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Relations “persuade” us that they always hold. In other words, that they
are necessary. But how?

Consider Hume’s reply to the question: what is “the difference
between believing and disbelieving a proposition”? This is “easy to
answer,” says Hume, when a proposition is “prov’d by intuition or dem-
onstration.” And he explains: “In that case, the person, who assents,
not only conceives the ideas according to the proposition, but is neces-
sarily determin’d to conceive them in that particular manner” (T 1.3.7.3;
my emphasis). Knowledge involves an absolute constraint on concep-
tion. As Hume remarks, it is impossible “for the imagination to conceive
any thing contrary to a demonstration”; in contrast, with “reasonings
from causation [...] this absolute necessity cannot take place, and the
imagination is free to conceive both sides of the question” (T 1.3.7.3;
my emphasis). Knowledge is forced or determined conception. And in
the case of the Causal Maxim, this forced conception is missing. Thus,
“there is no absolute nor metaphysical necessity, that every beginning of
existence” has a cause (T 1.3.14.35).

The category of “metaphysical” or “absolute” necessity is founded for
Hume on the mind’s determination to conceive in a certain way.” When
the mind perceives that A is on top of B, it feels free to conceive a different
spatial arrangement, but when the mind perceives two red objects, it is not
free to conceive them as not resembling each other.® And of course it is not
only “absolute necessity” that is founded on a determination of the mind,
but also “causal necessity,” although in the latter case the determination is
only strong and not absolute as the imagination remains free to conceive
otherwise. Consider the following passage:

Thus as the necessity, which makes two times two equal to four, or
three angles of a triangle equal to two right ones, lies only in the act
of the understanding, by which we consider and compare these ideas;
in like manner the necessity or power, which unites causes and effects,
lies in the determination of the mind to pass from the one to the other.

(T1.3.14.23)

Absolute necessity is a determination to conceive ideas in a certain way.
Causal necessity, or what Hume calls “physical necessity” (T 1.3.14.33),
also “lies in the determination of the mind to pass from the one to the
other.” In sum, the concept of “necessity” in general is founded on a deter-
mination of the mind. I will argue shortly that possibility, in contrast, is
founded on the liberty of the imagination. But first we must understand
the nature of “clear and distinct” ideas, and to do so, I first identify the
opposite: the unclear and indistinct ideas.
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(Un)clear and (In)distinct Ideas

The first appearance of the Conceivability Principle in the Treatise occurs
in the context of Hume’s treatment of abstract or general ideas: “nothing
of which we can form a clear and distinct idea is absurd and impossible”
(T 1.1.7.6). But as Don Garrett observes, “Hume does not try to define
them [the clear and distinct ideas] and so it remains somewhat uncertain
exactly what he means by them” (2015, 48). Garrett suggests that the
contrast might be Hume’s “relative ideas,” specifically ideas of relations
between a known object and an unknowledge one—the idea of an external
world is an example. But I don’t think “relative ideas” are the unclear
and indistinct ideas we are searching for, and Hume discusses them in a
different section, later in Book 1 of the Treatise. I argue that the unclear
and indistinct ideas we are pursuing appear instead a few paragraphs
before the first statement of the CP:

’tis evident at first sight, that the precise length of a line is not different
nor distinguishable from the line itself; nor the precise degree of any
quality from the quality. These ideas, therefore, admit no more of
separation than they do of distinction and difference. They are conse-
quently conjoined with each other in the conception.

(T1.1.7.3)

There are a few striking features about this passage. First, Hume insists
that there is no difference or distinction between the line and its length,
but he does so by drawing the very distinction he denies. This prompts the
key question of the sense in which there is supposed to be neither diffe-
rence nor distinction in this case. The second and related feature is even
more striking: Hume refers to the line and the length as two ideas; he
says, “these ideas” and “they are.” But if there are two ideas—conjoined
or not—then they are distinguishable and separable. This follows from
Hume’s so-called Separability Principle: “whatever objects are different
are distinguishable, and that whatever objects are distinguishable are sep-
arable by the thought and imagination... these propositions are equally
true in the inverse” (T 1.1.7.3).

Hume recognizes the precariousness of the line/length distinction that
is not supposed to be a distinction in the context of his discussion of
“distinctions of reason”: “Of this kind is the distinction betwixt figure
and the body figur’d; motion and the body mov’d” (T 1.1.7.17). And he
goes on to explain the difficulty:

The difficulty of explaining this distinction arises from the principle
above explain’d, that all ideas, which are different, are separable. For
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it follows from thence, that if the figure be different from the body,
their ideas must be separable as well as distinguishable; if they be not
different, their ideas can neither be separable nor distinguishable. What
then is meant by a distinction of reason, since it implies neither a diffe-
rence nor separation?

(T1.1.7.17)

The beginning of Hume’s response is that “’Tis certain that the mind
wou’d never have dream’d of distinguishing a figure from the body figur’d,
as being in reality neither distinguishable, nor different, nor separable”
and he maintains that the reason the mind draws such distinction is that
it observes “that even in this simplicity there might be contain’d many
different resemblances and relations” (T 1.1.7.18). He offers the following
important example:

Thus when a globe of white marble is presented, we receive only the
impression of a white colour dispos’d in a certain form, nor are we able
to separate and distinguish the colour from the form. But observing
afterwards a globe of black marble and a cube of white, and comparing
them with our former object, we find two separate resemblances, in
what formerly seem’d, and really is, perfectly inseparable. After a little
more practice of this kind, we begin to distinguish the figure from the
colour by a distinction of reason; that is, we consider the figure and
colour together, since they are in effect the same and undistinguishable;
but still view them in different aspects, according to the resemblances,

of which they are susceptible.
(T1.1.7.18)

As I interpret Hume’s words, he is saying that the distinctions in question
are not in the object or idea itself; they are not internal to the idea. The
difference between the figure and the body comes, Hume explains above,
from “observing afterwards,” from “comparing,” and from “practice.”
Adam’s mind would never dream of distinguishing the figure from the
body because there is no basis in the idea itself for such distinction; the
idea cannot give rise to the distinction.

In the context of his treatment of the idea of time, Hume argues as
follows: “since the idea of duration cannot be deriv’d from such an
[unchanging] object, it can never in any propriety or exactness be apply’d
to it” explaining that ideas “always represent the objects or impressions,
from which they are deriv’d, and can never without a fiction represent or
be apply’d to any other” (T 1.2.3.11). If it is not proper to apply the idea
of duration to an object that can never cause the idea, it would seem that
it is equally improper to apply a distinction to an idea that can never give
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rise to the distinction. The idea itself contains or displays no difference
or distinction between the line and its length or between the figure and
the body. With experience, we learn to draw distinctions that we then
apply to the ideas themselves and thereby believe falsely that there are such
differences in the ideas. Another way of putting this is that length and line
are distinct only in their capacity to belong to different “meaning sets.””
For example, the meaning set of “line” includes objects that fall under
the concept, namely lines. But “length” and “line” do not have identical
meaning sets. Not every length is a line. There is, for instance, the length of
time, and thus the meaning set of “length” will contain other objects that
are not lines. A line is a member of two meaning sets, “length” and “line”
(and many others). It is only in relation to other ideas within a given set
that the idea of a line can be considered as a line or as a length.

If the “distinctions of reason” are our unclear and indistinct ideas, then
clear and distinct ideas must be simple or complex, where the parts or
simples of complex ideas are differentiated in the ideas themselves. And
because the differences are internal to the ideas, the imagination can sep-
arate them easily. More on this below.

Conceivability and Metaphysical Possibility

If “necessity” is founded on a determination of the mind, then “possi-
bility” is founded on the freedom of the imagination. And if the idea of
necessity originates in a determination of the mind, the idea of possibility
originates in a feeling of freedom or ease of mind. But this freedom, unlike
the determination of the mind, is not a circumstantial property of the
imagination; it is what the imagination most essentially or naturally is for
Hume. And it is because freedom is the imagination’s default or natural
state that a constraint on this freedom, such as when it perceives Invariable
Relations, is felt immediately.

As is well known, the so-called Copy Principle—that all simple ideas
copy simple impressions—is Hume’s most important and “first principle”
(T 1.1.1.12) in his science of the mind. Hume considers “our second prin-
ciple” in the science of mind to be “the liberty of the imagination to trans-
pose and change its ideas” (T 1.1.3.4). Hume elaborates on this “Liberty
Principle” below:

The fables we meet with in poems and romances put this [the
imagination’s freedom] entirely out of 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 copy’d from our impressions,
and that there are not any two impressions which are perfectly
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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.

(T1.1.3.4)

The “liberty of the fancy” is nothing but the ability to separate what is
differentiated and distinguishable in the (mere) ideas themselves and to
produce new compositions. The liberty of the imagination is an “evident
consequence” of the simple/complex distinction and these simple or com-
plex ideas are the clear and distinct ideas at the core of the Conceivability
Principle.

I noted at the beginning of this chapter that Ainslie rejects the
“attributional” CP because he believes it requires an idea of possibility,
which Hume does not have, according to him. But this is not true; we do
have an idea of possibility, just as we have an idea of necessity. In the first
Enquiry, Hume compares liberty with necessity as follows:

liberty, when opposed to necessity, is nothing but the want of that
determination, and a certain looseness or indifference, which we feel,
in passing, or not passing, from the idea of one object to that of any
succeeding one.

(E 8.22n18.1)

The determination of the mind is the source of the idea of necessity, and
the looseness we feel “in passing or not passing” from one idea to another
is the source of the idea of possibility. Even without activity, there is a
feeling of looseness or ease in the mind, and this is the impression of (meta-
physical) possibility. In the last section of this chapter, I situate the CP
(and knowledge/metaphysical necessity) within the context of Hume’s
overarching project in the Treatise and offer an interpretation. But first
I want to discuss some objections against the CP in the literature, which
will allow me to clarify and elaborate on my interpretation.

Objections and Replies

We saw earlier that Hume appeals to conceivability to reject the meta-
physical necessity of a cause to every beginning of existence. Elizabeth
Anscombe (1974) raises the following challenge for Hume:

I can imagine a rabbit coming into being without a parent rabbit, well
and good: I imagine a rabbit coming into being, and our observing that
there is no parent rabbit about. But what am I to imagine if I imagine a
rabbit coming into being without a cause? Well, I just imagine a rabbit
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coming into being. That this is the imagination of a rabbit coming into

being without a cause is nothing but, as it were, the title of the picture.
(Anscombe, 150)

The key claim in this passage, as I read it, is that there is no such thing
as an idea of an uncaused object. But I don’t think Anscombe is reading
Hume correctly because in the text in question, he is only saying that when
the mind conceives an object, it is not compelled to conceive another.
Hume writes that it is easy for us to conceive any object to be non-existent
this moment and existent the next, “without conjoining to it the distinct
idea of a cause or productive principle” (T 1.3.3.3). However, the point
Anscombe is making is still worth addressing on Hume’s behalf: is there
such thing as an idea of an uncaused object?

For Hume, the idea of an object does not contain a cause or the lack of
a cause. But more generally, there is no such thing as an idea of x without
y; after all, there are infinite “withouts.” But this does not mean that an
idea cannot confirm the absence of an object, including a cause. Hume is
responding to rationalists who insist in reason’s ability to identify a cause
as part of the idea of an object. Hume denies the presence of such cause.
Suppose you say, “this is a photo of Meryl at the Oscars with her award,”
but there is no award in the photo, and so I reply, “no, this is a photo of
Meryl at the Oscars without her award.” It is in this sense only that an
idea can be of an object without a cause.

Mary Shepherd (1824) raises a different kind of challenge to the CP in
response to the following passage from Hume’s (first) Enquiry:

it implies no contradiction, that the course of nature may change, and
that an object, seemingly like those which we have experienced, may
be attended with different or contrary effects. May I not clearly and
distinctly conceive, that a body, falling from the clouds, and which, in
all other respects, resembles snow, has yet the taste of salt or feeling
of fire? Is there any more intelligible proposition than to affirm, that
all the trees will flourish in December and January, and decay in May
and June? Now whatever is intelligible, and can be distinctly conceived,
implies no contradiction, and can never be proved false by any demon-
strative argument or abstract reasoning a priori.

(E 4.18)

Is Hume right that we can imagine salty and hot snow? For Shepherd, this
is a case of “naming... [an] object in one sense, and imagining its essence
in another sense” (ERCE 32) and she continues:

were a body, in all other respects resembling snow, to have the taste
of salt and feeling of fire, it would be an extraordinary phoenomenon,|
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no doubt; and one which might for ought we know take place, but it
would not be snow; and such a body could not fall from the clouds but
by new causes efficient to its formation; it would, therefore, be entirely
a different object, and would require a new name.

(ERCE 68-69)

For Shepherd, “cold” and “tasteless” are part of the definition of “snow.”®
Thus, we cannot imagine snow that is hot and salty. But this argument
only works if we assume that we know the definition of “snow.” Thus, if
you know that “bachelor” means “unmarried man,” you cannot conceive
a bachelor as married. The arguments against the CP from a posteriori
metaphysical identities, such as water and H,O, turn precisely on our
ability to conceive water as something else, say XYZ, before knowledge
of the identity. The objection is exactly that we can conceive water to be
XYZ even though water is necessarily H,O. We can do so by considering
the “mere idea” of water. Shepherd too must allow that we can think of
snow as hot and salty before we know the definition of “snow.” If Adam’s
impression of “a body falling from the clouds” is of snow, then Adam
thinks of snow that it can be hot and salty.

These cases are supposed to show that conceivability is not a guide to
metaphysical possibility because what we are conceiving is metaphysically
impossible (Putnam, 1975; Kripke, 1980). The core claim is that it is an a
posteriori metaphysical necessity that water is H,O. For Hume, however,
there is no such thing as a posteriori metaphysical necessity. The identity
of water and H,O is at most a physical necessity, a concept that involves to
the laws of nature. “Metaphysical necessity,” unlike “physical necessity,”
is a priori for Hume.

A different objection to Hume’s CP comes from mathematics: it is said
that both the truth and falsehood of Goldbach’s conjecture are imaginable.
But if Goldbach’s conjecture is true, it is necessarily true, and if it is false,
it is necessarily false. Thus conceivability is not a guide to possibility. But
we simply don’t have a clear and distinct idea of Goldbach’s conjecture; we
can’t have a clear and distinct idea of the infinite series of even numbers.
And if we had such an idea, we would know its truth value. Goldbach’s
conjecture might challenge a different kind of conceivability principle, but
not Hume’s.

Van Inwagen (1998a, 79) wonders whether transparent iron is conceiv-
able. If my perception of this transparent thing is of iron, then I can be
said to conceive of iron that it is transparent. And there are other ways of
thinking about the possibility of transparent iron, namely by expanding
the meaning of “iron.” Consider “liquid nails.” Liquid nails perform the
same function as traditional nails and if we decide that what is essential to
being a nail is not being hard or metal, but rather its function, then nails
can be liquid, and so, iron might very well be transparent.
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Hsueh Qu (2023, 453) poses the following challenge to Hume’s
CP: “What is it to form an image of a bat being an animal, as opposed
to a bat being a mammal?” His point is that there is no difference in the
image. Qu is right, but his is not a challenge to Hume’s CP because we
don’t have clear and distinct ideas of “mammal” or “animal.” To identify
the clear and distinct ideas, we must consider the “objects in themselves”
and “never look beyond the ideas which we form of them” (T 1.3.6.1).
Qu is looking beyond the ideas themselves. To conceive of x as a mammal,
we must consider (the idea of) x as part of the meaning set of “mammal.”
On Hume’s account of general ideas, no idea on its own has general signi-
fication. This does not mean, of course, that we cannot conceive of bats as
animals; it only means that the sense of conceivability at play here is not
the one relevant to Hume’s CP.

The Mind as the Foundation of Science

Hume’s goal in A Treatise of Human Nature, as he describes in its
Introduction, is to establish 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” (T Intro. 6). This foundation is Hume’s “science
of man,” and he insists that “[t]here is no question of importance whose
decision is not compriz’d in the science of man” and nothing that “can
be decided with any certainty, before we become acquainted with that
science” (T Intro. 6).

There is no modern equivalent for the “science of man” but the part of
the science of man that is relevant to us is what Hume calls “logic”: “The
sole end of logic is to explain the principles and operations of our reasoning
faculty, and the nature of our ideas” (T Intro. 5). The project is to apply
the empirical and experimental method of reasoning of Bacon and Newton
to the study of the mind. Hence the subtitle of the Treatise: “an attempt
to introduce the experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects.”
Thus, it is the mind as it is revealed through the application of the experi-
mental method of reasoning that will serve as the foundation for the other
sciences.

Consider Hume’s arguments against the infinite divisibility of space
and time. (a) “’Tis universally allow’d, that the capacity of the mind is
limited, and can never attain a full and adequate conception of infinity”
(T 1.2.1.2). (b) “’Tis therefore certain, that the imagination reaches a min-
imum, and may raise up to itself an idea, of which it cannot conceive any
sub-division, and which cannot be diminished without a total annihila-
tion” (T 1.2.1.3). It is a question of fact for Hume whether space and time
are infinitely divisible; thus, the question must be answered empirically. If
we take a chunk of matter and start dividing it, we reach a point at which
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an additional division deprives the mind of its object, that is, the mind no
longer has an impression or idea of the object. Notice that it is irrelevant
whether we start by dividing extension or, as Hume does, by dividing our
ideas. The result is the same, namely that we reach a minimum impression
or idea. The minimum idea is for Hume the standard of the smallest piece
of matter:

I first take the least idea I can form of a part of extension, and being
certain that there is nothing more minute than this idea, I conclude, that
whatever I discover by its means must be a real quality of extension.’

(T12.22)

As part of his examination of the “foundation of mathematics” (T
1.4.2.22), Hume demands:

What is our idea of a simple and indivisible point? No wonder if my
answer appear somewhat new, since the question itself has scarce ever
yet been thought of. We are wont to dispute concerning the nature of
mathematical points, but seldom concerning the nature of their ideas.

(T1.2.3.14)

Once we inspect this idea, we learn that it must have color or tactile
properties. Similarly, in his criticism of geometry, Hume argues that “’tis
absurd to talk of perfection beyond what these faculties [the senses and
imagination] can judge of; since the true perfection of any thing consists
in its conformity to its standard” (T 1.2.4.29). The standard in question
is our idea of a line.

The grounding of the modal categories on the mind is part and parcel
of Hume’s ambitious project. The standard of metaphysical possibility is,
in effect, the “Liberty Principle” which is an “evident consequence” of the
simple/complex distinction. To say that a unicorn is metaphysically pos-
sible is not to say that such an animal might exist. Whether it is possible
for such an animal to exist will depend on the laws of nature. To say that a
unicorn is metaphysically possible is simply to say that its existence cannot
be ruled out a priori, just as we cannot rule out a priori that an object
might begin to exist without a cause. There is nothing in the clear and dis-
tinct idea of a unicorn that prevents its existence. And there is nothing in
the clear and distinct idea of an object that prevents its beginning without
a cause. What is ruled out a priori must be founded on a determination to
conceive.

Hume makes the puzzling claim that the four Invariable Relations
are “the foundation of science” (T 1.3.2.1). Perhaps Hume asserts this
because these four relations serve as the standard of metaphysical necessity
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(their invariability consisting in the determination of the mind to con-
ceive in a certain way). The rationalist dogma that the necessity of the
Causal Maxim is metaphysical simply fails to match the standard (there
is no determination to conceive). The opposite of metaphysical necessity
is metaphysical possibility. It is not just that we do not feel determined to
conceive in a certain way in the case of the Causal Maxim, but also, and
more positively, the imagination feels free to conceive differently. And that
is the standard of metaphysical possibility.

Identifying (fixed and principled) standards against which we may assess
various claims or philosophical theories is part of the foundational pro-
ject Hume is engaged in. And Hume does establish the modal categories
on a solid foundation. It is up to scientists to determine what is physic-
ally necessary or possible, and it is up to philosophers (or scientists of
the mind) to determine what is metaphysically necessary or possible. For
Hume, what is metaphysically necessary is extremely limited and what is
metaphysically possible extremely expansive. And this gets things exactly
right because in science, what is ruled out a priori should be as minimal as
possible and what is considered a priori possible should be as expansive
as possible.

Notes

1 References to the Treatise are to David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed.
David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton (New York: Oxford University Press,
2011), hereafter cited as “T” followed by book, part, section, and paragraph
numbers.

2 References to An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, hereafter cited
as “E” following by section and paragraph numbers.

3 Mill (1874), Book 2, Ch. 6, Section 6.

4 T discuss this fact about knowledge in more detail in Boehm (2013b).

5 This marks a slight but important departure from my views on this matter
in Boehm (2013b), where I argue that at the sub-personal level, metaphysical
necessity is founded on our incapacity to conceive differently, and I interpret
this incapacity as the result of some activity of the mind: the mind tries but fails
to conceive differently. In 2013b, T attribute the “determination to conceive”
to a personal, phenomenological level of the mind. Because I now consider the
imagination’s default state to be freedom, I think the determination to conceive
is all that is needed for knowledge of metaphysical necessities. Thomas Holden
(2014) defends a similar but importantly different view of absolute necessity; he
does not distinguish between the determination to conceive and the incapacity
to conceive differently. T agree with him so long as the incapacity to conceive dif-
ferently does not involve any extra step or activity of the mind. There is another
important difference between our views: he interprets “metaphysical necessity”
as reducible to or an expression of our incapacity to conceive differently or of




image17.png
Conceivability as the Standard of Metaphysical Possibility 259

our being determined to conceive. Here I don’t offer an expressivist account of
metaphysical necessity or possibility. On my view, the determination to con-
ceive is the standard of metaphysical necessity and for Hume, it is the only
stable standard we can ever have. Whatever metaphysical necessity is (Hume
does not need to battle with the rationalist or realist conception) we do need
a standard by which we may assess claims about metaphysical necessity and if
T am right, the determination to conceive is our test or standard for doing so.
I believe this interpretation fits best with the “Foundational Project” I defend in
Boehm (2013a).

6 This does not mean of course that the imagination cannot just separate the
objects and thus relieve itself of the determined conception. But if it wants to
consider the two objects, it must perceive them as resembling.

7 The literature refers to these sets as “revival sets,” but I believe “meaning sets”
is more descriptive and less misleading.

8 I discuss Shepherd’s and Hume’s views of necessity in Boehm, M, (forthcoming).
“Shepherd and Hume: Experience and Necessity.”

9 As I read it, Hume is not saying that the minimum idea gives us access to the
real qualities of extension. He is, as it were, declaring that whatever properties
the idea has must be a real quality of extension. (Minima only have sensible
qualities. This is consistent with Hume’s claim that our idea of extension is an
array of color or tactile minima.)
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Without its name, Hume’s descriptions of the imagination might deceive
us into believing he is referring to some powerful divinity that operates
in our soul. The imagination is “a kind of magical faculty in the soul”
that “runs from one end of the universe to the other” collecting ideas (T
1.1.7.15). Nothing, Hume insists in the Treatise, “is more free than that
faculty” (T 1.1.1.4)." Nothing, Hume insists in the first Enquiry, “is more
free than the imagination of man” (E 5.10).2 The imagination “has the
command over all its ideas, and can join, and mix, and vary them in all
the ways possible” (T 1.3.7.7-E 5.12). “Nothing is more admirable, than
the readiness, with which the imagination suggests its ideas” (T 1.1.7.15).
Without this admirable readiness we would be unable to engage in gen-
eral thought. The imagination is also the “ultimate standard” of geometry
(T 1.2.4.29). And of course, without the imagination, there would be no
inductive reasoning. Hence Hume’s exaltation: “The imagination of man
is naturally sublime” (E 12.25).

But one thing is being sublime, and another is having supernatural
abilities. Hume remarks that “nothing of which we can form a clear and
distinct idea is absurd and impossible” (T 1.1.7.6); that “whatever we
conceive is possible, at least in a metaphysical sense” (A 11). And in an
often-quoted passage, he remarks:

"Tis an establish’d maxim in metaphysics, That whatever the mind
clearly conceives includes the idea of possible existence, or in other
words, that nothing we imagine is absolutely impossible. We can form
the idea of a golden mountain, and from thence conclude that such
a mountain may actually exist. We can form no idea of a mountain
without a valley, and therefore regard it as impossible.

(T1.2.2.8)

Stephen Yablo (1993, 4-6) finds an ambiguity in the above passage
between two readings: (a) we ascribe metaphysical possibility on the basis
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of conceivability and (b) the imagination reveals or informs us of meta-
physical possibilities. Don Ainslie rejects the first option because according
to him it requires an idea of possibility, which, he thinks, Hume lacks. But
then he ponders: “Why does our thinking that something might exist suffice
for it to be a real possibility? In what sense do our powers of thought reflect
the modal structure of things?” (2015, 175). Good questions. If Hume is
committed to the view that our ability to form ideas gives us access to
metaphysical realities, then he owes us an explanation of how this trick
works because there appears to be no natural or intelligible connection
between our capacity to imagine certain things and their possible exist-
ence. I think J. S. Mill speaks for most of us when he remarks that

our capacity or incapacity of conceiving a thing has very little to do
with the possibility of the thing in itself; but is in truth very much an
affair of accident, and depends on the past history and habits of our
own minds.’

The so-called Conceivability Principle (henceforth CP) plays crucial
roles in several of Hume’s most powerful and consequential arguments,
but it remains a mystery why he does not bother to defend or even explain
the principle. One of the formulations of the CP above declares that
nothing of which we have “clear and distinct ideas” is absurd or impos-
sible, but even the nature of these ideas is an open question, as is of course
the relation between them and metaphysical possibility. Outside of Hume
scholarship, the CP, in its epistemic reading, has been proclaimed defeated.
It is argued that conceivability is not a guide to metaphysical possibility
because we can conceive water to be XYZ, although it is an (a posteriori)
metaphysical necessity that water is H,O. And it is not just a posteriori
necessary identities such as water and H,O and gold and atomic number
79 that threaten the epistemic CP but also mathematical conjectures where
both their truth and falsehood are conceivable.

In this chapter, focusing mostly on Hume’s A Treatise of Human
Nature, 1 attempt to carve some conceptual space for a different reading
of the CP—we can call it the “attributional” reading (in contrast to the
“epistemic” reading) of the CP. On this reading, we attribute metaphysical
possibility on the basis of conceivability. Hume connects a priori know-
ledge with metaphysical necessity and conceivability with metaphysical
possibility. And he deploys both knowledge and conceivability together
as tools against rationalism in his treatment in the Causal Maxim and
induction; in the first part of the chapter, I outline these texts. Second,
I consider Hume’s account of knowledge and its relation to metaphysical
necessity; this discussion offers some important clues for how to think
about the CP. Third, I put forward a reading of “clear and distinct” ideas
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and metaphysical possibility. On my reading, “x is metaphysically pos-
sible” means that the existence of x cannot be ruled out a priori. I situate
this reading within what I understand to be Hume’s overarching project in
the Treatise, or his “Foundational Project” (Boechm, 2013a).

Knowledge and Conceivability: The Causal Maxim and Induction

“Why a cause is always necessary” (T 1.3.3) is the title of the third section
of Part 3 of Book 1 called “Of Knowledge and Probability.” “Why a cause
is always necessary” is also the question that sets the agenda for almost
everything that follows in Part 3. Hume begins his inquiry into the Causal
Maxim or the principle that “whatever begins to exist, must have a cause
of existence” (T 1.3.3.1; emphasis original) as follows:

"Tis suppos’d to be founded on intuition, and to be one of those maxims,
which tho’ they may be deny’d with the lips, ’tis impossible for men in
their hearts really to doubt of. But if we examine this maxim by the
idea of knowledge above-explain’d, we shall discover in it no mark of
any such intuitive certainty; but on the contrary shall find, that ’tis of a
nature quite foreign to that species of conviction.

(T1.3.3.1)

Here Hume appeals to his account of knowledge, in particular intui-
tive knowledge to reject the alleged source of our certainty in the Causal
Maxim. The Causal Maxim has “no mark” of intuitive certainty. In the
next section, we will see exactly what this means. But the appeal to know-
ledge is only Hume’s first line of attack against the Causal Maxim’s ration-
alistic pretensions. The second is the Conceivability Principle, and it is
worth considering the whole passage:

But here is an argument, which proves at once, that the foregoing prop-
osition [the Causal Maxim] is neither intuitively nor demonstrably
certain. We can never demonstrate the necessity of a cause to every
new existence, or new modification of existence, without shewing at
the same time the impossibility there is, that any thing can ever begin
to exist without some productive principle; and where the latter prop-
osition cannot be prov’d, we must despair of ever being able to prove
the former. Now that the latter proposition is utterly incapable of a
demonstrative proof, we may satisfy ourselves by considering, that as
all distinct ideas are separable from each other, and as the ideas of cause
and effect are evidently distinct, ‘#will be easy for us to conceive any
object to be non-existent this moment, and existent the next, without
conjoining to it the distinct idea of a cause or productive principle. The
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separation, therefore, of the idea of a cause from that of a beginning of
existence, is plainly possible for the imagination; and consequently the
actual separation of these objects is so far possible, that it implies no
contradiction nor absurdity; and is therefore incapable of being refuted
by any reasoning from mere ideas; without which ’tis impossible to
demonstrate the necessity of a cause.

(T 1.3.3.3; my emphasis)

The imagination can definitively determine that the necessity of a cause to
every beginning of existence is not metaphysical. Importantly, Hume does
not deny the necessity; he only objects to the kind of necessity we believe
is involved in the Causal Maxim.

The appeal to knowledge is also the first step in Hume’s treatment of
inductive reasoning:

There is no object, which implies the existence of any other if we con-
sider these objects in themselves, and never look beyond the ideas which
we form of them. Such an inference wou’d amount to knowledge, and
wou’d imply the absolute contradiction and impossibility of conceiving
any thing different. But as all distinct ideas are separable, ’tis evident
there can be no impossibility of that kind.

(T1.3.6.1)

Hume’s phrase “if we consider these objects in themselves, and never look
beyond the ideas which we form of them” is crucial (and I will appeal
to it later) because the ideas at play in metaphysical necessity or possi-
bility are “mere ideas” and this passage refers to them. What follows the
appeal to his account of knowledge is Hume’s second line of attack: the
Conceivability Principle.

there can be no demonstrative arguments to prove, that those instances,
of which we have had no experience, resemble those, of which we
have had experience. We can at least conceive a change in the course
of nature; which sufficiently proves, that such a change is not abso-
lutely impossible. To form a clear idea of any thing, is an undeniable
argument for its possibility, and is alone a refutation of any pretended
demonstration against it.

(T 1.3.6.5; emphasis original)

The imagination is again a powerful tool for denying knowledge in the
strict sense; it is an “undeniable argument for its possibility, and is alone
a refutation of any pretended demonstration.” Knowledge and conceiv-
ability work in tandem as mighty weapons against the alleged rational
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foundation of the Causal Maxim and causal inference. Although Hume
does not elaborate on the relation between conceivability and metaphys-
ical possibility, his comments regarding the relation between knowledge
and metaphysical necessity offer helpful clues.

(A Priori) Knowledge and Metaphysical Necessity

Hume’s account of knowledge takes up only one of 16 sections of Part 3
of Book 1 called “Of Knowledge and Probability.” Given that knowledge
occupies such a tiny part, it is curious, perhaps, that Hume includes it
in the title. However, he returns to his account of knowledge repeatedly
throughout Book 1 and he does so at crucial junctures and to establish
some of his most important arguments.

Earlier in the Treatise, Hume identifies seven “philosophical relations,”
which for him are the most general subjects of comparison. In the section
on knowledge, he divides these relations sharply into two groups: “such
as depend entirely on the ideas, which we compare together,” and those
that “may be chang’d without any change in the ideas” (T 1.3.1.1).
The “Invariable Relations” are resemblance, contrariety, degrees in any
quality, and proportion in quantity or number. These are the only pos-
sible “objects of knowledge and certainty” (T 1.3.1.2). The “Variable
Relations,” in contrast, do not depend entirely on the ideas, and these are
identity, relations of time and place, and causation.

Hume’s example of an Invariable Relation is “the idea of a triangle” in
which “we discover the relation of equality, which its three angles bear to
two right angles; and this relation is invariable, as long as our idea remains
the same” (T 1.3.1.1). Hume argues that some Invariable Relations “are
discoverable at first sight, and fall more properly under the province of
intuition than demonstration” (T 1.3.1.2). He explains that when “any
objects resemble each other, the resemblance will at first strike the eye, or
rather the mind; and seldom requires a second examination.” When the
difference in degrees in quality is considerable, we can also “pronounce
at first sight” which one is superior or inferior “without any enquiry or
reasoning” (T 1.3.1.2). We are able “at one view [to] observe a superiority
or inferiority betwixt any numbers or figures; especially where the diffe-
rence is very great and remarkable” (T 1.3.1.3).

As an example of an Invariable Relation that is known intuitively, con-
sider the perceived resemblance between two red objects. If the same red
objects remain unchanged, we perceive them as resembling each other. To
perceive or conceive these two red objects is to perceive their resemblance.
We can manipulate their spatial relation, but the resemblance remains
if the objects do. When the difference is considerable, we can also per-
ceive the Invariable Relation “larger than” between two objects. Again,
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to perceive or conceive the objects is to perceive the difference in size.
Invariable Relations depend solely on the ideas themselves. In contrast,
that A is to the right of B does not at all depend on A and B. A and B
remain unchanged when B is to the right of A.

Hume unfortunately does not clarify that what is known intuitively are
relations between “mere” ideas and not relations between bodies. Suppose
the two red objects mentioned above are tomatoes, but only one tomato
is red. The other is green and only appears red because of the angle of
light. Given that intuitive certainty is absolute and without possibility of
error, we can’t be intuitively certain of the red-resemblance between the
two tomatoes. What we are absolutely certain of concerns appearances
or bodies as they appear to us.* When Adam looks at the two tomatoes,
there are two red objects in his visual field. And if Adam were to die at that
moment, he would do so without having ever seen green.

Hume also fails to clarify sufficiently that the objects of knowledge
cannot be ideas with conceptual content. If my idea of smoke includes its
being an effect of fire, then I can’t conceive the opposite, that smoke causes
fire. Instead, we are supposed to “consider these objects in themselves, and
never look beyond the ideas which we form of them” (T 1.3.6.1). Hume
also refers to these ideas as “mere ideas” when he argues that the necessity
of Causal Maxim does not arise from “reasoning from mere ideas; without
which ’tis impossible to demonstrate the necessity of a cause” (T 1.3.3.3).
Elsewhere, Hume insists that “there are no objects, which by the mere
survey, without consulting experience, we can determine to be the causes
of any other...” (T 1.3.15.1). The objects of knowledge are “mere ideas,”
and intuitive knowledge takes a “mere survey.”

This brings us to Hume’s remarks that the Invariable Relations can be
perceived “at one view” or “at first sight.” We may object that perceiving
“at one view” is also possible with the Variable Relations. We can perceive
“at one view” that A is on top of B. Thus, the immediacy suggested by
phrases like “at one view” or “at first sight” cannot simply mean seeing
that a relation holds. We can see that A is on top of B just as clearly and
fast as we see that A is larger than B. Thus, what we perceive at one view
in the case of intuitive knowledge is not that a relation holds; instead,
I suggest, what is “seen” by the eye “or rather the mind” (T 1.3.1.2) is that
the relation is necessary, or that necessarily the relation holds.

When Hume compares the Invariable Relations with the variable ones,
he notes that “[t]he relations of contiguity and distance betwixt two objects
may be chang’d merely by an alteration of their place, without any change
on the objects themselves or on their ideas” (T 1.3.1.1) and he points
out that there “is nothing in any objects to persuade us, that they are
either always remote or always contiguous” (T 1.3.2.2). The Invariable




