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D I S C U S S I O N  

Causal Powers by R. H a r d  and E. H. Madden. 
Pp .v i i i+ l91 .  Oxford: Blackwell ,  1975. 
p i i c e  d 4.75. ISBN 0-631-16040-X. 

NATURAL NECESSITIES AND CAUSAL POWERS 

"The au tho r s  of  t h i s  book in t end" ,  i n  t h e  words 
o f  t h e i r  dus t - j a c k e t ,  "noth ing  less than  a wholesale  
r e j e c t i o n  of t h e  Humean scheme of c a u s a l i t y  and t h e  recon­
s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  c a u s a l  r e l a t i o n  a long  non-Humean l i n e s .  'I 
Readers o f  Hume S tud ie s  w i l l ,  and o t h e r s  I b e l i e v e  should ,  
r e g r e t  t h a t  Harr6 and Madden chose t o  relate t h e i r  own 
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  source  of  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  which 
t h e y  a r e  r e j e c t i n g  only most d i s t a n t l y .  This  n e g l e c t  i s  
cu r ious ,  s i n c e  t h e  book i s  f u l l  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  t i t b i t s .  
I w a s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  g l a d  i n  t h e  f i n a l  c h a p t e r  ' F i e l d s  o f  
P o t e n t i a l '  t o  l e a r n  something of  t h e  s i x t e e n t h  century  
Robert  Norman - "The f i r s t  s c i e n t i s t  o f  t h e  modern era t o  
deve lop  t h e  concept  o f  a f i e l d  i n  a way recognizably  l i k e  
ou r  ccntemporary not ion . .  .I' (p.164). But  i n  t h i s  journa l  
it i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  concen t r a t e  upon t h e  connec t ions ,  and 
t h e  l a c k  o f  connec t ions ,  wi th  Hume. 

The f i r s t  chap te r  begins:  "There can be no doubt  
that  t h e  Humean concept ion of Causa l i t y  and i t s  l i n e a r  
descendant ,  t h e  Regular i ty  Theory, must be wrong'' (p. 1). 
I agree .  I ag ree ,  fur thermore,  both t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  
powers - t h a t  " a  p a r t i c u l a r  t h ing"  may be "endowed wi th  t h e  
power t o  produce an e f f e c t  i n  v i r t u e  of i t s  na tu re"  (p.16) -
and t h a t  - as " A  number of eminent ph i lo sophe r s  have 
i n s i s t e d "  - " w e  are sometimes d i r e c t l y  aware o f  t h e  a c t i o n  
o f  c a u s a l  powers" (p .49) .  But I want t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  
f i r s t  t h e s i s  by s t a r t i n g  from H u m e  h imse l f ,  and showing 
t h a t  t h e  elements  which he  admits cannot  by any means be 
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pu t  together  i n t o  an ana lys i s  carrying a l l  t h e  entai lments  
c a r r i e d  by proposi t ions a s s e r t i n g  causal  connections o r  
laws of nature .  And I want t o  see t h e  second and t h i r d  
theses  a g a i n s t  t he  background of a l i v e l y  apprec i a t ion  of 
exac t ly  what it w a s  which Hume here w a s  p r imar i ly  concerned 
t o  deny. 

So consider  the f i r s t  of the two d e f i n i t i o n s  
proposed i n  t h e  f irst  Inquiry: "we may d e f i n e  a to  

be an o b j e c t ,  f o l l o w e d  bu a n o t h e r .  and where a l l  t he 
o b j e c t s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  f i r s t  a r e  f o l l o w e d  by  o b . j e c t s  
s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  s e c o n d .  O r  in o t h e r  words where ,  if 
t h e  f i r s t  o b j e c t  had n q t  been ,  t h e  second n e v e r  had eAs ted ." l  
The f i r s t  of t h e  two clauses  i t a l i c i z e d  by Hume is  a 
v a r i a t i o n  on t h e  theme of cons t an t  conjunction; and such 

I 

constant  conjunctions can e a s i l y  be expressed i n  terms of  
ma te r i a l  implicat ion - no t  as a matter of f a c t  one and n o t  
the other .  But t he  second c l ause ,  which Hume f a l s e l y  
states to be equ iva len t ,  is t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ;  it is a 
contrary t o  f a c t  condi t ional .  Proposi t ions of t h i s  
second s o r t  are n o t  e n t a i l e d  by p ropos i t i ons  of t h e  f i r s t  
kind. Y e t  every causal  proposi t ion e n t a i l s  some such 
contrary t o  f a c t  cond i t iona l s ;  and t h e  same i s ,  icdeed,  
d e f i n i t i o n a l l y  t r u e  of  every kind of nomological propos­
i t i o n .  I f ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  I maintain t h a t  t he  cause of 
t h e  t roub le  i s  a f a u l t  i n  t h e  wir ing,  then, it follows 
n e c e s s a r i l y ,  t h a t  had t h e r e  been no f a u l t  i n  t he  wir ing,  
and had everything else been held constant ,  t h e r e  would . 
have been no t roub le .  The upshot i s  t h a t ,  i n  so f a r  as 
H u e ' s  account of causat ion i s  an account i n  terms of t h e  
r e g u l a r i t i e s  of constant  conjunction, it must be, as an 
ana lys i s  of t he  e s t a b l i s h e d  meanings of causa l  words, a t  
t he  very l e a s t ,  c r u c i a l l y  i n s u f f i c i e n t .  

Nor is t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  saved by introducing some 
reference t o  a s soc ia t ions  of ideas  or t o  t h e  p ro jec t ion  of 
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t he  f e l t  fo rce  of hab i t :  "We may ... form another de f i ­
n i t i o n  of cause,and c a l l  i t t a n  ob jec t  followed by another,  
and whose appearance always conveys the  thought t o  t h a t  
other ."  For, whatever may or may no t  happen t o  be 
t r u e  about my psychology when I give vent t o  some assert-
ion  about what causes what i n  the universe  around m e ,  t h a t  
a s s e r t i o n  i t s e l f  c e r t a i n l y  cannot be denied by o f f e r i n g  
some counter-assertion about p u t a t i v e  ongoings i n  t h e  
speaker.  Such psychological references cannot, t he re fo re ,  
be any p a r t  of t he  meaning of my o r i g i n a l  a s s e r t i o n .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  i f  not  before ,  someone w i l l  want 
t o  urge t h a t  Hume was no t  w r i t i n g  f o r  t h e  jou rna l  Analysis. 
So h i s  " d e f i n i t i o n s "  should not be construed - as t h e  
French would say i f  only they spoke English - a t  the  f o o t  
of t h e  let ter.  They are no t ,  t h i s  ob jec to r  might say,  
r e a l l y  intended t o  provide an epitome of t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  
n-eaning of  t h e  word 'cause ' .  Rather they a r e  summaries 
of H u m e ' s  account of t h e  circumstances of i t s  employment: 
f i r s t ,  h i s  account of what and a l l  t h a t  is going on around 
me;  and, second, h i s  account of what i s  going on i n  me.  3 

The g r e a t e s t  a t t r a c t i o n  of t h i s  hermeneutic suggestion i s  
t h a t  it r e l i e v e s  Hume o f .  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  an implausible 
and f a l s e  t h e s i s .  I t  is here  s a l u t a r y  t o  r e f l e c t  once 
again how w e l l  a Humean s t o r y  can be f i t t e d  t o  the  famous 
Geulinox example of  t h e  two clocks - modified perhaps by 
t h e  proviso t h a t  one is t o  be a s p l i t  second f a s t  on t h e  
o the r .  Y e t  t h a t  example w a s  o f f e red ,  and accepted, as a 

paradigm case of constant  con junct ion without d i r e c t  
causa l  connection! 4 

H a r d  and Madden maintain t h a t  "The Humean o r  
Regular i ty  Theory of Causal i ty  rejects t h e  concept of 
n a t u r a l  necessi ty"  (p. 2 ) .  Speaking of  "contemporary 
Humans, they assert "Any not ion of phys i ca l  necess i ty  
goes aga ins t  what they see as an e t e r n a l  v e r i t y "  (p.44). 
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Certainly our authors  are r i g h t  t o  emphasize t h a t  Hum 
made no provis ion here  f o r  any but  a l o g i c a l  necess i ty .  
Even t h e  proud discovery of t h e  impression from which t h e  
ideas  of causal necess i ty  and causal  connection are 
supposedly der ived i s  always, it seems - and i n  def iance,  
s u r e l y ,  of h i s  own s t a t e d  semantic p r i n c i p l e s  - seen 
r a t h e r  as an exposure than a l eg i t ima t ion .  Y e t  what 
H a r d  and Madden say,  considered simply as an i n t e r p r e t ­
a t i o n  of Hume, i s  nevertheless  i n  a subtle way misleading. 
For Hume does n o t  f i r s t  begin by making some d i s t i n c t i o n  
between l o g i c a l  and cont ingent  necess i ty ,  and then proceed 
t o  r u l e  ou t  t he  l a t t e r  as somehow incoherent o r  absurd or 
incompatible with the  e t e r n a l  v e r i t i e s .  H e  does not  even-

as Harr6 and Madden a t  one p o i n t  suggest t h a t  he does 
(pp. 158-153) - e n t e r t a i n  contingent as  opposed t o  l o g i c a l  
necess i ty  as a t h e o r e t i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  but  they proceed 
t o  urge t h a t  knowledge of such n e c e s s i t i e s  i s  outside the 
scope of our n a t u r a l l y  l imi t ed  understanding. The t r u t h  
i s ,  r a t h e r ,  t h a t  no second not ion of non-logical as 
opposed t o  l o g i c a l  necess i ty  eve r  entered Hume's s i g h t s  at 
a l l .  (By the way: could n o t  t h e  same be s a i d  equal ly  
t r u l y  of  Kant?) 

For what Hume does i s  t o  concentrate  p e r s i s t e n t l y  
and cons i s t en t ly  on h i s  primary negat ive t h e s i s ,  t h e  denial  
t h a t  w e  can have a p r i o r i  knowledge of causa l  r e l a t i o n s .  
Descartes,  for i n s t ance ,  had taken it as an inexpugnable 
manifestat ion of t h e  n a t u r a l  l i g h t ,  no t  only t h a t  every-
t h i n g  must have a s u f f i c i e n t  cause,  bu t  a l s o  t h a t  t h a t  
cause t o  be s u f f i c i e n t  must have a t  least  as much r e a l i t y -
whatever t h a t  may mean - a s  i ts  e f f e c t .  Hume is t hus  in 
t h e  f i r s t  place concerned t o  dispose of any such p u t a t i v e  
n e c e s s i t i e s .  W e  do no t  and w e  cannot know t h a t  any 

t h ing  or any s o r t  of t h i n g  e i t h e r  must be or cannot be t h e  .-

cause of any o t h e r  t h i n g  o r  s o r t  of thing.  This d i sposa l  
achieved,the way is ,  a s  Hume sees it, wide open f o r  t h e  
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development of an account of how t h e  f e l t  fo rce  of h a b i t u a l  


a s s o c i a t i o n  is p ro jec t ed  as t h e  i d e a  o r  pseudo-idea of 

necess i ty .  And t h i s  account i s ,  of course,  one of t he  

main campaign t r o p h i e s  of t h a t  "march up d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  


Capital"  announced i n  t h e  In t roduc t ion  t o  the  Treatise! 

For i s  n o t  t h i s  discovery,  t oge the r  with t h e  companion 

account of what w e  might once un ins t ruc t ed ly  have c a l l e d  


value c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  s t r i c t l y  comparable with t h e  


recogni t ion i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i ences  t h a t  secondary qualities 

are n a t i v e  t o  t h e  mind r a t h e r  than t o  the  universe  around 

US?  

Chapter I11 of Harrt? and Madden is  'The Rebut ta l  
of t h e  Cen t ra l  P i l l a r s  of t h e  Humean Theory'. Sect ion 1 
is 'An Examination of t h e  Most Cen t ra l  Humean Contention: 
t h e  In-Principle  ( o r  No-Contradiction) Argument" (p.44).  
The au thor s  r e f e r  t o  "contemporary Humans", no t  t o  Hume:  
" I n  p r i n c i p l e ,  they say, t he re  can be no element of neces­
s i t y  i n  t h e  causa l  r e l a t i o n  because t h e  conjunction of t h e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  of a cause with t h e  negation of t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  
of t h e  usua l  e f f e c t  i s  never s e l f - con t r ad ic to ry"  (p.44).  
Ce r t a in ly  it is  t h i s  In-Principle  ( o r  No-Contradiction) 
Argument t o  which Hune repeatedly resorts i n  labouring t o  
e s t a b l i s h  h i s  negat ive t h e s i s .  For in s t ance ,  i n  the  f i r s t  
Inquiry ve r s ion  Hum consiaers  how "The i m p u l s e  of one 
b i l l i a r d  b a l l  is a t t e n d e d  w i t h  mot ion  i n  t h e  s e c o n d " ,  and 
concludes: " B u t  were t h e  power or energy  o f  any cause 
d i s c o v e r a b l e  by t h e  mind, we c o u l d  f o r e s e e  t h e  e f f e c t ,  
e v e n  w i t h o u t  e z p e r i e n c e ;  and m i g h t ,  a t  f i r s t ,  pronounce 
w i t h  c e r t a i n t y  concerning  it, by t h e  mere d i n t  o f  thought  
and r e a s o n i n g .  " 6 

Exte rna l  sources  of t h e  " i d e a  of power or n e c e s ­
saru connect ion"  t hus  b r i s k l y  dismissed, Hume proceeds t o  
the suggest ion " t h a t  we are  e v e r y  moment conscious o f  
i n t e r n a t  power; w h i t e  we f e e l ,  t h a t ,  by  t h e  s i m p l e  commend 
of our w i l t ,  we can move t h e  organs o f  our body, or dimct the 
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f a c u l t i e s  of our mind n. This i s  again r e j e c t e d ,  f o r  

a p a r a l l e l  reason: " t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of v o l i t i o n  o v e r  t h e  
organs of the  body ... i8 a f a c t , w h i c h ,  Zike a l l  o t h e r  
n a t u r a l  e v e n t s ,  can be known only  by e x p s r i e n c e - n 8 

Again what Hume says i s  p e r f e c t l y  t rue ;  and, as a reason 
f o r  maintaining h i s  own most cherished conclusion, q u i t e  
decis ive.  Considered, however, as object ions t o  t h e  con­
t e n t i o n  # a t  w e  become by experience acquainted both with 
c e r t a i n  cont ingent  n e c e s s i t i e s  and with some of our  own 
powers , such deployments of t h e  In-Principle  ( o r  No-Con­
t r a d i c t i o n )  Argument are not  even relevant .  For t h e  
content ion i s  t h a t  it is p r e c i s e l y  and only by experience 
t h a t  w e  can and do become acquainted with t h e s e  n a t u r a l  
reali t ies:  whereas t h e  proposed object ion impotently 
i n s i s t s  t h a t  w e  do no t  and cannot here  possess any kn­
a p r i o r i .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  w e  need t o  make a d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
what w e  l e a r n  about t h ings  and what w e  l e a r n  about people. 
I n  one of h i s  g r e a t e s t  chapters  , a chapter  which H u m e  
must s u r e l y  have had i n  mind i f  no t  open on h i s  desk when 
he wrote 'Of t h e  Idea of Necessary Connection', Locke 
argued t h a t  t h e  i d e a  'Of Power' i s  acquired from our ex­
per ience of being able t o  do o r  t o  abs t a in  from doing t h i s  
o r  t h a t  a t  w i l l .  But power i n  t h i s  sense cannot properly 
be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  any inanimate nor  t o  most animate things.  
When w e  f e e l  t h e  pressure of t h e  steam under t h e  l i d  of  the 
k e t t l e  what w e  are acquainted with i s  a d i s p o s i t i o n a l  
power, not a power t o  choose. 

F a i l i n g  t o  apprec i a t e  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and f a i l ­
i ng  t o  recognize t h a t  w e  a r e  aware of both kinds of power 
i s ,  I th ink ,  one a spec t  of  what H a r d  and Madden "would 
l i k e  t o  c a l l  t he  ' i n f e r e n t i a l  predicament'"; and " g e t t i n g  
involved i n  it fo rces  one i n e v i t a b l y  i n t o  pan-psychism and 
animism, an unmitigated d i s a s t e r  i n  t h e  eyes of t h e  great 
majori ty  of contemporary philosophers" (p. 5 8 ) .  N o  doubt 
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one reason why "contemporary Humeans" have been r e l u c t a n t  
t o  admit any no t ions  of causa l  e f f i c a c y  o r  of cont ingent  
necess i ty  is a f e a r  t h a t  t h i s  must involve some s o r t  of 
animistic p ro jec t ion  of t h e  d i s t i n c t l y  human ou t  onto t h e  
inanimate. 

Another reason i s  by Harr6 and Madden a t t r i b u t e d  
t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c  Hume: "Since he t akes  punctiform and 
atomistic sensa t ions  as ep i s t emica l ly  b a s i c ,  it would be 

impossible f o r  any s i n g l e  impression t o  be the  o r i g i n a l  o r  
any r e l a t i o n a l  concept, l e t  a lone t h e  o r i g i n a l  of ' t h e  
a c t i o n  of c a u s a l  power'" (p.55). This apothegm again 
r e f e r s ,  I th ink ,  t o  a spec t s  of t h e  deep assumptions which 
l e d  one "contemporary H u m e a n "  f i f t e e n  yea r s  ago t o  w r i t e :  
"Xume i n  ansidering c a u s a l i t y ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  and with obvious 
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ,  f i r s t  i n s i s t s  t h a t  a l l  t h e  evidence w e  have 
or could have f o r  causal  p ropos i t i ons  c o n s i s t s  i n  state­
ments of cons tan t  conjunctions ... Presumably evidencenust 
u l t i m a t e l y  be e i t h e r  observat ional  or experimental. Apply­
i n g  an appropr i a t e ly  f a s t i d i o u s  s tandard o r  p u r i t y  i n  
observat ion it is sca rce ly  poss ib l e  t o  deny t h a t  a l l  w e  
could eve r  simply observe would be more o r  less constant  
conjunctions.  Even experimental  evidence, which he 
un fo r tuna te ly  f a i l s  t o  emphasize, i s  from a pure l o g i c i a n ' s  
p o i n t  of view i t s e l f  reducible t o  observat ional .  I n  doing 
and r epor t ing  t h e  experiment a l l  w e  observe or could 
observe w i l l  be t h a t  one t h i n g  follows another,  o r  not". 10 


The expression "an appropr i a t e ly  f a s t i d i o u s  s tandard or 
p u r i t y  in"  seems t o  have been an euphemism f o r  'extensional  
b l i n k e r s  to". 

Causal Powers contains  too  many deplorable  
sentences,  such as "The idea t h a t  modern f i e l d  theory is 
some kind o f  r e t u r n  t o  Ar i s to t e l i an i sm as suggested by 
Mi l l e r  and Caws i n  two r e c e n t  reviews, is t o  be t r ay  no t  
only a f a i l u r e  t o  understand t h e  metaphysical r evo lu t ion  
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i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  s h i f t  from a l l  genuine substance. t h e o r i e s  
t o  dynamical o r  power t h e o r i e s  of matter b u t  a l s o  a lament-
able ignorance of  the h i s t o r y  of science" (p.166) ; and 
"But w e  claim that what we have thus  i d e n t i f i e d  is  a con­
cep tua l  r e l a t i o n  which i s  a r e f l e c t i o n  of a real r e l a t i o n  
of  n e c e s s i t a t i o n  between a p a r t i c u l a r  t h i n g  endowed with 
t h e  power t o  produce an e f f e c t  i n  v i r t u e  of  its na tu re ,  i n  
the  absence of c o n s t r a i n t  and when properly s t imulated" 
(p.16). Both sentences are he re  repeated complete, and 
exac t ly  as given. 

Antony Flew 

The University of Reading. 


1. Selby-Bigge p.76: Hendel, p.87. 
2 .  Ibid.  pp.77 and 87.-
3" 	 Compare my p a r a l l e l  suggestion a t  pp.67-69 of 
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