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This work is dedicated to a very close friend, Sam.

Thank you.



If you look at something often enough you begin to see it.
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PREFACE

David Hume is reputed to be one of the most significant
philosophers to write in the English language. While his
contributions to world literature in general have been
influential and have received substantial attention and critical
treatment over the years, it is his philosophical writings that
are most highly prized. And many regard A Treatise of
Human Nature as the most important of Hume’s philosophical
bequests, placing it center-stage in their analyses of his
philosophical views. With all of this attention, why rake the
coals yet again? Surely all that can be gleaned from Hume’s
philosophical thoughts in the Treatise have by now been
aired, evaluated and commentated on in sufficient depth? Can
anything new be said on Hume’s philosophy, especially his
much acclaimed philosophy of mind? Well, | think so. My
view is that a fresh investigation of Hume’s thought on the
self still has much to offer us, despite the extensive and
searching attention it has received from the philosophical
community. The efforts here in Hume’s Labyrinth are
prefaced with the assumption that a few will find something
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in my analysis to encourage them to revisit Hume’s views on
the mind, possibly with a different perspective.

This project has benefitted from the contributions from a
number of generous benefactors. Monmouth University very
kindly awarded me a sabbatical for a year to work on Hume’s
Labyrinth. Members of The Bertrand Russell Society put up
with my thoughts on Hume (and Russell) at two of their
recent annual meetings, prodding me to refine my thinking. Is
that not what academic meetings are for? My wife Helen
served selflessly as my sounding board as the project
progressed and gave me invaluable editorial assistance along
the way. As with all of my philosophical contributions, 1 am
indebted to her for forcing me to be clearer and more robust in
my analyses. Finally, thank you Rich and Sue Mayfield for
the opportunity to reflect on Hume from the vantage point of
your beautiful home set high in the spectacular snowy
Rockies.

My understanding of Hume’s views on the self has evolved
substantially over the five years that | have devoted to this
project. During this period | have had the opportunity to share
— and subsequently refine - my thoughts on Hume and the self
with the audiences of two journals of philosophy. Very

different versions of my arguments in chapter six were
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published in the Journal of Scottish Philosophy and Metaphysica
respectively. Finally, please note that all references in Hume’s
Labyrinth to Hume’s Treatise are to the Selby — Bigge edition
that was published by Oxford University Press in 1978.

Monmouth University
New Jersey U.S.A.
March 2012






INTRODUCTION

It bears indeed incontestable Marks of a great Capacity, of a
Soaring Genius, but young, and not yet thoroughly practiced.

—The History of the Works of the Learned 1739

The section of David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature that
is devoted to personal identity is a mere thirteen pages long.
Given that this work is six hundred and thirty-nine pages in
length one might be tempted to conclude that Hume’s
discussion of personal identity constitutes a relatively
insignificant component of his overall analysis of human
nature.' Nothing would be further from the truth. As concise
as this section is, it contains some of the most inflammatory
and controversial material in the Treatise. Unfortunately, this
component also happens to contain some of the most
challenging arguments in the text. Hume’s Labyrinth is an
attempt to throw some light on these arguments.

Our difficulties begin with the fact that while the section is

ostensibly on personal identity — Hume gives it the title, “Of

"1 am alluding to the pagination from the Selby-Bigge edition of the
Treatise.
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personal identity” — its central concern does not appear to be
personal identity, but the self. This is the primary section of
the Treatise that is devoted to a critical analysis of competing
philosophies of the mind. Unfortunately, the account of the
mind or self as Hume prefers to call it, which emerges from
this component of the Treatise, proves to be obscure,
incomplete and possibly incoherent. The reasoning here is
particularly challenging as his thoughts are sometimes
confusing and often not fully developed. These shortcomings
are bound to frustrate the dispassionate reader. As exciting
and provocative as his view is on the self, the Treatise
arguments for this account leave much to be desired. And
Hume is the first to admit this!

In the appendix to the Treatise Hume decries the fact that
his thoughts on the self and personal identity in the main text
are inadequate. As he sees it, his account is incoherent and

contains positions that are erroneous:

But upon a more strict review of the section concerning personal
identity, I find myself involv’d in such a labyrinth, that, I must
confess, I neither know how to correct my former opinions, nor

how to render them consistent. (Treatise 633)

Confessions like this are rare and noteworthy, especially when

one bears in mind that the Treatise is Hume’s first major
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publication. Fathers tend to be particularly proud of their first
— born, if not a little apprehensive. But if the main text is as
problematic as Hume suggests it is, can the Treatise be used
as a reliable source for an account of the self?* If so, how
ought we to approach it? How do we acquire a clear and
persuasive view of the self from a text that its own author
admits is defective? Perhaps the answer lies with Hume’s
postpartum reflections on the Treatise? Might the appendix
not serve as a guide to those difficult and innovative ideas on
the self in the main text? I think so.

Hume’s Labyrinth is in part an attempt to show that a
careful analysis of Hume’s critical reflections in the appendix
reveals a way out of the conundrums that apparently beset his
account of the self. Part of my mission is to show how the
appendix can be used to clarify and more precisely delineate
the central elements of Hume’s Treatise arguments for his
account of the self. Contrary to a widely held view of his
commentators, my suggestion is that the appendix throws an
invaluable light on Hume’s challenging account of the self.
Equipped with this insight into the author’s understanding of

the shortcomings of the ideas and arguments in the main text |

* This question presupposes a larger and fascinating issue: namely, that in
the Treatise Hume intends to produce a reliable account of the self. In
chapter seven I shall review this and related issues.
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argue that we will be in the position to better appreciate his
philosophy of mind. But this indirect journey into Hume’s
thought on the self is not straightforward, as the appendix is
itself convoluted and opaque. We will need to tread carefully
on this path.

As one reads the appendix one is stuck by the disparity
between this material and the main text. In the first place, the
tone of the writing in the appendix departs significantly from
that of the main text. What we have with the critical
reflections on the Treatise discussion of personal identity and
the self is overt soul searching from Hume. There are
numerous despairing references to the defects, especially the
logical defects, of the arguments in the main text. Hume is
clearly disappointed, if not frustrated by the shortcomings that
he sees in his account of the self. However, the section on his
views on personal identity and the self in the main text
contains not a hint of these later misgivings. In the Treatise
section “Of personal identity” we have a confident thinker
boldly laying out his ideas and arguments for his innovative
account of the self. Each task in this section is tackled with
gusto. There are no reservations or qualifications here in the
analysis. Hume appears to be presenting us with a series of

categorical, if not brash, ideas and arguments clearly designed
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to grab the attention of the reader. I guess that this is a case of
Hume acceding to the warning that a feint heart never wins
the fair lady. The reader of the Treatise treatment of the self
and personal identity is left with the distinct impression that
our young Hume has found the truth about the self, that he is
not short of criticisms of his rivals’ philosophical views and
that he is not afraid to explain away the motives for their
(allegedly mistaken) views. Hume is clearly very confident of
himself here. In this section there certainly is not even a
suggestion of a foul labyrinth undermining his thought.

If Hume is genuinely of the opinion that his ideas and
arguments on the self are defective he certainly does not point
this out to his audience in the main text of the Treatise. Talk
about the problems endemic to his account of the self and its
arguments emerge only later in the appendix to the Treatise.
Is it possible, one is tempted to ask, that Hume overlooked
these problems when first presenting his thoughts? Did he not
notice them at the time? Or did he intentionally decide to keep
them out of view, perhaps to be dealt with more fully later? I
shall address this interesting aspect of Hume’s thought on his
arguments on the self in my final chapter.

So what fuels Hume’s initial confidence when he outlines

his views on the self in “Of personal identity” — a confidence
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that later seems to dissipate? There can be little doubt that a
significant factor that accounts for his bold thought on the self
is his adoption of a philosophy of language that owes much to
George Berkeley. Hume is clearly impressed with Berkeley’s
attack against abstract ideas, with its innovative proposals on

language, especially names:

I look upon this to be one of the greatest and most valuable
discoveries that has been made of late years in the republic of

letters ... (Treatise 17)

My argument is that these important and “valuable
discoveries” that Hume is alluding to here feature prominently
later in the Treatise when Hume presents his provocative
theory of the self. In chapters four and five I attempt to show
precisely how Berkeley’s suggestions on language, most
importantly his insights into names, influence Hume’s own
philosophy of language and subsequently dictate the confident
thrust of his arguments in “Of personal identity”. To better
grasp the foundation of the arguments that Hume relies on for
his account of the self — and to more fully appreciate the
source of the confidence that sustains these arguments — one
must understand the connection between Hume’s views on
language and that advocated by his esteemed Irish colleague.

As I see it, far too many commentators on Hume’s arguments
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on the self have not given this connection sufficient attention
in their analyses. In Hume’s Labyrinth an attempt is made to
correct this shortcoming.

Besides the tone, however, there is a second and arguably
more important difference between the appendix and the
discussion in the main text from the Treatise on personal
identity and the self. The content of these two components
differ significantly. In broad terms, the section “Of personal
identity” dwells on three issues: the specification of Hume’s
rivals’ view on the self, the presentation of his own
deflationary view of the self and finally, the presentation, for
the most part, of a series of explanations from Hume to
account for the willingness of his rivals to bestow identity on
discrete physical objects and perceptions in terms of
unperceived metaphysical substances. But when we turn to
Hume’s critical reflections on his ideas and arguments on the
self in the appendix we are surprised: most of the material
from the main text remains untouched. More specifically, the
appendix contains nothing on his analysis of his rivals’
account of the self and says absolutely nothing about the
explanations that feature so prominently in the main text. This
latter omission is most striking, as Hume’s explanations

account for more than seventy-five percent of the space
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devoted to personal identity and the self. Fully ten of the
thirteen pages of the Treatise discussion on personal identity
and the self are devoted, for the most part, to Hume’s
explanations for the tendency of “some metaphysicians” to
“ascribe an identity to these successive perceptions, and to
suppose ourselves possest of an invariable and uninterrupted
existence thro’ the whole course of our lives”. (Treatise 253)
None of these explanations are even mentioned, let alone
critiqued in the appendix! Furthermore, when Hume
eventually does connect his reflections on his discussion on
the self in the appendix to those in the main text, he actually
draws attention to tangential aspects of the Treatise analysis.
For when he critically reconsiders his own views on the self in
the appendix Hume shifts his focus entirely to a set of meta-
logical issues. Now he concentrates on the merits of the logic
of his reasoning for his thesis on the self and personal identity
in the Treatise: an aspect of his account of the self that is not
even hinted at, let alone explored in any detail in the main
text.

Given these significant departures from the main text can
the appendix serve any useful purpose in our attempts to
understand Hume’s views on the self? I think that it can, and

shall attempt to substantiate this proposal in the course of this
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essay. My view is that the appendix contains fascinating
elements that help crystallize crucial components of Hume’s
Treatise account of the self. Without the appendix some of
these vital elements in his analysis are likely to be
misunderstood, if not entirely overlooked. Naturally, at the
end of the day the reader must decide for herself whether or
not my efforts at viewing the Treatise account of the self from
the perspective of Hume’s appendix have been successful, and

perhaps useful.






PART ONE

THE APPENDIX AND THE SELF






CHAPTER ONE

HUME’S APPENDIX

There are yet many original things in this new treatise.

—Nouvelle bibliotheque 1739

Philosophers are reluctant to admit their mistakes. And when
these infrequent admissions are made they are invariably
accompanied by qualifications, excuses and explanations that
are designed to mitigate the errors. What makes David
Hume’s appendix to his A Treatise of Human Nature an
especially rare contribution to philosophical literature is not
only his candid admission of failure but his willingness to
face up to the shortcomings - there are no mitigating
qualifications to ‘explain away’ his errors. As he bluntly puts
it, referring specifically to the section in the Treatise on
personal identity and the self, “I find myself involv’d in such
a labyrinth, that, I must confess, I neither know how to correct
my former opinions, nor how to render them consistent.”
(Treatise 633) The bold optimism that characterizes the

opening bars of the Treatise is now a faint memory,
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overshadowed by the somber reflections of a distressed
virtuoso, his analyses reduced to a set of inconsistencies and
errors that threaten to undermine his contribution to a
pragmatic, empirical science of human nature. Hume had
promised us in his introduction to the Treatise that his views
would constitute a “science, which will not be inferior in
certainty, and will be much superior in utility to any other of
human comprehension.” (Treatise xix) The flaws that Hume
unearths at the end of his magnum opus thus pose a serious

threat to his ambitious enterprise and clearly unsettle him:

I must...confess, that this difficulty is too hard for my
understanding. I pretend not, however, to pronounce it insuperable.
Others, perhaps, or myself, upon more mature reflection, may
discover some hypothesis, that will reconcile those contradictions.

(Treatise 636)

So what are these discordant errors? Precisely what are these
opinions that Hume views in the appendix as inconsistent and
incomprehensible? And how did they arise? This chapter is an
attempt to answer these vital questions. If we can determine
the nature of these contentious positions we will be able to

better understand why Hume regards them as inconsistencies,
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ill-suited for his practical, empirical science of human nature.'
But before we consider these alleged flaws in Hume’s account
of the self an important preliminary issue needs to be

addressed: how significant are these faults?

Section One: Methinks Hume protests too much

Hume intimates that the flaws that he has identified in the
appendix of the Treatise are serious errors — well, at least his
language here suggests that this is how he views them. He
tells us, in no uncertain terms, that he regards his situation as
bleak. On the one hand, his account of the perceptions
associated with his idea of the self, as we have seen,
apparently has dragged him into a “labyrinth”: these “former
opinions”, as he disparagingly calls them, need to be corrected
or at least rendered “consistent”. On the other hand, his
subsequent attempt to explain the interconnections between

his perceptions is equally wanting, as far as he is concerned:

' When Hume wrote in his introduction that the contribution he was about
to make to science would hopefully “not be inferior in certainty, and will
be much superior in utility to any other of human comprehension,” he was
reinforcing a sentiment expressed earlier in his subtitle to the Treatise. His
work on human nature was to be seen as an “attempt to introduce the
experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects.” (Treatise
Introduction and xix, my emphases)
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When I proceed to explain the principle of connexion, which binds
them together...I am sensible, that my account is very defective,
and that nothing but the seeming evidence of the precedent

reasonings cou’d have induc’d me to receive it. (Treatise 635)

The explication that Hume relies on in the Treatise to account
for the relationships between the perceptions responsible for
the idea of the self is summarily dismissed by him in the
appendix as inadequate. It fails, in his view, for this
explanation depends entirely on the faulty account of the
perceptions that has already ensnared Hume in his labyrinth.
Hence his dejected retort: “my account is very defective”. So
Hume is suggesting in the appendix that both his account of
the perceptions associated with our idea of the self and the
application of this account to explain the relationship between
our perceptions for the self are faulty. There can be little
doubt that these revelations are bothering Hume — he has said
as much. But how deep is the pain? How serious are they, as
far as he is concerned?

There is circumstantial evidence to suggest that Hume is
actually not unduly concerned about these issues, even with
his protestations in the appendix to the Treatise. Three
reasons tend to support this cynical assessment of Hume’s

remarks at the end of his text.



