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      Early Modern Philosophy: Topic 6—Hume on Experience, Substance, and the Self 1. Hume’s Empiricism Hume begins the Treatise by distinguishing between impressions and ideas: Those perceptions, which enter with most force and violence, we may name impressions; and under this name I comprehend all our sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance in the soul. By ideas I mean the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning; such as, for instance, are all the perceptions excited by the present discourse, excepting only, those which arise from the sight and touch, and excepting the immediate pleasure or uneasiness it may occasion. (Treatise, I, i. 1 – p.13 in the Liberty edition) And on this basis he then makes the following claim: The full examination of this question is the subject of the present treatise; and therefore we shall here content ourselves with establishing one general proposition, That all our simple ideas in their first appearance are deriv’d from simple impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they exactly represent. (Treatise, I, i. 1 – p.14 in the Liberty edition) 2. Comparison with Locke Compare Hume’s claim with Locke’s: Our observation employed either about external sensible objects, or about the internal operations of our minds, perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. (Locke, Essay, II, i, 2) What is the difference? The key is that Hume, like Berkeley, distinguishes between genuine perception and imagination on purely subjective grounds, whereas Locke assumes that genuine perception (in the central case) is of an external world—a world independent of the subject. In this respect, Hume is being more properly consistent with the Lockean thesis that the immediate object of our attention when we think or perceive is itself a mental item (an ‘idea’, in Locke’s case; a ‘perception’—which may be either an ‘impression’ or an ‘idea’—in Hume’s). Locke presumes that we are in some way unproblematically in touch with ‘external sensible objects’, but is not entitled to this presumption, given that he thinks that the immediate object of our attention is always a mental item. Nevertheless, in intention Hume’s claim is the same as Locke’s: it’s a version of the central thesis of empiricism, that all our knowledge is grounded in experience. 3. The Missing Shade of Blue Having put forward his empiricist claim, Hume then notes an apparent exception, the missing shade of blue. It may be that he has some better answer up his sleeve, but his first response, at least, is extraordinary: [T]he instance is so particular and singular, that ’tis scarce worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our general maxim. (Treatise, I, i. 1 – p.16 in the Liberty edition) 1 On the face of it, this insouciance is hard to explain. I suspect that it is an indication of an uncertainty about the proper interpretation of Hume’s empiricist principle. 4. Two Interpretations of Hume’s Principle Look again at Hume’s key principle: That all our simple ideas in their first appearance are deriv’d from simple impressions, which are correspondent to them, and which they exactly represent. What does ‘deriv’d from’ mean here? Two alternatives: (Ps) The causal origin of simple ideas is in simple impressions; (Ph) The legitimacy/justification of simple ideas depends on simple impressions. (Ps) is a psychological principle: it presents itself as an empirical claim, which should be based on observation. (Ph) is a philosophical claim: it is about justification, not natural laws. Hume’s general presentation of the key principle, like his presentation of much of the Treatise, suggests that it is (Ps) he has in mind: the principle is presented as a report of observation, and the Treatise itself is presented as being concerned with ‘the science of man’ (Treatise, Introduction– p.10 in the Liberty edition) or ‘the science of human nature’ (Treatise, I, i. 1 – p.16 in the Liberty edition). On the other hand, Hume does things with his principle which it is hard to see make sense on the (Ps) interpretation. For example (as we’ll see in a bit), he says: The idea of substance must therefore be deriv’d from an impression of reflexion, if it really exist. (Treatise, I, i. 6 – p.24 in the Liberty edition) What justifies the must here? It doesn’t make sense on the (Ps) interpretation, so it looks as if Hume is using the principle in a philosophical way. And, indeed, all of Hume’s sceptical philosophical interventions depend on this philosophical reading. 5. A Problem for Classical Empiricism The real principle underlying the (Ph) reading is, I think, this empiricist principle: (E) All knowledge is grounded in perception. The motivation for this principle is something like this, I think: (E1) It is only in virtue of being tested that thoughts and concepts count as knowledge; (E2) It is only in contact with the real world that thoughts and concepts can be tested; (E3) It is only in perception that our thoughts and concepts are in contact with the real world; so (E4) It is only in virtue of their use in perception that thoughts and concepts count as knowledge. (E4) is pretty much the same as (E). The problem for classical empiricism is this. (E2) is only plausible if the real world is a world about which we might be wrong. But that means that the empiricist must think that in perception we are in contact with a world about which we might be wrong, in order to get (E2). But the classical empiricist (Locke, Berkeley, Hume, etc.) thinks that what we immediately perceive is the same, whether we are genuinely perceiving a real object, or are suffering a hallucination. That is, the classical empiricist thinks that what we immediately perceive is something we can’t be wrong 2 about. So it looks as if the classical empiricist’s conception of perception removes the motivation for empiricism. 6. Substance and Self Hume applies his empiricist principle to the idea of substance, to produce a result not unlike Berkeley’s view: I wou’d fain ask those philosophers, who found so much of their reasonings on the distinction of substance and accident, and imagine we have clear ideas of each, whether the idea of substance be deriv’d from the impressions of sensation or reflexion? If it be convey’d to us by our senses, I ask, which of them; and after what manner? If it be perceiv’d by the eyes, it must be a colour; if by the ears, a sound; if by the palate, a taste; and so of the other senses. But I believe none will assert, that substance is either a colour, or sound, or a taste. The idea of substance must therefore be deriv’d from an impression of reflexion, if it really exist. But the impressions of reflexion resolve themselves into our passions and emotions; none of which can possibly represent a substance. We have therefore no idea of substance, distinct from that of a collection of particular qualities, nor have we any other meaning when we either talk or reason concerning it. (Treatise, I, i. 6 – p.24 in the Liberty edition) Hume also uses reasoning very like Berkeley’s to argue against those (like Descartes) who think the soul is an immaterial substance: These philosophers are the curious reasoners concerning the material or immaterial substances, in which they suppose our perceptions to inhere. In order to put a stop to these endless cavils on both sides, I know no better method, than to ask these philosophers in a few words, What they mean by substance and inhesion? And after they have answer’d this question, ’twill then be reasonable, and not till then, to enter seriously into the dispute. (Treatise, I, iv. 5 – p.162 in the Liberty edition) And he then applies his own empiricist principle once again to produce a result about the self which is essentially the same as the one about substance: For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. When my perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist. And were all my perceptions remov’d by death, and cou’d I neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate after the dissolution of my body, I shou’d be entirely annihilated, nor do I conceive what is farther requisite to make me a perfect non-entity. If any one upon serious and unprejudic’d reflexion, thinks he has a different notion of himself, I must confess I can reason no longer with him. All I can allow him is, that he may be in the right as well as I, and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may, perhaps, perceive something simple and continu’d, which he calls himself; tho’ I am certain there is no such principle in me. But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement. (Treatise, I, iv. 6 – pp.173-4 in the Liberty edition) 3 3. Hume’s Doubt—And a Further Problem In the Appendix, Hume revisits his discussion of substance, and in particular its application to the case of the self. He first confirms his earlier view of the self (as ‘nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions’) by means of what is, in effect, this principle of distinguishability: (PD) a is distinct from b if and only if a can be perceived without perceiving b. He then faces a puzzle: 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 object to another. It follows, therefore, that the thought alone finds personal identity, when reflecting on the train of past perceptions, that compose a mind, the ideas of them are felt to be connected together, and naturally introduce each other. (Treatise, Appendix – p. 418 in the Liberty edition) Hume is then a little worried that he cannot find the principle by which the connection between the apparently separate ‘perceptions’ which make up a self is made, but only a little. But there is a more serious problem. If ‘the thought alone finds personal identity’, as Hume claims, which thought—or more particularly, whose thought finds it? It is very hard to see how Hume can avoid presupposing a self which is more substantial than just a ‘bundle of perceptions’ to construct the unity which the ‘bundle of perceptions’ seems to have. This suggests a deep and general problem with Hume’s philosophy. Hume insists that all ‘ideas’—i.e., concepts, as we would say—be grounded in experience, and when he can find no experience which provides a suitable ground for them, he ends up with quite a sceptical view. But might it not be that some of the concepts which he ends up being quite sceptical about are not so much grounded in experience, as presupposed in experience? This is, in effect, the basis of Kant’s response to empiricism. Michael Morris 4 
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