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The problem of personal identity, how a person persists through time, has a central place in both Western and Buddhist philosophy. Across traditions, philosophers have long debated whether a stable subject or ‘self’ exists. This self is seen as underlying the flux of mental and physical phenomena. The idea of a unified, enduring self appears intuitive within ordinary experience. However, when examined philosophically, it vanishes into shifting patterns of conditions. This tension between lived identity and analytic scrutiny frames a shared question: is the self something real, or merely something imagined?
David Hume’s analysis in A Treatise of Human Nature offers one of the most influential Western critiques of the substantial self. In Treatise I.iv.6, Hume famously describes how introspection reveals only a stream of perceptions, never a perceiving subject. “I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception”, he writes, concluding that the self is nothing but “a bundle or collection of different perceptions” connected through relations such as resemblance and causation.[footnoteRef:1] Because experience never presents an underlying substance, Hume rejects metaphysical accounts of a persisting ego and instead locates personal identity in habits of imagination and memory. This is a psychological and epistemological dissolution: the self is not found, but constructed.  [1:  Hume, 1896, p. 134] 

Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (MMK) dismantles the self in a strikingly similar yet distinct manner. Drawing on the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda), Nāgārjuna argues that all phenomena lack svabhāva, intrinsic existence, because they arise only in dependence on causes and conditions. Harvey reads Nāgārjuna as holding that dependent-arisings are empty (śūnya).[footnoteRef:2] In this view, nothing in such a world offers a basis for metaphysics. Burton further clarifies that for Mādhyamikas, emptiness is not a hidden essence but the absence of intrinsic existence, a philosophical stance that undercuts all forms of substance ontology.[footnoteRef:3] And Siderits summarises the Buddhist parallel to Hume’s reductionism, “the person is a conceptual fiction”.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Harvey, 2013, pp. 115–117]  [3:  Burton, 2013, pp. 152-153]  [4:  Siderits, 2011, p. 298] 

Hume and Nāgārjuna both reject the idea of a lasting self, but the purposes behind their critiques couldn’t be more different. Hume is interested in how the mind works. He wants to show how little we can trust our assumptions about inner continuity. Nāgārjuna, on the other hand, treats this same idea as part of a larger path: recognising the absence of a fixed self becomes a step toward freedom. For Hume, it’s an analysis. For Nāgārjuna, it’s a transformation. Setting them side by side makes clear how self-negation works differently in soteriological and epistemological frames.
˜
In Treatise I.iv.6, David Hume undertakes one of the most radical enquiries into the nature of the self in Western philosophy. His investigation begins as a simple introspective experiment: to look inward and attempt to encounter the self directly. The result is famously negative. No matter how thoroughly he attends to his inner life, Hume finds only perceptions in constant flux, never a stable entity that could serve as their subject. “I never can catch myself at any time without a perception,” he writes, nor can he ever observe “anything but the perception”.[footnoteRef:5] From this, he concludes that he is nothing more than “a bundle or collection of different perceptions” related by resemblance, contiguity, and causation.[footnoteRef:6] Hume thereby rejects the notion of a single, persistent subject whose identity remains unchanged over time. [5:  Hume, 1896, p. 134]  [6:  Hume, 1896, p. 134] 

This is an epistemic claim grounded in his empiricism: if something cannot be found in experience, it cannot be asserted as knowledge. Because we only ever experience passing impressions and ideas, the inference to a persisting self-substance is unwarranted according to Hume. What we call a ‘self’ is merely a mistaken projection of unity imposed upon a discontinuous stream. Memory plays a significant role in this. By retrieving past impressions and linking them with present ones, memory ‘discovers’ a relation between them. But this discovery does not reveal an underlying subject. Rather, memory participates in the construction of the narrative coherence that we mistake for identity.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Hume, 1896, pp. 138–139] 

In this sense, continuity is a fiction. It is not found but generated. Hume’s analysis reflects what some describe as a form of reductionism: persons are not discovered entities but conceptual conveniences. Siderits captures this Buddhist analogue: there is no self; “the person is a conceptual fiction”, conventionally real only.[footnoteRef:8] While Hume does not rely on Buddhist sources, the parallel is striking. Both accounts treat the self as an imaginative construction superimposed on impersonal processes. Yet Hume’s aim remains resolutely epistemological; he wishes to describe how the mind functions when it forms beliefs about itself. [8:  Siderits, 2011, p. 298] 

Despite the force of his scepticism, Hume’s discussion has long appeared unstable to later philosophers. One recurring concern is whether Hume, to articulate his theory, must implicitly rely on a ‘self’ as orderer: a subject who performs the very cognitive operations that his reductionism seeks to eliminate. The problem is subtle. Hume denies that there is any underlying subject of experiences. However, his system depends on relations among perceptions, such as resemblance, contiguity, and causation.[footnoteRef:9] Also, one might argue that relations are typically apprehended from a unified standpoint. Who or what recognises resemblance? Who stores and retrieves memories? If the mind is nothing but discrete perceptions, whence comes the ability to organise them? [9:  Hume, 1896, p. 138] 

Derek Parfit illuminates this tension through his more thoroughgoing reductionism. In Reasons and Persons, Parfit argues that the idea of a separately existing subject of experiences is an illusion. We do not need a persisting ‘I' for psychological continuity to occur; continuity is constituted by overlapping chains of mental events, not by ownership.[footnoteRef:10] Parfit thus extends Hume’s insight while also clarifying it: what matters for personal identity is not identity itself but relations of psychological connectedness and continuity. In this respect, Parfit demonstrates how to articulate an entirely consistent bundle theory without positing an experiencer behind the experiences. [10:  Parfit, 1984, pp. 205–209] 

This clarification exposes a limitation in Hume. While Hume dissolves the self as substance, the imagination starts to look like something more than a neutral process - almost a barely veiled subject that organises the very perceptions it arranges. Parfit’s analysis shows how Hume could have avoided this: by denying that these cognitive functions belong to any entity over and above the causal and psychological relations themselves. What Hume calls “the mind” becomes in Parfit’s treatment simply a process without a single possessor.[footnoteRef:11] His radical reductionism gives Hume a different route: unity can be understood simply as a pattern of relations, without any metaphysical support beneath it. [11:  Hume, 1896, p. 137] 

A final question concerns whether Hume’s empiricism is fully compatible with his sceptical conclusions. By rejecting any subject of experience, he reduces the mind to a passive theatre in which perceptions simply come and go. Yet he also describes the mind as doing things: associating, judging, remembering. As Gowans might put it, such tensions are hard to avoid when a theory explains unity only in terms of momentary states.[footnoteRef:12] The possible conflict is clear: if unity is not grounded in a subject, a theory risks either treating it as illusory or smuggling in some organising principle.  [12:  cf. Gowans, 2003, chs. 6–7] 

In sum, Hume presents a compelling critique of the enduring self, grounded in a rigorous empiricism that refuses to posit what cannot be observed. Yet his account harbours ambiguities about the cognitive functions that bind perceptions together. Parfit’s later work sharpens the reductionist project and renders it more coherent by eliminating the need for a subject entirely. This sets the stage for the comparison with Nāgārjuna, whose own dismantling of the self pursues similar insights but toward the transformative aim of eliminating clinging rather than merely explaining cognition.
˜
Nāgārjuna’s philosophical project in the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (MMK) advances a systematic critique of the self that extends far beyond the early Buddhist doctrine of anattā. To appreciate the depth of this development, it is essential to start with the foundational position established in early Buddhism. As Gowans indicates, early Buddhist teachings reject the idea of a permanent self by analysing the person into five aggregates (skandhas): form, feeling, perception, volitions, and consciousness. None of which can be identified as an enduring self.[footnoteRef:13] This teaching constitutes the ‘no-self of persons’: a rejection of the idea that any individual person possesses a metaphysical core that persists over time. Crucially, however, early Buddhism still preserves a commitment to the intrinsic reality of dharmas, the momentary mental and physical events that constitute experience. While there is no substantial person, the building blocks of experience retain their status as ultimately real. [13:  Gowans, 2003, pp. 78-83] 

Nāgārjuna’s contribution is to further develop this insight. He argues that the commitment to the reality of dharmas is itself inconsistent with the central Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda). If all things arise in dependence on causes and conditions, then they cannot possess svabhāva: intrinsic nature or independent existence. Harvey captures this point with precision: for Nāgārjuna, whatever is dependently arisen is empty, and therefore nothing has its own inherent essence.[footnoteRef:14] This is the pivotal step from the ‘no-self of persons’ to the ‘no-self of dharmas’. This transforms the analysis of personal identity into a radical metaphysics in which all phenomena are revealed to be empty of inherent nature. [14:  Harvey, 2013, p. 117] 

In arguing against svabhāva, Nāgārjuna uses a distinctive dialectical method. Rather than offering direct metaphysical theses, he subjects any proposed account of intrinsic existence to reductio arguments. If something had an inherent nature, it would have to arise either from itself, from another, from both, or from no cause.[footnoteRef:15] Nāgārjuna shows that all four options lead to contradiction. Similarly, when examining motion, time, change, or agency, he makes clear that positing intrinsic existence entails a range of logical contradictions.[footnoteRef:16] The implication is not that nothing exists, but that whatever exists depends only on other things. The Madhyamaka claim is therefore ontologically modest yet anti-essentialist: phenomena function, but not by virtue of possessing a metaphysical core. [15:  Nāgārjuna (1995), MMK 1:1]  [16:  Nāgārjuna (1995), MMK 15] 

Burton emphasises the radical scope of this critique. Emptiness (śūnyatā) is not a hidden essence or substratum. “Emptiness is itself dependently originated”, he writes, explaining that there is no ultimate foundation upon which metaphysical certainty can rest.[footnoteRef:17] Making emptiness a conceptual tool—a way of understanding the absence of intrinsic nature in all phenomena. If one were to treat emptiness as a kind of substance or final truth, the very error Madhyamaka seeks to correct would reappear in a subtler form. Thus, Nāgārjuna famously claims in MMK 24:18 that dependent origination is itself emptiness, and emptiness is simply the absence of intrinsic existence. Nothing lies behind the world of dependent phenomena. [17:  Burton, 2013, p. 153] 

This brings us to the doctrine of the two truths: conventional (saṃvṛti-satya) and ultimate (paramārtha-satya). Conventionally, persons and things exist; they have causal efficacy, linguistic reference, and pragmatic coherence. The self, in this sense, is real enough to support moral agency, communication, and practical life. But its reality is purely nominal (prajñapti). Ultimately, there is no self, neither as a subject nor as an object. There are only dependently arisen processes whose apparent unity is conceptually designated. The two truths are not separate ontological layers, but rather two ways of describing the same dependent world: conventionally, as functioning entities, and ultimately, as lacking an intrinsic nature.
Nāgārjuna’s aim, however, is not primarily epistemological or metaphysical. It is soteriological. Insight into emptiness is intended to dissolve attachment. Including the attachment to the concepts of ‘I’ and ‘mine’. This attachment is rooted in ignorance: the mistaken belief that the aggregates, or dharmas, possess inherent reality. When one realises that the self lacks intrinsic existence, the grounds for craving and clinging collapse. In this way, emptiness functions as a path to liberation rather than a philosophical thesis for academic debate.
The ethical implications of Madhyamaka are profound. Recognising the emptiness of self and other undermines rigid boundaries between persons. Compassion arises naturally when the illusion of an isolated self is dissolved. By showing that the categories that divide self and other have no intrinsic basis, emptiness opens the way to non-egocentric concern. This is not merely an emotional shift but an ontological and existential one: to understand emptiness is to realise that the dichotomy between self and other is conventionally useful but ultimately groundless.
˜
To better understand their perspectives, we can compare Hume and Nāgārjuna across four dimensions: ontology, causal continuity, methodology, and the ethical and soteriological implications of their views. 
Hume’s denial of a substantial self is a direct consequence of his empiricism because experience reveals only impressions and ideas in flux and never a perceiving subject beyond them. The postulation of a persisting self-substance exceeds the limits of legitimate inference. The unity of the self is produced by causal relations among perceptions: resemblance, contiguity, and memory, which create the fiction of personal identity. This is a reductionism grounded in epistemic humility: we must limit our claims to what can be directly experienced. To assert more would be metaphysical speculation unsupported by observation. The result is a thin account of the self, a construction constituted by psychological relations.
Nāgārjuna’s critique of the self is at once more radical and differently motivated. Beginning from the early Buddhist insight that no permanent essence exists within the person, Nāgārjuna extends the analysis to all dharmas, showing that they, too, lack intrinsic existence. As Harvey summarises the Madhyamaka position, whatever arises dependently is empty of intrinsic nature; śūnyatā refers to this absence of svabhāva.[footnoteRef:18] The continuity of phenomena does not derive from stable substances but from causal conditionedness. Gowans notes that early Buddhism had already diagnosed the person as a constructed aggregation.[footnoteRef:19] Nāgārjuna takes this insight further, as we have seen, arguing that the elements that constitute the aggregates have no inherent nature of their own. His argument dissolves not only the personal self but the ontological ground upon which self-theory might rest. [18:  Harvey, 2013, ch. 5]  [19:  Gowans, 2003, pp. 70-72] 

At this level, the parallel between Hume and Nāgārjuna is structural. Both deny substance ontology in favour of a relational account. The self is not an entity but a process. In Hume’s case, it is a process of causal association. And in Nāgārjuna’s case, it is a process of dependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda). The practical result is similar: neither thinker can assign the self metaphysical autonomy or independence. If the self exists at all, it exists only conventionally, as a functional designation applied to relational patterns. Burton articulates this clearly on the Buddhist side: emptiness is not a metaphysical claim about nonexistence but a way of saying that phenomena cannot be grounded in any self-existing essence.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Burton, 2013, p. 152] 

Both thinkers reject substantial selves, but what accounts for continuity in the absence of essence? Here, another central parallel between Hume and Nāgārjuna lies in their shared commitment to causal continuity without appeal to any metaphysical essence. Neither collapses the world into incoherence. Instead, each reconstructs a model in which events proceed in an orderly fashion through relational processes. Continuity is preserved, but without grounding it in anything intrinsic, fixed, or independently existing.
Early Buddhist sources already provide a framework for understanding continuity without essence. As Gowans explains, early Buddhism maintains that while no permanent self exists, “process-selves in a dependent sense” can still account for karmic continuity and rebirth.[footnoteRef:21] The person is a stream of causally connected events rather than a single enduring entity. This allows moral responsibility and karmic results to function even though there is no substantial subject who undergoes them. The continuity is strictly causal and momentary, a dynamic unfolding rather than a metaphysical persistence. Nāgārjuna inherits this early Buddhist account but extends it further by emptying not only the person but also the dharmas themselves of intrinsic nature. If all phenomena are dependently arisen, then causation itself cannot be an ultimate force or principle; it too is dependently designated. [21:  Gowans, 2003, p. 73] 

This resembles Hume’s account in striking ways. Hume famously argues that causal belief arises from habit: we never perceive a necessary connection, only a constant conjunction of events that leads the mind to expect one event after another.[footnoteRef:22] Continuity is thus a projection of the mind’s associative tendencies. It is not grounded in any necessary relation existing between distinct impressions: it’s the psychological habit formed by repeated sequences. Hume denies the metaphysical necessity of causation, treating it as a functional construct that binds perceptions into a coherent narrative. In this sense, both Hume and early Buddhist thought regard causal continuity as emerging from patterns rather than from the operation of an underlying self or essence. [22:  Hume, 1748/2017, Section 7, p. 34] 

Nāgārjuna presents this perspective by showing that any attempt to ground causation in an intrinsic nature leads to a contradiction.[footnoteRef:23] Burton emphasises that for Nāgārjuna, even causes are empty: they lack inherent power and exist only through conceptual designation.[footnoteRef:24] If a cause had an intrinsic nature, it would produce its effect invariably and independently, but such a notion is incompatible with the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination. Causation, like all other phenomena, is a relational pattern: not an independently existing entity. Harvey similarly notes that dependent origination implies emptiness. Because whatever arises dependently cannot have an essence of its own.[footnoteRef:25] Causal continuity, then, is preserved without metaphysical grounding: events follow one another through interdependence. Not through any built-in causal power. The implications are profound. Both Hume and Nāgārjuna produce a world that functions seamlessly at the level of appearances while lacking any ultimate essence beneath those appearances.  [23:  Nāgārjuna (1995), MMK 7]  [24:  Burton, 2013, pp. 152-153]  [25:  Harvey, 2013, pp. 116–119] 

While comparing Hume with Nāgārjuna reveals unexpected points of agreement, these can be misleading. The two philosophers diverge significantly: not only in aims and methods, but also in how they interpret the very claims they appear to share. 
First, their understanding of continuity differs in both origin and purpose. Hume grounds continuity in psychological relations. Memory recalls earlier impressions and sees how they resemble what we perceive now, stitching them into a continuous story. The unity that results is a fiction, but one we rely on in practice. Nāgārjuna, on the other hand, locates continuity in dependent origination: phenomena arise interdependently, and their continuity is not imposed by memory but built into the causal fabric of experience. Whereas Hume’s analysis is descriptive: an account of cognitive operations, Nāgārjuna’s is metaphysical and soteriological. Dependent origination is not merely a psychological mechanism but the ontological principle that reveals the emptiness of all phenomena. 
This divergence in how they frame continuity leads naturally to a second contrast: their underlying epistemologies, how each conceives the limits of knowledge and the role of conceptual thought, further deepening their philosophical divide. Hume restricts knowledge to what can be observed; reason is subordinate to experience. When reason tries to justify the existence of the self or explain the connection between perceptions, it reaches its limits. Nāgārjuna, by contrast, argues that conceptual thought cannot grasp ultimate truth.[footnoteRef:26] When we analyse the world through our concepts, we often attribute to it forms of essence or identity that the phenomena themselves do not warrant. Ultimate insight requires non-conceptual wisdom (prajñā), which recognises emptiness directly and thereby undermines the reification inherent in ordinary cognition. For Hume, epistemic modesty is a methodological necessity; for Nāgārjuna, the transcendence of conceptual thought is a spiritual imperative. These epistemological frameworks, in turn, shape how each philosopher accounts for the self’s role in action and responsibility, raising questions about moral continuity and agency in the absence of a metaphysical self.  [26:  Nāgārjuna (1995), MMK 18:7; MMK 18:9] 

From here, the ethical stakes of their ontological and epistemological positions come into focus. A modern concern is whether Hume’s model can adequately account for the practical and normative dimensions of agency. If the self is merely a bundle of perceptions, does this undermine moral responsibility? Hume anticipates this worry and argues that responsibility is grounded in stable character traits, rather than metaphysical persistence.[footnoteRef:27] Yet his account of character again risks presupposing some principle of coherence. Modern commentators, such as Parfit, resolve this by distinguishing between numerical identity and what matters in survival: psychological continuity. Even if strict identity fails, the looser continuity remains sufficient for responsibility and concern for future stages of oneself.[footnoteRef:28] It also draws out a point Hume hints at but never develops: the practical importance of the self does not rest on a metaphysically solid core. [27:  Hume, 1896, p. 293]  [28:  Parfit, 1984, pp. 205-208] 

Following this, the ethical and soteriological stakes become apparent and lead naturally to a third contrast: the ethical and soteriological implications. Hume offers no path to liberation; his scepticism leads to psychological humility and a tempered awareness of the limits of human reason. Ethical life, for Hume, is a matter of sentiment, habit, and social convention. His analysis of the self has no explicit moral or spiritual aim. Nāgārjuna, by contrast, grounds the Buddhist path in his analysis of emptiness. Insight into the emptiness of the self and all phenomena dissolves attachment and aversion, thereby cutting the root of suffering. Compassion (karuṇā) emerges naturally when the distinction between self and other is recognised as conventional rather than ultimate. Where Hume’s reductionism is theoretically contained, Nāgārjuna’s is normatively oriented toward liberation.
Siderits provides a helpful bridge for comparing these positions. In analysing Buddhist reductionism, he explains that, on this view, persons are “conceptual fictions” that are conventionally real only.[footnoteRef:29] This description applies almost equally to Hume’s view: both treat persons as constructs rather than substances. Yet, as Siderits notes, Buddhist reductionism has a normative purpose: to eliminate suffering.[footnoteRef:30] This is more than an intellectual thesis; it serves as a practical means to an end. Hume’s reductionism, by contrast, is epistemic and descriptive. It doesn’t aim to cure suffering but to map the contours of human understanding. Both accounts reduce the person to relational processes, but only one converts this insight into a path of ethical transformation. [29:  Siderits, 2011, p. 298]  [30:  Siderits, 2011, p. 304] 

˜
To conclude, at the deepest level, both Hume and Nāgārjuna replace substance ontology with relational ontology. By comparing Hume and Nāgārjuna, this shared impulse becomes evident: both challenge the idea of a substantial self by showing that it cannot be grounded in either experience or any intrinsic nature. What we ordinarily call the self turns out, for each thinker, to be a conceptual overlay on a stream of conditioned or relational events. For Hume, this stream consists of impressions linked through associative habits; for Nāgārjuna, it appears through an examination of dependent origination that strips all phenomena of svabhāva. Despite their distinct contexts, both arrive at the insight that the self, persuasive in daily life, falters under scrutiny.
The paths to this result, however, differ markedly. Hume stays within the bounds of observation, allowing his account of the self to shrink to what introspection can supply. Since no distinct impression of a self ever appears, the claim to its existence loses its footing. Nāgārjuna follows a different route. He uses dialectical critique to undermine any assertion of inherent existence. His analysis reaches further than Hume’s, for it dismantles not just the self but every attempt to locate a fixed nature in things. Emptiness, on this view, clarifies the dependence of phenomena rather than denying their presence.
These methodological contrasts reveal two ways of seeing through the self. Hume’s is an intellectual recognition of the boundaries of reason and of the fabricated nature of personal identity; the result is a form of epistemic modesty and a restrained picture of human cognition. Nāgārjuna’s is more transformative: understanding the emptiness of persons and things loosens attachment and reshapes one’s relation to suffering, giving rise to compassion. Where Hume offers a descriptive analysis, Nāgārjuna aims at existential change.
Taken together, these approaches are not equivalent but complementary. Hume identifies the illusion; Nāgārjuna shows how to move beyond it. Both reject a substantial self, yet only the Buddhist account turns this insight into a path toward liberation. 
Hume’s conclusions lead him to accept that we can describe the patterns experience presents while remaining agnostic about any deeper metaphysical necessity. Nāgārjuna, in contrast, treats the absence of essence not as a threat to the ordinary world but as the very basis of skilful means. Because phenomena are empty, their conventional appearances can serve ethical and pedagogical ends. Conventional truth thus becomes indispensable, for it is within the world of dependent origination that compassion, wisdom, and discipline take shape. Their philosophies converge in structure but diverge in purpose: each offers a relational ontology, yet only one develops it into a vision of freedom.
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