Humean Bodies
Includes comparison with EHU (not in the published version) and some extras
1. Introduction
My aim in this paper is to defend one interpretation (out of several contenders) of the belief in external objects (“bodies”) Hume ascribes to us. Although some commentators (Blackburn, 2007; Craig, 1987, 2007; Grene, 1994; Kail, 2007; Passmore, 1952; Strawson, 1989, 2007; Wilson, 2008) discuss the content Hume supposes the belief in the external world to have, their discussion is usually brief, and the others simply take for granted some interpretation without even acknowledging that it has alternatives, or (worse still) formulate the view they impute to Hume so vaguely that it fits all interpretations. This is surprising, because the parallel question, pertaining to Hume’s construal of the belief about necessity, is hotly debated. As against the “Old Humeans” (Bell, 2007; Flage, 2007; Millican, 2007; Stroud, 2007; Winkler, 2007), who think that causation for Hume is regular succession, proponents of the “New Hume” interpretation (Broughton, 2007; Kail, 2007; Strawson, 1989, 2007; Wright, 1983, 2007) take Hume to construe causal statements as referring to “thick” connexions between events, involving more than mere regularity.

As in the case of causation, the content Hume ascribes to the belief in “bodies” is susceptible to more than one reading. Indeed, there is here a plethora of interpretations, engendered by the fact that Hume distinguishes between the belief of the ordinary (vulgar) person (including philosophers outside the study) and the “philosophical” belief, and each can be construed in more than one way. As often happens with Hume, supporting texts exist for each interpretation, and the interpreter has to rule out in a principled way some of them as non-representative, peripheral. The task may seem daunting, since, as Grene (1994) notes, the word ‘object’ is used several hundred times in the Treatise, with different senses all well represented. Of course, ‘object’ is not always used synonymously with ‘body’: it also has an “intentional” sense, on which an “object” is a target of attention. Still, many of its occurrences are pertinent to our concern, and the term ‘body’, too, is used on numerous occasions.

But although all of these occurrences should be taken into account, the crucial texts are those in which Hume discusses “bodies” in a systematic way (rather than merely talking about them). It is in section 1.4.2 of the Treatise (“Of scepticism with regard to the senses”) and in the first part of section 12 in the Enquiry (“Of the Academical or Sceptical Philosophy”) where Hume’s view about the status of perceptions and their relation to the public world is most thoroughly worked out, so I will focus on them.
2. Interpreting the Vulgar Belief 

The “unthinking and unphilosophical part of mankind, (that is, all of us, at one time or other)” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205)
 identify objects with perceptions. “The very image, which is present to the senses, is with us the real body” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205). The vulgar identification of “bodies” with perceptions may be interpreted in three ways. 
The first reading is Idealistic (Bennett, 1971, p. 321, 349; Cook, 1968; Dicker, 1998, ch. 5; Fogelin, 1985, p. 67; Laird, 1932, p. 150; Noonan, 1999, p. 164; Penelhum, 1975, p. 64; Stroud, 1977, p. 111; Wilson, 2008). The vulgar believe - de dicto - that objects are perceptions: an apple, for instance, is a complex perception with perceptions of colour, taste and smell as (simple) constituents. Indeed, that is what they mean by the term ‘apple’. 
The term ‘Idealism’ is usually used to denote an ontological thesis, denying the existence of material objects (or at least affirming their basic mental character). For Hume it is also a semantic thesis, pertaining to what the words ‘tree’, ‘table’, etc. mean. Berkeley, too, takes the ontological thesis to be a conceptual truth: “The table I write on I say exists - that is, I see and feel it…This is all I can understand by these and the like expressions” (1710, §3). I use the term ‘Idealism’ idiosyncratically, to denote the (stronger) semantic thesis, because it is suggestive, and I do not wish to coin a new one (‘conceptual Idealism’, e.g.).
The second interpretation (Anderson, 1966, p. 40; Bricke, 1980, ch. 1; Kail, 2007, p. 14, 18, 59; Smith, 1941, ch. xxii; Strawson, 1989, p. 18) is Materialist. Its vulgar believe in physical objects. Of course, they don’t believe (de dicto) that perceptions are physical objects. Rather, they believe (de re) of perceptions that they are material objects. But Hume, the scientist, knows that they are ascribing a material nature to perceptions.

According to the third, “Neutralist”, interpretation (Allison, 2008, p. 235; Garrett, 1997, p. 210; Loeb, 2002, pp. 138-9; Pears, 1990, pp. 152-3; Richman, 1995, p. 430; Stanistreet, 2002, p. 180, n. 9; Wright, 1983), the vulgar fail to draw the distinction between material objects and perceptions. “Hume inadvertently represents [the vulgar] as confusing two kinds of thing, when what he really means is that it never occurs to them to distinguish them or to name them in a way that would indicate their different categories” (Pears, 1990, p. 153, original italics). The vulgar ascribe a continuing existence to the immediate objects of sensation (which only Hume and other philosophers know are perceptions) without committing themselves to any assumption about their nature.
 
3. Interpreting the Philosophical Belief

The philosophers believe, at least in their reflective moments, in “a double existence internal and external, representing and represented” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205). They “distinguish…betwixt perceptions and objects, of which the former are suppos’d to be interrupted, and perishing, and different at every different return; the latter to be uninterrupted, and to preserve a continu’d existence and identity” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211). 

The philosophical belief can be read in two ways, depending on whether the “second existent”, the one behind, and causally responsible for, a perception, is yet another perception (Fogelin, 1985, p. 68; Grene, 1994; Noonan, 1999, p. 165; Price, 1940; Wilson, 2008) or a material object (Anderson, 1966, p. 40; Bennett, 1971, p. 349; Bricke, 1980, ch. 1; Dicker, 1998, ch. 5; Garrett, 1997, p. 211; Kail, 2007, p. 59; Laird, 1932, p. 152; Loeb, 2002, p. 164; Loptson, 1990; O’Shea, 1996, p. 290; Strawson, 1989, p. 51, 2007; Wright, 1983).
 

On all readings (of the two kinds of belief), the vulgar and the philosophers differ with respect to the manner in which they think “bodies” are perceived: directly (according to the vulgar) or mediately (according to the philosophers). But given different combinations of readings (an Idealist one for the vulgar and a Materialist one for the philosophers, e.g.), they may also differ vis-à-vis the nature they ascribe to “bodies”.

4. In Defence of the Idealist Interpretation
Hume’s characterisation of the vulgar belief is often ambiguous as between the three interpretations. “The very image, which is present to the senses, is with us the real body” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205). He will understand by both terms, ‘object’ and ‘perception’, Hume says, “what any common man means by a hat, or shoe, or stone, or any other impression, convey’d to him by his senses” (T 1.4.2.31; SBN 202). Hume’s claim that vulgar bodies exist continuously and independently (T 1.4.2.16; SBN 194) also fits all three interpretations. According to them all, the vulgar believe in “bodies” that exist independently of the mind, i.e., exist while unperceived. The (interpretive) dispute is as to whether the “bodies” are (possibly unperceived) perceptions, physical objects or something less determinately specified. 
As in the case of the vulgar belief, there are ambiguous texts pertaining to Hume’s philosophers. He says, for instance, that “no man who reflects [i.e., no philosopher], ever doubted, that the existences, which we consider, when we say this house and that tree, are nothing but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting copies or representations of other existences, which remain uniform and independent” (EHU 12.9; SBN 152, italics removed).
 The “uniform and independent” existences (behind our perceptions) could equally be continuously existing perceptions or material objects. Strawson rejects the first possibility, claiming that a “perception is by definition a mental occurrence” (1989, p. 36). But this is clearly not Hume’s view. Perceptions, he thinks, may (logically) exist outside the mind.
In support of the Materialist reading of the philosophical belief, Strawson (1989, p. 49) cites Hume’s disparaging remarks about “a few extravagant sceptics” who deny “that there is such a thing in nature as a continu’d existence” (T 1.4.2.50; SBN 214). But Hume (qua philosopher) is here merely claiming that bodies exist independently, and this fits both interpretations equally well. 

Here is another passage that Strawson (2007, p. 41) takes to support the Materialist interpretation. “The essence and composition of external bodies are…obscure…the perceptions of the mind are perfectly known” (T 2.2.6.2; SBN 366). But the passage is, in fact, neutral. Strawson takes Hume to be contrasting perceptions and material objects. But the contrast may, instead, be between two kinds of perceptions: those that are in the mind, and, therefore, accessible to us, and those that are unperceived, and, therefore, beyond our ken. The distinction is epistemological rather than ontological. This reading is made plausible by noting that Hume says that “the perceptions of the mind are perfectly known” (my italics). What looks like a pleonasm on Strawson’s reading (perceptions can only be in the mind) makes perfectly good sense if we read ‘objects’ to mean ‘perceptions outside the mind’. These are, in contrast with their mental counterparts, “obscure”. 

These ambiguities notwithstanding, the evidence on balance supports the Idealist interpretation of both the vulgar and the philosophers. I will adduce  considerations in its support and counter some objections.
4.1 First Argument in Support of the Idealist Interpretation
The semantic considerations Hume adduces when characterizing the belief in “bodies” suggest (after some interpretive work) that we can only think of perceptions. And this rules out both the Materialist and Neutralist interpretations.
“The farthest we can go towards a conception of external objects, when suppos’d specifically different from our perceptions”, Hume says (T 1.2.6.9; SBN 68, original italics), “is to form a relative idea of them, without pretending to comprehend the related objects. Generally speaking we do not suppose them specifically different; but attribute to them different relations, connexions and durations”. 
The first sentence may suggest that Hume thinks we do manage to conceive of objects as “specifically different”, i.e., different in kind, from perceptions, and we do this by forming “relative ideas” (Flage, 1990; Strawson, 1989). A relative idea, unlike a positive one, isn’t associated with an impression (whose faint copy it is). Its content is fixed, instead, by its relation to an impression-based idea. Thus, Strawson (1989, p. 122) suggests, we may conceive of an external object as “that which causes such and such an impression”.

But the second sentence seems to deny this. “Generally speaking we do not suppose them [i.e., objects] specifically different” (T 1.2.6.9; SBN 68, italics mine). Does Hume, perhaps, mean to suggest (second sentence) that the vulgar do not conceive of objects as specifically different, but (first sentence) the philosophers do?
 This doesn’t fit what he subsequently says (T 1.4.2), when he elaborates - as he here (in T 1.2.6.9) promises to do - his (cryptic) remarks. The “only questions that are intelligible on the present subject” pertain to the continu’d and distinct existence of “bodies”. “For as to the notion of external existence, when taken for something specifically different from our perceptions, we have already [in T 1.2.6.8; SBN 67-8] shewn its absurdity” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 188).

And the philosophers are not exempt from the semantic constraint. They “invent a new set of perceptions to which they attribute [uninterrupted existence]…I say, a new set of perceptions: For we may well suppose in general, but ’tis impossible for us distinctly to conceive, objects to be in their nature any thing but exactly the same with perceptions” (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 218, my italics). Here, Hume says that we may think that there are things other than perceptions: this is not a contradiction. But we can only think of our objects (trees, tables, etc.) as perceptions.
To render these passages mutually compatible, I think we must reject the suggestion that Hume countenances belief (via relative ideas) in material objects. Note that in the first sentence of T 1.2.6.9, he doesn’t say that we manage to conceive of external objects as specifically different. He is using the words ‘the farthest we can go’ to mean ‘we can at most go’, so as to set an upper bound, so to speak, on what we can conceive. Some philosophers (Descartes and Locke, for instance) think we manage to attain this upper bound. But Hume thinks they are mistaken: in the first sentence he denies that we can go even this far towards a conception of external objects as different from perceptions. What we do manage to do is distinguish between perceptions and external objects by the difference in their relations and durations. And this is enough for accomplishing what Hume has set out to do in this section (T 1.2.6): explain how we distinguish between internal and external existence (Thomas, 1982).
 
If my interpretation of these passages is correct, they constitute evidence in favour of the old Hume, the one who views the Copy Principle as a criterion of meaningfulness. Although I think this is the correct reading of the principle, I am not relying on it here. I have nothing to add to the debate, and can only invite the reader to consider what impact his favoured reading has on our interpretive dispute. I do want to point out, however, an asymmetry between the two readings. Accepting the old Hume commits one to the Idealist interpretation of “bodies”, since this reading of the Copy Principle rules out non-imagistic ideas. But the converse isn’t true. Even if thought is not in principle restricted to images, so that, for instance, we may intelligibly think about “secret connexions”, the Materialist has to show that Humean thought about bodies is non-imagistic. And my analysis of the relevant passages suggests that he is unlikely to succeed.
4.2 Second Argument in Support of the Idealist Interpretation
Consider the following stage in Hume’s explanation of how we come to ascribe a continuing existence to “bodies”. “We…suppose that our perceptions…preserve a continu’d…existence” even when they are interrupted (T 1.4.2.37; SBN 206). But “as the appearance of a perception in the mind and its existence seem at first sight entirely the same, it may be doubted, whether we can ever assent to so palpable a contradiction, and suppose a perception to exist without being present to the mind” (T 1.4.2.37; SBN 206, my italics). The contradiction is only apparent, Hume then argues: “every perception is distinguishable from another…[so] there is no absurdity in separating any particular perception from the mind” (T 1.4.2.39; SBN 207).

Why is it important for Hume that the vulgar belief be consistent? Isn’t he all too happy to ascribe to us irrational beliefs? According to Bennett (1971, p. 346), Hume thinks he has to defend the consistency of the vulgar belief in “bodies” so as to account for its near universal acceptance. And, Bennett continues, the argument which shows the belief to be consistent is too abstruse to be comprehended by the vulgar. 

The objection is based on a misunderstanding of Hume’s reasoning. The demonstration of the belief’s consistency is not designed to explain why the vulgar accept the belief in “bodies”: of this - Hume’s explanation is in terms of constancy and coherence and a “propension to unite these broken appearances by the fiction of a continu’d existence” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205). The need to render the belief consistent is Hume’s - the scientist - who finds himself ascribing to the vulgar beliefs which seem inconsistent - an impossibility according to his lights: “whatever we conceive is possible” (T 1.4.5.10; SBN 236).
 Hence (by contraposition), what is impossible cannot be conceived (or believed). So Hume has to show that the belief in the continuing existence of “bodies”, initial appearances to the contrary, is consistent. There will otherwise be no belief to explain!

On the Materialist and Neutralist interpretations, this (important) passage makes no sense. If a vulgar person believes of some perception that it is a material object (as the Materialist interpretation has it) or that it exists when unperceived (as on the Neutralist interpretation), his belief is clearly consistent (albeit irrational). He picks out some perception via some description (‘the table that I saw a minute ago’, e.g.), and supposes that it is a material object or that it exists when he is not perceiving it. No contradiction here! But given the Idealist interpretation, the belief does seem contradictory: an unperceived perception seems an absurdity.

4.3 Third Argument for the Idealist Interpretation

If we can think about material objects, this must involve relative ideas, ideas that do not have corresponding impressions. But belief, Hume says (T 1.4.2.40; SBN 208), “consists…in the vivacity of an idea”. “’Tis certain we must have an idea of every matter of fact which we believe” (T 1.3.8.7; SBN 101). Since a relative idea is not a copy of an impression, it cannot be enlivened so as to become a belief. So on the Materialist reading, we can at best think about material objects, but cannot have beliefs about them. But of course, Hume thinks we (vulgar and philosophers alike) do have beliefs about “bodies”. So this reading cannot be the one Hume has in mind (Winkler, 2007, p. 77).
Two objections to Winkler’s argument suggest themselves. According to the first (Kail, 2007, p. 254), our attitude to material bodies is not belief, but rather, “assumption”, “supposition” or “taking for granted”. These attitudes are different from belief in two ways: they do not involve images, and they have no effect on our actions, because their contents are “metaphysical”.
I have two objections to the suggestion. First, perhaps there is a functional difference between “belief” in regularities and the “supposition” that secret causal connexions exist: the former governs our behaviour, whereas the latter is purely theoretical. But our attitude to bodies is not insulated from everyday life. 
Second, Hume uses all of these terms interchangeably, both in his definition of belief and in his discussion of bodies. “An opinion…or belief may be most accurately defin’d, A lively idea related to or associated with a present impression” (T 1.3.7.5; SBN 96, italics mine). He declares his intention to inquire into the “causes which induce us to believe in the existence of body” (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 187, my italics). In discussing the vulgar, he talks about the “notion of the continu’d existence of the objects” (T 1.4.2.3; SBN 188, my italics), “the opinion of a distinct…existence” (T 1.4.2.3; SBN 189, my italics), the “sentiment [of attributing a distinct continu’d existence to the very things they feel]” (T 1.4.2.14; SBN 193, my italics). He says that “our pains and pleasures…we never suppose to have any existence beyond our perception” (T 1.4.2.16; SBN 194, my italics), that the “vulgar suppose their perceptions to be their only objects, and at the same time believe the continu’d existence of matter” (T 1.4.2.43; SBN 209, my italics) and that we “entertain this opinion concerning the identity of our resembling perceptions” (T 1.4.2.36; SBN 205, my italics). And he considers whether our senses “suggest any idea of distinct existences” (T 1.4.2.5; SBN 189, my italics). 
The philosophers are described in similarly eclectic terms: “perceptions…are suppos’d to be interrupted…[objects]…uninterrupted” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211, my italics). “Were we not first perswaded, that our perceptions are our only objects…[philosophers] should never be led to think, that [their] perceptions and objects are different” (T 1.4.2.46; SBN 211, my italics). Philosophers “take for granted, that every particular object resembles that perception, which it causes” (T 1.4.2.55; SBN 217, my italics). “How can we [philosophers] justify to ourselves any belief we repose in [these extraordinary opinions]?” (T 1.4.2.56; SBN 218, my italics). If Hume distinguished between (imagistic) belief and (non-imagistic) “supposition”, surely he wouldn’t be so careless!
The second way of objecting to Winkler’s argument is to deny its supposition - that belief for Hume essentially involve images. We need here to distinguish between two versions of the objection. According to the first (Everson, 1988), Humean beliefs do not involve images at all. They are dispositions to action and inference. According to the second (Loeb, 2002), beliefs do not essentially involve images. They are, rather, dispositions. They affect action, inference, and engender (occurrent) images when images can be formed.

My reply is to grant that Hume takes belief to include a disposition to action and to reasoning, but to insist that he thinks images are essential to it as well. I needn’t here defend the (contentious, but to my mind plausible) inclusion of a dispositional component in Hume’s account of belief or its details.
 It is enough - by way of responding to the objection to Winkler’s argument - to show that Hume takes every belief to include a phenomenal aspect. 

Everson cites a passage that supports the dispositional reading: “this different feeling I endeavour to explain by calling it a superior force, or vivacity, or solidity or firmness, or steadiness” (T Appendix; SBN 629, my italics, original italics removed). Here, Hume is using the terms ‘vivacity’ and ‘force’ interchangeably, and, as Everson notes, the term ‘force’ for Hume is causal: “the terms of efficacy, agency, power, force, energy, necessity, connexion, and productive quality, are all nearly synonimous” (T 1.3.14.4; SBN 157, my italics). So, Everson concludes, belief is a disposition. 
But as against this passage, there are numerous occasions in which Hume uses the terms ‘force’ and ‘vivacity’ to denote two distinct features. “The difference betwixt [impressions and ideas] consists in the degrees of force and liveliness” (T 1.1.1.1; SBN 1, my italics). Note that Hume uses the word ‘degrees’ (in the plural) and the word ‘and’ rather than ‘or’ (as in the passage Everson cites). “[B]elief consists…in the manner of [ideas’]…conception, and in their feeling to the mind” (EHU 5 II.; SBN 49, my italics). “[T]he difference betwixt [memory] and the imagination lies in its superior force and vivacity…the ideas of the memory…[may] become very weak and feeble (T 1.3.5.3; SBN 85, my italics). “…an idea of the memory, by losing its force and vivacity, may degenerate to such a degree, as to be taken for an idea of the imagination” (T 1.3.5.4; SBN 86, my italics). “’Tis merely the force and liveliness of the perception, which constitutes [belief]” (T 1.3.5.6; SBN 86, my italics). “When you…vary the idea of a particular object, you can only encrease or diminish its force and vivacity…[belief] can only bestow on our ideas an additional force and vivacity” (T 1.3.7.5; SBN 96, my italics). “…those ideas, to which we assent, are more strong, firm and vivid” (T 1.3.7.7; SBN 97, my italics). “The transition from a present impression, always enlivens and strengthens any idea” (T Appendix; SBN 627, my italics). “[T]he ideas of the memory are more strong and lively than those of the fancy” (T Appendix; SBN 628, my italics). 
In these passages, the “force” of the belief is the (causal) strength of the disposition, and the belief’s “vivacity” is the phenomenal intensity of the image.
 So belief, for Hume, includes a phenomenal aspect. The two aspects are, admittedly, not on a par. In cases of a conflict between them, it is the degree of causal efficacy, rather than the phenomenal intensity, that determines whether or not a perception is a belief or an idea of the imagination. A faint image with the relevant causal powers is, for Hume, a belief, and a vivid image which is causally inert is an idea of the imagination.
 But this doesn’t mean that Hume allows for non-imagistic beliefs. Where there is no image, there is no (Humean) belief. 
Here is another passage that Everson (1988, pp. 406-7) cites in support of his (functional) interpretation of Humean belief: 

We find by experience, that when an 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 intirely 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. (T 1.1.3.1; SBN 8-9)

Everson rightly claims that this passage poses a difficulty for the phenomenal interpretation. If an image has “intirely lost its vivacity”, nothing remains of it. So, Everson concludes, an idea doesn’t involve an image. But the conclusion is premature. Later in the same passage, Hume says that “in the imagination the perception is faint and languid” (T 1.1.3.1; SBN 9). So he doesn’t mean that the idea of the imagination has no (imagistic) vivacity at all.
The final argument against the indispensability of images to Humean belief is Loeb’s. He argues (2002, pp. 169-172) that Hume ascribes to us belief in material bodies, substances and souls. These beliefs, Loeb argues, do not involve images, since there are no suitable impressions. These propositions are strictly speaking meaningless, but have enough content (“quasi content”) to allow them to be believed. So, Loeb concludes, Hume countenances non-imagistic beliefs.
I think the terminology (‘a meaningless belief’) is needlessly paradoxical. Loeb’s point is that we manage to have beliefs without positive (imagistic) ideas. My reply is that the interpretation of the belief in “bodies” is at issue here, so cannot be cited as a non-imagistic belief. And in the other two cases, Hume does not countenance non-imagistic beliefs. We do not have beliefs about substances, although philosophers might think they do. “We have…no idea of substance, distinct from that of a collection of particular qualities, nor have we any other meaning when we either talk or reason concerning it” (T 1.1.6.1). The soul requires a more extended treatment.
Hume devotes a whole section (T 1.4.5) to the soul. But a careful consideration of the text shows that he does not ascribe to us beliefs about it. He first invokes the Copy Principle to show that we do not have an idea of a substantive mind, soul (T 1.4.5.3; SBN 232-3): there is no impression which the idea of a soul could copy. Nor can the term ‘substance’, he further argues, be defined as ‘capable of independent existence’ (requiring no “support”). Perceptions, too, being “distinct and separable…may exist separately, and have no need of any thing else to support their existence. They are, therefore, substances, as far as this definition explains a substance” (T 1.4.5.5; SBN 233).
 “What possibility, then”, Hume rhetorically asks, “of answering [the question the materiality of the soul] when we do not so much as understand the meaning of the question?” (T 1.4.5.6; SBN 234). 
So far it looks as if Hume thinks the notion of a soul is meaningless. But then he rebuts an argument the ‘immaterialists’ invoke against a material soul. And, it might be objected - in support of Loeb’s contention - doesn’t this show that the notion is intelligible? 

One is tempted to reply in response that Hume is arguing ad hominem (and perhaps not quite in earnest) against the philosophers, so his consideration of the soul’s “local conjunction” with the body does not show that he thinks the question is intelligible. But this is unsatisfactory. If the argument’s premises are unintelligible, why do they seem (to Hume and to us) at least prima facie plausible (unlike, e.g. the claim that the soul is pink)? Surely we must understand what the word ‘soul’ means so as to distinguish between plausible and implausible claims in which it figures!

The (Humean) answer is that we are beguiled into thinking the notion is intelligible because we recognise some intelligible constraints on it: “A substance is entirely different from a perception” (T 1.4.5.6; SBN 234), the soul is unextended, etc. These constraints appear as (intelligible) premises in the argument, so there is nothing puzzling about our ability to assess its cogency. And because they are intelligible, the notion is not completely devoid of sense (like the string of characters ‘?<n&g&t’). But the constraints do not suffice to render it (fully) intelligible, because they are assumed not to exhaust its meaning. And we are given nothing else to complete the (semantic) task. Here is an analogy. Suppose I introduce a new term, ‘hh’, and (meaningfully) stipulate that it is a noun, and that no dog is included in its extension. So far so good. But if I then insist that ‘hh’ is not a synonym for ‘not a dog’, I haven’t managed to render the term meaningful. 
Hume, I conclude, does not ascribe to us belief about the soul. And Loeb’s argument for non-imagistic beliefs fails. 
4.4 First Objection to the Idealist Interpretation

Surely Hume doesn’t think that when the ordinary person talks about trees, he means tree-perceptions! “[I]t is an (absurd) misinterpretation”, Strawson (1989, p. 52-3, fn. 32) argues, “according to which Hume’s claim is that ordinary people think that perceptions themselves persist unperceived”. 

The same objection can be leveled against the Idealist interpretation of the philosophers. Surely the “philosophers” Hume has in mind, Descartes and Locke, for instance, did not take themselves to be talking about perceptions!

The objection is specious. True, neither the vulgar person nor the philosopher would recognise this as a true description of what he means. Indeed, the vulgar person might not even understand the (recondite) philosopher’s term ‘perception’. But that is, nonetheless, according to Hume, what they mean. To see how this is possible, we have to appreciate that meaning, for Hume, is not transparent. He invokes the Copy Principle on several occasions to correct mistakes about what some words mean. “No discovery cou’d have been made more happily for deciding all controversies concerning ideas, than that…impressions always take the precedency of them” (T 1.2.3.1; SBN 33). The content of a putative idea cannot always be directly decided, because ideas are sometimes “so obscure, that ’tis almost impossible even for the mind, which forms them, to tell exactly their nature and composition” (T 1.2.3.1; SBN 33), whereas “all impressions...are strong and vivid: the limits between them are more exactly determined; nor is it easy to fall into any error or mistake with regard to them” (EHU 2.17; SBN 22). “By bringing ideas into so clear a light” (EHU 2.17; SBN 22), the Copy Principle enables us to identify some putative ideas as bogus, and (more commonly) to show the real meanings of terms about which we are confused. Thus, we think causality involves an objective necessity. But, Hume insists, if we are expressing a thought when we say, for instance, “The heat caused the snow to melt”, it can only involve a regularity and an internal impression (of “determination”).
 And, similarly, since “’tis impossible for us so much as to conceive or form an idea of anything specifically different from ideas and impressions” (T 2.2.6.8; SBN 67), when someone uses the word ‘tree’ intelligibly, he has in mind a tree-perception.

It might seem as if in responding to the objection I am invoking a contentious interpretation of the Copy principle, construing it as a criterion of meaningfulness. But I am here remaining neutral. Even if there are meaningful terms that are not associated with impression-based ideas (Strawson, 1989; Kail, 2007), terms that are so associated will engender “obscurity”. And, of course, the Idealist interpretation does associate with object-words (‘table’, e.g.) impression-based ideas (a table image). 
4.5 Second Objection to the Idealist Interpretation 
Hume’s argument against the justification of the philosophers’ belief in external objects poses a difficulty for the Idealist reading. He says (inter alia) that “as no beings are ever present to the mind but perceptions; it follows that we may observe a conjunction or a relation of cause and effect between different perceptions, but can never observe it between perceptions and objects” (T 1.4.2.47; SBN 212, emphasis mine). It is most natural to suppose that he is here claiming that beliefs about objects as distinct from perceptions are unjustified because we can never observe a conjunction between perceptions and material objects.

Here is an alternative construal, in line with the Idealist interpretation. Hume means by ‘perceptions’ - ‘perceived perceptions’, and by ‘objects’ - ‘unperceived perceptions’. This reading, we have seen, is required to make sense of him saying (T 2.2.6.2; SBN 366, my italics) that “the perceptions of the mind are perfectly known”. And the (epistemological) argument makes sense on this reading too: To infer the existence of an unperceived perception (“object”) from the experience of a perceived perception, we need to have experienced a conjunction of perceived and unperceived perceptions. But we only experience perceived perceptions. So our belief in the existence of an unperceived perception is unjustified. 

4.6 Third Objection to the Idealist Interpretation 
In support of the claim that the vulgar believe in physical objects, Strawson (1989, p. 3) and Wright (2007, p. 89) point out that Hume says we all take “it for granted…[that] there is both an external and internal world” (T 1.4.2.57; SBN 218, my italics). Note, too, that Hume cites the “external position” of bodies (i.e., their distance from us) in addition to their independence as necessary for distinct existence (T 1.4.2.2; SBN 188), and says that “men…always suppose the very images, presented by the senses, to be the external objects, and never entertain any suspicion, that the one are nothing but representations of the other” (EHU 12.8; SBN 151, my italics).
 

Such “externality” may seem incompatible with the Idealistic interpretation. True, Hume says that “when we talk of real distinct existences, we have commonly more in our eye their independency than external situation in place, and think an object has a sufficient reality, when its Being is uninterrupted, and independent” (T 1.4.2.10; SBN 191).
 But when (ever so rarely) we do “have in our eye external situation”, this must be shown to be compatible with the Idealistic interpretation. 

Externality is compatible with the Idealistic interpretation. Objects are “external” for Hume if they are outside our body.
 And it is natural to suppose that only material bodies can be “external” to one another, because externality requires spatial location. But Hume thinks “there are impressions and ideas really extended” (T 1.4.5.16; SBN 240). Although “the greatest part of beings do and must exist while being no where” (T 1.4.5.10; SBN 235), visual and tactile perceptions, he claims, are spatially extended, and a fortiori spatially located. 
4.7 Further Objections to the Idealist Interpretation

There are passages in which Hume (qua philosopher) talks about external objects as if they were distinct from perceptions. He says, for instance, that “there may be several qualities both in material and immaterial objects” (T 1.3.16.25; SBN 168, my italics). But this passage is not taken from Hume’s reflective discussion of the content of the belief in “bodies”, so I attach far less significance to it (and others of its ilk). But Hume uses materialist terminology even in passages in which he discusses bodies reflectively.

Hume’s claim (T 1.4.2.43; SBN 209, my italics) that the vulgar “believe the continu’d existence of matter”, and “suppose, that the very being, which is intimately present to the mind, is the real body or material existence” (T 1.4.2.37; SBN 206-207, my italics) suggests the Materialist interpretation, as does his seeking to explain how we ascribe “a real and corporeal existence to these impressions” (T 1.4.2.9; SBN 191, my italics).
These are awkward passages for the Idealist interpretation, but because no other evidence against it survives scrutiny, and there is so much that can be said in its favour, they must be explained away as carelessness on Hume’s part. The Idealist reading of our belief in bodies, I conclude, is vindicated, for both the vulgar and the philosophers.
 
5. Bodies in the Enquiries
In the parallel (but much briefer) discussion in the Enquiries, the most plausible interpretation of the vulgar belief is “Neutralist”. Here, when “men…suppose the very images, presented by the senses, to be the external objects” (EHU 12.8; SBN 151), they don’t - like their Treatise counterparts - believe (de dicto), for instance, that a hat is a hat-perception. They do not distinguish between material objects and perceptions. That this is a plausible interpretation can be seen from Hume’s diagnosis of their error. Whereas in the Treatise, Hume cites “experiments” that purport to show “our error in attributing a continu’d existence to our perceptions” (T 1.4.2.44; SBN 210, my italics), in the Enquiries, “philosophy…teaches us, that nothing can ever be present to the mind but an image, or perception” (EHU 12.9; SBN 152). The Treatise’s vulgar think that they directly perceive perceptions, and mistakenly think that these are independent and exist continuously. The vulgar of the Enquiries are mistaken about what they perceive.
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� References to the Treatise are to A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), and to A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, 2nd edition, revised by P.H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), hereafter SBN.


� O’Shea (1996, p. 288) characterizes Hume’s view so vaguely that it fits all three interpretations: “Hume…describes the vulgar as ‘confounding’ perceptions and objects, in that we take our interrupted perceptions of things to constitute the persisting external object itself”.


� Grene (1994) contrasts the “phenomenalist” sense of the word ‘object’ (perceptions in the mind) with the “realist” (objects being non-mental). I distinguish, by way of contrast, between the Idealist reading, according to which objects are continuously existing perceptions, and the Materialist one, in which they are material. In my classification, but not in hers, both kinds of objects exist continuously. So her classification of Hume’s uses of the word doesn’t straightforwardly impinge on the dispute as I have set it up.


� I think Wright subscribes to the Materialist reading, because he suggests that Hume himself advocates a representative theory of perception (1983, p. 13) and “a firm belief in the independent existence of the material world” (1983, p. 42, my italics). I hesitate, because Wright mainly speaks of the philosophers’ belief that bodies exist continuously and independently, which is consistent with the Idealist reading.


� References to the Enquiry are to Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), and to Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, 3rd edition, revised by P.H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), hereafter SBN.


� As Flage notes (2007, p. 153), what (if anything) causes our perceptions is a contingent matter. So this cannot be a way of defining - via relative ideas - object-terms (‘tree’, ‘bed’, etc.) or the term ‘material object’. But elsewhere (1990, p. 44), Flage himself seems to approve of it, and ascribes it to Hume.


� This is Peter Kail’s (private communication) suggestion.


� I am grateful to Hagit Benbaji for suggesting this way of making sense of these (vexing) passages.


� Elsewhere, Hume seems to be committed to a weaker principle: “Whatever can be conceiv’d by a clear and distinct idea necessarily implies the possibility of existence” (T 1.2.4.11; SBN 43, my italics). But the weakening is only apparent, since every idea is clear and distinct: “since all impressions are clear and precise, the ideas, which are copy’d from them, must be of the same nature” (T 1.3.2.7; SBN 72). 


� Whereas we cannot have an inconsistent thought (or belief), it is possible, Hume thinks, to have logically incompatible beliefs, although such a state is unstable, because painful: “any contradiction…gives a sensible uneasiness…there being here an opposition betwixt the notion of the identity of resembling perceptions, and the interruption of their appearance, the mind…will naturally seek relief from the uneasiness” (T 1.4.2.37; SBN 205-6). 


� Might not Hume suppose - anticipating Kripke (1980) - that the terms by which we refer to “bodies” are rigid designators, so that, for instance, the term ‘the table’ denotes (unbeknownst to the vulgar) a table-perception in every possible world? If that were so, the statement ‘The table exists when it is unperceived’ would be false in every possible world, and therefore - by Hume’s lights - inconceivable, even on the Neutralist interpretation. But both the view and its imputation to Hume are highly implausible. Kripke - unlike Hume - allows necessarily false statements to be conceivable). It would otherwise - absurdly - be impossible to believe false identity statements.


� There is an important difference between the ways in which they depart from the (traditional) phenomenalistic understanding of Humean belief so as to allow for non-imagistic beliefs. Everson thinks that impressions needn’t be images. So, of course, ideas needn’t either. They “copy” impressions by having - to some extent - their causal powers. Loeb, by way of contrast, construes the role of the Copy Principle so that it is compatible with non-imagistic ideas. Ideas without corresponding impressions do not have “positive” (impression-based) content, but they have enough content (“quasi-content”) to allow them to be believed, albeit without justification. 


� I needn’t, for instance, decide whether belief, for Hume, is a disposition to action, reasoning and for the occurrence of image (Loeb, 2002) or having an image and being disposed to act and to reason. I think the former is more reasonable as an account of belief, but less plausible as an interpretation of Hume. In defending a “double-aspect” account interpretation of Hume, Kamooneh (2003) doesn’t distinguish between the two versions. 


� Hume isn’t consistent in his use of the terms ‘vivacity’ and ‘liveliness’. In the following passage he uses the term ‘vivacity’ to denote both aspects of belief, and ‘liveliness’ to denote the phenomenal one: “…belief…is nothing but the vivacity of those perceptions…’Tis merely the force and liveliness of the perception which constitutes [belief]” (T 1.3.5.5; SBN 86, my italics). In another passage he uses the term ‘vivacity’ erratically, sometimes denoting whatever it is that makes for belief; at others - its phenomenal component: “Having…shewn that [belief] consists in a lively idea…let us now proceed to examine…what bestows the vivacity on the idea…[an] impression communicates to [ideas] a share of its force and vivacity…the mind applies itself to the conception  of the related idea with all the force and vivacity it acquir’d” (T 1.3.8.1-2; SBN 98-9, my italics).


� Here we have a conflict between the functional and the phenomenal criteria: a belief may be fainter than an idea of the imagination. A similar conflict occurs when an emotion, which is an impression, “may decay into so soft an emotion, as to become, in a manner, imperceptible” (T 2.1.1.3; SBN 276). “A passion…in a tragedy…feels less firm and solid: And has no other than the…effect of exciting the spirits…The force of our mental actions in this case, no more than in any other, is not to be measur’d by the apparent agitation of the mind. A poetical description may have a more sensible effect on the fancy, than an historical narration [that we believe]” (T Appendix; SBN 631). And Hume also allows for a discrepancy falling short of a conflict between the two criteria for distinguishing between ideas and impressions. Impressions have to do with feeling; ideas with thinking. And, Hume notes, we can have thoughts that are (almost) as lively (phenomenally) as sensations: “our ideas may approach to our impressions…notwithstanding this near resemblance in a few instances” (T 1.1.1.2: SBN 2, my italics). These are cases in which the functional and phenomenal tests give the same verdict, but the former is much more clear-cut.


� In introducing the argument, Hume suggests that the difficulty it exposes is not the one pertaining to substance in general. “This question”, he says with respect to the mind, “is burthen’d with some additional [difficulties]…which are peculiar to the subject” (T 1.4.5.3; SBN 232). But the argument he then adduces seems equally pertinent against substance in general: “how can an impression resemble a substance, since…it is not a substance, and has none of the peculiar qualities or characteristics of a substance?”.


� I am grateful to the anomymous referee for pressing me to consider this point.


� But doesn’t Hume think that perceptions are “transparent”, so that we infallibly know their intrinsic qualities? “Every thing that enters the mind, being in reality a perception, ’tis impossible any thing shou’d to feeling appear different. This were to suppose, that even where we are most intimately conscious, we might be mistaken” (T 1.4.2.7; SBN 190, my italics, original italics removed). Here are two points in response. First, Hume is not entirely consistent here. In the beginning of the passage, he restricts our infallibility to impressions: “it is inconceivable that our senses shou’d be more capable of deceiving us in the situation and relations, than in the nature of our impressions”. So although ideas are introspectible, we are not infallible about them, because here, we are not “most intimately conscious”: ideas can be faint and “obscure”. Second, even if we are infallible about the nature of ideas, we could still be mistaken about the meaning of words (i.e., about the ideas that they denote). 


� I am grateful to the anomymous referee for pressing me to give this objection the attention it deserves.


� That Hume doesn’t treat externality on a par with independence can be seen from his claim that continued existence entails distinctness. This is clearly false if externality is something over and above independence.


� This criterion is inauspicious, since our limbs and internal organs are also objects in the requisite sense, and aren’t external to our body. It is better to require for the “externality” of an object that it be spatially separated from some part of our body.


� I am grateful to Hagit Benbaji, Lorne Falkenstein, Peter Kail, Peter Loptson and John Wright for helping me get clear about several points, and to the anonymous referee for very helpful comments and suggestions.


� In this argument, Hume is assuming that the object doesn’t change its size even when it “seems to diminish” (EHU 1.12.9; SBN 152). But he then goes on to show that the “new system” of the philosophers, in which it is assumed “that the perceptions of the mind must be caused by external objects” (EHU 1.12.10; SBN 152-3) is unwarranted. So the argument against the vulgar is undermined by the argument against the vulgar.
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