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                1  Notes on British Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind  (All the quotes below are taken from Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding and  Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature both of which have links posted to Blackboard)   1. Empiricism: the epistemological view that all knowledge should be derived from observation   Much of 17 th and 18 th century philosophy in Britain was dominated by empiricists, and their  work is a forerunner to what will eventually become known as psychology. 2. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding  (a) Identity as a Concept  “ANOTHER occasion the mind often takes of comparing, is the very being of things, when, considering ANYTHING AS EXISTING AT ANY DETERMINED TIME AND PLACE, we compare it with ITSELF EXISTING AT ANOTHER TIME, and thereon form the ideas of  IDENTITY and DIVERSITY. When we see anything to be in any place in any instant of time, we are sure (be it what it will) that it is that very thing, and not another which at that same time exists in another place , how like and undistinguishable soever it may be in all other respects: and  in this consists IDENTITY, when the ideas it is attributed to vary not at all from what they were that moment wherein we consider their former existence, and to which we compare t he present.  For we never finding, nor conceiving it possible, that two things of the same kind should exist in the same place at the same time, we rightly conclude, that, whatever exists anywhere at any time, excludes all of the same kind, and is there its elf alone. When therefore we demand whether  anything be the SAME or no, it refers always to something that existed such a time in such a place, which it was certain, at that instant, was the same with itself, and no other”   Locke is arguing that the concep t of identity (whether we’re talking about the identity of persons,  oak trees, or automobiles) is a function of two different levels of analysis: synchronic and  diachronic . When talking about identity on a synchronic level what we are talking about is  uni queness or identity at any one given time . When talking about identity on a diachronic level  what we are talking about is sameness or identity across time. Diachronic identity is a particular  importance here as part of what we are concerned with is what a llows us to say that a given  entity is the same thing over time, especially as its physical parts change. (b) Criteria for Identity  Locke holds that there are different criteria for identity depending on the type of entity under consideration. • Inanimate objects: “if two or more atoms be joined together into the same mass, every  one of those atoms will be the same, by the foregoing rule: and whilst they exist united together, the mass, consisting of the same atoms, must be the sam e mass, or the same  body, let the parts be ever so differently jumbled. But if one of these atoms be taken away, or one new one added, it is no longer the same mass or the same body”  ➢ Here, Locke is arguing that the diachronic identity of inanimate objects consists of the continuity of their physical parts. 2  • Animate objects: “In the state of living creatures, their identity depends not on a mass of  the same particles, but on something else. For in them the variation of great parcels of matter alters not the identity: an oak growing from a plant to a great tree, and then  lopped, is still the same oak; and a colt grown up to a horse, sometimes fat, sometimes lean, is all the while the same horse: though, in both these cases, there may be a manifest change of t he parts; so that truly they are not either of them the same masses of matter,  though they be truly one of them the same oak, and the other the same horse. The reason whereof is, that, in these two cases — a MASS OF MATTER and a LIVING BODY — identity is not a pplied to the same thing ”  ➢ Here, Locke is arguing that the diachronic identity of animate objects consists of the continuity of their life -processes. • Persons: You will notice in the Essay that Locke carefully distinguishes between his use  of the words “man” (by which he means human) and “person ”. The criteria of identity  for persons thus has to be carefully considered. (c) Personhood  Rejection of Body Criterion: “Cut off a hand, and thereby separate it from that consciousness  he had of its heat, cold, and other affections, and it is then no longer a part of that which is himself, any more than the remotest part of matter. Thus, we see the SUBSTANCE whereof personal self consisted at o ne time may be varied at another, without the change of personal  identity; there being no question about the same person, though the limbs which but now were a part of it, be cut off.” P1: If personal identity is identical to bodily identity, then any cha nge to one necessitates a change in the other  P2: It is possible to have bodily change without personal change  C : Therefore, personal identity is not identical to bodily identity Endorsement of Consciousness Criterion: “to find wherein personal identity consists, we must  consider what PERSON stands for; — which, I think, is a thinking intelligent being, that has  reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which i t does only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking, and, as  it seems to me, essential to it: it being impossible for anyone to perceive without PERCEIVING that he does perceive”  ➢ What distinguishes humans from persons is the capacity for s elf - consciousness, i.e. the capacity to be aware of one’s self, it being as Locke points out, “impossible for anyone to perceive without perceiving that he does perceive”. So , what makes up your identity at any given time is not the state  of your body but rather your consciousness. Diachronic Identity and Memory: “since consciousness always accompanies thinking, and it is  that which makes everyone to be what he calls self, and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things, in this alone con sists personal identity, i.e. the sameness of a rational  being: and as far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, 3  so far reaches the identity of that person; it is the same self now it was then; and it is by the same  self with this present one that now reflects on it, that that action was done”  ➢ What secures the continuity of personal identity across time for Locke is memory. Certainly , the contents of our consciousness change, but what  provides the glue that binds these various states of consciousness together is memory. Think, by contrast, what your conscious experience would be like if you had no capacity for memory: would you be abl e to know who you are, let  alone any object before you? 3. Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature  (a) Hume’s Methodology  • Impressions and Ideas : impressions are raw pieces of sense data, and ideas are  copies of impressions stored in memory. For Hume, all ideas must be traceable back  to some sensory experience. Impressions by their nature are variable. None of our  impressions remains permanent, and impressions vary from person to person. • Associations of Ideas : hard -wired cognitive functions for processing data. Hume  believed that all humans processed data via these mechanisms and that there were three of them:  ▪ Resemblance: the capacity to detect in perceptual comparisons (i.e.  that x looks to be red)  ▪ Contiguity : the capacity to detect spatial and temporal relations (i.e.  how things are related in space and time)  ▪ Cause and Effect: the capacity to reason about the future in terms of  the past (i.e. that x causes y)   (b) Hume’s Argument  Hume begins by criticizing the assumptions that theori es of personal identity have been based  on, such as those of Descartes and Locke. “There are some philosophers who imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call our SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond  the evidence of a demonstration, both o f its perfect identity and simplicity. The strongest sensation,  the most violent passion, say they, instead of distracting us from this view, only fix it the more intensely, and make us consider their influence on self either by their pain or pleasure. To attempt  a farther proof of this were to weaken its evidence; since no proof can be derived from any fact, of which we are so intimately conscious; nor is there anything, of which we can be certain, if we  doubt of this. ”   As Hume points out , what is typically key to theories of personal identity is the idea that there is  something that remains continuous and unchanging. Hume’s critique will be to make two challenges:  • Metaphysical chall enge: does the continuity that allegedly makes up the self actually  exist?  4  • Epistemological challenge: what is our access to this continuity or invariability that is  supposedly constitutive of the self ? How could we come to know of it?   Hume doesn’t think that either of these challenges can be met. Consider the following passage:   “Unluckily all these positive assertions are contrary to that very experience, which is pleaded for them, nor have we any idea of self, after the manner it is here explained. For from what impression  coued this idea be derived? This question it is impossible to answer without a manifest contradiction and absurdity; and yet it is a question, which must necessarily be answered, if we would have the idea of self pass for clear and in telligible, It must be some one impression, that  gives rise to every real idea. But self or person is not any one impression, but that to which our several impressions and ideas are supposed to have a reference. If any impression gives rise to the idea of self, that impression must continue invariably the same, through the whole course of our  lives; since self is supposed to exist after that manner. But there is no impression constant and invariable. Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, passions and sensations succeed each other, and never  all exist at the same time. It cannot, therefore, be from any of these impressions, or from any other, that the idea of self is derived; and consequently there is no such idea. ”   Hume appears to be making at least two claims in the passage. First, he points out that there is no  impression or sense data that could serve as the basis for personal identity. This is because though the concept of identity requires something that is continuous or invariable, the sense data that we experience is constantly changing. Thus, the metaphysical challenge above can’t be met. Second, Hume doesn’t think that the epistemological challenge above can be met either. Consider when he states:   “It must be some one impression, that gives rise to every real idea. But self or person is not any  one impression, but that to which our several impressions and ideas are supposed to have a reference ”   Hume’s point here is that it would be impossible to form an objective perception of the subject of perception because there is no perspective that could be both the subject and object of perception .   (c) Hume’s “bundle theory of the self”  Whatever it is that we call the “self” is, according to Hume, nothing but a bundle of different  perceptions . If we look at what Locke and Descartes claimed was constitutive of the self – that is,  the contents of our consciousness – all we see is constant change :   “I ma y 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. Our eyes cannot turn in their sockets without varying our  perceptions. Our thought is still more variable than our sight: and all our other senses and faculties contribute to this change; nor is there any single power of the soul, which remains unalterably the 5  same, perhaps for one moment. T he mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions  successively make their appearance; pass, re -pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of  postures and situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in  differe nt; whatever natural propension we may have to imagine that simplicity and identity ”   Notice Hume’s claim in the bold print. Even though metaphysically there does not exist anything that could serve as the basis for the idea of the self, we nonetheless ha ve a “natural propension” to  “imagine” that we do have a self. And in this, Hume seems to be absolutely correct. Even if it turns out to be the case that there doesn’t actually exist any object that is sufficiently continuous across time that it could sa tisfy the criteria for personal identity, all of us still continue to believe  that we have a self. Why is that?   (d) Psychological Mechanisms that Give Rise to the Idea of Self  Hume will argue that our idea of the self is in some way the product of the ass ociative  mechanisms discussed above in (3)(a) :   “We have a distinct idea of an object that remains invariable and uninterrupted thro’ a suppos’d variation of time; and this idea we call that of identity or sameness . We have also a distinct idea  of several different objects existing in succession, and connected together by a close relation; and  this to an accurate view affords as perfect a notion of diversity …But tho’ these two ideas of  identity , and a succession of related objects be in themselves perfectly distinct, and even  contrary, yet ‘tis certain, that in our common way of thinking they are generally confounded with each other” What Hume is claiming here is that the idea of the self results from the confusion of two ideas:  • Idea of identity as such : the idea of identity as something constant and invariable  • Idea of the spatial and temporal contiguity of perceptions:  that is, the idea that all  of our perceptions are closely related together in space and time (every single perception you have is c ontiguous to the previous one in both space and time)  o The point for Hume is that we come to think of the spatial and temporal contiguity of our perceptions as resembling something that has identity that is  constant and invariable.  ▪ Later in the text, Hume u ses the analogy of a river to make his point.  Even though the contents of a flowing river at any given point will all change in the course of 24 hours, we are habituated to still speak of it as the identical river because the close spatial and temporal co ntiguity  of its parts resembles something that is continuous and invariable.   o Thus, “we often feign some new and unintelligible principle, that connect the  objects together, and prevents their interruption or variation. Thus we feign the continued existenc e of the perceptions of our senses, to remove the  interruption; and run into the notion of a soul , and self , and substance , to  disguise the variation”.            
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