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55.
HUME'S RELATIVE IDEAS

The fundamental principle in the analysis of
propositions containing descriptions ts this:
Every proposition which we can.understand
must be composed wholly of constituents with
which we are acquainted.

Bertrand Russell, The Problems of
Philosophy

In this paper I shall show that Hume found within
the "way of ideas" the basis for a distinction between
knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description.
By examining the distinction between positive and relative
ideas and Hume's discussions of relative ideas in the light
of the logical writings of Antoine Arnauld and Isaac Watts,
I shall argue that relative ideas are the cognitive ana-
logues of definite descriptions. Although Hume often re-
garded epistemic claims based upon relative ideas with at
least a modicum of scepticism, the doctrine of relative
ideas provides the basis for the intelligibility of and the
critical moves in his discussions of that unintelligible
chimera of...aubstanoe.z The recognition that Hume espoused
the doctrine of relative ideas also sheds light on his dis-
cussions of the missing ghade of blue and his claim that one
has an idea of the thousandth part of a grain of sand, even
though one's mental image of that minute entity differs in
no way from one's mental image of an entire grain of sand.
I. Positive and Relative Ideas

. Empiricism was the predominant intellectual force
in early eighteenth century British philosophy. It was on
the basis of their commitment to empiricism that such philo-
sophers as Locke and Berkeley granted ontological status to
those gualities that are directly available to the senses.
As states of mind, ideas were held either to represent real
gqualities and objects (Locke) or to be real gualities and
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objects (Berkeley). Nonetheless, as substance theorists,
the ontological commitments of both Locke and Berkeley

went beyond the domain of a pure ontology of qualities, and
since substance is in principle imperceptible, such an onto-
logical commitment seems to raise a problem for an empirical
theory of ideas. Although it might be reasonable to assume
that an idea of a guality is a mental image of that quality,
such a claim is less plausible regarding one's ideas of
substance.

The early empiricists responded to this apparent
problem by drawing a distinction between two kinds of ideas:
positive ideas and relative ideas. A positive idea repres-
ents an entity as it is in itself, and it might be reason-
able to construe such ideas as mental images. On the other
hand, a relative idsa--what Berkeley often called a notion
or a relative notion‘--singles out an unperceived entity on
the basis of its relations to a perceived entity, i.e., a
positive idea. Both Locke and Berkeley were explicit in
claiming that one has no positive idea of substance. For
exanmple, Locke wrote:

We have no such clear Idea at all, and there-

fore signify nothing by the word Substance,

but only an uncertain supposition of we know

not what; (i.e. of something whereof we have

no particular distinct positive) Idea, which

we take to be the substratum, or support of

those ldeas we do know.

One has only an "obscure and relative Idea of Substance in
ge!‘ral",s indeed, "we have no Idea of what it [substance]
is, but only a confused and obscure one of what it does."7
Ow this point Berkeley was at one with Locke. Regarding
one's putative ideas of material substance, he wrote the
following:

Now I desire that you would explain what is

meant by matter's supporting extension: say

you, I have no idea of matter, and therefore
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cannot explain it. I answer, though you

have no positive yet if you have any mean-

ing at all, you must have at least a

relative idea of matter; though you know

not what it is, yet you must be sﬁpposed

to know what relation it bears to accidents,

and what is meant by its supporting them.8
Notice that in the writings of both Locke and Berkeley one's
idea of substance is not a positive idea: one has no idea
that represents substance as it is in itself. The most
one can claim to have is a relative idea of substance, that
is, an idea that singles out an entity on the basis of the
relations in which that entity stands to a positive idea.
As Berkeley's discussions clearly iﬁdicate, if one claims
to have a relative idea of an entity, the relations involved
in that idea must be clearly known. It is Berkeley's con-
tention that the relation of support cannot be elucidated
in the case of material substance,9 while it can be elucidated
in the case of immaterial substance,10 that accounts for his
rejection of the doctrine of material substance and his ad-
herence to the doctrine of immaterial substance.11

Although Hume's discussions of relative ideas are
brief and few in number, they are sufficient to show that
Hume also accepted the distinction between positive and rela-
tive ideas. A positive idea, of course, is nothing other
than an idea that is a copy of an impression. It is in
terms of positive ideas that the overwhelming majority of
Hume's discussions are couched. Nonethelesg, in hig dis-
cussion of the limits of ideational thought in Book I,
Part ii, Section 6 of the Treatise, after concluding that
'tis impossible for us so much as to conceive or form an
itdea [i.e., a positive ideal of any thing specifically dif-
ferent from ideas and impressions, (T67) he went on to claim
that it is possible to form a relative idea of an external
object as a thing specifically different from a perception.
As he wrote, The farthest we can go towards a corception of
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external objacts, when suppos'd gpecifically different from
our perceptions, ia to form a relative idea of them, with-
out pretending to comprehand the related objeots. (T68) As
Hume's discussion of the philosophical belief in the ex-
ternal world indicates, to conceive an external object
merely as a relation without a raelative (T241) assumes that
the relation of causation (or the relations of resemblance
and causation) obtains between a given perception of which
one is aware and some external cbject.12

Hume also alludes to relative ideas in a footnote
to his discussion Of the Necessary Connexion in the first
Enquiry. There he claimed that one has a relative idea of
power as the unknown quality of an object that causes (is
constantly conjoined with) a known effect. Hume wrote:

According to these explications and
definitions, the tdea of power is relative
as muah as that of cause; and both have a
reference to an effect, or some other evant
constantly conjoined with the former. When
we agonsider the unknown eircumstance of an
objeat, by whioh the degree or quantity of
ite effect is fixed and determined, we call
that its power: And accordingly, it is al-
lowed by all philosophaers, that the effect
is the measure of the power. But if they
had any idea of power, as it i8 in itself,
why could not they Measure it in itself?l3

As in the case of one's idea of an external object as some-
thing specifically different from a perception, one's idea
of power as the quality that causes a particular effect is
a relative idea. One has no idea of power in itself; one
can merely conceive of power as the property that causes (is
constantly conjoined with) an observable effect.

These passages clearly indicate that Hume espoused
the distinction between positive and relative ideas. The
contexts in which he drew this distinction also provide one
with significant clues to the correct model for understand-
ing relative ideas. If relative ideas provide the found-
ation within the “way of ideas” for a representational
theory of perception, one’s relative idea of a material
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object must single out exactly one entity that causes a

known perception and ig not itself a perception. Similarly,
to claim that one has a relative idea of power as an un-
known quality or type of guality that is causally related
to a particular effect, one's relative idea of power must
single out a particular quality or type of quality that is
causally related to the particular effect or type of effect
one perceives. Since Hume's paradigm cases of relative
ideas appear to be cases that inwlve a uniqueness require-
ment, it is reasonable to suggest that relative ideas are
the cognitive analogues of definite descriptions. Hence,
one may linguistically express the intent of one's relative
idea of a material object (although not describe the rela-
tive idea itself) by the definite description, "the entity
that causes a and is not itself a perception,” where a is

a perception of which one is aware, i.e.,

(3x) {(xCa & -Px) & (y) [(yCa & -Py)> x=yl}}. similarly,
the intent of one's relative idea of power can be expressed
by the definite description, "the property that causes (is
constantly conjoined with) b," where b is an observed event,
i.e., where variables are quantified over properties,

{3x) [xCb & (y) (yCb» x=y}. My suggestion that Hume's rela-
tive ideas should be understood on the model of definite
descriptions accounts for the uniqueness claims that are
implicit both in a representational theory of perception
that holds that perceptions are specifically different
from objects and in Hume's discussion of the relative idea
of power. The doctrine of relative ideas can therefore
provide an ideational foundation for a distinction between
knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description in
Hume's philosophy. As we shall see later, even though
Hume did not allow that one can claim to know that all
putative entities singled out by relative ideas exist,

the doctrine of relative ideas at least accounts for the
intelligibility of various concepts.
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II. The Logical Background

Although definite descriptions seem to provide a
reasonable model for understanding relative ideas, and
therefore a basis for claiming that the criteria for the
adequacy of definite descriptions apply to relative ideas,
someone might object that this model is anachronistic. 1In
reply to such an objection, I shall show that the logical
theory of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centur-
ies was sufficiently sophisticated to provide such a model
to Hume. I shall first consider the type of complex lin-
guistic expression Arnauld called a "determination”, since
one type of determination is what we now call a definite
description. I shall then turn to the criteria for the
adequacy of a real definition and argue that these cri-
teria apply, mutatis mutandis, to the question of the
adeguacy of relative ideas.

In his discussion of linguistic expressions,
Arnauld indicates that a determination is a complex expres-
sion in which "the extension of the idea expressed by the
complex term is less than the extension of the idea expres-
sed by the principal word."14 Although any noun modified
by an adjective is an example of a determination, Arnauld
indicates that some determinations have only one indivi-
dual in their extensions. These determinations are what
we now call definite descriptions. Of these Arnauld
wrote:

Some determinations are proper names: A
general word may be joined with other words
in such a way that the idea expressed has in
its extension but a single individuwal. When,
for example, I form the complex expression
‘the present Pope,' I have determined the
general word 'pope’ in such a way that the
complex expression applies go no other per=-
son than to Alexander VII.}

One finds the same point made even more succinctly in the
writings of the eighteenth century logician Isaac Watts.
Watts wrote:




6.
Note in the third place, That any common
name whatsoever is made proper by terms of
particularity added to it, as the common words
pope, king, horse, garden, book, knife, &c.
are designed to signify a particular ideas,
when we say, the present pope: the king of
Great Britain; the horse that won the last
plate at Newmarket; the royal garden at
Kensington; this book, that knife, &c.l6

These passages clearly indicate that by the early eigh-
teenth century there was an awareness of the unigqueness
claim made by a denoting phrase. Since it is undeniable
'that Hume was acquainted with Arnauld‘'s The Art of Think-
ggg,17 and since it is probable that he was acquainted
with Watts' Logic,l8 it is reasonable to understand the
uniqueness claim of a relative idea on the model of a
definite description.

If it is proper to construe Hume's relative ideas
on the model of a definite description, the criteria for
the adequacy of a definite description should apply as
well to a relative idea, viz., it must pick out at most
and at least one thing.19 There are several reasons why
it is proper to allow that the standard criteria for the
adequacy of a definite description apply to relative ideas.
First, these are the criteria of uniqueness, and it is
clear that there is a uniqueness claim implicit in a Humean
relative idea. Secondly, if one can allow that a relative
idea might single out a type as well as a token, thereby
grounding the meaning of a general term as well as a pro-
per name--a move that is consistent with both the standard
analysis of definite descriptions and Hume's discussion of
abstract ideaszo--the criteria for the adeguacy of a real
definition can be seen as applicable to words that are
meaningful only due to a relative idea. Since Arnauld
clearly allowed that a real definition can be relative,
i.e., a word can be defined "by identifying the cause, or
the matter, or the form, or the purpose of any referent of
the defined word,'21 it is clear that a relative idea can
provide a foundation within the "way of ideas" for a real
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definition. Further, by examining the criteria for the
adequacy of a real definition, we shall come to understand
why the doctrine of relative ideas is consistent with
empiricism and why it may seem that one has a relative idea
of something, while, in fact, one does not have such an
idea.

Arnauld stated three criteria for the adequacy of a
real definition. BHe wrote:

1. A definition must be exhaustive, that is,
the defined words must refer to all those
things to which the defining words refer....
2. A definition must be proper, that is,

the defining words must refer to only those
things to which the defined word can refer....
3. A definition must be informative-~~that

is, the defining words must express a clearer,
more distinct idea than does the defined
word....22

Since the first two criteria demand that the definiensg
refer to all and only those things in the extension of the
definiendum, they comply with the criteria for the adequacy
of a definite description. Just as the criteria for the
adequacy of a definite description demand that the descrip-
tion pick out at least and at most one thing, in an analo~-
gous way if one employs a relative idea to provide the
basis in the “way of ideas" for the meaning of the term
"material object™, it must single out exactly one type of
thing. The third criterion is also instructive, for its
application to relative ideas demands that one's ideas of
the known relatum and the relation in which it stands to
the unknown relatum be clear. Since Hume held that ideas
are clear just in case they are copies of impressions
{T72-73), the application of the third criterion to rela-
tive ideas can be understood as demanding that one have
positive ideas of the relation and the known relatum in a
relative idea. When understood in this way, the third
criterion complies with Russell’s principle for the ade-
quacy of a proposition containing a definite description,
viz., "Every proposition which we can understand must be
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composed wholly of constituents with which we are acquain-
ted."23 As we shall see, this provides the basis for one
of Hume's criticisms of the philosophical doctrine of sub-
stance.

II1XI. Applications

If my interpretation of Hume's position on relative
ideas is correct, it provides the basis for understanding
Hume's critical discussions of the doctrine of substance,
it explains why he seemed to hold that the missing shade
of.blue posed no serious problem for the copy theory of
ideas, and it explains how it is possible to think about
very large and very small numbers, even though one has no
clear and adequate (positive) ideas of them. We shall also
discover that, unlike some contemporary proponents of the
distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and know-
ledge by description, Hume did not allow that all putative
things singled out on the basis of a relative idea comply-
ing with the three criteria are existents, although he did
allow that it is possible that anything of which one can
have an adequate relative idea could exist. To allow a
claim of knowledge by description, Hume required that it
be possible to have a positive idea of an entity of at
least the same generic sort as that singled out by the
relative idea in question. It is for this reason that he
could take the relative idea of a material object as a
paradigm, while still claiming that the actuval existence
of material objects as entities specifically different from
perceptions is subject to doubt, since The only existences,
of which we are certain, are perceptions, and no beings are
ever present to the mind but perceptiona.z4 (T212)

Although Hume never explicitly couched his discus-
sions of the philosophical doctrine of substance in terms
of relative ideas, his characterizations of that doctrine
presuppose that relative ideas provide the cognitive basis
for thought about substance. His characterizations of sub-
stance may be expressed by the following three definite
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descriptions: (1) “the entity that is simple and identical
through time”;25 {2) "the entity that exists by itself";26
and {(3) "the entity in which perceptions (or gqualities)
inhere“.27 As we shall see, he never denied the propriety
of the first of these relative ideas, rather he claimed
that there is no evidence that it singles out anything. 1In
the remaining two cases, however, he provided grounds for
denying the propriety of one's assumed relative ideas.

Hume's discussions of the philosophical doctrine of
substance occurs in Part IV of Book I of the Treatise.28
Throughout his discussions, his most common characterization
of substance is that of "the entity that is simple and per-
fectly identical through time." Por example, one finds this
in his discussion of substance in 0f the Antient Philosophy.
There he wrote:

'Ti{g oconfeat by the most judieious philo-
sophers, that our ideas of bodies are nothing
but colleations form'd by the mind of the ideas
of the several distinet sensiblae qualities, of
which objaects are compos'd, and which we find
to have a aonatant union with each other. But
however these qualities may in themselves be
entirely distinet, 'tis certain we commonly
regard the compound, which they form, as ONE
thing, and as continuing the SAME under very
consgiderable alterations. ZThe geknowledg'd
composition ia evidently conmtrary to this
suppos'd simplietty, and the varialion to the
identity. (T219

At no point in his discussion of the belief in substance did
Hume deny the intelligibility of this relative idea of sub~-
stance, although he consistently claimed that there is no
evidence that anything complies with the idea, i.e., one
has no positive ideas of things of this type. Indeed, as
the passage above indicates, all the positive evidence sug~
gests that nothing complies with the relative idea of mater-
ial substance as the entity that is simple and perfectly
identical through time. Nonetheless, in his discussion of
the substantiality (the “"perfect identity and simplicity")
of the self in 0f Personal Identity, (T251), Hume went so
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far as to (ironically) allow that even though he had no

(positive) idea of himself as a simple and perfectly iden-
tical entity, others might have such a positive idea of
themselves. (T252) Furthermore, since one might well take
this relative idea of the self as an intelligible idea of

a substratum, one can understand why Hume could quite justi-
fiably make the following claim in his Letter from a Gentle-
man to His Friend in Edinburgh.

The Author has not anywhere that I remember
denied the Immateriality of the Soul in the
common Sense of the Word. He only sayes,

That that Question did not admit of any dis-
tinet Meaning; because we had no distinet
Idea of Substance. This Opinion may be found
averywhere in Mr. Lock, as well as in

Bishop Berkley.29

By a distinct Idea of Substance-Hume certainly meant what
I have called a positive idea.

Hume found the second candidate for a relative idea
of substance, the entity which may exist by itself, (T233)
unintelligible, His examination of the Cartesian definition
of substance was intended to show that that definition of
substance (and the relative idea one supposedly possesses)
fails to single out an entity that is categorically dis-
tinct from perceptions. Assuming a distinction between an
immaterial substance and perceptions as its modes, and
arguing from the distinguishability and separability of
perceptions, Hume concluded that since one can conceive of
a perception existing apart from all other things, it is
possible for a perception so to exist. They [perceptions)
are, therefore, substances, as far as this definition
arplains a substance. (T233)3° Nonetheless, given his
operative assumption that 4 substance ig entirely different
from a perception, (T234) it follows that the definition
and its éorresponding relative idea fail to single out an
entity that is categorically distinct from a perception.
Hence, due to the failure of this relative idea of a sub-
stance to single out a unique type of entity, it cannot be
an adequate idea of substance.
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The third candidate for a relative idea of substance,
that represented by the descriptive phrase, "the entity in
which perceptions (or qualities) inhere", is inadequate due
to the absence of a clear idea of the relation of inhesion.
His argument to show this is built upon his previous con-
clusion that it is possible for perceptions to exist inde-
pendently. BAs Hume wrote:

Inhesion in something ie suppos’'d to be re-
quisite to support the existence of per-
ceptions. Nothing appears requisite to
support the existence of a perception., We
have, therefore, no idea of inhesion. What
posaibility then to answering that question,
Whether perceptions tnhere im a material or
immaterial substance, when we do not 8o much
ag unfbrstand the meaning of the question?
(T234

One should notice that Hume's focus here is on the putative
relation of inhesion. If one has a relative idea of sub~-
stance as an entity in which perceptions (qualities) inhere,
one must have a clear, positive idea of the relation of
inhesion, Hume's argument is intended to show that one has
no idea of that relation. Since the criteria for the ade-
quacy of a real definition apply, mutatis mutandis, to one’s
relative ideas, a relative idea in which the relation is no
more clear than the thing the relative idea is intended to
single out violates the third criterion for adequacy, which
is sufficient to demonstrate that inhesion can play no role
in a relative idea of substance.

These considerations regarding one's alleged relative
ideas of substance are instructive insofar as they show how
Hume could allow that there seem to be things of which one
thinks, even though there is neither a positive nor a rela-~
tive idea that represents the object of one's thought. The
first relative idea of substance, that of the thing that is
simple and perfectly identical through time, is intelligible,
since one has ideas of simplicity and the relation of
identity.31 The other two supposed relative ideas of sub-
stance fail to be significant, because in one case the class
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of entities singled out by the idea includes entities that
are not conventionally considered in the extension of the
term “"substance”, while in the other case there is no posi-~
tive idea of a relation that corresponds to the relational
term "inheres®. If it seems that the meaning of the term
"substance” can be grounded on the basis of either of these
latter two descriptions, it is simply because the conven-
tional usage of the words in philosophical contexts seduces
one into believing that the words in these descriptions

are meaningful., Now since Hume held that words are mean-
ingful just in case they denote ideas, (EHU22) and since
his discussion of abstract ideas explains why words have
conventional connotations, (T17-25) if the class of enti-
ties singled out by a relative idea does not comply with
the conventional connotation of the word whose meaning it
is intended to ground, one cannot claim that the word is
meaningful. It is for this reason that the relative idea
of substance as the thing that can exist independently
cannot ground the meaning of the word "substance"”. 1In the
case of one's relative idea of substance as the entity in
which perceptions (qualities) inhere, the problem is merely
that one has no positive idea of the relation of inhesion,
and the word "inhesion” is therefore meaningless. So long
as the relational term in a definite description that cor-
responds to a relative idea denotes a genuine relation,

and the entity or class of entities that is singled out

by the relative idea complies with one's linguistic con-
ventions, one can quite properly claim to have a relative
idea of a thing or type of thing.

As we saw earlier, it is clear that Hume held that
some relative ideas single out things or types of things,
for example, one's relative idea of power singles out the
property that causes a particular effect. We have also
recognized that if a relative idea is to single out a
thing or type of thing, one must have a clear idea of the
relevant relation in the relative idea. Since Hume claimed
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that all genuine relations fall under seven general head-
ings {T13-15) it is clear that the relation in a genuine
relative idea must fall under one of these headings. Re-~
cognizing this, we can see how Hume's considerations of
the missing shade of blue and the thousandth part of a
grain of sand can be subsumed under the doctrine of rela-~
tive ideas.33 ,

In his notorious discussion of the missing shade of
blue, Hume suggests the possibility that one can form an
idea of a particular simple shade of blue, even if one has
never had an impression of that color. Assuming that a man
of thirty had been acquainted with all shades of blue save
one, and all the shades of blue with which he had been
acquainted were placed before him in a progression from
lightest to darkest, the man would notice that there is a
greater gualitative difference between two shades of blue
than there is between any others. Hume then suggested that
it would be possible for the man to imagine (form an idea
of) this simple missing shade of blue, even though he had
never had an impression of it. (EHU2l; T5-6) Now Hume
allowed that we possess ideas of relations of quality, and
he explicitly included ideas of differences in shades of
color among these ideas of qualitative relations. (T15)
This indicates that one can single out the missing shade of
‘blue on the basis of the relative idea corresponding to the
definite description, "the shade of blue that is darker than
x and lighter than y," where x and y are the shades of blue
flanking the missing shade. If one can allow that one might
have a relative, rather than a pogitive, idea of the missing
shade of blue, this will account for why Hume seemed un~
concerned about what would otherwise be a telling counter-
example to his copy theory of simple ideas.34

Similarly, since Hume allowed that All those objects,
which admit of gquantity, o» number, may be compar’d in that
particular (Ti4-15), one can understand how he could claim
that one has an idea of the thousandth part of a grain of
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sand, even though one's mental image of it differs in no
way from that of the grain of sand itself. 1In his words:

When you tell me of the thousandth and ten
thousandth part of a grain of sand, I have

a distinet idea of these numbers and of
their different proportions; but the images,
which I form in my mind to represent the
thinge themselves, are nothing different
from each other, nor inferior to that im-
age, by which I represent the grain of sand
itself, whioh is suppos’'d so vastly to
exoeed them. (T27)

Since one can understand proportions, even though one had

a distinct (positive) idea of nothing other than "numbers”,
i.e., numerals, representing large numbets,35 it is reason-
able to assume that one's understanding of the thousandth
part of something consists of a relative idea of the singu~
lar part of a collection of ten times ten times ten things,
where one has a clear positive idea of ten things. It is
due to Hume's explicit claims that one has an idea of
relations of guantity and number that it is reasonable to
understand his discussion of the thousandth part of a grain
of sand as the result of the operation of a relative idea
on the mental image of a grain of sand.

IV. Conclusions

Jn this paper I have argued that Hume drew a dig-
tinction between positive ideas (images) and relative ideas.
I began by showing that this distinction is found in the
writings of Locke and Berkeley, as well as in those of Hume.
I elucidated the notion of a relative idea in terms of a
definite description that contains a term of a relation by
appealing to the logical writings of Arnauld and Watts.
Finally, I argued that the notion of a relative idea ex-
plains why it seems that one can think of substance, why
Hume seemed to find the case of the missing shade of blue
unproblematic, and how it is possible to have an idea of
the thousandth part of a grain of sand, even though the
mental image involved in that idea does not differ from
that of the grain of sand itsel£.36

Daniel E. Flage
The University of Wisconsin-
La Crosse
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