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55. 
HUYi’S RELATIVE IDEAS 

The fundamental p r inc ip le  i n  the analys is  of 
propositions containing descr ip t ions  is t h i s :  
Every proposi t ion which w e  can understand 
m u s t  be composed wholly of cons t i tuents  with 
which we are acquainted. 

Bertrand Russell,  The Problems of 
Philosophy 

In t h i s  paper I s h a l l  show t h a t  Hume found within 
the  Oway of ideas” the  bas i s  for a d i s t inc t ion  between 

By examininq the  d i s t i n c t i o n  batween pos i t ive  and r e l a t i v e  
ideas  and H ~ m e ’ s  discussion8 of r e l a t i v e  ideas  i n  the  l i g h t  
of t h e  log ica l  wr i t ings  of Antoine Arnauld and Isaac Watt#, 
I s h a l l  argue t h a t  r e l a t i v e  ideas a re  the  cogni t ive  ana- 
logues of d e f i n i t e  descr ipt ions.  Although Hums of ten  re- 
garded epistemic claims based upon r e l a t i v e  ideas  with a t  
least a modicum of ecepticism, the  doc t r ine  of r e l a t i v e  
ideas  provides the  bas i s  f o r  the  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  of and the 
c r i t i c a l  moves i n  h i s  discussions of tha t  u n i n t e t t i g i b t e  
uhZmera o f . .  . substanoo. The recognition t h a t  Hume espoused 
the  doctr ine of r e l a t i v e  ideas  a l s o  sheds l i g h t  on his dis-  
cussions of the missing shade of blue and h i8  claim t h a t  one 
has an idea of t he  thousandth p a r t  of a grain of sand, even 
though one’s mental image of t h a t  minute e n t i t y  d i f f e r s  i n  

I. Pos i t ive  and Relative Ideas 

in ea r ly  eighteenth century Br i t i sh  philosophy. 
t he  bas i s  of t h e i r  commitment t o  empiricism t h a t  such philo- 
sophers 8s Locke and Berkeley granted ontological  s t a t u s  to 
those q u a l i t i e s  that are d i r e c t l y  ava i lab le  to the  senses. 
As s t a t e s  of mind, ideas  were held e i t h e r  t o  represent  real 
q u a l i t i e s  and objec ts  (Lockel ot to ba real qualities and 

knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by descr ipt ion.  1 

no way from one’s mental image of an e n t i r e  grain of sand. 3 

Empiricism w a s  t he  predominant i n t e l l e c t u a l  force 
I t  was on 
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objects (Berkeley). Nonetheless, a s  substance t h e o r i s t s ,  
the  onto logica l  commitments of both Locke and Berkeley 
went beyond t h e  domain of a pure ontology of q u a l i t i e s ,  and 
s ince  substance is i n  p r inc ip l e  imperceptible,  such an onto- 
log ica l  commitment seems t o  r a i s e  a problem fo r  an empirical  
theory of ideas.  Although it might be reasonable t o  assume 
that an idea of a qua l i t y  is a mental image of t h a t  qua l i t y ,  
such a claim is less p laus ib le  regarding one's ideas  of 
substance. 

problem by drawing a d i s t i n c t i o n  between t w o  kinds of ideas: 
pos i t i ve  ideas and r e l a t i v e  ideas .  A pos i t i ve  repres- 
e n t s  an e n t i t y  as i t  is i n  itself, and it might be reason- 
ab le  t o  construe such ideas  as mental images. On t h e  o ther  
hand, a r e l a t i v e  idea--what Berkeley o f t en  ca l l ed  a notion 
or a r e l a t i v e  not=--singles ou t  an unperceived e n t i t y  on 
the bas i s  of its r e l a t i o n s  t o  a perceived e n t i t y ,  e., a 
pos i t i ve  idea. 
c l a i d n g  t h a t  one has no pos i t i ve  idea of substance. Fox 
oxample, Locke wroter 

- 

I 

The e a r l y  empiricists responded to  t h i s  apparent 

Both Locke and Berkeley were e x p l i c i t  i n  

W e  have no such clear Idea a t  a l l ,  and there- 
fore s ign i fy  nothing by the word Substance, 
bu t  only an uncertain supposi t ion of w e  know 
not  what; 
no pa r t i cu la r  d i s t i n c t  pos i t i ve )  e, which 
w e  take t o  be the substratum, o r  aupport of 
those Ideas w e  do know.5 

On0 has only an "obscure and r e l a t i v e  Idea of Substance i n  
m e r a l " , 6  indeed, "we have no Idea of what i t  Isubstancel 
i 8 ,  but  only a confused and obscure one of what it does."' 
Orr this poin t  Berkeley w a s  a t  one with Locke. Regarding 
one's pu ta t ive  ideas  of mater ia l  substance, he wrote the 
Sollowing; 

(u. of something whereof we have 

Now I bas i r e  that you would explain what is 
meant by matter's support inp extension: say 
you, I have no idea o f  matter, and therefore  
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cannot expla in  it. I answer, though you 
have no p o s i t i v e  y e t  i f  you have any mean- 
i n g  a t  a l l ,  you must have a t  leaet a 

r e l a t i v e  idea  of matter: though you know 
not  what it is, y e t  you must be supposed 
t o  know what r e l a t i o n  it bears t o  a c c i d e n t s ,  
and what is meant by its support ing them. 

Notice t h a t  i n  t h e  w r i t i n g s  of both Locke and Berkeley one‘s 
i d e a  of substance is not  a p o s i t i v e  idea: 
t h a t  represents  substance as it is i n  i t s e l f .  The most 
one can c la im to  have is a r e l a t i v e  idea  of substance,  t h a t  
is, an i d e a  t h a t  s i n g l e s  o u t  an e n t i t y  on t h e  basis of the 
r e l a t i o n s  i n  which t h a t  e n t i t y  s tands  t o  a p o s i t i v e  idea. 
A s  Berkeley’s d i scuss ions  c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e ,  i f  one claims 
t o  have a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  of an e n t i t y ,  the r e l a t i o n s  involved 
i n  that  idea  must be c l e a r l y  known. 
t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  of  support  cannot be elucidated 
i n  the case of material ~ u b s t a n c e , ~  while it can be elucidated 
i n  t h e  case  of immaterial  substance,”  t h a t  accounts f o r  h i s  
r e j e c t i o n  of the d o c t r i n e  of m a t e r i a l  substance and h i s  ad- 
herence t o  t h e  d o c t r i n e  of  immaterial substance.  

Although Hume’s d iscuss ions  of r e l a t i v e  ideas  are 
b r i e f  and few i n  number, they  a r e  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  show t h a t  
Hume a l s o  accepted t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between p o s i t i v e  and r e l a -  
t i v e  i d e a s .  A p o s i t i v e  i d e a ,  of  course,  is nothing o t h e r  
than  an idea t h a t  is a copy of an impression. I t  i s  i n  
terms of  p o s i t i v e  ideas that t h e  overwhelming majori ty  of 
Hurne’s d i scuss ions  a r e  couched. Nonetheless,  i n  h i s  d i s -  
cussion of t h e  l i m i t s  of i d e a t i o n a l  thought i n  Book I ,  
P a r t  ii, Sect ion  6 of  t h e  T r e a t i s e ,  a f t e r  concluding t h a t  
‘ti8 impossZble f o r  us 8 0  much as t o  conceive  or form an 
i d e a  [k., a p o s i t i v e  idea]  of any t h i n g  e p r c i f i c a t t y  d i f -  
f e r e n t  from ideas and impress tons ,  (T67) h e  went on t o  claim 
t h a t  it is possible t o  form a relative i d e a  of an e x t e r n a l  
o b j e c t  as a t h i n g  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from a perception. 
As h e  wrote, The f a r t h e s t  V B  can go touads  a concept ion o f  

8 

. one has no idea  

I t  i s  Berkeley‘s con- 

11 
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e x t e r n a l  o b j e c t s ,  when suppos'd 8 p e c i f C c a l l ~  d i f f e r e n t  from 
our percep t ions ,  i s  t o  form a re la tCve  idea  of  them, u i t h -  
o u t  pretending t o  comprehend t h e  r e l a t e d  o b j e o t s .  (T68) As 
H u m ' s  discussion of t he  phi losophical  be l i e f  i n  t h e  ex- 
t e r n a l  world ind ica tes ,  t o  oonoeive an e x t e r n a l  o b j e c t  
merely a s  a r e l a t i o n  w i thou t  a r e l a t i v e  (T241)  assumes t h a t  
the  r e l a t ion  of causation (or t h e  r e l a t i o n s  of resemblance 
and causation) obtains  between a given perception of which 
one is aware and some externa l  object .  

Hume a l s o  a l ludes  t o  r e l a t i v e  ideas  i n  a footnote  
t o  h i s  discussion O f  t h e  Neaessary Gonnezion i n  t he  f i r s t  
Enquiry. 
p o w e r  as t h e  unknown qua l i ty  of an objec t  t h a t  causes (is 
constant ly  conjoined with) a known e f f e c t .  Hume wrote: 

Aoaording t o  t h e s e  e x p l i o a t i o n s  and 

1 2  

There he claimed t h a t  one has a r e l a t i v e  idea  of 

d e f i n i t i o n s ,  t h e  idea  of ower i s  r e l a t i v e  
as muoh as t h a t  o f  cause;% b o t h  haus a 
re f e renoe  t o  un e f f e a t ,  OP 8ome o t h e r  even t  
c o n s t a n t l y  conjoined w i t h  t h e  former.  When 
we consider  t h e  unknown oiroumstance o f  an 
o b j e o t ,  b y  w h i o h t h o g r e e  or q u a n t i t y  o f  
i t s  e f f e c t  i s  f i x e d  and determined,  we c a t 1  
t h a t  i t s  power: And accord ing ly ,  i t  6s a t -  
lowed b y  a l l  philosophers, t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t  
i s  t h e  measure of t h e  pooer. But if t hey  
had any idea  of  p o w e r ,  as I t  $8 i n  i t s e l f ,  
why oould not  t hey  Measure i t  i n  i t s e Z f 9 1 3  

As i n  t he  case of one's idea of an ex terna l  object a s  some- 
th ing  spec i f i ca l ly  d i f f e r e n t  from a perception, one 's  idea 
of power as t h e  qua l i t y  t h a t  causes a p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t  is  
a r e l a t i v e  idea. one 
can merely conceive of p o w e r  a s  t he  property t h a t  causes (is 
constant ly  conjoined with)  an observable e f f e c t .  

t he  d i s t inc t ion  between pos i t i ve  and r e l a t i v e  ideas .  The 
contexts  i n  which he drew t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  a l s o  provide one 
with s i g n i f i c a n t  Clue8 t o  t h e  co r rec t  model f o r  understand- 
ing r e l a t i v e  ideas.  If r e l a t i v e  ideas  provide the  found- 
a t ion  within the  "way of ideas"  f o r  a representa t iona l  
theory of perception, one 's  r e l a t i v e  idea  of a mater ia l  

One has no idea of power i n  i t s e l f ;  

These passages c l e a r l y  ind ica t e  t h a t  Hume espoused 



59. 
object must s i n g l e  o u t  e x a c t l y  one e n t i t y  t h a t  causes a 
known pe rcep t ion  and is  n o t  i t s e l f  a pe rcep t ion .  Similar ly ,  
t o  c la im t h a t  one has  a r e l a t i v e  idea o f  power as an un- 
known q u a l i t y  or type  of  q u a l i t y  t h a t  is c a u s a l l y  r e l a t e d  
t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t ,  one ' s  r e l a t i v e  idea of  power must 
s i n g l e  o u t  a p a r t i c u l a r  q u a l i t y  or type  o f  q u a l i t y  t h a t  is 
c a u s a l l y  related t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t  or t y p e  of e f f e c t  
one pe rce ives .  S ince  H ~ m e ' s  paradigm cases of  r e l a t i v e  
i d e a s  appear  t o  be cases t h a t  i nvo lve  a uniqueness require-  
ment, it is  reasonable to  sugges t  t h a t  r e l a t i v e  ideas are 
t h e  c o g n i t i v e  analogues of d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n s .  Hence, 
one may l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  e x p r e s s  the i n t e n t  of  one ' s  relative 
i d e a  of  a m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t  (a l though n o t  dearcribe t h e  rela- 
t i v e  i d e a  i tself)  by t h e  d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  " the e n t i t y  
t h a t  causes  5 and i s  n o t  i t s e l f  a pe rcep t ion , "  where 5 is 
a pe rcep t ion  of which one is aware, @. , 
(3:) ((e & - p ~ )  & ( y )  [(a -313 spy] ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
the  i n t e n t  of  one 's  r e l a t i v e  i d e a  o f  power can be expressed 
by t h e  d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  " t h e  p rope r ty  t h a t  causes  (is 
c o n s t a n t l y  conjoined w i t h )  b_,* where b, is an observed event, 
*., where v a r i a b l e s  are q u a n t i f i e d  over p r o p e r t i e s ,  
( 3 ~ )  & (y) ( ~ = ~ = y l .  My sugges t ion  t h a t  Hume's rela- 
t i v e  i d e a s  should be understood on t h e  model o f  d e f i n i t e  
d e s c r i p t i o n s  accounts  f o r  t h e  uniqueness claims t h a t  a r e  
i m p l i c i t  both i n  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  t heo ry  of pe rcep t ion  
t h a t  ho lds  t h a t  pe rcep t ions  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  
from objects and i n  Hume's d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea  
of power. The d o c t r i n e  of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  can t h e r e f o t e  
provide an i d e a t i o n a l  foundat ion f o r  a d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

Hume's philosophy. As w e  s h a l l  see la ter ,  even though 
Hum d i d  n o t  a l low t h a t  one can claim t o  know t h a t  a l l  
p u t a t i v e  e n t i t i e s  s i n g l e d  o u t  by r e l a t i v e  ideas e x i s t ,  
the d o c t r i n e  of relative ideas a t  least  accounts f o r  the 
i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  of var ious  concepts.  

* knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by d e s c r i p t i o n  i n  
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11. The Logical  Background 

reasonable  modal f o r  understanding r e l a t i v e  ideas, and 
t h e r e f o r e  a b a s i s  for claiming that  t h e  criteria f o r  t h e  
adequacy of d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  apply t o  r e l a t i v e  ideas, 
someone might object t h a t  th i s  model is  anachronis t ic .  In  
r e p l y  to  such an objec t ion ,  I s h a l l  show t h a t  t h e  l o g i c a l  
theory o f  t h e  la te  seventeenth and e a r l y  e ighteenth  centur-  
ies w a s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  t o  provide such a model 
t o  Hume. 
g u i s t i c  expression Arnauld c a l l e d  a "determination",  s i n c e  
one type of determinat ion is what w e  now ca l l  a d e f i n i t e  
descr ip t ion .  I s h a l l  then  t u r n  to  t h e  c r i t e r i a  for t h e  
adequacy of a real d e f i n i t i o n  and argue t h a t  t h e s e  cri- 
teria apply,  muta t i s  mutandis, t o  the ques t ion  of t h e  
adequacy of r e l a t i v e  ideas .  

In  h i s  d i scuss ion  of l i n g u i s t i c  express ions ,  
Arnauld i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  a determinat ion is a complex expres- 
s i o n  i n  which " t h e  ex tens ion  o f  t h e  idea  expressed by t h e  
complex term is less than t h e  ex tens ion  o f  t h e  idea  expres- 
sed by the  p r i n c i p a l  word."14 Although any noun modified 
by an a d j e c t i v e  is an example of  a determinat ion,  Arnauld 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  some determinat ions have only one i n d i v i -  
dua l  i n  their ex tens ions .  These determinat ions a r e  what 
we now c a l l  d e f i n i t e  d e m x i p t i o n s .  
wrote : 

Although d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  seem to provide a 

I s h a l l  f i r s t  cons ider  t h e  type  of  complex l i n -  

Of t h e s e  Arnauld 

Some determinat ions a r e  proper  names: A 
genera l  word may be jo ined  wi th  o t h e r  words 
i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  idea expressed has i n  
i ts  extens ion  b u t  a s i n g l e  ind iv idua l .  When, 
f o r  example, I form t h e  complex expression 
' t he  present  Pope,'  I have determined t h e  
genera l  word 'pope' i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  
complex express ion  a p p l i e s  no o t h e r  per- 
son than  to  Alexander VII. @ 

One f i n d s  the saae p o i n t  made even sore s u c c i n c t l y  i n  t h e  
w r i t i n g s  of the e ighteenth  oentury l o g i c i a n  Isaac Watts. 
Watts wrote: 
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Note i n  t h e  t h i r d  place,  That any common 

name w z s o e v e r  i s e  proper by t e r m s o f  
p a r t i c u l a r i t y  added t o  i t ,  a s  t h e  common words 
=* king* a r e  d e s m n e : Y X h  D a r t i c u m a e a .  

arden, book, kn i fe ,  Lc. 

when w e  ;ay the  r e sen t  o e t h e  k in  of 
Great Br i t a in f  w d  

Kensington; 
l a t e  a t  Newmarket; t h e  roya l  garden a t  

t h i s  book, t h a t  knif e, r c . 3  
These passages c l e a r l y  ind ica t e  that by the ea r ly  eigh- 
teen th  century the re  was an awareness of t he  uniqueness 
claim made by a denoting phrase. Since it is undeniable 
t h a t  Hwne  was acquainted with Arnauld'a The A r t  of  Think- 
il?g,17 and s ince  it is probable t h a t  he was acquainted 
with Watts' Logic," it is reasonable t o  understand the 
uniqueness claim of a r e l a t i v e  idea on the model of a 
d e f i n i t e  descr ipt ion.  

I f  it is proper to construe Hume's r e l a t i v e  ideas  
on the  model of a d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ion ,  t he  c r i t e r i a  fo r  
t h e  adequacy of a d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ion  should apply a s  
w e l l  t o  a r e l a t i v e  idea ,  v iz .*  it must pick out  a t  most 
and a t  l e a s t  one t h i n g . l g T h e r e  a r e  severa l  reasons why 
it is proper t o  allow t h a t  t h e  s tandard c r i t e r i a  f o r  t he  
adequacy of a d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ion  apply to r e l a t i v e  ideas. 
F i r s t ,  these  a r e  t h e  c r i t e r i a  of Uniqueness, and it i s  
c l e a r  t h a t  t he re  is a dqueness claim impl i c i t  i n  a H u m e a n  
r e l a t i v e  idea.  Secondly, i f  one can allow t h a t  a r e l a t i v e  
idea might s i n g l e  ou t  a type a s  w e l l  a s  a token, thereby 
grounding the  meaning of a general  term as  w e l l  a s  a pro- 
per  name--a move t h a t  is cons is ten t  with both the  standard 
ana lys i s  of d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ions  and Hume's discussion of 
abs t r ac t  ideas2'--the c r i t e r i a  f o r  t he  adequacy of a r e a l  
de f in i t i on  can be seen as appl icable  to words t h a t  a r e  
meaningful only due t o  a r e l a t i v e  idea. Since Arnauld 
c l ea r ly  allowed t h a t  a r e a l  de f in i t i on  can be r e l a t i v e ,  
h., a word can be defined "by ident i fy ing  the  cause, or 
t h e  matter, o r  t h e  form, o r  t h e  purpose of any r e fe ren t  of 
t h e  defined word,82r it is  clear t h a t  a r e l a t i v e  idea can 
provide a foundation within t h e  "way of  ideas"  f o r  a r e a l  
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def in i t ion .  
adequacy of a r e a l  de f in i t i on ,  w e  s h a l l  coma t o  understand 
why the doctr ine of r e l a t i v e  ideas  is cons is ten t  with 
empiricism and why it may 
of something, while, i n  f a c t ,  one doea not  have such an 
idea. 

Further ,  by examining the  c r i t e r i a  f o r  t h e  

t h a t  one has a r e l a t i v e  idea 

Arnauld s t a t e d  th ree  c r i t e r i a  f o r  t h e  adequacy of a 

1. A de f in i t i on  must be exhaustive,  t h a t  is, 
t h e  defined words must r e f e r  to a l l  those 
th ings  to which t h e  def in ing  words refer. . . .  
2. A def in i t i on  must be proper,  t h a t  is, 
the  def in ing  words m u s t  r e f e r  to only those 
th ings  t o  which t h e  defined word can refer. . . .  
3. A de f in i t i on  must be informative--that 
is, t h e  def ining words must express a c l ea re r ,  
more d i s t i n c t  idea  than does t h e  defined 

s i n c e  the f i r s t  two c r i t e r i a  demand t h a t  t he  def in ieng  
r e f e r  to a l l  and only those things i n  t h e  extension of  the 
dafiniendum, they comply with the c r i t e r i a  f o r  t he  adequacy 
of a d e f i n i t e  descr ipt ion.  
adequacy of a d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ion  demand t h a t  t h e  descrip- 
t i o n  pick out  a t  l e a a t  and a t  most one thing,  i n  an analo- 
gous way i f  one employs a r e l a t i v e  idea to provide the  
baa i s  i n  t h e  "way of ideas '  f o r  t h e  meaning of the term 
"material  object" ,  it must s i n g l e  ou t  exac t ly  one type o f  
thing.  The t h i r d  c r i t e r i o n  is  a l s o  in s t ruc t ive ,  €or its 
appl ica t ion  t o  r e l a t i v e  ideas  demands t h a t  one 's  ideas  of 
the known relaturn and the  r e l a t i o n  i n  which it s tands  to 
the unknown relatum be c l ea r .  Since Hwne held  t h a t  ideas  
are c l e a r  just  i n  case they a r e  copies of impressions 
(T72-731, t h e  appl ica t ion  of the t h i r d  c r i t e r i o n  t o  re la -  
t i v e  ideas can be understood as demanding t h a t  one have 
pos i t i ve  ideas  of t h e  r e l a t i o n  and the known relatum i n  a 
r e l a t i v e  idea. when understood i n  this way, the  t h i r d  
c r i t e r i o n  complies with Russel l ' s  p r inc ip l e  €or the  ade- 
quacy of a proposi t ion containing a d e f i n i t e  descr ip t ion ,  
- viz., "Every proposit ion which w e  can understand must be 

r e a l  def in i t ion .  Be wrote; 

word ....22 

J u s t  a s  t h e  c r i t e r i a  for the  
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composed wholly of c o n s t i t u e n t s  with which w e  a r e  acquain- 

- 
of Hume's criticisms of the phi losophica l  d o c t r i n e  o f  oub- 
s tance .  
111. Applicat ions 

i d e a s  is correct, it provides  the basis f o r  understanding 
H u m e ' s  c r i t i c a l  d i scuss ions  of t h e  d o c t r i n e  of substance,  
it expla ins  why he  seemed to hold t h a t  t h e  missing shade 
o f . b l u e  posed no s e r i o u s  problem €or t h e  copy theory of 
i d e a s ,  and it e x p l a i n s  how it is p o s s i b l e  to th ink  about 
very l a r g e  and very small  numbers, even though one has no 
clear and adequate ( p o s i t i v e )  ideas of them. We s h a l l  a l s o  
d iscover  t h a t ,  u n l i k e  some contemporary proponents of t h e  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between knowledge by acquaintance and know- 
ledge by d e s c r i p t i o n ,  X u m e  d i d  n o t  a l low t h a t  a l l  p u t a t i v e  
t h i n g s  s i n g l e d  o u t  on t h e  basis of a r e l a t i v e  idea  comply- 
i n g  with t h e  t h r e e  criteria are e x i s t e n t s ,  al though he d i d  
al low t h a t  it is possible t h a t  anything of which one can 
have an adequate relative i d e a  could ex i s t .  To allow a 
claim of  knowledge by d e s c r i p t i o n ,  H u m e  requi red  t h a t  it 
be p o s s i b l e  t o  have a p o s i t i v e  idea of  an e n t i t y  of a t  
least t h e  same gener ic  sor t  a s  t h a t  s i n g l e d  o u t  by t h e  
r e l a t i v e  idea i n  quest ion.  It  is for this reason t h a t  he  
could t a k e  t h e  relative idea of a material object a s  a 
paradigm, while  still  claiming t h a t  t h e  a c t u a l  ex is tence  
of  material objects a s  e n t i t i e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from 
percept ions is subject t o  doubt,  s i n c e  The only existencee, 
of whioh we ara certain, are perceptione, and no beings are 
ever present to the mind but per~eptions.~' (T212) 

Although H u m e  never e x p l i c i t l y  couched h i s  discus-  
s i o n s  of the phi losophica l  d o c t r i n e  of substance i n  terms 
of  r e l a t i v e  ideas, h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of  t h a t  d o c t r i n e  
presuppose t h a t  r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  provide t h e  cogni t ive  basis 
f o r  thought about substance.  H i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of sub- 

s t a n c e  may be expressed by t h e  fol lowing three d e f i n i t e  

A s  w e  s h a l l  see, t h i s  p r o v i d t s  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  one 

I f  my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  Hume's p o s i t i o n  on r e l a t i v e  
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descr ip t ions :  (1) " the  e n t i t y  t h a t  is simple and ident ical .  
through time";25 
and ( 3 )  " the  e n t i t y  i n  which percept ions (or q u a l i t i e s )  
inhere".2' 
of t h e  f i r s t  of these r e l a t i v e  i d e a s ,  r a t h e r  he  claimed 
t h a t  t h e r e  is no evidence t h a t  it s i n g l e s  o u t  anything. I n  
t h e  remaining two cases, however, he provided grounds f o r  
denying t h e  p r o p r i e t y  of  one ' s  assumed r e l a t i v e  ideas .  

substance occurs  i n  Part IV of Book I of the T r e a t i s e .  
Throughout h i a  d iscuss ions ,  h i s  most common c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  
of substance is  t h a t  of "the e n t i t y  t h a t  is  s imple and per- 
f e c t l y  i d e n t i c a l  through time. '' For example, one f i n d s  t h i s  
i n  h i s  d i scuss ion  of substance i n  Of t h o  An t ion t  Philosophy. 
There he  wrote I 

(2) " t h e  e n t i t y  t h a t  e x i s t s  by 

As w e  s h a l l  see, he  never denied t h e  propr ie ty  

Hume's d i scuss ions  of  t h e  phi losophica l  d o c t r i n e  of 
28 

'Tie a o n f e s t  b y  t h e  most j u d i c i o u s  p h i l o -  
sophers ,  t h a t  our idoas of bod ies  are nothing 
b u t  o o t l o o t i o n s  f o r m ' d  b y  t h e  mind o f  t h e  ideas  
of t ho  severa l  d i s t i n o t  s e n s i b t e  q u a l i t i e s ,  of 
whiah ob joo t s  aro aompos'd, and ohiah we f i n d  
t o  have a oonstant  union o i t h  euah o t h e r .  But 
hooever those  q u a l i t i e s  may in themselves be 
ent irei ly  d i s t i n c t ,  ' t i e  a e r t a i n  0 0  oommonly 
regard the  oompowd, whioh thoy form, as  ONE 
t h i n g ,  and a s  con t inu ing  t h e  SAME under very 
considorabts  a l t e r a t i o n s .  The acknowksdg'd 
composition i s  o v i d e n t t y  oontrapy t o  t h i 8  
suppos'd sim l i o i t  and t h e  v a r i a t i o n  t o  t h e  
i den ti t n . ' e  

A t  no p o i n t  i n  h i s  d i scuss ion  of  t h e  b e l i e f  i n  substance d i d  
Hume deny the  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  of t h i s  r e l a t i v e  i d e a  of sub- 

s t a n c e ,  although he  c o n s i s t e n t l y  claimed t h a t  there is no 
evidence t h a t  anything complies wi th  t h e  i d e a ,  k., one 
has  no p o s i t i v e  ideas of t h i n g s  of t h i s  type.  Indeed, a s  , 

t h e  passage above i n d i c a t e s ,  a l l  t h e  p o s i t i v e  evidence sug- 
g e s t s  t h a t  nothing complies wi th  t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea  of mater- 
ial substance as t h e  e n t i t y  that  is simple and p e r f e c t l y  
i d e n t i c a l  through t i m e .  Nonetheless, i n  h i s  d i scuss ion  of 
t h e  s u b s t a n t i a l i t y  ( t h e  " p e r f e c t  i d e n t i t y  and s impl ic i ty")  
of t h e  s e l f  i n  Of Personal I d e n t i t y ,  (T251), Hume went so 
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f a r  as to ( i r o n i c a l l y )  allow t h a t  even though he had no 
( p o s i t i v e )  i d e a  of himself as a simple and p e r f e c t l y  iden- 
t i ca l  e n t i t y ,  o t h e r s  might have such a p o s i t i v e  i d e a  of 
themselves. (T252) Furthermore, s i n c e  one might w e l l  t a k e  
t h i s  r e l a t i v e  i d e a  of t h e  s e l f  a s  an i n t e l l i g i b l e  idea of  
a substratum, one can understand why H u m e  could q u i t e  j u s t i -  
f i a b l y  make t h e  fol lowing c la im i n  h i s  L e t t e r  from a Gentle- 
man to  His Friend i n  Edinburgh. 

The Author has not anywhere t h a t  I remember 
denied the  Immater ia t i t y  o f  the  Soul i n  the  
common Sense of t h e  Word. Be onty  s a y s ,  
That t h a t  Q u e s t t o n  d i d  no t  admtt of any d i s -  
t i n c t  Meaning; 
Idea of Substance. 
everywhere Cn M r .  Loek a8 UeZ1 a8 Cn 
Bishop B a r k t e l .  29 -' 

because we had no d i e t i n c t  
Thie Opinion may be  found 

By a d i s t i n c t  Idea of Sub8tance.Hume c e r t a i n l y  meant what 
I have called a positive idea. 

H u m e  found t h e  sekond candida te  f o r  a r e l a t i v e  idea  
of substance,  the  e n t i t y  whCah may sote t  bu t t s e t f ,  (T233) 
u n i n t e l l i g i b l e .  H i s  examination of t h e  Car tes ian  def in i t ion  
of substance was intended t o  show t h a t  t h a t  d e f i n i t i o n  of 
substance (and t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea one supposedly possesses)  
f a i l s  to s i n g l e  o u t  an e n t i t y  t h a t  is c a t e g o r i c a l l y  d is -  
t i n c t  from percept ions.  Assuming a d i s t i n c t i o n  between an 
immaterial substance and percept ions  as i ts  modes, and 
arguing from t h e  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  of 
percept ions ,  Hume concluded t h a t  s i n c e  one can conceive of  
a percept ion e x i s t i n g  a p a r t  from a l l  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  it is 
p o s s i b l e  f o r  a percept ion so t o  e x i s t .  T h e y  [percept ions]  
a r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  subs tances ,  a8 f a r  as t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  
oxp la ins  a subs tanoe .  (~233) 30 Nonetheless,  given h i s  

o p e r a t i v e  assumption t h a t  A subs tance  $8 e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  
from a percep t ion ,  (T234) it fol lows t h a t  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  
and its corresponding r e l a t i v e  idea f a i l  t o  s i n g l e  out an 
e n t i t y  t h a t  is c a t e g o r i c a l l y  d i s t i n c t  from a percept ion.  
Hence, due to t h e  f a i l u r e  of  t h i s  r e l a t i v e  idea  of a sub- 
s t a n c e  to  s i n g l e  o u t  a unique type  of e n t i t y ,  it cannot be 
an adequate i d e a  of substance.  
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The t h i r d  candidate fo r  a r e l a t i v e  idea of substance. 
t h a t  represented by the  desc r ip t ive  phrase,  " the e n t i t y  i n  
which perceptions (o r  q u a l i t i e s )  inhere".  is inadequate due 
to  the  absence of a c l e a r  idea of the r e l a t i o n  of inhesion. 
His argument t o  show t h i s  is b u i l t  upon h i s  previous con- 
c lusion t h a t  it is possible  f o r  perceptions t o  e x i s t  inde- 
pendently. As Hume wrote: 

Inhasion i n  something i s  suppos'd t o  be  r e -  
q u i s i t e  t o  suppor t  t h e  exisCence of p e r -  
c e p t i o n s .  Nothing appears r e q u i s i t e  t o  
suppor t  the  e x i s t e n c e  of a p e r c e p t i o n .  W e  
have, t h e r e f o r e ,  no i d e a  of i n h e s i o n .  What 
p o e s i b C l i t u  then t o  answe~Cns  t h a t  q u e s t i o n ,  
Whether p e k e p t i o n s  inhere  5; a mater ia l  o r -  
?mmaterial subs tance ,  uhon we do no t  8 0  much 
as  undorstand tho  meaning of t h e  questCon? 
(T234) 

One should not ice  t h a t  Hume's focus here  is on the  puta t ive  
r e l a t i o n  of inhesion. I f  one has a r e l a t i v e  idea of sub- 
s tance  a s  an e n t i t y  i n  which perceptions ( q u a l i t i e s )  inhere.  
one must have a c l e a r ,  pos i t i ve  idea  of the r e l a t i o n  of 
inhesion. Hume's argument is intended t o  show t h a t  one has 
no idea of t h a t  r e l a t ion .  Since the  criteria f o r  t h e  ade- 
quacy of a real de f in i t i on  apply, mutat is  mutandis, t o  one's 
r e l a t i v e  ideas ,  a r e l a t i v e  idea i n  which t h e  r e l a t i o n  is no 
more clear than the  th ing  the  r e l a t i v e  idea  is intended t o  
s i n g l e  out  vio1ate.s t he  t h i r d  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  adequacy. which 
is s u f f i c i e n t  to  demonstrate t h a t  inhesion can play no r o l e  
i n  a r e l a t i v e  idea of substance. 

These considerat ions regarding one's a l leged r e l a t i v e  
ideas  of substance are ins t ruc t ive  in so fa r  a s  they show how 
H u m e  could allow t h a t  t he re  seem t o  be things of which one 
thinks,  even though t h e r e  is ne i the r  a pos i t i ve  nor a re la -  
t i v e  idea t h a t  repreaents  t h e  object of one's thought. The 
first r e l a t i v e  idea of substance,  t h a t  o f  t he  th ing  t h a t  is 
simple and pcarfactly i d e n t i c a l  through t ime.  is i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  
s ince  one has ideas  of s impl i c i ty  and the r e l a t i o n  of 
identity.31 The o the r  t w o  supposed r e l a t i v e  ideas  of sub- 

s tance  f a i l  to  be s ign i f i can t ,  because i n  one case t h e  c l a s s  
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of e n t i t i e s  s i n g l e d  o u t  by t h e  idea  inc ludes  e n t i t i e s  t h a t  
a r e  not  convent ional ly  considered i n  the extension of t h e  
term *substance*, while  i n  the other case t h e r e  i s  no posi- 
t i v e  idea of a r e l a t i o n  that  corresponds to the r e l a t i o n a l  
term "inheres".  I f  it seema t h a t  t h e  meaning of the term 
"substance" can be grounded on t h e  basis of e i t h e r  of these 
latter t w o  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  it is simply because t h e  conven- 
t i o n a l  usage of t h e  words i n  phi losophica l  contex ts  seduces 
one i n t o  b e l i e v i n g  that t h e  words i n  t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  
are meaningful. Now s i n c e  Hum h e l d  t h a t  words a r e  mean- 
i n g f u l  j u s t  i n  case they  denote ideas, (EHU22) and s i n c e  
h i s  d i scuss ion  o f  abstract ideas e x p l a i n s  why words have 
convent ional  connotat ions,  (T17-25) i f  the c l a s s  of e n t i -  
t ies s i n g l e d  out by a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  aoes not  comply w i t h  
the convent ional  connotat ion of t h e  word whose meaning it 
is intended to  ground, one cannot claim t h a t  t h e  word is 
meaningful. I t  is f o r  t h i s  reason t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea 
of substance as t h e  t h i n g  t h a t  can e x i s t  independently 
cannot ground the meaning of  the  word "substance".  In  t h e  
case  of one 's  r e l a t i v e  idea of  subs tance  as t h e  e n t i t y  in 
which percept ions ( q u a l i t i e s )  i n h e r e ,  t h e  problem is merely 
t h a t  one has  no positive i d e a  of t h e  r e l a t i o n  of inhenion, 
and t h e  word "inhesion" is therefore meaningless. So long 
a s  t h e  r e l a t i o n a l  term i n  a d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n  t h a t  cor- 
responds to a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  denotes a genuine r e l a t i o n ,  
and t h e  e n t i t y  or class of e n t i t i e s  that  is s i n g l e d  o u t  
by t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea complies wi th  one ' s  l i n g u i s t i c  con- 
vent ions,  one can q u i t e  properly claim to have a r e l a t i v e  
i d e a  of a t h i n g  or type  of th ing .  

As w e  saw earlier, it is clear t h a t  Hume  h e l d  t h a t  
some r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  s i n g l e  o u t  t h i n g s  or types  of th ings ,  
€or example, o n e ' s  r e l a t i v e  idea  of power s i n g l e s  o u t  t h e  
property t h a t  causes a p a r t i c u l a r  efiect. 
recognized t h a t  i f  a r e l a t i v e  idea is to s i n g l e  out a 
t h i n g  or type  of t h i n g ,  one m u a t  have a c l e a r  idea  of the  
r e l e v a n t  relation i n  t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea.  Since Hume claimed 

We have a l s o  
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t h a t  a l l  genuine r e l a t i o n s  f a l l  under seven genera l  head- 
i n g s  (T13-15) it is  clear t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  i n  a genuine 
r e l a t i v e  idea must f a l l  under one of t h e s e  headings.  Re- 
cognizing t h i s ,  w e  can see how Hume's cons idera t ions  of 
t h e  missing shade of b l u e  and t h e  thousandth p a r t  of a 
g r a i n  of sand can be subsumed under t h e  d o c t r i n e  of rela- 
t i v e  ideas .  

I n  h i s  no tor ious  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  missing shade of 
blue, H u m  sugges ts  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  one can form an 
idea of a p a r t i c u l a r  simple shade of b l u e ,  even if one has  
never had an impression of t h a t  color. 
of t h i r t y  had been acquainted wi th  a l l  shades of b l u e  save 
one, and a l l  t h e  shades of  b l u e  w i t h  which he  had been 
acquainted were placed b e f o r e  him i n  a progression from 
l i g h t e s t  t o  d a r k e s t ,  t h e  man would n o t i c e  t h a t  t h e r e  is a 

g r e a t e r  q u a l i t a t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t w o  shades of b l u e  
than there is between any o t h e r s .  lime then  suggested t h a t  
it would be possible f o r  t h e  man t o  imagine (form an idea 
o f )  t h i s  s imple missing shade of b l u e ,  even though he had 
never had an impression of it. (EHU21;  T5-6) Now Hume 
allowed t h a t  w e  possess ideas of r e l a t i o n s  of q u a l i t y ,  and 
he  e x p l i c i t l y  included ideas of  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  shades of 
color among these  ideae of q u a l i t a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s .  (T15) 
This  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  one can s i n g l e  o u t  t h e  missing shade of 
b l u e  on t h e  basis of  t h e  r e l a t i v e  idea  corresponding to t h e  
d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  ' the shade of b l u e  t h a t  is darker than 

and l i g h t e r  than  y," where x and y are t h e  shades of  b l u e  
f lanking  t h e  missing shade. I f  one can allow t h a t  one might 
have a r e l a t i v e ,  r a t h e r  than a p o s i t i v e ,  i d e a  of t h e  missing 
shade of b lue ,  t h i s  w i l l  account f o r  why Hume seemed un- 
concerned about what would otherwise be a t e l l i n g  counter- 
example t o  h i s  copy theory of simple ideas .  

S i m i l a r l y ,  s i n c e  H u n e  allowed t h a t  A l l  thorre Obdect8, 
ohioh admit o f  guantity, or  number, may be ooupar'd i n  t h a t  
p o r t i o u t a r  (T14-151, one can understand how he  could claim 
that one has  an idea of the thou8andth part of a g r a i n  of 

33 

Assuming t h a t  a man 

34 
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sand, even though one 's  mental image of  it d i f f e r s  i n  no 
way f r o m  #at of the g r a i n  of  sand i t s e l f .  I n  h i 8  words: 

When you teLL me o f  t h e  thouuandth and t e n  
thousandth p a r t  of a gra in  of sand,  I have 
a d i s t i n c t  i d e a  o f  t h e s e  numbers and o f  
theCr d i f f e r e n t  p ropor t ions ;  
whiah I form i n  my mind t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
th ings  thernsetves,  a r e  nothing  d i f f 8 r e n t  
from eaah o t h e r ,  nor i n f e r i o r  t o  t h a t  im- 
age ,  b y  which I r e p r e s e n t  tho  gra in  of sand 
i t s e t j ,  whiah is suppoe'd  so v a s t t y  t o  
ezaead them. (T27) 

b u t  the  images, 

Since one can understand propor t ions ,  even though one had 
a d i s t i n c t  ( p o s i t i v e )  idea of nothing other than "numbers", 
- i .e. , numerals, represent ing  l a r g e  numbers, 35 it is reason- 
a b l e  to  assume t h a t  one 's  underrrtanding o f  t h e  thousandth 
p a r t  of something c o n s i s t s  o f  a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  of t h e  singu- 
l a r  p a r t  o f  a c o l l e c t i o n  of  t e n  times t e n  t i m e s  t e n  th ings ,  
where one has  a clear p o s i t i v e  i d e a  of t e n  th ings .  It  is 
due t o  Hume's e x p l i c i t  claims t h a t  one has  an idea  of 
r e l a t i o n s  of q u a n t i t y  and number t h a t  it is 
understand h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  of the thousandth 
of sand as t h e  r e s u l t  of the opera t ion  of a 
on t h e  mental image of a g r a i n  of sand. 

I V .  Conclusions 

reasonable  t o  
p a r t  of a g r a i n  
r e l a t i v e  idea  

.In this paper  I have argued t h a t  Aume drew a dis- 
t i n c t i o n  between p o s i t i v e  i d e a s  (images) and r e l a t i v e  ideas. 
I began by showing t h a t  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  is found i n  t h e  
w r i t i n g 8  of Locke and Berkeley, as w e l l  as i n  those of Bume. 
I e l u c i d a t e d  t h e  not ion  o f  a r e l a t i v e  idea i n  terms of  a 
d e f i n i t e  d e s c r i p t i o n  t h a t  conta ins  a t e r m  of a r e l a t i o n  by 
appeal ing to  t h e  l o g i c a l  w r i t i n g s  of Arnauld and Watts. 
F i n a l l y ,  I argued t h a t  t h e  not ion of a r e l a t i v e  idea ex- 
p l a i n s  why i t  seems t h a t  one can think of substance,  why 
H u m e  seemed to  f i n d  t h e  case of t h e  missing shade of b l u e  
unproblematic,  and how it is possible t o  have an i d e a  of 
t h e  thousandth p a r t  of a g r a i n  of sand, even though t h e  
mental image involved i n  #at  i d e a  does not  d i f f e r  from 
that of t h e  grain of sand itself.36 

Daniel  E. Flage 
The Univers i ty  of Wisconsin- 
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d i f f e r e n c e "  might r e f e r  t o  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  q u a l i t y  o r  
sor t ,  where t h i s  has  no o n t o l o g i c a l  overtones.  Since 
Hume divided t h e  world i n t o  s o r t s  on t h e  basis of re- 
semblance, two t h i n g s  would be f ipec i f ica l ly  d i f f e r e n t  
i n  t h i s  sense  i f  they d id  not  resemble exac t ly .  Given 
t h i s  sense  of  " s p e c i f i c  d i f f e r e n c e " ,  t h e  colors red and 
b lue  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  d i f f e r e n t  shades of 
b lue  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  and, i n  accordance 
with Locke's vers ion  of  the primary/eecondary q u a l i t i e s  
d i s t i n c t i o n ,  a secondary q u a l i t y  i n  an i d e a  is s p e c i f i -  
c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from (does not  resemble) t h e  cor res -  
ponding secondary q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  m a t e r i a l  object t h a t  
causes the idea  (e t h e  power of t h e  object to pro- 
duce an idea  of r&&), while  a primary q u a l i t y  i n  
an i d e a  is s p e c i f i c a l l y  i d e n t i c a l  with (does resemble) 
a primary q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  corresponding object. If 
t h i s  is t h e  sense  i n  which H u m e  used " s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f -  
f e r e n t " ,  one's r e l a t i v e  idea  of a m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t  a s  
an e n t i t y  t h a t  is s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from a per- 
cep t ion  cannot conta in  t h e  r e l a t i o n  of resemblance. ( I f  
one understood m a t e r i a l  objects i n  terms of LOcke'a 
corpuscular  hypothesis ,  t h e r e  would be l i t t l e  resem- 
blance between a percept ion and t h e  corresponding 
m a t e r i a l  object, Q., they would be s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f -  
f e r e n t  i n  t h i s  sense.  This  might be t h e  model Hume had 
i n  mind.) Second, "specific d i f f e r e n c e "  might refer 
t o  a d i f f e r e n c e  between o n t o l o g i c a l  k inds ,  i .e . ,  a cate-  
g o r i d  d i f f e r e n c e .  such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s e e m s  con- 
s i s t e n t  with Butchvarov's o n t o l o g i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 
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clear a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  no t ion  of m a t e r i a l  substance on 
page 155 can l e a v e  l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  he r e t a i n e d  the 
same p o s i t i o n  h e  had championed i n  t h e  T r e a t i s e .  There 
h e  wrote: 

Bereave mat ter  o f  a l l  i t s  i n t e t l i g i b t e  quat- 
$ t i e s ,  bo th  primary and 8eoondaryt you in a 
manner annChCZate i t ,  and l eave  only  a oer -  
t a i n  unknown, Cnaxptioabto somethgng, as  the 
aause of our peroep t ions ;  
p e r f r a t ,  t h a t  no s o e p t t c  u i t t  t h i n k  i t  worth 
his whi te  t o  oontend aga ins t  i t .  
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