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FOR JULIA
sine qua non



But Hume suffered the usual misfortune of metaphysicians, of not being understood. It is positively painful to see how utterly his opponents,
Reid, Oswald, Beattie, and lastly Priestley, missed the point of the problem; for while they were ever taking for granted that which he doubted,
and demonstrating with zeal and often impudence that which he never thought of doubting, they so misconstrued his valuable suggestion that
everything remained in its old condition, as if nothing had happened. The question was not whether the concept of cause was right, useful, and
even indispensable for our knowledge of nature, for this Hume had never doubted; but whether that concept could be thought by reason @
priori, and consequently whether it possessed an inner truth, independent of all experience, implying a perhaps more extended use not
restricted merely to objects of expetience. This was Hume's problem. It was solely a question concerning the origzn, not concerning the
indispensable need of using the concept. Were the former decided, the conditions of the use and sphere of its valid application would have been
determined as a matter of course.

Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, pp. 67,

trans. Lewis White Beck
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1 Introduction

This book will explore Hume's account of reason and its associated modes of reasoning: demonstrative and probable.
Many of the most famous problems Hume discusses, and the positions he advocates, are couched in terms of reason:
whether probable reasoning or causal inference is founded on reason, scepticism with regard to reason, reason and the
passions, whether moral distinctions are based on reason. To understand what Hume has to say about these issues, we
must understand what his account of reason and reasoning is. In this work, I concentrate mainly on those issues that
arise in Book One of Hume's Treatise, although in the last chapter I make use of the first Enguiry, where Hume's views
on the warrant of reason are further developed.

In the early modern period, reason was one of the cognitive faculties; others included the understanding (or the
intellect), judgement, the imagination, memory, and the senses." The higher cognitive faculties were related in the
following way: the understanding was primarily concerned with the formation of concepts, judgement with the
perception of the relation of concepts, and reason with the inference from one judgement to another. Different
thinkers not only had different theories of the workings of these faculties (different faculty psychologies), but also, not
surprisingly, did not use these terms univocally Hume, for instance, sometimes uses the terms ‘reason’ and ‘the
understanding’ interchangeably.? Inference or reasoning is the typical activity of the faculty of reason, and, at least in
Hume and Locke, it comes in two forms: demonstrative

For the relevance of cognitive faculty psychology to Hume on this topic in particular, and the early modern period in general, see Garrett (1997), Falkenstein and Easton
(1997), and Hatfield (1997).

See for instance T' 186: ‘If the sceptical reasonings be strong, say they, 'tis a proof, that reason may have some force and authority: if weak, they can never be sufficient to
invalidate all the conclusions of our understanding’ But note even here the emphasis is on inferences or ‘reasonings’, and the conclusions to which they lead. Similarly, in the
footnote at T 117-18, Hume characterizes reason as the faculty responsible for ‘our demonstrative and probable reasonings’, whereas in the analogous footnote at T 371,
it is the understanding that is so characterized.
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reasoning, which results in knowledge, and probable reasoning, which results in opinion or belief.” Part of what Hume
wants to do, or so I will claim, is to argue against the explanatory fruitfulness of treating reason as an independent
faculty, with its own irreducible powers. Instead, the activities of reason are to be explained in terms of broader
principles of the imagination. But Hume's account can only be understood against the background of seeing reason as
a cognitive faculty to be investigated, along with the other cognitive faculties, through faculty psychology.

Hume had a conception of reasoning (or inference) radically different from our own, and unless we are aware of that
conception we will not fully understand what he is up to when he discusses, for example, what we now call the
problem of induction. In the early modern period, ideas were the central feature of both faculty psychology and logic,*
and Hume's conception of reasoning revolves around it. We reason from one idea to another. Ideas can stand in
various relations one to another; an instance of reasoning is constituted by a chain of ideas, each idea related to its
neighbour in various ways. Although any such instance can be thought of in terms of propositions, premises, and
conclusions, it must be understood that the fundamental work is done at the level of ideas and their relations. For
example, suppose we wanted to reason towards the proposition ‘the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the squares
of the other two sides.” Hume says that this ‘cannot be known, let the terms be ever so exactly defined, without a train
of reasoning and enquiry’ (EHU 163). If I am right, such a train would be constituted by a chain of ideas the first of
which is the idea whose content is ‘the square of the hypotenuse’ and the last of which is ‘the squares of the other two
sides’. Connecting these ideas is a series of intermediate ideas. The link between each pair of adjacent

Locke often contrasts knowledge with probability. For example, at IV. iii. 6 he says, ‘I am not here speaking of Probability, but Knowledge’ (Essay, 541). See also IV. xi. 9:
‘But this is but probability, not Knowledge.” Here, ‘probability” is used to describe the result or upshot of probable reasoning, i.c. it is used in place of ‘belief” or ‘opinion’.
Keeping in mind the background of faculty psychology will allow us to disambiguate between the faculty, the activity of the faculty, the result of that activity, and
characteristics of the result of that faculty.

Two logic books of the period are Arnauld and Nicole's Logic, or the Art of Thinking (Arnauld and Nicole (1996)) and Gassendi's Iustitutio Logica (Gassendi (1981)) . Both
treat ideas as the central ingredient of their logic. Judgements or propositions are formed out of ideas, and syllogisms out of propositions. Locke, following Descartes,
abandoned syllogism as an adequate account of reasoning, replacing it with an account that saw inference as the perception of the relation between two ideas via an
intermediate idea. Such intermediate ideas were often called ‘mediums’, reflecting the concept of a ‘middle term’ in a syllogism. Hume followed Descartes and Locke in
treating reason this way.
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ideas is a relation which must be seen to hold, and one that must enable us to see that the first idea stands in the
relation of equality to the last idea. Finding these ideas, putting them in the right order, and seeing that the relevant
relations hold is what constitutes reasoning, We can, if we like, break off the two ideas at each end of the chain, and
combine them into a proposition called ‘the conclusion’, while forming other propositions out of the intermediate
ideas which we call ‘the premises’. But to see why the conclusion ‘follows from the premises’, we must construct the
chain of related ideas.

There are at least two large claims about this conception of reasoning that I will argue for. One is that Hume inherited
it from Descartes and Locke, though of course he refined it and gave it peculiarly Humean characteristics. The second
is that this is a non-formal conception of reasoning, one that has little to do with formal conceptions of deductive
validity, characterized either in an Aristotelian/Scholastic way or in a modern, post-Fregean way. Hume's
demonstrative reasoning is not our (or Aristotle's) deductive reasoning,

The first claim might seem to put me squarely in the camp about which Norton warns us: ‘Readers of Hume should be
wary of those commentators who engage in the kind of historical reductivism that claims to unlock the secrets of
Hume's thought by reference to one or two authors or one intellectual tradition’ (Norton (19934), 3). I seek to avoid
membership of this group by claiming neither that Hume's view on reasoning is the sole key to an overall
understanding of Hume, nor that Descartes and Locke are the only influences on Hume, even with respect to
reasoning’ I hold only the more modest thesis that the topic of reason and reasoning is of great importance in Hume
studies and that it is undeniable that he was influenced by Descartes and Locke on this issue.

The second claim needs more unpacking, What do I mean when I say that Hume (and Descartes and Locke) had a
non-formal conception of inference? Part of the answer is that they utterly rejected syllogism and its attendant mode of
inference or consequence. Hence I do not mean that, while rejecting ‘formal inference’ as enunciated by Paul of
Venice, they were happy to accept his ‘material inference’.® Another part of the answer

5 Seen. 4. Although Arnauld and Gassendi would serve just as well as Descartes and Locke as exemplars of the background of faculty psychology and the logic of ideas, the

latter pair, like Hume and unlike the former pair, reject syllogism as a theory of reasoning

¢ See Normore (1993), 450. T am greatly indebted to the whole discussion in this article. Paul of Venice systematized the late medieval tradition in his Lagics Magna.
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is that their conception of inference was very unlike the modern conception of deductive inference as found in
modern formal logic. When we introduce deductive validity to students in introductory courses in modern formal
logic, we often say things such as:

An argument is deductively valid just in case the argument is such that if the premises are true, the conclusion must
be true (or, it is not possible for the premises to be true and the conclusion false).

With this semantic or modal conception of deductive validity, it is easy enough to form a correlative notion of
deductive inference. But it soon emerges that this criterion is too broad. We do not want to count as deductively valid
arguments containing inferences such as the following;

(1) Socrates runs.
Therefore, Socrates moves.

We can turn this into a deductively valid argument by adding the additional premise ‘Anything that runs, moves’, hence:

(2) Socrates runs.
Anything that runs, moves.
Therefore, Socrates moves.

Argument (2) is a paradigm of a deductively valid argument, while (1) is invalid as it stands. We can say that (2) is
formally valid, that is to say, it is valid in virtue of its form. This can be explained either syllogistically or according to
modern predicate logic. Any argument with a similar form, specified in the relevant way, will also be deductively valid.
So, part of what I mean by saying that Descartes, Locke, and Hume had a non-formal conception of inference is that
they thought that the formal conception of inference, as exemplified in (2) above, was of little or no interest, and might
actually do harm.

The rejection of syllogism is connected with the central role ideas played in the faculty psychology of the time. In the
works of the philosophers we are concerned with, the formal structure of syllogism is of little interest in accounting for
reasoning, The focus is not the validity of argument so much as the activity of the faculty of reason. And to examine
that faculty is to examine the materials with which we reason (ideas), and the activities performed by the faculty on
those materials (inferences or reasonings). As Hatfield says: “The early modern rejection of Aristotelian logic can then
be seen as reflecting a negative assessment of the fit between
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the syllogism and logic considered as an art of reasoning that refines the use of the cognitive faculties.”

What are we to say of the inference found in argument (1)? ® One thought is that such an inference depends on the
‘content’ of the words and propositions, rather than on the form of the argument. The contents of the words ‘run’ and
‘moves’ are crucial to (1) in a way they are not to (2). Alternatively, we could say that (1) depends on the meaning of
many words, while (2) depends on the meaning only of the logical constants.” Or we may think that (1) instantiates a
semantic conception of inference, while (2) is purely syntactic. Part of what I mean when I say that Descartes, Locke,
and Hume had a non-formal conception of inference is that, since they thought that inference or reasoning was a
matter of relations of ideas, and since ideas were, as one might say, pure content, inference was to them more a matter
of content than of form.

One consequence of this is that Locke's and Hume's distinction between demonstrative and probable inference is quite
unlike our distinction between deductive and inductive inference. In a deductive argument, truth is preserved: if the
premises are true, the conclusion must be true. In an inductive argument, the truth of the premises makes the truth of
the conclusion more probable. A demonstration preserves certainty: a demonstrative argument transfers the certainty
of the premises to the conclusion. A probable argument has premises with a lower degree of certainty or evidence, and
that lesser degree is transferred to the conclusion. If the premises are not certain, the argument can be only probable,
not demonstrative.'

Another feature of this interpretation of Hume is that Hume's assertion, that when we make probable inferences we
are not determined by

-

Hatfield (1997), 22.

The inference found in this argument would, of course, be recognized by the scholastics as a perfectly legitimate ‘consequence’. But I have found no evidence that the
concept of such a non-syllogistic inference played any role in the thinking of Hume and his predecessors.

See Barnes (1990) for an extended argument for the possibility of treating all inferences, including this one, as dependent on the meaning of the logical constants. That
requires, of course, expanding the extension of the concept ‘logical constant’ to include, znter alia, ‘runs’ and ‘moves’.

19 Don Garrett appreciates this point in Garrett (1997). Concerning the difference between probable and demonstrative arguments in Hume, he says: “This distinction has

now, of course, been largely replaced by the distinction between deductively valid and deductively invalid arguments, a distinction that concerns only the nature and strength
of the connection  between premises and conclusions. Thus, an argument with false or weak premises may be deductively va/id for us, although it would not have been
demonstrative for Hume’ (Garrett (1997), 94).
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reason, is not be understood primarily as a claim about the reasonableness or unreasonableness of such inferences, or
about the justification of the beliefs thus produced." Rather, Hume is arguing that reason cannot explain how we come
to have beliefs in the unobserved on the basis of past experience. Past experience explains the presence of those beliefs
in a different way. Similarly, when Hume claims that reason or the understanding, when it acts alone, ‘entirely subverts
itself’, he is not claiming that reason undermines its own warrant or that the beliefs based on reason are shown to be
unreasonable. Rather, Hume is arguing that reason by itself cannot explain how we manage to retain beliefs in the face
of sceptical arguments.

One of the difficulties of discussing these issues with respect to the early modern period is vocabulary. For instance, in
the Rules Descartes talks about intuition and deduction as the two ways of knowing. But in other works he talks more
of demonstration than deduction. Locke speaks of intuition and demonstration as well, but also of deduction. Hume
follows Locke in this respect, but mentions ‘deduction” much less frequently. If, when we read Locke and Hume, we
think of deduction in the modern sense, we will fail to understand what is being said. It might be best to start with a
brief overview of these and related terms, of how I shall use them, and of what I take Descartes, Locke, and Hume to
mean by them. I shall do this in the context of a brief summary of the overall position I shall ascribe to these authors in
subsequent chapters.

1. The Scholastics

Formal validity applies, strictly speaking, only to arguments and argument forms. The mode of inference characteristic of
formally valid arguments is deductive inference. By extension, we can talk of formally valid inferences and deductively valid
arguments. These concepts of validity and inference

mog say ‘not to be primarily understood’ as a claim about reasonableness because if reason, as a higher cognitive faculty, did explain such inferences, then that in itself would

confer positive normative validation on such inferences. As Falkenstein and Easton say, relying on Hatfield (1997), ‘with few exceptions early modern philosophers from
Descartes through to Reid had an antecedent commitment to the notion that the higher cognitive faculties are truth-generating and truth-preserving’ (Falkenstein and
Easton (1997), p. iii). So when Hume argues that when we make probable inferences we are not determined by reason, he is denying that our beliefs in the unobserved have
the sort of reasonableness that would be conferred on them if they were the product of the faculty of reason. But it remains an open question whether there is any other
sense in which they are reasonable. See Chapters 6-9 below.
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are formal in the sense explained above: they have to do with the form of the argument, the meaning of the logical
constants, and are characterized syntactically rather than semantically. Very roughly, this is the conception of deduction
and inference found both in the scholastics and in modern logic.

A syllogism is an argument which is an instance of a syllogistic argument form. It is formally valid, and it exhibits
deductive modes of inference. The validity of a syllogism is explained or accounted for by the formal theory of
syllogism or syllogistic. A demonstration is a syllogism, or a linked series of syllogisms, in which the premises are known
with certainty (or are self-evident) and explain the conclusion. A conclusion which has been so demonstrated is thus
known with certainty (but is not self-evident) and is explained. Demonstrations are formally valid and exhibit only
deductive modes of inference. By extension, then, we can talk of demonstrative inference or reasoning, and
demonstrative certainty.

2. Descartes (Chapter 2)

Descartes was interested in reasoning as a method of discovering new truths. He held that syllogisms and
demonstrations were only good for presenting truths already known. The deductive inference characteristic of formal
arguments was non-ampliative. In the Ru/es, he presented his own theory of intuition and deduction. Intuition was the way
in which one could just ‘see’ with complete certainty that an idea (or proposition, or object of the intellect) was true."
Simple truths of mathematics were exemplars of things known by intuition. Deduction, for Descartes, was quite
distinct from the formal conception of his predecessors; it was essentially a linked series of intuitions. The certainty of
deduction was less than that of intuition because of the greater number of steps involved. Deduction approximated to
intuition when the reasoner went over the steps of the deduction many times until she became so familiar with them
that she could grasp the relation between the first and last ideas in the chain almost by intuition, as it were. The ability
to ‘see’ or ‘intuit’ the relation between ideas was, for Descartes, a characteristic of the faculty of the intellect.

2 Itis jarring for us to think of an idea, as opposed to a proposition, being true. But many figures of this period took proposition formation to be ‘creating a composite idea

from simple ones’ (Gassendi (1981), 102). Judging two ideas to agree or disagree was described equally well as forming a proposition or creating a composite idea.
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Descartes's own conception of demonstration was essentially the same as his concept of deduction. However, he
distinguished between the method of analysis and the method of synthesis. The former was his own method of
discovery; the latter was more like scholastic demonstration. Once new truths had been discovered by analysis, the
results could be ‘proved’ by the method of synthesis. For instance, at the end of the second set of Objections and Replies,
he recasts the results of the Meditations into synthetic form. Sometimes Descartes uses ‘demonstration’ to talk about
such synthetic presentations.

3. Locke (Chapter 3)

Locke followed Descartes in rejecting syllogism and formal accounts of reasoning, and he did so for roughly the same
reasons. His account of intuition is analogous to Descartes's, and his absolutely clear and explicit account of
demonstration seems much the same as Descartes's account of deduction in the Ru/es. But Locke's account of the nature
and origin of ideas is different: ideas come from sense either in sensation or reflection, and are much less abstract.
There are no unique and abstract objects of the intellect; all ideas have their origin in experience. Hence, the scope and
range of reason and knowledge is much more limited. But knowledge is supplemented by probable opinion or be/ief.
Such beliefs are still based on reason, but they are the result of probable, not demonstrative, reasoning. Probable
reasoning is structurally analogous to demonstrative reasoning in that it consists of a chain of ideas. The link between
adjacent ideas in the chain is not intuitive but probable; such relations of ideas hold not universally but only for the
most part.

Locke frequently speaks of deductions but never intends thereby to be speaking of formally valid arguments. Rather,
he uses the term ‘deduction’ in a standard seventeenth- and eighteenth-century sense, where it simply means
‘argument’. So by ‘deduction’, Locke means ‘argument, either demonstrative or probable’.

4. Hume (Chapters 4-9)

Like Locke, and in contrast to Descartes, Hume had an empirical account of ideas, and a conception of reason with
very limited power. His account of intuition and demonstrative reasoning is much like Locke's. However,
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he has a quite new account of belief and probable reasoning. Hume uses the term ‘deduction’ much less frequently
then Locke, but appears to use it in the same non-formal sense, referring simply to arguments either demonstrative or

probable.

In Chapter 4, I turn to the details of Hume's view. I start with an overview of his rigorous methodology of refusing to
go beyond experience. This is cashed out in the doctrine of impressions and ideas and the derivation of all ideas from
impressions. A consequence of this methodology is his refusal to treat an appeal to a faculty as explanatory of the
characteristic activity of that faculty. Instead, he traces observable connections among the perceptions of the mind.
Ideas stand in certain relations to each other; some of these are the natural relations of association, others are
philosophical relations. Hume makes a further distinction between two classes of relations: the members of one class
remain the same as long as the related ideas remain the same, while the members of the other class can change even if
the ideas do not. These slender materials are the only resources Hume uses to come up with his account of reasoning
and the understanding,

Chapter 5 deals with intuition and demonstrative reasoning, The main negative point is that our concept of a
deductively valid argument, even one with necessarily true premises, has little to do with Hume's conception of
demonstration. Following Descartes and Locke, the emphasis is on certainty, not necessity or validity. Two ideas are
intuitively related if the relation between them is immediately conceived. Two ideas are demonstratively related if the
relation between them is conceived, not immediately, but via other intermediate ideas. The link between each pair of
adjacent ideas in the resulting chain must be intuitive. With this background, some of Hume's more infamous claims
are explained: we know in advance that two ideas cannot be demonstratively related if we can conceive one without the
other; the causal maxim is neither intuitively nor demonstratively known; the only relation capable of sustaining
demonstrations is that of quantity and number.

Chapter 6 deals with Hume's negative argument about probable reasoning. I attempt to uncover what he means when
he raises the question whether we are determined by reason in making the inference from a present impression to an
unobserved idea. If we were determined by reason, something, such as the idea of necessary connection or the
principle of uniformity, would have to serve as the intermediary via which we get from the impression to the idea. But
no such idea or principle is available to us prior to our engaging in probable reasoning. So inferences or reasonings
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from the observed to the unobserved are not explained by appeal to the faculty of reason. The point about not being
determined by reason does not show that such inferences, or the beliefs we thus come to hold, are unreasonable. It
shows that our coming to have such beliefs is not explained by appeal to the proper functioning of the faculty of
reason.

Chapter 7 outlines Hume's own explanation of how we are led from a present impression directly to an idea of
something unobserved by the association of ideas set up by past experience. It is this that explains our most basic
probable inferences. Hume also has to explain why and how the results of such inferences are believed. What
distinguishes belief from mere conception is the very same as what distinguishes impressions from ideas, and ideas of
memory from ideas of the imagination: force and viva-city. Once Hume has an account of these basic inferences and
beliefs, he is able to explain how we manage to form more complex, reflective reasonings. Such reasonings make use of
the uniformity principle and the causal maxim, and Hume is even able to explain how we get the idea of necessary
connection. At the end of the story, we have an account of how we manage to perform really quite difficult and
complex feats of reasoning. But this account requires his explanation of the simplest cases of probable reasoning as
merely associative, and his account of belief as belonging more to the sensitive than the cogitative part of our natures.

Chapter 8 provides an account of Hume's treatment of scepticism with regard to reason that is analogous to his
account of probable reasoning. In neither case is Hume concerned with the justification of beliefs or the warrant of
reason so much as with the explanation of the presence of beliefs. In his account of probable reasoning the issue was
the origin of beliefs; in his account of scepticism with regard to reason the issue is the retention of beliefs in the face of
sceptical arguments. The sceptical arguments threaten to lessen the degree of force and vivacity characteristic of our
beliefs to the extent that they are in danger of becoming mere ideas and not beliefs at all. We know, as a matter of fact,
that this result does not obtain, and Hume attempts to explain this by appeal to a feature of his account of reasoning:
lengthy chains of abstruse reasoning have little effect on us. Hume considers his ability to respond to these sceptical
arguments to be a vindication of his theory of belief.

Chapter 9 deals with two large issues: the scope of Hume's negative arguments and the warrant of probable reasoning,
I expand and clarify my account of what Hume means when he says that we are not determined by reason when we
make inferences from the observed to the unobserved. He is claiming that such inferences cannot be explained by
appeal to a faculty
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of reason which functions by reasoning from one idea to another via an intermediate idea. Hume's own conception of
reason explains reasoning in terms of a subset of properties of the imagination. Similatly, the arguments of scepticism
with regard to reason are directed against reason considered as a faculty functioning independently of those properties;
it is only because of these properties that beliefs survive in the face of sceptical arguments. Concerning the second
issue, I try to locate where in fact Hume does face the issue of warrant and to explain how he deals with it. I argue that,
although Hume was not primarily concerned with issues of warrant and justification, he does, in Part 4 of Book I of
the Treatise, begin to face the issue of just why we prefer the results of reason to those of other belief-forming
mechanisms, such as superstition. Although the beginnings of Hume's answer can be found in this part of the Treatise,
the answer is much better formulated and more ably presented in the first Enguiry. Hume explains our preference for
reason in the same way as he accounts for our preference for virtue: the reasonable person, like the virtuous person, is

more useful and pleasing to herself and others.



2 Descartes's New Theory of Reasoning

Descartes rejected syllogism and its associated formal account of deductive reasoning. Although he admitted that
training in syllogistic logic could be useful for sharpening the wits of young students,” by and large he thought it useless
as a method for discovering new truths. His own method, much discussed, included a new theory of reasoning as a
way of getting to know new things. It appears to have been used by Descartes with great success early on, as he used it
to help him solve Pappus's locus problem for four or more lines.™

Descartes's account of reasoning did not, of course, arise in a vacuum. Trends evident in the logic of Renaissance
humanists such as Rudolph Agricola, Lorenzo Valla, Johannes Caesaris, and Petrus Ramus"” were similar to
Descartes's rejection of scholastic logic and its accompanying formal mode of inference. These thinkers reacted against
the ‘scholastic logicians insistence on the formal nature of their concern with rationcination. Since ‘syllogism is
presented as the focal point of the study of valid inference’,”” their arguments were largely directed against it. Valla
wanted to include other forms of inference as legitimate, even though traditionally they would not have been so
conceived. For instance, ‘Socrates is married; therefore Socrates is not a bachelor’ seemed to Valla to be as perfectly
acceptable as ‘If it is day, it is light; but it is day, therefore it is light. He may well have considered this to be more a

matter of extending formal validity than of replacing it with another conception. Agricola was

5 Rudes 2, p. 11.

See Gaukroger (1992) for a clear discussion of Descartes's discovery as well as an illuminating exposition of his new account of reasoning, an exposition to which I am
much indebted. Gaukroger (1989) is an catlier, more detailed account of Descartes's conception of inference.

5 See Wilson (1997) for a discussion of the influence of Ramist logic on Descartes, Locke, and especially Berkeley.
' Jardine (1988), 173.
Ashworth (1988), 164. I am indebted to this article, and Jardine (1988), throughout this paragraph.
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interested in limiting the role of formal inference and concerned with looking at ways in which people might be
legitimately persuaded of plausible truths. In this he was influenced by the Renaissance and early modern reading of
Academic scepticism as, having rejected certainty, being concerned mainly with arguing plausibly towards the most
likely conclusion.” Although the works of these Renaissance logicians were used briefly as textbooks in some schools
in the mid-sixteenth century, their influence soon waned, and the schools returned to more traditional logics. The
Jesuits were committed by their constitution to following Aristotle in logic (Descartes was educated at a Jesuit school),
and the Laudian statutes of 1636 decreed Aristotelian logic to be the standard at Oxford.”

Why did Descartes reject syllogism and its associated formal account of reasoning?*” For one thing, at least in the early
Rules, he associates the scholastic account with too great a respect for authority and an unwillingness to discover things
for oneself. For example, when speaking of his scholastic education,” he says ‘For our part, we are very glad that we
had a scholastic education of this sort. But we are now freed from the oath which bound us to our master's words and
are old enough to be no longer subject to the rod.” (Rules 2, p. 11.) And in the next rule, when speaking of the
advantages and disadvantages of studying ‘the ancients’, he says ‘there is a considerable danger that if we study these
works too closely traces of their errors will infect us and cling to us against our will and despite our precautions’ (p. 13).
These are general points and do not pick out failings of logic as such. More importantly, he detected in scholastic logic
a lack of concern for truth. The ‘weapons of the schoolmen, probable syllogisms, . . . are just made for controversies’
(p- 11) and have nothing to do with the establishment of truth. Furthermore, such logic is useless for uncovering
falsehood and error: ‘those chains with which dialecticians suppose they regulate human reason seem to me to be of
little use here.”

This reading of Academic scepticism is very likely false; see Annas (1994). But it is undeniable that it was the standard reading of the period; see Norton (1994). It is, of
course, a tradition that Hume continued, with explicit reference to Academic scepticism.

Oxford flirted briefly with using Locke's Essay as a logic textbook in the eighteenth century, but soon returned to more traditional texts. See Yolton (19806).

20 See Passmore (1953) for an illuminating discussion of this issue to which I am much indebted. Passmore traces the parallels between Descartes's rejection and Locke's. See

also Normore (1993) and Gaukroger (1992).

2 Descartes stood in a very complex relationship to scholasticism, in respect not just to his education but also to the tradition of scholasticism and the influence it still had. See

Ariew (1992).

2 Rudes 2, p. 12. Note Descartes's use of the term ‘dialectician’ for ‘logician’. This was the term used by and of the Renaissance humanist logicians.
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To infer one truth from another, we must ‘cast off our syllogistic fetters’ (Rules 7, p. 20).

Descartes's problem with formal logic with respect to truth is just that the logic of the schools was formal* Descartes is
concerned with truths, the discovery of new truths, and the ability to recognize a truth and distinguish it from
falsehood. A formally valid argument can allow one to infer a truth from a falsehood or a falsehood from a falsehood.
What has this to do with the establishment of new truths? If the correctness of an inference is divorced from the
content of both what is inferred and that from which it is inferred, one loses the whole point of reason. Consider this
long passage from Rules 14:

Accordingly, in all reasoning it is only by means of comparison that we attain an exact knowledge of the truth.
Consider, for example, the inference: all A is B, all B is C, therefore all A is C. In this case the thing sought and the
thing given, A and C, are compared with respect to their both being B, etc. But, as we have frequently insisted, the
syllogistic forms are of no help in grasping the truth of things. So it will be to the reader's advantage to reject them
altogether and to think of all knowledge whatever—save knowledge obtained through simple and pure intuition of
a single, solitary thing—as resulting from a comparison between two or more things. In fact the business of human
reason consists almost entirely in preparing for this operation. (p. 57)

For Descartes, reasoning is not a matter of formalization, or obeying rules, or checking inference patterns. It is to see
that one thing, A, stands in the relevant relation to another thing, C, either directly (intuition) or via some other thing,
B (Cartesian deduction). And for this ‘we have no need of a technique to help us intuit the truth which the comparison
yields; all we need is the light of nature’ (p. 57).

Descartes thought that the use of syllogism and formal (non-Cartesian) deductive inference, far from constituting
correct reasoning, actually hindered its operation:

As for other mental operations which dialectic claims to direct with the help of those already mentioned, they are of
no use here, or rather should be reckoned a positive hindrance, for nothing can be added to the clear light of reason
which does not in some way dim it. (Rules 4, p. 16)

2 P ~ . L PR Lo . . .
# As Passmore says, ‘Now we are really at the heart of the matter. The Cartesian objection to formal logic is just that it s formal. To express the same point differently, it

distinguishes between truth and validity. . . —as if the true could follow from anything but the true’ (Passmore (1953), 550). By modern standards, the logic of the schools
was not completely formal. But it was formal enough to give Descartes pause.



