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Abstract

According to Humeans, laws of nature are elegant summaries of the
categorical facts of the world. Here, I argue that Humeanism provides the
resources to explain the relevance of laws and other modal facts to agents
situated in actuality. I then present a new argument for Skow’s (2016)
view that laws do not feature in first-level causal explanation. I follow this
up with a brief, and new, argument that Humeanism is the only current
view of laws which can explain the importance of laws to situated agents
without introducing oddly normative properties. I conclude by showing
how this view responds to three worries about Humean laws: first, that
Humean laws don’t allow for inference to the best explanation, second,
that Humean laws cannot explain regularities, and third, that Humean
explanation is circular.
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Introduction

Why does nature need laws? Orthodoxy holds that laws primarily have three
roles: they govern nature, or–and maybe this is equivalent–help the past produce
the future. It is due to their governing role, says orthodoxy, that they allow us
to predict the future. They ground counterfactuals, and thereby ground causal
explanations. Finally, they are the target of scientific inquiry; scientists seek laws
that play the first two roles, and also as elegant summaries of the goings-on of
the world.

Humeans about laws hold that this last role–that of elegant summaries–
is the primary role of laws1. They seek to show that the other roles of laws
can be explained in terms of this one, or else should be dispensed with. Most
Humeans (Loewer (2007), Beebee (2000)) take the claim that laws govern to
be a metaphorical hangover from a bygone theistic age, one that we can eas-
ily abandon. But the connections between lawhood, prediction, counterfactuals,
and causation should be retained. Explanations, counterfactual reasoning and
causal decision-making are pervasive, even amongst otherwise enlightened actu-
alists. The Humean owes us an explanation of their connection to the laws; she
must explain why her laws are fit to feature in them.

In this paper, I will give a brief pitch for the Humean story (§1). I hope to
show here how philosophers with Humeans scruples are uniquely positioned to
provide a satisfying explanation of our interest in counterfactuals and causal
claims. Humeans explain the importance of laws to counterfactuals and causes
via our interest in believing truths and achieving our desires in the actual world.
This motivates a new argument for Humeanism about laws, inspired by Mackie’s
(1977) argument for Humeanism about moral properties. I’ll then (§2) argue that
Humeans should dispense with more than governing–they should also deny that
laws feature in explanations of their instances. Instead, Humeans should follow
Skow (2016) in holding that laws explain the explainers, rather than explaining
the first-order facts. The view then is that laws are principles that allow us
to identify what explains what. They are not themselves directly involved in
explaining events, but instead explain what explains what. Here, I’ll provide a
new argument for this claim, and I’ll also show how it naturally falls out of the
Humean story about lawhood. Humeans have a particularly tidy account of why
the laws explain the explainers, and a similarly simple account of why they are
not themselves explainers. I’ll then round out the paper (§4) by responding to
three important objections to the Humean picture of lawhood, causation, and
explanation defended here: firstly , I will show that Humean laws are perfectly
compatible with inference to the best explanation; secondly, I will discuss the
different challenges presented by our intuition that laws explain regularities as
well as particular events, and finally (§4.3), I will present a new response to a
new iteration of the old criticism that Humean explanation is circular.

1And not only Humeans: Demarest (forthcoming) argues that dispositional essentialists
should also regard laws as elegant summaries. Humeans are alone, though, in taking the modal
force of laws to arise from their utility in providing information about a basically nonmodal
landscape.
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The aim of this paper is get very clear about what explains the laws, what
the laws explain, and what they do not explain. So, in §1, I argue show how
Humean laws are explained by particular facts, and show how they can explain
counterfactuals and causal facts. Then, in §2, I draw some limits around the
explanatory scope of Humean laws. Humean laws explain modal facts, and are
part of an explanation of normative facts, but they do not explain actual facts. In
§3 present an argument that the Humean explanatory hierarchy does better than
its competitors in providing a philosophical explanation of the normative aspects
of nomic modality without introducing any primitive normativity. Finally, in §4,
I respond to arguments that Humean laws are explanatorily impotent.

1 The Humean Dream

I think I should start this section by saying what, at the end of the day, I
want. I want a beer. An actual beer. I don’t want a merely possible beer; I’ve
never had one. And though I’ve tried many types of beer I’ve never run into a
counterfactual beer. I am not sure whether I’ve had a necessary beer; if I have,
it tasted just like the local contingent beer.

The interesting question is, given that I am only interested in actual beer,
why do I spend so much of my time thinking about merely possible beers and
entertaining counterfactual beers? The answer, presumably, has something to
do with connecting me to the actual beers. The power of the Humean view is
that if it succeeds it ties the possible and counterfactual beers to the actual ones,
and thereby explains why an actual-beer-interested agent like myself spends so
much time contemplating nonactual beer.

Humeans hold that all there is, fundamentally, are facts about what actually
happens. On the Humean view, our notions of what must happen, would hap-
pen, or probably will happen are all in some sense or another geared towards
informing us about what does happen. Below, I’ll discuss what I take to be the
Humean’s best routes towards an explanation of these modal notions in terms of
a fundamentally nonmodal world. Many authors (Lange (2009), Maudlin (2007),
Bird (2007), Carroll (1994)) have argued that Humeanism cannot account for
the full scope of possibilities, or provide an adequate, noncircular explanation
of the distribution of facts. If these authors turn out to be correct, it will not be
enough for them to add non-humean bits to their ontology to provide the full
range of nonactual beer; they must also explain why those bits are relevant to
the actual-beer-interested agent2.

The Humean plan for explaining these normative facts is below. First(§1.1), I
will show why an Actual Beer-Interested Agent would appeal to a notion of laws.
Then (§1.3), I will argue that, if the laws are those motivated by Humeanism,

2A similar agent, the Serious Actualist, can be found in Roberts (2008). The difference
between the Serious Actualist and the Actual Beer-Interested Agent is twofold: the Actual
Beer-Interested Agent wants beer, not truth; he only wants truth if it gets him beer. And
the Serious Actualist turns out to be concerned not only about believing actual truths, but
reliably believing them. The Actual Beer-Interested Agent is happy with lucky beers.
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and if our method of evaluating counterfactuals is truth-conducive, then the
laws are invariant under many counterfactual suppositions. Humean laws are
counterfactually robust. I’ll then (§1.4) briefly sketch a reason to take the coun-
terfactuals so evaluated as action guiding, even if one is only interested in actual
beer. Of course, there is far too little space to give a fully compelling Humean
account of these notions here. Some parts of this Humean picture are more
worked out than others, and I’ll try to point the reader towards more thorough
explications of the ideas briefly outlined here. The point of this section is to lay
the gauntlet down for the anti-Humean. Here are the goalposts for our philo-
sophical game, and these are the strategies Humeans have to reach them. I aim
bring home this point with an argument for Humeanism in §3.

I’ll be discussing the Humean view of laws, counterfactuals, and causes with
frequent reference to an agent like me–an Actual Beer-Interested Agent (here-
after ‘ABIA’). So a few remarks by way of introduction: first, don’t think that
the Actual Beer-Interested Agent does not believe or care about reliability, coun-
terfactuals, laws, possibility, or necessity. On the contrary! She cares very much
about them. But she cares about them because she thinks that if she searches
for beer using e.g. a counterfactually reliable method, she will actually get more
beer, and she expects an account of counterfactuals to bear this out. Also, the
ABIA is not an abstract or idealized agent. I think that most philosophers (and
most people) are actual beer-interested. Of course, not all are: some prefer ac-
tual tea, or coffee. Importantly, though, whatever we are actually interested in,
we are interested getting it actually.

1.1 Laws

In order to achieve our goals, we need to know as much as possible about the
world. To get beer, we need to know where the beer is. In the best case, we would
learn all truths. In the best case, the ABIA will be able accurately predict every
beer’s location and appearance.

Unfortunately none of us come into the world with a complete and true set
of beliefs. We are instead forced to learn about the world by bumping into it, as
limited agents embedded within it. What an ABIA aims for, then, is the most
informative belief set she can obtain by interacting with parts of the world.

Humean laws are meant to provide her with exactly this belief set. These
laws are characterized such that, if she uses them as axioms in her reasoning,
she will obtain quite a lot of true beliefs–true beliefs about the actual world. The
standard Humean account comes from Ramsey: “Even if we knew everything,
we should still want to systematize our knowledge into a deductive system. [...]
As it is, we do not know everything; but what we do know we tend to organize
as a deductive system and call its axioms laws” (Ramsey [1928]).

The question for the Humean, then, is this: why doesn’t the agent look for
a set of generalizations which tell her literally everything? As Hall (MS, 2015)
rightly points out, the laws scientists actually seek out tell us quite a bit less
than all of what actually happens. Scientists regard many of the facts we know,
like facts about the initial conditions of the universe, or facts about the state of

4



the universe at one time, or facts about the total mass-energy of the universe,
as informative but not laws. An Actual Beer Interested Agent has no reason to
be satisfied with less than the whole truth of beer location, so it is surprising
that one would ignore these facts3.

The standard response to this worry is to note that Actual Beer-Interested
Agents are limited; they are not born with complete knowledge of the world,
nor do they have the capacity to store it if they achieved it. Humeans disagree
about which limitations are relevant: the traditional line of Ramsey (1929),
Lewis (1983), Loewer (2007), and Beebee (2000) is that agents are interested in
laws which are simple because such laws are cognitively tractable–they can be
remembered and applied by agents with finite minds. But these accounts don’t
quite explain some of the examples in Hall (2015); some facts are quite simple,
but intuitively not laws. Why not?

Agents are limited by more than their mental capacity. They cannot survey
the universe as a whole; rather, they must construct a representation of it from
within, using as inputs relatively small-scale parts of it. They must then apply
these laws to situations about which they lack complete knowledge. So Hicks
(forthcoming) and Jaag and Loew (MS) develop Humean views which emphasize
the utility of the laws to embedded agents. Hicks argues that many of Hall’s
examples involve facts which an agent constructing laws by interacting with
subsystems of the universe could not gain access to; on Hicks’ view, the laws
are those generalizations which are constant between subsystems; the boundary
conditions vary. An agent can learn the laws by looking at subsystems and use
them to expand her knowledge of other subsystems. Jaag and Loew argue that
less than maximally informative laws would be preferred by agents purely from
considerations of their utility to agents operating without complete knowledge
of their situations. In order to be applicable when agents lack precise knowledge,
the laws must apply to those non-actual situations which are compatible with the
agent’s understanding of his situation. This gives us laws which accommodate
a variety of boundary conditions as a side effect of our perceptive limitations.

The upshot is that the Actual Beer-Interested Agent is interested in laws
because she can use them to infer truths–truths about where the beer is. And
she is interested in laws that are less than maximally informative because she
can learn these laws by interacting with the world and apply them in situations
that are realistic for her–situations where she doesn’t yet know everything about
her surroundings. So her interest in laws comes down to her interest in truths,
and the fact that (hopefully) the world is such that she can learn truths by
extending generalizations from observed to unobserved situations.

3Many Humeans, led by Albert (2000), accept that some features of the initial conditions
may well be laws. Nonetheless, we need the ability to distinguish between those static con-
ditions of the universe which may be acceptably added to the laws, and those–like it global
flatness (see Roberts 2009)–which do not.
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1.2 Counterfactuals

What, then, is the relationship between laws and counterfactuals? The previous
section has argued that laws are tools for extending our knowledge. They are the
best principles available to a limited truth (or beer)-interested agent reasoning
about the future. I follow Ramsey (1929) in thinking of the laws as axioms for
reasoning; but they can also be thought of as premises or background assump-
tions that the ABIA is disposed to take on (once she learns them) and employ
to infer truths which are not directly available to her.

The first thing to note if an agent is disposed to employs laws to infer truths
in this way is that she will have many–infinitely many–dispositional beliefs in
virtue of employing the laws as axioms or premises in her reasoning. There will
be quite a lot of things which she does not occurently endorse, but is disposed
to endorse, as a result of her believing the laws and using them as axioms.

Consequently, changing her beliefs about the laws will result in a large overall
change in her total belief set. It will not only remove the laws themselves, but
also remove her dispositional beliefs that follow from the laws.

Now recall the Ramsey test for indicative and counterfactual conditionals.
To evaluate the truth of a counterfactual, hypothetically add it to your belief
set. Then, allowing for minimal change to your belief set, does the consequent
follow? If it does, infer that the conditional is true. If not, infer that it is false.

If an agent reasons using the Humean laws, and uses the Ramsey test to
evaluate counterfactuals, then she will hold the laws fixed when evaluating coun-
terfactuals. She will do so because many of her beliefs are held in virtue of her
belief in the laws, so changing the laws would require a large change in her belief
set. Such a large change is proscribed by the Ramsey test.

The Ramsey test encodes a form of epistemic conservatism. It tells us not to
change our beliefs more than necessary when we encounter a new situation or
new evidence. For an agent using indicative and counterfactual conditionals as
a tool to gain evidence about her future, or areas outside of her causal past, it
expresses her assumption that the future will be as alike the past as it can be.
An agent who employs the Ramsey test when evaluating indicative conditionals
infers that what will happen is as alike what has happened as it can be; an
agent who uses it to evaluate counterfactuals assumes that things would be as
alike they have been as the can be.

Why, though, do such agents care about counterfactuals at all? Why not just
reason using indicative conditionals? A serious actualist, or ABIA, should take
counterfactual situations to be models for not-yet-encountered actual situations.
Suppose an agent, who is at home and without beer, reasons about what would
have happened had she gone to the pub. When an agent reasons about whether
she would have gotten a beer, had she gone to the pub, she is trying to determine
which feature of the present actual situation (her staying home and not having
beer) will be relevant to future actual situations. If she uses the Ramsey test to
evaluate this counterfactual, this shows that she thinks future actual situations
will be as alike the present actual situation as it can be. If she determines that,
had she gone to the pub, she would have beer, this indicates that she thinks
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future situations which are like the present situation except that she has gone
to the pub will be situations in which she has beer.

Why also do we distinguish between counterfactuals and indicative condi-
tionals? When we evaluate counterfactuals, we look for structured correlations
that we expect to hold in other, similar situations; when we evaluate indica-
tive conditionals, we instead are trying to figure out what will happen in the
present situation, under some assumption which we do not know to be true or
false. Consequently when evaluating counterfactuals, we allow more of our be-
liefs to vary–specifically those that we don’t think will hold in similar situations.
Context plays a big role in determining which things we hold fixed.

Note too here that rather defining counterfactuals in terms of laws as Lewis
(1980) does, I am instead seeking to show that the best method for evaluating
indicative and counterfactual conditionals involves holding the laws fixed when
the laws are characterized in the Humean way4. In fact, I have provided no
semantic account of counterfactuals at all. The argument here is not meant to
give an account of counterfactual truth; instead, it is meant to motivate the
claim that, whatever the correct account of counterfactuals is, it will deliver
counterfactually robust Humean laws. If the line of reasoning here is correct, we
should expect that the counterfacts line up with those provided by the Humean,
or ignore them5.

1.3 Causation

Finally, the Humean owes us an account of causation and causal reasoning.
Most contemporary theories of causation involve counterfactuals at some stage
(Woodward (2003)). So the easiest Humean strategy is to take one of these, and
then plug into a Humean account of counterfactuals.

But I think it’s worthwhile for the Humean to do slightly more than this.

4I also don’t advocate a view on which counterfactuals involve “small miracles”, which
break the laws in a limited way, as in Lewis (1981). Rather, I hope with Lewis (1979) that
the asymmetry between past and future can be found in the second law of thermodynamics.
For an explication of how this might be related, via our interest in keeping the laws and
macroscopic facts fixed, see Loewer (2012). For a connection between the temporal asymmetry
of counterfactuals and our interest in local models of physical systems, see Loew (2016).

5Some of the chief counterexamples to Humean views about laws go via nexted counter-
factuals (see Carroll (1994) and Maudlin (2007)). The counterexamples go like this: consider
some world which is compatible with Newton’s laws, but much simpler: a single particle mov-
ing in one direction, for example. Intuitively, if there were only one particle moving in one
dimension, it would obey Newton’s laws–so it would be such that, if it were subject to a force,
it would accelerate. But on standard Humean accounts of laws, the best system of such a world
would be much simpler than Newton’s–after all, there are no forces at the world to enter the
system. So, on plausible Humean accounts of law, the nested counterfactual is false: if there
were only one particle moving, it would not be such that if it were subject to a force it would
accelerate. This seems wrong. But note that the application of the Ramsey test here suggests
that even on Humean analyses, if Newton’s laws hold at our world, we will hold them fixed
as laws at counterfactual worlds where they are not the best system. After all, once we have
hypothetically updated our belief set to get to the single particle world, we have no reason to
stop treating the laws as axioms. This suggests that the problem isn’t with Humeanism, but
rather with the particular semantics for counterfactuals.
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While the previous section argued that an epistemically conservative agent–
one who changes as few beliefs as possible to accommodate new information–
will hold the laws fixed when evaluating counterfactuals, nothing that I’ve said
indicates that counterfactuals would be important for causation. Why are these
related?

To answer, we need to think about what role causation plays in our practices.
Philosophers typically identify two roles for causation: first, causal relations are
relevant to our decisions. This is reflected in causal decision theory. Second,
causal relations are relevant to attributions of praise and blame.

Causation is relevant to decision-making because we want to choose the
action which will cause the result we want to obtain (a thorough explication
of this idea can be found in Fernandes (forthcoming); discussions of whether
causation so explicated is sufficiently).

To see why Humean-law-based counterfactuals should be relevant for decision-
making, let’s look again at our beer-interested agent. The reason she has beliefs
at all is because of her interest in attaining beer. She formulates laws, recall, so
that she can make a map of the world which predicts where the beer is. Actions,
for her, are ways of putting herself in the right parts of the world’s mosaic of
facts–the place next to the beer. So she will be interested in things which are
correlated with beer, and if she is lazy, she will be interested in winnowing down
those correlates she must pay attention to. But it’s not enough for something
to be merely correlated with beer. The correlation between the thing and beer
must be such that, if she (or her action) becomes correlated with it, she (or
her action) will become correlated with beer–so it must not be ‘screened off’
by some other correlation. Her interest in causal relations come down to her
interest in finding those things that will link her up with her desires, and her
interest in not wasting any time in getting to them. This will lead her to the
minimal set of things which (actually, rather than counterfactually) correlates
with beer; if she can make those things obtain (and the future resembles the
past) she will have set herself up for a beer.

Given the way counterfactuals were evaluated above, the minimal set of
things correlated with beer will be those things which are such that if they held,
there would be beer. If her future is as alike her past as it can be, and she sets
things up so that the antecedents of these counterfactuals hold, she will find
herself next to beer.

2 Causal Explanans

I’ve presented a sketch of the Humean view of laws, counterfactuals, and causes.
I’ve then argued that this Humean account provides our best chance at a philo-
sophical explanation of the connections between these notions and our interest
in them. Now, I’ll consider how Humean laws relate to explanation. Specifically
do the laws feature in causal explanation, or is the relationship between the two
more mediated?

Initially, it seems clear that the laws feature in causal explanation. Accounts

8



of explanation descended from the Deductive Nomological Account (Hempel
1965) like Strevens’ (2008) “kairetic account” take the form of explanation to
be that of a deductive argument, logically valid, which has as premises events
and laws and as a conclusion the event to be explained. While these views do
not typically take the laws to be causes of the explanandum, strictly speaking,
they do take them to be part of the causal explanation. After all, without the
laws, the explanation would not be a logically valid argument.

By contrast, Bradford Scow (2016) has taken up an idea mentioned by Lange
(2013: 258) and Roberts (MS), and defended the claim that laws are not them-
selves explainers, but rather point us to the things that actually explain. Ac-
cording to Skow, for some explanandum B, the laws don’t explain B: instead,
they explain why the causes of B explain B. Skow defends this claim at length,
but does not provide an argument for it.

Skow’s claim fits naturally into the view of laws described in §1. There, I ar-
gued that an embedded agent will have an extrinsic interest in laws because they
point her towards the first-order things she is intrinsically interested in–things
like beer. Plausibly, explanatory reasoning helps us learn from our experiences
where those things correlated with our interests are; if this is right, when we
look for explanans, we are looking for the sort of thing we can manipulate to
bring about desired events that are relevantly similar to our explanandum. This
view of the role of explanation is inspired by the view of explanation given in
Woodward (2003).

If this general idea about explanation is correct, then the natural thing to
say about laws is that they are not themselves explanans; rather, they point
us to the explanans, which are themselves events. The reasoning towards this
natural conclusion is simple: explanans are those things which are such that,
were they changed via some sort of intervention, would lead to a change in the
explanandum. On the Humean view of counterfactuals (§1.3–or any view, for
that matter), it is not clear that the laws can be changed by an intervention.
Additionally, on the Humean view, changing the laws would not necessarily
bring about a change in the explanandum; this is because, if it is in fact a law
that if A then B, it is typically the case that, were it not a law that if A then
B, it would be accidentally true that if A then B. For both of these reasons,
the law is not something that that can be manipulated by embedded agents to
bring about a desired result. So, it is not an explanans.

However, according to Humeanism, changes in the laws do require changes
in the which things are minimally correlated with which. This means that, were
the laws different, the things which we correctly take ourselves to be able to
intervene upon to bring about a desired result would be different. Thus laws
seem to play the relevant role in explaining which things explain which other
things, when explanation is understood in a loosely manipulationist way.

We can give another argument that the laws do not themselves feature in
causal explanation, one which does not rely on our pragmatic Humean under-
standing of law (this argument is inspired by Emery (MS)). The argument is
simple. Note first that the laws are uncontroversially not themselves causes;
causes are events, and the laws are not events. Now, if the As cause B, then
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the As explain B. This is meant to be an uncontroversial claim about causal
explanation. But this inspires a stronger claim:

Causal Sufficiency is Explanatory Sufficiency: if the As are causally
sufficient for B, then the As are explanatory sufficient for B.

If causal sufficiency is explanatory sufficiency is true then any
causal explanation in which the laws feature is an explanation in which they
are not a necessary part. For suppose that the laws were a necessary part of
some explanation. Then, if they were removed, the remaining facts would be
insufficient to explain the target. But if the remaining facts aren’t a sufficient
explanation of the target, but causal sufficiency is explanatory suffi-
ciency, they aren’t causally sufficient to produce the explanandum. In that
case, even with the laws, they will not be–the laws are not themselves a cause.
And so, contrary to our assumption, the original explanation was not sufficient,
as it is not sufficent to produce (either causally or deductively) the target.

If causal sufficiency is explanatory sufficiency is correct, then laws
are explanatory danglers: they are unnecessary parts of the causal explanations
in which they feature. Claim: there are no explanatory danglers. It follows from
this that laws are not causal explanans.

3 Mackian Humeanism

These notions–of law, counterfactuals, and causes–have more than merely modal
implications. They also have a normative dimension. Whether I am justified in
believing that my bag contains beer depends on whether my belief was formed
reliably6–and this reliability condition will come down to whether my belief
is connected to the facts through the laws in some way or another. Similarly,
whether I got my beer into my bag through wise, rational action, or by sheer
luck, will depend on whether my action caused me to get my beer, or whether
my method of getting beer into the bag was counterfactually reliable. If an ac-
count of laws, counterfactuals, and causes cannot make good on these normative
connections, then (this ABIA wonders) why should we care about it?

The preceding general sketch is meant motivate the idea that the Humean
picture is designed to show how modal notions like natural lawhood, counter-
factual truth, and causal dependence can be normatively relevant to an agent
who cares principally about believing actual truths, or obtaining actual beers.
An ABIA ought to use the laws as axioms because she ought to believe truths;
no more basic normativity is necessary. Similarly, she ought to pay attention to
counterfactuals and causes when making decisions, because they will lead her
to the targets of her desires. No additional source of shoulds need be introduced
than her own interests. The account above is not complete but should provide
a sketch of how the Humean intends to accomplish this7.

6Now’s a great place to say that I don’t mean to commit myself to epistemic reliabilism.
Nonetheless, any account of knowledge needs to be gettier-proof. And any anti-luck condition
will have a modal element grounded in the laws, the causes, or the counterfactuals.

7This argument is partially inspired by Cartwright (1979); Cartwright argues that (a)
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This style of argument for Humeanism has two important ancestors. The first
of course is David Lewis’ (1983) remark that the N universal can no more do its
job by being called “Necessitation” “any more than one can have mighty biceps
just by being called ‘Armstrong’.” But the emphasis of this argument is more
similar to that of J. L. Mackie’s (1977) ‘queerness’ argument for a different sort
of Humeanism: one about moral properties. For Mackie, the agent-directedness
of moral properties makes them an odd batch of things to be fundamental–
how could a fundamental part of reality reach into our minds and tell us what
to do? What metaphysical, rather than moral, Humeans haven’t emphasized
is the similarly queer action-guiding role of counterfactuals and causal facts.
It is irrational to ignore the counterfactual or causal facts when deciding how
to get beer, even if one (luckily) succeeds in getting beer without them. Any
account of counterfactuals or causation owes the actual beer-interested agent an
explanation of this connection to our normative notion of rationality in terms of
actual success in achieving beer or else has surreptitiously added not only modal
facts to their fundamental tesserae but normative facts as well. And that’s an
odd thing to do8.

Anti-Humeans do not think that the Humean laws proposed in §1.1 are up
to the task of grounding counterfactuals and causal claims. The hold that some
additional ontology must be introduced: either irreducible counterfacts (Lange
(2009)), sui generis entities (Maudlin (2007)) or fundamental nomic essences
(Bird (2003)). It is taken to be an advantage to these modalist views that the
laws can vary independently of the categorical (that is, nonmodal) facts of the
world. On their views, the laws can change while the beer stays the same.

This leads us to the following Mackie-inspired puzzle. On modalist views,
there are two distinct possible worlds. The actual world, which (cross your
fingers, friends) has all the right physical modality. My decision to go to the
pub here caused me to get beer, my putting beer in my bag earlier caused it to
be there now, and I would not have believed that I have beer if my bag were
empty.

But there is another world, a world where the categorical facts are un-
changed, but the modal facts differ9. In that world, I have beer in my bag,

causal laws are necessary for their practical importance and (b) they cannot be reduced to
correlations. While I agree with (a), I am not convinced by (b). Cartwright’s argument for
(b) is largely inductive–no successful reduction has yet been found. I am not as confident as
Cartwright that it will not be.

8Schaffer (2016) has responded to Lewis’ argument by pointing out the Lewis seems to be
missing the point of metaphysical accounts of law: one doesn’t merely present some uninter-
preted logical vocabulary (like the N universal) and stop. One posits these widgets and then
says what they do. If Schaffer is right, the Lewisian argument may fail. But the Mackian argu-
ment doesn’t deny Armstrong’s right as a metaphysician to introduce ideology, it just points
out that this ideology is suspiciously normative. It thereby circumvents Schaffer’s response.

9Not every anti-Humean will allow that such a world exists. While Maudlin (2007), Arm-
strong (1983, 1997), and Lange (2009) are all committed to laws, higher-order universals, or
counterfactuals which float free from the first-order categorical events, dispositional essential-
ists of the stripe of Bird (2007 or Ellis (2001) hold that the properties have their dispositions
essentially, and it is these dispositions that give rise to natural necessity and counterfactuals.
On their view, a world without the dispositions is a world with completely different properties.
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but this beer is unconnected to my having put it there. I managed to find my-
self next to beer in the pub, but I wasn’t caused to by my going to the pub. I
truly believe that I have beer in my bag, but I don’t know that I do because my
belief isn’t counterfactually connected to the beer. These things occurred, but
they weren’t made to occur by any law.

The question is, what’s different between these worlds? The difference seems
to be entirely normative. In both worlds, I go to the pub and drink beer. In the
first world, I made a rational decision. In the second, I did not. In both worlds,
I believe that I have beer in my bag. In the first world, I am in an epistemically
ideal state: I know about my beer. In the second world, I truly believe that I
have beer, but this lucky belief falls short of knowledge. In both worlds, I have
future-directed beliefs about beer. In both worlds, these beliefs are true. But
in the first world, they are reliable, they are warranted by the real laws; in the
second, they lack all justification.

Similarly, we can imagine a world where the Humean laws and the modalist
laws diverge10. On this world, there is one simple, informative, axiomatic system
of the type described in §1.1, and a quite distinct set of irreducible counterfacts
or essences or N -universal-connected generalizations. An ABIA who acts using
the Humean laws gets all the beer she wants, but, according to the modalist laws,
she does so luckily. What is wrong with her? Apparently it is some normative
epistemic fact disconnected with her interest in believing truths, or some fact
about practical rationality unrelated to her interest in achieving her goals. The
only fact this could be is the modalist facts about the laws.

So, to all appearances, these modal facts have some irreducible normative
element. But it seems quite strange to think that amongst the basic facts of the
world are facts about what agents should believe, or how they should act. The
Humean denies that there are such strange things amongst the basic facts of
the world; the modalist accepts them.

Like ethical Humeans, the metaphysical Humean holds that all normativity
is practical. Causal facts, counterfactual facts, and facts about chance are rele-
vant to epistemology because they provide an agent with true beliefs. They are
normatively relevant to decision making because they connect the agent with
her desires.

How does the Humean dodge the charge of fundamental normativity? Surely
the Humean must admit that all too often “...The race is not to the swift, Nor the
battle to the strong, Nor bread to the wise, Nor riches to men of understanding,
Nor favor to men of skill; But time and chance happen to them all.” (Ecclesiastes
9:11, NKJV)–that is, it is an obvious feature of our world that folks often succeed
luckily, and that doing the best thing practically, rationally, and epistemically
does not always lead an ABIA to her desired beer11.

The Humean can dodge with one of two moves, but I think she should apply

Fair enough. Such a world has an array of properties different from our own, but laid out in
the same places. What have we lost in this change of properties? According to my argument,
only normativity.

10This discussion is inspired by Loewer (2012).
11Thanks to redacted for pressing me on this point.

12



both. The first move is meant to address the worry that the Humean, like the
modalist, is not guaranteed to succeed by her laws. The second is designed to
address the concern that for the Humean, like the modalist, some agents succeed
but should still be subjected to rational criticism. In both cases, I argue, the
Humean is better off than her modalist competitor. The Humean hasn’t yet told
a fully convincing story here, I admit, but what she has said is pretty good, and
her prospects for saying more are much better than the modalist’s.

First, on the Humean view, an arbitrary mismatch between the normative
facts of practical rationality and success in the actual world is impossible. So
while I may not be guaranteed success in my lifetime, I am guaranteed that the
Humean laws, causes, and chances will lead to success in most situations. This
puts her a step ahead of the anti-Humean, for whom there is no guarantee of
success in this world. While an individual is not guaranteed success, why do
we have norms anyway? They are arguably a social phenomenon. We develop
norms to intersubjectively criticize one another’s actions. The right way to judge
whether a putative norm is worth adopting is not its utility in any specific case to
which it applies, or even any specific agent, but instead to examine its success in
regulating aggregates of action. Criticizing someone’s decision because while she
achieved her goal, she did so luckily, has as its goal insuring that the aggregate
of actions to which hers belongs is one which is more successful than not. And
if this aggregate is big enough, Humean laws guarantee that it will be.

Second, the Humean should take a ‘side-on’ view of agency (the name, and
the strategy, are inspired by Ismael (2015)). Humeans admit that we cannot
believe all truths, and that many agents with true beliefs about events in their
future and outside of their causal horizon hold those truths irrationally. Why
should a Humean agent care about these normative limits? The answer hasn’t
been fully told, but it should come from a non-normative understanding of
what it is to be an agent. Agents are bounded physical systems, which, through
interaction with their environment, produce physical representations of that
environment. They use these representations to physically interact with the
environment. They alter some of their representations to match the environment,
and alter the environment to match other representations of it. A beer-interested
agent has to learn about the beer by bumping into it if her interest is really
going to be about beer (rather than schbeer). Requiring that agents be physical
subsystems of the universe, and that their representations match the world by
virtue of interacting with it, places significant boundaries on their omniscience.
But these boundaries should come not from implicit fundamental normativity,
but instead from a descriptive account of agency and semantic externalism about
representation.

I don’t think that a fully convincing Humean story has yet been told. But
as Lewis once said, I can see dimly, but near enough, how it would go.
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4 Objections Considered

In §1 and §2 I argued that the laws explain the explainers but don’t feature in
first-order explanation. I think that the Humean view sketched here provides us
with the resources to explain our interest in the possible despite the fact that
our desires and experiences are situated in the actual. But many a philosopher
doubts that the vast space of possibilities can be reached in so simple a ship.
In this section, I’ll consider a number of recent challenges to this view. There
are many challenges to Humeanism; these are directed at its account of laws,
epistemology, causation, and explanation. In §4.1 I address the charge that if
laws don’t explain, we cannot learn them via inference to the best explanation.
In §4.2, I address the worry that causal facts explain regularities, but on the
Humean view, the reverse seems to hold. In §4.3, I respond to the related claim
that Humean explanation is circular.

4.1 Inference to the Best Explanation

Emery (MS) has presented two arguments for the claim that laws explain their
instances; if these arguments succeed, then the Humean edifice erected in §1 and
§2 will collapse. The first of these starts by noting that inference to the best
explanation (IBE) is an important part of how science works; on one popular
way of understanding things, it’s the way we learn the laws. We wander around
in the world doing experiments, and then we infer that system of laws which best
explains our experimental results. Although the exact status of IBE is somewhat
contentious, that description of scientific practice seems totally innocuous. But
if it’s correct, it seems, laws must explain their instances. §2 and Skow (2016)
are straightforwardly mistaken.

Fortunately IBE doesn’t create significant difficulties for the view the view
presented here. On this view, we are still capable of inferring the laws via IBE
in two steps. First, we infer of some specific event that it explains another–
presumably, by causing it. Then, we infer (via IBE) that the laws explain this
explanatory relationship. So, for example, we might notice that apples fall, and
that the moon orbits the earth. We infer that the mass of the earth causes
or explains both phenomena; we then infer the simplest explanation of this
explanatory fact, namely, Newtonian gravity.

4.2 Explaining Regularities

Emery (MS) and Lange (2016: 14) present a further difficulty: intuitively, the
fact that As cause Bs explains the fact that As precede Bs. Emery (2017)
argues that leaving robust regularities unexplained violates scientific method-
ology. But if the Humean view here presented is correct, that’s not–or at least
not obviously–the case. We can express this objection with one of two slogans:
causes explain regularities or laws explain regularities.

I think it’s important to note here that the topic has shifted. In §1.1 and §2,
I argued that the facts about which regularities are laws are explained by par-
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ticular facts (§1.1) and do not explain those particular facts (§2). But I haven’t
argued that laws don’t explain regularities12. It could easily be that laws never
explain why any particular person has cancer, but do explain the general fact
that cancer typically follows smoking. On this view, smoking explains cancer;
laws explain that cancer follows smoking.

Of course, an argument that Humean laws don’t explain regularities can
quickly be drummed up. After all, regularites are generalizations about particu-
lar facts. And it’s not wild to read the literature on metaphysical explanation as
mostly agreeing that generalizations are metaphysically explained, or grounded,
in their instances. Those instances of course are particular facts. One can envi-
sion a Humean argument in a style similar to that in §2 for the claim that there
is no room for the laws to jump in next to the facts to explain regularities. But
this argument won’t go through on a view (Humean or not) which holds that
laws explain their instances–since the laws explain the particular facts, and the
particular facts explain the regularities, the laws explain the regularities via the
transitivity of explanation13.

If laws truly don’t explain regularities, then the view I’m advocating here
has some serious bullets to bite. My response strategy is twofold: first, I claim
that fundamental laws directly (partially) explain nonfundamental laws. So on
my view, Newton’s laws enter directly into the explanation of Kepler’s laws.
Any suitably robust regularity will have its robustness explained directly by
the laws. Second, I claim that the relationship between laws and regularities on
this view is either one of explanation or of something close enough. If it is not
explanation, it is at least the shadow of explanation–it does all explanation does
but without the title.

Now to the first claim: many regularities are more modally robust than
accidents, but are not themselves fundamental laws. Here’s a great example:
Kepler’s three laws. Kepler noted that (1) all planets orbit in ellipses with the
sun at one of the foci, that (2) the area that a planet’s radius sweeps out in a
given time during its orbit is a constant, and that (3) the amount of time it takes
for a planet to travel around the sun squared is proportional to the cube of its
greatest distance from the center of its orbit. These ‘laws’ of planetary motion
are not fundamental laws–they’re not part of the best system in any sense–
but they can be derived from the fundamental laws together with some facts
about the initial conditions of the solar system. They’re also modally robust–if
the planets had been at different distances from the sun, these would still have
held, just as they apparently hold of planetary systems outside of our own.

On the view I’m advocating, it’s perfectly legitimate to accept that Newton’s
laws–together with some quite general boundary conditions–directly explain Ke-

12This appears to be Skow’s view; Skow holds that even robust regularities, like the fact that
a planet’s radius sweeps out the same area for any two periods of equal time, are explained by
facts about the initial conditions and not the laws. Importantly, though, this doesn’t obviously
follow from the fact that laws don’t explain particular events.

13As I’ll discuss in §4.3, it’s important to note that transitivity principles for explanation
are contrastive. I don’t believe that moving to a contrastive transitivity principle will block
the inference here, though, so as is typical I’ve suppressed the contrasts.
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pler’s laws. Specifically, they explain why Kepler’s laws are laws–why they hold
in a broad range of counterfactual situations. The boundary conditions by them-
selves won’t do this, nor will any particular facts about the initial conditions of
the system.

It’s important to note here that the target of this explanation is not a mere
accidental regularity. Instead, it’s a modally robust generalization. Accidental
generalizations, like the fact that all the coins in my pocket are quarters, or
that all the eggs in my fridge are brown, are explained by facts about preceding
events (the fact that I recently bought a soda from a machine that only gives
quarters as change, or the fact that my roommate just ate the last white egg,
for example). Laws only enter directly into the explanation of other laws, even
though these nonfundamental laws may be ceteris parabis or only hold within
a limited sphere. And what the laws directly explain is the modal resilience of
these nonfundamental laws.

But there’s a related question which seems to create trouble for Humeans:
does the fact that smoking causes cancer explain the fact that smokers get
cancer? (For the sake of simplicity, I’ll pretend that all smokers get cancer.
Sorry smokers!) It looks like the answer is no: after all, the fact that smokers
get cancer, together with lots of other merely categorical facts, explains the fact
that smoking causes cancer14.

But this is too fast. Because, on the Humean analysis, causes are a special
type of regularity, the fact that smokers get cancer is a metaphysically necessary,
but not sufficient, condition for the fact that smoking causes cancer. So we can
infer deductively that smokers get cancer from the fact that smoking causes
cancer, but not vice versa. This asymmetrical deductive relationship looks a
heckuva lot like an explanation. And note also that inductive evidence flows
in the other direction: the observation that some smokers get cancer provides
inductive evidence for the claim that smoking causes cancer.

This shows that the relationship between the fact that smoking causes can-
cer and the fact that smokers get cancer is epistemically just like explanation;
whether the inference from smokers getting cancer to the causal claim is an
instance of IBE depends only on whether we legitimately attach the label of
‘explanation’ to the metaphysically necessary deduction from the causal claim
to the regularity claim. The inference is good independently of what we call it.

I think we should count this as an explanation, but I don’t see how much
hangs on this. Loewer (2012), Hicks and van Elswyk (2015), and Miller (2015)
claim that there are two types of explanation in play: scientific and metaphysical.
The regularities metaphysically explain the causes, the causal facts scientifically
explain the regularities. I am very sympathetic to this view, but I have the
following worry: plausibly, the relationship that backs scientific explanation is
causation. But causal facts don’t cause regularities to hold. So, presumably, if
they explain them it is by metaphysically necessitating them (see Emery (MS)
for a thorough discussion of this point). But if this is a form of metaphysical

14As I’ll argue in §4.3, the fact that smokers get cancer doesn’t turn out to explain the
fact that smoking causes cancer rather than just being correlated with cancer. But that’s an
argument for another section.
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explanation, it is distinct from typical grounding explanations. Instead, this
is the sort of explanation that holds between the premises and conclusion of
arguments like ‘Paul is a bachelor; so, Paul is unmarried,’ or, more compellingly,
an explanation of the properties of water from the fact that is is made up of
hydrogen and oxygen. That is, it is an essentialist explanation.

For Humeans, essentialist explanations hold only when they follow from the
analysis of some higher-order concept in terms of a more fundamental concept
(as in the bachelor case), or when there is an a posteriori identification between
some higher-order kind and some lower-order kind (as in the water case). Nei-
ther case violates Hume’s dictum (‘no necessary connections between distinct
existences’) because both are cases of not-entirely-distinct existences. Part of
being a cause is featuring in a regularity15 (for more on this Humean way of
understanding essences, check out Hall (2015)).

The relationship between causal facts and regularities looks a lot like the
relationship between bachelorhood and being single. The latter is a metaphys-
ically necessary but not sufficient condition for the former, and this is because
the correct analysis of the former includes the latter16. But while someone’s
being single is inductive evidence for their being a bachelor, and while we can
infer that someone is single from the fact that they are a bachelor, it seems odd
to say that being a bachelor explains the fact that someone is single. Similarly
in the Humean case. Once the Humean analysis is on the table, it seems odd
to say that the fact that smoking causes cancer explains the fact that smokers
get cancer. So what? Say what you will, the right inferences go through. If this
is not explanation, it is explanation’s epistemic shadow, doing all the work of
explanation without the name.

4.3 The Circularity Objection

Accusations of circularity have dogged Humeans since Armstrong (1983); most
recently and clearly, these have been advanced by Marc Lange (2013, 2016).
The circularity argument typically goes like this: the fact that L is a Humean
law is explained by the totality of particular facts. But, on standard views,
laws explain those facts! So if Humeanism is true, there’s an explanatory circle.
Humean responses which grant the second premise can be found in Hicks and
van Elswyk (2015), Marshall (2015), and Miller (2015). For reasons given in §2
and suggested in Miller (2015:) and Roberts (MS), this argument doesn’t touch

15Note that this essentialist form of explanation can’t be extended to explanations of par-
ticular facts; it’s not even metaphysically necessary for A causes B that B occur.

16One might worry that the same relationship holds between any universal generalization
and its instances. The instances are metaphysically necessary but not sufficient for the truth
of the generalization; the instances can be inferred deductively from the truth of the general-
ization, and the truth of the generalization can be inferred inductively from the instances. To
this I respond: the similarity is apt. In many contexts generalizations intuitively explain their
instances–for example, my ale is flat and warm because all british ales are flat and warm;
in other contexts this explanation seems empty. Perhaps the contexts in which explanation
seems to fail are contexts where we are hoping for a different sort of explanation, such as a
causal explanation. Thanks to redacted for discussion of this point.
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the Humean view presented here.
Nonetheless, Lange and others remain suspicious that some sort of circularity

remains. Lange (2013: 258) addresses this response in a footnote, and Lange
(2016) compares this move to one discussed by Wesley Salmon in response to the
problem of induction. Salmon considers a cheeky interlocutor who uses inductive
reasoning to infer that induction works, but never assumes the principle of
uniformity of nature. Salmon claims that this reasoning is nonetheless circular.
Lange writes:

I suggest that likewise, there are two ways for a purported scien-
tific explanation to fail because of circularity:

(i’) by using p in the explanans in an explanation of p, or

(ii’) by using p to help explain why (if p obtains) a given q can serve
as part of the explanans in an explanation of p.

Lange (2016)

Of course the first move a Humean will want to make here is to cry ad
hocery. This principle is designed to bypass a legitimate distinction available
to Humeans and anti-Humeans alike. Why are we doing analytic philosophy, if
an acceptable response to a well-motivated subtle distinction is to produce an
unmotivated broader principle explicitly designed to collapse that distinction?
The claim made by Skow (2016) and mentioned by Roberts (MS) and Miller
(2015) is that the intuitions that drive the circularity objections are based on an
understandable confusion. If they are correct, Lange’s new principle is a foot-
stamping insistence that we remain confused despite a clear explanation of our
misguided intuitions.

Interestingly, though, the Humean can grant that ii’ represents a problem-
atic sort of circularity and still show that this Humean view artfully dodges
Lange’s barb. This is because Humeans can and should accept that in general
explanation is contrastive, a view defended by Jonathan Schaffer (2005) and
conceded by Lange (2016) in response to arguments by Hicks and van Elswyk
(2015). In most cases (and in the hierarchy of explanation expressed in §1) this
can be suppressed, but here it becomes relevant.

Contrastivism about explanation holds that the form of explanation is A
rather than A’ explains B rather than B’, where A, A’ and B, B’ are relevant
contrasts in the context of the explanation. Which propositions are relevant
contrasts is important, and the relevant contrasts are not always A and ¬A. For
example, my going to the local bar rather than staying home explains why I am
drinking PBR rather than drinking milk. Typically, according to Schaffer, we
leave these constrasts suppressed. So for example, I when say ‘my going to the
bar explains why I am having beer’ I suppress the relevant contrasts (staying
home and drinking milk).

Importantly for the circularity argument, counterexamples to the transitiv-
ity of explanation presented by Hicks and van Elswyk (2015) don’t apply to a
contrastivist reformulation of transitivity. As Lange admits, if the circularity ar-
gument is to work, explanation must be contrastive. To see why this is, note that
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my going to the bar rather than staying home is relevant to my drinking PBR
rather than milk, but not relevant to my drinking PBR rather than Heineken.
So if the fact that the bar was warmer than home explains why I went to the
bar rather than staying home, it (partially) explains why I’m drinking PBR
rather than milk. But it doesn’t enter into the explanation for why I’m drinking
PBR rather than Heineken; presumably that explanation will have something
to do with my aesthetic sensibilities, union solidarity, or a general distrust of
the Dutch. Transitivity only applies if the contrasts line up.

The case of Humean laws is like the PBR case: the relevant contrasts don’t
line up. Suppose it’s a law that if A then B. Here is the string of explanatory
contrasts: The fact that if A then B is a law rather than if A then B is an
accident explains the fact that A explains B rather than A fails to explain B.
The fact that B obtains rather than B fails to obtain (partially) explains that
if A then B is true rather than not true. We can see now that this is the wrong
contrast. The fact B obtains rather than B doesn’t obtain can’t explain why if
A then B is a law rather than ... an accident, because if if A then B were an
accident, it would still be true, and B would still obtain17.

Note that this choice of contrasts doesn’t rely on the dubious claim that if
if A then B were not a law, then if A then B would be an accident. All that
matters is that A’s explaining B depends on if A then B being a law rather
than an accident.

The upshot of this is a that even on the Humean view B is not part of the
explanation of why A explains B. Just as on the anti-Humean view, the facts
that make if A then B a law rather than an accident include neither A nor
B. They are global facts about the pattern into which A and B fit. For the
Humean, the relevant contrast cases hold the occurance of A and B fixed and
look at changes in the mosaic which would render them unusual accidents rather
than part of a general axiomatization of the facts; for the antihumean, A and
B are held fixed and irreducible modal facts are varied. Circularity, even of the
beefed-up kind Lange suggests, isn’t a problem for either.

5 Conclusion

Our philosophical accounts of laws, chances, counterfactuals, and causation owe
us an explanation of their decision-guiding force. Here, I’ve presented an ab-
breviated account of the Humean’s attempt to provide such a philosophical
explanation. I’ve then sought to put some boundaries on the extent to which
Humean laws can explain; on my view, Humean laws don’t explain particu-
lar events, but they do explain why some events explain others. I’ve then ar-
gued that the Humean provides us with our best chance of understanding this
first-order explanation without introducing some strange primitive normative
properties along with our primitive modal relations.

In responding to criticisms, I’ve argued that the Humean can dodge com-
plaints that she leaves robust regularities unexplained by being very precise

17Assuming if A then B doesn’t hold vacuously.
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about what it is for a regularity to be robust; I’ve also claimed that one can
deny that laws explain particular events, while maintaining that they explain
regularities (although I admit this explanation is a thin one). I’ve then sought
to show that Humeans are very capable of dodging accusations of circularity,
once one is quite clear about what explains what rather than what.

Some of the arguments here are new, but the Humean view defended is not.
Humeanism has been around for quite a while, and this paper isn’t meant to
solve all of its problems. What I’ve aimed to do here is instead to show what
the Humean hope is, and provide at least one new reason to pursue solutions to
the problems for Humeanism that remain.
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