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HUME, CAUSAL POWERS, AND NATURAL NECESSITY

Gilbert Fuimer

Over the past decadeor so, several philosophers have mounted 2 SySe |
tematic attack on the widely accepted neo-Humean view of causality, PO~ :
posing to substitute in its stead a new notion of causality which rests

‘on the idea of natural necessity. The core of this attack is the notion§

that causes produce their effects by natural powers, and that gz natural :

necessity therefore connects cause and effect, I will argue, however, :
that these necessitarians’ criticisms of the Humean position are incon- !
clusive: - though they may indeed undercut some of Hume's actual argu-

ments for his analysis of causality, there is available to the Humean a :
more general -and fundamental argument which is not vulnerableto the at- :
tack, but which nonetheless preserves the essentials of the Humean pogi-
tion. : )

The central claim of the crities is that, contrary to Hume, it is
contradictory to suppose that a cause can occcur and not be followed by
its effect. This is because the power to produce the effect is a part
of the nature of the cause: thus, to Suppose that a cause € was followed |
by not-E, the failure of the effect, would be to suppose that € both did
and did not have the power to produce E. For example, when an automobile
moves down a highway,

The expleding gasoline...has the pewer to move the
pistons, and move the car....The chemical structure,
or nature, of gasoline, in turn, explains the ex—
plosive power of gasoline...l

Ang

A liquid that had a gasoline smeil but did not ex-

plode when ignited would not eount ag gasoline any

more, since a host of interrelated concepts and ex-
planations would break down.2

The Necessitarians. agree that it is not possible for a particular, P,
to act and react differently at ty thar at tn, but they insist that it
ts impossible for it to act incompatibly wigh its own nature and still
remain the same particular. In short, +thev contend that there is a
natural necessity between what a thing is and what it is capable of doing
and undergoing, and that the conceptual necessity of the concept of cause
reflects this. Therefore, the argument goes, C and not-E is impossible.
Of course, the nature of C could change to “C"7 and it "C'" no longer has
the power P to produce E, then "Cv and not-E is perfectly possible. But
that the particular C could fail in the appropriate conditions, to pro-
duce its effect E 1s impossible, for then it would no jonger be C at all.
The error of the Humean position, the necessitarians ¢laim, comes
from its "ontologically discrete' metaphysics. That is, Hume and his

41




followers take it that every particular is ontologically distinet from
every other; thus any combination whateveris logically possible. Madden,
Hare, and the other necessitarians wish toargue that causes and affects
are not thus distinct: the capacity te produce certain effects is part
of the rature, and thus is critical for the idemtity, of the causes. If
a yellow, malleable substance otiierwise resembling copper were discovered
to be electrically non-conductive, we would simply not call it copper.
Since conductivity is one of the criteria for identifying copper, it is
necessary that copper conduct electricity.

Furthermore, the necessitarians insist, coantrary to HEume, we can
see causal powers at work., When we see the waves srode away the beach,
we do not just see the wave action, followed by the disappearance of the
heach; rather, we see the power exertsd by the waves ian causing the ero-
sion. Cansation thus invelves ‘'powerful particulars': particulars
which, by their nature, possess the power to bring about certain affects.
Only Hume's antecedent conviction that experience is "punctiform'—di-
vided into discrete, separable elements—could have made him thiank other-
wise, they contend. ' .

In fact, the necessitarians argue, Hume's position ampunts to an
attack on the ratiosality of science. Their own position, on the octher

hand, is based on

...the principle that it is possible to give a rationadl
aceount of the changes that do.occur in the causal powers
of things and materials by reference to changes in their
natures.

Thus the concept of a causal power i35 held to be essential to sxplana-
tion in the smpirical sciences.

Yoreover, the necessitarians argue, their view neatly sidestepsthe
problem of inducticon which is so intractable on the Humean view. For we
learn the powers of cauzes by observation; and cnce we know those powers,
we know by patural. necessity that the expected effects will follow them.

Now, it 1s true tpat many of Hume's arguments lend themselves to
suych ap interpretation. He does place great stress on the impossibility,
as -te claims, of perceiving powers or causal connections beyond the coa-
‘gTant conjunctions wihich he says coustitute causality. And he does fre-
quently speak of  the impossibility <f cur knowing the ‘'secret spriags’,
or "iaper causes” of nature,as though there were an insurmountable epis-
temic barrier that confines our knowledge. That is, Hume sometimes makes
it Seem that such springs or powers iandisputably exist, but lie outside
the limits of our knowledge. Against such arguments as these it may be
rhat the causal necessitarians are successful in their attack.

I want to argue, however, that there 1s another line of defanse
open To the Humean; one which not only escapes the present criticisms,
out, as it seems to me, actually represents 2 stronger position ia any
case. But I must disavow at onece any attempt te show that this was.

really Jume's meaning; &t most I will cite 2 few remarks to show that

such an argument would oot bhave been ancongenial to him, _ 7
The argument [ propose might be called a logical, or a linguistic,
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toc effect. And this is exactly what the necessitarians propose to do,
for their idea of a causal power is the same as Hume's "production' in
the above passage.

This linguistic argument is not affected, I think, by the criti=-
cisms urged by the necessitarians. For, as Hume suggests here, all the
talk about cazusal powers, and the nature of particulars, is empty. This
is because the powers and the natures cannot be identified independently

of the cause and the effect. That is, tbe necessitarians say C is the
cause of E because it is its nature N to have power P—i.e., the power
to produce E. And nothing that does nct have this power will count as

C; thus, the argument runs, lt 1s necessary that C be followed by E. If

T does not occur, it must be because N has changed, so that C no longer

possesses P, The trouble is that ('s possession of P can be defined
only as the systematic succession of E's after C's. The great ontologi-
cal advance offered by the necessitarians turns cut to -be no more than
the recommendation that we should speak in a different way of causes and
effects.

The necegsitarians insist, furthermore, that Hume is mistaken in
saying that we cannot explain causal powers. For example, they suggest,
we could explain the explosive power of dynamite if we "delved below the

surface' and examined its chemical and physical structure. Andof course, -

in one sense, 1t iz true that we can do soO: that is the task of the

physical scientist. But this wholly misses Hume's poiat; . for such an
explanation, valuable as it is to our understanding of the world, simply
explains one setof natural regularities in terms of other, more general
regularities. Thus, to say that dynamite explodes because it constitu~
ents undergo a reaction that releases energy is just to subsume its be-
havior under more general laws of chemistry. In fact, the linguistic

argument under consideration constitutes an analysis of the logical

structuring of empirical explanaticns. The point is that these explana-
tions always consist in descriptive statements about constant conjunc-
tions . However far we may push our study of the explosive power of dyna~

mite, or any other scientific explanation, this will always be its form,

It is harmless to speak of the causal power of dynamite, provided. were-
cognize that in so deing we have not added anything to our knowledge.
The necessitarians leave this central linguistic¢ argument unanswered.

. Now .is is possible to evaluate the necessitarians’ charge mentioned
earlier, that Hume "atfacks the rationality of science”.6 By ‘this: they
seem to mean.  that on Hume's analysis nething can be explained. But
this is not correct; Hume would have no reascn at all to disagree with
them about the explanation.of the explosive power of dynamite: the
chemical properties of nitroglycerine, cellulose, ete,, do explain that
power, in the only way any empirical fact can possibly be explained.
That is, the chemical and physical principles to which the explanation
appeals are more general regularities—constant conjunetions—of which
the particular properties of dynamite are specific cases.

Wnat does follow from Hume's analysisis that itwill never be pos-
sible to explain everything. For in every explanation, the explanans
consists of regularities more general than those in the explanandum; and
80 the regularities of the explanans are not, thus far, explained. If
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