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A further difficulty for White concerns his distinction (D) between on the one
hand statements asserting (or ‘stressing’ as he puts it) the actual existence of a
possibility and, on the other, statements stressing the possible existence of an
actuality. The distinction is invoked to explain, among other things, the alleged
tense difference, mentioned above, between existential and problematic possi-
bility statements. Not enough is said to make this distinction clear. Both sorts
of statement assert the actuality of something. In the case of a statement asserting
the possibility of an actuality, the actuality asserted will be the actuality of that
possibility. Hence ‘existential’ and ‘problematic’ possibility statements can both
be regarded as asserting the actuality of a possibility, in which case the explana-
tory value of White’s distinction (D) is not apparent. White could doubtless meet
this somewhat superficial criticism, but the fact is that his distinction, which is
regarded as explaining certain grammatical facts, requires elucidation.

As usual White displays a sensitivity to English idiom and his style is econo-
mical and clear, though particular sentences are occasionally somewhat com-
plicated. The illustrative examples which enliven the book are always varied and
apt. There is an index and a useful bibliography.

Donald McQueen

Causal Powers
By R. Harré and E. Madden
Basil Blackwell, 1975, viii+ 191 pp., £4.75

The aim of the authors of this volume is to provide a replacement for the standard
neo-Humean view of causality.

The alternative they wish to instate comprises the following tenets. Causal
action always involves the agency of a ‘powerful particular’ (some acid solution,
the terrestrial atmosphere, etc.). To say a particular has the power to do something
(turn litmus red, push water up a vacuated cylinder, etc.) is to say that it will do
it in specified circumstances, in virtue of its nature. 'The ‘natures’ in question are
such things as the chemical, physical or genetic constitutions of the things or
materials involved. The connection between something’s nature and the exercise
of its powers is a necessary one. Given its nature, acid cannot but turn litmus red.
This causal necessity is based on a natural necessity in the mechanisms of nature,
something less than logical necessity but more than the mere deducibility from
universal generalization allowed by the modern Humean. Once discovered, these
natural necessities come to be reflected in conceptual necessities, as we incor-
porate into the notion of a given substance or thing those powers its nature
guarantees.

Harré and Madden defend this analysis by reference to a number of issues
which they see as providing a reductio ad absurdum of the Humean view but as
tractable within the necessitarian approach. Amongst others, these include the
problem of induction, complete with Hempelian and Goodmanesque frills, and
the distinction between lawlike and accidental generalizations. The authors’ line
on these and related issues is fairly uniform, They see them as presenting prob-
lems for the Humean only because of his atomistic presuppositions. The Humean
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believes that the world consists of independent events rather than persisting
particulars with necessary powers. And correspondingly he assumes that
predicates are independent, in the sense that there are no constraints on the
possible combinations in which they might be instantiated other than those
imposed by the principle of non-contradiction. According to Harré and Madden
all the problems these presuppositions give rise to will disappear once we allow
that those connections which derive from the nature of things are necessary. Thus
the problem of induction is argued not to arise once we realize that science aims
to uncover the natures which necessitate things’ powers rather than to confirm
generalizations by observing their instances. The substitution of predicates
involved in Goodman’s paradox is claimed to be out of order in so far as the
resulting generalizations do not then report on the powers necessitated by things’
natures. Similarly Hempel’s paradox is accounted for by the fact that we are led
to generalizations only via assumptions about the natural mechanisms behind
them, which mechanisms are present only in the positive rather than the contra-
positive instances. And, again, lawlike generalizations are distinguished from
others simply in that they assert necessities deriving from the nature of things.

While Harré and Madden succeed admirably in presenting a cogent version
of the necessitarian view of causality, their arguments for its superiority are less
than compelling. Take first the problem of induction. If anything, it must be the
conceptual side of their two-faced causal necessity which is supposed to help with
this. The idea is that once the powers its nature necessitates are incorporated
into the term for some kind of thing, then it follows that anything properly so
characterized will in appropriate circumstances display those powers. If this line
is taken, however, the problem not surprisingly pops up somewhere else, like the
bent lid on the paint tin. If the proper description of some entity carries with it
a specification of its future behaviour, then the justification for such a description
will require prior knowledge of that behaviour, and all the old arguments come
into play again. The authors quote Ayer’s comment on this, that ‘the more we
put into our definitions the less certain it becomes whether anything satisfies
them’. Their response is to repeat that of course our knowledge of natures and the
powers they necessitate is a posteriori and hence revisable, but to insist that
nevertheless once we have discovered something’s nature then the only remaining
doubt can be the empty one that a new world will replace the existing one, that
things will inexplicably change their natures. This is as may be, but it is still
quite unclear how ‘discovering’ something’s nature is immune to the old prob-
lems, if it is, once discovered, to guarantee analytically that certain powers will
be displayed. Any need there is for justification is scarcely removed by the
observation that such discoveries are a posteriori uncoverings of natural
necessities.

The discussion of Hempel, Goodman and lawlikeness, concerned as it is with
which causal regularities the evidence supports, rather than with whether such
support is possible at all, appeals to the natural face of causal necessity. The idea
is that amongst all the syntactically possible generalizations consistent with the
evidence we rationally prefer those necessities which derive from the activities
of things’ constitutions. The objection to this argument is not that it fails to
come to grips with the issues involved (though there is room for doubt on this).
Rather it is that (in so far as it does work) it is not at all clear that it adds anything
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to the standard Humean story about the extra generality and corroboration
accruing to those regularities which can be linked to basic theory. True, as the
authors point out in Chapter 2, the Humean has problems in expressing this story
without adopting an unempiricist preference for explanations with a specific kind
of content. But there seems to be a corresponding hiatus in the necessitarian tale.
Although we are told a lot about how natures, powers and so on are related, and
are offered examples from extant scientific theories, there is no full account of
what distinguishes naturally necessary connections from others; that is, of what
it is that might show some discovery to be the uncovering of the nature behind
something’s powers.

So the necessitarian view turns out to be no better than the Humean approach
at dealing with the standard problems. This should not be obscured by the
authors’ insistence that their causal necessities amalgamate both conceptual and
natural components. There is no reason why such a portmanteau notion should
get us any further than we can go with its parts taken separately.

On the other hand, even if the necessitarian does no better than the Humean
so far, he does no worse either. Are there any other considerations in his favour?

There is an argument for allowing something like conceptual necessity to
assumptions constituting the basic level of accepted theory, on the grounds that
they have a relative unrevisability which plays a role in constraining and directing
theoretical development. But this argument for conceptual necessities is nothing
to do with their reflecting natural necessities, and consequently it is not a line of
thought Harré and Madden pursue at all. What about natural necessity itself?
There is much to be said for mainstream philosophy of science paying more
attention to the stratification of scientific theories and to the extra significance
attached to explanations in terms of the more basic levels. But this is not yet to
say that such explanations involve natural necessities. It does not seem overly
parsimonious to resist the elevation of any intuitions we might have about
natural necessity into a philosophical distinction, at least until such time as we
are shown what other issues this distinction can usefully be related to. There
might well exist arguments showing this. Harré and Madden have not found
them.

David Papineau

Plato Phaedo
Translated with Notes by David Gallop
Clarendon Press: Oxford University Press, 1975, vi+245 pp., £6.00

This book continues the excellent enterprise of the Clarendon Plato Series. The
Phaedo is a work which occupies much of the attention of scholars and teachers
in the field of Greek philosophy; so it is a notable achievement that David Gallop
is able so frequently and thoroughly to improve our understanding of the work
by the accuracy of his translation and the philosophical insight of his notes. Two
major virtues stand out. More than any other commentator he is alert to the
substantive issues in the theory of personal identity that are canvassed in the
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