
Relative Ideas Rejected 

Max M. Thomas 

Hume Studies Volume VIII, Number 2 (November, 1982)149-157.


Your use of the HUME STUDIES archive indicates your acceptance of HUME 

STUDIES’ Terms and Conditions of Use, available at 

http://www.humesociety.org/hs/about/terms.html. 


HUME STUDIES’ Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless 

you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue 

of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and 

you may use content in the HUME STUDIES archive only for your personal, 

non-commercial use. 

Each copy of any part of a HUME STUDIES transmission must contain the 

same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed page of such 

transmission. 


For more information on HUME STUDIES contact humestudies­

info@humesociety.org


http://www.humesociety.org/hs/




RELATIVE IDEAS ~ J E C T E D  

Mume's claim t h a t  i d e a s  copy i m p r e s s i o n s  seems 
to  p r o v i d e  pr ima f a c i e  e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

t h a t  he a l s o  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  a l l  t h o u g h t  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  
images.  C l e a r l y  s u c h  a view would be f a t a l  t o  IIuine's 

e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  framework f o r  a t  l e a s t  two r e a s o n s .  The 
f i r s t  r e a s o n  i s  q u i t e  s imply  t h a t  images a r e  n o t  a 
n e c e s s a r y  e l emen t  f o r  t h o u g h t ,  s i n c e  we r a r e l y  t h i n k  i n  
images or p i c t u r e s .  The second r e a s o n  is t h a t  t h e  imag- 
i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  p r e v e n t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  u n i v e r s a l  
a p r i o r i  knowledge; s i n c e  images o n l y  r e p r e s e n t  pa r -  
t i c u l a r s  t h e y  c a n  neve r  p e r m i t  t h e  i n f e r e n c e  from know- 

l e d g e  of p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t a n c e s  t o  knowledge of u n i v e r s a l  
cases. Y o l t o n ' s  p a p e r ,  " H u m e ' s  I d e a s " , '  is  a v a l i a n t  

e f f o r t  t o  s a v e  Hume from t h e  c r i p p l i n g  i m a g i s t i c  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n .  A l though  Yol ton  p r e s e n t s  a r e a d i n g  of the 
T r e a t i s e  t h a t  m i g h t  a v o i d  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  h e  f a i l s  
to  p r o v i d e  a s u f E i c i e n t l y  d e t a i l e d  a c c o u n t  of any o n e  
counter-example t o  t h e  imagi .s t . ic  view of Hume. However, 
such  a counter-example has  been worked o u t  i n  F l a c j e ' s  

r e c e n t  p a p e r  "Hume's R e l a t i v e  I d e a s "  - 2  

s e a r c h  f o r  n o n - p i c t u r a b l e  i d e a s  i n  Hume's sys t cm,  a n d  
subsequen t  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  i m a g i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

i s  an a d m i r a b l e  p a t h  f o r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  I i n t e n d  to  show 

t h a t  F l a g e ' s  a t t e m p t  t o  produce a Iiumean t h e o r y  of non- 

p i c t u r a b l e  " r e l a t i v e "  i d e a s  is e n t i r e l y  m i s g u i d e d .  I 
s h a l l  a r g u e  t h a t  F l a g e  has  produccd a t h e c r ; .  w L t : - . c s t  

a p p l i c a t i o n  i n  H u m e ' s  framework, a t h e o r y  a c t u a l l y  
based  on a d i s t i n c t i o n  between r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  arid 

r e l a t i o n s  of  i d e a s ,  t h a t  H u m e  never  i n t e n d s .  

Although the 

Flage a r g u e s  t h a t  Hume h a s  a t h e o r y  of  r e l a t i v e  
i d e a s ,  and t h a t  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h i s  t h e o r y  c a n  pro-  
duce  i n t e l l i g i b l e  c o n c e p t s  of  e s s e n t i - a l l y  i m p e r c e p t i b l e  
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o b j c c t s .  A r e l a t i . v e  idea  i s  obta ined  by an i n f e r e n c e ,  
of s o r t s ,  from t h e  r e i a t i o n s  of i d e a s  obta ined  from 

impress ions ;  o r  i n  It'lage's words, a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  
" s i n g l e s  o u t  an unperceived e n t i t y  on t h e  b a s i s  of i t s  
r e l a t i o n s  t o  a perce ived  e n t i t y ,  i.e. a p o s i t i v e  
[ p i c t u r a b l e ]  idea"  (€IS 56) .  Flage admi ts  t h a t  "Ilumc 

o f t e n  regarded ep i s t emic  claims based upon r e l a t i v e  

i d e a s  wi th  a t  l e a s t  a modicum of scep t i c i sm"  (HS 55) .  
H e  a l s o  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  no such theory  of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  
can be used t o  j u s t i f y  o n t o l o g i c a l  c l a ims  of t h e  un- 
pe rce ivab le  o b j e c t s  (HS 63), b u t  t h a t  " t h e  d o c t r i n e  of 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  a t  l e a s t  accounts  for  t h e  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  

of v a r i o u s  concepts"  (HS 5 9 ) .  F lage  a p p l i e s  t h e  theory  
of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  t o  t h r e e  concepts  t h a t  Hume d i s c u s s e s  
i n  an e f f o r t  t o  demonst ra te  how t h i s  theory  can  make 
these concepts  i n t e l l i g i b l e .  The t h r e e  concepts  a r e  
substrat tun,  t h e  miss ing  shade of b lue ,  and t h e  i d e a  of 
a thousandth  p a r t  of a g r a i n  of sand;  however, F lage  
f a i l s  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  IIurne s u c c e s s f u l l y  a rgues  a g a i n s t  
t h e  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  of t h e s e  concepts .  I s h a l l  p r e s e n t  
t h e  arguments t h a t  Hume g i v e s  t o  show t h a t  F l a g e ' s  
t h e o r y  o f  r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  does  no t  apply  i n  t h e  c a s e s  he 
a rgues  fo r .  HopefuLly t h i s  w i l l  show t h a t  F l age  has  
c r e a t e d  a theory  t h a t  lacks a p p l i c a t i o n ;  however, t h i s  
i s  not  Flage's on ly  f a i l i n g .  "Re la t ive"  i d e a s  a r e  

obta ined  from r e l a t i o n s  of i d e a s  (HS 5 6 ) ,  and by t h i s  
d e s c r i p t i o n  Flacje h a s  i m p l i c i t l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  between 
Iiurne' s use  of " r e l a t i v e "  and t h e  ph i losoph ica l  " r e l a t i o n s  
of ideas:!, a d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  H u m e  never i n t e n d s .  I n  

t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of t h i s  paper I s h a l l  show t h a t  Ifume 

" s e s  " r e l a t i v e "  t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  of i d e a s ,  and 

t h a t  F l a g e  has simply l o c a t e d  and produced a theo ry  on 
t h e  b a s i s  of a d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  has  no r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e .  

I n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of subs tance ,  F lage  c o r r e c t l y  

p a i n t s  out t h a t  H u m e  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h r e e  d e f i n i t i o n s  of 
subs tance  i n  t h e  f o u r t h  p a r t  of book I of t h e  T r e a t i s e  
(HS 63-4). 
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Flage  also c o r r e c t l y  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  t w o  o f  
t h e s e  d e f i n i t i o n s  a r e  u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  (HS 6 4 ) .  The 
d e f i n i t i o n  of s u b s t a n c e ,  a s  a n  autonomous o b j e c t  t h a t  
i s  d i s t i n c t  from dependent  q u a l i t i e s ,  f a i l s  t o  p r o p e r l y  
d i s t i n g u i s h  s u b s t a n c e  from q u a l i t i e s  (T 2 3 3 )  , 4  a n d  sub- 
s t a n c e  d e f i n e d  as  t h e  " s u b j e c t  of i n h e s i o n "  f a i l s  
because t h e r e  is  no e m p i r i c a l  e v i d e n c e  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  
c l a i m  t h a t  q u a l i t i e s  i n h e r e  i n  a s u b s t a n c e  IT 2 3 4 ) .  
However, F l a g e  i n c o r r e c t l y  a r g u e s  t h a t  H u m e  asserts t h a t  
t h e  i d e a  of  s u b s t a n c e  as  " t h e  e n t i t y  t h a t  is  s i m p l e  and 
i d e n t i c a l  th rough t i m e "  can  be made i n t e l l i g i b l e  (HS 6 4 ) .  
T h i s  i d e a  of  s u b s t a n c e ,  which Berkeley a p p a r e n t l y  called 
" t h e  r e l a t i o n  of s u p p o r t "  (HS 57)  and Locke c a l l e d  
" s u b s t r a t u m  or  s u p p o r t "  (11.5 56) , Hume i d e n t i f i e s  as t h o  
e n t i t y  u n d e r l y i n g  a l l  p e r c e i v a b l e  q u a l i t i e s  o r  " s u b s t r a t u m "  
(HS 65,  c f .  T 2 4 4 ) .  F l a g e  i n c o r r e c t l y  c l a i m s  t h a t ,  

A t  no p o i n t  i n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  b e l i e f  
i n  s u b s t a n c e  d i d  Hume deny t h e  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  o f  s u b s t a n c e  [or  
substratum1 . . . ( H S  6 4 ) .  

On t h i s  c o u n t  F l a g e  i s  mis taken .  Kume e x p l i c i t l y  a r g u e s  
t h a t  t h e  i d e a  of a s i m p l e  and i d e n t i c a l  e n t i t y  under -  
l y i n g  p e r c e i v a b l e  q u a l i t i e s  is  u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  on t h e  
basis t h a t  such  an e n t i t y  must s u p p o r t  c o n t r a r y  q u a l i t i e s .  
The i d e a  of s u b s t r a t u m  is c o n t r a d i c t o r y  because it, 

. . . must a t  t h e  v e r y  same i n s t a n t  be 
m o d i f y ' d  i n t o  f 'orms, which a r e  c o n t r a r y  
and i n c o m p a t i b l e .  The round and square 
f i g u r e s  a r e  i n c o m p a t i b l e  i n  t h e  same 
s u b s t a n c e  a t  t h e  same t i m e  (T  2 4 4 ) .  

Thus, of t h e  t h r e e  d e f i n i t i o n s  of  s u b s t a n c e  i n  p a r t  I V ,  
Ilurne a r g u e s  t h a t  none of them can be made i n t e l l i g i b l e .  
F l a g e  a p p a r e n t l y  f a i l e d  t o  n o t i c e  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  
i n t e l l i g i b l e  i d e a  of s u b s t a n c e  is nothing b u t  a 
c o l l e c t i o n  of s i m p l e  i d e a s ,  t h a t  a r c  u n i t e d  by t h e  
i m a g i n a t i o n  (T 1 6 ) .  C l e a r l y  t h i s  a p p l i c a t i o n  of r e l a t i v e  
i d e a s  f a i l s  t o  make t h e  c o n c e p t  of substraturn i n t e l l i g i b l e .  
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F l a g e ' s  second a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  theory  of r e l a t i v e  
ideas  i s  an a . t t enp t  t o  so lve  t h e  "missing: shade of 
blue" dilemma which threakens  Iiume's "maxirri" t h a t  a l l  
s imple i d e a s  a r e  der ived  from impressions.  

F lage  seems t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a theory  of 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  can r e scue  Hume's "copy theo ry  of s imple 
ideas"  from t h e  famous miss ing  shade of b lue  counter -  
example (HS 68). The missing shade of b l u e  counter -  
example proposes  t h a t  t h e  mind might be a b l e  t o  c r e a t e  
t h e  s imple idea  of a p a r t i c u l a r  c o l o r  wi thout  a c c e s s  t o  
a p r i o r  impression,  which i s  miss ing  from a l i n e a r  grada- 
t i o n  of t h e  shades O €  a p a r t i c u l a r  c o l o r .  Flage sugges t s  
t h a t  one could produce t h e  idea  of t h e  miss ing  shade by 
combining a b i t .  of darkness  (obta ined  from t h e  da rke r  
s i d e  of t h e  s c a l e  of co lors )  wi th  a h i t  of l i g h t n e s s  
(obta ined  from t h e  l i g h t e r  s i d e  of t h e  s c a l e  of c o l o r s ) .  
However, Flage f a i l s  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  mind has  
c r e a t e d  a -2 i d e a ,  which s t i l l  provides  a counter -  
example t o  the m a x i m  t h a t  all simple i d e a s  are des ived  
from impressions.  Obviously,  t h e  mind de termines  t h e  
missing shade by vary ing  t h e  hue of t h e  perce ived  
shades ,  bu t  t h i s  exp lana t ion  f a i l s  t o  exp la in  how t h e  
mind i s  a b l e  t o  proc.ace t h i s  s imple idea  wi thout  a 
p r i o r  impression of i t ,  and s t i l l  s t a n d s  8s  a counter -  

example t o  t h e  maxim t h a t  a l l  s imple i d e a s  a r e  immediat- 
e l y  produced by impress ions .  A t heo ry  of r e l a t i v e  
i d e a s  cannot  so lve  t h e  miss ing  shade of  b l u e  counter -  
example anymore than  it can make t h e  concept  of sub- 
stratum i n t e l l i g i b l e .  F l a g e ' s  t h i r d  a p p l i c a t i o n  of  
r e l a t i v e  idea5 f a r e s  no better. I n  t h i s  a p p l i c a t i o n  
he a t t empt s  t o  e x p l a i n  how "one has  an idea  of t h e  

thousandth p a r t  of a g r a i n  o f  sand" (HS 6 8 - 9 ) .  

H u m C ' S  d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  supposed d i f f e r e n c e s  
between t h e  idea  of a g r a i n  o f  sand and t h e  id.ea of a 

thousandth  p a r t  of t h a t  g r a i n  of sand i s  loca ted  
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among h i s  arqumcnts a g a i n s t  t h e  d o c t r i n e  of i n f i n i t e  
d i v i s i b i l i t y  ( T  2 7 ) .  Hume a rgues  t h a t  t h e  imagina- 
t i o n  must r each  a p o i n t  of t e rmina t ion  i n  t h e  concep- 
t i o n  of a mathematical  p o i n t  i n  o r d e r  t o  have a c l e a r  
and de te rmina te  idea  o f  such an  o b j e c t .  T h e  "cjrain of 
sand" i s  noth ing  more than  a paradigm of t h e  s m a l l e s t  
conce ivable  o b j e c t ,  and i f  Hume had conceded F l a g e ' s  
argument t h a t  t h e  mind could produce a r e l a t i v e  i d e a  
of  o b j e c t s  sma l l e r  than  t h e  s m a l l e s t  conce ivable  
o b j e c t ,  t hen  H u m e  would have t o  concede h i s  arguments  
a g a i n s t  i n f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y  as w e l l .  I f  r e l a t i v e  
i d e a s  i n d i v i d u a t e  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  a s  F laye  c la ims  ( H S  56-71, 
and i f  a r e l a t i v e  idea  could  i n d i v i d u a t e  t h e  p o s s i b l e  
idea  of t h e  thousandth p a r t  o f  a g r a i n  of sand,  t h e n  
Nume would have to  concede t h a t  a r e l a t i v e  idea  of 
even sma l l e r  p a r t s  could be produced wi thout  end,  
which would be c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  arguments a g a i n s t  
i n f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y .  The admission of any such 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a  of anyth ing  sma l l e r  t han  a minimal i d e a  
would l e a d  Hume to  conclude t h a t  i n f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y  
is a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  and t h e  subsequent  breakdown o f  h i s  
a t o m i s t i c  concept ion  o f  space and time. N o  i d e a ,  
r e l a t i v e  or o the rwise ,  o f  a p a r t  of t h e  s m a l l e s t  
p o s s i b l e  idea  can be made c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  t h e  arguments  
a g a i n s t  i n f i n i t e  d i v i s i b i l i t y ,  and Hume concludes t h a t ,  

. . . t h e  i d e a  of a grain of sand i s  
n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  nor s e p a r a b l e  i n t o  
t w e n t y ,  much l e s s  i n t o  a t h o u s a n d ,  t e n  
thousand, or a n  i n f i n i t e  number of 
d i f f e r e n t  i d e a s  (T 2 7 ) .  

Nonetheless ,  even Hume would g r a n t  t h a t  a g r a i n  o f  sand 
is  l a r g e r  t han  t h e  thousandth p a r t  of t h a t  same g r a i n  o f  

sand: however, a theo ry  o f  r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  is  not  needed 
to exp la in  how one knows t h i s ,  since t h i s  s o r t  o f  know- 
l edge  is based on t h e  i d e a s  of mathematical  r e l a t i o n s .  

than  any p a r t  of t h a t  g r a i n  i s  no t  ob ta ined  by t h e  
The knowledge t h a t  a g r a i n  of sand i s  l a r g e r  
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comparison of a n o n - p i c t u r a b l e  r e l a t i v e  idea w i t h  a 
p i c t u r a b l e  i d e a ,  us  P l a y e  might  have u s  believe. T h i s  
knowledge is  o b t a i n e d  by t h e  comparison of a d i s t i n c t  
idea of t h e s e  numbers and of t h e i r  different propor -  
tions (T 27), or by t h o s e  r e l a t i o n s  of i d e a s  t h a t  pro-  
v i d e  knowledge of y u a n t i  t y -  or1 ntrrnbar i r r e s p e c t i v e  of 
t h e  objects be ing  compared (T 6 9 - 7 0 ) .  I n  t h i s  case 
t h e  mind has  a c lear  i d e a  of a g r a i n  of s a n d ,  and 
a l t h o u g h  t h e  mind has no i d e a  of t h e  t h o u s a n d t h  p a r t  
of a g r a i n  of s a n d ,  t h e  knowledge of mathemat ica l  
r e l a t i o n s  applied t o  t h e s e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  d e m o n s t r a t e s  
t h a t  t h e  whole i s  g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h e  p a r t  by one 
t h o u s a n d t h .  Hence, t h e r e  i s  knowledge 5% a math- 
ematical. rteZat iori  u i t h o u t ,  a r e l a t i v e  (T 2411, 01: i n  
o t h e r  words,  knowledge of r e l a t i o n s  is  p o s s i b l e  even 
w i t h o u t  a c l e a r  i d e a  of  t h e  objects  or r e l a t i v e s  i n  
t h e  r e l a t i o n .  For  example,  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  " A  i s  
g r e a t e r  t h a n  one  h a l f  of A" i s  knowable,  w i t h o u t  know- 
i n g  a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  a b j e c t  "A". The p o i n t  i s  t h a t  
a t h e o r y  of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  is  unnecessary  f o r  knowledge 
of mathemat ica l  r e l a t i o n s .  T h i s  shows t h a t  F l a g e  h a s  
created a t h e o r y  w i t h o u t  a p p l i c a t i o n ;  h i s  t h e o r y  of 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  c a n n o t  make t h e  concept  of s u b s t r a t u m  
i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  nor  c a n  it s o l v e  t h e  d i l e m i a  c r e a t e d  by 
t h e  "miss ing  shade of  b l u e "  counter-example,  and it 
f a i l s  t o  play  a role i n  t h e  knowledge t h a t  a t h o u s a n d t h  
p a r t  of something i s  s m a l l e r  t h a n  t h e  whole.  F l a g e  
claims t h a t  r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  are  o b t a i n e d ,  i n  p a r t ,  from 
r e l a t i o n s  of i d e a s  (HS 56-7) ;  however, a cI.ose r e a d i n g  
of t h e  t e x t s  w i l l  show t h a t  Bume never  i n t e n d e d  t h e  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between " r e l a t i v e "  i d e a s  and r e l a t i o n s  of 
i d e a s  t h a t  F l a g e  s u g g e s t s .  

I n  two o f  t h e  p l a c e s  where Hume u s e s  "relat ive"  
h e  i s  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of making t h e  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between p e r c e p t i o n s  and o b j e c t s  (T 68 and T 241). 
The fundamental  problem of o b t a i n i n g  knowledge of 
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ob jec t s ,  which is present  i n  any empirical  epistemology 
t h a t  encompasses a theory of percept ion,  is  t o  determine 
how perceptions might be dis t inguished from the  o b j e c t s  
of perception. This f ami l i a r  problem a r i s e s  from the 
i n i t i a l  premise t h a t  the mind has d i r e c t  access on ly  
t o  percept ions,  and i s  only mediately aware of o b j e c t s  
by means of perceptions.  I n  making t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  
H u m e  po in t s  o u t  t h a t  f o r  the most p a r t  w e  do not b e l i e v e  
t h a t  ob jec t s  and perceptions a r e  " s p e c i f i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t " ,  
- i . e .  ob jec t s  have t h e  co lo r s ,  shapes, and s izes  t h a t  
a r e  represented i n  perceptions.  However, i f  o b j e c t s  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 percept ions,  & o b j e c t s  
a r e  not i n  any way l i k e  percept ions,  then w e  could never 
have t h e  s l i g h t e s t  idea of what ob jec t s  might be l i k e ,  
because the  mind i s  wholly dependent on perceptions f o r  
t he  formation of ideas .  T h u s ,  on t h e  one hand, i f  we 
assume t h a t  o b j e c t s  and perceptions a r e  a l i k e ,  then the  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  two is impossible t o  make on t h e  
bas i s  of apparent d i f f e rences .  On the  o the r  hand, if w e  
assume t h a t  ob jec t s  a r e  nothing l i k e  percept ions,  t h e n  
w e  a r e  again unable t o  d i s t ingu i sh  between the  two, s i n c e  
w e  have no idea of what ob jec t s  might be l i k e .  Nonethe- 
l ess ,  Hume argues t h a t  even though the d i s t i n c t i o n  cannot 
be made on t h e  bas i s  of apparent d i f f e rences ,  it can be 
made on the  basis  of d i f f e r e n t  relations, c o n n e x i o n s ,  and 
d u r a t i o n s  (T 6 8 ) .  For example, regardless  of t he  p o s s i b l e  
s p e c i f i c  d i f f e rences  between ob jec t s  and percept ions,  I 

assume t h a t  t h e  two d i f f e r  i n  t e r m s  of causal  r e l a t i o n s ,  
__. i . e .  the cause of my perception i s  d i f f e r e n t  from the 

cause of t h e  o b j e c t ,  and i n  terms of durat ions,  i.e, t he  
perception does not l a s t  a s  long as the  ob jec t .  I n  o t h e r  
words, i r r e s p e c t i v e  of apparent d i f f e rences ,  o b j e c t s  and 
perceptions can be dis t inguished on the b a s i s  of d i f f e r i n g  
r e l a t i o n s .  Hume argues t h a t  i f  w e  suppose t h a t  o b j e c t s  
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 perceptions,  then t h e  
f a r t h E a t  we can go towardG a c o n c e p t i o n  of FzternaZ o b j e c t s  
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. I . i s  t o  form a r e Z a t i v e  &leu [an iciea.of t h e  rela- 
t i o n s  J w i t h o u t  p r e t e n d i n g  t o  cornprehRnd t h e  r e l a t e d  
o b j e c t s  (T 6 8 ) .  I f  o b j e c t s  a r e  n o t  l i k e  pe rcep t ions ,  
t hen  w e  a r e  l e f t  w i th  an idea  of  t h e i r  d i f f e r i n g  
r e l a t i o n s ,  and no idea  of t h e  o b j e c t s .  Eui ie  p rovides  
another  way of exp la in ing  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between per -  
c e p t i o n s  and o b j e c t s .  'If ,3?3jects a.re l i k e  pe rcep t ions  
then  w e  have a n  idea  of t h e  o b j e c t  and some i d e a  of 
t h e ' d i f f e r i n g  r e l a t i o n s ;  b u t ,  i f  o b j e c t s  a r e  no t  l i k e  

pe rcep t ions ,  then  t h e  only  idea  w e  have of an o b j e c t  
i s  5 s  a d i f f e r i n g  r e l a t i o n ,  o r  mersLy  a @  a r e l a t i o n  
w i t h o u t  a r e l a t i v e  (T 2 4 1 ) .  H u m e  simply means t h a t  we 
can  form t h e  idea  of something unknown ( o b j e c t s )  i n  
terms of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  sornething known 
( p e r c e p t i o n s ) .  The re  is  no ev idence  i n  e i t h e r  of 
t h e s e  passages  t o  suggest: t h a t  Ifumc has  a theory  of 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  t h a t  can be used t o  i n d i v i d u a t e  
p a r t i c u l a r  o b j e c t s .  

Xn t h e  t h i r d  p l a c e  where H u m e  uses " r e l a t i v e "  
he i s  c l e a r l y  r e f e r r i n g  t o  r e l a t i o n s  aga in  (El  77n) .  
Hume a rgues  t h a t  t h e  idea of power i s  no d i f f e r e n t  
t han  t h e  i d e a  of c a u s a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  s i n c e  both  inpe r  an  
e f f e c t  o r  c o n s t a n t  con junc t ion  between events .  H u m e  
says t h a t ,  

. . . t h e  idetr of power is r e l a t i v e  
a8 much a s  t h a t  of cause ;  and b o t h  
have a r e f e r e n c e  t o  an e f f e c t ,  o r  
some o t h e r  e v e n t  c o n s t a n t l y  conjoirred 
w i t h  t-he f o rmer  
(El 7711). 

There is no evidence t o  sugges t  t h a t  Hume means " r e l a t i v e "  
t o  be anyth ing  o t h e r  than  " r e l a t i o n a l " .  

, F l a g e ' s  theory  of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  has  no a p p l i c a -  
t i o n  i n  p r a c t i c a l  terns €or  t h e  Humean system; it cannot  
make t h e  concept  of subs t ra tum i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  nor  can it 
solve t h e  problems he p r o f e s s e s  t o  s o l v e  wi th  it. The 
theo ry  i s  based on r a t h e r  s can ty  t ex tua l .  ev idence ,  and 
i s  grounded i n  an  i m p l i c i t  d i s t i n c t i o n  between H u e ' s  use  
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of " r e l a t i v e "  and t h e  r e l a t i o n s  of ideas--a  d i s t i n c t i o n  
Hume never  makes. C lea r ly ,  F l a g e ' s  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

" r e l a t i v e "  i d e a s  and r e l a t i o n s  o f  i d e a s  i s  wi thout  a n y  
r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  i n s o f a r  a s  Hume i s  concerned. 5 

Max M. Thomas 
McMaster U n i v e r s i t y  

1. John Yolton,  " H u m e ' s  I deas" ,  H u m e  S t u d i e s  V I  ( 1980) ,  
1-25. 

2. Daniel F l age ,  "Hume's R e l a t i v e  Ideas" ,  Hume S t u d i e s  VII 

3. Laird h i n t s  a t  a similar theory  of r e l a t i v e  i d e a s  
t h a t  might be used t o  i n d i v i d u a t e  "ex t ra -menta l  
o b j e c t s " ;  he says, "a r e l a t i v e  idea  of: such an 
o b j e c t  w i t s  admi t ted  (by Hume) t o  be poss ib l e" .  
(See John L a i r d ' s  "Hume's Account of S e n s i t i v e  
B e l i e f " ,  Hind 48 (1939), pp. 427-8.) Although 
Lai rd  d o e s t  p rovide  a ful l -blown theory  of 
r e l a t i v e  i d e a s ,  a s  Flage does ,  he does sugges t  t h a t  
Hume admi ts  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a d i s t i n c t  ca t egory  
of " r e l a t i v e "  ideas .  

(1981) ,  55-73. Herea f t e r  c i t e d  a s  H S .  

4.  Page r e f e r e n c e s  t o  Hume's works a r e  from t h e  Selby-  
Bigge/Nidditch e d i t i o n s .  A T r e a t i s e  of Human Nature  
(Oxford 1978) i s  des igna ted  a s  T, and An Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford 1973) is 
des igna ted  a s  El. 

5 .  Flage  provides  an  e x c e l l e n t  d i s c u s s i o n  of similar 
t h e o r i e s  he ld  by Hume's p recu r so r s  Arnauld and Wat t s  
(HS 60-63) .  Although t h i s  survey  has  d e f i n i t e  
h i s t o r i c a l  appea l ,  i t  f a i l s  to  suppor t  t h e  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  Hume ho lds  a similar view i n  t h e  
g u i s e  of a theo ry  of r e l a t i v e  ideas .  




