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HUME AND NONLOGICAL NECESSITY 

Flew s u b s t a n t i a l l y  agrees  with our  main themes i n  
Causal Powers, though he thinks our discussion should 
begin c l o s e r  t o  t h e  work of Hume himself. What t o  r ep ly?  
Needless t o  say, w e  f i n d  no f a u l t  i n  h i s  agreement wi th  
us and are happy f o r  h i s  support .  The answer t o  the 
second p a r t  of h i s  response i s  f a r  more complicated and 
requ i r e s  a b i t  of background from Causal Powers. 

While contemporary Humeans d i f f e r  i n  important 
d e t a i l s  , they sha re  c e r t a i n  commitments which c o n s t i t u t e  
what w e  c a l l  t h e  Humean t r a d i t i o n .  This t r a d i t i o n  and 
contemporary refinements of it are t h e  targets of our 
criticisms and provide t h e  crucial f o i l  f o r  p re sen t ing  our 
own p o s i t i v e  theory of n a t u r a l  necessi ty .  Two important 
s t r ands  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n ,  as w e  character ized it, are t h e  
In-pr inciple  (No-contradiction) argument and t h e  argument 
aga ins t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a p r ion  knowledge of  matters 
of f a c t .  (i) Since na tu re  may change its course,  ' C  and 
n o t  E'  is  no t  s e l f - incons i s t en t .  T o  t h e  Humean t h e  
phrase "change i n  t h e  course of nature" seems i n t u i t i v e l y  
clear; t o  us  it seems u t t e r l y  opaque and i t s e l f  i n  g r e a t  
need of ana lys i s .  W e  shaw t h a t  t h e r e  are two poss ib l e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e  phrase,  one of which i s  s e l f -  
i n c o n s i s t e n t  while t h e  o t h e r  , though coherent,  does no t  
e s t a b l i s h  t h e  Humean conclusion t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no necessary 
connection between matters of f a c t .  (ii) The Humean 
assumes t h a t  'p is  cont ingent '  and ' p  is a PosteriQIj, '  
and ' p  i s  necessary'  and ' p  is a p r i o r i , '  are m a t e r i a l l y  
equivalent ,  and then argues e a s i l y  t h a t  since a l l  causal 
proposi t ions are a p o s t e r i o r i  none of them can be a p r i o r &  
and so necessary. W e  o f f e r  numerous arguments t o  break 
up t h e  assumed equivalencies  and thus d e f e a t  t h e  corclusicn 

, 
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of t h e  Humean argument. We show t h a t  w h i l e  a l l  s c i e n t i f i c  
proposi t ions are indeed known a p o s t e r i o r i  it does no t  
follow t h a t  t h e r e  are no j u s t i f i a b l e  proposi t ions about 
n a t u r a l  kinds.  Philosophers i n  o t h e r  t r a d i t i o n s  have 
made a similar p o i n t  i n  showing t h a t  "metaphysical 
necess i ty"  does n o t  e n t a i l  "epistemic necessi ty ."  Indeed, 

' i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  many contemporary Humeans, w e  are complete 
f a l l i b i l i s t s  and even reject t h e  not ion t h a t  t h e r e  is  a 
self-contained given which i s  i n c o r r i g i b l e .  

t r a d i t i o n "  i n  Causal Powers,  w e  were, of course,  imputing 
these  views t o  Hume himself.  How could it be otherwise? 
I n  r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e  Humean t r a d i t i o n  i n s t e a d  of t o  Hume 
w e  meant only t o  i n d i c a t e  (as do contemporary Humeans) 
t h a t  w e  were concerned only with what w e  t a k e  t o  be s t i l l  
very much a l i v e  i n  Hume's work. Hence it is puzzl ing t o  
read F l e w ' s  remark t h a t  w e  relate our own con t r ibu t ions  
to  H u m e  "only most d i s t a n t l y . "  That w e  and contemporary 
Humeans are always c o r r e c t  i n  what w e  ascribe t o  Hume and 
i n  what we t ake  t o  be st i l l  ph i losoph ica l ly  a l i v e  i n  h i s  
work may be open t o  quest ion,  but  s i n c e  Flew does not 
chal lenge any s p e c i f i c  a s c r i p t i o n  t h e r e  i s  no a l l eged  mis- 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t o  defend ourselves  aga ins t .  

Flew suggests  t h a t  w e  should show H u m e  t o  be wrong 
a t  t h e  o u t s e t  -- convict  him, so t o  speak, on t h e  grounds 
of t h e  incons i s t enc ie s  i n  h i s  own t e x t s .  H e  r e f e r s  t o  
the famous d e f i n i t i o n  of 'cause'  i n  t h e  Inquiry,  where 
H u m e  g ives  a f a c t u a l  r end i t ion  of 'cause'  and then 
innocent ly  equates  it with a coun te r f ac tua l  counterpar t .  
C. J. Ducasse, f o r  many years  an a rden t  c r i t i c  of Hume 
t e x t s ,  made t h i s  po in t  n i c e l y  i n  1 9 2 4  i n  h i s  splendid book 
Causation and t h e  Types of Necessity. Af t e r  quot ing 
Hume's d e f i n i t i o n  i n  the Inqu i ry  Ducasse remarked: 

I n  po r t r ay ing  var ious s t r a n d s  of " t h e  Humean 

This s ta tement ,  i n c i d e n t a l l y  , i s  immediately 
followed by: " O r  i n  o t h e r  words where,  i f  t h e  
f i rs t  object had no t  been, t h e  second never had 
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ex i s t ed .  " But t h i s ,  f a r  from being only a 
d i f f e r e n t  way of saying p rec i se ly  t h e  same 
thing,  i s  on the contrary a p r e c i s e  way of 
saying a very d i f f e r e n t  thing. For Hume very 
d e f i n i t e l y  maintains elsewhere t h a t  t he re  i s  
never any " i f -ness"  ob jec t ive ly  observable a t  
a l l ,  bu t  only a "that-ness" cons t an t ly  repeated 
i n  experience.  So t h a t  only the f i r s t  state- 
ment i s  c o n s i s t e n t  with h i s  empiricism, and even 
i n  that  f i r s t  s ta tement  t h e  words "are followed. 
should i n  s t r i c t n e s s  be re laced by "have i n  
experience been followed. 'If 

Indeed w e  mus t  add t h a t  Hume i n  the Treatise makes matters 

worse by e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  not ion t h a t  t h e r e  is any 
d i f f e rence  between cons t an t  conjunction s ta tements ,  on 
the  one hand, and power, a b i l i t y ,  o r  p o t e n t i a l i t y  state- 
ments, on the  o the r .  Having given h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  of 
'cause'  i n ' t h e  Treatise, he proceeds t o  draw s e v e r a l  corol- 
laries from it. Part  of t h e  second c o r o l l a r y  i s  t h a t  

" t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  which we o f t e n  make b e t w i z t  power  and 

is  no t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  o t h e r  i ncons i s t enc ie s  i n  H u m e ;  
indeed Ducasse w r i t e s  t h a t  "any attempt t o  e x t r a c t  from 
Hume's wr i t i ngs  a c o n s i s t e n t  s e t  of  conclusions i s ,  I am 
convinced, bound t o  f a i l . "  "The most d i sconce r t ing  vices 

i n  Hume's exposi t ion of h i s  views, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  
Treatise, are h i s  f requent  d i s r ega rd  a t  one p l ace  of t he  
conclusions t h a t  he has reached a t  an earlier p l ace ,  and 
h i s  continuing t o  use i n  t h e i r  ordinary sense terms t h a t  
he has a l ready redefined o r  even c r i t i c i z e d  away.n3 

W e  do n o t  i n t end  t o  b e l i t t l e  F l e w ' s  r e i t e r a t i o n  of 
Ducasse's po in t ,  f a r  from it; t h i s  inconsis tency needs t o  
be stressed. However, contemporary Humeans are q u i t e  
aware of t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of  j u s t i f y i n g  on Human grounds 
the coun te r f ac tua l  i n fe rences  t h a t  causa l  s ta tements  allow, 
and they have offered numerous s o l u t i o n s  t o  t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y .  
I t  is necessary t o  show both t ha t  the o f fe red  s o l u t i o n s  

t h e  e x e r c i s e  of i t ,  is e q u a l l y  w i t h o u t  f o u n d a t i o n .  2 It 

. 
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f a i l  and, more important,  why a l l  such so lu t ions  are i n  
p r i n c i p l e  bound t o  f a i l .  We attempt both t a s k s  i n  
Chapter 2 of Causal Powers. I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  see 
how po in t ing  o u t  Hume’s unawareness of t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  
i s  any answer t o  Humeans who see t h e  problem and t r y  
t o  so lve  it. We may c u t  o f f  Hume i n  t h i s  fashion bu t  
w e  by no means thereby c u t  o f f  t h e  Humean t r a d i t i o n .  

It  is a l s o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  see what use t h e r e  is i n  
c r i t i c i z i n g  H u m e  f o r  i nco rpora t ing  psychological r e f e r -  
ences as par t  of t h e  meaning of o r i g i n a l  a s se r t ions .  We 
d e l i b e r a t e l y  avoided t h i s  s o r t  of criticism. The psy- 
cho log ica l  dimension i n  Hume plays no r o l e  i n  the  th ink ing  
of contemporary Humeans, though they cons t ruc t  l o g i c a l  
su r roga te s  f o r  Hume’s psychological gambits. I t  i s  
necessary t o  demolish t h e  su r roga te s ,  no t  what they have 
replaced. The Humean t r a d i t i o n  has  Hume i n  it, bu t  no t  
a l l  Hume is  p a r t  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n .  

mately related) that are i n t e r e s t i n g  and, w e  think,  
important,  though it is not easy t o  assess them: (a) “...no 
second not ion of non-logical as opposed t o  l o g i c a l  neces- 
s i t y  e v e r  en te red  Hume’s s i g h t s  a t  a l l ”  and(b) “For what 
H u m e  does i s  t o  concentrate  p e r s i s t e n t l y  and c o n s i s t e n t l y  
on h i s  primary negat ive t h e s i s ,  t h e  d e n i a l  t h a t  w e  can 
have a priori knowledge of causa l  r e l a t i o n s . ”  W e  d i d  not  
d i scuss  t h e s e  matters i n  Causal Powers (our book is i n  no 
way an h i s t o r i c a l  account of Hume) bu t  are happy t o  respond 
to  them he re  i n  an a t t enua ted  way. 

F l e w  makes two p o i n t s  (which he takes t o  be i n t i -  

(a) W e  sha re  F l e w ’ s  view t h a t  Hume is deploying a 
univocal  concept of n e c e s s i t y  but  a r e  puzzled by the  way 

he states t h e  point .  I n  the  Treatise Book I, P a r t  111, 

Sect ion X I V ,  Hume considers  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of t h e r e  being 
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kinds o r  degrees of necess i ty  by v i r t u e  of  t h e  s t r e n g t h  or 
weakness of t h e  connection between ob jec t s .  However, he  
rejects the  i d e a  on t h e  grounds t h a t  phys i ca l  n e c e s s i t y  
i s  j u s t  constant  conjunction and a determination of t h e  
mind, and these condi t ions e i t h e r  o b t a i n  or they do not .  
I n  t h e  absence of either t h e r e  is chance. Nei ther  can 
admit of degrees: t he re fo re ,  " ' t i s  i m p o s s i b l e  to admi t  of 
any medium b e t w i x t  chance and an a b s o l u t e  n e c e s s i t y . " '  
I n  these passages Hume speaks i n  t he  clearest terms of 
physical  necess i ty ,  argues about whether it has degrees,  
and c o n t r a s t s  it w i t h  chance. O f  course he goes on to  
analyse it i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  way, a way which prevents  
u s  seeing it as a form o f  necess i ty  a t  a l l .  Even more 
important,, it i s  impossible t o  make sense of Hume's whole 
e n t e r p r i s e  unless  one has  a f e e l i n g  f o r  h i s  r e luc t ance  t o  
l o s e  t h e  ordinary and s c i e n t i f i c  not ion of n a t u r a l  neces- 
s i t y .  I f  t h e  b a l l  is genuinely a b a l l  -- has mass,etc. -, 
i s  genuinely unsupported and nothing in t e rvenes  t o  support  
it, then the  b a l l  m u s t  f a l l  t o  t he  ground. 
repeats  i n  t h e  Treatise and the Inquiry t h a t  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  
of cause which he gives  i s  "drawn from c i r c u m s t a n c e s  
f o r e i g n  t o  t h e  c a u s e " ;  " f rom someth ing  e x t r a n e o u s  and 
f o r e i g n  t o  i t ,"5 and t h a t  it i s  only t h e  b e s t  of which t h e  
f eeb le  powers of man permit -- a d i s t i n c t i o n  which would 
no t  make sense un le s s  he  admitted a poss ib l e  meaning t o  
' n a t u r a l  necess i ty '  and a d i s t i n c t i o n  which again acknaw- 
ledges t h e  importance of t h e  ordinary not ion of n a t u r a l  
necess i ty  even though t h i s  not ion cannot be caught i n  h i s  
epis temic n e t  and thus j u s t i f i e d .  

a univocal concept of necessi ty .  However t h i s  view is  
compatible with drawing t h e  opposi te  conclusion from Flew's. 
The t e x t  can be  made t o  support  an i r o n i c  r e v e r s a l  of  

Hume t w i c e  

Recall  again t h a t  w e  agree with Flew t h a t  H u m e  has  
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Flew's c o m e n t  " t h a t  no second notion 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  
a t  a l l . "  I n  giving h i s  account of t h e  necess i ty  t h a t  
ob ta ins  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  between ideas, Hume gives j u s t  
t h e  same a n a l y s i s ,  namely, constant  conjunction and a 
determination of t h e  mind. This i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g  
i n  t h e  famous argument t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  a pure mathematics 
of i deas  wi th in  algebra and a r i t h m e t i c  from a mathematics 
contaminated with t h e  empi r i ca l  as i n  t h e  case of geometry. 
The i s s u e  seems t o  us  an i n t e r e s t i n g  one s i n c e  it raises, 
i n  add i t ion  t o  a problem i n  Humean exege t i c s ,  t h e  quest ion 
of how l o g i c a l  n e c e s s i t y  was conceived i n  t h e  e r a  of those 
phi losophies  Hume i s  a t  much pains  t o  r e f u t e .  

There is another  dimension t o  t h i s  whole quest ion 
which seems e s p e c i a l l y  important t o  us. A good case can 
be made, w e  t h ink ,  f o r  saying t h a t  Hume confuses a s t rong  
sense of n e c e s s i t y  ( l o g i c a l )  with a weaker  sense of 
n e c e s s i t y  (cont ingent  necess i ty )  and unwit t ingly th inks  
t h a t  because he has  shown t h a t  empir ical  p ropos i t i ons  
cannot be necessary i n  the  f i r s t  sense he has shown t h a t  
they cannot be necessary i n  & second sense -- a m  
sequ i tu r .  This p o i n t  seems t o  us t o  go t o  t h e  h e a r t  of 
Hume's univocal  view of necess i ty ,  and w e  discussed it i n  
d e t a i l  i n  C a u s a l  Powers. 

(b) W e  agree with Flew t h a t  Hume concentrates  
p e r s i s t e n t l y  on h i s  primary negat ive t h e s i s ,  namely, t he  
d e n i a l  t h a t  w e  can have a priori knowledge of causa l  
r e l a t i o n s .  Indeed, i n  Causal Powers w e  emphasize t h a t  
Hume concentrates  on showing t h a t  a l l  causal  proposi t ions 
are a pCSteriori and none of t h e m  a p r i o r i .  Assuming t h a t  
' p  i s  a p o s t e r i o r i '  and ' p  i s  cont ingent , '  and ' p  i s  
a p r i o G  ' and ' p  i s  necessary,  are ma te r i a l ly  equ iva len t ,  
he e a s i l y  slides t o  the conclusion that causa l  propos- 
i t i o n s  are n o t  necessary. Since,  of course,  w e  
emphatically agree with H ~ m e ' s  negat ive t h e s i s ,  w e  avoid 
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h i s  conclusion t h a t  causa l  proposi t ions are never necessary 
by breaking up t h e  assumed material equivalencies .  C e r -  

t a i n l y  it is  important t o  focus on Hume's negat ive t h e s i s ;  
however, it is  c r u c i a l  t o  see the u l t ima te  po in t  of it. 
I t  is t h e  c r u c i a l  l i n k  i n  h i s  e f f o r t  to  show t h a t  t h e r e  
is no "causal  e f f i c a c y , "  o r  t h a t  i f  t h e r e  is, w e  can never 
know it. 
e s t a b l i s h ?  Happily w e  do n o t  need to  decide between 
s k e p t i c a l  and p o s i t i v i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of Hume (or 
show t h a t  they both confusedly co-exist  i n  t h e  t e x t s ) ,  
bu t  w e  can po in t  ou t  t h a t  it is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  make sense 
of the d i s t i n c t i o n  i t s e l f  or of t h e  s k e p t i c a l  i n t e rp re -  
t a t i o n  i f  one be l i eves  t h a t  Hum had no nonlogical  sense 
of necess i ty  i n  mind. That he confused it with l o g i c a l  
necess i ty  is another claim and one t h a t  w e  argue fo r .  

F ina l ly ,  Hume's confusion between nonlogical  and 
l o g i c a l  necess i ty  is r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  way he b l u r s  and 
lumps together  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  concepts of 
power, agency, e f f i c a c y ,  and necessary connection. I n  
t h e  Treatise he lumps toge the r  e f f i c a c y ,  agency, power, 
force , energy, necess i ty ,  connection , and product ive 
qua l i t y :  i n  the I n  u i r  power, fo rce ,  energy, o r  
necessary connect** Although he never s p e l l e d  it out ,  
Hume seems t o  have followed t h i s  path: i f  ' necess i ty  
between f a c t s '  i s  t o  make any sense a t  a l l ,  it must be 
because 'power' l i n k s  o r  connects C t o  E. That i s  t o  
say,  E must follow C because t h e r e  i s  a power i n  C which 
n e c e s s i t a t e s  E's coming i n t o  being. Put another  way, 
power is  conceived t o  be some kind of "on to log ica l  t i e  
t h a t  binds" C t o  E ,  and t h i s  t i e  a l l eged ly  exp la ins  why 
the  e f f e c t  necessa r i ly  occurs. This pa th  i s  q u i t e  i n  
c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  one followed by Locke, who conceived power 
statements as  r equ i r ing ,  no t  providing, explanation. For 
Hume, however, 'power' conceptually implies 'necessary 
connection, '  and hence he lumps the  two not ions toge the r  

Which of t h e  two a l t e r n a t i v e s  w a s  he t r y i n g  to  
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when he looks for the o r i g i n a l  of "causal  necess i ty"  i n  
e x t e r n a l  and i n t e r n a l  impressions, H e  does not f i n d  t h e  
o r i g i n a l  of t h i s  concept,  of course,  and so h i s  i n e v i t a b l e  
conclusion follows. I t  i s  necessary t o  go behind H u m e  
t o  Locke, who happi ly  kept  t he  concepts of power and 
natural n e c e s s i t y  d i s t i n c t .  

seems t o  us  a d i s t i n c t  l o s s .  I t  is our content ion t h a t  
h i s  view (though a d c i t t e d l y  ambiguous i n  p l aces )  contains  
within i t s e l f  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  development i n  a d i r e c t i o n  
which, had it been p e r s i s t e n t l y  pursued, would have 
v i t i a t e d  Hume's a n a l y s i s  i n  advance. W e  be l i eve  t h a t  
Locke's keeping d i s t i n c t  t h e  concepts of power and n a t u r a l  
necess i ty ,  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of power s ta tements  as promissory 
no te s  r e q u i r i n g  explanat ions i n  terms of t h e  na tu res  of 
the  various p a r t i c u l a r s  involved, and h i s  on to log ica l  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 'power' as r e f e r r i n g  t o  f o r c e f u l  p a r t i -  
c u l a r s  t h a t  make th ings  happen, are all i n g r e d i e n t s  i n  
what can be developed i n t o  an adequate concept of non- 
l o g i c a l  necess i ty .  
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7. Cf. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, F rase r  
e d i t i o n ,  11, v i i ,  8; 11, xx i ,  73 ( c f .  11, v i i i , l O ) :  
11, x x i i i ,  i s ;  i I , - x x v i ;  2 ;  -IV, iii, 11; IV, iii, 
1 2  (cf .  I V ,  iii, 1 4 ) .  T h e r e  a r e  t i m e s  when Locke 
in t ima tes  t h a t  t he  minute p a r t i c l e s  forming a t h i n g ' s  
primary q u a l i t i e s  are no t  t he  explanat ion fo r  t h a t  
o b j e c t ' s  powers, b u t  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  powers themselves 
( c f .  11, v i i i ,  8 ) .  Apparently H u m e  i n t e r p r e t s  
Locke t h i s  way, but i n  l i g h t  of t h e  overwhelming 
t e x t u a l  evidence t o  the  contrary w e  reject any such 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  


