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1 the idea of causation

1. Consider the following state of affairs: Event A causes Event B. It has three components:
Event A, Event B, and then the connection between them: causes.

2. Hume uses these terms to name the idea of interest to him in this section: “power, force,
energy, or necessary connection (40).” We’ll regard these as different names for the idea of
causation: the idea of the connection between a cause and its effect.

3. Hume’s goal: “We shall, therefore, endeavor in this section to fix, if possible, the precise
meaning of these terms and thereby remove some part of that obscurity which is so much
complained of” (40).

4. But remember the Copy Principle! The idea must be reducible to simple ideas copied from
impressions: “Produce the impressions or original sentiments!” (41). Otherwise these words
are mere “jargon.”

5. Since the idea of causation is central to science and everyday life, the stakes are high: “On
this are founded all our reasonings concerning matter of fact or existence. By means of
it alone we attain any assurance concerning objects, which are removed from the present
testimony of our memory and senses. The only immediate utility of all sciences, is to teach
us, how to control and regulate future events by their causes. Our thoughts and enquiries
are, therefore, every moment, employed about this relation” (51).

2 on the hunt for the impression

1. Does it come fromoutward perception? Supposewe see one billiard ball hit another, causing
it to move.

(a) All we see is the first billiard ball strike the second, and then the second move. We do
not see the “power or necessary connexion” between the hitting and the moving. A’s
causing B doesn’t look any different from A’s happening and then B’s happening.

(b) Generally, while the idea of B happening immediately after A can come from outward
perception, the idea of A causing B does not.



2. Does it come from our awareness of our “volition over the organs of the body” (42)?

(a) This was Locke’s view:
“[O]bserving in ourselves that we can at pleasure move several parts of our
bodies which were at rest [...] [we] get the idea of power” (Essay, 2.7.8).

(b) Hume says no. The situation is fundamentally no different from outward perception.
We are aware of our body moving at the command of our will. But we are not aware
of the connection between the two (“the means, by which this is effected; the energy,
by which the will performs so extraordinary an operation ... must for ever escape our
most diligent enquiry” (43)). Some of Hume’s arguments for this claim:
i. Mind-body causation is completely incomprehensible to us, but if we had an im-
pression of it, it wouldn’t be. “Were we empowered, by a secret wish, to remove
mountains, or control the planets in their orbit; this extensive authority would
not be more extraordinary, nor more beyond our comprehension” (43).

ii. We know that when you will your arm to move, the “immediate object of power”
is not your arm, but “certain muscles, and nerves, and animal spirits,” which we
don’t have know. (Ask yourself: what’s the first bodily event that happens when
you will to move your arm? You don’t know.) Yet “if the effect be not known, the
power cannot be known or felt” (44).

3. Maybe it comes from our consciousness of our “power or energy in our own minds [to] raise
up a new idea;” i.e., our ability to direct our own thoughts (44). Hume says no again. The
situation is the same here: we are aware of the command of the will, and then aware of the
idea produced as a result, but not of the connection between the two.

4. So maybe there is no idea?

“[A]s we can have no idea of anything which never appeared to our outward sense
or inward sentiment, the necessary conclusion seems to be that we have no idea
of connection or power at all and that these words are absolutely without any
meaning when employed in either philosophical reasonings or common life” (49).

3 eureka!

1. The “constant conjunction” of A-like events with B-like events leads the mind “carried by
habit, upon the appearance of [the A-like event], to expect [the B-like event] and to believe
that it will exist” (50).

2. The key impression is the feeling of expectation. When you notice an A-event, you antici-
pate that a B-event is soon to follow:

“The customary transition of the imagination from one object to its usual atten-
dant is the sentiment or impression from which we form the idea of power or
necessary connection.”

3. You start to get this feeling of expectation after repeated exposures to A’s-followed-by-B’s,
at which point someone “feels these events to be connected in his imagination” (50).
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4 from the impression of expectation to the meaning of cause

1. When you say Event A caused Event B, you don’t mean Event A led me to expect Event B. The
impression of expectation, formed upon habitual exposure, is not all there is to the idea of
causation. Hume offers three different attempts to get from the impression of expectation
to a fuller definition of the idea of causation. None of them is really adequate.

2. First try:

constant conjunction
A cause =df “an object followed by another and where all objects similar to the
first are followed by objects similar to the second.”

Counterexample: Every morning, Iggy walks past the church bell tower a moment before it
rings. He satisfies this definition, but his walking past the bell tower doesn’t cause the bell
to ring.

3. Second try:

counterfactual dependence
A cause =df “an object followed by another [...] where, if the first object had not
been, the second never had existed.”

This is a muchmore promising suggestion. But counterexamples: causal overdetermination
cases. Consider an execution by firing squad. A’s shot caused the prisoner’s death, but if A
had been shooting blanks, the prisoner still would have died from B’s shot. A’s shot and the
prisoner’s death don’t satisfy the definition, yet A’s shot caused the prisoner’s death.

4. Third try:

customary expectation
A cause=df “an object followed by another and whose appearance always conveys
the thought to that other.”

Counterexample: Iggy again, only this time I see him every morning and always think to
myself, “Ah, the bell is about to ring!”.

5. Hume’s Treatise account:

A cause =df “an object precedent and contiguous to another, and so united with
it, that the idea of the one determines the mind to form the idea of the other,
and the impression of the one to form a more lively idea of the other” (ATreatise
of Human Nature, p. 170).

6. Hume’s confession:

“Yet so imperfect are the ideas which we form concerning [causation], that it is
impossible to give any just definition of cause, except what is drawn from some-
thing extraneous and foreign to it.”
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