










































































CHAPTER XIX

“ What the vulgaf call chance is nothing but a secret and conceal’d cause.”
—HUME, reatise.

“ Among the phenomena, of the causes of which we are ignorant, there
are some, such as those dealt with by the manager of a life insurance
company, about which the calculus of probabilities can give real informa-
tion. Surely it cannot be thanks to our ignorance . . . that we are able to
afrive at valuable conclusions. If it were, it would be necessary to answer
an inquirer thus : ¢ You ask me to predict the phenomena that will be
produced. If I had the misfortune to know the laws of these phenomena,
1 could not succeed except by inextricable calculations, and I should have
to give up the attempt to answer you; but since I am fortunate enoug‘h
to be ignorant of them, I will give you an answer at once. And, what is
more extraordinary still, my answer will be right” The ignorance of the
managet of the life insurance company as to the prospects of life of his in-
dividual policy-holders does not prevent his being able to pay dividends
to his shareholders.’—]. M. KEYNES, 4 Treatise on Probebility.
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CHAPTER XIX

PROBABILITY OF CHANCES AND PROBARILITY
OF CAUSES

The Nature of "C"/zame ’

HUME supplements his twofold distinction between know-
ledge and belief, i.e. between knowledge in the strict sense
and knowledge that is only probable, by distinguishing
within the latter those probabilities which amount to, proof -
and those which do not.?

By knowledge, I mean the assurance arising from the com-
parison of ideas. By proofs, those arguments, which are deriv’'d
from the relation of cause and effect, and which are entirely free
from doubt and uncertainty. By probability, that evidence,
which is still attended with uncertainty. *Tis this last species of
reasoning, I proceed to examine.2

This third, and lowest, type of knowledge, which Hume
also describes as being ‘ reasoning from conjecture ’, he again
subdivides into probability of chances and probability of
causes ; and so obtains a fourfold division :

Human Reasoning

| b
1. Knowledge Probability

2. PmofF in causal Probability in the
arguments that strict sense, i.e.
yield certainty reasoning from

congecture

: | l
3. Probability 4. Probability
of chances of causes

* Chance ’, when applied, as here irtended, to evesnts, is used

* Cf. above, pp. 365-6. 2 Treatise, 1, iii, 11 {124).
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as signifying that for which there is no gnown cause; and
when employed in the plural, as signifying alternative
possibilities between which there is no Awown ground of
preference. This latter sense of the term, as used in the
plural, indicates, however, a second feature no less essential
than ‘ignorance’. If we are to be justified in postulating
‘ possibilities ’, and in treating the possibilities as alternative
to one another, the nature of the chances must be defined and
their range limited ; and this can only come about in and
through their admixture with causes. Ignorance, by itself, is
not sufficient to constitute chance; that would make it merely
negative, and deprive it of any objective meaning, which is
as illegitimate as to ascribe to it a sheerly objective meaning.

Hume may himself at times seem to be isolating one of
the two aspects of chance — the subjective and the objective
— from one another. .

Probability [he tells us in one passage] is of two kinds,
either when the object is really in itself uncertain, and to be
determin’d by chance ; or when, tho' the object be already cer-
tain, yet 'tis uncertain to our judgment, which finds a number of
proofs on each side of the question.? ' .

But as J. M. Keynes, in citing this passage, points out, it is
clear from Hume’s further argument that he has not intended
to suggest the existence of objective chance in any sense
which would be contradictory of a determinist view of the
natural order. When Hume speaks of the event as still un-
certain and as to be determined by chance, what he has in
mind is, for instance, the cast of a die. Here as in so many
other cases, when it is the particular character of some one
event --— and not merely the probabifity of any one of a number
of alternative possibilities — that we are endeavouring to
anticipate, we have to wait upon the actual happening of the
event ; and since unknown causes are among those that
operate, the outcome is for this reason, though only in the
above sense, ascribable to ‘ chance ’.

Keynes, in classifying the types of cases to which chance
in this objective sense is applicable, has taken them as being
three in number.?2 (1} When a small cause which escapes our

v Treatise, 11, iii, 9 (444).
2 A Treatise on Probability {1921), pp. 285-6.
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notice determines a considerable and obvious effect, e.g. in
the case we have been considering, the turning up of a par-
ticular side in a die. (2) When the causes are very numerous
and complex — the motion of molecules of gas, the shuffling
of 2 pack of cards. (3) When something comes about through
the concurrence or intersection of two distinct causal series —
as ' when a man walking along a street is killed by the fall of a
tile. In no one of these three types of ‘ objective chance ’ is
there any ground for questioning the necessitated character
of the natural order. A careful examination of them confirms
the view that ‘ subjective chance’, rooted in a partial ignorance,
is really the more fundamental of the two supposed ‘ kinds ’ of
chance. ‘

-+ . Anevent is due to objective chance if in order to predict it,
or to prefer it to alternatives, at present equi-probable, with any
high degree of probability, it would be necessary to know a great
many more facts of existence about it than we actually do know,
and if the addition of a wide knowledge of general principles
would be of little use.!

Considerations of this kind, though here formulated more
explicitly and clearly than by Hume himself, are what Hume
has in mind when he maintains that for the calculation of
chances there is required both knowledge and ignorance —
knowledge of certain of the causes that operate in the agreed
type of instance and ignorance of the others which concur
with them in determining the particular outcome -— as is
illustrated in our knowledge and ignorance of what may be

the particular outcome of any one throw of a die.

The mind is here limited by the [known] causes to such a
precise number and quality of the events; and at the same time
[owing to its ignorance] is undetermin’d in its choice of any
particular event.2 o

Hume's other main point is that in such cases all alterna-
tive chances are equal in value, and that there is therefore a
total indifference of the mind as between them. It is only
when the causes are such as can be seen to allow of a superior
number of chances for one of the alternatives that any pre-
ference between them is permissible. Otherwise we should

! Keynes, gp. cit. p. 289. Cf. also the quotation from Keynes cited as motto

to this chapter. 2 Treatise, 1, iii, 11 (126),
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be assuming some further zown cause involved in certain of
them and not in the others, and the conditions under which
alone alternative chances can be estimated would not be ful-
filled : we should really be concerned with separate and distinct
sets of chances, and not throughout with one set alone. This
“superiority of chances, as due to superiority in number of
chances, Hume also illustrates by reference to the die.
A dye, that has four sides mark’d with a certain number of
spots, and only two with another, affords us an obvious and easy
instance of this superiority.? o

- The Probability of Cizamés . how a superior Number of
Chances determines Belief

A very characteristic part of Hume’s teaching — and the
least satisfactory side of it — finds expression in his treatment
of the question to which he now proceeds: why a superior
number of chances is in a position to determine ‘ belief or
assent ’. For it is this psychological question, not the strictly
logical issues, to which Hume’s main attention is directed.
Since we are ‘ reasoning from conjecture ’, it is not, he argues,
demonstration, i.e. not the mere comparison of ideas, which
is the agency at work. Nor can it be by way of any considera-
tion of likelihood or probability that the mind is led to give
assent.

The likelihood and probability of chances is a superior number
of equal chances ; and consequently when we say 'fis likely the
event will fall on the side, which is superior, rather than on.the
inferjor, we do no more than affirm, that where there is a superior
number of chances there is actually a superior, and when there 1s
an inferior there is an inferior ; which are identical propositions,

and of no consequence. The question is, by what means a superior

number of equal chances operates upon the n_':ind, and produces
belief or assent ; since it appears, that 'tis neither by arguments
deriv’d from demonstration, nor from probability.

The illustration which has guided us thus far will, Hume
declares, suffice to take us to our goal.

We have nothing but one single dye to contemplate, in order

to comprehend one of the most curious operations of the under-
standing.3
2 Loc. cit. {127).

1 Treatise, 1, iii, 11 (126). 3 Loe, c#t. (127-8).
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cw.xix - PROBABILITY OF CHANCES 419

Three circumstances exhaust the relevant nature of the die:
(1) certain known causes, sush as gravity, solidity, cubical
figure, etc., which determine it to fall and to turn up one of its
sides ; (2) its six sides, upon any one of which indifferently
it may fall; (3) its having four sides — to make a helpful
simplification — inscribed with one number, and two sides
with another number. Custom operates to determine the
imagination, on picturing the shaking of a die from its box,
to picture it as falling on the table and as turning one side up.
But since the chances of its turning any one side up are all
equal, the imagination is faced by a kind of impossibility. It
can picture the die onlyas turning up one side at a time, and yet.
no one side may be favoured at the expense of the others. The
impulse of the imagination, in its attempt to picture the out-
come, is thus divided against itself. It has to run over all the
six -alternatives, but has also to allow no more force to one
than to any other,

"Tis after this manner the original impulse, and consequently
the vivacity of thought, arising from the causes, is divided and
split in pieces by the intermingled chances.? :

The impulse divides itself into as many parts as there are
sides. : :

But thus far Hume has left out of consideration the effects
of the third circumstance, that four sides concur in eone
inscribed number, and two sides in another number. He
now proceeds to assume that the sides which have the same
inscribed number unite in a single impulse to form a single
image, “ and become stronger and more forcible by the
union .2 This is a very large assumption; but Hume
makes no attempt to argue in its support. Indeed it serves
only to preface the way for a further assumption — and

-again he offers no supporting argument — that when four

images combine in the one case and only two in the other,
and the impulses of the former are, therefore, superior to
those of the latter, * the inferior des#zoys the superior, as far
as its strength goes .3 The events, that is to say, are con-
trary ; and it is, he is arguing, the nature of contraries to

1 Loc. cit, '(129). : 2 Loc, eif. (129-30).
3 Loc, cét. Italics not in text.
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annikhilate one another.! The sixfold impulse of the imagina-
tion, in picturing the outcome of the throw of the die, is thus
first divided into a fourfold impulse opposed to a twofold
impulse : and what is declared as then happening is a reduc-
tion by one-half in the force and vivacity of the superior
impulse, and the simultaneous vanishing out of existence
altogether of its contrary, the twofold impulse.?

The same Mechanism accounts for the Probability of Causes

All these assumptions are carried over by Hume into his
treatment of the probability of causes. By probabilities of
causes, he means the probabilities which are based on em-

pirical uniformities which are not invariable and which, in

varying, supply contraries analogous to those which operate
in the probability of chances.? These uniformities generate
habits, and it is on the basis of these habits that Hume sets
himself to account for the ‘ probabilities of causes’. Since
habit arrives at perfection by degrees, it acquires more force
with each instance —“’tis by those slow steps, that our
judgment arrives at a full assurance ".# The gradation from
probabilities to proofs is, therefore, Hume argues, an insen-
sible gradation; and the difference is more easily perceived
in the remote degrees than in those that are contiguous
or near.

Though this species of probability is, .in Hume’s view,
‘ the first in order '— preceding all proof — and must have
attained perfection before ‘ entire proof ’ can exist, he makes
no claim for it as being the path by which the mind ordénarily
advances to newly acquired beliefs. No one, he contends,

t Cf. Enguiry 1, 3 (24 n.): * Where two objects are contrary, the one
destroys the other ; that is, the cause of its annihilation. , . * Cf. also Treatisa,
I1, %, 2 {278); IL,ii, 1 (330); LI, iil. 9 (441-3).

2 Cf. Treatise, 1, iii, 11 (130).

3 The dlstmchon which Hume is here drawing between * probablhty of
chances * and * probability of causes ’ (i.e. really between * chances” and © prob-
abilities > strictly so called) becomes clearer when we note the differing réles
which he ascribes to &mowledge and to experience respectively. in their deter-
mination, ‘ Chances’ consist in the altgrnatives Anown to be possible, as deter-
mined by the factors &zozwn to be involved in the type of happening under con-
sideration. ° Probabilities * consist in the alternatives exgerdenced as occtm'mg

in those uniformities of experience which are not invariable.
4 Loc. cit.
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who has reached the age of maturity, can any longer be
acquainted with it, and this for the following reason. In the
course of our earliest experiences we quickly learn that the
connexion -between causes and effects is invariable, and we have
come to form so perfect a habit of building upon this experi-
ence, that from a single experiment we are ready to argue to
the future. It is only because we are from time to time faced

~ by contrary experiences, that we find ourselves constrained

to hold this habit in check, and not to allow the single instance
to determine our inference, save when the single 1nstance has
been ‘‘ duly prepar’d and examin’d ",

?Twou’d be very happy for men in the conduct of their lives
and actions, were the same objects always conjoin’d together, and
we had nothing to fear but the mistakes of our own judgment,
without having any reason to apprehend the uncertainty of nature.
But as ’tis frequently found, that one observation is contrary to
another, and that causes and effects follow not in the same order,
of which we have had experience, we are oblig’d to vary our
reasoning on account of this uncertainty, and take into considera-
tion the contrariety of events.t

Hume, as we have said, carries over into the treatment of
this new species of probability the considerations upon which
he has been dwelling in his treatment of the probability of

“chances. For the two must, he argues, be closely connected.

It is chance which lies at the basis of the seeming departures
from causal uniformity ; and is not ‘chance’, as already
noted, a title only for ¢ a secret and conceal’d cause’? The
causal relation is never itself variable; but owing to the
complexity of nature’s processes, and to their minuteness
or remoteness, certain of the causes are hidden from our
view, and in many cases these concealed causes are such
as to hinder, or even entirely to neutralise one another.
The variations in surface appearances, no less than the
unifermities, rest, that is to say, on invariability in the
various causal processes which together constitute the ‘ com-
plication of circumstance’ within which they one and all
arise.

From the observatior of several parallel instances, philosophers
form a maxim, that the connexion betwixt all causes and effects is

v Lo, eit. {131).
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équally necessary, and that its seeming uncertainty in some in-
stances proceeds from the secret opposition of contrary causes.!

A similar statement comes in Book II, Part iii, in the section
Of Liberty and neécessity.

Even when these contrary experiments are entirely equal,
- we remove not the notion of causes and necessity ; butsupposing

that the usual contrariety proceeds from the operation of contrary

and conceal’d causes, we conclude that the chance or indifference
lies only in our judgment on account of our imperfect knowledge,
not in the things themselves, which are in every case equally
necessary, tho’ to appearance not equally constant or certain.?

Again, therefore, as in the case of ‘ chances’, knowledge
and ignorance are here for us intermingled. We have to
proportion our beliefs, as best we can, to the contrariety of
experiences ; and this contrariety, Hume maintains, comes
about in one or other of two ways. (1) The first way is by
their producing an imperfect habit, proportioned to the
relative numbers of the positive and negative instances
involved. Custom is the agency at work; and it operates
without allowing for reflexion, in a sheerly automatic manner.

But here again, in the mature mind (that is, in the Auman

mind, with its love of truth, ‘ the first source of all our
enquiries >’ 3) such a method of procedure, in its pure and
unadulterated form, is but rarely to be met with —in
our probable reasonings even more rarely, Hume declares,
than ‘in these reasonings which are derived from sequences
that are invariable. For contrariety. of experience tends
to arouse reflexion, and so to be Awnowingly taken into con-
sideration. *“ We . . . carefully weigh the experiments,
which we have on each side.” * And our reasonings #» #Ais
kind, just as in the case above noted of inference derived from
a single experiment,’ arise from habit #ot directly but in the
obligue manner which constitutes the second mode in which
belief is proportioned to the contrariety of appearances.

(2) Hume’s account of this second method of proportion-

1 Treatsse, 1, iii, 11 (132). 2 Treatise, 11, iil, 1 (403-4).

3 Treatzse, 11, iii, 10 (448). This, it will be observed, is one of the many
qualifications which Hume makes to his statement that custom is king., Cf.
above, p. 382 ff. . )

+ Treatise, I, iii, 12 (133). Italics not in text, 5 Cf. above, pp. 94-5.
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. ing belief to varying appearances proceeds, notwithstanding

that he has here emphasised the £rowing, reflective character
of the mind’s procedure, on all fours with his account of the
probability of chances. The emphasis, that is to say, is laid
on the number of instances, positive and negative, and on
the automaric manner in which they reinforce or destroy one
another. The two methods thus turn out to be at bottom
one and the same. Reflexion serves, at most, only to
multiply the instances which are available and Anowingly
considered ; it is not. regarded as altering the automatic
character of the mechanisms which thereupon determine the
outcorne, in respect of belief.

In this section Hume enters, however, at much greater
length than in the section Of the probability of chances into
the nature of these mechanisms ; and the value and interest
of his more lengthy discussion of them consists mainly in its
showing how far, at the time of writing, he was prepared
to go in the elaboration of a statics and dynamics of the
mind, modelled on the pattern of the Newtonian physics. It
also’ shows in how atomistic a manner, as determined by
his fundamental assumption of independent simples, he views

‘belief as a liveliness, varying solely in degree, and attaching
" as an intrinsic property not merely to this and that complex

perception,” but to each of the simple perceptions which, -

‘supposedly, go to constitute them. As I have argued, this

teaching, with its emphas:s on association, is a recessive, not a
dominant, aspect in Hume’s final teachmg ; and as evidence
of this we have his reduction of these two lengthy sections of
the Zreatise to the four pages which correspond to them in the
Enguiry. In the brief summary there given, the positions are
also stated in much more general terms, with greater emphasis
on the reflective estimate of the alternatives.

But finding a greater number of sides concur in the one event
than in the other, the mind is carried more frequently to that event,
and meets it oftener, in revolving the various possibilities or
chances, on which the ultimate result depends.!

There, too, the claims which he makes on behalf of his doctrme
of belief are stated in a much more tentative manner. It is

T Enguiry 1, 6 (57)
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‘ perhaps ’, he says, ‘ in some measure ’ true. And so instead
of suggesting, as in the 7reatise, that it has been amply justi-
fied, he now contents himself with a more modest conclusion.

Let any one try to account for this operation of the mind upon

any of the received systems of philosophy, and he will be sensible -

of the difficulty. For my part, I shall think it sufficient, if the
present hints excite the curiosity of philosophers, and make them
sensible how defective all common theories are in treating of such
cutious and such sublime subjects.T

H w we extract a single Judgment from a
Contrariety of past Events

But to return to Hume’s argument as given in the
Treatise, there are two points, Hume states, which call for
consideration : what determines us to make the past a stand-
ard for the future; and the manner in which we extract a
single judgment from a contrariety of past events.

Again, as in treating of chances,2 Hume argues that the
supposition that the future will resemble the past is founded
not on argument or inference of any kind, but solely on habit.
This habit very quickly becomes ‘ full and perfect’; and the
first impulse of the imagination, in any later operation, is
determined by it. The first impulse is, however, * broken
into pieces’ when there is contrariety in the images which it
has to recall, and it has then to diffuse itself over all the images,
giving to each

an equal share of that force.and vivacity, that is deriv’d from the
impulse. Any of these past events may again happen ; and we

judge, that when they do happen, they will be mix’d in the same
proportion as in the past.?

This operation of the mind is, Hume says, precisely that which
occurs in the estimation of the probability of chances, and
everything that has been said on the one subject is therefore
applicable to both.4 The perfect habit makes us conclude in
general that instances of which we have had no experience
must resemble those of which we.have had experience; at
the same time the contrary experiences produce an imperfect

2 Cf. above, p. 418.

! E"f""”)’: lI» 6 (59)'
4 Loc. cit. (135).

3 Treatise, 1, iii, 12 (134).
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belief, either by weakening this habit or * by dividing and
afterwards joining [it] in different parts.”” 1

In repeating, and applying, the argument which he has
expounded in the treatment of chances, Hume elaborates it
in considerable further detail. Thus in support of his view
that belief is compounded of independent constituent beliefs,
each of which, as an effect, is to be ascribed to its own separate
cause, he cites a Newtonian analogy.

We may establish it as a certain maxim, that in all moral as
well as natural phaenomena, wherever any cause consists of a
number of parts, and the effect encreases or diminishes, according
to the variation of that number, the effect, properly speaking, is a
compounded one, and arises from the union of the several effects,
that proceed from each part of the cause. Thus because the
gravity of a body encreases or diminishes by the encrease or
diminution of its parts, we conclude that each part contains this
quality and contributes to the gravity of the whole. . . . As the
belief, which we have of any event, encreases or diminishes
according to the number of chances or past experiments, ’tis to be
consider’d as a compounded effect, of which each part arises from
a proportionable number of chances or experiments.?

CH., XI1X

Very characteristically Hume regards this principle as being
- illustrated and confirmed in an especially evident manner in
the field of the passions..

We have a parallel instance in the affections. ’Tis evident,
according to the principles above-mention’d, that when an object
produces any passion in us, which varies according to the different
quantity of the object; I say, 'tis evident, that the passion,

" properly speaking, is not.a simple emotion, but a compounded
one, of a great number of weaker passions, deriv'd from a view of
each part of the object. For otherwise ’twere impossible the
passion shou’d encrease by the encrease of these parts. Zhws a
man, who desives a thousand pound, has in reality a thousand or
more desives, which uniling logether, seem to make only one
Passion ; tho’ the composition evidently betrays itself upon every
alteration of the object, by the preference he gives to the larger
number. . , . 73 o '

Clearly Hume, in the first enthusiasm of his attempts to
develop a statics and dynamics of the mind, is here com-
mitting himself to positions to which he could not permanently

- hold. The consequences are too extravagantly impossible.
- Have not shillings and pence — as by his phrase  thousand o

1 Lo, cir. 3 Loc. cit. (136). 3 Loc. ¢it. (141), Ttalics not in text,
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wore ' he himself suggésts -~ as good a claim to independent
recognition as the pounds? If the desire for a thousand

pounds consists in a thousand desires, must not each of the -

thousand in turn consist of twenty desires for as many shil-
lings, and each of the twenty again a twelvefold desire for the
constituent pennies ? Is it surprising that he has curtailéd
and modified this part of his teaching in recasting it for the
Enguiries ; and is it not a sign of maturer philosophical in-
sight, and of his candour, that he should have done so ?

The two features upon which Hume next proceeds to
dwell are the concurrence and the opposition of the agreeing
and contrary' experiences. The concurrent experiences are
declared to 7un éuto each other, with consequent heightening
of their force and vivacity. This, he argues, is what has made
possible the belief which attends probable ‘ reasoning ’ ab01§t
causes or effects — a belief in one conclusion, not in a multi-
tude of similar ones, which would only distract the mind, and
which * in many cases wou’d be too numerous to be compre-
hended distinctly by any finite capacity . The term ‘ dis-
tinctly * (which I have italicised) indicates that Hume is not

going back upon his view that the first impulse of the imagina-

tion awakens a// the past instances.- Instead he regards the
fact that it has to do so as an argument in confirmation of the
view that it is by fusing with one another that the images
unite their forces, and give, precisely in virtue of their number,

‘“ a stronger and clearer view, than what arises from any one -

alone 7.3 _
Hume is no less explicit in his account of the opposition of
the contrary experiences, and here again contents himself with
dogmatically affirming that as contraries they annihilate one

another. ' ]
As to the manner of their opposition, 'tis evident, that as the

contrary views are incompatible with each other, and 'tis impossible-

the object can at once exist conformable to both of them, their
influence becomes mutually destructive, and the mind is deter-
min’d to the superior only with that force, which remains after
subtracting the inferior.2
In conclusion,* Hume considers two possible objections.
Why, it may be asked, do not repeated woluntary acts of the

I Treatise, 1, iii, 12 (138). 2 Loc. it 3 Loc. cit. (140-42).
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imagination have the same effect, in generating belief, as past
experiences. recalled in image? If the images unite,
‘ running into one act of the mind ', in the one case, why not
in the other ? To this Hume replies that the difference of
effect in the two cases is beyond question. Custom and
education, no less than experience, do indeed produce belief
by repetition zo¢ derived from experience, but in their case
the repetition is not willed, i.e. is not designed by the in-
dividual who is subject to them. The voluntary act,® on the
other hand, 75 being designed by the subject of the experience,
and is therefore in each of its instances experienced as being
separate and independent, and so as having a separate, not a
conjoint influence., '

The other objection is that we have a preference for a
thousand guineas over nine hundred and ninety-nine, though
the difference of the one unit is obviously too small a difference
to be *discernible in the passions’. On Hume's theory,
passion is essential to all preference : preference is never
sheerly rational or intellectual, however it may scem to be so.
How then is this seeming exception to be accounted for ?
Hume’s unswer is of interest only as showing to what lengths,
at the time of writing, he was prepared to go in defence of
his teaching. We have here, he says, an instance of the
operation of ‘ custom and general rules’.

. We have found in a multitude of instances, that the augment-
Ing the numbers of any sum augments the passion, where the
numbers are precise and the difference sensible. The mind can
perceive from its immediate feeling, that three guineas produce
a greater passion than two; and 2/ it transfers to larger
numbers, because of the resemblance ; and by a general rule
assigns [!] to a thousand guineas, a stronger passion than-to nine
hundred and ninety nine.2 :

Defects in Hume's early Teac/zz'hg as shown in these Sections
of tkhe Treatise

Many of the chief defects in Hume's teaching in Book I
of the Treatise are here prominently in evidence, more es-

* Hume here (140}, in 2 note, refers the'reader to his Introduction (xxii-xxiii),
and presumably to the passage there in which he speaks of the disturbing in-
fluence of * reflection and premeditation ’ upon the operation of the natural
principles of the mind. @ Loe. cit. (141-2). Cf. 1, i, 1 3 (146 f1),
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pecially (1) his tendency to restate logical issues in psycho-
logical terms, with the suggestion that in treating the latter he
has also dealt with the former ; and (2) his professed denial of
abstract ideas, and his consequent not infrequent assumption !
that all intellectual processes have to be carried on in terms of
images which are in all respects as specific and detailed as the
happenings they recall. (Though each image has been de-
clared to be an aggregate of séparate and distinguishable
simples, it is none the less regarded as having this extra-
ordinary degree of constancy as a whole)) In both these
respects the problems of probability, as treated by Hume,
suffer serious distortion. He discusses probability as if it
concerned not the probability that holds, and holds with
certainty, as a Anown probability, formulated in exact
numerical terms in respect of instances of a given #ype of
happening — e.g. the two-to-one probability in the case of
the die — but as if it were instead the question, what
attitude the mind adopts in the way of expectation and belief

towards a particular single happening that may be about to

occur but has not yet occurred. The belief varies, he holds,
in all degrees of imperfection — or of ‘ hesitation * — accord-
ing as the probability is high or low.

Our belief, however faint, fixes itself on a determinate object.?

This is a source of considerable confusion in the exposition
of his argument. Take, for example, a passage which is its
own sufficient commentary — save perhaps in its somewhat
ambiguous concluding sentence.

If our intention, therefore, be to consider the proportions of
contrary events in a great number of instances, the images pre-
sented by our past experience must remain in their fewst form, and“
preserve their first proportions. ~ Suppose, for instance, I have
found by long observation, that of twenty ships, which go to sea,
only nineteen return. Suppose I sec at present twenty ships that

leave the port : I trafisfer my past experience to the future, and -

T Aswe have noted, it is only by implication — though very definitely so — not
by any explicit statement, that Hume at times frees himself from this assumption.
His omission of the discussion of abstract ideas from Enguiry I and his refer-

ence to them solely in a single note: (section 12 [158 n.]} is highly significant, as
showing how in this regard also he had come to be aware of the more than
doubtful character of his earlier teaching. .

* Treatise, 1, iil, 12 (140).
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represent to myself nineteen of these ships as returning in safety,
and one as perishing. Concerning this there can be no difficulty
[it being already agreed that the probability is nineteen to onej.
But as we frequently run over those several ideas of past events,
in order to form a judgment concerning one single event, which
appears uncertain ; this consideration must change the firss form
of our ideas, and draw together the divided images presented by
experience ; since 'tis to #¢ [i.e. to this consideration and conse-
quent drawing together of the divided images] we refer the
determination [i.e. the specification] of that particular event, upon
which we reason.!

Hardly less essential to Hume’s argument in the manner
in which he has chosen to expound it, is his fequirement
that every image be detailed, and in its detail an exact and
exhaustive copy of the complex experience it recalls ; and
since all images referring to one and the same type of event
have on this view, each in respect of the particular alternative
envisaged, a full and entire similarity, it can only be in their
quantity, i.e. in their number, that they differ.

The component parts of the probability [i.e. the instances
which as being the more numerous yield ‘ probability /] and
possibility [i.e. the contrary instances which as less numerous
yield only possibility} being alike in their nature, must produce
like effects ; and the likeness of their effects consists in this, that
each of them presents a view of a particular object. But tho’
these parts be alike in their nature, they are very different in their
quantity and number; and this difference must appear in the
effect as well as the similarity. Now as the view they present is in
both cases full end entire, and comprelend’ the object tn all itz
parts, 'tis impossible that in this particular there can be any
difference ; nor is there any thing but a superior vivacity in the
probability, arising from the concurrence of a superior number
of views, which can distinguish these effects.?

The inadequacy of such a theory is the less apparent to Hume
in that he keeps to such simple illustrations as that of the die.
As each of the alternatives does indeed resemble eévery other in*
being the representation of the side of a die, and the sides
which have the same inscription are therefore in image so far
indistinguishable from one another; they are indged suited to
‘ run into one another ' ; but this js by no means 8o when the
¥ Loc, cit. (134). In support of this conjectural interpretation of * it ’ and of

* determination ’, cf. the wording in Hume’s preceding paragraphs.
z Loc. eit. (137) Italics not in text.
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alternatives are, for instance, differently designed ships or
such departures from a specific uniformity as need have only
that resemblance which is required for their being describable
as being one and all departures from it. Hume's view of the
contrary experiences as annihilating one another similarly
rests on the assumption of their being 7n every detail opposite
to.one another; and the counter-objection then holds, In
this, as in other respects, Hume’s theory is but ill worked out ;
and further reflexion —if we may judge by the omissions from
the Enguiry concerning Human Understanding — seems to
have convinced him of its insufficiency.

Both these defects are connected with what is in other
ways also, here as elsewhere in the 77eatise, so unsatisfactory
a feature of Hume's argument, viz. his view of belief as
allowing of mechanical composition, and as consisting not
in the absence or presence of anything that can properly
be called ¢ judgment ’ or ‘ assent ’, but solely in the degree of
immediately experienced vivacity.. And, as the Appendix to
Volume III of the Treatise shows, this and his treatment of
the self were among the first, and were also indeed the main,
sources of his early, and very just, dissatisfaction with the
teaching of that work.




