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skeptical, naturalistic, and projectivist—differ in their final reading of
causation but all agree on the imagination's decisive role in forming causal
beliefs. In the skeptical reading, causation is merely a product of habit and
mental association, meaningless without imagination. In the naturalistic
reading, human nature and imagination are inseparably linked. In
projectivism, attributing causal necessity to the external world is an active
projection of the mind. This research asks how these three interpretations
reveal the fundamental role of imagination in Hume's thought. The findings
show that in all three readings, imagination is a structural element in
explaining causation. Hume thus transformed imagination from a passive
faculty into an active, central agent in shaping knowledge. This shift marks
the beginning of a development that paved the way for rethinking
imagination's creative role in other domains.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

David Hume (1711-1776), the Scottish empiricist philosopher, rejected any notion of innate ideas and
grounded all mental content in sensory experience. Within his philosophy, his theory of causation has
always been one of the most controversial aspects of his thought. What makes the interpretation of this
theory complex and multifaceted is the central yet ambiguous role of the faculty of imagination.
Imagination—which in pre-Humean philosophy, from Plato and Aristotle to Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz,
and even the empiricist Locke—typically occupied a marginal, secondary, and sometimes deceptive
position, becomes in Hume's intellectual system a structural and fundamental element. The present study
aims to investigate this transformation by elucidating the place of imagination in the three main
interpretations of Hume's causation: skeptical, naturalistic, and projectivism. The main question is how,
through these three interpretations, we can understand the fundamental role of the faculty of imagination.
The secondary question concerns how each of these interpretations specifically construes the role of
imagination.

Discussion

An examination of the three main interpretations of Hume's theory of causation reveals that despite their
fundamental differences in the final interpretation of causation, all agree on the decisive role of imagination
in the formation of causal beliefs. In the skeptical reading (the conventional interpretation), causation is
reduced to the constant conjunction of events and the association of ideas. In this view, imagination shapes
the concept of causation in the mind through the mechanism of association, and mental habit cannot be
explained without the active function of imagination. In the naturalistic reading (the skeptical realism of
Kemp Smith), causation is rooted in human nature—a nature that operates through imagination and links it
to our mind. Here, imagination is a natural and reliable faculty that serves as the mediator between the
external world and the mind. In projectivism, causation is not an objective relation but rather an active
projection of the mind onto the external world. Imagination, by gathering repeated instances, makes belief
in causation possible and attributes the subjective feeling of necessity to external objects.

However, merely highlighting the role of imagination in the above interpretations is insufficient to prove
the claim that the status of imagination was elevated. Numerous historical, textual, and philosophical pieces
of evidence substantiate this claim. First, internal textual evidence shows that the faculty of imagination in
Hume's works is not marginal but structural and fundamental. In 4 Treatise of Human Nature and An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume repeatedly emphasizes that all ideas originate from
impressions, and that habit and association—both of which are principal functions of imagination—play an
essential role in combining and connecting these ideas. In the Treatise, Hume makes a structural distinction
between two operations of imagination: memory, which preserves ideas in their original order and
arrangement, and imagination, which is free to break, mix, and combine ideas. This power of combination
and rearrangement constitutes the basis of all our reasoning, creativity, and even mental errors. An analysis
of Hume's texts shows that he attributes three fundamental roles to imagination: as the foundation for
explaining causation, as the architect of personal identity, and as a faculty distinct from memory with an
active combinatorial power.

Second, evidence from contemporary scholarship reinforces this claim. Timothy M. Costelloe, in his
book The Imagination in Hume's Philosophy: The Canvas of the Mind, clearly demonstrates that while
Hume never presented a systematic theory or explanation of the concept of imagination, nevertheless, in
Costelloe's interpretation, there is no subject in Hume's philosophy that is not in some way connected to
imagination. Costelloe, emphasizing that for Hume imagination is "the condition of everything we hold
dear," argues that "the steadiness of our lives, the health of our conceptions, and our general faith in the
order of the world" depend on imagination. He introduces imagination as a single faculty with two
capacities: the replicative (reproducing impressions) and the productive (generating new ideas through
combination or original creation), governed by the principles of pleasure-seeking and love of unity.
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Third, the influence of this approach on subsequent thinkers demonstrates the continuity of this intellectual
tradition. This radical emphasis on imagination continued in the intellectual climate after Hume and led to
a powerful tradition in associationist psychology. Thinkers such as David Hartley and John Stuart Mill
developed theories that made association the primary mechanism of mental life. In this context, Hume's
idea of imagination and association laid the groundwork for empirical and theoretical research in
psychology. Although a detailed examination of Hume's direct influence on later philosophers such as Kant,
the Romantic movement, or contemporary thinkers is a subject for independent and extensive research, it
was precisely this fundamental redefinition of imagination that prepared the ground for subsequent
profound transformations in epistemology, aesthetics, and even moral philosophy.

Conclusion

Considering the above points and with regard to the interpretation of causation, the results of this study
show that in all three interpretations of Hume's causation—skeptical, naturalistic, and projectivist—
imagination is not a marginal and passive element but an active, central, and fundamental factor in
explaining human knowledge. By challenging traditional rationalist explanations of causation, Hume shows
that it is imagination that bears the burden of explaining how our beliefs about the world are formed. Hume's
definition of imagination goes far beyond a passive faculty for representing sensory images. For him,
imagination, through the principle of association, links scattered perceptions together and constructs the
complex network of beliefs, expectations, and even personal identity.

In contrast to the pre-Humean tradition, which either considered imagination misleading or placed it at the
lowest level of knowledge, Hume effected a fundamental shift. He brought imagination from the margins
to the center and showed that our most fundamental beliefs about the world, causation, and even the self
are rooted in the operations of this faculty. This transformation paved the way for later thinkers to reconsider
the role of imagination in the domains of cognition, ethics, art, and language. Thus, it can be claimed that
by highlighting the role of imagination in the theory of causation, Hume not only offered a theory of
causation but also, by elevating the status of imagination from a subordinate to a central position, opened
new horizons for thinking about human experience. This fundamental shift in the understanding of mind
and human experience in Western philosophy prepared the ground for many subsequent transformations.
Therefore, Hume can undoubtedly be regarded as a turning point in the history of thought who forever
transformed the place of imagination.
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