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17. 

HUME AND ABSTRACT GENERAL IDEAS 

I n  h i s  d i scuss ion  of a b s t r a c t  ideas  i n  t h e  
Trea t i s e  , Hume o f f e r s  what 'I.. .may.. .be thought.. . a  p l a i n  
dilemma, t h a t  decides concerning the  na tu re  of those  ab- 
s t r a c t  ideas . .  .'I1 He s t a t e s  t h e  dilemma i n  these  words: 

The a b s t r a c t  i d e a  o f  a man r e p r e s e n t s  men of 
a l l  s i z e s  and a l l  q u a l i t i e s ;  which ' t i s  con- 
cluded i t  cannot do ,  b u t  e i t h e r  by r e p r e s e n t i n g  
a t  once a l l  p o s s i b l e  s i z e s  and a l l  p o s s i b l e  
q u a l i t i e s ,  or by r e p r e s e n t i n g  no p a r t i c u l a r  
one a t  a l l .  Now i t  having been esteemed 
absurd t o  defend t h e  former p r o p o s i t i o n ,  as 
imp ly ing  an i n f i n i t e  c a p a c i t y  i n  t h e  m i n d , i t  
has been commonly i n f e r ' d  i n  favour  of t h e  
l a t t e r ;  and our a b s t r a c t  i d e a s  have been 
suppos ' d  t o  r e p r e s e n t  no p a r t i c u l a r  degree 
e i t h e r  of q u a l i t y  or q u a n t i t y .  ( X I  1,1 ,7 ,  P.18) 

But t h a t  t h i s  i n f e r e n c e  i s  e r roneous ,  I s h a l l  
endeavor t o  make appear,  f i r s t ,  by p r o v i n g ,  
t h a t  ' t i s  u t t e r l y  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  conce ive  any 
q u a n t i t y  or q u a l i t y ,  w i t h o u t  forming a p r e c i s e  
n o t i o n  of i t s  degrees :  And second1 by showing, 
t h a t  t ho '  t h e  c a p a c i t y  o f  t h e  mind ?e n o t  
i n f i n i t e ,  y e t  we can a t  once form a n o t i o n  of 
a l l  p o s s i b l e  degrees  of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y ,  
i n  such a manner a t  l e a s t ,  as ,  however imper- 
f e c t ,  may se rve  a l l  t h e  purposes  of r e f l e x i o n  
and conversa t ion .  !TI 1 ,1 ,7 ,  p. 1 8 )  

However, with r e spec t  t o  t h i s  dilemma, H u m e  says:  

The second i t e m  Hume claims he i s  about t o  prove i s  aimed 
a t  t h e  f i r s t  d i s j u n c t  of t he  above-stated dilemma: more 
s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  it is aimed a t  t h e  claim t h a t  

(1) An a b s t r a c t  i d e a  (e.g., of a man) 
represents  a l l  poss ib le  degrees of  
quan t i ty  and q u a l i t y  ( i n  men) only i f  
the  human mind i s  i n f i n i t e  i n  capac i ty .  

To show t h a t  (1) is  f a l s e ,  Hum o f f e r s  h i s  own p o s i t i v e  
account of how ideas  which a re  pa r t i cu la r ,  i n  na tu re  may 
never the less  be genera l  i n  representa t ion ,  even though t h e  
mind's capac i ty  is f i n i t e .  The f i r s t  i t e m  Hume sets o u t  
t o  prove is  aimed a t  the second d i s j u n c t ,  and conclusion, 
of t h e  dilemma: it is aimed, t h a t  is, a t  
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( 2 )  A b s t r a c t  i d e a s  r e p r e s e n t  no p a r t i c u l a r  
degree o f  e i t h e r  q u a n t i t y  o r  q u a l i t y .  

I n  t h i s  p a p e r  I w i l l  b e  concerned s o l e l y  w i t h  Hume's attadc 
on ( 2 )  ; it is t h i s  a t t a c k  i n  which Hume s a y s  I "p lace  m y  
c h i e f  con f idence .  ( 2 , 1 , 1 , 7 ,  p. 2 4 )  

I 

As s t a t e d ,  ( 2 )  i s  ambiguous, s i n c e  it might be 
- 

t a k e n  t o  mean t h a t  a b s t r a c t  i d e a s  f a i l  t o  r e p r e s e n t  
a l t o g e t h e r ,  or t h a t  t hey  f a i l  t o  r e p r e s e n t  any q u a n t i t y  or 
q u a l i t y  however cons t rued .  But ,  I b e l i e v e ,  Hume m e a n s  
n e i t h e r  of  t h e s e ;  he m e a n s ,  i n s t e a d ,  t h a t  

(2a )  A b s t r a c t  i d e a s  r e p r e s e n t  n o n - p a r t i c u l a r ,  
i n d e t e r m i n a t e  deg rees  of q u a n t i t y  or 
q u a l i t y .  

Now recal l  t h a t  Hume t r ies  t o  r e f u t e  (2a) by e s t a b l i s h i n g ,  
as h e  s a y s ,  t h a t  

( 3 )  I t  i s  imposs ib l e  t o  conceive any q u a n t i t y  
o r  q u a l i t y  wi thou t  forming a p r e c i s e  
n o t i o n  of i ts  degrees .  

But how, by e s t a b l i s h i n g  ( 3 ) ,  would Hume t h e r e b y  r e f u t e  o r  
a i d  i n  t h e  r e f u t a t i o n  of ( 2 a ) ?  And, €or t h a t  m a t t e r ,  how 
does he s u p p o r t  ( 3 ) ?  

t h e  r e s p e c t i v e  conc lus ions  of which are m o s t  p e r t i n e n t h e r e .  
H e  concludes h i s  f i r s t  argument by s a y i n g  t h a t  

Hume's c a s e  f o r  ( 3 )  c o n s i s t s  of t h r e e  arguments,  

( 4 )  ... t h e  genera l  i d e a  o f  a l i n e . . . h a s  i n  
i t s  appearance i n  t h e  mind a p r e c i s e  
degree of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y .  

1 ,1 ,7 r  p. 1 9 )  

The conc lus ion  of t h e  second argument i s  t h i s :  

( 5 )  An i d e a  i s  a weaker impress ion ;  and as 
a s t r o n g  impress ion  must n e c e s s a r i l y  have 
a de t e rmina te  q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y ,  t h e  
case must be t h e  same w i t h  i t s  copy o r  
rep r e  s e n t  a ti ve . (T, - 1,1,7, P. 1 9 )  
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and of t h e  t h i r d  it i s  t h i s :  

( 6 )  A b s t r a c t  i d e a s  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  i n  t h e m s e l v e s  
i n d i v i d u a l ,  however t h e y  may become 
g e n e r a l  i n  t h e i r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  The 
image i n  t h e  mind i s  o n l y  t h a t  o f  a p a r t i -  
c u l a r  o b j e c t ,  tho'  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of i t  
i n  o u r  r e a s o n i n g  be  t h e  same, a s  i f  i t  
were  u n i v e r s a l .  ( 2 ,  1,1,7, p. 2 0 )  

Construed i n  a f u l l y  genera l  way, these  conclusions a s s e r t  
t h a t  

(7) Each idea  is determinate  wi th  r e spec t  t o  

But no t i ce  t h a t  ( 7 )  i s  no t  equiva len t  t o ,  and does n o t  
obviously imply, ( 3 ) .  Hence, Hume's t h r e e  arguments by 
themselves f a i l  t o  e s t a b l i s h  (3)  , s i n c e  none i s s u e s  i n  a 

conclusion s t rong  enough t o  warrant  t h e  use of  t h e  modal 
i n  (3 ) .  

Oegree o f )  quan t i ty  and q u a l i t y .  

For tuna te ly ,  Hume does n o t  need ( 3 ) ;  he can make 
do, i n s t ead ,  with 

(3a)  N o  one ever  conceives any quan t i ty  o r  
q u a l i t y  without forming a p r e c i s e  not ion  
of  i t s  degrees. 

I f  w e  g r a n t  Hume t h e  p l aus ib l e  assumption t h a t  

( 8 )  One conceives a quan t i ty  o r  q u a l i t y  
without  forming a p rec i se  not ion  of 
i t s  degrees ,  only i f  one has an 
indeterminate  idea  of  t h a t  quan t i ty  
o r  q u a l i t y ,  

then he w i l l  have e s t ab l i shed  (3a) d i r e c t l y  v i a  in fe rence  
from ( 7 )  and ( 8 ) .  Furthermore, e s t a b l i s h i n g  (3a)  w i l l  
h e lp  i n  r e f u t i n g  (2a) .  For H u m e  need simply argue t h a t  
(2a) is t r u e  only i f  (3a)  i s  f a l s e :  and t h a t  (3a)  is f a l s e  
only i f  (7) i s  f a l s e .  But, s ince  ( 7 )  i s  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  so 
Hume might reason, by means of h i s  t h r e e  arguments, w e  can 
conclude t h a t  (2a)  i s  f a l s e .  Ful ly  l a i d  o u t ,  Hume's 
argument would look l i k e  t h i s :  

( 9 )  Abstract  ideas  r ep resen t  non-par t icu lar ,  
indeterminate  degrees of quan t i ty  o r  
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q u a l i t y  only i f  people sometimes con- 
ceive a quan t i ty  o r  q u a l i t y  without 
forming a p rec i se  not ion of i t s  degrees .  

People sometimes conceive a quan t i ty  o r  
q u a l i t y  without  forming a p rec i se  not ion 
of i t s  degrees only i f  cne has an inde- 
te rmina te  idea  of t h a t  quan t i ty  o r  
qua l i t y .  

Each i d e a  i s  determinate  wi th  r e spec t  t o  
(degree o f )  quan t i ty  and q u a l i t y ;  G., 
s ta tement  ( 7 )  is  t r u e .  

Therefore ,  

N o  one ever  conceives any quan t i ty  o r  
q u a l i t y  without  forming a p rec i se  not ion  
of i t s  degrees;  h., statement  (3a) is 
t rue .  ( 1 0 ,  11) 

Therefore ,  

N o  a b s t r a c t  i d e a  represents  non-part icular ,  
indeterminate  degrees of quan t i ty  o r  
q u a l i t y ;  *., statement  (2a)  i s  f a l s e .  
( 9 ,  1 2 )  

When recons t ruc ted  i n  t h i s  way, t h e  r o l e  of (3a) i s  made 
c l e a r ;  and Hume's t h r e e  arguments aga ins t  a b s t r a c t  general 
i d e a s ,  and f o r  s ta tement  (71,  a r e  shown t o  he lp  support  (3a) 
and, thereby,  t h e  r e f u t a t i o n  of (2a ) .  

As remarked e a r l i e r ,  premise (10)  i s  p l aus ib l e  (it 
i s  j u s t  a res ta tement  of ( 8 ) ) ;  and, though ( 9 )  i s  sub jec t  
t o  cons iderable  debate depending on d i f f e r e n t  meanings 
a t tached  t o  ' r ep resen t ' ,  l e t  us g ran t  ( 9 )  f o r  p re sen t  pur- 
poses. The c r u c i a l  premise is  (ll), which is  our  e a r l i e r -  
s t a t e d  ( 7 ) .  This i s  t h e  claim t h a t  Hume e x p l i c i t l y  argues 
f o r ;  and it is ,  he c l e a r l y  f e e l s ,  t he  conclusion t h a t  
secures  h i s  content ion t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  no a b s t r a c t  genera l  
ideas .  W e  t u r n  next  t o  these  arguments, and t o  the  con- 
t e n t i o n  j u s t  a l luded  to. 

I1 - 

Hume's f i r s t  argument on behalf  of ( 7 )  relies 



heavi ly  on a p r i n c i p l e  r e l a t i n g  e n t i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  d i f f e r e n t ,  
d i s t i ngu i shab le  and separable .  H e  s t a t e s  these  mat te rs  a s  

f ollaws : 

... We have o b s e r v ' d ,  t h a t  whatever  o b j e c t s  are 
d i f f e r e n t  a re  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  and t h a t  what- 
e v e r  o b j e c t s  are d i s t ingu i ' shab te  are separab le  
by t h e  though t  and imag ina t ion .  And. . . these 
p r o p o s i t i o n s  are e q u a l l y  t r u e  i n  t h e  i n v e r s e ,  
and.. .whatever o b j e c t s  are separable  are a l s o  
d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  and.. .whatever o b j e c t s  are 
d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  are also d i f f e r e n t .  
(T I  I r I J i  P. 18) 

These genera l  claims a r e  then pu t  t o  use concerning ab- 
s t r a c t  ideas:  

In order  t h e r e f o r e  t o  know, whether a b s t r a c t -  
i o n  i m p l i e s  a separa t ion ,  we need on ly  c o n s i d e r  
i t  i n  t h i s  v i ew ,  and examine, whether a l l  t h e  
c i rcums tances ,  which we a b s t r a c t  from i n  our 
general  i d e a s ,  be such as are d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  
and d i f f e r e n t  from t h o s e ,  which we r e t a i n  as  
e s s e n t i a l  p a r t s  of them. But ' t i s  e v i d e n t  
a t  f i r s t  s i g h t ,  t h a t  t h e  p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  of a 
l i n e  is n o t  d i f f e r e n t  nor d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  from 
t h e  l i n e  i t s e l f ;  nor t h e  p r e c i s e  degree of 
any q u a l i t y  from t h e  q u a l i t y .  
These i d e a s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  admit no more of 
s e p a r a t i o n  than t h e y  d o  o f  d i s t i n c t i o n  and 
d i f f e r e n c e .  They are  consequen t l y  con jo ined  
w i t h  each o t h e r  i n  t h e  concep t ion ;  and t h e  
general  i d e a  of a l i n e ,  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  a l l  
our a b s t r a c t i o n s  and r e f i n e m e n t s ,  has i n  i t s  
appearance i n  t h e  mind a p r e c i s e  degree of 
q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y ;  however i t  may be made 
t o  r e p r e s e n t  o t h e r s ,  which have d i f f e r e n t  
degrees  of b o t h .  (T I  1,1,7, pp. 18-19) 

S ta ted  very broadly,  Hume's argument here  is t h a t  e n t i t i e s  
which a re  not  d i f f e r e n t ,  d i s t i ngu i shab le  o r  separable  
r e a l i t y ,  a r e  l i k e w i s e  n o t  d i f f e r e n t ,  d i s t i ngu i shab le  o r  
separable  i n  idea  o r  thought.  But, a b s t r a c t  genera l  
ideas  would have t o  allow a t  l e a s t  f o r  s e p a r a b i l i t y  & 
- idea ;  hence , t h e r e  a r e  no  a b s t r a c t  general  (non-par t icu lar  
and indeterminate)  ideas .  

To f u l l y  s t a t e  and eva lua te  t h i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  
argument, w e  need t o  be c l e a r  about t h e  r e l evan t  t e c h n i c a l  
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terms. Hume h e l p s  a l i t t l e ,  s i n c e  conce rn ing  h i s  n o t i o n  
o f  d i f f e r e n c e  h e  s a y s  t h a t  

D i f f e r e n c e  i s  of two k i n d s  as o p p o s ' d  e i t h e r  
t o  i d e n t i t u  o r  r e s e m b l a n c e .  The f i r s t  i s  
c a l l e d  a d E f f e r e n c e  of numbem- t h e -  o t h e r  of 
- k i n d .  (T I  I,I,S, p. 15) '  

But Hume s u p p l i e s  v i r t u a l l y  no c l a r i f i c a t i o n  on h i s  u s e  o f  
t h e  terms ' d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e '  and ' s e p a r a b l e ' ,  e x c e p t  t h a t  
h e  sometimes marks a d i f f e r e n c e  between d i s t i n g u i s h a b i l i t y  
and s e p a r a b i l i t y  i n  though t  and i n  r e a l i t y .  S t i l l ,  I 
b e l i e v e  w e  can r e c o n s t r u c t  what Hume i n t ended .  We w i l l  
s a y  tha t  

Two e n t i t i e s ,  x and y, are s e p a r a b l e - i n - r e  
j u s t  i n  case: 
e i t h e r ,  (a)  it i s  l o g i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  5 

01: I (b) it i s  l o g i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  r 

2- 

e x i s t s  and y 

e x i s t s  and 5 does n o t  e x i s t  
where t h e  t e r m  ' e n t i t i e s '  i n  t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  and i n  t h o s e  
t o  fo l low i s  t aken  very b road ly .  Next, w e  s ay  t h a t  

Two e n t i t i e s ,  x and y, are sepa rab le - in - idea  
j u s t  i n  case; 
e i t h e r ,  (a)  it i s  l o g i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  one 

3- 

have t h e  i d e a  of x and f a i l  t o  
have the i d e a  of x; 

have t h e  i d e a  of y and f a i l  t o  
or I (b )  it is l o g i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  one 

have t h e  i d e a  of 5. - 
W e  can e x p l i c a t e  d i s t i n g u i s h a b i l i t y  a long t h e  fo l lowing  
l i n e s :  

Two e n t i t i e s ,  a and b_, are d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e l  j u s t  

There a r e  non-equivalent  c o n s i s t e n t  p r e d i c a t e s  , 
- F and 5, such t h a t  5 is t r u e  and 
and such t h a t :  

i n  case: 

i s  t r u e ,  
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e i t h e r ,  (i) it i s  f a l s e  t h a t  5 l o g i c a l l y  
impl ies  c; 

or, (ii) it i s  f a l s e  t h a t  l o g i c a l l y  
i m p l i e s  Fa. 

Notice t h a t  a s  d e f i n e d ,  d i s t i n g u i s h a b i l i t y l  impl ies  n o t h i n g  
with r e s p e c t  t o  whether a person can d i s t i n g u i s h ,  or 
d i s c r i m i n a t e  from b. Y e t  Hume does seem t o  have t h e  
l a t t e r  n o t i o n  i n  mind, f o r  i n s t a n c e  when he a s k s ,  r h e t o r i -  
c a l l y ,  

. . .how i s  i t  p o s s i b l e  we can s e p a r a t e  what 
i s  n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  o r  d i s t i n g u i s h  
what i s  n o t  d i f f e r e n t ?  (TI 1,1,7, p. 18) 

A person can s e p a r a t e  two e n t i t i e s ,  I t a k e  it, j u s t  i n  case 
t h o s e  e n t i t i e s  a r e  separable- in- idea ,  a s  def ined  above. 
But what i s  it f o r  a person t o  be able to d i s t i n g u i s h  two 

e n t i t i e s ?  Roughly, it i s  t h a t  t h e  person can i d e n t i f y  
t h e  one e n t i t y ,  5, as be ing  E without  thereby  i d e n t i f y i n g  
or implying anyth ing  regard ing  b_, or converse ly .  W e  

may d e f i n e  t h i s  n o t i o n  a s  fol lows:  
Two e n t i t i e s ,  5 and b_, are d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 2  j u s t  

e i t h e r ,  (i) a p e r s o n ' s  i d e n t i E i c a t i o n  of 5 as 
- F, or as having E l  i s  l o g i c a l l y  
independent  of h i s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
of b as G, or as having G, f o r  any 
c o n s i s t e n t  p r o p e r t y  5 t h a t  is  n o t  
e q u i v a l e n t  t o  E ;  

or,  (ii) a p e r s o n ' s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of  2 as 
- G,  or as having $, i s  l o g i c a l l y  
independent of  h i s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
o f  5 as E o r  a s  having E ,  f o r  any 
c o n s i s t e n t  proper ty  t h a t  i s  n o t  

e q u i v a l e n t  t o  g. 

i n  case :  

Given Hume's two claims t h a t  I.. .wha tever  o b j e c t s  a r e  
d i f f e r e n t  a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  and wha tever  o b j e c t s  a re  
d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  a r e  s e p a r a b l e  by t h e  thought  and imagin-  
a t i o n , .  . . ' I  and t h a t  ' I . .  .wha tever  o b j e c t s  a r e  s e p a r a b l e  a r e  
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a l s o  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  and.. .wha tever  o b j e c t s  are  d i s t i n g u i s k  
a b l e  are  aZso  d i f f e r e n t . "  (TI  1 , 1 , 7 ,  p. 18)  , i t  i s  clear  
t h a t  u t i l i z a t i o n  of  t h e  above d e f i n i t i o n s  i n  s t a t i n g  t h e s e  
claims w i l l  y i e l d  twelve d i f f e r e n t  b i - c o n d i t i o n a l  s t a t e -  

ments a s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of Hume's m e d i n g .  F o r t u n a t e l y  , 
w e  w i l l  n o t  need t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  a l l  of t h e s e ,  s i n c e  H u m e  

c e r t a i n l y  does n o t  u se  a l l  or  even most of them. 
W e  a r e  now i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  s ta te  Hume's f i r s t  

argument f o r  ( 7 ) .  W e  w i l l  s t a t e  it a s  he does i n  terms of  
an example of  a l i n e  of  a s p e c i f i c  l e n g t h ;  b u t  w e  w i l l  
a lso assume t h a t  t h e  argument can be r e a d i l y  g e n e r a l i z e d  
a c r o s s  a l l  o t h e r  examples. Hume asks  whether " a b s t r a c t i o n  
i m p l i e s  a s e p a r a t i o n " ,  and o f f e r s  h i s  argument .as a r e sponse  
t o  t h i s  que ry .  I t a k e  him t o  be  s a y i n g  t h a t  

( 1 4 )  There is  an abstract g e n e r a l  i d e a  of  t h e  
p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  of a l i n e  (=. , an i d e a  
t h a t  i s  i n d e t e r m i n a t e  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  
l e n g t h )  o n l y  i f  t h e  p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  o f  a 
l i n e  i s  sepa rab le - in - idea  from t h e  l i n e .  

(15)  But,  t h e  a c t u a l  p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  of  a l i n e  
is  n e i t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  n o r  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  
from t h e  l i n e .  

( 1 6 )  Two e n t i t i e s ,  x and y, a r e  s e p a r a b l e - i n - r e  
o n l y  i f  x is d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  from y .  

l i n e  i s  n o t  s epa rab le - in - r e  from t h e  l i n e .  
(17) Hence, t h e  a c t u a l  p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  o f  a 

(18)  I f  t w o  e n t i t i e s ,  x and y, are n o t  
s epa rab le - in - r e ,  t h e n  x and y a r e  n o t  
s epa rab le - in - idea .  

( 1 9 )  T h e r e f o r e ,  i f  ( 1 7 )  , t hen  t h e  a c t u a l  
p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  o f  a l i n e  i s  n o t  s e p a r -  
ab le - in - idea  from t h e  l i n e .  

( 2 0 )  Thus, it i s  f a l s e  t h a t  the a c t u a l  
p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  o f  a l i n e  is sepa rab le -  
i n - i d e a  f r o m  t h e  l i n e .  
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The re fo re  , 
( 2 1 )  There is  no a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  i d e a  o f  t h e  

p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  of  a l i n e .  
Even i f  g e n e r a l i z e d ,  of  c o u r s e ,  (21)  w i l l  apply o n l y  t o  
q u a n t i t y ,  and i d e a s  t h e r e o f .  But l e t  us assume t h a t  a 
s imilar  argument i s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  q u a l i t i e s ,  as Hume c l e a r l y  
assumes, so t h a t  t h e  o v e r a l l  conc lus ion  is  

( 2 2 )  There is no a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  i d e a  o f  any 
q u a n t i t y  or q u a l i t y ,  c. , t h e r e  i s  n o  
i d e a  t h a t  i s  i n d e t e r m i n a t e  w i t h  r e s p e c t  
t o  q u a n t i t y  or q u a l i t y ;  k., (7), and 
premise (11) are t r u e .  

P r e m i s e  ( 1 6 )  i s  j u s t  one p a r t  o f  a g e n e r a l  
p r i n c i p l e  Hume makes c o n s i d e r a b l e  u s e  It  i s  m o s t  
p l a u s i b l e ,  I b e l i e v e ,  i f  t h e  u s e  of  ' d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e '  i n  
it i s  reckoned as meaning ' d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e l ' .  Thus, (15)  
has  t o  be  s i m i l a r l y  understood so t h a t ,  (hav ing  dropped 
r e f e r e n c e  t o  d i f f e r e n c e ,  which does n o t  f u n c t i o n  i n  the 
argument as s u c h ) ,  it becomes, 

(15.1) The a c t u a l  p r e c i s e  l e n g t h  of  a l i n e  i s  
n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e l  from t h e  l i n e .  

But (15.1)  i s  p rob lema t i c .  
To see why, n o t i c e  t h a t  w e  may t h i n k  of l e n g t h  

i n  ( a t  least)  t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  ways: ( a )  as a d e t e r m i n a b l e  
which t a k e s  as i n s t a n c e s  v a r i o u s  deg rees  o f  l e n g t h s ;  
( b )  a s  a d e t e r m i n a t e ,  s p e c i f i e d  as t o  deg ree ,  s a y  s i x  
meters; (c )  o r ,  as a c o n c r e t e  i n s t a n c e  o f  a d e t e r m i n a t e ,  
s a y  t o  s p e c i f i c  s i x  m e t e r  l e n g t h  measured on a s t r a i g h t  
l i n e  from my l i v i n g  room c h a i r  t o  t h e  d i n i n g  room w a l l .  
Now (15.1) i s  s u r e l y  t r u e  i f  (c)  i s  u t i l i z e d ;  and w e  may 
c e r t a i n l y  suppose t h a t  Hume is n o t  t a l k i n g  o f  l e n g t h s  a s  
de t e rminab le s .  However, wh i l e  (15.1) i s  t r u e  on this 

read ing ,  ( 1 4 )  is dubious.  For ,  p o s s e s s i o n  of an a b s t r a c t  
i d e a  of a l e n g t h  of a l i n e  would imply t h e  s e p a r a b i l i t y -  
i n - i d e a  of  some d e t e r m i n a t e  from a n o t h e r ,  b u t  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  some c o n c r e t e  i n s t a n c e  from ano the r .  On 

5 
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t h e  o t h e r  hand, if (15.1)  i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  along t h e  l i n e s  

of  (b)  , then  (15.1) seems p l a i n l y  f a l s e .  For ,  
(23) The l i n e  connec t ing  p o i n t  5 on my l i v i n g  

room c h a i r  and p o i n t  on t h e  d i n i n g  room 
w a l l  is  a s t r a i g h t  l i n e  

does n o t  imply 

( 2 4 )  The l i n e  connec t ing  p o i n t  5 on my l i v i n g  
room c h a i r  and p o i n t  1 on t h e  d i n i n g  room 
w a l l  i s  s i x  meters i n  l e n g t h  

where ' s i x  m e t e r s  i n  l e n g t h '  and ' s t r a i g h t  l i n e '  d e s i g n a t e  
d e t e r m i n a t e s .  Those two d e t e r m i n a t e s ,  then ,  a r e  
d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e l .  

could  be overcome, and t h a t  both (14) and (15.1) are 
cons t rued  along t h e  l i n e s  of (b) , *. , as d e a l i n g  w i t h  
d e t e r m i n a t e s  r a t h e r  than  wi th  c o n c r e t e  i n s t a n c e s  of  
de te rmina tes .  I n  t h a t  c a s e ,  even i f  t h e  argument 
succeeded i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  (71,  t h e r e  would be a problem. 

For so t aken ,  ( 7 )  amounts t o  t h e  claim t h a t  

Imagine, though , t h a t  t h i s  o b j e c t i o n  t o  (15.1) 

(7.1)Each idea is d e t e r m i n a t e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  
of ( b ) ,  above, with r e s p e c t  t o  degree 
of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y  

and p a r t i s a n s  of  a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  i d e a s  could embrace (7.1) 
w i t h  equanimity.  For i d e a s  de te rmina te  i n  t h e  s e n s e  of 
(b)  might w e l l  a lso be g e n e r a l ,  k., u n i v e r s a l .  Indeed,  
t h a t  is e x a c t l y  how they  would be b e s t  construed.  H u m e  
would t h u s  have shown at b e s t  t h a t  no i d e a  i s  a mere 
de terminable ;  o r ,  t h a t  w e  have no i d e a s  of mere d e t e r -  
minables ,  a c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  a proponent of a b s t r a c t  genera l  
ideas might w e l l  f i n d  acceptab le .  Hume's f i r s t  argument, 

then ,  proves u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  e i t h e r  because it has a dubious 
premise,  o r  because i t s  conclus ion  is  n o t  s t r o n g  enough t o  
cause  s e r i o u s  concern t o  h i s  opponents.  Perhaps , though, 
one o r  b o t h  of  t h e  remaining arguments w i l l  f a r e  b e t t e r .  

The e s s e n t i a l  p a r t s  of t h e  second argument a r e  

conta ined  i n  t h e  fol lowing:  
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... ' t i s  c o n f e s t ,  t h a t  no o b j e c t  can appear  
t o  t h e  s e n s e s ;  o r  i n  o t h e r  words ,  t h a t  no 
i m p r e s s i o n  can become p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  mind ,  
w i t h o u t  b e i n g  d e t e r m i n ' d  i n  i t s  degrees  
b o t h  of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y . .  . . .Now s i n c e  
a l l  i d e a s  are  d e r i v ' d  f rom i m p r e s s i o n s ,  and 
are  n o t h i n g  b u t  c o p i e s  and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of 
them, wha tever  i s  t r u e  of t h e  one must be  
acknowledg 'd  concern ing  t h e  o t h e r . .  . . 
An i d e a  i s  a weaker i m p r e s s i o n ;  and a s  a 
s t r o n g  i m p r e s s i o n  must n e c e s s a r i l y  have a 
d e t e r m i n a t e  q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y ,  t h e  c a s e  
mus t  b e  t h e  same w i t h  i t s  copy or r e p r e s e n -  
t a t i v e .  (T, 1 , 1 , 7 ,  p. 1 9 )  

The argument can be stated s imply ,  as: 
(23) Each impression i s  de termina te  wi th  r e s p e c t  

t o  degree  of  q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y .  
( 2 4 )  Each i d e a  i s  an e x a c t  copy of some 

impression.  
(25) Hence, each i d e a  i s  de termina te  w i t h  

r e s p e c t  t o  degree  o r  q u a n t i t y  and 

q u a l i t y ,  (= (7) 1 .  
However, t h i s  argument c l e a r l y  w i l l  n o t  do s i n c e ,  as Hume 
himself  noted (2, I , I , l ,  p. 3 1 ,  ( 2 4 )  i s  dubious.  H e  

endorses  t h e  much less c o n t e n t i o u s  c la im t h a t  
( 2 4 . 1 )  Each s imple i d e a  is  an e x a c t  copy of some 

impression 
which, t o g e t h e r  wi th  ( 2 3 ) ,  y i e l d s  a t  most, 

(25 .l) Each s imple i d e a  i s  de termina te  w i t h  r e s p e c t  

t o  degree of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y .  
And, though e s t a b l i s h i n g  (25.1) i s  a s t r o n g  s t e p  i n  t h e  
r i g h t  d i r e c t i o n  f o r  one a t t a c k i n g  a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  i d e a s ,  
it i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t ,  s i n c e  it is  n o t  even s t r o n g  
enough t o  y i e l d  ( 7 ) .  

What of t h e  t h i r d  argument? Hume s ta tes  it as 
fol lows : 

. . . t o '  f o rm t h e  i d e a  o f  an o b j e c t ,  and t o  
fo rm an i d e a  s i m p l y  i s  t h e  same t h i n g ; .  . . . 
Now as  ' t i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  fo rm an i d e a  of 
an o b j e c t ,  t h a t  i s  p o s s e s t  of q u a n t i t y  and 
q u a l i t y ,  and y e t  i s  p o s s e s t  of no  p r e c i s e  
degree  o f  e i t h e r ;  it f o l l o w s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  
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i s  an e q u a t  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  f o r m i n g  an 
i d e a ,  t h a t  is n o t  t i m i t e d  and c o n f i n ' d  i n  
b o t h  t h e s e  p a r t i c u l a r s .  2, I , I , l ,  p.  20) 

But why shou ld  w e  a c c e p t  Hume's view t h a t  it i s  imposs ib l e  
t o  form t h e  s o r t  of i d e a  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h i s  passage? 
b e s t  r e p l y  t o  t h i s  q u e r y ,  as w e l l  as what i s  l i k e l y  h i s  
a c t u a l  one,  i s  t o  f a l l  back on (23) and (24) a s  s u p p o r t .  
Unfo r tuna te ly ,  as w e  have l a t e l y  n o t i c e d ,  (24) i s  n o t  
a v a i l a b l e ,  s i n c e  a s  s t a t e d  it is bo th  f a l s e  and r e j e c t e d  
by Hume. Moreover, s i n c e  (24.1) i s  n o t  a d a p t a b l e  w i t h i n  
t h e  t h i r d  argument,  t h e  t h i r d  argument i s  even less plaus-  
i b l e  o v e r a l l  t han  the second. 

There i s ,  though, a way of  s t a t i n g  Hume's second 
argument so t h a t  it i s  cons ide rab ly  more p l a u s i b l e  than  w e  
have so f a r  made it seem. Recall t h a t  i n  s t a t i n g  t h a t  
argument,  he s a i d  t h a t  If . .  .a12 i d e a s '  a r e  d e r i v ' d  f r o m  
i m p r e s s i o n s ,  and a r e  n o t h i n g  b u t  c o p i e s  and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  
o f  t h e m  ,..." ( T ,  - 1 , 1 , 7 ,  p .  1 9 ) .  I n  what s e n s e  a r e  a l l  
i d e a s ,  s i m p l e  and complex, d e r i v e d  from impress ions?  

Hume's 

I t  i s  l i k e l y ,  I t h i n k ,  t h a t  Hume m e a n s  many 
d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  c o n t e x t s  by t h i s  c l a i m ,  dep- 
end ing  on d i s t i n c t  s e n s e s  of ' d e r i v ' d ' .  But what h e  
p robab ly  means i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  can be s p e l l e d  o u t  i n  t h e  
f o l l o w i n g  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  h i s  second argument: 

(23) Each impression is de te rmina te  w i t h  
r e s p e c t  to  degree o f  q u a n t i t y  and 
q u a l i t y .  

(24.1) Each s imple  i d e a  i s  an e x a c t  copy of  some 
s imple  impression.  

(25.1) Hence, each s imple i d e a  i s  d e t e r m i n a t e  
w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  deg ree  o f  q u a n t i t y  and 
q u a l i t y .  

. (26) Each idea is  e i t h e r  s imple o r  complex. 
(27) Each complex i d e a  i s  wholly composed of 

s imple  i d e a s .  



I f  (25.1) and ( 2 7 )  a r e  t r u e ,  t hen  each 
complex i d e a  i s  d e t e r m i n a t e  wi th  r e s p e c t  
t o  degree  of  q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y .  

Thus, each complex i d e a  i s  d e t e r m i n a t e  
w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  degree of q u a n t i t y  and 
q u a l i t y  . 
There fo re  , each i d e a  i s  de te rmina te  
w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  deg ree  of q u a n t i t y  and 

q u a l i t y ,  (= ( 7 ) ) .  

A s  cons t rued  i n  t h i s  argument, a l l  i d e a s  are d e r i v e d  from 
impressions i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  each i d e a  i s  e i t h e r  an exact 
copy o f  an impression o r  i s  composed of  e n t i t i e s  each of  

which i s  an e x a c t  copy of an impress ion .  Moreover, t h i s  
c o n s t r u a l  of  t h e  second argument h e l p s  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  
t h i r d  argument. Fo r ,  t h e  fo rego ing  s e n s e  o f  t h e  claim 
t h a t  i d e a s  are d e r i v e d  from impress ions  s u p p o r t s  t h e  view 
' I . . .  ' t i s  imposs ibZe  t o  form an i d e a  of an o b j e c t ,  t h a t  i s  
p o s s e s t  of q u a n t i t y  and q u a l i t y ,  and y e t  is p o s s e s t  of no 
p r e c i s e  degree  of e i t h e r ; .  . . lr f a i r l y  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y .  

While it seems w e  now have Hume's second argument,  
and by i m p l i c a t i o n  h i s  t h i r d  argument, i n  i t s  s t r o n g e s t  
form, t h e r e  are s t i l l  some l i n g e r i n g  problems. One 
problem i s  t h a t  H u m e ' s  de fense  of  ( 2 4 . 1 )  i s  n o t o r i o u s l y  
w e a k ;  i ndeed ,  h i s  own example of  a person supp ly ing  t h e  
s imple  i d e a  of  a s p e c i f i c  c o l o r  shade wi thou t  t h e  an te -  

c e d e n t  s imple  impress ion  of t h e  shade i s  a c l e a r  coun te r -  
example t o  ( 2 4 . 1 )  .6 
the more impor t an t  s i n c e  proponents  of  a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  
i d e a s  might w e l l - m a i n t a i n  i n  a d d i t i o n  t h a t  some s imple  
abstract g e n e r a l  i d e a s  a r e  i n n a t e ,  o r  t h a t  some a r e  
a b s t r a c t e d  from impress ions  i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t  
is a s imple  i d e a  t h a t  i s  n o t  an e x a c t  copy of any inpressicn. 
L e f t  unsupported,  ( 2 4 . 1 )  amounts t o  n o t h i n g  more than  a 
f l a t  d e n i a l  o f  d o c t r i n e s  t h a t  are a p t  t o  be c e n t r a l  t o  
va r ious  p o s i t i o n s  countenancing a b s t r a c t  g e n e r a l  i d e a s .  
But someth ind  more t h a n  mere o p p o s i t i o n  is necessa ry  i f  

Furthermore,  t h i s  weak case  i s  a l l  
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Hume's argument i s  t o  succeed.  Hume's second argument, 
t hen  , though very a p p e a l i n g  and i n t u i t i v e l y  convincing,  
u l t i m a t e l y  proves t o  be u n s a t i s f a c t o r y .  And, s i n c e  t h e  
t h i r d  argument re l ies  c r u c i a l l y  on t h e  second,  as w e  noted 
e a r l i e r ,  i t  , t o o ,  w i l l  be  unaccep tab le .  

W e  have found t h a t  none o f  Hume's t h r e e  arguments 
on b e h a l f  o f  ( 7 )  succeeds ,  so  t h a t  i n  t h e  end Hume's 
arguments f o r  (13)  and a g a i n s t  (2a )  f a i l .  Moreover, we 
have a l s o  no ted  t h a t  even i f  ( 7 )  were e s t a b l i s h e d ,  Hume 
would n o t  have shown the reby  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  no a b s t r a c t  
g e n e r a l  i d e a s .  So Hume e r r e d  i n  p l a c i n g  h i s  " c h i e f  
c o n f i d e n c e "  i n  t h e s e  t h r e e  n e g a t i v e  arguments , s i n c e  none 
succeeds i n  p u t t i n g  t h e  m a t t e r  of  t h e  n a t u r e  of  a b s t r a c t  
g e n e r a l  i d e a s  , i n  Hume's words,  . . b e y o n d  a l l  d o u b t  and 
c o n t r o v e r s y . "  (2, 1 , 1 , 7 ,  p.  1 7 )  H i s  c h i e f  conf idence ,  
I b e l i e v e ,  i s  best  p l aced  on h i s  own p o s i t i v e  account  of  
how p a r t i c u l a r  i d e a s  cons t rued  i n  a c e r t a i n  manner can do 
a l l  o f  t h e  work f o r  which abstract g e n e r a l  i d e a s  w e r e  
o r i g i n a l l y  p o s i t e d .  I n  t h a t  case, t h e r e  is no need t o  
r e s o r t  t o  such e n t i t i e s ;  and that, it seems t o  m e ,  i s  
e x c e l l e n t  reason f o r  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  none. 7 
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