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    From the fleeting spark of sensation, Hume rebuilds the world only to test the firmness of its foundations. This volume invites readers into the rigor and restraint of a mind that treats human nature as an object of careful observation. Rather than erecting systems from abstractions, Hume starts with what is given in experience and asks how far it can take us. The result is a philosophy at once modest and audacious: modest about what can be known with certainty, audacious in its consequences for science, morals, and religion. It is the drama of inquiry without presumption, performed with luminous prose.

The enduring status of Hume’s philosophy rests on its catalytic role in modern thought. His questions about knowledge, causation, selfhood, and value defined a watershed for the Enlightenment and set the stage for debates that still animate contemporary philosophy. The clarity of his prose and the balance of skepticism with naturalism established a model for intellectual honesty that scholars across centuries have admired. By pressing reason to acknowledge its limits while showing how custom guides life, Hume shaped the methodological temper of the human sciences and influenced literary forms of the essay and history. His work remains a touchstone for disciplined, humane skepticism.

David Hume, born in 1711 and active during the Scottish Enlightenment, developed his major ideas in the mid-eighteenth century. The writings distilled here draw from the period spanning his early and mature works, including his investigations of understanding, morals, and religion. This book presents a compact pathway into themes that Hume elaborated across essays, treatises, and dialogues: how we form beliefs, why we trust cause and effect, what grounds moral approval, and where reason must pause. His intention was to apply an experimental spirit to the study of human nature, offering a careful account of the mind without relying on speculative metaphysics.

Hume’s method unites patience with daring. He begins from the texture of experience, tracking how perceptions arise and interlace, and he traces complex doctrines back to simple operations of the mind. The style is spare and exacting, free of ornament but rich in examples drawn from everyday life. He avoids polemical excess, preferring to let analysis and measured comparison do the work. This composure is not merely rhetorical; it is the ethical posture of an investigator who distrusts authority, including his own. The result is accessible yet profound, a prose that invites re-reading and rewards slow attention to nuances of argument.

At the core stands a disciplined empiricism. Rather than deriving knowledge from innate principles, Hume treats impressions and ideas as the building blocks of thought and asks how they combine to yield belief. He notes how memory, resemblance, and contiguity foster association, and how the force of custom stabilizes our expectations. This approach does not celebrate sensation for its own sake; it evaluates the pedigree of our convictions. By reconstructing complex notions from simple elements, Hume shows both the power and fragility of our cognitive habits. The familiar becomes intelligible, and because it is intelligible, it becomes open to revision.

Nowhere is his restraint more consequential than in the analysis of causation and inference. We speak as if necessary connections bind events, yet what experience gives is regular succession. From repeated conjunctions, habit engenders expectation, and expectation matures into belief. This insight is not a counsel of paralysis; it is a call to humility about what justifies prediction. Far from devaluing science, the point clarifies its basis, showing why evidence and method must remain central and corrigible. In removing metaphysical glamour from cause, Hume honours the hard-won reliability of practice while acknowledging the unavoidable risk that shadows all induction.

Hume’s reflections on the self and the passions deepen this portrait of human nature. He resists the temptation to posit a simple, unchanging core beneath experience, attending instead to the flux of perceptions and the felt momentum of life. Passions, for him, are not intruders upon reason but engines of action, structured by habits of attention and social context. By mapping sentiment without sentimentality, he explains how stability emerges from change and how character coheres without metaphysical guarantees. The resulting picture is frank yet sympathetic, inviting readers to recognize their own psychology in a mirror that neither flatters nor condemns.

In morals, Hume connects evaluation to the needs and pleasures of social beings. He explores sympathy as a spring that spreads concern beyond the self, and he examines how conventions, institutions, and practices coordinate life. The virtues he describes are not rigid imperatives but cultivated dispositions that foster trust, cooperation, and flourishing. This framework influenced later theories of utility and informed the nascent social sciences. It also refined the art of practical judgment, where no single rule suffices. The moral outlook that emerges is realistic without cynicism, attentive to human limits yet committed to enlarging the circle of mutual regard.

Hume’s treatment of religion and metaphysics follows the same disciplined path: respect the boundaries of evidence, acknowledge the pull of tradition, and distinguish between what can be responsibly affirmed and what must remain open. He neither indulges dogma nor celebrates disbelief as an end in itself. Rather, he asks how far reason can go given the materials of experience, and what posture of mind best suits questions that exceed our grasp. The aim is intellectual sobriety joined to civic moderation, a style of reflection that seeks to reduce conflict by clarifying claims and by reminding us where certainty is neither available nor required.

The influence of these investigations radiated widely. Philosophers transformed by Hume’s challenges rethought the scope of knowledge and the grounds of ethics, while economists and social theorists adapted his insights into human motivation and convention. His essays elevated the genre in English, and his historical writing modeled a lucid, evidence-based narrative. Later movements in analytic philosophy, pragmatism, and the human sciences trace lines back to his balance of skepticism and naturalism. Artists and critics, too, found in his account of perception and habit a vocabulary for exploring unreliable viewpoints, fractured selves, and the contingencies of time and memory.

For contemporary readers, the attraction lies not only in the doctrines but in the temperament. The pages teach a way of proceeding: start from what is given, distinguish confidence from proof, and make room for correction. This disposition is invaluable in an age saturated with data yet hungry for judgment. By revealing how belief is formed and stabilized, Hume offers tools for evaluating testimony, expertise, and risk without lapsing into despair. The approach is generous to ordinary experience and exacting in its demands on argument, a combination that equips readers to navigate both private deliberation and public debate with steadier purpose.

This introduction presents a philosophy that is classic because it is enduringly useful and unsettling. Its main themes—empiricism disciplined by humility, skepticism tempered by practice, moral reflection grounded in shared life—sustain a conversation that remains alive in science, ethics, politics, and art. The qualities it evokes are curiosity, candor, and a patient resolve to follow reasons where they lead. That is why the work continues to engage new generations: it does not ask for reverence, only for attention and fairness. In a world of shifting certainties, Hume’s measured clarity offers both challenge and companionship.
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    This book presents a clear distillation of David Hume’s project to establish a science of human nature grounded in experience. It opens by explaining Hume’s method: all knowledge begins with sensory impressions, from which our ideas are derived. The work distinguishes between vivid impressions and the fainter ideas that copy them, setting the foundation for analyzing thought. It emphasizes Hume’s insistence on careful observation of mental operations rather than speculative metaphysics. By framing philosophy as descriptive psychology, the book states its aim to map the origins, content, and limits of human understanding. This methodological statement guides the discussions that follow.

The exposition next details Hume’s account of perceptions, classifying them as simple or complex. Simple perceptions are basic and unanalysable, while complex ones are constructed by the mind through composition. The text outlines the principles of association that link ideas: resemblance, contiguity in space and time, and cause and effect. These associative mechanisms explain how thoughts connect and why certain inferences feel natural. The book maintains that these principles operate habitually, not through demonstrative logic. By setting out this framework, it prepares the ground for Hume’s central analysis of causal reasoning, belief formation, and the psychological sources of certainty and doubt.

The analysis of causation forms a key turning point. The book explains that we never perceive necessary connection, only constant conjunction between events and the feeling of expectation produced by habit. From repeated observation, the mind associates one event with another and projects a connection. Causal inference thus arises from custom, not from any impression of necessity. This distinction underlies a revised standard of evidence, in which probability and experience replace metaphysical certainty. The text summarizes Hume’s criteria for better and worse causal judgments, emphasizing clarity about observed regularities, controlled comparisons, and the avoidance of unsupported extrapolations beyond experience.

The discussion then addresses inductive reasoning and the uniformity of nature. It notes that no demonstrative proof can guarantee that the future will resemble the past. Instead, custom and habit lead us to expect similar outcomes under similar conditions. The book presents Hume’s mitigated skepticism: while ultimate justification for induction is unavailable, practical life and empirical science proceed on observed regularities. It outlines standards for weighing testimony, balancing competing probabilities, and calibrating belief to evidence. This measured approach, neither dogmatic nor radical, supports inquiry by acknowledging uncertainty while securing reliable practices for reasoning about the world.

Turning to personal identity, the book reports Hume’s claim that we have no impression of a simple, persisting self. Instead, we find a bundle of changing perceptions linked by resemblance, causation, and memory. Memory helps organize experiences into a narrative, creating continuity without establishing a metaphysical substance. The account treats the self as a practical construct, useful for moral and social life but not grounded in a distinct impression. This section explains the implications for debates about substance, identity over time, and responsibility, while maintaining focus on descriptive psychology rather than speculative claims beyond experience.

The examination of the passions situates reason within human motivation. Reason determines means and relations among ideas, but it does not generate ends by itself. The book distinguishes calm and violent passions, analyzes how desires guide action, and explains how evaluations shape practical decisions. It presents Hume’s account of moral and prudential deliberation as responsive to sentiments and interests, with reason serving to inform and coordinate. This framework supports a naturalistic explanation of conduct, integrating psychology and ethics. The result is a picture of agency that prioritizes affective dispositions while preserving the roles of evidence, foresight, and consistency.

On morals, the book presents Hume’s view that moral distinctions arise from sentiment, informed by sympathy and considerations of utility. Virtues are traits that are agreeable or useful to oneself or others, assessed from a general point of view. The text explains the artificial virtues, especially justice, as products of social conventions that stabilize property, promise keeping, and cooperation. It also describes the natural virtues, such as benevolence, which directly please or benefit without convention. By grounding ethics in human nature, shared sentiments, and social needs, the account emphasizes practical standards for evaluation that do not rely on metaphysical moral properties.

The treatment of religion and politics applies earlier principles to public questions. Regarding religion, the book summarizes Hume’s standards for testimony and argues that reports of miracles should be weighed against the firm regularities of experience. It outlines his analyses of arguments from design and the limits of reason in theology. On political questions, it highlights conventions, utility, and historical experience as guides to legitimacy and authority. The overall stance favors careful, evidence based judgment over speculative conjecture. These applications illustrate how empiricist methods and mitigated skepticism inform assessments of social institutions, belief systems, and competing claims to knowledge.

The conclusion gathers the main themes into a unified picture. Human understanding rests on impressions and the associative workings of the mind. Causal inference arises from custom, induction lacks demonstrative certainty, and belief should track experience and probability. The self is a bundle of perceptions organized by memory, while action and morality are grounded in passions, sympathy, and social conventions. Religious and political questions are approached with the same empirical standards. The overarching message is a naturalistic, moderate, and disciplined philosophy that clarifies the limits of reason and strengthens inquiry by aligning it with human nature and observed practice.
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    The work is rooted in eighteenth-century Great Britain, with a special focus on Scotland after the Acts of Union (1707). Edinburgh and Glasgow emerged as commercial and intellectual hubs, their courts, universities, and coffeehouses supporting an expanding print culture. David Hume (1711–1776), born at Ninewells in Berwickshire, wrote amid imperial expansion, fiscal innovation, and confessional contention. Britain’s composite monarchy had consolidated after the Glorious Revolution (1688–1689), creating a constitutional order that tempered royal authority with parliamentary power. The civic landscape featured salons, learned clubs, and improvement societies that blurred lines between scholarship, policy, and commerce, providing the social stage on which Hume’s skeptical, empirical philosophy took shape.

Urban Scotland offered dense networks of patrons, jurists, professors, merchants, and clergy. The University of Edinburgh, the Court of Session, and the Advocates Library supplied Hume with resources, especially during his librarianship (1752–1757). The Church of Scotland’s Moderates and Evangelicals struggled over orthodoxy and discipline, giving religious controversy political consequence. Censorship was inconsistent but real; prudent publication strategies were essential. The expanding periodical press, London publishers, and continental correspondents created a transnational marketplace for ideas. Against this backdrop of national consolidation, fiscal-military mobilization, and polite sociability, the book distills Hume’s arguments about belief, causation, commerce, and authority as reflections on the circumstances of mid-eighteenth-century Britain.

The constitutional settlement forged by the Glorious Revolution (1688–1689) and the Acts of Union (1707) reconfigured sovereignty, finance, and trade. England and Scotland’s parliaments merged at Westminster; customs and excise systems unified; and a British fiscal-military state expanded public credit through the Bank of England (1694). The political culture of party and parliamentary management matured under ministers like Robert Walpole (1721–1742). The book’s account of political allegiance and critique of social-contract myths mirrors Hume’s essays such as Of the Original Contract (1748) and Of the First Principles of Government (1741), which rationalize obedience in terms of utility and convention rather than abstract rights, reflecting the post-1688 constitutional reality.

The Jacobite risings of 1715 and 1745 attempted to restore the exiled Stuarts. In 1745 Charles Edward Stuart seized Edinburgh in September; his army was defeated at Culloden on 16 April 1746, ending large-scale rebellion. Subsequent pacification transformed Highland society through disarmament and estate forfeitures. Hume, attached to General James St Clair in 1746–1747 as secretary during military and diplomatic service, witnessed the state’s wartime apparatus. The book’s treatment of political stability, faction, and authority draws on that context, echoing Hume’s suspicion of zealotry and his preference for gradual reform over insurgency, positions sharpened by the recent memory of civil conflict and dynastic upheaval.

Urban improvement and associational life reshaped Scottish society. The Philosophical Society of Edinburgh (founded 1737, reorganized 1748) gathered physicians, jurists, and natural philosophers; the Select Society (founded 1754) convened debates on trade, law, and religion; the Poker Club (1762) agitated for a militia. These civic bodies linked scholarship to policy, training speakers and reformers. The book reflects this milieu in its emphasis on experimental reasoning applied to morals and politics, mirroring Hume’s program in the Treatise (1739–1740) and his Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary (1741–1752). By embedding philosophy within clubbable discourse, it represents how public argument in Scotland intersected with legislation, administration, and economic development.

The authority of Newtonian science set methodological expectations. Isaac Newton’s Principia (1687) and Opticks (1704) legitimated inductive reasoning, careful observation, and mathematical analysis. The Royal Society (chartered 1660) and its provincial counterparts promoted experimental standards across Europe. Hume translated this ethos into the subtitle of his Treatise—“an attempt to introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects”—and into his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), especially his analysis of causation and custom. The book presents Hume’s emphasis on experience, probability, and habit as a philosophical analogue to the ascendancy of experimental philosophy, aligning moral science with the successful practices of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century natural philosophy.

Britain’s early financial revolution fostered speculative excess. The South Sea Bubble (1720) followed the South Sea Company’s debt-for-equity swap with the state; inflated share prices collapsed in autumn 1720, ruining investors and prompting legislative responses (e.g., the Bubble Act of 1720). These developments occurred alongside the growth of the national debt, funded by excises and customs. Hume’s essays Of Public Credit and Of Money (1752) analyze such phenomena, warning against overextension while rejecting mercantilist bullionism. The book situates these arguments within the crises of confidence that followed 1720, showing how Hume’s political economy arose from concrete debates about paper credit, speculation, and state finance in London and Edinburgh.

A decisive context was the Scottish banking and credit system’s rapid expansion and periodic instability between 1727 and 1772. The Royal Bank of Scotland was chartered in 1727 to compete with the Bank of Scotland (1695). Banks issued notes widely; the controversial “option clause,” common in the 1730s–1740s, allowed banks to delay specie redemption temporarily while paying interest. Parliament’s Bank Notes (Scotland) Act of 1765 curtailed this practice and restricted very small notes, seeking to discipline circulation. Landed improvement schemes and overseas trade stimulated demand for credit, and country banks multiplied. In 1769, Douglas, Heron & Company—popularly the Ayr Bank—was founded by landowners to supply ample paper money. On 10 June 1772, the London house of Neal, James, Fordyce and Down failed after Alexander Fordyce’s speculative losses, triggering a panic that cascaded to Edinburgh and Glasgow. The Ayr Bank suspended payments in the summer of 1772, and its collapse reverberated across Scottish commerce, bankrupting merchants and shaking confidence in paper credit. Hume, then in Edinburgh, commented in correspondence with Adam Smith and the printer William Strahan on the dangers of over-extended credit and the need for cautious regulation. His essays Of Money, Of Interest, Of Public Credit, and Of the Balance of Trade—often discussed in this book—argue that money is a convention facilitating exchange, that interest reflects profits rather than mere scarcity of coin, and that national wealth stems from industry and commerce rather than hoarded specie. The 1772 crisis offered a vivid demonstration of his claims about circulation, confidence, and the fragility of paper systems, providing historical ballast for his rejection of strict mercantilism and his nuanced endorsement of commercial “refinement” tempered by prudence.

Global warfare reshaped British power and fiscal capacity. The War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) extended British arms from Europe to North America and India. Hume served General James St Clair in 1746 during a failed expedition against L’Orient and in 1747 on missions to Vienna and Turin, observing diplomacy and logistics. The Treaty of Paris (1763) transferred Canada and significant overseas territories to Britain. The book connects Hume’s essays Of the Balance of Power and Of the Jealousy of Trade (1758) to these events, presenting his skepticism about zero-sum commercial rivalries and his support for open commerce as historically informed positions.

Religious contention had legal and social stakes. The execution of Thomas Aikenhead for blasphemy in Edinburgh (1697) exemplified older punitive regimes, while eighteenth-century debates pitted Moderates against Evangelicals within the Church of Scotland. Hume’s Enquiry (1748) includes Of Miracles, and his Natural History of Religion (1757) traced belief to psychological causes, provoking clerical opposition. In 1756 the General Assembly considered charges against Hume but declined to proceed, revealing both hostility to skepticism and the Moderates’ restraining influence. The book situates these works within concrete ecclesiastical politics, showing how Hume’s critique of superstition and enthusiasm responded to contemporary disciplinary practices and pulpit authority.

Institutional gatekeeping shaped Hume’s career. His Treatise (1739–1740) appeared to scant acclaim, and clerical opposition thwarted his bid for the Chair of Ethics and Pneumatical Philosophy at Edinburgh in 1744 and later attempts at Glasgow (1751). As librarian to the Advocates Library (1752–1757), Hume gained access to vast collections, enabling research for The History of England (1754–1762), which secured his fame. The book reads his philosophical essays alongside these professional struggles, linking his defenses of civil liberty and free inquiry to the practical constraints of patronage, university politics, and the market for books in mid-eighteenth-century Scotland and London.

Parisian sociability integrated Hume into continental debates. Serving as secretary to the British ambassador Lord Hertford (1763–1765) and then as chargé d’affaires (1765), Hume frequented salons hosted by Madame Geoffrin and others, meeting d’Alembert, Helvétius, and d’Holbach. He was celebrated as “le bon David.” His fraught patronage of Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 1766 ended in public quarrel. The book uses this episode to illuminate Hume’s reflections on amour-propre, sociability, and the passions, showing how Old Regime salons and diplomatic circuits provided the lived arenas for his analyses of sympathy, politeness, and the political uses of reputation and conversation.

Imperial commerce intertwined with Atlantic slavery. British merchants expanded their share of the transatlantic trade in the eighteenth century, supplying enslaved labor to colonies such as Jamaica and Barbados while importing sugar, tobacco, and cotton. The 1713 Asiento agreement gave Britain privileged access to Spanish America; the trade peaked in the 1760s. Hume’s own period writings include the notorious footnote added to Of National Characters (1753), expressing racial prejudice later criticized by contemporaries such as James Beattie (1770). The book frames Hume’s economic essays on commerce and refinement against this imperial background, acknowledging moral blind spots while highlighting his broader critique of national character essentialism.

British party politics evolved through Walpole’s long ministry (1721–1742), the 1733 excise crisis, and changing alignments of Whigs and Tories. Electoral management, press liberty, and cabinet responsibility developed within the Hanoverian settlement. Hume’s essays Of the Liberty of the Press (1741), Of Civil Liberty (1741), and Of the Original Contract (1748) interrogate foundational myths and celebrate practical checks over abstract sovereignty. His multi-volume History of England (1754–1762) revisits the Civil Wars and Revolution, warning against faction. The book connects these reflections to concrete constitutional practice, reading Hume’s skepticism about party zeal as a response to eighteenth-century patronage politics and ministerial stability.

Imperial crisis culminated in the American Revolution. Conflicts over taxation and sovereignty followed the Stamp Act (1765), Boston Massacre (1770), Tea Party (1773), and fighting at Lexington and Concord (1775). The Declaration of Independence appeared in 1776. Hume, serving as Under-Secretary of State for the Northern Department (1767–1768) under Henry Seymour Conway, had firsthand knowledge of imperial administration. In letters to friends and publishers, he predicted difficulties for both sides and cautioned against ideological fervor. The book aligns Hume’s essays on obedience, utility, and faction with these events, underscoring his preference for constitutional balance and his wariness of revolutionary abstractions.

As social and political critique, the book distills Hume’s exposure of superstition, enthusiasm, and speculative dogmatism. By recasting belief as custom-guided habit under uncertain evidence, it undermines clerical pretensions to authority, supporting toleration and constraining persecution. His treatment of miracles contests evidentiary standards used to police dissent. In politics, utility-based justifications displace sacralized sovereignty and fictive contracts, challenging ideological sanctification of power. The approach counsels institutional humility and incremental reform, urging magistrates and citizens to prize peace, commerce, and civility over sectarian triumph, thereby indicting zeal and partisanship that had recently fueled rebellion and punitive confessional discipline.

The book also criticizes economic and imperial orthodoxies. Hume’s attack on bullionist mercantilism, his analysis of paper credit’s fragility, and his defense of “refinement” link prosperity to industry and trust rather than hoarded specie, warning that speculative finance can impoverish laborers when confidence collapses. His reflections on party spirit and the mixed constitution suggest mechanisms to mute elite factionalism that exacerbates class tensions. While marked by his era’s moral limits, the work’s skeptical method reveals how empire, commerce, and clerical power entrench inequalities. It proposes sociability, legal impartiality, and prudent policy as correctives to domination by zeal, monopoly, and irresponsible credit.
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    David Hume (1711–1776) was a central figure of the Scottish Enlightenment, renowned as a philosopher, historian, and essayist whose empiricism and skepticism reshaped early modern thought. He examined how human understanding arises from experience, questioned traditional metaphysics and theology, and wrote influential works on morals, politics, and taste. As an historian, he produced a best‑selling multi‑volume narrative of England that secured his public fame during his lifetime. His philosophical writings, initially slower to gain recognition, later became canonical. Across genres, Hume cultivated a lucid prose style, aimed to ground inquiry in observation, and sought to explain belief and conduct through naturalistic principles.

Raised in Scotland in the early eighteenth century, Hume entered the University of Edinburgh while still very young, studying classical literature, philosophy, and the emerging natural sciences. He did not take a degree, instead pursuing independent study that combined rigorous analysis with wide reading. The intellectual milieu of the Scottish Enlightenment, along with the legacy of Francis Bacon and Isaac Newton, encouraged his experimental approach to moral subjects. He engaged critically with British empiricists such as John Locke and George Berkeley, and with skeptical writers like Pierre Bayle. This constellation of influences oriented him toward investigating the limits and capacities of human cognition.

In the 1730s Hume devoted himself to an ambitious project to apply the “experimental method” to human nature. The result, A Treatise of Human Nature, appeared in three books in the late 1730s and early 1740s. He analyzed ideas, causation, personal identity, and the foundations of morality, arguing that belief stems from custom and sentiment rather than reason alone. The Treatise was largely neglected on publication, a disappointment Hume later acknowledged. He responded by recasting key arguments in a clearer style, hoping to reach a broader audience without abandoning the core empirical program that guided his philosophical investigations.

The shorter Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding distilled his views on ideas, causation, liberty, necessity, and miracles, including the famous analysis of induction and the critique of testimony for miraculous events. A companion Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals emphasized the role of sentiment, utility, and sympathy in ethical judgment. In Essays, Moral and Political, he explored commerce, money, liberty, and party conflict, cultivating a public voice on civil society and political economy. His aesthetics, notably “Of the Standard of Taste,” analyzed criticism and cultural judgment. These works won more readers than the Treatise and established Hume’s reputation as a master stylist.

Hume also achieved prominence as a historian. While serving as a librarian in Edinburgh, he had access to extensive archival materials that supported his research. His multi‑volume History of England, published over the 1750s and early 1760s, traced political and constitutional developments from the medieval period through the seventeenth century. Although later historians revised many of his interpretations, the work was admired for narrative power and balanced treatment of contending parties. It became a major publishing success and, for contemporaries, the principal basis of his fame. The position lent him financial security and public standing that his philosophy had not yet secured.

In the 1760s Hume spent periods in France and in government service, enjoying the sociability of Parisian salons and the wider republic of letters. He also held administrative posts that drew on his clarity and tact. Earlier attempts to obtain a university chair had failed, amid controversy about the religious implications of his writings. Throughout this period he continued to refine his views on religion and philosophy. His Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, composed earlier but published posthumously, presented a probing debate about design and the limits of theological reasoning, exemplifying his commitment to testing arguments against experience and common life.

Hume returned to Edinburgh in his later years, where he revised his essays and corresponded with leading figures. He died in 1776. Subsequent generations elevated his philosophy to a central place in the canon. Immanuel Kant credited Hume with interrupting dogmatic slumber; utilitarians drew on his emphasis on sentiment and utility; economists engaged his analyses of commerce and money; and twentieth‑century analytic philosophers revisited his accounts of causation and normativity. Today he is read for methodological naturalism, the problem of induction, the is–ought distinction, and reflections on toleration. His prose remains a model of clarity, irony, and disciplined inquiry.
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Nothing is more usual and more natural for those, who pretend to discover anything new to the world in philosophy and the sciences, than to insinuate the praises of their own systems, by decrying all those, which have been advanced before them. And indeed were they content with lamenting that ignorance, which we still lie under in the most important questions, that can come before the tribunal of human reason, there are few, who have an acquaintance with the sciences, that would not readily agree with them. It is easy for one of judgment and learning, to perceive the weak foundation even of those systems, which have obtained the greatest credit, and have carried their pretensions highest to accurate and profound reasoning. Principles taken upon trust, consequences lamely deduced from them, want of coherence in the parts, and of evidence in the whole, these are every where to be met with in the systems of the most eminent philosophers, and seem to have drawn disgrace upon philosophy itself.

Nor is there required such profound knowledge to discover the present imperfect condition of the sciences, but even the rabble without doors may, judge from the noise and clamour, which they hear, that all goes not well within. There is nothing which is not the subject of debate, and in which men of learning are not of contrary opinions. The most trivial question escapes not our controversy, and in the most momentous we are not able to give any certain decision. Disputes are multiplied, as if every thing was uncertain; and these disputes are managed with the greatest warmth, as if every thing was certain. Amidst all this bustle it is not reason, which carries the prize, but eloquence; and no man needs ever despair of gaining proselytes to the most extravagant hypothesis, who has art enough to represent it in any favourable colours. The victory is not gained by the men at arms, who manage the pike and the sword; but by the trumpeters, drummers, and musicians of the army.

From hence in my opinion arises that common prejudice against metaphysical reasonings of all kinds, even amongst those, who profess themselves scholars, and have a just value for every other part of literature. By metaphysical reasonings, they do not understand those on any particular branch of science, but every kind of argument, which is any way abstruse, and requires some attention to be comprehended. We have so often lost our labour in such researches, that we commonly reject them without hesitation, and resolve, if we must for ever be a prey to errors and delusions, that they shall at least be natural and entertaining. And indeed nothing but the most determined scepticism, along with a great degree of indolence, can justify this aversion to metaphysics. For if truth be at all within the reach of human capacity, it is certain it must lie very deep and abstruse: and to hope we shall arrive at it without pains, while the greatest geniuses have failed with the utmost pains, must certainly be esteemed sufficiently vain and presumptuous. I pretend to no such advantage in the philosophy I am going to unfold, and would esteem it a strong presumption against it, were it so very easy and obvious.

It is evident, that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less, to human nature: and that however wide any of them may seem to run from it, they still return back by one passage or another. Even. Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, and Natural Religion, are in some measure dependent on the science of MAN; since the lie under the cognizance of men, and are judged of by their powers and faculties. It is impossible to tell what changes and improvements we might make in these sciences were we thoroughly acquainted with the extent and force of human understanding, and could explain the nature of the ideas we employ, and of the operations we perform in our reasonings. And these improvements are the more to be hoped for in natural religion, as it is not content with instructing us in the nature of superior powers, but carries its views farther, to their disposition towards us, and our duties towards them; and consequently we ourselves are not only the beings, that reason, but also one of the objects, concerning which we reason.

If therefore the sciences of Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, and Natural Religion, have such a dependence on the knowledge of man, what may be expected in the other sciences, whose connexion with human nature is more close and intimate? The sole end of logic is to explain the principles and operations of our reasoning faculty, and the nature of our ideas: morals and criticism regard our tastes and sentiments: and politics consider men as united in society, and dependent on each other. In these four sciences of Logic, Morals, Criticism, and Politics, is comprehended almost everything, which it can any way import us to be acquainted with, or which can tend either to the improvement or ornament of the human mind.

Here then is the only expedient, from which we can hope for success in our philosophical researches, to leave the tedious lingering method, which we have hitherto followed, and instead of taking now and then a castle or village on the frontier, to march up directly to the capital or center of these sciences, to human nature itself; which being once masters of, we may every where else hope for an easy victory. From this station we may extend our conquests over all those sciences, which more intimately concern human life, and may afterwards proceed at leisure to discover more fully those, which are the objects of pore curiosity. There is no question of importance, whose decision is not comprised in the science of man; and there is none, which can be decided with any certainty, before we become acquainted with that science. In pretending, therefore, to explain the principles of human nature, we in effect propose a compleat system of the sciences, built on a foundation almost entirely new, and the only one upon which they can stand with any security.

And as the science of man is the-only solid foundation for the other sciences, so the only solid foundation we can give to this science itself must be laid on experience and observation. It is no astonishing reflection to consider, that the application of experimental philosophy to moral subjects should come after that to natural at the distance of above a whole century; since we find in fact, that there was about the same interval betwixt the origins of these sciences; and that reckoning from THALES to SOCRATES, the space of time is nearly equal to that betwixt, my Lord Bacon and some late philosophers in England, who have begun to put the science of man on a new footing, and have engaged the attention, and excited the curiosity of the public. So true it is, that however other nations may rival us in poetry, and excel us in some other agreeable arts, the improvements in reason and philosophy can only be owing to a land of toleration and of liberty.

Nor ought we to think, that this latter improvement in the science of man will do less honour to our native country than the former in natural philosophy, but ought rather to esteem it a greater glory, upon account of the greater importance of that science, as well as the necessity it lay under of such a reformation. For to me it seems evident, that the essence of the mind being equally unknown to us with that of external bodies, it must be equally impossible to form any notion of its powers and qualities otherwise than from careful and exact experiments, and the observation of those particular effects, which result from its different circumstances and situations. And though we must endeavour to render all our principles as universal as possible, by tracing up our experiments to the utmost, and explaining all effects from the simplest and fewest causes, it is still certain we cannot go beyond experience; and any hypothesis, that pretends to discover the ultimate original qualities of human nature, ought at first to be rejected as presumptuous and chimerical.

I do not think a philosopher, who would apply himself so earnestly to the explaining the ultimate principles of the soul, would show himself a great master in that very science of human nature, which he pretends to explain, or very knowing in what is naturally satisfactory to the mind of man. For nothing is more certain, than that despair has almost the same effect upon us with enjoyment, and that we are no sooner acquainted with the impossibility of satisfying any desire, than the desire itself vanishes. When we see, that we have arrived at the utmost extent of human reason, we sit down contented, though we be perfectly satisfied in the main of our ignorance, and perceive that we can give no reason for our most general and most refined principles, beside our experience of their reality; which is the reason of the mere vulgar, and what it required no study at first to have discovered for the most particular and most extraordinary phaenomenon. And as this impossibility of making any farther progress is enough to satisfy the reader, so the writer may derive a more delicate satisfaction from the free confession of his ignorance, and from his prudence in avoiding that error, into which so many have fallen, of imposing their conjectures and hypotheses on the world for the most certain principles. When this mutual contentment and satisfaction can be obtained betwixt the master and scholar, I know not what more we can require of our philosophy.

But if this impossibility of explaining ultimate principles should be esteemed a defect in the science of man, I will venture to affirm, that it is a defect common to it with all the sciences, and all the arts, in which we can employ ourselves, whether they be such as are cultivated in the schools of the philosophers, or practised in the shops of the meanest artizans. None of them can go beyond experience, or establish any principles which are not founded on that authority. Moral philosophy has, indeed, this peculiar disadvantage, which is not found in natural, that in collecting its experiments, it cannot make them purposely, with premeditation, and after such a manner as to satisfy itself concerning every particular difficulty which may be. When I am at a loss to know the effects of one body upon another in any situation, I need only put them in that situation, and observe what results from it. But should I endeavour to clear up after the same manner any doubt in moral philosophy, by placing myself in the same case with that which I consider, it is evident this reflection and premeditation would so disturb the operation of my natural principles, as must render it impossible to form any just conclusion from the phenomenon. We must therefore glean up our experiments in this science from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear in the common course of the world, by men's behaviour in company, in affairs, and in their pleasures. Where experiments of this kind are judiciously collected and compared, we may hope to establish on them a science which will not be inferior in certainty, and will be much superior in utility to any other of human comprehension.
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All the perceptions of the human mind resolve themselves into two distinct kinds, which I shall call IMPRESSIONS and IDEAS. The difference betwixt these consists in the degrees of force and liveliness, with which they strike upon the mind, and make their way into our thought or consciousness. Those perceptions, which enter with most force and violence, we may name impressions: and under this name I comprehend all our sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance in the soul. By ideas I mean the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning; such as, for instance, are all the perceptions excited by the present discourse, excepting only those which arise from the sight and touch, and excepting the immediate pleasure or uneasiness it may occasion. I believe it will not be very necessary to employ many words in explaining this distinction. Every one of himself will readily perceive the difference betwixt feeling and thinking. The common degrees of these are easily distinguished; though it is not impossible but in particular instances they may very nearly approach to each other. Thus in sleep, in a fever, in madness, or in any very violent emotions of soul, our ideas may approach to our impressions, As on the other hand it sometimes happens, that our impressions are so faint and low, that we cannot distinguish them from our ideas. But notwithstanding this near resemblance in a few instances, they are in general so very different, that no-one can make a scruple to rank them under distinct heads, and assign to each a peculiar name to mark the difference1.

There is another division of our perceptions, which it will be convenient to observe, and which extends itself both to our impressions and ideas. This division is into SIMPLE and COMPLEX. Simple perceptions or impressions and ideas are such as admit of no distinction nor separation. The complex are the contrary to these, and may be distinguished into parts. Though a particular colour, taste, and smell, are qualities all united together in this apple, it is easy to perceive they are not the same, but are at least distinguishable from each other.

Having by these divisions given an order and arrangement to our objects, we may now apply ourselves to consider with the more accuracy their qualities and relations. The first circumstance, that strikes my eye, is the great resemblance betwixt our impressions and ideas in every other particular, except their degree of force and vivacity. The one seem to be in a manner the reflexion of the other; so that all the perceptions of the mind are double, and appear both as impressions and ideas. When I shut my eyes and think of my chamber, the ideas I form are exact representations of the impressions I felt; nor is there any circumstance of the one, which is not to be found in the other. In running over my other perceptions, I find still the same resemblance and representation. Ideas and impressions appear always to correspond to each other. This circumstance seems to me remarkable, and engages my attention for a moment.

Upon a more accurate survey I find I have been carried away too far by the first appearance, and that I must make use of the distinction of perceptions into simple and complex, to limit this general decision, that all our ideas and impressions are resembling. I observe, that many of our complex ideas never had impressions, that corresponded to them, and that many of our complex impressions never are exactly copied in ideas. I can imagine to myself such a city as the New Jerusalem, whose pavement is gold and walls are rubies, though I never saw any such. I have seen Paris; but shall I affirm I can form such an idea of that city, as will perfectly represent all its streets and houses in their real and just proportions?

I perceive, therefore, that though there is in general a great, resemblance betwixt our complex impressions and ideas, yet the rule is not universally true, that they are exact copies of each other. We may next consider how the case stands with our simple, perceptions. After the most accurate examination, of which I am capable, I venture to affirm, that the rule here holds without any exception, and that every simple idea has a simple impression, which resembles it, and every simple impression a correspondent idea. That idea of red, which we form in the dark, and that impression which strikes our eyes in sun-shine, differ only in degree, not in nature. That the case is the same with all our simple impressions and ideas, it is impossible to prove by a particular enumeration of them. Every one may satisfy himself in this point by running over as many as he pleases. But if any one should deny this universal resemblance, I know no way of convincing him, but by desiring him to shew a simple impression, that has not a correspondent idea, or a simple idea, that has not a correspondent impression. If he does not answer this challenge, as it is certain he cannot, we may from his silence and our own observation establish our conclusion.

Thus we find, that all simple ideas and impressions resemble each other; and as the complex are formed from them, we may affirm in general, that these two species of perception are exactly correspondent. Having discovered this relation, which requires no farther examination, I am curious to find some other of their qualities. Let us consider how they stand with regard to their existence, and which of the impressions and ideas are causes, and which effects.

The full examination of this question is the subject of the present treatise; and therefore we shall here content ourselves with establishing one general proposition, THAT ALL OUR SIMPLE IDEAS IN THEIR FIRST APPEARANCE ARE DERIVED FROM SIMPLE IMPRESSIONS, WHICH ARE CORRESPONDENT TO THEM, AND WHICH THEY EXACTLY REPRESENT.

In seeking for phenomena to prove this proposition, I find only those of two kinds; but in each kind the phenomena are obvious, numerous, and conclusive. I first make myself certain, by a new, review, of what I have already asserted, that every simple impression is attended with a correspondent idea, and every simple idea with a correspondent impression. From this constant conjunction of resembling perceptions I immediately conclude, that there is a great connexion betwixt our correspondent impressions and ideas, and that the existence of the one has a considerable influence upon that of the other. Such a constant conjunction, in such an infinite number of instances, can never arise from chance; but clearly proves a dependence of the impressions on the ideas, or of the ideas on the impressions. That I may know on which side this dependence lies, I consider the order of their first appearance; and find by constant experience, that the simple impressions always take the precedence of their correspondent ideas, but never appear in the contrary order. To give a child an idea of scarlet or orange, of sweet or bitter, I present the objects, or in other words, convey to him these impressions; but proceed not so absurdly, as to endeavour to produce the impressions by exciting the ideas. Our ideas upon their appearance produce not their correspondent impressions, nor do we perceive any colour, or feel any sensation merely upon thinking of them. On the other hand we find, that any impression either of the mind or body is constantly followed by an idea, which resembles it, and is only different in the degrees of force and liveliness, The constant conjunction of our resembling perceptions, is a convincing proof, that the one are the causes of the other; and this priority of the impressions is an equal proof, that our impressions are the causes of our ideas, not our ideas of our impressions.

To confirm this I consider Another plain and convincing phaenomenon; which is, that, where-ever by any accident the faculties, which give rise to any impressions, are obstructed in their operations, as when one is born blind or deaf; not only the impressions are lost, but also their correspondent ideas; so that there never appear in the mind the least traces of either of them. Nor is this only true, where the organs of sensation are entirely destroyed, but likewise where they have never been put in action to produce a particular impression. We cannot form to ourselves a just idea of the taste of a pine apple, without having actually tasted it.

There is however one contradictory phaenomenon, which may prove, that it is not absolutely impossible for ideas to go before their correspondent impressions. I believe it will readily be allowed that the several distinct ideas of colours, which enter by the eyes, or those of sounds, which are conveyed by the hearing, are really different from each other, though at the same time resembling. Now if this be true of different colours, it must be no less so of the different shades of the same colour, that each of them produces a distinct idea, independent of the rest. For if this should be denied, it is possible, by the continual gradation of shades, to run a colour insensibly into what is most remote from it; and if you will not allow any of the means to be different, you cannot without absurdity deny the extremes to be the same. Suppose therefore a person to have enjoyed his sight for thirty years, and to have become perfectly well acquainted with colours of all kinds, excepting one particular shade of blue, for instance, which it never has been his fortune to meet with. Let all the different shades of that colour, except that single one, be placed before him, descending gradually from the deepest to the lightest; it is plain, that he will perceive a blank, where that shade is wanting, said will be sensible, that there is a greater distance in that place betwixt the contiguous colours, than in any other. Now I ask, whether it is possible for him, from his own imagination, to supply this deficiency, and raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, though it had never been conveyed to him by his senses? I believe there are few but will be of opinion that he can; and this may serve as a proof, that the simple ideas are not always derived from the correspondent impressions; though the instance is so particular and singular, that it is scarce worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our general maxim.

But besides this exception, it may not be amiss to remark on this head, that the principle of the priority of impressions to ideas must be understood with another limitation, viz., that as our ideas are images of our impressions, so we can form secondary ideas, which are images of the primary; as appears from this very reasoning concerning them. This is not, properly speaking, an exception to the rule so much as an explanation of it. Ideas produce the images of themselves in new ideas; but as the first ideas are supposed to be derived from impressions, it still remains true, that all our simple ideas proceed either mediately or immediately, from their correspondent impressions.

This then is the first principle I establish in the science of human nature; nor ought we to despise it because of the simplicity of its appearance. For it is remarkable, that the present question concerning the precedency of our impressions or ideas, is the same with what has made so much noise in other terms, when it has been disputed whether there be any INNATE IDEAS, or whether all ideas be derived from sensation and reflexion. We may observe, that in order to prove the ideas of extension and colour not to be innate, philosophers do nothing but shew that they are conveyed by our senses. To prove the ideas of passion and desire not to be innate, they observe that we have a preceding experience of these emotions in ourselves. Now if we carefully examine these arguments, we shall find that they prove nothing but that ideas are preceded by other more lively perceptions, from which the are derived, and which they represent. I hope this clear stating of the question will remove all disputes concerning it, and win render this principle of more use in our reasonings, than it seems hitherto to have been.






1. I here make use of these terms, impression and idea, in a sense different from what is usual, and I hope this liberty will be allowed me. Perhaps I rather restore the word, idea, to its original sense, from which Mr LOCKE had perverted it, in making it stand for all our perceptions. By the terms of impression I would not be understood to express the manner, in which our lively perceptions are produced in the soul, but merely the perceptions themselves; for which there is no particular name either in the English or any other language, that I know of.
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Since it appears, that our simple impressions are prior to their correspondent ideas, and that the exceptions are very rare, method seems to require we should examine our impressions, before we consider our ideas. Impressions way be divided into two kinds, those Of SENSATION and those of REFLEXION. The first kind arises in the soul originally, from unknown causes. The second is derived in a great measure from our ideas, and that in the following order. An impression first strikes upon the senses, and makes us perceive heat or cold, thirst or hunger, pleasure or pain of some kind or other. Of this impression there is a copy taken by the mind, which remains after the impression ceases; and this we call an idea. This idea of pleasure or pain, when it returns upon the soul, produces the new impressions of desire and aversion, hope and fear, which may properly be called impressions of reflexion, because derived from it. These again are copied by the memory and imagination, and become ideas; which perhaps in their turn give rise to other impressions and ideas. So that the impressions of reflexion are only antecedent to their correspondent ideas; but posterior to those of sensation, and derived from them. The examination of our sensations belongs more to anatomists and natural philosophers than to moral; and therefore shall not at present be entered upon. And as the impressions of reflexion, viz. passions, desires, and emotions, which principally deserve our attention, arise mostly from ideas, it will be necessary to reverse that method, which at first sight seems most natural; and in order to explain the nature and principles of the human mind, give a particular account of ideas, before we proceed to impressions. For this reason I have here chosen to begin with ideas.
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We find by experience, that when any impression has been present with the mind, it again makes its appearance there as an idea; and this it may do after two different ways: either when in its new appearance it retains a considerable degree of its first vivacity, and is somewhat intermediate betwixt an impression and an idea: or when it entirely loses that vivacity, and is a perfect idea. The faculty, by which we repeat our impressions in the first manner, is called the MEMORY, and the other the IMAGINATION. It is evident at first sight, that the ideas of the memory are much more lively and strong than those of the imagination, and that the former faculty paints its objects in more distinct colours, than any which are employed by the latter. When we remember any past event, the idea of it flows in upon the mind in a forcible manner; whereas in the imagination the perception is faint and languid, and cannot without difficulty be preserved by the mind steddy and uniform for any considerable time. Here then is a sensible difference betwixt one species of ideas and another. But of this more fully hereafter.

There is another difference betwixt these two kinds of ideas, which is no less evident, namely that though neither the ideas, of the memory nor imagination, neither the lively nor faint ideas can make their appearance in the mind, unless their correspondent impressions have gone before to prepare the way for them, yet the imagination is not restrained to the same order and form with the original impressions; while the memory is in a manner tied down in that respect, without any power of variation.

It is evident, that the memory preserves the original form, in which its objects were presented, and that where-ever we depart from it in recollecting any thing, it proceeds from some defect or imperfection in that faculty. An historian may, perhaps, for the more convenient Carrying on of his narration, relate an event before another, to which it was in fact posterior; but then he takes notice of this disorder, if he be exact; and by that means replaces the idea in its due position. It is the same case in our recollection of those places and persons, with which we were formerly acquainted. The chief exercise of the memory is not to preserve the simple ideas, but their order and position. In short, this principle is supported by such a number of common and vulgar phaenomena, that we may spare ourselves the trouble of insisting on it any farther.

The same evidence follows us in our second principle, OF THE LIBERTY OF THE IMAGINATION TO TRANSPOSE AND CHANGE ITS IDEAS. The fables we meet with in poems and romances put this entirely out of the question. Nature there is totally confounded, and nothing mentioned but winged horses, fiery dragons, and monstrous giants. Nor will this liberty of the fancy appear strange, when we consider, that all our ideas are copyed from our impressions, and that there are not any two impressions which are perfectly inseparable. Not to mention, that this is an evident consequence of the division of ideas into simple and complex. Where-ever the imagination perceives a difference among ideas, it can easily produce a separation.
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As all simple ideas may be separated by the imagination, and may be united again in what form it pleases, nothing would be more unaccountable than the operations of that faculty, were it not guided by some universal principles, which render it, in some measure, uniform with itself in all times and places. Were ideas entirely loose and unconnected, chance alone would join them; and it is impossible the same simple ideas should fall regularly into complex ones (as they Commonly do) without some bond of union among them, some associating quality, by which one idea naturally introduces another. This uniting principle among ideas is not to be considered as an inseparable connexion; for that has been already excluded from the imagination: Nor yet are we to conclude, that without it the mind cannot join two ideas; for nothing is more free than that faculty: but we are only to regard it as a gentle force, which commonly prevails, and is the cause why, among other things, languages so nearly correspond to each other; nature in a manner pointing out to every one those simple ideas, which are most proper to be united in a complex one. The qualities, from which this association arises, and by which the mind is after this manner conveyed from one idea to another, are three, viz. RESEMBLANCE, CONTIGUITY in time or place, and CAUSE and EFFECT.

I believe it will not be very necessary to prove, that these qualities produce an association among ideas, and upon the appearance of one idea naturally introduce another. It is plain, that in the course of our thinking, and in the constant revolution of our ideas, our imagination runs easily from one idea to any other that resembles it, and that this quality alone is to the fancy a sufficient bond and association. It is likewise evident that as the senses, in changing their objects, are necessitated to change them regularly, and take them as they lie CONTIGUOUS to each other, the imagination must by long custom acquire the same method of thinking, and run along the parts of space and time in conceiving its objects. As to the connexion, that is made by the relation of cause and effect, we shall have occasion afterwards to examine it to the bottom, and therefore shall not at present insist upon it. It is sufficient to observe, that there is no relation, which produces a stronger connexion in the fancy, and makes one idea more readily recall another, than the relation of cause and effect betwixt their objects.

That we may understand the full extent of these relations, we must consider, that two objects are connected together in the imagination, not only when the one is immediately resembling, contiguous to, or the cause of the other, but also when there is interposed betwixt them a third object, which bears to both of them any of these relations. This may be carried on to a great length; though at the same time we may observe, that each remove considerably weakens the relation. Cousins in the fourth degree are connected by causation, if I may be allowed to use that term; but not so closely as brothers, much less as child and parent. In general we may observe, that all the relations of blood depend upon cause and effect, and are esteemed near or remote, according to the number of connecting causes interposed betwixt the persons.

Of the three relations above-mentioned this of causation is the most extensive. Two objects may be considered as placed in this relation, as well when one is the cause of any of the actions or motions of the other, as when the former is the cause of the existence of the latter. For as that action or motion is nothing but the object itself, considered in a certain light, and as the object continues the same in all its different situations, it is easy to imagine how such an influence of objects upon one another may connect them in the imagination.

We may carry this farther, and remark, not only that two objects are connected by the relation of cause and effect, when the one produces a motion or any action in the other, but also when it has a power of producing it. And this we may observe to be the source of all the relation, of interest and duty, by which men influence each other in society, and are placed in the ties of government and subordination. A master is such-a-one as by his situation, arising either from force or agreement, has a power of directing in certain particulars the actions of another, whom we call servant. A judge is one, who in all disputed cases can fix by his opinion the possession or property of any thing betwixt any members of the society. When a person is possessed of any power, there is no more required to convert it into action, but the exertion of the will; and that in every case is considered as possible, and in many as probable; especially in the case of authority, where the obedience of the subject is a pleasure and advantage to the superior.

These are therefore the principles of union or cohesion among our simple ideas, and in the imagination supply the place of that inseparable connexion, by which they are united in our memory. Here is a kind of ATTRACTION, which in the mental world will be found to have as extraordinary effects as in the natural, and to shew itself in as many and as various forms. Its effects are every where conspicuous; but as to its causes, they are mostly unknown, and must be resolved into original qualities of human nature, which I pretend not to explain. Nothing is more requisite for a true philosopher, than to restrain the intemperate desire of searching into causes, and having established any doctrine upon a sufficient number of experiments, rest contented with that, when he sees a farther examination would lead him into obscure and uncertain speculations. In that case his enquiry would be much better employed in examining the effects than the causes of his principle.

Amongst the effects of this union or association of ideas, there are none more remarkable, than those complex ideas, which are the common subjects of our thoughts and reasoning, and generally arise from some principle of union among our simple ideas. These complex ideas may be divided into Relations, Modes, and Substances. We shall briefly examine each of these in order, and shall subjoin some considerations concerning our general and particular ideas, before we leave the present subject, which may be considered as the elements of this philosophy.


Section V.

  Of Relations


Table of Contents



The word RELATION is commonly used in two senses considerably different from each other. Either for that quality, by which two ideas are connected together in the imagination, and the one naturally introduces the other, after the manner above-explained: or for that particular circumstance, in which, even upon the arbitrary union of two ideas in the fancy, we may think proper to compare them. In common language the former is always the sense, in which we use the word, relation; and it is only in philosophy, that we extend it to mean any particular subject of comparison, without a connecting principle. Thus distance will be allowed by philosophers to be a true relation, because we acquire an idea of it by the comparing of objects: But in a common way we say, THAT NOTHING CAN BE MORE DISTANT THAN SUCH OR SUCH THINGS FROM EACH OTHER, NOTHING CAN HAVE LESS RELATION: as if distance and relation were incompatible.

It may perhaps be esteemed an endless task to enumerate all those qualities, which make objects admit of comparison, and by which the ideas of philosophical relation are produced. But if we diligently consider them, we shall find that without difficulty they may be comprised under seven general heads, which may be considered as the sources of all philosophical relation.

(1) The first is RESEMBLANCE: And this is a relation, without which no philosophical relation can exist; since no objects will admit of comparison, but what have some degree of resemblance. But though resemblance be necessary to all philosophical relation, it does not follow, that it always produces a connexion or association of ideas. When a quality becomes very general, and is common to a great many individuals, it leads not the mind directly to any one of them; but by presenting at once too great a choice, does thereby prevent the imagination from fixing on any single object.

(2) IDENTITY may be esteemed a second species of relation. This relation I here consider as applied in its strictest sense to constant and unchangeable objects; without examining the nature and foundation of personal identity, which shall find its place afterwards. Of all relations the most universal is that of identity, being common to every being whose existence has any duration.

(3) After identity the most universal and comprehensive relations are those of SPACE and TIME, which are the sources of an infinite number of comparisons, such as distant, contiguous, above, below, before, after, etc.

(4) All those objects, which admit of QUANTITY, or NUMBER, may be compared in that particular; which is another very fertile source of relation.

(5) When any two objects possess the same QUALITY in common, the DEGREES, in which they possess it, form a fifth species of relation. Thus of two objects, which are both heavy, the one may be either of greater, or less weight than the other. Two colours, that are of the same kind, may yet be of different shades, and in that respect admit of comparison.

(6) The relation of CONTRARIETY may at first sight be regarded as an exception to the rule, THAT NO RELATION OF ANY KIND CAN SUBSIST WITHOUT SOME DEGREE OF RESEMBLANCE. But let us consider, that no two ideas are in themselves contrary, except those of existence and non-existence, which are plainly resembling, as implying both of them an idea of the object; though the latter excludes the object from all times and places, in which it is supposed not to exist.

(7) All other objects, such as fire and water, heat and cold, are only found to be contrary from experience, and from the contrariety of their causes or effects; which relation of cause and effect is a seventh philosophical relation, as well as a natural one. The resemblance implied in this relation, shall be explained afterwards.

It might naturally be expected, that I should join DIFFERENCE to the other relations. But that I consider rather as a negation of relation, than as anything real or positive. Difference is of two kinds as opposed either to identity or resemblance. The first is called a difference of number; the other of KIND.
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