The Self

Over the next two lectures we will be examining questions to do with the self and to do with personal identity:

1. Introduction to the self and personal identity.
· What is the subject of experience, thought or consciousness?  

· What gives the subject its identity over time? 

2. Hume’s bundle theory of the self.
· The philosophical notion of an unchanging self could be used to explain personal identity. 
· Under Hume’s theory of ideas, a legitimate concept needs to be grounded in some simple impression or experience. In the case of ‘the self’, no such source impression exists. 
· Hume argues that we cannot have an idea of the self, because there cannot be any impression that gives rise to it. This impression would have to be constant and invariable. Through introspection, we see that we lack any such impression. 

· ‘When I enter into what I call myself, I always stumble on some… perception of other… I never catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe anything but the perception’.  No matter how closely I attend to my own experiences or how fully I notice the mental operations occurring ‘in my mind’, I am never directly aware of ‘I’. All we find is ‘a bundle or collections of perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in perceptual flux and movement’ (Treatise, p.252.).
· He concludes, selves are nothing but bundles of changing mental properties with no identity over time (Treatise, p.252).
· Philosophical reflection forces us to admit that there’s no single thing that endures throughout the related impressions, but Hume says that ‘we cannot long sustain our philosophy’. We will continue to take up the non-philosophical belief that we are the same thing over time (ibid., p.254).
· Hume is not denying that we think we are enduring persons that survive and persist throughout the changes that go on in our minds. Our belief in personal identity arises because we mistakenly take different perceptions which are associated in the imagination to be united by identity (ibid., pp.259-60). 
· Some Hume scholars would argue that Hume’s claims are not intended to show that the self does not exist, but that we cannot have any reasons to believe it does. 
3) Some issues and problems.
· ‘I’ am just a succession of different experiences with nothing to hold them together. But who precisely is it that never catches himself without a perception? 
· In the same way that properties must be of something, experiences must be experienced by something. 
· Hume uses personal pronouns in order to speak of his theory. 
· Hamyln presents what he calls the ‘Kantian Point’:

‘Kant was to insist that… the ‘I think’ can accompany all our representations. Every perception or, in Kantian terms, every intuition must be brought under concepts in judgement, and this is an exercise, not only in consciousness, but also in self-consciousness. For in doing this I must be aware, at least in principle, that the representations that I have and the judgments that I make are mine. Representations or perceptions cannot exist unowned or be in any way neutral as to whose they are. Hence, if Hume could not find an impression of the self, he was not justified in concluding that there was no such thing; he was in effect looking in the wrong place. He assumed that perceptions constituted distinct existences, and did not see that if I am to be aware of any such thing it has to be presupposed that it is mine. The ‘I’ is therefore presupposed in the very having of a perception, so that consciousness with respect to perceptions is ipso facto self-consciousness with respect to the ‘I’ (Hamlyn, 1984, p.192). 
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