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HUME'S CONDITIONS FOR' CAUSATION: 
FURTHER TO GRAY AND IMLAY 

As p a r t  o f  h i s  second proof of t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of God, 
Descartes i n  Medi ta t ions  1x1 argues  a c a u s a l  premise d e r i v e d  
from t h e  n a t u r e  of  t i m e .  He argues  it fo l lows  from the 
na tu re  of t i m e  " t h a t ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  b e  conserved i n  e a c h  
moment i n  which it endures ,  a subs tance  has  need of the same 
power and a c t i o n  as would be necessa ry  t o  produce and c r e a t e  
it anew, supposing it d i d  n o t  y e t  e x i s t ;  so t h a t  t h e  l i g h t  
of n a t u r e  shows us  c l e a r l y  t h a t  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
c r e a t i o n  and conse rva t ion  i s  s o l e l y  a d i s t i n c t i o n  of  r e a s o n .  n1 
The n a t u r e  of t i m e  t o  which he r e f e r s  a l lows  only  a f i n i t e  
d i v i s i b i l i t y  i n t o  d u r a t i o n l e s s  moments, each of  which i s  
e n t i r e l y  independent  of every  o t h e r .  I n  t h e  u l t i m a t e  analy-  
sis, noth ing  t r u e  of one moment i s  deduc ib le  from what i s  
t r u e  of any o t h e r ,  even what happens t o  be e t e r n a l l y  t r u e .  
The d o c t r i n e  of t h e  c r e a t i o n  of  t h e  e t e r n a l  v e r i t i e s  is of  a 
p i ece  wi th  t h i s  concept ion of  t i m e ,  and fo l lowing  w i t h  it 
from t h e  concept ion o f  t h e  d i v i n i t y  as s h e e r  omnipotence,  
p o i n t s  t o  Hume's view t h a t  expe r i ence  is  t h e  only  g u i d e  t o  
t h e  world.  It  would seem t o  be Desca r t e s '  v iew t h a t  n o t h i n g  
a t  a g iven  t i m e  can s t a n d  i n  t h e  necessary  r e l a t i o n  it must 
have t o  be a cause  of something a t  ano the r  t i m e ;  o r ,  on ly  
something o u t s i d e  t i m e  can be  a cause ,  f o r  whose o p e r a t i o n  
t h i n g s  i n  t i m e  can s e r v e  as b u t  occas ions .  To what e x t e n t  
t h i s  d i a l e c t i c  i n  f a c t  l e d  t o  l a t e r  o c c a s i o n a l i s t  views is 
an h i s t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n  w e  need no t  cons ide r .  My on ly  sug- 
g e s t i o n  he re  concerns Hume's reponse t o  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l i s t s .  
With a l l  b u t  psychologica l  n e c e s s i t y  e l i m i n a t e d  from h i s  
a n a l y s i s  of causa t ion ,  Hume e f f e c t i v e l y  a rgues  t h e  Eami l i a r  
ca se  t h a t  occas iona l  causes  are t h e  on ly  causes  by a r g u i n g  
t h e  f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y  of time. 

I n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  only  Lapor te  has  h e l d  t h a t  f o r  
Descar tes  t i m e  i s  i n f i n i t e l y  d i v i s i b l e  and i n  t h i s  s e n s e  
cont inuous.  The s e p a r a b i l i t y  of t h e  p a r t s  of t i m e ,  he  
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thought, suffice for their independence and contingency. 
But if time is continuous, its parts are inseparable; as 
Gueroult correctly observes, by discontinuity .is meant con- 
tingence, independence and separability. In addition, if 
a moment had duration, light would not be propagated instant- 
aneously, thus according to Descartes upsetting his entire 
physics. Gueroult maintains, rather, that Descartes' view 
of time is determined by his view of motion. Whatever the 
historical and logical priorities, there clearly is a con- 
nection between the above and what Bergson called the cine- 
matographic conception o f  motion as a succession of static 
objects. It is a conception that precludes events as such. 
Motion occurs only in time, never at the moment, and occurs 
as a result of the re-creation of matter with regularly dif- 
fering spatial relations. Due to metaphysical considerations 
expressed in theological terms, especially with reference to 
the immutability and simplicity of divine ways, this re- 
creation of matter is constrained in certain ways, some of 
which we pick out as conditions for what was later called 
occasional causation'. Put very simply, only what is con- 
stantly conjoined can stand in this relation; and that there 
should be instances of constant conjunction follows from the 
metaphysical considerations. With Hume's elimination of 
these metaphysical considerations, the status of the con- 
ditions, which he takes over as conditions for causation 
simpliciter, becames problematic. But a recent challenge to 
Hume's program is still more problematic. The contention is 
that there is a case in which Nume's conditions necessary for 
constant conjunction cannot all be satisfied. Even worse, it 
is a case in which his analysis ought to be conspicuously 
successful, y&. collision, which Hume like Descartes con- 
ceives in cinematographic terms.4 
to show that flume's analysis stands against the challenge. 

The aim of this paper is 

Consider the following diagram which illustrates the 
positions (A3 ,  AZ.. .) of two balls ( x , y )  at successive 
moments (t * I  tl,. . . I .  
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Robert  t ;ray's  t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  i n  a t  l e a s t  one case 02 c a u s a t i o n ,  
c o l l i s i o n  which r e s u l t s  i n  rest , t h r e e  o f  H u m e ' s  c o n d i t i o n s  

f o r  causa t ion  cannot  a l l  be s a t i s f i e d ,  y&. t h a t  a cause  must 
be a )  d i f f e r e n t  from, b) cont iguous w i t h ,  and c) p r i o r  t o  i ts  

liis main argument is t h a t - " i f  t h e  cause is  the i r  
s t r i k i n g  and t h e  e f f e c t  t h e  s topp ing ,  t h e  t w o  ' e v e n t s '  a r e  
one and t h e  same event  occupying one and t h e  sape t i m e " , 6  and 
thus  a l l  three cond i t ions  would be  v i o l a t e d .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  
hand, i f  t h e  cause is  motion and rest t h e  e f f e c t ,  then  s i n c e  
motion (and rest) as c inematographica l ly  conceived by Hume oan 
occur  only over  d i f f e r e n t  times, n o t  every  p a r t  of t h e  cause  
can be cont iguous w i t h ,  and immediately p r i o r  t o  t h e  e f f e c t .  
For example, x a t  A 2 t l r  which is  p a r t  o f  i t s  motion, is sepa r -  
a t e d  from y a t  B t q ,  which is  p a r t  o f  i t s  rest. 

I b e l i e v e  t h i s  argument badly  m i s c a r r i e s .  One way of 
expres s ing  i t s  weakness is t h a t  Gray i n s i s t s  on t a l k i n g  about  
even t s  as causes  and e f f e c t s .  The same even t  can o c c u r  a t  
d i f f e r e n t  times and p l a c e s  i n ' t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  can b e g i n  a t  
one t i m e  and p l a c e  and end a t  o t h e r s .  But f o r  Hume, s i n c e  
t h e r e  a r e  no e v e n t s ,  on ly  o b j e c t s  a r e  causes  and e f f e c t s .  On 
t h i s  view, i f  rest i s  s a i d  t o  be t h e  e f f e c t ,  it must b e  viewed 
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as a series of i i i f f e r e n t  o b j e c t s  o c c u p y i n g - t h e  same p o s i t i o n  
a t  d i f f e r e n t  times. 
b a l l s  are a t  rest ,  b e c a u s e  a t  a t i m e  g i v e n  i n . i s o l a t i o n ,  
t h i n g s  c a n n o t  be s a i d  t o  be e i . t h e r  i n  motion or a t  rest. 
Put a n o t h e r  way, i f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  were t o  end w i t h o u t  t h e  
o c c u r r e n c e  of t4, t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  motion o r  rest a t  t3  would 
make n o  s e n s e .  

The s o u r c e  o f  G r a y ' s  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  t h a t  h e  f a i l s  t o  
t a k e  s e r i o u s l y  h i s  own p r o p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  Humean e v e n t s  
as " e s s e n t i a l l y  s t a t i c "  .' 
a d j a c e n t  p o i n t s  is  n o t  a moving from one  t o  t h e  o t h e r .  I t  

i s  s i m p l y  i t s  b e i n g  i n  t h e  o n e  p l a c e  a t  one  i n s t a n t  and i t s  
b e i n g  i n  t h e  o t h e r  p l a c e  a t  t h e  n e x t .  I t  i s  n o t  a c o n t i n u -  
o u s  motion b u t  t h e  o c c u p a t i o n  o f  discrete p l a c e s  a t  d i f f e r e n t  
t i m e s . "  But f o r  t h e r e  b e i n g  n o t h i n g  t o  l e a p  a c r o s s ,  it 
would be t r u e  . t h a t  t h e  b a l l ' s  motion "is as it were, a series 
o f  i n s t a n t a n e o u s  l e a p s .  'I8 The p r o p e r  Humean i n f e r e n c e  from 
t h i s  i s  t h a t  t h e  a l l e g e d  e f fec t  of s t o p p i n g  i s  a c o n t e x t u a l  
n o t i o n  d e f i n a b l e  o n l y  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  o t h e r  times. 

Gray i n  f a c t  a r g u e s  a g a i n s t  t h i s  l i n e  on t h e  b a s i s  

Thus,  n o t  u n t i l  t4 c a n  w e  s a y  t h a t  t h e  

"A ball's motion  between any t w o  

9 t h a t  i t  must  v i o l a t e  t h e  same c a u s e  - same e f f e c t  maxim. 
The c o n t a c t  a.t e a c h  t i m e  a f t e r  t h e  c o l l i s i o n  i s  t h e  e f f e c t  of 
t h e  c o n t a c t  a t  t h e  p r c c e d i n g  i n s t a n t  e x c e p t  for t h e  c o n t a c t  
a t  c o l l i s i o n  which is t h e  e f f e c t  of t h e  motion a t  t h e  preced-  
i n g  i n s t a n t .  I b e l i e v e ,  however,  t h a t  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  
c o n t a c t  as  an e f f e c t  is m i s l e a d i n g .  The explananda a r e  t h e  
p o s i t i o n s  of  each  b a l l  a t  e a c h  t i m e .  The e x p l a n a t i o n  of t h e  
p o s i t i o n  of each a t  t2 i s ,  ceteris p a r i b u s ,  i t s  p o s i t i o n s  a t  
to,  tl, i .e .  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  it is  i n  motion.  
ceteris p a r i b u s  c o n d i t i o n  i s  n o t  m e t :  x i s  a t  A because  of 
where it was a t  t2 ,  t l ,  etc . ,  b u t  a t  t4 it i s  s t i l l  a t  A 
b e c a u s e  of t h e  c o n t a c t  a t  t j .  

The u p s h o t  is  t h a t  Newton, i s ,  m i r a b i l e  d i c t u ,  con- 
f i rmed:  u n l e s s  a f f e c t e d  (by c o n t a c t )  a body at rest remains 
at r:?st and OFIF? i n  motion remains i n  motion.  I n  terms of t h e  
problem, rest i.?; b r o u g h t  a b o u t  by c o n t a c t ,  hilt c o n t a c t  d m s  

A t  tg  t h e  
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no t  preserve  rest - a f t e r  a l l ,  y can be  taken  away a t  tq 
without  d i s t u r b i n g  x.  Gray s imply ignores  Hume's r ecogn i -  
t i o n  o f  i n e r t i a ,  s t a t e d  (with conse rva t ion  of momentum) i n  
a foo tno te  t o  t h e  Enquiry.  

W e  f i n d  by expe r i ence ,  t h a t  a body a t  rest  ox 
i n  motion cont inues  f o r  ever i n  i ts  p r e s e n t  
s t a t e ,  till p u t  from i t  by some new cause ;  
and t h a t  a body impel led  t a k e s  a s  much motion 
from t h e  impe l l in  body a s  it r e q u i r e s  i t s e l f .  
These a r e  f a c t s .  90 

On t h i s  view what needs exp lana t ion  by invoking causes  i s  
change of  motion, 9. t h e  occurrence  of x a t  A t q  r a t h e r  
than a t  B t q ,  or  a t  A l t 6  r a t h e r  than  A t 6 .  

t i o n  o f ,  e.g. x a t  AT (or x a t  A t 5 )  i s  non-causal and t h u s  
may invoke occurrences  which a r e  n e i t h e r  s p a t i a l l y  con t igu -  
ous nor  immediately p r i o r  t o  t h e  exp lana t ion .  Appeal i s  
made only t o  what Hume c a l l s  f a c t s .  Thus w e  can say  t h a t  x 
i s  a t  A t j  because i t  i s  a t  A 2 t l  and A l t 2 ,  and t h a t  it is a t  
A t 5  because it is  a t  A t 3  and A t 4 ,  and n o t  v i o l a t e  t h e  same 
cause - same e f f e c t  maxim, because w e  a r e  n o t  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  
causes  and e f f e c t s  a t  a l l .  

But the explana- 

3 

A c r i t i c  o f  Gray a l s o  g ives  a n o n - i n e r t i a l  account .  
Robert  Imlay o b j e c t s  t h a t  i f  t h e  s t r i k i n g  and s topp ing  of t h e  
b a l l s  a r e  t h e  same e v e n t ,  then  they  occur  n o t  0 ~ 1 y  a t  t h e  
same t i m e ,  b u t  a l s o  a t  t h e  
t h a t  s p a t i a l  c o n t i g u i t y  is  
y a t  t j ,  and y a t  t2 and x 
view is  t h a t  since x and y 
whi le  t h e i r  c o n t a c t  occu r s  

same p o s i t i o n ,  w i th  t h e  resul t  
preserved  between x a t  t2 and 
a t  t3.11 A d i f f i c u l t y  wi th  t h i s  
cannot  occupy t h e  same p o s i t i o n ,  
on ly  a t  a p o s i t i o n ,  Imlay is l e d  

t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  p o s i t i o n s  wi th in  p o s i t i o n s .  I t  might b e  t h a t  
f o r  a l l  b u t  minima s e n s i b i l e ,  p o s i t i o n s  might be regarded  a s  
compounds of  p o s i t i o n s ,  some of  which might be  shared .  Th i s  
c o n s t r u a l  has  problems, bu t  t hey  a r e  n o t  as seve re  a s  t h o s e  
had by t h e  c o n s t r u a l  f o r  which Imlay i n  f a c t  o p t s ,  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  an over lap .  According t o  him, i n  f a c t ,  on ly  i f  t h e r e  
i s  an o v e r l a p  do w e  g e t  t h e  s t r i k i n g  phenomenon, which 
" r e q u i r e s  a p o i n t  of c o n t a c t ,  a p o i n t  common t o  a p a r t  of bo th  
b i l l i a r d  b a l l s .  This  p o i n t  of c o n t a c t ,  it should  be c l e a r ,  is  
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provided by t h e  p o i n t  des igna ted  by both  A and B."12 
a g a i n s t  t h i s  view it must be urged t h a t  given Hume's i n s i s t -  

ence on t h e  f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y  of space ,  t h i n g s  for him a r e  
i n  c o n t a c t  not when they  o v e r l a p ,  b u t  when they  occupy ad ja -  
c e n t  spaces .  As it happens t h i s  case need n o t  b e  made since 
t h e  i s s u e  is i r r e l e v a n t :  Imlay invokes an o v e r l a p  t o  p re se rve  
c o n t i g u i t y  i n  a c a s e  where t h e r e  is no c a u s a t i o n  and hence 
no need € o r  c o n t i g u i t y ,  s ince c o l l i s i o n  a t  t3 has no cause;  
change o f  motion, de f ined  c o n t e x t u a l l y  around t4 does have a 
cause ,  but one which is cont iguous  and immediately p r i o r ,  ' 

- viz .  the col l is ion a t  t3. 

But 
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