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THE 

PHILOSOPHICAL REVIEW 
H U M E ' S T H E O R Y O F P H I L O S O P H I C A L R E L A T I O N S 

J T I S sometimes said that H u m e had no theory of relations. 

T h i s can hard ly mean that H u m e fa i l ed to advance a theory 
about re la t ions; f o r almost anyone who had read the Treatise 
w o u l d recall something of the doctrine of relations as natural , 
and as phi losophical . T h e assertion i n question w o u l d seem to 
mean that H u m e ' s theory of relations is such that i n our t ime 
no one could agree w i t h it, o r even use the w o r d " re la t ion ' ' as he 
d i d and expect to be understood. T h a t may we l l be so. P resumably 
no one who adheres to the theory o f relations w i t h w h i c h M r . 
Russe l l ' s name is associated could agree w i t h what H u m e said about 
the matter. B u t even though this be so, i t is also irrelevant to the 
nature o f H u m e ' s o w n theory o f relations. 

H u m e thought that " i n common language" the w o r d relation 
was always used to designate "that quali ty, by w h i c h two ideas 
are connected together i n the imaginat ion, and the one natural ly 
introduces the other, a f t e r the manner above explained—"(13).^ 
T h e nature o f this "manner", H u m e had expla ined on a preceding 
page, is that " o f the connection o r association of ideas" (10). 
T h u s H u m e thought that men o rd ina r i ly used " re la t ion" to re fe r 
to an association o f ideas. B u t he pointed out another and, as he 
says, "considerably d i f fe ren t" sense o f the term. I n this sense, 
" re la t ion" designates "that par t icular circumstance, i n wh ich , 
even upon the arb i t ra ry un ion o f two ideas i n the fancy, we may 
th ink proper to compare them" (13). B y the w o r d "re la t ion" , 
then, H u m e means, on the one hand, any process o f association, 
and, o n the other hand, any relat ion of comparison. 

Relat ions of the first sort he called "natura l re la t ions" ; presum-

* All references that are merely numerical refer to pages in the Selby-
Bigge edition of the Treatise. 
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