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INCONSISTENCY W I T H I N  A R E C O N C I L I N G  PROJECT 

There i s  n o t h i n g  I would more w i l l i n g l y  l a y  ho ld  of, 
t han  an o p p o r t u n i t y  o f  c o n f e s s i n g  my e r r o r s ;  and shou ld  
e s t e e m  such  a r e t u r n  t o  t r u t h  and reason  t o  be more honour- 
a b l e  t h a n  t h e  most u n e r r i n g  judgmen t .  Hume's words i n  t h e  

f i r s t  s e n t e n c e  of  i t s  Appendix r e f e r r e d  t o  Books I and I1 

o f  A Treat ise  o f  Human Nature .  I q u o t e  them h e r e  w i t h  a 
s i m i l a r l y  p a r t i c u l a r  b u t  less g l o r i o u s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  
Chapter  V I I I  o f  my Hume's Phi losophy of  B e l i e f  (London, and 
New York: Rout ledge and Kegan P a u l ,  and P h i l o s o p h i c a l  
L i b r a r y ,  1961) .  The errors t o  b e  c o r r e c t e d  are i n  t h e  
f i r s t  i n s t a n c e  mine. But ,  i f  I a m  now r i g h t ,  they  are also 
and more i m p o r t a n t l y  t o  b e  found i n  t h e  f i r s t  I n q u i r y  it- 
s e l f .  

Hume's purpose  i n  S e c t i o n  V I I I  is  t o  apply  t o  t h e  
long d i s p u t e d  q u e s t i o n  c o n c e r n i n g  l i b e r t y  and n e c e s s i t y  
what  he  t a k e s  t o  b e  h i s  d i s c o v e r y  t h a t  Our i d e a  . . . of 
n e c e s s i t y  and c a u s a t i o n  a r i s e s  e n t i r e l y  f rom t h e  u n i f o r m i t y  
o b s e r v a b l e  i n  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  o f  n a t u r e ,  where s i m i l a r  ob- 
j e c t s  a re  c o n s t a n t l y  c o n j o i n e d  t o g e t h e r ,  and t h e  mind i s  
de t e rmined  by cus tom t o  i n f e r  t h e  one from t h e  appearance 
o f  t h e  o t h e r .  These two c i r c u m s t a n c e s  form t h e  whole of  
t h a t  n e c e s s i t y ,  wh ich  we a s c r i b e  t o  m a t t e r  (Selby-Bigge, 
EHU 81-82).  

I n  u r g i n g  what i s  h e r e  o f f e r e d  as t h e  new and only  
correct i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of what  o t h e r s  want t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  
as c o n t i n g e n t  n e c e s s i t y  and c o n t i n g e n t  i m p o s s i b i l i t y ,  Hume 
i s  i n  t h e i r  - and my - terms s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no genu- 
i n e  i d e a  o f ,  and no such  t h i n g  as,  c o n t i n g e n t  n e c e s s i t y  
and c o n t i n g e n t  i m p o s s i b i l i t y .  There a r e ,  t h a t  is  t o  s a y ,  

no  t r u e  l o g i c a l l y  c o n t i n g e n t  p r o p o s i t i o n s  a s s e r t i n g  c e r t a i n  
n e c e s s i t i e s  and impossibil i t ies whether  r e l a t i v e  or abso- 
l u t e .  There  are ,  on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  o n l y  l o g i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  

and l o g i c a l  i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s ;  
r e l a t i o n s  of i d e a s .  They do n o t  and c a n n o t  e i t h e r  

and t h e s e  o b t a i n  s imply as 
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c h a r a c t e r i z e  o r  determine r e a l  e x i s t e n c e  and m a t t e r  o f  f a c t  
( E H U  2 5 - 2 6 ) .  

Now c e r t a i n l y ,  i f  Hume w e r e  r i g h t  i n  main ta in ing  
e i t h e r  t h a t  w e  cannot  cohe ren t ly  a s s e r t ,  o r  t h a t  w e  never  
have due war ran t  f o r  a s s e r t i n g ,  t h a t  any causes  n e c e s s i t a t e  
t h e i r  e f f e c t s  - t h a t  they make t h e s e ,  t h a t  i s ,  a s  a ma t t e r  
of f a c t  i n e v i t a b l e  and anyth ing  e lse  a s  a ma t t e r  of f a c t  
imposs ib le  - then  i t  would become a s h o r t  and easy t a s k  t o  
e f f e c t  a Compa t ib i l i s t  r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e  long d i s p u t e d  
q u e s t i o n .  For, on t h i s  assumption,  no th ing  more than  pro- 
found r e g u l a r i t i e s  of human behaviour ,  and sometimes pre-  
d i c t a b i l i t i e s ,  eve r  have been o r  e v e r  could be r evea led ,  
whether  i n  t h e  everyday exper ience  of t h e  banaus ic  vu lga r ,  
o r  whether  by t h e  e l e v a t e d  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  of t h e  p h y s i c a l  
and t h e  human sc i ences .  Discover ies  of t h i s  s o r t ,  however, 
do n o t  and cannot  p r e j u d i c e  t h e  f a m i l i a r  r e a l i t i e s  of human 
a c t i o n ;  which j u s t  r e q u i r e s  t h a t ,  i n  some sense, agents  
must always be able t o  do o therwise  than  they  do. This  
s ense  - a sense  which al lows t h a t  bo th  t h e  agent  who a c t s  
f r e e l y  and t h e  agent  who a c t s  under compulsion a c t  - Hume 
e x p l i c a t e s  a s  Locke had done b e f o r e  him i n  t h e  g r e a t  
c h a p t e r  ' O f  Power' (Essay,  I1 ( x x i )  7 f f . )  . Action neces- 
s a r i l y  involves  a power of a c t i n g  o r  n o t  a c t i n g ,  a c c o r d i n g  
t o  t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n s  of t h e  w i l l ;  t h a t  i s ,  i f  we choose 
t o  remain a t  r e s t ,  we may; i f  ue choose t o  move, we a l s o  
may (EHU 95). 

1. Having thus  i n  P a r t  I drawn Compa t ib i l i s t  con- 
c l u s i o n s  from what is  i n  e f f e c t  h i s  r e j e c t i o n  of a l l  con- 
t i n q e n t  n e c e s s i t y  and con t ingen t  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  , Hume pro- 
ceeds  i n  P a r t  I1 t o  apply h i s  f i nd ings  t o  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l  
s p e c i a l  case :  t o  t h e  e q u a l l y  long d i s p u t e d  q u e s t i o n  of  
f r e e w i l l  and p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  t h a t  is ,  r a t h e r  than  of f r e e -  
w i l l  and determinism. A f t e r  f i r s t  cons ide r ing  t h a t  a l l  
reward and punishment must presuppose t h a t  t h e  persons  t o  
be so t r e a t e d  a r e  t h e  causes  of whatever  it i s  fo r  which 
they  are t o  b e  rewarded or punished,  Hume e n t e r t a i n s  what 
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i r o n i c a l l y  h e  p r e s e n t s  as an o b j e c t i o n  t o  t h i s  t h e o r y ,  w i t h  
r egard  t o  n e c e s s i t y  and l i b e r t y  ... I t  may be s a i d ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  t h a t ,  i f  v o l u n t a r y  a c t i o n s  be s u b j e c t e d  t o  t h e  
same laws of n e c e s s i t y  w i t h  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  of m a t t e r ,  t h e r e  
i s  a c o n t i n u e d  c h a i n  of n e c e s s a r y  c a u s e s ,  p re -orda ined  and 
p r e - d e t e r m i n e d ,  r e a c h i n g  f r o m  t h e  o r i g i n a l  cause  of a l l  t o  
e v e r y  s i n g l e  v o l i t i o n  of e v e r y  human c r e a t u r e  ( E H U  9 9 ) .  

i f  n o t  a l l  p r e v i o u s  i n t e r p r e t e r s  , t h a t  t h i s  " o b j e c t i o n "  i s  
i n  t r u t h  n o t  t h e  i n g e n u o u s l y  a d m i t t e d  embarrassment  i t  p r e -  
t e n d s  t o  b e ,  b u t  a m i s c h i e v o u s l y  c o n t r i v e d  o c c a s i o n  f o r  

d rawing  t w o  d e s i r e d  m o r a l s ,  b o t h  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  s t a t e d  
p u r p o s e s  of t h e  whole book. Thus,  Hume c o n t i n u e s ,  s p e a k i n g  
o f  God, He f o r e s a w ,  he o r d a i n e d ,  he i n t e n d e d  a l l  t h o s e  
a c t i o n s  of men, which we so r a s h l y  pronounce c r i m i n a l .  And 

we must t h e r e f o r e  c o n c l u d e ,  e i t h e r  t h a t  t h e y  are  n o t  
c r i m i n a l ,  or t h a t  t h e  D e i t y ,  n o t  man, i s  accoun tab le  for 
them (EHU 1 0 0 ) .  The f i r s t  o p t i o n  i s  r u l e d  o u t  on t h e  con- 
g e n i a l ,  r a d i c a l l y  s e c u l a r  ground t h a t  t h e s e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  
are  founded  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  s e n t i m e n t s  of t h e  human mind ... 
n o t  t o  be c o n t r o u l e d  o r  a l t e r e d  by any p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t h e o r y  
or s p e c u l a t i o n  wha t soever  ( E H U  1 0 3 ) .  The second i s  t a k e n  
t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  e q u a l l y  c o n g e n i a l ,  e q u a l l y  s e c u l a r  moral  
t h a t  p h i l o s o p h y  s h o u l d  c o n f i n e  h e r s e l f  t o  t h e  p r o p e r  pro-  
v i n c e  o f  o u r  human u n d e r s t a n d i n g  w i t h o u t  l aunch ing  i n t o  s o  
b o u n d l e s s  an ocean of d o u b t ,  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  and c o n t r a d i c t i o n  
(EHU 1 0 3 ) .  

I n  Hume's Ph i losophy  o f  B e l i e f  I a r g u e d ,  a g a i n s t  many 

Bu t  wha t  I f a i l e d  t o  see t h e n ,  and what  Hume too seems 
n o t  t o  have  s e e n ,  i s  t h a t  t h i s  p r e t e n d e d  o b j e c t i o n  i n  f a c t  

c o n s t r u e s  c a u s a t i o n  i n  a s e n s e  much s t r o n g e r  t h a n  t h a t  f o r  
which Hume makes p r o v i s i o n .  The p a s s a g e  q u o t e d  a t  t h e  end 

o f  t h e  l a s t  p a r a g r a p h  b u t  one immedia t e ly  c o n t i n u e s :  No 
c o n t i n g e n c y  anywhere i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e ;  n o  i n d i f f e r e n c e ;  no 
l i b e r t y .  W h i l e  we a c t ,  we a r e ,  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  a c t e d  
upon. The u l t i m a t e  Au thor  of a l l  our v o l i t i o n s  i s  t h e  
C r e a t o r  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  who f i r s t  bestowed mot ion  on t h i s  
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immense machine,  and p l a c e d  a l l  b e i n g s  i n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
p o s i t i o n ,  whence e v e r y  s u b s e q u e n t  e v e n t ,  by an i n e v i t a b l e  
n e c e s s i t y ,  must r e s u l t  ( E H U  99-100). T h i s  t a l k  of an i n -  
e v i t a 5 T a  n e c e s s i t y  w e  cannot  r e a d  i n  t h e  o f f i c i a l ,  d e n a t u r e d  
s e n s e .  For  t h a t  i s  c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  what  Hume calls l i b e r t y .  

But  h e r e  t h e  Divine c a u s a l i t y  s p e c i f i c a l l y  l e a v e s  no room 
whatsoever  f o r  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  no l i b e r t y .  So what  i s  sup-  
posed  t o  be t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  a p p l i c a t i o n  i n  P a r t  I1 of t h e  re- 
c o n c i l i n g  i d e a s  of P a r t  I i s  i n  f a c t  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  them. 

2 .  G r a n t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  what Hume a c t u a l l y  

wrote,  i s  t h e r e  n o t  some way i n  which he c o u l d  have s i d e -  
s t e p p e d  t r o u b l e  w h i l e  s t i l l  o f f e r i n g  an " o b j e c t i o n "  ade- 
q u a t e  t o  w a r r a n t  t h e  d e s i r e d  mora ls?  I do n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s .  H i s  f i r s t  d i f f i c u l t y  w i l l  b e  t o  make room w i t h i n  

t h e  r e l i g i o u s  h y p o t h e s i s  f o r  what h e  ca l l s  l i b e r t y  - t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y ,  e s s e n t i a l  t o  o u r  agency,  o f  d o i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  
w e  do  ( E H U  1 3 9 ) .  This  s u r e l y  can be  m e t  by s t i p u l a t i n g  
t h a t  t h e  Creator b r i n g s  a b o u t  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  o u r  a c t i o n  s u c h  
t h a t ,  w h i l e  H e  and o t h e r s  can know what  w e  w i l l  i n  f a c t  d o ,  
n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i n  t h e  s e n s e  i n d i c a t e d  by Locke, w e  always 
c o u l d  have  done o t h e r w i s e .  I f  t h e r e  i s  i n d e e d  no  i n c o h e r -  
e n c e  h e r e ,  t h e n  t h e s e  a r rangements  must leave t h e  D e i t y ,  i f  
n o t  t h e  e x c l u s i v e l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  u l t i m a t e  a g e n t  o f  a l l  o u r  

misdeeds ,  t h e n  a t  l ea s t  t h e  permanent  and u n i v e r s a l  acces- 
so ry  b e f o r e  and d u r i n g  t h e i r  d o i n g  . 1 

B u t ,  even a l l o w i n g  t h a t  it is  t h u s  e a s y  t o  d i s p o s e  

of this f i r s t  d i f f i c u l t y ,  t h e r e  remains a more fundamental  
and i n t r a c t a b l e  second. Does n o t  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  any agency,  

whether  human or Div ine ,  i t s e l f  c o n t a i n  and imply much m o r e  
t h a n  t h e  b r u t e  f a c t  o f  c o n s t a n t  c o n j u n c t i o n  which i s  a l l  

t h a t  H u m e  can p e r m i t  i n  c a u s a t i o n  as a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  re- 
l a t i o n ?  For  d o i n g  i s  a k i n d  o f  c a u s i n g .  But t o  s a y  t h a t  
t h e s e  c a u s e  those e n t a i l s ,  what  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e s e  are as a 
m a t t e r  o f  f a c t  a lways accompanied by t h o s e  does  n o t  e n t a i l ,  
s u b j u n c t i v e  c o n d i t i o n a l s .  So any a n a l y s i s  of c a u s a t i o n  i n  

terms o f  m e r e  c o n s t a n t  c o n j u n c t i o n  must be, t o  s a y  t h e  
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2 l e a s t ,  i m p o r t a n t l y  incomple te  . I f  t h i s  i s  r i g h t ,  t h e n  a 

Humean a c c o u n t  o f  Div ine  c a u s a t i o n ,  o r  o f  human, w i l l  be  
one i n  which n o t h i n g  a t  a l l  i s  a c t u a l l y  done. Nothing 

happens ,  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  s u c h  t h a t  something e lse  would n o t  
have happened i f  t h a t  had n o t ;  and n o t h i n g  i s  e v e r  made 
e i t h e r  n e c e s s a r y  o r  i n e v i t a b l e ,  whether  by God or man. Y e t  

t h e r e  j u s t  are u n i v e r s a l  r e g u l a r i t i e s  i n  t h e  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  
e v e n t s  i n  themselves  e n t i r e l y  l o o s e  and s e p a r a t e  and un- 
connec ted .  

Hume, t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  n o t  e n t i t l e d  t o  h e l p  h imsel f  t o  
t h a t  c o n g e n i a l  moral a g a i n s t  l a u n c h i n g  i n t o  s o  b o u n d l e s s  an 
ocean  o f  d o u b t ,  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  and  c o n t r a d i c t i o n .  The t r o u -  
bles o f  t h e  t h e o l o g i a n s  a r e  a d i r e c t  consequence o f  t h e i r  
own i n s i s t e n c e  upon p o s t u l a t i n g  a C r e a t o r  a s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  

a g e n t .  I f  t h e y  a c c e p t e d  Hume's r e d u c t i v e  r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  c a u s e s ,  t h e n  they  c o u l d  s p a r e  t h e i r  
God t h e  c h a r g e  o f  b e i n g  a t  l eas t  t h e  a c c e s s o r y  t o  and per -  

haps  even t h e  u l t i m a t e  a u t h o r  o f  s i n ;  a l b e i t  on ly  a t  t h e  
a l t o g e t h e r  u n a c c e p t a b l e  p r i c e  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t  no o n e ,  
whether  God or man, a c t u a l l y  b r i n g s  about  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l !  

3 .  I must n o t  end  w i t h o u t  c o n f e s s i n g  t w o  f u r t h e r  
r e l e v a n t  f a u l t s  o f  Hume's Phi losophy of B e l i e f .  The f i r s t  
o f  t h e s e  i s  i n  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  of h i s  e x p l o r a t i o n  i n  P a r t  I 

o f  S e c t i o n  V I I  o f  p o s s i b l e  s o u r c e s  ' O f  t h e  I d e a  of Neces -  
s a r y  C o n n e ~ t i o n ' ~ .  I c o n c e n t r a t e d  on t h e  t r u e  p o i n t  t h a t  
Hume w a s  p r i m a r i l y  concerned  t o  e s t a b l i s h  h i s  most charac te r -  
i s t i c  and f e r t i l e  n e g a t i v e  t h e s i s ,  t h e  t h e s i s  t h a t  w e  can- 

n o t  know a p r i o r i  t h a t  a n y t h i n g  o r  sort o f  t h i n g  e i t h e r  must 
be or  c a n n o t  b e  t h e  c a u s e  of  any o t h e r  t h i n g  o r  sort  of 

t h i n g .  So I f a i l e d  t o  b r i n g  o u t  Hume's own r e f u s a l  t o  
r e c o g n i z e  as such  t h e  s o u r c e s  and w a r r a n t s  f o r  t h e  n o t i o n s  
o f  agency,  o f  c o n t i n g e n t  n e c e s s i t y ,  and o f  c o n t i n g e n t  i m -  
p o s s i b i l i t y .  T h i s  f i r s t  f a i l u r e  was t h e n  compounded by 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g  i n a d e q u a c i e s  i n  my r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i sm 
of Hume's p o s i t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  . 4 

The second of these further and r e l e v a n t  f a u l t s  is 



6. 

i n  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  h i s  r e c o n c i l i n g  p r o j e c t  i n  P a r t  I o f  
S e c t i o n  V I I I  ( E H U  9 5 ) .  Having p r e v i o u s l y  i n  t h a t  cri t icism 
f a i l e d  t o  make s u f f i c i e n t  room for  c o n t i n g e n t  n e c e s s i t y  and 
c o n t i n g e n t  i m p o s s i b i l i t y ,  I w a s  t h e n  f a r  t o o  generous  i n  my 
a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h i s  p r o j e c t .  For  i f  t h e s e  

are i n d e e d  l e g i t i m a t e  i d e a s  , c o r r e s p o n d i n g  t o  r e a l i t i e s  
w i t h  which w e  c a n n o t  b u t  b e  u t t e r l y  f a m i l i a r ,  t h e n  i t  is  
j u s t  n o t  t r u e  t o  s a y  t h a t  Beyond t h e  c o n s t a n t  c o n j u n c t i o n  
of s i m i l a r  o b j e c t s ,  and t h e  consequen t  i n f e r e n c e  f r o m  one 
t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  ue have no n o t i o n  of any n e c e s s i t y  or  con- 
n e c t i o n  (EHU 8 2 ) .  Y e t  t h i s ,  and t h i s  a l o n e ,  i s  Hume's. 
r e a s o n  f o r  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  h i s  r e c o n c i l i n g  p r o j e c t  can go 
through a t  the t r o t .  I f  once t h a t  r e a s o n  i s  r e f u s e d  t o  him, 

5 t h e n  w e  are,  as f a r  as h e  i s  concerned ,  back a t  s q u a r e  one . 
Antony Flew 

Reading, England 
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Compare 'The F r e e w i l l  Defence '  i n  my The Presumption o f  
Atheism (London, and N e w  York: Pemberton-Elek, and 
Barnes and Noble,  1976) .  

Compare, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Hume's Phi losophy o f  B e l i e f ,  
pp.  127 f f .  

I b i d . ,  pp.  108 f f .  

I b i d . ,  pp.  117-139. 

I have  t r i e d  t o  do  b e t t e r  on a l l  these several matters 
i n  my A R a t i o n a l  A n i m a l  (Oxford: Clarendon,  19781, 
e s p e c i a l l y  Chapters  1 1 - I X .  
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