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167. 
ON MCRAE'S HUME 

P ro fes so r  McRae's i n t e r e s t i n g  paper' may be r a t h e r  
n a t u r a l l y  d iv ided  i n t o  t w o  p a r t s .  
p l a i n s  what ha t akes  liumo's account of time to be; i n  t ho  
second he advances t h e  bold  t h e s i s  t h a t  Nume's account of 
t i m e ,  o r  perhaps of dura t ion ,  provides  a basis o r  found- 
a t i o n  f o r  h i s  more widely d iscussed  remarks on i d e n t i t y ,  
subs tance ,  t h e  self ,  t h e  necessary connect ions.  I n  what 
follows I f i r s t  r e c o n s t r u c t  Professor  McRae's paper,  and 
then  I r a i s e  some problems, perhaps puzz les ,  about Hume's 
view on du ra t ion ,  t i m e  and f i c t i o n s .  

According to McRae, some phi losophers  (Descar tes ,  
Spinoza,  Leibniz)  d i s t i n g u i s h  between t i m e  and du ra t ion ,  
bo th  of which a r e  taken  to  be p e r f e c t l y  l eg i t ima te  not ions.  
Hume, by ' cont ras t ,  t akes  time and du ra t ion  t o  be the  same, 
v&., a success ion  o f  moments. What phi losophers  and t h e  
vu lgar  c a l l  ' du ra t ion '  is something q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  namely 
a s i n g l e  unbroken s t r e t c h  of time which is no t  composed of 
success ive  p a r t s .  Of d u r a t i o n  taken i n  t h i s  l a t t e r  way. 
McRae says ,  H u m e  has  f o u r  t h i n g s  to say, a l l  of them 
negat ive ;  (1) w e  have no i d e a  of dura t ion ;  ( 2 )  no object 
h a s  dura t ion ;  ( 3 )  there is no such t h i n g  as dura t ion ;  and 
( 4 )  dura t ion  is a f i c t i o n .  Proper ly  understood a s  a suc- 
ces s ion  of moments, however, t i m e  c e r t a i n l y  e x i s t s  and is 
t hus  n o t  a f i c t i o n .  Moreover, we have t h e  or a t  l e a s t  
i dea  o f  time, d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  is obtained without  
d e r i v a t i o n  from a precedent  impression. And, while  no 
o b j e c t  can be s a i d  to h- t i m e ,  Bume w i l l  nonetheless  
allow t h a t  objects e x i s t  a t  c e r t a i n  times and perhaps 
across a time span. 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  two types  of Humean f i c t i o n s .  
a r i s e s  when one i d e a  is confused with another  and 
- mis-applied to some object. 
i t raginat ion c r e a t e s  an " idea" in the a t tempt  to  r e so lve  a 

I n  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  he  ex- 

I n  t h e  second p a r t  o f  h i s  paper ,  Professor McRae 
The f i r s t  

The second a r i s e s  when t h e  
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con t r ad ic t ion  which comes up when the f i r a t  f i c t i o n  is 
appl ied  to  an ob jec t .  What I have c a l l e d  McRae's "bold 
t h e s i s "  i n  the  second p a r t  of h i s  paper  can now be s t a t e d .  
Duration, or t h e  pu ta t ive  idea  the reo f ,  is a f i c t i o n  o f  t h e  
f i r s t  t y p e ,  one t h a t  is  a t t r i b u t e d  to what liume c a l l s  "stead- 
f a s t  objects." fiowever, such an o b j e c t  can be considered i n  
t w o  ways. One might  cons ider  t h e  object a t  t w o  s t a g e s  of 
t h i s  du ra t ion  and, McRae says ,  " . . . th i s  w i l l  g i v e  us t h e  
idea of number" (p.126) 8 or, one might cons ider  i n  t u r n  
a series of o b j e c t s ,  each of them supposedly " s t ead fas t , "  
a l l  a long supposing t h a t  though t i m e  is changing, t h e  ob- 
jects a r e  no t ,  and " . . . in  t h i s  wayawe g e t  the  idea  of uni ty"  
( Ib id . ) .  - 
So, to r econc i l e  these  c o n f l i c t i n g  cons ide ra t ions ,  t h e  
"idea" or f i c t i o n  of i d e n t i t y  i s  invented. As McRae says:  
"The idea  o f  i d e n t i t y  is a pure product  of the imaginat ion 
invented to mediate between un i ty  and number" (m.1. 

of type one) to i n t e r r u p t e d  appearances of an object. To 
r econc i l e  t h e  supposed i d e n t i t y  of an o b j e c t  wi th  succes- 
s i v e  appearances of it, t h e  f i c t i o n  of subs tance  is invented. 
Quoting both McAae and Hume, I n  a r i e r  t o  reooncite t h e  con- 
t r a d i c t i o n  between i d e n t i t y  and d i v e r s i t y ,  t h e  1mag2natdon 
is apt to feign sorethtng unknown and t n v i s i b t e ,  whtoh i t  
eupposea to oontinue the  dame under a l l  these variations; 
and t h i s  uninteZlCgibte something it o a t h  a subs tanae . . .  
(p.128). Roltltcd nocds to rosolvo con t r ad ic t ions ,  on 
McRae's account ,  l ead  to t h e  f i c t i o n s  of t h e  self (p.128) 
and of necessary connact ions (p.130), though t h e  la t ter  
f i c t i o n  is of type one. 

Duration is a f i c t i o n .  I n  t h e  a t tempt  to  apply t h i s  f ic- 
t i o n ,  one is led to, logical ly  lcd to, most, i f  n a t  all, o f  

t h e  o t h e r  famous Humean f i c t i o n s .  And, i f  we allow t h a t  
there are mental acts, for Hume, as w e l l  as impressions and 
ideas, "...then a f i c t i t i o u s  du ra t ion  w i l l  be attr!.buted to  

But no o b j e c t  is both a u n i t y  and a m u l t i p l i c i t y .  

This  invented "idea" is then mis-applied [a f i c t i o n  

2 

Hence, McRae's "bold thes i sN amounts to t h i s :  
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objects and by a p rogres s ive  compounding of f i c t i t i o u s  
mental a c t i o n s  w i l l  g ive  the world t h e  on to log ica l  s t ruc -  
t u r e  which i t  has  f o r  t h e  vulgar  b e l i e f  w e  a l l  share .  I t  
is a s t r u c t u r e  which has  its entire foundat ion i n  dura t ion"  
(p.  132) .  

f ac ing  t h i s  account o f  Hume. I w i l l  b r i e f l y  cons ider  three 
t h a t  a r e  o f  genera l  i n t e r e s t .  Perhaps what I have to say 
about  them w i l l  h e l p  to push forward t h o  d iscuss ion  of llumc 
on time and of MCRae's bold t h e s i s .  

t h a t  we l ack  an i d e a  o f  d u r a t i o n  ( taken  i n  t h e  sense  connnon 
t o  phi losophers  and t h e  vu lga r ) .  
l ack  t h e  l a t t e r  i dea?  H e  cites a f a m i l i a r  reason: such an 
i d e a  is no t  d e r i v a b l e  from any impression of  s ensa t ion  or of 
r e f l e c t i o n  (T65). What now of  t h e  idea  of time? is  not  
de r ived  from any such impressions e i t h e r .  In  t h e  f l u t e  
example cited by McRae, t h e  idea o f  t i m e  i s  r a t h e r  to be 
de r ived  from t h e  mind's " . . .not ice  of  t h e  manner i n  which 
t h e  d i f f e r e n t  sounds make t h e i r  appearance,"  namely t h e i r  
success ion  (McRae, p.121). But, as Hume p o i n t s  o u t ,  Succes- 
s i v e n e s s  is n o t  i t s e l f  a new impression. Thus to  be con- 
s i s t e n t  Hume would have t o  conclude e i t h e r  t h a t  t h e r e  is no 
idea  of  time a f t e r  a l l ,  o r  t h a t  t h e  reason suppl ied  f o r  t h e  
l a c k  of an i d e a  o f  du ra t ion  would have to  be  withdrawn. 

W e  can be  more gene ra l  on t h i s  mat te r .  
times thought t h a t  what Hume says about  t h e  famous missing 
shade of b l u e  example is t h e  only  po in t  i n  Hume's  w r i t i n g s  
whcre he is committed to  any except ion t o  t h c  t h e s i s  t h a t  
each idea  is i n  some manner de r ivab le  from precedent impres- 
s i o n s .  The d e r i v a t i o n  of t h e  idea  of time, however, is 
r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from any o t h e r  d e r i v a t i o n  of an idea 
from an impression.  Indeed, it is so d i f f o r e n t  t h a t  it 
constitutes an a d d i t i o n a l  counterexample t o  t h e  t h e s i s  j u s t  
a l luded  to. For i n  t h e  c a s e  of t i m e  t h e  r e l evan t  i dea  is 
I- invented or created; it is i n  no sense  matched p a r t i a l l y  

There a r e  a number of problems, or perhaps puzz les ,  

Hume th inks  t h a t  w e  do have an idea  of time b u t  

Why does Hume th ink  w e  

I t  is some- 
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or wholly t o  any impressions. I n  t h i s  way, t h e  idea  of 
t i m e  is p e r f e c t l y  analogous t o  t h e  i d e a  of t h e  missing 
shade of blue. 
i deas  is somewhat more prominent i n  Hume than  one might 
otharwisc have i n i t i a l l y  oxpoctod. 

Another problem or puzzle  also concerns du ra t ion ,  
as well as MacRae's bold t h e s i s .  Suppose t h e r e  is no idea 
of dura t ion ;  then,  how could t h e  " idea" of dura t ion  be a 
f i c t i o n  of type one? Recal l  t h a t  such a f i c t i o n  arises 
when one idea  is confused wi th  another  and mis-applied. 
This  r equ i r e s  t h a t  t h e r e  be t w o  i d e a s  to be confused one 
with another .  hypothesi ,  however, t h e r e  is j u s t  one 
idea  ( t h a t  of time, I surmise) ,  so t h a t  t h e  'idea" of 
du ra t ion  is  not  of McRae's first type. 
t h e  second type,  according to  McRae, t h e  l o g i c a l  sequence 
of f i c t i o n s  needed t o  make out h i s  bold t h e s i s  would seem 
to have no s t a r t i n g  poin t .  

Actua l ly ,  I th ink  Hume would regard  du ra t ion  as a 
f i c t i o n  o f  McRae's second type. For, when Hume exp la ins  
t h a t  . . .which maks(s) us fanot( t)e h a w  t h a t  i d e a . .  . (T65), 
he  says  From t h e s e  three  r e l a t i o n s  (earlier d iscussed)  we 

are  ap t  t o  confound our idea8,  and imagine t)e can form t h e  
idea  o f  a t i m e  and duration, #JCthout any ohange or B U C O B S -  

a i o n  (w.1, My t h i r d  and f i n a l  problem or puzzle arises 
here. What a f i c t i o n  of this sort? Not an idea  or 
impression, su re ly .  I t  i s  not an impression,  f o r  they  are 
not  inventcd.  And it is n o t  an i d e a  for Humo says t ho re  is 
no idea  of dura t ion .  Nor, i t  would seem, can we say  it is  
P mental act or d i s p o s i t i o n .  Thore is nothing l e f t  t h a t  
Hume w i l l  o r  can countenance i n  h i 8  ontologyr  however. I n  
t h a t  case  t h e  imaginat ion inven t s  nothing wi th  which we can 
p l a u s i b l y  i d e n t i f y  t h e  f i c t ion  of dura t ion  so t h a t ,  un le s s  
some o t h e r  account of Humean f i c t i o n s  i s  i n  the o f f i n g ,  
McRae's bold t h e s i s  does not g e t  started even i f  McRae is 
b a s i c a l l y  correct about  H u m e ' s  in tended  arguments on t h i s  
score. 

The r o l e  of t h e  imaginat ion i n  invent ing  

S ince  it is n o t  of 

3 
George S. Pappas 
Ohio S t a t e  Univers i ty  
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