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70 HUlE'S LETTER TO STEkIART 
A Note on a Paper  by D.C. Stove 

I n  a recent  paper', D.C. Stove raises an h i s t o r ­
ical  problem. There ex is t s  a l e t t e r ,  w r i t t e n  i n  1 7 5 4  by 
Hume t o  John S tewar t ,  t hen  P r o f e s s o r  o f  Natura l  Phi losophy 
a t  Edinburgh, i n  which t h e  fo l lowing  words occur :  

... I n e v e r  u s s e r t e d  30 absurd  a P r o p o s i t i o n ,  
a s  t h a t  any t h i n g  might  a r i s e  w i t h o u t  a Cause: 
I o n l y  m a i n t a i n e d ,  t h a t  our  C e r t a i n t y  o f  t h e  
Falsehood of t h a t  P r o p o s i t i o n  proceeded  n e i t h e r  
from I n t u i t i o n  nor  Demonstro t ion;  b u t  f rom 
a n o t h e r  Source .  

Some commentators, most no tab ly  Norman Kemp-Smith, t a k e  t h i s  
as t e l l i n g  s t r o n g l y  i n  f avour  o f  a non- scep t i ca l  r ead ing  o f  
Hume. Stove under takes  t o  show beyond r easonab le  doubt t h a t  
t h e  claim nade i n  t h e  l e t t e r  i s  i n  b l a t a n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  
wi th  c e n t r a l  t h e s e s  o f  Hume's publ i shed  phi losophy,  so t h a t  
it has t o  be regarded  a s  u s e l e s s  as ev idence  f o r  t h e  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a t t e r .  There i s  a mystery as  t o  

how Hume came t o  say  something so c l e a r l y  false about  what 
he h imsel f  had w r i t t e n ;  Stove o f f e r s  c e r t a i n  c o n j e c t u r e s ,  
none o f  which he f i n d s  wholly s a t i s f a c t o r y .  

As t h e  conclus ion  of  t h e  f i rs t ,  e x e g e t i c a l ,  p a r t  
of h i s  a r t i c l e ,  Stove advances t h e  t h e s i s  t h a t  Hume he ld  
t h e  f a l s i t y  o f  t h e  Causal  P r i n c i p l e  t o  be p o s s i b l e  i n  a t  
least  t h r e e  senses o f  "poss ib le" .  These senses  he s p e c i f i e s  
a c c u r a t e l y ,  b u t  doesn ' t  wish t o  rest  anyth ing  on t h e  d e t a i l  
of h i s  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  t h i r d ;  it is  impor tan t  on ly  

t h a t  it be s t r o n g e r  than  e i t h e r  o f  t h e  preceding  two. 
This done, he t a k e s  a look  a t  t h e  l e t t e r  t o  

S tewar t ,  and s a y s ,  wi th  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  f i s s t  p a r t  of t h e  
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passage quoted above : 

That  something m i g h t  beg in  t o  e m k t  wi thout  
a cause,  i s  e v i d e n t l y  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  t-he 
p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  i t  is p o s s i b l e  f o r  some-
t h i n g  t o  beg in  t o  e x i s t  w i thou t  a cause.  
That ,  i n  t u r n ,  i s  e v i d e n t l y  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  
t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  f a l s i t y  of t h e  
Causal P r i n c i p l e  i s  p o s s i b l e .  (S tove ' s  
u n d e r l i n i n g  12 . 

It fo l lows  t h a t  what Hume says  i n  t h e  l e t t e r  i s  simply 
f a l s e .  I t  could  be t r u e  only  i f  t h e  "might" r e f e r r e d  t o  
some sense  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y  even weaker than  t h e  weakest of 
S tove ' s  t h r e e  senses .  But s i n c e  t h a t  is mere se l f - cons i s ­
t ency ,  t h e r e  i s  no such sense .  

Now t h e  argument t o  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  re l ies  0x1 

r e a d i n g  "might" as "it i s  p o s s i b l e " ,  i n  some sense  of t h o s e  
words. Stove s a y s ,  as w e  have seen ,  t h a t  they  are "evident­
ly equ iva len t " ,  bu t  t h e  equiva lence  i s  c e r t a i n l y  rict e v i d e n t ,  
and it may w e l l  be  asked whether  it e x i s t s  a t  a l l .  Aftem 
a l l ,  t h e r e  are Eng l i sh  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  wi th  ''might" xh ich  . .  
don ' t  have modal f o r c e :  

"Do you t h i n k  aomething might  have happened t o  
them o i t h o u t  our knowing about i t ? "  

The h e a r e r  is n o t ,  o f  cour se ,  be ing  asked whether  it is 
p o s s i b l e  t h a t  something should  have happened without  t h e i r  
knowledge; he i s  be ing  asked f o r  h i s  op in ion  on whether 
something a c t u a l l y  has  so happened. "Most un l ike ly" ,  
would be a p e r f e c t l y  n a t u r a l  and accep tab le  respcnse .  
Again : 

"You s t a y  here ,  t o  t a k e  care of any problem 
t h a t  might  a r i s e  b e f o r e  Lie g e t  back".  

Obviously it is n o t  in tended  t h a t  t h e  hearer- shouid s t a r t  
t a k i n g  p recau t ions  a g a i n s t  a l l  w s s i b i l i t i e s--, only  t h a t  he 
should  cope w i t h  whatever  a c t u a l l y  arises,  i f  anyth ing .  



‘ 7 2  
This  i s  q u i t e  normal rnodriv us;cce, and I know no 

reason t o  t h i n k  tha - t  i t  wasn’ t  alee, n o : ~ : l  usas;e i n  t?,e 
1 8 t h  Century.  Admit tedly,  it i s n ‘ t  NlOdf’.i’II p h i j  C J C ~ $ ~ P I ~ S’ 
usage - we would he very c a r e f u l ,  ill wr:i:t:iiig 01;?.ogicdl 
matters, no t  t o  use t h e  word “mj.&ht.” u n l e s s  it wes defi1;j.t­
e l y  t h e  modal proposi t i -on t h a t  w e  h ~ ?In 3ii.:!d, but earl . ier  
times haven‘ t  a lvays  been so p r o f e s s i o n a l  abcut  t h e i r  
vocabulary.  

C e r t a i n l y ,  i f  Hume, i n  t h e  l e t t e r  t o  S tewar t ,  was 
denying t h a t  he had e v e r  a s s e r t e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  
f a l sehcod  o f  t h e  Causa l  P r i n c i p l e  it would be ,  as Stove 
shows, e x t r e n e l y  ha rd  t o  see what he could have been th ink ­
i n g  o f .  But i f  what he meant could  have been as wsll 
expressed  by 

“I never asserted ... tha t  anythizg ariscs 
w i t h o u t  a cause” 

t hen  most of Stove’s  problems are o v e r ,  for t h e r e  i s  no 
c o n f l i c t  w i t h  any of t h e  t h e s e s  (I) - ( 3 )  3 which fie, I 
b e l i e v e  r i g h t l y ,  a t t r i b u t e s  t o  Hune .  

My sugges t ion ,  t hen ,  is  t h a t  t h a t  is what it does 
mean, and t h a t  Stove has  e r r e d  i n  p r o j d c t i n g  a l i t t l e  t c o  

much of o u r  own p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  ( i n  t h i s  case, o u r  
concern f o r  t e r m i n o l o g i c a l  hygiene)  back on to  Hume. What 
Hume i s  say ing  i s  t h a t  he never  said t h a t  t h e  Causal  
P r i n c i p l e  was f a l se ,  and t h i s  i s  q u i t e  compat ible  wi th  h l s  
t h ink ing ,  f i r s t l y ,  t h a t  t h e  s u p p o s i t i o n  of i t s  fa l sehood 
was s e l f - c o n s i s t e n t ,  secondly t h a t  it gas c o n s i s t e n t  wi rh  
a l l  obse rva t ion  s t a t emen t s ,  and t h i r d l y  t h a t  i f  on ly  Reason 
guided t h e  format ion  of ou r  b e l i e f s ,  we would r e g a r d  t h e  
b r o b a b i l i t y  of  i t s  fa l sehood as, i n  no way decre.ased by 
obse rva t ion .  It  i s  n o t  on ly  t r u e  but  c e r t a i n ,  a i d  iias t h e  
sort o f  c e r t a i n t y  which arises from t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  of t h e  
psycho log ica l  a s s o c i a t i v e  mechanism. Of t h i s  s o r t  of 
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c e r t a i n t y  it cannot  bz :,aid ( c o n t r a  S tove ' s  i m p l i c a t i o n41 
t ha t  it must be denied  by anyone who min t r a ins  t h e  poss ib­
i l i t y  o f  t h e  Causal  P r i n c i p l e ' s  be ing  fa lse .  I n  so f a r  as 
Hume has  made a mis take  i n  tbe  d i spu ted  paragraph it i s  a 
minor one wi th  no s e r i o u s  consequences:  when he a sks  what 
t h e  r e a d e r  would i r . f e r  f rcm h i s  s t a t emen t  t h a t  

f o r  these Propositions ... we have no dcmon­
strative o r  intuitive Proof 

h i s  use  o f  t h e  l a s t  f o u r  words does make it sound as i f  he 
had a s s e r t e d  a t  n o s t  S tove ' s  (1) and ( 2 1 ,  and were t h e r e f o r e ,  
i n  S t o v e ' s  te rminology,  an i n d u c t i v e  f a l l i b i l i s t  bu t  no t  an 
i n d u c t i v e  s c e p t i c .  

Stove sugges ts '  t h a t  Hume may have been misled 
i n t o  h i s  " e r r o r "  by t h e  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  examples ha adduces i n  
the r e l e v a n t  paragraph o f  t h e  l e t te r .  I ha rd ly  t h i n k  so, 
n o r  do I f i n d  t h e n  a t  a l l  i n a p p r o p r i a t e .  "he t r o u b l e ,  Stove 
t e l l s  us, arises from t h e  circumstance t h a t  t h e  e x ~ n p l e s  
(Caesar e x i s t e d ;  t h e r e  is such an is1ar.J as Sici!y) are 
o b s e r v a t i o n  s t a t e m e n t s ,  and " t h a t  i s  why Hune i s  a t  l i b e r t y  
t o  r ega rd  them as c e r t a i n " .  But s u r e l y  Hume uas  not  t!.inkir.g 
of t h e s e  two p r o p o s i t i o n s  as obse rva t ion  s t a t e n e n t s  , bLt 
r a t h e r  as b e l i e f s  which he h e l d  as a r e s u l t  o f  a -hain oi 
cause -e f f ec t  i n f e r e n c e s ,  hence as a r e s u l t  o f  t h e  oper a t i o c  
of t h e  be l i e f - fo rming  mechanism, s ince he was n o t ,  eitllcr a t  
t h a t  t i m e  o r  p r e v i o u s l y ,  pe rce iv ing  Caesar or S i c i l y .  h e  
may recall  t h e  passage i n  t h e  Treatise',  where Caesar ' s  
a s s a s s i n a t i o n  i s  used as an  example of j u s t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  
b e l i e f .  

One might e q u a l l y  trell draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  ano the r  
f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  examples:  t h e y  a re  no t  nodal  p r o p o s i t i s n s .  
That i s  t o  s a y ,  Hum does no t  compare t h e  b e l i e f  "it is not  
the  case t h a t  any th ing  might a r i s e  wi thout  a cause" t o  t h e  
b e l i e f  "it is  necessa ry  t h a t  Caesar  e x i s t e d " ,  bu t  simply t o  
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"Caesar e x i s t e d " .  If anyth ing ,  t h e  choice  of t h e s c  examples 
t e l l s  i n  favour  of t h e  non-modal r e a d i n g  of  "might a r i se  
wi thout  a cause".  

T h i s ,  however, i s  no t  t h e  s o r t  o f  argument t o  
c l i n c h  anyth ing .  The r ea l  argument i n  f avour  of  t h a t  
r ead ing  i s  t h a t  it n i p s  i n  t h e  bud a problem which, once 
allowed t o  grow, t h r e a t e n s  i n s o l u b i l i t y .  And it is  l i n g u i s ­
t i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e ,  so  - why no t?  

. Where does t h i s  l e a v e  t h e  case a g a i n s t  Kemp-Smith? 
It is clear from pages 407-9 o f  h i s  book The Phi losophy of 
David Hume t h a t  he  t a k e s  "might" non-modally, as recommended 
i n  t h i s  n o t e ,  which means t h a t  on h i s  unders tanding  of it 
t h e  l e t t e r  does n o t  c o n f l i c t  w i th  any of  t h e  t h r e e  t h e s e s  
e x t r a c t e d  from Hume's pub l i shed  phi losophy by S t o v e . .  
Agreed, anyone who s a i d  t h a t  Hume was no t  a s c e p t i c  would 
be  wrong, i f  he meant t o  deny t h a t  Hume h e l d  t h e s e  t h r e e  
views. But what reason  is t h e r e  t o  suppose t h a t  t h i s  was 
what Kerop-Smith meant by it? None. On t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  he  
was r e f e r r i n g  t o  Hume's advocacy of a d i f f e r e n t  dimension 
of c e r t a i n t y ,  t h e  type  which a t t a c h e s  t o  t h o s e  b e l i e f s  
which are genera ted  by an i r r e s i s t i b l e  p sycho log ica l  
mechanism. To say  t h a t  a b e l i e f  has  t h i s  k ind  o f  c e r t a i n t y  
is q u i t e  compatible  wi th ,  perhaps even complementary t o ,  
t h e  view t h a t  i t s  f a l s i t y  i s  p o s s i b l e  i n  each  of S tove ' s  
s enses .  

Edward Craig 

C h u r c h i l l  Col lege  
Cambridge 
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