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Abstract

It is generally accepted that in the section of A Treatise of Human Nature®
entitl ed * Of personal Identity’, Hu
person and, then, in the later Appendix to the Treatise, he admits to being
dissatisfied with his theory. I will dispute this standard interpretation, arguing
that while the Appendix shows that Hume had become dissatisfied with the
way he expressed part of the bundle theory, he does not back down on its
content. On the contrary, he reinforces it by showing that, once two key
principles of his philosophy are accepted, it is self-contradictory to maintain
any realist account of personal identity.

Contact Information of Corresponding author:

! David Hume A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-4 0 ) . ‘*Of Personal

I, Part IV, Section VI of the Treatise (first published in 1739) and the Appendix immediately
follows Book Il of the Treatise (first published in 1740). All quotations are from the David
Fate Norton and Mary Norton edition (New York, 2000).

me def en

Il denti ty’



ATINER CONFERENCE PAPER SERIES No: PHI2012-0208
|

Wh a t I's Hume’'s bundle theory? It [
consists in — or, at any rate, can only be known to consist in — a series of

s th

conscious stiagdres’ ,(oas ‘Bemeepbal |l s t hem)

unifying the serial perceptions. Of course, Hume recognized that we believe
that all the perceptions of that series, which each of us calls his or her own, are
genuinely unified into a single self, mind or person (he uses these three terms
interchangeably). But this belief, he holds, lacks any justification and results
merely from the way in which the disparate perceptions of the series are felt to
be connected when we reflect on that series in our memory.

In the Treatise s ect i on entitled *Of personal [

realist accounts of personal identity, not one as is widely held. He first attacks a
substance (or Cartesian) account, according to which our identity is constituted
by the continuous existence of a substance that underlies the series of
perceptions. And he then attacks a causal connections (or Lockean) account,
according to which our identity is secured by real connections between the
serial perceptions. His attack on both views is very similar, and it comes down
to the claim that all we can ever discover is a mere collection of temporally
distinct perceptions which, although they feel unified in the memory, do not
really have anything underlying or connecting them.

What has given rise to some confusion is that having dismissed as
unjustified a substance (or Cartesian) account, Hume compares our belief in the
self’s identity with our belief in t
Now Locke, who certainly saw himself as defending a realist account of
personal identity, had compared personal identity with the identity which (he
holds) is justifiably ascribed to vegetables and animal bodies’. As a result, a
number of readers have supposed that, at least in the section on personal
identity, Hume too is defending a Lockean account. But that cannot be correct
because, in comparing our ascription of identity to the mind or self with our
ascription of identity to vegetables and animal bodies, Hume declares them all
tobe *fictitious’

The identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only a

fictitious one, and of a like kind with that which we ascribe to

veget ables and ani mal bodies (' Of
15).

Moreover, his claim that our ascription of identity to the mind is fictitious
does not result from his wrongly supposing that identity can only be justifiably
ascribed to those entities whose parts or qualities remain numerically the same
at different times®. For he allows, both in the main body of the text and in the
Appendix, that even though our perceptions are distinct and separable

YJohn Locke An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, chapter 27 * Of Il dentity
Di v e rthlisichapget was(first published in the second edition: London, 1694).

The claim that H u mechat iderdtity dopstrasutt ifrenntoo aatyow La t per
conception of what can constitute identity, and more particularly from his mistakenly

supposing that any change of parts is inconsistent with identity, has been forcefully made by

Terence Penelhum on numerous occasions. See especially his Themes in Hume (Oxford, 2000),

chapters 2, 3, and 6.
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existences — and, hence, cannot be mere modifications of a common substance
— the ascription of identity to the mind would still be defensible provided that
there were real connections between these different perceptions:

[E]very distinct perception, which enters into the composition of

t he mi nd, i s a distinct existence,

other perception, either contemporary or successive. But, as,
notwithstanding this distinction and separability, we suppose the
whole train of perceptions to be united by identity, a question
naturally arises concerning this relation of identity; whether it be
something that really binds our several perceptions together, or
only associates their i deas
i dentity’: paragraph 16).

If perceptions are distinct existences, they form a whole only by
being connected together. But no connexions among distinct
existences are ever discoverable by human understanding. We

only feel a connexion or determination of the thought, to pass
from one to the other ..Did ou
something simple or individual [the Cartesian view], or did the

mind perceive some real connection among them [the Lockean
view], there would be no difficulty in the case (Appendix [italics
original]: paragraphs 20-1).

Yet, although Hume allows that real connections between the perceptions
would secure a unity to the mind, he denies that any are discoverable.
Admittedly, those contemporary philosophers who have thrown out as
fictitious the notion of a substance underlying the variable perceptions remain
committed to the mind’s unity,; a
of a strong propensitytoimagi ne t hat t here real
mysterious connecting the parts
in the mind’ s unity is closely a
we all have in the identity of vegetables and animal bodies. In the case of
organisms, we recognize that, over time, the form as well as the substance
making them up can undergo a total change (through growth, replacement and
decay). Yet we still ascribe identity to these organisms because we suppose
that there are real connections—a | bei t * my st er i-thaiveen
their varying parts. Our fundamental error is not that we ascribe identity to
what has intrinsically changeable parts, but that we ascribe identity where
neither a common substance nor any real connections between the parts are to
be found. All that is observable in nature is a succession of parts with no
unchanging substance and no real connections between them. That is why
Hume thinks that the identity we ascribe to organisms is fictitious and that is
why, analogously, he thinks that our ascription of identity to the mind or
person is also fictitious.
Put briefly, Hume’' s position i

there really were either a single substance in which all the temporally distinct
perceptions inhere (the Cartesian view) or a set of causal connections tying
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them all together (the Lockean view); since, though, neither is discoverable, the

belief in our own identity is unfounded. As | understan d h i m, Hume’ s posi
in the main body of the Treatise is a thoroughly sceptical one. It is not only an

attack on the rationality of our belief in a substantial self; it is equally an attack

on their really being any discoverable connections between that series of

perceptions which we each call our own.

But, in that case, given he is in no doubt that we do all believe in our own
identity, Hume needs to produce a plausible psychological story of the
generation of that belief, and one that does not presuppose the continued
existence of the self. Many have doubted that he succeeds in this task, and it is
often suggested that it is his failure to provide a plausible (and non question-
begging) psychological story that is at the root of his own expressed
dissatisfaction in the Appendix. So let us examine what, in the main body of
the Treatise, Hume says about the causes of our belief in personal identity.

He explicitly claims that the belief arises by means of the relations of
resemblance and causation. But he does not mean by this that the original
series of perceptions needs to exhibit the relation of resemblance between
certain of the successive perceptions of the series and the relation of causation
between the others. No, the belief in personal identity arises because of the
‘“frequent placing’ of this succession of
placing of the same succession in the memory will resemble the previous ones
— because, as a series of memory-ideas, it will, on each occasion, match the
original succession of perceptions — it follows that the more times the original
series of perceptions appears in the memory, the stronger will be the feeling of
connection between the adjacent members of memory-ideas. In other words,
since each recall of a given succession of perceptions will have the same order
(as well as content), it follows —on Hume’' s psyc-htoatitl®gi c al sy
more times the original succession is recalled, the more the individual memory-
ideas of that series will feel connected with their immediately adjacent
memory-ideas, however lacking in the relations of resemblance and/or
causation is the original succession of perceptions:

Original series of per ce mb noaehations of N O
resemblance or causation between members of this original series]

First recall of that series: N O
Second recall of that series: N O
Third recall etc.

It is the feeling of connection between the serial memory-ideas — brought
about by the frequent placing of the original series of perceptions in memory -
that leads us to believe that the original series itself is really unified. Note the
analogy with vegetables and animal bodies. In both of the latter cases, it is the
frequent observation of the same changes in token instances of a particular type
of vegetable or animal body that leads the observer to ascribe a mysterious real
connection between the changing parts of the type of organism in question.

// D Q 9 L ~ + h
// D Q 9 L ~ + h
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And here, t00, it is not required that there should be repeated occurrences of the
same change within a particular instance of a given organism: what is required
is that the observation of repeated instances of the same kind of organism

should exh i bi t the same change at t he

growth. It is the regularity with which these different instances are found to
grow and change that produces an association of ideas in the mind of the
observer; and, by the familiar Humean psychological story, this felt association
of ideas is transferred to a belief in real connections between the varying parts
of the given type of vegetable or animal body.

Returning to the belief in our own identity: once the memory has
produced the smooth passage of thought along a series of memory-ideas (by
the frequent recall of a succession of perceptions), the belief arises that the
perceptions of the original succession are all parts of the same entity, viz. the
same self. As we have noted, Hume thinks that the belief may take one of two
forms. On the one hand, it may take the form of believing that the self is a
simple substance in which the whole series of perceptions inheres. This is the
belief in a Cartesian-style self and it arises when the mind notices that the
members of the series of perceptions are not all parts of one continuous object,
despite the smooth transition between them occasioned by the action of
memory. In order to overcome this tension — between the tendency to run the
different perceptions together and the recognition of their difference — we
naturally suppose that there is one continuously existing substance underlying
all the different perceptions'. On the other hand, the belief in the self as an
underlying simple substance may be replaced — by those contemporary
philosophers who have rejected our tendency to accept the existence of a single
substance of inhesion - with the belief that there are real connections between
each of the adjacent perceptions themselves. Even though these philosophers
have rejected a common substance of inhesion, they are still beguiled by the
smoothness with which the original series of past perceptions are felt to process
through memory into believing that the members of that series are really
unified: unified by forming a chain where each member (each perception) is
causally linked to its predecessor and successor?.

(While memory, through frequent acts of recall, first produces the belief
that the original serial perceptions are causally connected among themselves,
Hume argues that we then find it natural to extend the series beyond those
perceptions that can be recalled. Having once concluded that the recalled
perceptions are causally connected, we come to think of our memory as merely
discovering parts of that chain of serial perceptions, and we thus suppose that
this chain includes others that we have now totally forgotten. As a result, Hume
manages to explain how it is possible for some contemporary philosophers to
believe in a Lockean account —where our identity is constituted by connections

'See * Of personal identity’ : p a r aTgeatisepBook
I, Part IV, Section 1V, paragraphs 2-5) where a parallel account is offered of the belief in
material substance.

‘’Note the analogy with Hume’'s account of

have rejected our natural — direct realist — belief in external objects remain beguiled by the
constancy and coherence of their serial sense perceptions into continuing to believe in the
existence of external objects, although now only as the cause of their sense perceptions.

Same
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holding between the successive perceptions - without accepting the counter-
intuitive position, apparently accepted by Locke himself, that our identity
extends only to those past perceptions which we can recall.)

In sum, it is the relation of resemblance between the corresponding
members in each recalled series of memory-ideas (a vertical resemblance) that
leads to the belief that the original series of perceptions themselves are really
unified (a horizontal connection). After repeated recall of the series, adjacent
members of the serial memory-ideas are found to be constantly conjoined; and
the association of memory-ideas, thereby generated, leads those who have
rejected a common substance of inhesion to believe that the original serial
perceptions themselves are really connected together by the relation of cause
and effect.

This account explains why Hume holds that causation and resemblance
are the key relations for producing the belief in personal identity while also
holding that, among contemporary philosophers, it is the relation of cause and
effect alone that is thought to link the perceptions constituting the self or
person. Moreover it explains why Hume affirms that the relation of contiguity
has ‘“little or no influence’ i n
successive perceptions in the original series that are found to be related by
contiguity — or, indeed, by resemblance or constant conjunction — will certainly
aid the smooth passage of the series, when recalled, such relations are not the
essential ones. Quite apart from the obvious fact that the original series of
perceptions will have far too many interruptions and unpredictable changes for
one or other of these three relations inevitably to hold between successive
perceptions, the relation of contiguity, in particular, does not apply between
repeated cases of recall of the original series. Yet it is the frequent recall of the
original series of perceptions (as memory-ideas) that is vital for generating our
belief.

Al t hough, as I have mai nt ai ne
genesis of belief in personal identity fits neatly into his general mechanistic
psychology, it is open to the objection — common to any reading of Hume
which gives to memory a role in the production of the belief - that it cannot be
employed in defence of a sceptical account of personal identity. For, the
objection urges, Hu me’
without this identity really existing is now hopelessly compromised. It is
hopelessly compromised because, if his psychological explanation is to work,
he will need to postulate the existence of a continuously existing mind (first to
retain the contents of the serial perceptions and, then, to reproduce them as
memory-ideas). Without such a continuant, the probability of the memory-
ideas matching the original serial perceptions would be extremely low.
Accordingly, he cannot reasonably remain sceptical about personal identity
while, at the same time, employing memory in the generation of belief in that
identity. The objection concludes that Hume must quickly have recognised the
inadequacy of relying on memory in his psychological story, and that is why,

10
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in the Appendix to the Treatise, he expresses dissatisfaction with the section on
personal identity".

Despite the objection’s initial plausil
the realist, is taking it that our memory-ideas will (in general) be trustworthy.
However, even on the assumption that there is a continuously existing mind
which stores and, later, reproduces the contents of the original perceptions as
memory images, the a priori probability that it would do so accurately (out of
all the possible ways, accurate and inaccurate, that it might operate) is no
greater than the a priori probability that, if there is no such continuant between
the original past perceptions and later memory-images, these memory-images
would accurately copy the earlier past perceptions (out of all the possible ways,
accurate and inaccurate, in which the later memory-images might be disposed).
Either way, the a priori probability of a match between the original series of
perceptions and the ideas in the memory is equally small.

Of course, if we grant that there is a continuously existing mind
connecting the original series of perceptions and the ensuing memory-ideas, it
would clearly be more reasonable to believe that its reproductive capacities are
working accurately and not inaccurately (since, ex hypothesi, the memory-
ideas match the original perceptions). But our question is whether the accuracy
of memory-ideas is more reasonably accounted for on the supposition of a
continuously existing mind that is responsible for the memory-ideas rather
than on the supposition of no such continuant that connects the past
perceptions and the ensuing memory-ideas. | have argued that there is nothing
to recommend the former over the latter hypothesis. Whether there is or is not a
continuously existing mind, the a priori probability that accurate copies of the
past perceptions will occur is exactly the same. Hence, so far as we can tell, the
plausibility of Hume’s psycbxoténeegfi cal st o
a continuously existing mind. Accordingly, the objection has failed to show
that Hume has any good reason to abandon his psychological story, if he is to
hold onto his sceptical account of personal identity.

v
But if thisobjection t o Hume’' s psychological expl
personal identity fails, what is the source of his expressed dissatisfaction in the

Appendix?
While his psychological story is consistent with scepticism, it is
unfortunately the case that, in summarizing the role of causation in what he
calls *“the true idea of the human mind’,
that the original serial perceptions really are causally linked together.
Moreover, this misleading suggestion is compounded by a further one, namely,
that memory is the source of personal identity, of that chain of causes and
effects constituting our self or person. Thus he declares that:
[T]he true idea of the human mind, is to consider it as a system of
different perceptions or differe n t existences, which ar
together by the relation of cause and effect, and mutually produce,

'For a clear statement of this well known objection, see J. L. Mackie Problems from Locke, pp.
200-1 (Oxford, 1976)

11
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destroy, influence, and modify each other. Our impressions give
rise to their corresponding ideas; and these ideas in their turn
produce other impressions( * Of per sonal i1 dentity’: pa
And a little later:
As memory alone acquaints us with the continuance and extent of
this succession of perceptions, “tis
account chiefly, as the source of personal identity. Had we no
memory, we never should have any notion of causation, nor
consequently of that chain of causes and effects, which constitute
(sich our self or person (‘" Of personal i
In both these passages, as well as others, the implication appears to be that
although the past perceptions have been falsely taken to inhere in a substance,
they are truly to be thought of as causally connected. But this is not at all what
Hume is trying to put across. What he intends to convey is that the true idea of
the mind is that of different past perceptions that are felt to be linked together
by the relation of cause and effect, and which are felt mutually to produce,
destroy, influence, and modify each other. Further, the last thing that Hume
wishes to affirm is that memory is the source of personal identity — rather than
the source of belief in personal identity — because that gives to memory just the
alleged capability that Locke contended for (or appeared to), namely, that
personal identity arises from consciousness or memory (see Appendix,
paragraph 20). The true idea of the human mind is one in which the action of
memory makes it seem as if the succession of past perceptions form a chain of
causes and effects, not one where memory assures us that they really do form
such a chain.

The true idea of the human mind is, for Hume, the one that encapsulates the
following essential features: 1) the members of the original series of
perceptions are distinct existences, and so cannot be determinations of a single
substance (the Cartesian self); 2) there remains, nonetheless, a belief in their
really being united, i.e. even by those philosophers who have rejected the idea
of a single substance of inhesion; 3) this belief should be considered, in truth,
nothing but a feeling of connection between the serial perceptions, generated
by the action of memory; 4) As a result of frequently placing the original series
in the memory, an association of ideas is generated between adjacent members
of the series of memory-ideas, and this felt association is transferred to the
belief in the successive members of the original series themselves being really
connected by the relation of cause and effect.

What | am suggesting, then, is that in his chapter on personal identity,
Hume starts by attacking both a Cartesian and a Lockean account; but that
when, in the closing paragraphs, he turns to the psychological generation of the
belief in our identity, he gives the impression that he is, after all, defending a
Lockean view. It looks as if he is explaining the mistaken propensity to believe
in a Cartesian view — to believe in the perfect identity and simplicity of the self
- by means of the smooth progress of the thought along a series of perceptions
that are themselves really causally connected. This impression is also to be
found in his An Abstract of A Treatise of Human Nature, where, while denying
that the self is a substance in which our different perceptions inhere, he

12
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nonet hel ess affirms t haitvYettHuengactmlr e

position is that the belief in their non-substantial unity is a feeling only (not a
well grounded belief), produced by the action of memory in frequently
recalling the ideas of the original series of perceptions.

The central point of the Appendix discussion is to make clear that neither
a Cartesian nor a Lockean account is justified. Hume is there accepting that the
closing paragraphs of the main body of the text apparently show that he
believed the perceptions of the original series to be causally connected; and he
IS now arguing that such a belief is, in fact, unsustainable. | have, of course,
maintained that he never actually held this belief. But, given he appeared to, he
is, in the Appendix, stressing that it is inconsistent to attempt any such defence
of personal identity. Once we acknowledge that our perceptions do not, or at
any rate cannot be known to, inhere in a substance and, also,ac c e pt
own contention that no real connections are ever discoverable between distinct
existences, it seems nothing short of self-contradictory to accept a realist
account of personal identity. For if we allow both that our serial perceptions do
not together inhere in one substance and that we are unable to discover any real
connections between perceptions, we cannot have any rational ground for
thinking of them as our perceptions (except the current one). We can have such
a ground only insofar as it is possible to justify supposing that we are able
genuinely to link them to our present act of consciousness. But once we reject a
common substance of inhesion and any discoverable real connections between
perceptions that is precisely what we cannot justify. Accordingly, Hume is
quite right to see an inconsistency between the two following principles: ‘all
our distinct perceptions are distinct existences’ and ‘the mind never perceives
any real connection between distinct existences’ (Appendix [italics original]:
paragraph 21). The first principle rules out serial perceptions inhering in a
common substance (the Cartesian view) and the second rules out what, so far
as we can see, is the only alternative means of unity, viz. the existence of real
connections between those perceptions (the Lockean view). Granted we cannot
justify either form of unification, how can we consistently think of the series of
past perceptions as our own perceptions?

There is, in my view, no case for claiming that Hume, in the Appendix,
besides noting this contradiction in our thinking about ‘the intellectual [i.e. the
mental] world’ — a contradiction which he had previously denied (see the

Hu me’

“al

S

opening paragraph of * OfreatishBk. I,Ptmivhat er i al

Sect. V) - is also backing down on his original psychological explanation of
our belief in personal identity. Indeed, if he did think that this psychological
story was unsatisfactory, it is difficult to see how he could, in the Appendix,
plead the privilege of a sceptic (which he does). For, as we have seen, the
success of his sceptical enterprise depends on his ability to explain our
acknowledged belief in personal identity without the need to presuppose any
genuine continuant. But if his original psychological story were, by his own
lights, a failure and he now offers nothing to replace it, this must call into
question the legitimacy of continuing to avow scepticism about personal
identity.

Y1t is generally accepted that the Abstract was written sometime before the publication of Book
111 (with the Appendix) of the Treatise.

13
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That Hume is not, in the Appendix, expressing any dissatisfaction with his
original psychological story is strengthened by his observation t h a td out D
perceptions either inhere in something simple and individual, or did the mind
perceive some real connection among distinct existences, there would be no
di f fi cul t ypardagraph 21)hEhe recagratien’ of either of these two
positions would ensure a realist account of personal identity: the first would
provide us with a Cartesian account and the second with a Lockean one.
Neither account would provide us with a non-realist account. Yet if, in the
Appendix, Hume is owning up to the failure of his original psychological
explanation of our belief, the last thing that he would be aiming to do would be
to substitute for it a realist account of personal identity. That certainly would
provide him with an insuperable difficulty in the case, i.e. for someone who is
attempting to put forward a sceptical account of personal identity. On the other
hand, if he is using the Appendix to re-enforce scepticism about personal
identity — by pointing out that denying both these positions is inconsistent with
affirming a realist account - his observation is entirely comprehensible. Given
that, at the end of the chapter on personal identity, he seemed to be arguing for
a Lockean realist view, he is now using the Appendix to highlight the absurdity
of seeking to defend any version of realism. A Cartesian view cannot be
justified once it is accepted that all our distinct perceptions are distinct
existences; and a Lockean view, by denying a common substance account,
makes it impossible for us to regard the series of past perceptions as belonging
to the present self. Such a view could only be admitted if our mind were able to
discover — what it cannot discover — that there are real connections between
distinct existences.

But if Hume thinks that anyone who accepts his two principles will find it
impossible to provide a realist account of personal identity, why should he add
that he does not pronounce the difficulty to be * a b s oihsupérabld’ ?y

Others, perhaps, or myself, on more mature reflection, may
discover some hypothesis, that will reconcile those contradictions
(Appendix: paragraph 21).

| take this final comment to be a piece of Humean irony. To engage in more

mature reflection requires a further a ¢ t of consciousness; and
own theory, the person currently reflecting cannot be the person who is giving

the matter more consideration. By his own theory, therefore, neither I myself

nor anyone else, presently existing, will be around to consider the problem of

personal identity.
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