
HumeÕs Theory of Causat ion: Author Meets Cri t i cs Symposium 
 
In HumeÕs Theory of Causation, Angela Coventry offers an extended development of a 
quasi–realist reading of Hume’s account of causation.  “Quasi–realism,” says Oxford 
Dictionary of Philosophy author Simon Blackburn,  
 
“is a term coined by the English philosopher Simon Blackburn (1944– ) to identify a 
position holding that an expressivist or projectivist account of ethics can explain and 
make legitimate sense of the realist–sounding discourse within which we promote and 
debate moral views.” [315] 
 
Drawing from Blackburn, Angela situates quasi–realism about causation as “an 
intermediate position between realism and anti–realism,” which are currently the 
dominant interpretations of Hume’s views on that topic. Realists hold that there are 
causal powers underlying the regularities we perceive that make causal judgments true 
or false; anti–realists deny that there are any such causal powers and so deny that 
causal judgments are straightforwardly true or false.   
 
This is a debate in the metaphysics of causation.  The dispute between realists and anti–
realists is made possible by their shared commitment to the metaphysical 
presupposition that causal judgments are true only if they correspond to mind–
independent causal powers or necessary connections.  To Angela’s great credit, she 
rejects this metaphysical thesis, and partially defines her version of quasi–realism in 
opposition to it.     
 
As an intermediate position, quasi–realism holds that realists are right to say that Hume 
gives causal statements non–reductionistic truth values, but wrong to say that their 
truth results from their correspondence to mind-independent powers or necessary 
connections. Anti–realists are right to say that Hume rejects an account of causation in 
terms of mind–independent powers or necessary connections, but wrong to say that 
doing so commits him to reductionism or emotivism.   
 
Situating quasi–realism this way heads off arguments that it is really a version of either 
realism or anti-realism, as critics have tried to do with Blackburn’s version of the theory. 
But how is quasi–realism “intermediate” between these opposing theories?  Is quasi–
realism a different position in the metaphysics of causation, or is it something else 
altogether?  Angela sometimes characterizes quasi–realism as being in “a different 
space” from the “space” that realism and anti-realism share.  Although highly 
metaphorical, her description is apt: quasi–realism is attempting to do something 
different from either theory, but how different it is remains to be seen.    
 
Angela thinks that “the real test of any quasi–realist theory will be with the account of 
truth produced.” [70] Although she doesn’t elaborate, I take it that the account of truth 
is especially relevant here because it will be central to determining whether, and how, 
quasi–realism qualifies as a genuinely intermediate position between realism and anti–
realism about causation.  I think this is especially critical in its application to Hume, 
since it is arguable whether Hume has anything that even looks like a “theory of truth” 
in our contemporary sense.   
 



The task for quasi–realism, then, is to explain what Hume’s notion of causal truth is and 
how it works.  Very briefly, this is Angela’s account: even though our use of causal 
language begins from an expressive standpoint, Hume believes that we are instinctively 
determined to regard causal judgments as true or false.  But we are also capable of 
learning from experience and reflecting critically upon it.  Using reflective principles to 
correct and improve causal judgments, we arrive at a standard by which we can assess 
the evidence we use in making them, and “this standard enables us to construct a 
notion of causal truth, and to gain an understanding of the causal structure of things.” 
[146]  
 
Angela begins by looking at Hume’s brief comments in the Treatise to the effect that 
truth about causes concerns “their real connections and existence” and asks: But “what 
exactly does Hume mean by agreement with or conformity of our ideas of objects to 
their ‘real existence and matter of fact’?” [118] 
 
To answer this question, she looks at SOT, where Hume twice links “real existence and 
matter of fact” with the notion of a “standard,” equating them at SOT 230 and 
recommending at SOT 242 that “we acknowledge a true and decisive standard to exist 
somewhere, to wit, real existence and matter of fact.”  Angela concludes that Hume’s 
remarks suggest that “a judgment is true if it corresponds to, agrees with, or is in 
conformity with a “true and decisive standard,” and proceeds to investigate how such a 
standard might be arrived at, and in what it might consist.   
 
But before we follow Angela there, notice that there seem to be two sets of 
correspondences, agreements, or conformities. There is the correspondence, agreement, 
or conformity between causal judgments and the causal standard Angela is interested 
in, and there is also the correspondence, agreement, or conformity between that 
standard and “real existence and matter of fact.”  Both seem to be necessary if we are to 
“construct a notion of causal truth and … gain an understanding of the causal structure 
of things.”  
 
At any rate, for Hume our most primitive causal judgments and our tendency to make 
them are instinctively determined. As our experience increases, we learn to make more 
fine–grained causal judgments as we reflect on the factors involved when our crude 
projections fail to pan out.  Critical reflection doesn’t just proceed from our own case.  
As we mature, our causal experience is vastly extended by the observations and 
experiments of others, as well as through discussion, review, and criticism. Hume 
describes some of the factors involved in the long footnote to Section IX of EHU and in 
the appropriate sections of Part 3 of Book I of the Treatise, which encapsulates the fruits 
of our reflections in the “Rules by which to judge of causes and effects.”   
 
The rules aren’t our causal standards, however, as Angela rightly emphasizes.  For as 
Hume himself puts it, the rules “are very easy in their invention, but extremely difficult 
in their application,” which requires “the utmost constancy” as well as “the utmost 
sagacity.” [175] Applying the rules correctly requires “delicate imagination” and 
“discerning judgment.” The person most likely to apply them correctly is — in Angela’s 
Blackburnian (Simonian?) phrase — a “practiced causalist.”  She then argues that 
 



“[a]fter spending some time correcting our judgments about causes via the rules, surely 
it is a natural step for the imagination to then form an ideal standard of a necessary 
connection between cause and effect.  The standard can then be used as a decisive 
criterion to judge between differing causal sentiments.”  [135]  
 
Although there is much more that should be said about Hume’s picture of the 
development of our fine–grained sensitivity to causes, I’m in essential agreement with 
Angela’s summary of the process and the factors involved.  However, I have trouble 
understanding why she insists that the “standard” must be “ideal.” It invites the 
internal problem of making her claim fit with the rest of what Hume has to say about 
these topics. As Angela herself argues, our ways of settling questions of conflicting 
causal judgments arise from critical reflection on our causal experience and the rules for 
judging causes and effects.  There is nothing ideal here, nor do I think it is necessary for 
developing what I regard as central to her view, as I’ll argue in just a bit.1 
 
But while we’re at it, in addition to problems with “ideal,” I also have difficulty with 
her insistence on a “standard.”  Standards, yes, but why a single one?  While I largely 
agree with her account of how a practiced causalist would develop ways of 
distinguishing accidental generalizations from genuinely causal sequences, generate 
criteria for settling disputed questions of causal attributions and conflicting causal 
judgments, I see no reason for thinking that Hume believes that there is a single 
“standard” for making these determinations.   
 
In any case, Angela goes on to argue that the practiced causalist will 
 
“put together in her imagination what I will call an ideal causal network.  This means 
nothing more than one’s general view about how features of the world are causally 
related to one another.  Causal networks thus contain multiple links between causes 
and effects.  The idea of necessary connection arises from repeated experience of 
constant conjunction with objects. The varying degrees of habits formed on this basis 
plus past experience constitute a system that represents that person’s view of the causal 
connections and interdependencies between the bits and pieces of reality as a whole.”  
[145] 
 
Much of this is impeccable.  Experienced constant conjunctions do set up associations 
that lead me to expect one of the items in an associated pair when the other item of the 
pair appears.  My awareness of my mind’s being moved by the appearance of the first 
item when they are so associated is the source of my idea of the necessary connection 
between them, so that I regard the first item as the cause of the second.  The habitual 
associations that are set up by my various experiences of variously conjoined items vary 
in degree of strength, which affects how strong my expectation — my belief that the 
effect will occur — is.  The factors affecting the strength of these habitual associations 
are many and various, depending on, among other things, the number of experienced 
conjunctions; whether the conjunctions are constant or variable; if variable, how 
variable; and how like the present case is to similar cases.      
 
                                                
1 I also believe that the notion of the ideal standard is inadequately supported by the textual parallels 
Angela draws on to motivate the introduction of such a standard.  [More on this if you want it.] 



It is also very natural to think of these propensities as forming a network, a system 
incorporating my causal beliefs. But why think of it as “an ideal causal network”?  My 
causal system is constantly evolving — improving, I hope — by adding new causal 
beliefs as my experience increases, by eliminating beliefs that I’ve discovered to be 
faulty, by modifying and refining other beliefs as experience and critical reflection 
dictates.  The network is the relatively stable but highly fallible repository of my causal 
experience, but it is the actual network of my causal beliefs, not an ideal one.  
 
So I’ll proceed in setting out the rest of her version of quasi–realism with what I think is 
the important and largely correct Humean spirit of her account, if not the letter, by 
dropping her “ideal standard” in favor of “actual standards,” and I’ll characterize the 
network of causal beliefs not as “ideal” but as she does, as: “nothing more than one’s 
general view about how features of the world are causally related to one another.”   
 
Recall now that we looked at Hume’s equation in SOT of the “true and decisive 
standard” with “real existence and matter of fact.”  Angela said we should inquire 
about the latter phrase, but instead she went on to explain the former.  She does, 
however, get around to explaining the latter.  In the passage I just quoted, we get her 
answer to what Hume means by “real existence and matter of fact” when she says that 
“the varying degrees of habits formed on this basis plus past experience constitute a 
system that represents that person’s view of the causal connections and 
interdependencies between the bits and pieces of reality as a whole.” 
 
Her answer raises a question: what exactly is supposed to be “represented” here? 
Angela elaborates: 
 
“Under the appropriate conditions, the causal connections in this network are an 
accurate representation of the causal connections among objects or events in the world.  
The causal network of [a] practiced causalist “matches up” to the system of causes in 
the world.  Organized as such a model, the ideal causal network reveals the causal 
structure of the world.  Consequently, on this picture, the causal structure of the world 
is inferred from the prior knowledge, observation, custom, reflection and discussion of 
the practiced causalist.”  [145] 
 
According to Angela, then, the “system” or “network” that is my interdependent set of 
causal beliefs “represents” “the bits and pieces of reality as a whole.”  It represents “the 
causal structure of the world,” showing how my network “matches up” with that 
causal structure.  Thus we do have a second kind of  correspondence to, agreement 
with, or conformity to relation. 
 
Angela’s original account of Hume’s theory of truth has it that a causal judgment is true 
if it is in correspondence to, agreement with, or conformity to our causal standards. But 
now she is also maintaining that judgments made in accordance with these standards 
form a network that “under the appropriate conditions” will correspond to, agree with, 
or conform to “the causal stucture of the world.”  
 
This means that the idea of a judgment’s corresponding with standards is no longer the 
autonomous criterion of truth it appeared to be, for causal standards will be judged by 
whether the network they give rise to corresponds to the causal structure of the world.  



This means that the ultimate standard of whether a causal judgment is true is whether it 
corresponds to the causal structure of the world. And this means that Angela is 
attributing a much more traditional correspondence theory of truth to Hume than she 
originally advertised.  
 
When she speaks of “the causal structure of the world,” or of “the bits and pieces of 
reality as a whole,” she is speaking literally of a “reality” that is over and above the 
system of perceptions that constitutes my network of causal beliefs, something other 
than perceptions with which our perceptions can “match up” or accurately represent. 
The structures our causal networks represent are thus part of what J. L. Mackie once 
called ”the fabric of the world,” and that “fabric” is, therefore, something radically 
distinct from the “system” Hume describes as “what we are pleas’d to call a reality” (T 
108) 
 
Hume calls his “system,” “the universe of the imagination”: 
 
since nothing is ever present to the mind but perceptions, and since all ideas are deriv’d 
from something antecedently present to the mind … ‘tis impossible for us so much as to 
conceive or form an idea of any thing specifically different from ideas and impressions.  
Let us fix our attention out of ourselves as much as possible; let us chase our 
imagination to the heavens, or to the utmost limits of the universe; we never really 
advance a step beyond ourselves, nor can conceive any kind of existence, but those 
perceptions, which have appear’d in that narrow compass.  This is the universe of the 
imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produc’d. (T 67–8) 
 
Hume explains that “we form a kind of system” of our impressions and memories, 
“comprehending whatever we remember to have been present, either to our internal 
perception or senses; and every particular of this system, joined to the present 
impressions, we are pleas’d to call a reality.” (T 108) 
 
But only ideas can represent something beyond themselves.  They represent the 
impressions that caused them, and are thus capable of truth or falsity, of accurate 
representation or misrepresentation, while impressions, like passions, pleasures and 
pains, are “original existences.”  They are not, strictly speaking, capable of truth or 
falsity, since they do not represent anything beyond themselves: 
 
“As to those impressions, which arise from the senses, their ultimate cause is … perfectly 
inexplicable by human reason, and ‘twill always be impossible to decide with certainty, 
whether they arise immediately from the object, or are produc’d by the creative power 
of the mind, or are deriv’d from the author of our being.”   
 
But although impressions aren’t, strictly speaking, capable of truth or falsity, they are 
corrigible, and they can be evaluated by a standard: the systemic character of our 
“universe of the imagination” provides a principled means of accepting or rejecting 
impressions.   The standard is coherence: 
 
“We may draw inferences from the coherence of our perceptions, whether they be true 
or false, whether they represent nature justly, or be mere illusions of the senses.” (T 84) 
 



Distinguishing between the corrigibility of a perception and its being a representation 
of something external to itself is an essential feature of Hume’s “system.”  
 
Hume’s “system” isn’t complete when the “universe of the imagination” is populated 
only with sense impressions and memories: 
 
with this system of perceptions there is another connected by custom … by the relation 
of cause and effect, it proceeds to the consideration of their ideas; and as it feels that ‘tis 
in a manner necessarily determin’d to view these particular ideas, and that the custom 
or relation, by which it is determin’d, admits not of the least change, it forms them into 
a new system, which it likewise dignifies with the title of realities.  The first of these 
systems is the object of the memory and senses; the second of the judgment. (T 108)  
 
With the addition of causation, Hume’s “system” extends beyond the immediate 
testimonies of our senses and the records of our memories, constituting a much more 
extensive web of belief, and a finer-grained mechanism for accepting or rejecting 
impressions on the basis of their coherence with the system as a whole.  Causal 
inference 
 
peoples the world, and brings us acquainted with such existences as, by their removal 
in time and place, lie beyond the reach of the senses and memory. By means of it I paint 
the universe in my imagination, and fix my attention on any part of it I please” (T 108). 
 
Hume’s system now incorporates all his beliefs: 
 
All this, and every thing else which I believe, are nothing but ideas, tho’, by their force 
and settled order, arising from custom and the relation of cause and effect, they 
distinguish themselves from the other ideas, which are merely the offspring of the 
imagination. (T 108)  
 
In saying that everything he believes is “nothing but ideas,” Hume is saying that 
everything he believes can be traced back to perceptions.  His “universe of the 
imagination” is the world of sense, memory, and causal inference, systematically 
interconnected.  Speculating about the causes of perceptions, where those causes are 
supposed to be something over and above perceptions, is to engage in the kind of 
search for “ultimate principles” or “hard facts” (Mackie again) Hume rejects as 
incoherent.  
 
Here is a sketch of how Hume’s system accommodates some ordinary causal 
judgments: 
 
When I wake up and hear certain familiar sounds, I come to believe that it is raining.  
My judgment is a representation because there are perceptions of the sight and feel of 
rain, perceptions that I expect to have if I go to the window and look, or if I go outside 
and feel the rain. These perceptions are the “facts” my judgment is about. My judgment 
is about the causes of my belief that it is raining, and my belief that it is raining is the 
result of a causal process.  Given my past associations between certain kinds of sound 
and the presence of rain, plus my present impressions of that certain kind of sound, I 
expect that if I go to my window I’ll see it raining on my roses.  So if I go to my window 



and see that Charlotte is hosing off the screen, then my belief misrepresented the facts; 
what I believed was false.  But the facts that lead me to regard my judgment as true or 
false, as accurately representing or misrepresenting those facts, are themselves 
perceptions — impressions, and they are not representative of anything beyond 
themselves.  
 
Just as individual impressions are corrigible, the system as a whole is fallible, and this 
fallibility is at the heart of what Hume calls his “mitigated scepticism.”  Modifying and 
— it is to be hoped — improving the system is a process best described by Neurath’s 
metaphor of sailors who must repair their boat while keeping it afloat.  A system 
allegedly built on more secure “foundations” — “ultimate principles” that go beyond 
perceptions and somehow validate them — is a metaphysical pipe dream, not the 
legitimate basis of a coherent account of our causal judgments and beliefs. 
      
In choosing to discuss questions about our idea of causation in terms of perceptions, 
Hume is answering empirical questions in the only coherent way they can be answered.  
Metaphysics tempts us to regard these answers as making claims about the ultimate 
nature of reality.  Hume shows us how to resist this temptation.  It is in this that the 
depth and originality of his account of our idea of causation consists. 
 
I applauded Angela for rejecting the shared metaphysical presupposition that fueled 
the dispute between causal realists and anti–realists, but a close look at her account 
reveals that she, too, ends up attributing a metaphysical thesis to Hume.2  Quasi–
realism thus makes Hume a player in a game he resolutely refuses to play.  Angela 
could avoid this by adopting my account of what Hume is up to.  Whether her view, so 
modified, would qualify as quasi–realism is a question that is difficult to answer 
straightforwardly.  It would, however, satisfy the desideratum of permitting us to say all 
the things we want to say about causation.  If quasi–realism is defined by opposition, it 
is still opposed to the metaphysical presupposition realists and anti-realists share, while 
also avoiding another un–Humean metaphysical commitment.  Doing so would, I 
believe, capture what is importantly original in quasi–realism, without neglecting what 
is radically innovative and distinctively modern about Hume’s approach to problems of 
causation.  In this way, a suitably modified quasi–realist account of Hume’s theory of 

                                                
2 This metaphysical commitment seems indigenous to quasi–realism, or at least, to the versions of it so far 
developed.  Blackburn’s theory certainly involves this commitment.  His quasi–realist Hume  
 
“celebrates the fact that nature has implanted our fixed propensities to causalizing in us.  But these … are 
active mental responses to perceived regularities, rather than passive mental representations of an order 
of properties and relations that cannot be perceived, and so ones of which we can have no idea.  Hence, 
realism together with anti–realism.”  [Blackburn 2002: 275] 
 
Blackburn’s “third option” to realism and anti–realism counts “perceived regularities” as “the 
contributions of the world” about how the world is independently of us, which is the realism in quasi–
realism.  When we project connections between the objects we relate causally, we “are denying that we 
represent a real aspect of the world,” which is the anti-realist element in his theory.  Blackburn thus has 
two metaphysical commitments: realism about the regularities we perceive; anti–realism about the 
connections we project. 
 
 



our idea of causation would capture what makes Hume worthy of our serious 
consideration today.   
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