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UME devoted Part II of Book I of his Treatise on Human

Nature' to what he calls ‘The Ideas of Space and Time’.
He added certain remarks in the Appendix to vol. III of the
first edition of that work. These are incorporated in the text in
the edition of Green and Grose. The whole doctrine is printed
continuously in T.H.N. (I), pp. 334-71. It is very queer stuff
indeed, and presumably Hume became dissatisfied with it, for
it does not reappear in the Enquiry. He treats Space and Time
together, and he professes to come to the same conclusions
mutatis mutandis about both. But he goes into much greater
detail about Space than about Time, and it is easier to see
what his theory amounts to in the former case than in the latter.
Here I shall consider only what he has to say about Space.

Hume gives a summary of his doctrine of Space in Treatise,
bk. I, part I, sect. jv (T.H.W. (1), pp. 345-6). I shall, however,
Summarize it in my own way. But before doing so, I will make
the following introductory remarks:

(1) Hume talks in this part of his work in a quite realistic
ommon-sense way about bodies emitting or reflecting light to
| erles ¢¥es and thus eventually giving rise to visual sensations.
0 Allithjs would, of course, need to be analysed in terms of his
| ;;;2“‘}; of Material-object propositions and of causal proposi-
g \;\'111 his doctrine were to be made into a coherent whole,

-/ Yhat he here ca|s ‘space’ would be more accurately called
|  Xtengi, or he confines his discussion to the notions of

“*hslon anq

~ SXtensiop’,

e of shape, and does not discuss in any detail the
~00 of the locati

Ngle three.-dim

mﬂnt presupp
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an idea of something answering to the descriptiOn ‘

consists in having 2 mental image which ansyep :
0

us, for example, to have an idea of , thay

t consists in having a mental image rﬁd Cir.
lCh i
s

description. Th

cular surface jus : .
red and circular, 1 the sense in which such qualities ¢ay, b

to mental images. Similarly, to have an idea of , ¢long
spherical volume would be to have a mental image WE' Cmpty
voluminous and spherical, but had no imaginal qualitmh Wag
sponding to colour or temperature or texture or anY corre.
sense-given quality. Y other

All this being presumed, we may say that Hume is py:
concerned in his discussion of extension with two ques tiOnsam'l
(I) the question of the divisibility of extended particmars,wz.
(IT) the question whether anyone has or could have an ic’iezmi
a length or an area or a volume without any sensal qualities suci
as colour, temperature, texture, &c. He describes this s::-cond
question as the question whether there is or could be an ideq of
a vacuum.

As regards the first question, what he really discusses under
that head could be more accurately described as follows. In the
first place, he confines the question to certain sense-data, viz.
visual and tactual ones. And what he asks about such sense-data
is this. What are the ultimate constituents of which an ordinary
finite extended visual or tactual sense-datum is composed ? Are
they themselves extended or are they literally punctiform? Is
the number of such ultimate constituents in a finite visual or

tactual sense-datum finite or infinite?

His answers to these questions are as follows. (1) There ar¢
literally punctiform visual sense-data, i.e. sense-given particulars
which have colour, and position in the visual field, but 0
extension. Similarly, there are literally punctiform tactual sense-
data, i.e. sense-given particulars which have sensible hotness
coldness or sensible textural qualities, and position in the tactud
field, but no extension. (2) Any extended visual sc:rnsf:-daé“:"a1
consists of a finite number of punctiform CO ;
aggregated in a unique kind of way. We might ¢ : nilar
tionship ‘extension-generating aggregation’. e
remarks apply mutatis mutandis to any extended .tactual 5
datum. (3) Just as we are presented in sensation V{lth pu
coloured sense-data, so we can imagine punctiform ¢ | from
visual images. These resemble, and are ultimately derve™ “ope
our earlier sensations of punctiform coloured sense-datd:

same is true mutatis mutandis of tactual images.




HUME'’S DOCTRINE OF SPACE 6
163

50 much for Hume’s answers to Question I. His answer to

Lestion 113 viz. the question v§rh1ch he puts in the form: Can
ere be an idea of a vacuum?, is obvious on his own principles
for the question would come to th1§: Can there be an extcndcci
ental image; composed of punctiform mental images which
have 10 imaginal quality corresponding to either sensible colour
e psible temperature or any other sensal quality? The
answer Seems pretty obviously to be: No!

1 will now consider Hume’s arguments for these conclusions,

ond will take in turn the two questions of Divisibility and of
Idea of 2 Vacuum.

{. DIVISIBILITY.

Under the head of ‘Divisibility’ I shall consider first his
argument for the existence of punctiform visual and tactual
sense-data. Then I shall deal with his doctrine that ordinary
finitely extended visual and tactual sense-data are aggregates
of punctiform sense-data. It will be needless to discuss these
questions separately for visual and for tactual sensation, and so
I will confine myself in what follows to visual sensation.

(1) The punctiform elements. Hume holds that under suitable
conditions one can actually sense a single punctiform coloured
sensum, i.e. a sense-given particular which has colour, and
location in the visual field, but no extension. He claims to
establish this by the following experiment, which anyone can
try for himself.

Suppose that you put a spot of ink on a bit of white paper;
fix the paper on the wall at the level of your eyes; and then
walk slowly backwards from the wall, keeping your eyes fixed
on the spot. There is a certain limiting distance (different, no
doubt, for different persons and perhaps for the same person on
different occasions), such that, if you move any farther back,
you simply cease to see the spot at all, i.e. there ceases to be any
sense-datumn in your visual field which can be counted as a
visual appearance of the dot. Hume thinks it obvious that the
sense-datum which you sense when you just reach this limiting
distance must be unextended. And it is certainly coloured, for it is

- a blue-looking dot on a white-looking background. Soitis a
- Punctiform blue sense-datum.
~ In drawing this conclusion Hume tacitly assumes that there
- can be no indiscriminable sense-data in a visual field. On that
assumption, the argument would run as follows. So long as you
~ Sense a sense-datum of any extension, the result of moving
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further away from the wall is simply to replace
datum by a smaller one of the same coloyr a large, %
location in your visual field. Now a stage arriveand the s:%.
result of moving any further away is that such 5 at whigy, :Ee
altogether ceases to be distinguishable in your v? Sense-datun?
course, if we admitted the possibility of indiscrinf'll al fielg Of
data in a visual field, we might say that after this Sl?able Senge
still an extended blue sense-datum, but it is too age there
discriminated. But, if we reject the possibility of indissmf‘ll'to b
sense-data in a visual field, and accept Hume’s acc OCrlmmable
phenomenology of the experiment, we seem forcedunt of the
Hume’s conclusion. We seem obliged to say that wt}? dray
ink-spot is viewed from the limiting position for that par‘t:i?;utlhe
observer at that particular moment, the sense-datum co N
sponding to it is quite literally a coloured point, with posi:ire.
but no extension. -

Hume draws a _corollar_y from this about the extension of
physical .ob]ects, which I will now state in my own way. It is
often said that there are physical objects, e.g. ultra-microscopic
which are smaller than anything that we can perceive
s. Now this is true on one interpretation. It is
true, if one takes it to mean that, even when such a material
thing is in the most favourable position for being seen, it fails
to produce any visual impression at all. But, in another sense,
it is misleading. If such a material thing has extension at all,
it must be bigger than some particulars which we can visually
sense. For we can and do sense visual sense-data which are
literally punctiform. Therefore, even those material things
which are too small for us to perceive by sight must be larger
than some of our actual visual sense-data.

According to Hume’s general account O
idea of a point would simply consist in having S
which resembles and is causally descended from 2 Puncnd(;ta
sense-impression. Since we have punctiform visual scnse-v isua’
there is no reason why we should not have punC“fO,rm 4 from
images which resemble them and are ultimately d‘?rl‘ﬁl . only
them. And, if we do so, we have ideas of Romts.lt{l ything
sense in which, according to Hume, we have ideas ot & a}; some

Hume concludes from this that itis a mis}akc to Sat):s small
people have done, that there may be physical Objﬁcevcr gmall
that we can have no adequate ideas of them. On consist
such a thing may be, it must, if it be extended 2¢ z}. s and
a plurality of points. Now we ndividud! P

have ideas of ?

particles,
with our sense

f ideas, to have 2
2 mental 1Mage
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- (B) We can now pass to t
_ data. On this I would make the following comments:

j;%ppear?.nces of the ink-spot, on W
form visual sense-data is based, a
- A walk backwards from such a spot, keeping
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sherefore of somcthmg _smaller_than such a thing. Hume asserts
hat the only d}fﬂc‘ulty in forming clear ideas of extended things

- es from their b1gness, and not from their smallness. Even the
smallest body must consist of a very large number of material
points, and a very large body would consist of an enormous
(thollgh always finite) numbcr of such points. Now, although
we have perfectly clear ideas of individual points, i.e. have

unctiform coloured visual images, it is impossible to have a
clear idea of a collection of an enormous number of points. For
on Hume’s view, such an idea would be an image composed of
an €normous number of punctiform images, each of which was
discriminated from all the rest. And we do not have such
images.

(1.1) Comments on the doctrine of punctiform elements. Before
1 to consider how the punctiform elements are supposed
to be aggregated to form objects of finite extension, I will make
some critical comments on the part of Hume’s theory which
I have just expounded. For this purpose I shall divide my
remarks into two sections, viz. (A) those concerned with the

art of the theory which depends on Hume’s general doctrine
of ideas, and (B) those concerned with the part which is
indcpendcnt of this.

A) The first section can be dismissed fairly briefly. I have
no doubt that Hume’s general account of what is involved in
having an idea of so-and-so is, and can be shown to be, rubbish.
But, for the present purpose, it is enough to say that, whatever

may be the right analysis of the phrase ‘to have an idea of a

point’, Hume’s analysis is certainly wrong. To have an idea of
a point certainly does not consist in having a punctiform visual
h an image is neither a

or tactual mental image. To have suc
necessary nor a sufficient condition of having an idea of a point,

in the sense in which that phrase is used by geometers. So the
question whether we do or do not have such images is simply
irrelevant. To this I will only add that, for my own part, I am
pretty certain that I do not have punctiform visual or tactual
images, and that I should feel somewhat sceptical if anyone

were to tell me that ke did.

assing O

he question of punctiform sense-

her the facts about the visual
hich the argument for puncti-
re correctly described. When
my eye on it all the

(i) I am very doubtful whet
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while, it scems to me that there is a qualitative 4
qumtimiw change In the successive sense-data. Ay gy, S
stages there certainly is a noticeable decrease in size hhi:h

intensity of the blue colour and the definiteness of the o the

do not alter appreciably. But, as I approach the Unne

position, from which there ceases to be any a
dot in my visual field, what I find most promincl;l:ci:r,_::( < of e
faintness of the blue colour and the Aaziness of the mdii:o“!
appearance of the dot finally vanishes through ' Th.
indistinguishable from that of the background in:ll(t)um! —
surrounding it. But, so long as I am sure that I am seeing g,
spot at all, I am fairly sure that the sense-datum \nhtch&
visual appearance is extended, and not literally punctif s
I very much doubt whether there are punctiic Ctlorm. So
dats, The: chne e prsvctibic Eactaal orm visual sease.
to be stll weaker o al sense-data would seem
{‘ﬁ"' It very (x-lnmm_lv held l'hll 'I . -
that 3 sease-darum could appear to the o ke is sensag
Thi have any characterisuc which it s motiin et e
himscll:‘ m;s e oo 8- by Berkeley. And Hume
§illowing paaage: from | the principle, as is shown by tx
‘For, since all o -lhc Treatise, bk. I, part IV, sect &
by they musr. .:cnsauc.:n's. : .m-knounmmb_yconscm
they are, and be whar they ieear For ohoenie. b S
we should have ‘wo v appear.’ For otherwise, he savs
intimarely conscious, suppose that, even where we are mes
. . W ' * -

480 . He evidendy rﬂg&’fds@aihlgbfchmmkc?. (THN. (I, p
..-\ow,i(sccmsu-)me[ha{ﬂ : g supposiaon a:._ahsurrL '
him 10 this alleged absurds _msmfdx?d'cxmoncm
visual sense-datum absurdiry. According to him, any extesd®®
: \,Wﬁmfutmwtedaﬁhnumqu
discontinuons. By it coura_d elements. It must therefore be i 13
o But it ceraialy does appear on inspecton ©
mamber of : appear lpbeanagregmc of a ¥
erdinary sheer o Clements. (One needs only to look 3 %2
omeself of this smooth white writing- o coavin
Save 2 ' Therefore, if Hume be n-ghtp“’”h both appea’s ¥
‘which it dors o - uch it does not have, and has 3 PP
MPument 1o mpplh":" o have. Even if one accepted Hume?
ances, one js Mtcl;! “ndﬂ" Ct:rta.m very spﬁ:u.l arce®
' %'“""Mr e oy Ton A deolatedl pRCEERE

Bconsistency arises in connexion with 5""*"
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. in] mages: For, according Lo Hume, any such image must
suat be an 48 regate of o (inite number of punetiform images;
fIC age appears (o be so on inwpection.

whi® There is @ certain kind of muddle which it is very €asy
and 1 think it is powible that Hume may have

! ade it It i a well-known facl that w discontinous set of
closely adjoined coloured dots on i white sheet of paper will
r as a continuously coloured area, if you view it from a

appc? . T " e
great enough distance. (.L.om.xcmr-.ly,_ what appeary as i con-
tinuously coloured area will often be found to he a discontinuous
set of coloured dots, i you view il from near at lm'mi‘nr lhr‘nugh
a magnifying-glass. Now, if we use the word ‘Hl:t(‘t' in ity ordinary
sense, it 18 quite proper to say that a person s seeing the same
art of the same bit of paper, under one set of circumstances as
strewn with 2 discontinuous collection of coloured dots, and,
under another set of circumstances, as a continuously coloured
area. It is also quite proper to say that in the former casc he i8
seeing it ‘as it really is’, and that in the latter casc he is 1o a
| certain extent ‘misperceiving’ it. Now plain men do not draw
any clear distinction between seeing and what certain philoso-
‘ phers call ‘visually sensing’. Nor do they draw any clear
: of the bodies which they see

n the surfaces
‘the sense-data which they

distinction betwee
hilosophers call

and what certain p
visually sense in seeing thosc surfaces’.

Now every philosopher has been, a

a plain man. It is therefore very casy fo
that the percipient in the case supposed is sensing the same visual
sense-datum throughout; and that this sense-datum really consists
of a discontinuous aggregate of coloured sensce-data, even when
it appears on the most careful inspection to be continuous.
That, however, is a mere muddle. If you distinguish visually
sensing from seeing, and if you distinguish the visual sense-
datum sensed from the material surface scen in and through
sensing that sense-datum, you will have to proceed as follows.
You will have to say that the percipient, who secs the same part
of the same material surface under the various conditions in
idlicstion, is sensing a different sense-datum on each such different
. _?:zi;slon. No two of these sense-data have any part or el.cmcnt
discorzr;tli?lon‘ Those which appear discontinuous on inspection ar¢
L COntirimus’ and those which appear continuous on ingpection
R e 1, liOll}S‘;- Each is _exactly as it appears on inspection of it
e 1111 the discontinuous ones give more accurate infor-
than do the continuous ones about the structurc of

nd still is at most times,
r him to take for gran ted
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that material surface of which all of them a7 vis
ances. nal Ppeay,
(iv) It seems to me that Hume has given ng cle
of extension as applied to material things, e.g. sheets :fr ACcoyp,
billiard-balls, as distinct from extension as applied to ap
and to images. He has not even seen that it is obligato Sense-dyy,
to do so. TY on hip,
The fact of being a phenomenalist does not excyge 0
this task. Let us grant, for the sake of 1€ froy
. g s fi € sake ol argument, that al] pro .
tions about the extension of material things can be zﬁ] lp0s1.
completely into propositions about the extension of sense;ildys.?d
The analysis has still to be made, and it will certainly be vata.
complex. It is quite certain that one cannot just substitute‘;
a proposition about the extension of a material thing, e.g. ‘Th(;:
thing is cubical’, a single proposition with the same predicare |
about a single visual sense-datum. For no visual sense-datumj; |
cubical. The very least that is needed is a complicated set of pro-
positions about a whole family of suitably interrelated sense-data
of various sensible shapes and sizes and in various visual fields, :
(2) The mode of aggregation. I now leave these comments, and |
pass to the other factor in Hume’s doctrine of divisibility. It is
an essential feature in his theory that punctiform coloured
sense-data can be aggregated together in such a way that the
aggregate is an extended coloured sense-datum. And he quite
explicitly maintains that a finite coloured line, or surface, or
volume is an aggregate of a finite number of punctiform coloured
elements. In discussing this we can, for the most part, confine
our attention to the case of lines, straight or curved. For this 1
the simplest case, and any difficulties in applying the theory
to lines will equally affect the application of it to areas 0{ ,t‘;
volumes. Of course, there might well be additional difficulti€

in the latter cases. :on in
Hume never considered the notion of such aggregatloélifﬁ.

detail, and it seems to me that one gets into insuperable some

culties as soon as one attempts to do so. I will now state

of them. . ,
(i) It is plain that this aggregation of points tO g

ve lin€

L Jittle
must be something quite different from the adj.ur}ctlflm ‘:{ must
straight lines end to end to give longer lines. S-lmﬂafrli);’tlc areS
be something quite different from the adjunction © jumes "
along their edges to give larger areas, or of little Vocithcr ends
their faces to give larger volumes. For a point gt
nor edges nor faces.
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The only. reletramt1 remark which .Hume makes on this topic
is the following: ‘A b ue and a I'Cd_P?lnt. may surely lie contiguous
without any penctra‘tlon or annihilation.” Again, in the same
paragraph he says: ° . . . from the union of these points there
results an object, which is compounded and divisible, and
consists of two parts, of which each preserves its existence
distm’Ct and separate, notW1thstan.cl1ng Its contiguity to the
other’ (Treatise, bk. I, part II, sect. iv: T.H. N, (I), p- 347). It is
plain from the context that Hume here takes the points to be of
different colours only to help the reader’s imagination. He
wo.uld say exactly the same things mutatis mutandis of two red
points or of two blue‘ p01r.1ts..Thc question thus arises: What
doe§ Hun-le mean by contl.gul.ty’ as applied to points?
(i) It is plain that contiguity, in the case of points, cannot
mean contact. Only extendo:d ob:lects could be in contact with each
other. For contact consists in having one or more points in
common, and in the remaining parts of the two objects being
on opposite 51de§ of these common points. The only way to make
sense of the notion _of contiguity, in the case of two points, is to
suppose that there is an intrinsic minimum distance, such that two
points cannot be nearer together than this. Two points which
:vc{)c z‘a,t thg intrinsically minimal distance apart might be said
0 be ‘contiguous’.
-(iii). Hume makes certain statements which seem to imply
this view. In T.H.N. (I), p. 351, he discusses the notion of
equality of lines, areas, &c. He says there that ‘lines or surfaces
are equal, when the number of points in each are equal; and
as the proportion of the numbers varies, the proportion of the
lines and surfaces is also varied’. It is true that he says that this
does not provide a practical means of comparison, because we
cannot count the points. But he says explicitly that it is ‘just, as
:fecll as ‘obv.iogs’. Now all this plainly implies that there is a
ofl'tal-n Intrinsic mgumal distance between two ‘points. A pair
Onlpomts at that.dlstan.cc apart would be ‘contiguous’, in the
poii t:ense in whxch. points could be so. And any such pe}ir of
'éﬁailabromq constitute the natural, tho.ugh_ not prac.txqally
o %5 1fl’d u;)ut of length. (Prcsqmably, the intrinsically minimal
o € an equ1.la'teral triangle, whose corners were three
'Y, each at the minimal distance from the other two. And,

- PrSumably the intrinsically minimal vol ould be a regular

tetr Fivo., 4 y minimal zolume wou g
s D, whose corners were four points, each at the
.' (w) Aﬂdlﬂsltizsitilice .frorr} the other three.)

b ts in with Hume’s doctrine that the total number
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; ;-opoints in any finite lir}c is ﬁnitf:. For that implies that 3 line
is a discretesequence of points. It might be compared, for example,
with the sequence of integers between (say) 1 and 10. It coylq
not be compared, for example, as the orthodox m?thematic;ﬂ

aim, with (say) the sequence of fractions greater

h would cl ) :
Ehznf and less than 3, arranged 1n order of magnitude. For iy

the latter case there is a fraction between any two fractions,

On any such view as Hume’s, if you take any point in a line

there must be a point next to it on one side or the other or both;

since the total number of points in it is finite. Now, on that

assumption, there are only the fo]lowin.g two possibilities. Either
(a) there is an intrinsically minimal distance, such that no two
points can be nearer to each other than this, and such that the
distance between any two points is either this or some integral
multiple of it. Or (b), whilst any two points must be at some
finite distance or other apart, there is no one distance, however
small, such that no two points could be nearer together than
that. It is evident that Hume’s statements about equality imply
the first of these two alternatives.

(v) The theory which we have had to ascribe to Hume seems
to me to be altogether untenable, for various reasons.

(a) In the first place, it seems plainly inconsistent with the
notion of distance that there should be an intrinsically minimal
distance.

(b) What would it mean, on Hume’s general principles, 0
say that there is a certain distance such that no two points ¢an
be nearer together than this, and that any two points must be
sep.arated either by this distance or by some integral multiple
of it? Plainly, the necessity would not be analytic. Therefore,
on Humc’s general principles, it could only be a belief generate
and imbued in us by a certain invariable regularity in our past
gic’:ng?s?s.- But, on Hume’s own showing, we can seldom, if
2 éxtend";g“;ate ;he punctiform sense-data which m:dke :f
have been distizzii A, Therclore, we e .seldom, . e; 0’
two punctiform P ac‘{v are of 2 natural unit line compo
the same remark wsozldat: at1 the mlr.umal dls_tance.apzp;‘lts-ica ly
mi?imal o Volumes_pp y, mutatis mutandis, to Mt

¢ i ]
cons)equl.l‘:::cec:o:vtgng a2 qu.estion would lead to geomCtrlg?Yl
regarded as self- ch are highly paradoxical. It is comm© b

any point I eli-evident, for example, that there are throu®
: Y point llnCS in eVCI‘y onceivab P NG . he thCOrY
11 question, there could b eivable direction. But, on the ° 4
e only as many lines through 2

pROCEEDINGS OF
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are points at the minimal distance from it and from
r. In a plane, for example, these would be the six

f a certain regular hexagon with the

© op point at its centre. So there would be only three co-planar
By llft lines through a given point, and each would make a

’":f:i?nal angle of 60° with the one next to it.

mII think, then, that I_-lulpc’s whole acs:ount of spatial divisibility

can be fairly safely dismissed as rubbish.

LEGED IDEA OF A VAGUUM.

urn to Hume’s second question, viz. whether
uld have an idea of a vacuum.

Hume defines the word ‘vacuum’ as ‘a space where there is
nothing visible or tangible’ (Treatise, bk. I, part II, sect. v:
T.HN. (1), p- 358). He denies that we have any idea answering
to that phrase. But many people have thought that they do have,
and they have produced arguments to show that they must
have, such an idea. Hume claims to refute these arguments,
and he puts forward a theory to account for the fact that such
people think they have an idea of a vacuum when really they

do not and cannot.

On Hume’s principles, and with his definition of ‘vacuum’,
the statement that we have no idea of a vacuum is little more
than a platitude. On his analysis of ‘to have anidea of so-and-so’,
to say that we have an idea of a ‘space where there is nothing
visible or tangible’ would come to the following. It would
amount to saying that we have visual images which are extended
!Dut completely without colour (including under the word
“colour’ black, white, grey, &c.), or that we have tactual
images which are extended but completely lack imaginal hot-
nessor coldness, roughness or smoothness, and every kind ofimag-
inal analogue to sensible tactual qualities. It is plain to me on
inspection that I have no such images, and I should be surprised
lfanyonsg clse proved to be differently constituted in this respect.
woli‘ifgn llf it were not c_)b.vious to everyone on inspection, Hume

claim to prove it in the following way. According to him

every i . A . ) :
haednlr; image is a faint copy of some earlier sense-impression
y the same person. Now it seems quite certain that one
-datum which isjust extended

is
anlet‘;;r aware of an extended sense
gured but has neither visual nor tactual sense-qualities

Pervading i . ;
give rislentg 1ts extension. Therefore, there are no impressions to
i bO tf}e kind of image which an idea of a vacuum would
e, if we accept Hume’s definition of ‘vacuum’ and his

8 there

ch othe
ciin"s at the corners O

u, THE AL
We can now t
any one has or cO
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analysis of the phrase ‘to have an idca.of S0-and-sg’ 5, .
general principle that all images are faint copies of Previo uls
impressions. :

The conclusion seems to me to be completely Uninteregt;,
Since no one in his senses would think of questioning it, we cor
be pretty sure that the quite intelligent persons whg havz
claimed to have an idea of a vacuum either Were not using th,
word ‘vacuum’ in the sense defined by Hume or Were ot
accepting Hume’s analysis of ‘having an idea of s0-and.gg’
Probably they would have differed from him on both points.

It is plain from some remarks which Hume added in ¢,
Appendix to Book III of the Treatise (T.H.N. (1), p. 368, note)
that he came to realize this himself. In these remarks he admjt
that he has been confining his attention to the visible and
tangible appearances of physical objects, i.e. to visual and tactyg|
sense-data. He says: ‘If it be asked whether the invisible and
intangible distance’ between two visible or two tangible objects
‘be always full of body, or of something that by an improvement
of our senses might become visible or tangible, I must ac-
knowledge that I find no very decisive arguments on either side,
though I am inclined to the contrary opinion. . .. Now this
is the only question which was ever at issue in disputes about
a vacuum. So we see that, when Hume faces the real issue, he
takes the sensible view that it cannot be settled by philosophical
arguments, and expresses a personal opinion in favour of the
reality or the Possibility of regions empty of matter.

How people come to think that they have an idea of a vacuum. We can
now consider Hume’s explanation of how people come to th?“k
that they have an idea of a vacuum, in the sense of an extension
without any sensal qualities pervading it. He has an afgum&‘;
about visual extension and one about tactual extension.
will now take these in turn, :

(1) Visual extension, The essence of the argument Conccr?lr'lg.
visual extension is this. There are two different senses of dltsa
tance’. In our vigya] fields we are directly aware of sen se'dao
which are at 5 distance apart in one or another or bOthtcs
these senses of ‘distance’. Certain facts, which Hume enumerd l;’
cause the ideas of these two kinds of distance to be very stron8

€y are in a muddleq state due to a confused mixture
two associated j




HUMIE'S DOCTRINE OF SPACE
We will now consider the details, |

, of ‘distance’ can be -
sentes of ¢ expounded as foll :
wo points, 4 and B. Then there are two q?,ﬁt S%{ls’dcr A
closely interconnected facts or possibilitie ttierent, but
hem. (i) There is the di lities to be considered
about them. ere 18 the direct relation of : :
4 LB, Th . ol spatial separation
petween A and 8. "This, being a relation, is indivisible
parts, but 1t may be greater or less. It migh’t be compar 5 lfftlc:
the ratio between two numbers, e.g. between 3 ;)ndc2 wit
There may be a strelch or sequence of points colli . (i)
. 118 ollinear with 4
and B and ialhpg between them. This might be compared with
the sequence ‘?{ tniegers PCtW?Cn 2 and 13. I think that Hume’s
two senses of ‘distance’ are just the relation of spatial separation
L] . . b
and the stretch or sequence of intermediate points which together
make up the straight line joining two points.

Let us now con&udcr‘t}}c visual experiences which correspond
to these two senses of ‘distance’. Suppose you were to look up
at the heavens on a pitch-dark night and to see two stars. You
would then be aware of two nearly punctiform visual sense-
data which are spatially separated, but are not joined by a
stretch of intermediate visual sense-data. Here we have the
visual experience of distance in the first sense, without distance
in the second sense.

Suppose, on the other hand, that you were to see the same
two stars in twilight against a background of blue sky. Then
there would be a visible stretch of blue joining the two separated

- silvery sense-data. According to Hume, 1t would be composed
- of a sequence of punctiform blue sense-data. Their number
~ would be finite, and it would correspond to the degree of
~ separation between the two silvery termlqal scnszc-data. 5
 Now this latter kind of visual experience 15 very dmuc
commoner than the former. Therefore the idea of any degree

e b : n two ver small or pungtiform
of patial separation betwee Y. ciated with the

..gll sense-data has become very strongly asso ¢ intermediate
ide e corrcspondingly long visual st{‘ctc!l of 1ntt(;1rem

d sense-data, forming 2 coloured Hne Joﬁnlngcn o sense
: ose, now, that on some occ.aSIOI’l Ly a%li‘st example,
atially separated coloured points, as ll} O:(;lourcd points.
nsing an intermediate el S retch of coloured

iion, o e i o'f ) Ett here there is no
ining the two, will tend to arise. bu

this

f any such stretch. Hume holds tbaci t?: Vl;felfijclli (c);c is
one gets into a confused state of min ,sc o ted visual
) say that one is thinking of the two P

) 173
think that Hume’s two
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data as joined by a stretch of colourless points, Rea]

n think this; for to do so would, on g, l;:,
be to have a colourless visual image, Ap dTI:iS
§

174

sense-
no one does or ca
general principles,

is impossible. - o
It is plain that Hume could deal in a similar way wity o

f a vacuous visual area. Suppose tha¢ oe

» On

claim to have an idea o .
a pitch-dark night, you were to whirl a small glowing object
round very fast at the end of a string. Then you would sepg,

a single bright circular line; and between any pair of opposie
points on it there would be distance, only in the sense of ,
certain degree of spatial separation. But this is a very unugyy
experience. Nearly always in your visual field circular coloureg
lines have been the contours of coloured areas, as, for example
when you have looked at a penny or at a silver salver in ordinar}:
light. So an image of a coloured filling at once arises through
association. But in the case supposed there is no sensation of any
such filling. On Hume’s view, a person in such circumstances
is liable to say that he is thinking of an area composed of colour-
less points within a red circular contour.

(2) Tactual extension. The general principles of Humes
explanation are the same in the case of tactual experiences.
It seems to me that, if we want a strict analogy, we should have
to take examples where the tactual sense-data were simul-
taneous, as were the visual sense-data in the former case. An
example would be touching two isolated projecting points,
e.g. laying your hand on two pins, sticking up at a distance
apart from a board, without touching the board itself. Hume,
however, takes examples where one first touches a point, then
moves the finger through the air, and then touches a second
point. This is contrasted with the case where one moves the
finger from the one point to the other, keeping continuous
contact with, for example, an edge.

There are evidently complications here, which Hume does
not notice. For here experiences which are successive are 1nter
preted in terms of a spatial order among entities which ar€
thcmselves coexistent. But, at any rate, the general principl'3 15
plain. Sensations of two spatially separated tactual sense-dat?
nearly always occur in connexion with sensations of a stretch 0
tactual sense-data joining the two. So, when one has the former
kind ’Of ‘tactual experience without the latter, there arises DY
association a tactual image of a stretch of hot or cold, rough %
i‘:‘t’(’ﬂ;: points joining the two isolated and spatially SCParE;:ca

ctual sense-data. Since one is not actually sensing suc

—
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one is inclined to say that one has the thought of a

wch of points without any tactual qualities joining the two
o rated tactual sense-data. On Hume’s view, however, any
sc}z;‘l statement is nonsgnsical, since it would amount to saying
iﬁat one had a tactual image without any qualities correspond-

ing to

strctch:

those given in tactual sensation.
Comments. 1 will conclude with some comments on this part
of Hume’s theory. .

(i) I think 1t would be improved by the following addition,
which is quite 1n line with his account of so-called ‘abstract
ideas’ in Treatise, bk.' I, part I, sect. vii. Suppose that on some
occasion you are sensing two separated coloured points, without
sensing a stretch of intermediate coloured points. As already
explained, a visual image of a stretch of intermediate coloured

oints will tend to arise through association. The addition
which I would recommend is this. In your past experiences you
have on various occasions sensed stretches of points of many
different colours joining pairs of outstanding separated visual
sense-data. So there is a kind of competition between associated
images of stretches of different colours. These fluctuate rapidly
with each other, and you imagine the two separated sense-data
as joined by rapidly alternating stretches, now of one colour
and now of another. There is, thus, no one colour rather than
any other which you think of as #he colour of the intermediate
points. And so you get into a muddled state, and talk of the
two outstanding sense-data as joined by a stretch of colourless
points. A similar addition, mutatis mutandis, could be made with
advantage and consistently with his account of so-called abstract
ideas, to Hume’s account of tactual extension.

(i) With this addition I think that Hume’s theory becomes
a quite plausible psychological speculation as to the kind of
Imagery which would accompany thinking about empty space
10 persons whose thinking is normally accompanied by imitative
Visual or tactual images. But it seems to me obvious that, in

order to think of something answering to the description ‘X,
- 158 neither necessary nor sufficient to have an X-like image.
;o 80 the whole theory would appear to be almost irrelevant to

‘ﬂl;ﬁ.gucstion whether we can and do have an idea of a vacuum.

(lu) I suppose that what Hume must have had in mind in
ihy:hﬁlc of this polemic about the alleged idea of a vacuum
B moewtoman theory of absolute space, which would have
i re or less orthodox among English mathematicians and
~© /7Bt at the time. According to that doctrine, the region
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within a closed hollow material surfac.:e, e.g. the receiyer of 2
air-pump, even if it contained no ordinary matter, sych as ai:
and no odd kind of physical substance, such as the Old"fashiOneci
‘luminiferous ether’, would still contain (or, more Proper]
consist of) absolute space. This was regarded as a very qucz;
kind of substance, having neither sensible qualities nor physica]
properties. If Hume held, as many philosophers before apq
since have done, that no clear idea exists answering to the
phrase ‘absolute space’, as used by Newton and his followers
he was very likely right. But the ground for this is not that wé
have no visual images of colourless points and no tactual images
of points without hotness or coldness, roughness or smoothness,
&c. It is that we can see on reflection that the description of
‘absolute space’ offered by the Newtonians involves a com-
bination of features which are inconsistent with each other or
with the notion of a possible existent.

To conclude, there seems to me to be nothing whatever in
Hume’s doctrine of Space except a great deal of ingenuity
wasted in recommending and defending palpable nonsense.
Not so long ago Hume was a kind of ‘sacred cow’ to many
British philosophers. I do not know whether that is still the case.
He has never been one of my fetishes. I would not, indeed, go
so far as Prichard, who wrote of the Treatise: ¢ . .. Of course
there is a great deal of cleverness in it, but the cleverness is only
that of extreme ingenuity or perversity, and the ingenuity is
only exceeded by the perversity’ (Prichard, Knowledge and
Perception, p. 174). But I cannot help sharing what A. E. Taylor
described, in the concluding words of his Leslie Stephen
Lecture on ‘David Hume and the Miraculous’, as ‘a haunting
uncertainty as to whether Hume was a really great philosopher
or only a very clever man’.

Certainly an examination of Hume’s doctrine of Space does
nothing to incline me towards the more complimentary ©
Taylor’s two alternatives. But it would be unjust and ungenerous
to end on such a note. We must remember that the Treali
was the first work of a very young man. When we consider tha!
Hume composed it between the ages of 23 and 26, we Ca“nod
but admit that, with all its faults (which Hume acknowledge
and emphasized as he grew older), it was an astonishing f0ur- ¢

JSorce, perhaps unequalled and : wed in t
history of Phi10s0pl-?y. and certainly unsurpa




