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Hume’s An Enquire Concerning Human Understanding
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Let us take as an example the metaphysical term “principle” (in the sense of
principle of being, not principle of knowledge or axiom). (29) Various metaphysicians

offer an answer to the question which is the (highest) “principle of the world” (or of

“things, “of “existence”, of “being”), e. g. water, number, form, motion, life, the spirit,

the idea, the unconscious. activity, the good, and so forth. (30) In order to discover the

meaning of the word “principle” in this metaphysical question we must ask the

metaphysician under what conditions a statement of the form “x is the principle of y”

would be true and under what conditions it would be false. In other words: we ask for

the criteria of application or for the definition of the word “principle”. The

metaphysician replies approximately as follows: “x is the principle of y” is to mean “y

2 . 2 .

arises out of x,” “the being of y rests on the being of x,” “y exists by virtue of x” and so
forth. But these words are ambiguous and vague. Frequently they have a clear meaning;
e.g. we say of a thing or process y that it “arises out of” x when we observe that things
or processes of kind x are frequently or invariably followed by things or processes of
kind y (causal connection in the sense of a lawful succession). (31) But the

metaphysician tells us that he does not mean this empirically observable relationship.

For in that case his metaphysical theses would be merely empirical propositions of the

same kind as those of physics. (32) The expression “arising from” is not to mean here a

relation of temporal and causal sequence, which is what the word ordinarily means. Yet,
no criterion is specified for any other meaning. (33) Consequently, the alleged
“metaphysical” meaning, which the word is supposed to have here in contrast to the

mentioned empirical meaning, does not exist. If we reflect on the original meaning of
the word “principium” (and of the corresponding Greek word “dpyn”), we notice the

same development.
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