 
involve some mental determination, this would still be insufficient grounds for concluding that 
"both DI and D 2 require the same mental determination" (p. 171), since what is essential to D 2 
is the trend's propensity to pass from the idea of the first object to the idea of the second. 

6 This is the view held by Norman Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David ltume 
(London, 1941), pp. 91-92 (quoted in Robinson, p. 141.) 
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we have  confused this analysis  of  the concept  with his exp lana t ion  of  how the 
(mis taken)  bel ief  that  causes a re  necessary  for  their  effects has ar isen.  

But  many  of  H u m e ' s  r emarks  are inconsis tent  with wha t  R o b i n s o n  wou ld  
have  h im say. I t  has been no ted  7 that  the use  of  the te rm "def in i t ion"  for  D2 is 
no t  an  i so la ted  instance,  and  thus not  l ike ly  to be  an unno t iced  sl ip on H u m e ' s  part .  
A n d  it is c lear ly  a mis take  to c la im that ,  for  Hume,  necess i ty  is not  pa r t  of  the  
concep t  of  a cause.  In  the Treatise, H u m e  said,  " A c c o r d i n g  to m y  def ini t ions,  
necessi ty  makes  an  essential  pa r t  of causa t ion  . . . "  (T,  p. 407), and  " I  define 
necess i ty  two ways,  conformable  to the  defini t ions of  cause, of which it is an  
essent ia l  p a r t "  (T, p. 409). In  the Enquiry  he is equa l ly  expl ic i t :  

Let anyone define a cause without comprehending as a part  of the definition a necessary 
connexion with its effect, and let him show distinctly the origin of the idea, expressed 
by the definition, and I shall readily g i v e u p  the whole controversy. But if  the fore- 
going explication of the matter be received, this must be absolutely impracticable . . . .  
(E, pp. 95-96) 

H u m e  clear ly  under s tood  Dx and  D2 to be  ful l -f ledged defini t ions,  and  in bo th  
necessi ty  is sa id  to be an  essential  part .  We  canno t  then resolve the  difficulties by  
appea l ing  solely to the d is t inc t ion  be tween ph i losoph ica l  and  na tu ra l  re la t ions ,  
because  a cause is said in these passages  to be both of these. 8 The  p r o b l e m  remains :  
if these re la t ions are  satisfied under  different  sets of  condi t ions ,  how can  there 
be one thing which is the cause? 

W e  have  justif ied K e m p  Smi th ' s  c la im tha t  necess i ty  is pa r t  of  the concept  
of  cause,  bu t  his a l ternat ive  account  of  the two defini t ions passage  is i ron ica l ly  
a mi r ro r  image  of  Rob inson ' s  'one  def ini t ion '  view, and  m i s t a k e n  for  s imi la r  
reasons.  A l though  K e m p  Smith  does not  expl ic i ty  discuss DI  and  D2, his r emarks  
suggest  that  he takes  Dz to be H u m e ' s  real  defini t ion,  and  DI  mere ly  an exp lana t ion  
of  how we came to bel ieve in causa l  connexions :  

. . .  two distinct factors are involved in the idea of  necessary connexion, one as condi- 
tioning it, and one as constituting it. Constancy of conjunction is requisite as that  
through which alone a custom or habit  can be acquired . . .  it also generates a [eeling 
of necessitated transition. It is this feeling, thus completely conditioned, which con- 
stitutes our impression, and therefore our idea, of causation . . . .  9 

7 Thomas J. Richards, "Hume's Two Definitions of 'cause'," The Philosophical Quarterly, 
XV (1965) (reprinted in Chappell), p. 151 ft. Richards notes three occasions in the Treatise 
(p. 172), and the use of "definition" continues in the Enquiry account. 

8 A similar account has been defended by W. H. Baumer ("Hume, Causes, and Relations'" 
read at the Western Division Meeting May, 1970, of the American Philosophical Association): 
"What the causal relation can properly be said to represent is on Hume's view simply this 
regular succession and nothing more . . . .  " This view, like Robinson's, is simply at odds with 
Hume's own remarks. Baumer takes D~ to be an analysis of "the causal relation as it holds 
between ideas," but Hume's way of speaking of the cause is that of an object whose idea 
is associated with another idea. He is not then taking the ideas themselves as the causes and 
effects. 

i Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume, p. 373. 
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Thus ,  whi le  R o b i n s o n  suppor ts  a one  def ini t ion view of  cause  as D~, K e m p  Smi th  
suppor t s  a one def ini t ion view of cause  as D2. A n d  ne i the r  accoun t  can c l a im  to 
be  a d e q u a t e  to H u m e ' s  repea ted  insis tence that  there  a re  two def ini t ions  of  "cause" .  
I n  fact ,  the non-equiva lence  of  D I  and  D2 ought  to pu t  an end to speak ing  s imply  
of  " 'Hume ' s  concep t  of cause"  o r  " H u m e a n  causa t ion . "  

I I  

W h a t  has  to be  given up  if we are  to m a k e  sense of  H u m e ' s  r e m a r k s  is the 
a s s u m p t i o n  c o m m o n  to bo th  c a m p s  tha t  H u m e  is ana lyz ing  t he  me a n i ng  of  " c a us e "  
a n d  hence  tha t  we mus t  ei ther  find a way  of  res tor ing the equ iva lence  of Dx and  Dz 
o r  give  up  one of  them as a genuine  defini t ion.  There  is ano the r  way  out,  a n d  we 
have  very good  ev idence  that  this  is in fact  H u m e ' s  own pos i t ion :  there  a re  two 
non -equ iva l en t  defini t ions of " cause"  because  the word  has  m o r e  than  one  mean-  
ing. I~ T o  see tha t  this is his view, we mus t  cons ider  the  cond i t ions  under  which 
w o r d s  possess  mean ing  on H u m e ' s  account ,  and  how he sets ou t  to el ici t  this 
meaning .  

F r o m  the outse t  of  the T r e a t i s e ,  H u m e  expla ins  in psycho log ica l  te rms how 
w o r d s  acqui re  wha tever  mean ing  they  have:  when th rough  cus tom a word  o r  sound  
is connec ted  with  a pa r t i cu la r  idea,  the hear ing  of tha t  word  exci tes  o r  revives 
the  idea  in us. ix G i v e n  this view, and  his bas ic  p r inc ip le  tha t  aU ideas  are  de r ived  
f rom an tecedent  impress ions ,  it  fol lows that  a necessary  cond i t ion  for  a word  
hav ing  mean ing ,  is tha t  there  be some  or ig inal  impress ion  f rom which  the idea  m a y  
be  acqui red .  H u m e  concludes  f rom this tha t  if we are  in d o u b t  a b o u t  the m e a n i n g  
of  a word,  o r  whe ther  it has  any  meaning ,  we need  on ly  " p r o d u c e  the impress ions  
o r  o r ig ina l  sent iments ,  f rom which  the ideas a re  c o p i e d "  (E,  p. 62). 

In  its app l i ca t ion  however ,  this  pr inc ip le  acquires  a new in te rp re ta t ion :  not  
on ly  does  a cons ide ra t ion  of the  re levant  impress ion  a id  in render ing  the  idea  
" 'precise and  de t e rmina t e , "  but  b e y o n d  wha t  can be exp l i ca ted  t h rough  a descr ip-  
t ion  of his or ig ina l  exper ience,  the word  has  no  mean ing  at  all .  12 I n  short ,  H u m e  

20 The failure to question this assumption may be attributable to imprecision in the 
statement of the issue. Robinson, for example, moves from speaking of D~ and D= as 
"definitions of the same term" (p. 133) to D~ and D 2 as "definitions of the same notion." 
(p. 165) It may not be possible to have two non-equivalent definitions of the same notion, 
but this should not lead us to conclude that there cannot be two such definitions for the same 
term. Richards' account moves in the right direction by taking D 2 as an explication of "what 
we mean by a natural cause" (p. 160), thus having D~ and D 2 defining different terms, but 
this is not Hume's way of speaking. 

~ Treatise, pp. 20-22. This does not as such show that Hume's theory is merely a 
psychological one. That Humr often traces out the psychological links in our learning the 
meaning of the word is consistent with his also demanding a variety of other conditions which 
must be satisfied before a word can be said to have any meaning. 

1= This becomes clear in his accounts of substance and necessity: "we have therefore no 
idea of substance, distinct from that of a collection of particular qualities, nor have we any 
other meaning when we either talk or reason concerning it." (T, p. 16) Our idea of necessity 
has arisen from an experience of nature's uniformity and our own determination to pass from 
one idea to another, and therefore, "Beyond the constant con]unction and the consequent 
in/erence from one to the other, we have no notion of any necessity of connexion." (E, p. 82) 
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sees the descr ip t ion  of the or iginal  exper ience  as a sufficient exp l i ca t ion  of  the  
mean ing  of the  word ,  and  this has  surpr is ing  resul ts .  

In  the d iscuss ion of "necess i ty ,"  H u m e  recognizes  two  senses (E,  p. 97) of  the  
t e rm because  there are  two separa te  condi t ions  which  give rise to the  idea ,  and  
s ince he is qui te  aware  that  nei ther  cons tan t  con junc t ion  nor  menta l  de t e rmina t ion  
is wha t  is o rd ina r i ly  mean t  by  the term,  he says  that  "as  long as the  mean ing  i s  
unders tood ,  I hope  the word  can do  no  ha rm."  rE,  p. 97.) The  impl i ca t ions  for  
" cause"  are  now obvious.  Since "necess i ty  can be  def ined two ways ,  c o n f o r m a b l y  
to the  two defini t ions of cause, of which  it m a k e s  an  essent ia l  p a r t "  (E ,  p. 97), 
it  is not  a t  al l  surpr is ing  tha t  there should  be  two defini t ions of "cause , "  one 
cap tu r ing  the cons tan t  conjunct ion  sense, and  the o the r  the  mind ' s  de t e rmina t ion  
to pass  f rom one idea  to the other.  

This  becomes  even clearer  in the Enquiry vers ion  of the " two  def ini t ions"  
passage  which has been over looked  in recent  accounts .  ~ a A p a r t  f rom some surpr is-  
ing changes  in the definit ions themselves,  14 the m a i n  add i t ion  to the Treatise 
account  is this:  

Similar objects are always conjoined with similar. Of this we have experience. Suitably 
to this experience, therefore we may  define a cause to be (DtE).  The appearance of a 
cause always conveys the mind, by a customary transit ion,  to the idea of the effect. 
Of this also we have experience. We may, therefore, suitably to this experience, form 
another  definition of cause and call it (D2E.) (pp. 76-77) 

In  l ight  of H u m e ' s  pract ice  elsewhere,  the sense of " 'defining su i tab ly  to an exper-  
i ence"  is obvious :  different  experiences give rise to our  ideas  of cause,  t5 Since there 
are  d is t inct  exper iences ,  there are  dis t inct  impress ions ,  and  hence dis t inct  ideas  
of cause,  or  l ike  "necess i ty ,"  dis t inct  senses of "cause . "  H u m e ' s  defini t ion of  " cause"  
then is a na tu ra l  app l ica t ion  of his opera t ive  p r inc ip le  tha t  the mean ing  of a w o r d  
can be  ful ly exp l i ca ted  through a descr ip t ion  of  the  condi t ions  in which  our  idea  
first arose.  The  fact  that  H u m e  says noth ing  fur ther  in exp lana t ion  of  the two defi- 
n i t ions  is evidence tha t  he regarded  his p rocedure  as obv ious  for  anyone  who  had  

1~ The importance of these passages was noted by Sclby-Bigge (E, Introduction, p. xvii.) 
Further, Flew points out in Hume's Philosophy of Belle/ (London, 1961), whose publication 
antedates the "two definitions" dispute, that "any criticism mistaking this to be an essay in 
conservative logical analysis, which pretends only to epitomize accepted educated use and 
usage, must take pause at the facts." (pp. 120-121) 

i,  D~ (E): "An object, followed by another, and where all the objects similar to the first 
one are followed by objects similar to the second. Or in other words, where if the first object 
had not been the second never had existed." (p. 76) 

D= (E): "An object followed by another, and whose appearance always conveys the 
thought to that other." (p. 77) 

D~ (E) contains a remarkable conflation of causes as sufficient conditions with causes as 
necessary conditions, since it treats one as "in other words" the same as the other. This 
ambivalence does not effect the present issue. 

i~ They are distinct, but related. The immediate origin of our idea of necessary connexion 
is the internal impression of the mind's propensity, but "'similar instances are still the first 
source of our idea of power or necessity . . . .  " fr ,  164) 
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been aware since Book I of the Treatise how the meaning of philosophical terms 
was to be explicated. 

Hume ' s  commentators  have been understandably puzzled by his simply assert- 
ing that "cause"  may be defined in two ways, without attempting to substantiate 
this claim by citing specific uses of "cause" in which one but  not  the other sense 
is obviously present, or by offering distinct paraphrases of ambiguous utterances. 
But, as is clear by now, this is not Hume ' s  method of analysis. Thus,  attention 
to Hume ' s  method not only enables us to make  sense of what Hume  does say 
about  "cause,"  it also helps explain why he did not say more. 

JAMES H. LESHER 

University of Maryland 

Russell, Searle, and Hamlet 

In his autobiography, 1 Bertrand Russell cites the quatrain z addressed to him by 
Ronald Searle: 

All earthly knowledge finally explored, 
Man feels himself from doubt and dogma free. 

There are more things in Heaven, though, my lord, 
Than are dreamed of in your philosophy. 

Russell 's answer is so witty and engaging that the reader may  overlook its 
illogic. Russell says that he dreamt of "a~," the class of all the classes not members  
of themselves, and that "a~" was not at the t ime in heaven and earth. 

I t  seems to me that Russell discovered "09" rather than created it, and that 
"'a~" was in heaven and earth aH along. In  any case, however, Russell 's  statement 
does not refute Searle's. Russell says that he dreamt of one thing not in heaven 
and earth. Searle says that there are more things in heaven than Russell dreamt of. 

ARTHUR SARD 
University of California, San Diego 

a Autobiography o/ Bertrand Russell, 1944-1969 (London and New York, 1969), 
illustration facing page 97 English edition, 181 American edition; a hand written retort by 
Bertrand Russell. 

2 Punch, March 1957, pp. 414-415. 


