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In his paper, "Hume's Theory of Mental Activity," Wolff

claims that at some point in the writing of Book I of the Treatise
Hume.made the "profound discovery" that empirical knowledge
cannot be accounted for solely in terms of the contents of the mind
but must be s_upplfmented by an understanding of the functions of
mental activities.® He says that Hume "very quickly came to see
that knowledge and belief result from what the mind does with
contents rather than simply from the nature of those contents.”
Wolff seems to be assuming that mental contents and mental
activities are exclusive, and that Hume saw that they were, but to
Hume mental activities are included in the conscious contents of the
mind. "All actions and sensatiogs of the mind,” he says, "are
known to us by consciousness."> It would have been better if
Wolff had said that Hume had made the discovery that
understanding mental dispositions is necessary for understanding
belief and knowledge, but that dispositions are difficult for Hume
to talk about within the limits of his system. In this paper I argue
that Hume was unable to construct an adequate theory of
dispositions because of his imagistic theory of ideas. I will first
consider some features of dispositions and of statements that
contain dispositional terms.
. 1. Many dispositional statements are explicable in terms of
subjunctive conditionals. For example, "If an object is put into
water, then the object is soluble in water if and only if the object
.dissolves in the water,” is at least an approximate operational
definition of "solubility in water." :

2. An object may have a disposition even if it is not bein
manifested. That sugar cube that started dissolving two minutes
ago was also soluble two hours ago though it was not then
dissolving. _ ,

3. An object may have a disposition even though it has never
been manifested. Thus, the rubber band is elastic even if it has
never been stretched.

- 4. Every disposition has a basis and this basis is present even
wﬁ%n the disposition is not being exercised. Ryle was right when
he said that dispositions are potentialitigs, but wrong when he said

. that potentialities are "nothing actual."* A youth who is merely a
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potential critninal and a potential musician is neither an.actual
criminal nor an actual musician, but because of something in his
make-up he is sornewhat more likely to become a criminal or a
musician than the average youth. And there is something about the
pumice-stone that makes it possible for it to float in water whereas
there is nothing about the block of granite that makes it possible for
it to float.

3. On the ontological level, the disposition and its basis are
identical. Suppose a large fan, its sharp blades left completely
unguarded, and the blades rapidly whirling around.. It has the
power of cutting off my hand, and it is the revolutions of its sharp
blades that constitutes its power. "Power of cutting off my hand"
and "the sharp, rapidly whirling blades of the fan" are expressions
with different meanings, but when they are used to refer to a
present condition of the fan, they refer to the same condition. The
latter fact is a fact about the way things are, not a fact about
linguistic meaning,

6. We can find out that an object has a disposition without
finding out what its basis in the object is. This is so because the
concept of a particular disposition does not entail what its particular
basis is. '

7. Our idea of a disposition as something that is distinct from
its manifestations is a relative idea. It is whatever it is in the object
that disposes it to act in certain ways in certain circumstances.

I will now y to determine what Hume's theory of

dispositions is, and I will try to glean it from what he has to say

about dispositions, and from his predications of dispositions to

.objects. In being concerned with his theory of dispositions I am

primarily concerned with his idea of a disposition, but here a
difficulty arises, which arises whenever we want to talk about a
relative idea. Whenever we characterize something by means of a
relative idea, we always leave room for characterizing it in other
ways that do not involve its relations to the things it is related to.
We need not, however, know what these other ways are, and
knowing what they are is not essential to knowing the meaning of
the term that expresses the relative idea. So we must distinguish
the relative idea from some other idea that would single out the
same thing. The concept of power, like the concept of any
disposition is a relative idea. Thus our idea of a power is not the
same thing as our idea of the power itself. Two questions will be
asked (1) What is Hume's idea of a power? and (2) Does he have
a concept of power itself? I will concentrate on Book 11, Section X -
of the Treatise and the sections dealing with causation in the
Treatise and the first Enquiry. These are the only parts in which I
can find Hume talking about what power is. ]
. Hume seems to have the following ideas of power. 1. Power
is a feeling of certainty. 2. The term "power” is a meaningless
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- term. 3. Power is the same as the exercise of power. 4, “

Something's having a power consists merely in its behaving in
certain ways in certain circumstances.

I. Power is a feeling of certainty. In all his discussions of the
power of a cause (or necessary connection, or energy, etc.) Hume
is consistent in maintaining that power is something in the mind,
not in the objects, but the something in the mind is variously
described. In my opinion, the clearest expression of what Hume
means is found in the Enquiry

But there is nothing in a number of instances,
different from every single instance, which is
supposed to be exactly similar; except only, that
after a repetition of similar instances, the mind is - -
carried by habit, upon the appearance of one
event, to expect its usual attendant, and to believe
that it will exist.-

It is this belief or expectation or feeling certain that the effect will
follow that is "the impression from which we form the idea of
power."? Other passages leave more to the imagination and may
cause a careless reader to think that Hume identifies power with a
mere transition of thought from ‘one object to another, but not even
constant conjunction produces power unless it produces belief.
There is indeed one passage that is so confusing that it needs to be
singled out. It is the passage in which he says that power is the
"customary transition” that is produced by constant cunjunction.
What is produced by constant conjunction is a habit. But he says a
few lines down that the customary transition is "felt by the soul,”
and a habit would not be. Perhaps Hume did not make a clear
distinction between a habit and its exercise. -

2. "Power" is a meaningless term, Readers of Hume must
have wondered what he was up to in those detours in which he
discusses necessary connection. He presents a disjunction; "Either
we have no idea of necessity, or necessity -is nothing but that
determination of the thought to pass from causes to effects or from
effects to causes."® Many must have thought that Hume wanted us
to accept the second disjunct, but I believe it is now commonly
recognized that Hume thought that no one had, or could have, an
idea of necessary connection between cause and effect. In some
places he is quite explicit. For instance, in the Enguiry he says:
"We have no idea of this connexion, nor even any distinct notion of
what igis we desire to know, when we endeavour at a conception
of it."? And in the Treatise: "All ideas are deriv'd from and
represent impressions. We never have any impression that
contains any power or efficacy. We never therefore have any idea
of power."!V Then what was Hume up to? I think he was trying
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to show how we could seem to have the idea of power without
actually having it.

3. Power is the same as the exercise of power. In the Treatise
section on necessary connection there is the single sentence: "The
distinction which we often make betwixt power and the exercise of
it, is equally without foundation." 11 Nothing leads up to the
sentence, and there is no defense of the thought contained in it,
But the thought was no mere flash in the pan. He picks it up again
in Book 11, Part I, Section X, He begins the discussion by saying
that the distinction between power and its exercise “is entirely
frivolous, and that neither man nor any other being ought ever to be
thought Possest of any ability, unless it be exerted and put in
action."12 He puts the case that he meets an enemy, and no
magistrates arc around. The enemy has a sword, but he himself is
unarmed. In such a case he admits that he would feel an
uneasiness, but if the enemy does not in fact harm him,
"philosophically speaking, . . . the person nevgr had any power of

harming me; since he did not exert any; . , . "1

4. Something's having a power consists merely in its
behaving in certain ways in certain circumstances. Appearing in
the midst of his explanations designed to show that power is the
same as its exercise are two passages that point to an analysis in
terms of subjunctive conditionals. Hume says that "power always
has a reference to its exercise, either actual or probable, and that we
consider a person as endow'd with any ability when we find from
past gxpcrience, that 'tis probable, or at least possible, he may exert
it."14" And in the next sentence: "power consists in the possibility
or probability of an action, as discover'd by past experience and the
practice of the world.” Since the passages appear in the middle of
his argument that power is the same as its exercise, one cannot be
sure that Hume does not think that "power is the same as its
exercise” has the same meaning as "power always has a reference
to its exercise." And one's doubts are increased when in the very
next paragraph Hume says that the man had not had the power to
harm him because he had not in fact been harmed. Still, it is only
fair to Hume to regard the more adequate analysis as his more
considered opinion. And there is at least one passage in which
Hume couches his thought about power in terms of a subjunctive
conditional. In the course of giving his definition of "liberty" in the
Enquiry, Hume in effect defines "mobility of an agent”: if we
choose to move, we may. An analysis of power in terms of
subjunctive conditionals can reasonably be attributed to Hume, but -
I can find nothing in Hume's analyses of power to suggest that he
thought that there is more to power than this, that whenever an
object can be said to possess a power there is always the power
itself--some feature of the object that is present even when its
power is not being manifested. In one place he even says that
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"power itself" is meaningless, but I do not claim that this is
decisive.

I will say that a person has a nonreductive theory of
dispositions if he thinks that having a basis in the object enters into
our understanding of the ontological status of the disposition, and 1
will say that a person has a reductive theory if he thinks that having
a basis does not enter at all into our understanding of what
dispositions are. Bricke has argued that Hume had both a reductive
and a nonreductive theory of dispositions. Evidently, Bricke feels
that his case for reductionism is stronger than his case for
nonreductionism, because he says that though he is arguing that
Hume "endorsed a non-reductionist theory,” his evidence may
support only the weaker claim "that Hume's nonreductignist
practice is inconsistent with its reductionist theory."17 If
reductionism is mistaken it is to be expected that Hume's practice
would have been at variance with his theory, and Hume could have
had reasons for -being a nonreductionist without being a
nonreductionist. Also, the examples that Bricke gives to show that
Hume was a nonreductivist would not have been convincing to a
reductionist such as Ryle. According to Hume, an abstract idea
consists of an idea of a particular object along with a "custom” that
produces ideas of other particular objects as needed. These other
ideas are present to the mind "only in power." 18 Hume's example
is the idea of a triangle: if we form the idea of an equilateral
iriangle and say to ourselves "that the three angles of a triangle are
equal to each other,” ideas of other particular trangles "crowd in
upon us” and make us see that we have made a mistake.!?
Whereas a nonreductionalist would suppose that corresponding to
the custom there would be an enduring state describable in terms
that make no mention of stimuli or responses, there is no evidence
that Hume supposed that. The same could be said of Bricke's

" other examples--virtue and character--and in fact character is one of
Ryle's favorite examples of a complex set of dispositions. Finally,
it'is odd to say that Hume endorsed both a reductionist and a
nonreductionist theory. To endorse something is to know what
you are endorsing. Hume would have certainly seen that a
reductionist and a nonreductionist theory are inconsistent, and
would not have endorsed both. ‘

In trying to show that Hume is a reductionist, I have not
considered his motives, but it seems clear that Hume had strong
motives for being a reductionist and that it would have been
difficult to have fitted nonreductionism into his system. The idea
that is expressed by a dispositional term is a relative idea. To assert

that an object has a disposiiion is merely to assert that the expected

manifestations will occur, It asserts nothing about the basis. Ryle
found this aspect of dispositional statements immensely attractive.
1t enabled him to provide meanings for many mental terms while
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eschewing talk of inner states or events. Hume also gained an
advantage by accepting the reductionist view. As compared to his
simplistic view that the disposition and its exercise are the same,
this kind of reductionism seems to capture the relative character of a
disposition while obviating the need to find an impression of the
disposition. An argument similar to one of Hume's would go like
this: All'ideas are derived from impressions; 1 have never had an
impression of power itself; therefore, 1 have no idea of power
itself. The minor premise is false. If it is the fact that the
pumice-stone is honeycombed with small holes that bestows its
floatability upon it, I can have impressions of the small holes. But
would Hume have seen that, without prodding?

I believe that Hume had difficulty with the eoncept of a
disposition because he had not thought out a conception of relative
ideas. If he had have, he would have seen that there is something
wrong with one of his basic premises. A relative idea refers to a
thing by means of ideas we have of the thing's relations to other
things, and the relative idea does not include within it an idea of
what the thing is apart from these relations. Any pictures that we
might form in our minds in order to understand the meaning of a
term expressing a relative idea would not be pictures of what is
singled out by means of the relative idea. For example, if I need
mental pictures in order to understand the concept of the
pumice-stone's floatability in water, I do not form pictures of the
holes in the pumice-stone, but instead form several pictures of the
pumice-stone floating in water. In other words, the feature which
constitutes the pumice-stone's ability to float in water is not
imagined at all in our understanding of the meaning of the
dispositional term. Yet, according to Hume's official view, the
idea could refer only to floating, because floating is what we have
images of when we think of the pumice-stone's ability to float in
walter.

My explanation of the difficulty that Hume would have in
accepting a nonreductive theory of dispositions is valid only if it is
a fact that Hume held the imagistic doctrine of ideas. The idea that
he did is not a novel idea of mine, and the many passages in which
Hume says that ideas are such exact copies of impressions that the
only differences between them is vivacity would seem to clinch the
matter. Nevertheless, several recent writers seem to be claiming
that he never held the doctrine. If all they mean is that the doctrine
cannot account for many of Hume's ideas, 1 agree, but they seem
to be claiming more than that. Flage argues that "Hume held a
doctrine of relative conception,”<Y though he admits that "Hume's
discussions of relative ideas are few in number”. 1 and "he did not
devote so much as a paragraph to stating the doctrine."22 The
internal evidence that Flage refers to consists of a number of
passages in which Hume uses the term "relative idea," but citing
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_ these passages do not do anything to show Hume's awareness that |

the acceptance of these ideas is inconsistent with a straightforward
reading of his basic premise. Flage realizes that for his
interpretation to hold up the expression "All ideas are copies of
impressions” must be taken to mean "All positive ideas are copies
of impressions.” But this expression and others like it appear with
considerable frequency in Hume's writings, and in no instance
does he use a qualifying adjective. Flage realizes that relative ideas
are inconsistent with the imagistic doctrine, but he professes
himself satisfied with Yolton's having shown that Hume did not
hold the doctrine, o

It seems to me that the basis of Yolton's case is that Hume had
many ideas that are not pictureable. Passions, emotions and the
taste of something sweet are given as examples. Yolton says that
the notion of imaging a taste hardly makes sense and to have the
idea of sweet is to "know that taste, to be able to recognize it."
Yolton's explanation of the idea of sweet is much better than any
that Hume could give, and he certainly would not have defined the
idea dispositionally as Yolton does. An idea for Hume, even if it is
not an image, is some kind of content of consciousness. Yolton
says that when Hume claims that idea is an "exact representation”
of an impression, "exact representation” need not mean image or
picture. Hume's more favored expression is "exact copy,” and a
copy sounds very much like an image. When Hume says that an
idea is the copy of an impression, I take him to mean that it is a
copy in the same sense as a wax figure is a copy. Yolton says that
an "exact representation” is a "thought that gets it I‘i%lt, is the
knowledge that the room is made up of these objects.”"<> Surely,
the more literal reading sounds a lot more like Hume than Yolton's
reading does. After quoting the sentence, "We have no idea of
space or extension, but when we regard it as an object either of
sight or feeling,” Yolton says he finds it hard to believe that the "it”
refers to the idea of extension.2® He should have consulted the
Treatise passage: "And to cut short all disputes, the very idea of
extension is copy'd from nothing but an impression, and
consequently must perfectly agree to it. To say that the idea of
extension agrees to any thing, is 1o say it i% extended."~/ Strange
as it may seem, Hume evidently believed that some impressions
and ideas are extended, but strange or not, it is at least explicable if
every idea is an image, and "image" is taken in the literal sense.
Yolton offers reasons in terms of Hume's own thought why he
should not have held the doctrine of images, but he does not show
that he did not hold the doctrine. L

The cramping effects of Hume's imagistic theory did not
prevent him from making importarnt discoveries about the capacities
of men and animals, and this is because he often operated outside
the framework of the "way of ideas.” More than any philosopher |
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know of Hume was aware of the insignificant part conscious
thought has in the formation of many of our most fundamental
beliefs. He says that ", . . the past experience, on which all our
Jjudgments concerning causes and effects depend, operate on our
minds in such an insensible manner as never to be taken notice of,
and may even in spme measure be unknown to us;."38 Here there’
1s no talk of images or conscious contents of any kind. Still, the
cramping effects did hurt, and my theory is that they hurt mainly
because his imagistic theory prevented Hume from making a clear
distinction between mental operations and mental dispositions. If
he had clearly seen the difference between the two, he might have
given dispositional accounts of such things as knowledge and
belief, memory, personal identity and even ideas that would have
}?ccn superior to the accounts that he gave. Wolff hailed Hume's
great discovery” of the importance of mental activities, a discovery
that camcc‘l him beyond the limits of his own system. 1 say that it
was Hume's feeling for the importance of dispositions that carried
him beyond the limits of his own system and that it is a shame that

?;enmever developed a language that was suitable for talking about
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