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HumeÕs infamous Òbundle theoryÓ of the mind and rejection of the pre-eminent 

faculties of reason and will has been subjected to many criticisms, not least of which is 

Thomas ReidÕs objection that such a theory falls short of accounting, on its own empirical 

terms, for the undeniable activity of the human mind. Although we can like brutes be driven 

by strong impulses, unlike brutes we can be governed by law and feel within ourselves an 

undeniable determination that is irreducible to any incitements and motives that may 

influence the will. (E, 74) The powers of the mind to direct thought and move our bodies are 

what distinguish us from brutes, on the one hand, and angels, on the other.i 

There are good reasons to defend the irreducible activity of the human mind and we 

do not in this paper seek to settle the issue of whether reference to active powers can be 

eliminated from a scientific psychology. Following other commentators, we do, however, 

think that HumeÕs account of the passions, and of pride in particular, represents an attempt on 

HumeÕs part to present a more complex picture of human psychology, one in which 

something akin to the traditional concept of agency has a place.ii Crucial to prideÕs 

performing this function is, we argue, the way it orients attention within the bundle and 

unifies perceptions across time, a process which both distinguishes our actions from brute 

reactions to direct impulses and generates the illusion of agency in the more traditional, 

voluntaristic sense.  

Background 

It is important to recognise that Hume and Reid are responding in different ways to 

one of the most central problems in early modern moral philosophy. As the mechanical 

philosophy gained prominence over Aristotelian physics, philosophers of the seventeenth 
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century found themselves unable to make use of the idea of natural (intrinsic) powers. For 

Aristotelians each material object or substance is a union of matter and at least one distinctive 

form which is characterized by its operations. These operations and indeed all natural changes 

are explained in terms of the actualisation of powers and potentialities and thus the idea of 

intrinsic powers is metaphysically grounded.iii From its earliest formulations, ÔpowerÕ is, 

moreover, a normative notion. Those activities which are ends-in-themselves (e.g., happiness 

in humans (as opposed to activities we may think of as means to happiness), living, seeing, 

thinking and knowing) express the intrinsic nature of a substance and its perfection consists in 

its striving to maintain itself in those intransitive activities that define its species Ñ  in the 

exercise, in other words, of its intrinsic powers.iv 

Appeals to the irreducible ÔpowersÕ of things, such as the power of bodies to seek the 

centre of the earth, were treated by mechanists as a sign of pre-Scientific and 

anthropomorphic thinking. Without the actualising principle of form, matter is essentially 

inert, altering only through the external force exerted in collisions. Without the notion of 

power, however, there can be no distinction between what is within our power and what is 

not, upon which moral accountability is generally thought to rest. Descartes succeeds in 

reconciling mechanism and human agency by positing essentially active immaterial 

substances (minds) with free wills and moral accountability, but at the price of what seemed 

to many an unpalatable story about how minds move bodies. To be consistent with his own 

conservation laws Descartes must argue that a mind can only direct the motion already 

existing in a body since it cannot itself contribute additional motion. (Garber, 1992) But how 

the mind achieves this end without applying force struck many as mysterious as the 

ScholasticÕs use of irreducible powers.  

As a card-carrying mechanist, Reid adamantly rejects LockeÕs attribution of active 

powers to inanimate things and endorses the restriction, attributed to Newton, that 
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experimental philosophy can only yield knowledge of the laws by which nature is regulated 

not real causes. But he accepts the Cartesian argument that one cannot deny the power one 

has to produce certain motions in the body or to direct oneÕs thought at will, the effects of 

which one is clearly conscious. [E, 45-52; cf: Descartes, AT V, 222; AT III, 693-4] Such 

experiences give rise to a relative notion of human power which although indefinable is 

known with certainty through a state of attentive reflection. [E, 75-6] Power is a quality which 

Òcommon senseÓ tells us must have a subject. A power is known to exist relatively through its 

perceptible effects and the thought that there could be the effects of a capacity, volitions, for 

example, without the capacity itself (the will) violates the widely held principle that a cause 

cannot be less powerful than its effects. We need not doubt, Reid asserts, the existence of a 

power during periods when it is not exercised anymore than we would think that the power of 

speech is diminished through periods of silence. (E,13-15) Active and passive linguistic 

constructions are universal and the conviction that each of us has some degree of power is 

presupposed in many operations of thought and daily life. (E, 27-8) Every child, says Reid, 

knows the difference between striking and being struck and so must have an idea of the 

difference between active powers and passive effects. (E, 16) 

 Reid is surely right here about what every child knows, but none of this helps explain 

how it is that we exercise power in a world governed by deterministic laws. What Reid refers 

to as the ÒvoluntaryÓ control over attention is the core piece of evidence for the irreducible 

activity of the mind. Although natural desires, affections and passions, impulses from nature 

or habit, are required to give our will ends to pursue and often dispose us to many useful 

actions Ñ  like a vessel carried on her course by a Òprosperous galeÓ Ñ  deliberation and the 

resolution to pursue one course of action over another is always within our power and always 

presupposes the capacity of the mind to direct its own attention even if only by an Òheroic 

effortÓ. [E, 97-106] Indeed we act when and only when our attention is directed to the action 
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itself rather than the object of a passion. What distinguishes us from wantons is that we 

consciously believe our actions to be in our power, and this belief must be accompanied in 

each act by a conscious (attentive) effort to execute what we will. [E, 78-79]  

Reid takes this voluntary control over attention to be a datum that HumeÕs purely 

passive account of human cognition simply cannot explain. But there is a confusion in ReidÕs 

diagnosis of the sources of attentional control, one which makes his objection to Hume fall 

somewhat flat. 

Hume on Pr ide and Attention 

HumeÕs key insight consists in the observation that in being passive one is not thereby 

dispassionate and the passions are both motives we feel as Ôbelonging to usÕ as individual 

agents and those which result in events for which we hold people morally and legally 

responsible. It is pride which orients our attention on ourselves and our actions. 

Pride is Òa passion placÕd betwixt two ideas, of which one produces it, and the other is 

producÕd by it,Ó (T, 278) and each of these straddling ideas involves a conception of the self. 

Hume begins his treatment of pride with an empirical investigation into the nature of the 

perception itself, and into the requisite conditions for its existence. Pride is a violent and 

indirect impression of reflection:  violent, because it is lively and vivacious; indirect, because 

it does not arise immediately from the sensations of pain and pleasure, but rather Òfrom the 

same principles, but by the conjunction of other qualities.Ó(T 276) Despite prideÕs 

indirectness, it is nevertheless a simple impression since although we are unable to define it 

more accurately with Òa multitude of wordsÓ, we can locate it through Òan enumeration of 

such circumstances that attend [it].Ó (T 277; see Alanen 2006:184-5)  Through this process we 

form a relative idea of pride. 

Hume observes that there are three prerequisites for pride: (i) some desirable thing 

(which he calls the subject), (ii) an idea of a particular agreeable quality possessed by that 
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thing, and, finally, (iii) an idea of the self as Òa connected heap of perceptionsÓ (which Hume 

calls the object). Pride results from the combination of these elements or, more precisely, 

when the Ôexternal objectsÕ that Ôbecome present to the mindÕ are presented in a certain 

fashion Ñ  namely, when some external object (e.g. a house) is seen in light of some 

particular quality that is pleasurable (e.g. its fine architecture), and both of these things 

together Ñ  the house viewed in light of the architecture Ñ  are viewed as related to the self in 

a favourable manner (e.g. by ÔownershipÕ or ÔcraftsmanshipÕ.) The agreeable subject produces 

an impression of pleasure (an impression of sensation) which in turn produces an idea of that 

pleasure, which, in turn, produces a direct impression of desire or hope, (impressions of 

reflection), or, in conjunction with the idea of the subject belonging to oneÕs self, the indirect 

impression of reflection, pride. 

Pride thus has the self, or Ôthat succession of related ideas and impressions, of which 

we have an intimate memory and consciousnessÕ, for its object but its cause is the idea of its 

subject, on account of the agreeable quality of which and its relation to ourself we are proud 

of ourselves. It is under these conditions that the simple passion of pride arises and when the 

cause is an idea representing something disagreeable related to our self, we experience the 

opposite of pride, humility. [T, 288] 

Pride and humility can be influenced by general rules or customs, which explains the 

convergence of preferences in society. A fully formed person spontaneously transported into 

our world would not, Hume claims, respond with pride or humility in the way we, attuned to 

our customs and practices, do. [T, 293-4] The influence of general practices and maxims 

facilitates the formation of pride and humility and through giving the imagination a basis on 

which to form expectations, contributes to their stability.  

Although we cannot define pride or humility by their intrinsic qualities, we can thus 

identify them by their place in particular sequences of impressions and ideas. Important for 
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our purposes, we can also define them by their functions in orienting attention on the self and 

its sources of pleasure and pain. ÔPride and humility, being once raisÕd, immediately turn our 

attention to ourself, and regard that as their ultimate and final objectÉÕ (T, 279) It is because 

of the way it orients attention that pride is a Òpure emotionÓ of the soul, Òunattended by any 

desire, and not immediately exciting us to any action.Ó (T. 307) Pride is what medieval 

philosophers would have called a Òterminating passionÓ, a resting state because it signals 

possession not lack and so does not motivate action. But this does not mean that Humean 

pride does not have an influence on other passions and actions for since it reflects what is of 

most value to a person, it will naturally be accompanied by desires and actions aimed at 

preserving what is possessed. (Baier, 1980a: 404-5)  

References to the attention-orienting function of pride and humility occur frequently 

throughout Book II, and we think that this is significant. It is by a natural and original instinct 

that pride and humility look to the self as object and keep our attention fixed there. ÒHere at 

last the view always rests, when we are actuated by either of these passions; nor can we, in 

that situation of mind, ever lose sight of this objectÓ. (T, 286) The orienting of attention to the 

self is part of the primary constitution of the human mind and is not itself grounded in 

anything more basic. The passion is reinforced by a Òdouble relationÓ of ideas and 

impressions which have a natural attraction to one another. [T, 289; 305-6] The cause which 

excites pride is related to the object, the self, and produces also the agreeable sensation which 

pride resembles in feeling. [T, 286; 305]  Pride, in turn, makes us turn our attention to 

ourselves and Òthink of our own qualities and circumstances.Ó [T, 287] The closer some 

object is conceived as related to oneÕs self the more it is perceived as ÔmineÕ; and 

consequently, the greater is its impression and effect on attention. This close relation gives to 

the idea the Òdouble force and energyÓ required to convert satisfaction into vanity. [T, 291] 
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And because pride fixes our attention so firmly on ourselves, any transition from pride to 

another passion will be more difficult than a reversion to pride from some other state. [T, 339] 

 Although desire is the passion which, for Hume, terminates in action, pride accounts 

for the sense that actions are in our power. (Baier 1980a) If, in experiencing some passion, 

attention is not turned towards oneself, but rather Òattention rests on its first objectÓ then, 

simply, it Òhas no farther consequenceÓ. [T, 290] It is, in other words, pride that disrupts the 

deterministic flow of reactions to externally directed impulses and makes possible the 

conscious awareness and enjoyment of pleasure as an object itself by orienting attention to the 

pattern of impulses themselves. Other passions, particularly joy and love, also relate agreeable 

objects to the self but not in a way that focuses attention on the self as itself agreeable through 

what belongs to it. An agentÕs sense of power is tied to what they possess, not just for the 

pleasure or admiration such possessions bring, but for the promise of procuring future 

pleasures that property entails. The anticipation of future pleasures is itself pleasurable and 

reinforces the very passion of pride itself, sustaining the passion in a way that other passions 

that terminate in the subject do not. A desire once satiated is dissipated but pride sustains 

itself even though the subject of esteem has been obtained. The greater our pride, the more 

power we have; the more power we exercise through procuring pleasures for ourselves, the 

greater our pride. And since comparisons fuel our pride and pleasure, the more we exercise 

power over those we esteem highly and whose admiration for us matters, the more self-

esteem we derive from doing so. [T, 315]  

HumeÕs reference to power here is not question-begging. In contrast to Reid, power, 

according to Hume, Òconsists only in the probability of its exercise, and in its causing us to 

anticipate, by a true or false reasoning, the real existence of a pleasure.Ó [T, 315] Consider, 

for example, the power of riches. We derive pleasure not only from our riches and the fact 

that they are ours but also from the idea of pleasures we might acquire through the exercise of 
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power afforded by wealth. The imaginative anticipation of pleasure derived from some power, 

even if never realised, as in the case of a miser, is itself a source of considerable pleasure, 

enough to sustain the passion and related behaviour. [T, 314-315] Humility, by contrast, is 

related to a diminishment of power, that is, to slavery or subjection to others. [T, 315] (What 

the child knows, therefore, is that it is better to be in possession of the stick.) All this happens 

without any conscious intention to exercise power.  

 The insight in HumeÕs account of pride that is lost on Reid is thus the recognition of 

endogenous sources of attentional control in a mind driven exclusively by passional elements. 

ReidÕs confusion rests in conflating the endogenous with the voluntary. Thus Reid contrasts 

the exogenous orienting of attention by things novel, rare, beautiful, grand or sufficient to stir 

our passions, with the attention that is Òwithin our powerÓ, namely that determined by the 

will. [E, 99-101] What a detailed study of HumeÕs account of the passions shows, however, is 

that it is only the direct passions which are, as we might say, in the control of the (external) 

stimulus. Pride and humility, and the other indirect passions of love and hate, are crucial for 

orienting our behaviour towards the satisfaction of future desires and they depend as much on 

endogenous factors, such as the conceived relationship between subject and object, as on the 

qualities of their external causes. It is only through pride and humility, which relate external 

objects to the self and direct attention to the self itself as an object, that our attention turns its 

direction inward. Reflection itself becomes an endogenous source of attention. But although 

these indirect passions are endogenously oriented they are not what philosophers would 

typically think of as voluntary. It is rather because we are directed through pride to think of 

the self as a source of power to procure future pleasures and avoid harms, that we confuse this 

inward orienting of attention for the activity of a free will. And because this inward orienting 

of attention is only possible through its association with the subject of pride, related by 

contiguity to the object of pride in the mind [T, 305], the fine house, wealth, virtue, etc, both 
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the subject and object of pride will maintain their grip on the mindÕs attention for as long as 

the passion remains strong. 

Although HumeÕs is essentially a passive account of attentional mechanisms, it has the 

attractive feature of avoiding what we might think of as the paradox of attention for 

voluntaristic approaches. The will cannot direct the soul to attend to some thing unless that 

thing is already in mind, which presupposes some other, one would think, essentially passive 

source of attention, at least at some prior stage of cognition. It is difficult to see how attention 

could be intentionally directed without what it was being directed towards being already an 

object of attention, though once there the will could (if there is such a thing) keep it there. I 

may will to think of an elephant, but only, one might say, by already having done so. 

Certainly if I deliberately intend not to, I have already failed.  

 If we are right, the acts that we experience as Òwithin our powerÓ for Hume are those 

connected to the indirect passion of pride, which directs our attention to our selves, to our 

ideas of what is good or agreeable to us and to what is within our power to procure for 

ourselves. Our determination to pursue a course of action is nothing but a propensity to 

consciously procure that which in the past has been a cause of pride or what resembles such 

things in some respect or other, a propensity grounded in nothing other than our experience of 

pride in the past and its self-reinforcing and self-perpetuating qualities. Resolution or 

determined efforts of will, heroic or otherwise, to counteract a strong direct passion, such as 

desire, fear or aversion, need no longer be analysed as the effects of a determined reason and 

will suppressing a passion, but the result of a stronger passion still, pride, one less in the grip 

of immediate stimuli than others, that encapsulates past pleasures and anticipates future ones, 

and that monopolizes the attention of the self on its long-term self-interest. 

The effects of humility, by contrast, do much to explain the phenomenon of weakness 

of will. Whereas on traditional voluntarist theories, the will is an inalienable power that 



 10 

nothing (not even being in chains) can undermine, the pursuit of power and pleasure, which 

we by nature engage in, is, for Hume, a zero-sum game. We exercise power over other 

rational human beings at inevitable cost to them. [T, 315-6] Because humility generates ideas 

of powerlessness relative to others, the humble will be less able to resist the slings and arrows 

of outrageous fortune. They will lack the internal source of self-satisfaction that pride itself 

supplies to counteract strong direct passions like fear and aversion.  

Although Humean pride is not always vicious, however, it is not necessarily the 

source of greatest happiness either. Nor is humility necessarily virtuous or the source of our 

greatest misery. [T, 294; 297-8] Greater pleasures without pride and greater pains than 

humility are possible and since we are governed by the pleasure principle, the balance of pride 

and humility in the social mix is always inherently unstable. Love operates independently of 

pride, even though pride is augmented by love if those whom we love are closely related 

through friendship or blood. [T, 354] Love is one motive, however, for altruistic behaviour. A 

more reliable tool of protection for both the excessively humble and the precariously proud is 

the social contract. Civil society restrains the pride of those unrelated to the meek by love.  

Fear of the civil magistrate produces strong motives of interest and safety to quell excesses of 

pride and ambition. [T, 312-3] The precariously proud are also susceptible to resentment, a 

natural corollary of humility, which, as Baier (1980b) argues, operates through sympathy to 

produce discomfort in those with power over others. The most stable kind of pride is the kind 

which is strongly associated with the moral sentiments, where what one is proud of are oneÕs 

virtues, and which, in contrast to the goods of fortune, as the Stoics knew, can never be taken 

away from one.  

The picture that emerges from HumeÕs account of pride and humility thus shares many 

of the important features of ReidÕs description of the experience of agency: the orienting of 

attention through endogenous factors such as reflection on the sources of pleasure for the self, 
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the structuring of preferences in favour of internal sources of satisfaction, and maximizing 

behaviour made firm and resolute through the strength and vivacity of pride, the experience of 

which, whether true or false, is of the self as possessing intrinsic power. Even the impetus to 

form and allow oneself to be governed by law is, for Hume, explained through passions like 

pride and humility. Brutes thus stand to us not as distinct in kind in their motivational 

structure but along a continuum, and closer to us than Reid would allow. The port or gait of a 

swan is as much a sign of his Òhigh ideaÓ of himself and Òcontempt for othersÓ as are the 

affectations of material wealth in humans. [T, 326] Where we differ from brutes is in our 

capacity to take pride in things unrelated to our bodies, such as our character or virtues, to 

articulate laws and establish institutions to protect ourselves from excesses of pride in others, 

and in this way ensure that our self-esteem is less precarious than it is for brutes.  

The Problem of the Self 

 Even though the idea of the self that makes its appearance in Book II in the discussion 

of pride and humility is supposed to be nothing other than the idea of the infamous bundle, 

the idea looks suspicious for it appears ungrounded in the simple impressions at the base of 

HumeÕs theory of mind.v It is an idea which, after all, can be neither a copy of any single 

impression, for no single impression could ground an idea of the whole, nor a copy of all the 

impressions represented collectively, for such an impression would be impossibly complex. 

What then is this idea of the self and where, to ask a distinctively Humean question, could it 

have come from? 

Framing the question of the origin of the idea of the self in this way is, however, 

possibly the wrong way of approaching things. As Robert Nozick once observed, looking for 

the self as an idea to be Òstumbled overÓ is just bound to fail. [Nozick, 1981: 111] Nozick 

(1981: 87-94) hesitantly offers instead a Òself-synthesizingÓ account of the self. The very acts 

of self-reference at a time and across time synthesize the self as a unity. One could add that 
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such acts leave nothing Ñ  no substantial self Ñ  behind once they have passed. We suggest 

that there are echoes of this idea in HumeÕs theory of the passions in so far as it is through 

indirect passions like pride and humility that the idea of the self is effectively constituted.  

On a plausible reading, pride and humility are essentially experiences of mineness. 

The pleasure of pride itself consists in the experience not just of a pleasurable object, nor for 

that matter of the self per se, but of the pleasurable thingÕs belonging to the self. Mineness is 

built into the very structure of pride or humility and even though HumeÕs language is 

confusingly relational, the mineness of any subject of pride operates more like a monadic 

property than a relational one that would presuppose a pre-existing self to which the subject is 

related. Because the conditions for pride include not just a momentary atomic impression or 

idea of pleasure but a nexus of ideas and impressions, including relevant memories of past 

pleasures and anticipated future ones, pride has an essentially unifying function. Pride may be 

an atomic impression but it exists only when a number of other impressions are conjointly 

activated and salient and it is this pattern of activation and dominance over attention which is, 

we suggest, consciousness of the self. Rather than being an experience of a (pre-existing) 

unity, we should say rather that pride is an essentially unifying experience, something which 

makes a collective one out of many simultaneous and related experiences and that draws our 

attention to the relations among our perceptions in a way that other unifying experiences do 

not. The experience of causal relations is also a unifying experience, an experience that 

unifies impressions of contiguous events under a single (fictional) idea of necessary 

connection, but in this case our attention remains directed outwards on objects perceived as 

external (even if they are not). The idea of the self is not, therefore, logically prior to 

impressions of pride and humility but constituted along with it; the idea of the self just is the 

drawing of oneÕs attention back from external things to the internal impressions of pain and 

pleasure and related ideas. The experience of pride is also one which unifies impressions 
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experienced as having a temporal ordering. Grounded in past experience yet orienting 

attention to future expectations, pride and humility are experiences of unity and identity 

through time. This is a phenomenal unity expressed ultimately in discrete perceptions indexed 

in the first person as ÔmineÕ but grounded in a number of related impressions and ideas 

spanning portions of the history of an individual and projecting it into the future. 

Like Nozick, we too can only offer the Ôself-synthesizingÕ account as a tentative 

hypothesis. Nonetheless, there is some evidence to support this reading in the role pride plays 

in self-individuation on HumeÕs account. If pride has this self-constituting role, it should 

assist each of us in knowing which self each of us is and in distinguishing that self from 

others. Pride cannot have for its condition a purely general idea of the self, for that would 

only relate an agreeable subject to selves-in-general, an idea which would not obviously move 

a particular agent in any way. The idea of the self implicated in my pride must, therefore, be 

one which uniquely identifies me. Rather than make this an intrinsic feature of the idea of the 

self, Hume turns to the subjects of pride to account for the irreducibly indexical character of 

the idea of self. The foreign objects that stimulate oneÕs pride must strike one as in some way 

unique or distinguishing and be perceived as such by others. [T, 292; 302] Things that are 

shared with others, such as health, or have become through custom too familiar, do not excite 

pride, even though they may be agreeable and relate to the self. [T, 291-2] It is the novel, the 

rare, exotic or wondrous possessions, even if they be qualities of character or the virtues, 

which give us our most heightened sense of individuality.vi And since pride and humility 

presuppose some good or bad evaluation of oneself by others, the same passions which 

generate a sense of self at the same time reflect othersÕ perceptions of oneself as unique and 

distinct from them in some important respect. This is an idea of the self not in any way to be 

Òstumbled overÓ through direct introspection but one constituted in the experiences and 

everyday interactions of social life. 
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