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The Sun or the Climate? 

Hume’s Comments on Character 

In his argument concerning free will in the Treatise, Hume proceeds by trying to show 
that the relation of cause and effect holds between characters and actions in the same way 
as between natural objects. He splits his argument into two sections. The first aims to 
show that there is a constant conjunction between certain kinds of characters and certain 
kinds of actions; the second aims to show that we have the same propensity to expect 
certain actions, given the knowledge of characters, as we have to expect certain natural 
effects when presented with their corresponding causes. The two points are closely related 
in Hume’s discussion, but in neither case does Hume give a clear outline of what he takes 
character to be. The closest Hume comes to giving such an outline comes in the form of an 
analogy: 

There is a general course of nature in human actions, as well as in the operations of the sun and the 
climate. There are also characters peculiar to different nations and particular persons, as well as 
common to mankind. The knowledge of these characters is founded on the observations of an 
uniformity in the actions, that flow from them; and this uniformity forms the very essence of 
necessity.1 

But upon closer inspection, what appears to be one analogy is, in fact, two: the sun is not 
the same kind of thing as the climate. The sun is an individual object. Its effects vary 
according to the season and the weather, but it is itself, to a large degree, constant.2 
Climate, on the other hand, is not an object at all. Rather, it is a complex system in 
constant flux, which is regular enough to be predictable, within certain probabilistic 
parameters, but without any part of the system being constant. 

Those commentators who have met head on the challenge of interpreting Hume on 
character have tended to search for some kind of object with which character corresponds. 
More accurately, they have sought objects which can be said to constitute character traits, 
with character itself being the sum of such traits. The search then focuses on what kind of 
objects character traits could be, with answers ranging from physiological states of the 
brain3 to the passions.4 It has also been argued that, since Hume’s sceptical arguments in 
Section IV of Book One of the Treatise rule out searching for stable mental objects to 
constitute character, character must not really be in the agent at all, but in the spectator.5 
The implication of these approaches is that character, or character traits, must, if they are 

                                                 
1 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton (Eds.) (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2007), 2 vols., 2.3.1.10, SBN 403. References to the primary text are henceforth given 
parenthetically in the form: T book.part.section.paragraph, followed by the page number in the L.A. Selby-
Bigge and P.H. Nidditch edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). References to Hume’s Enquiries 
Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals, L.A. Selby-Bigge and P.H. 
Nidditch (Eds.) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975) are also cited parenthetically as E followed by the page 
number. 
2 The sun is actually a massively complex structure that involves a multitude of physical and chemical 
processes, but insofar as we are generally concerned on the Earth it is constant. Changes in the sun, e.g. solar 
flares, do sometimes have an effect on the Earth, but I am ignoring such phenomena for simplicity. 
3 John Bricke, “Hume’s Conception of Character”, in Stanley Tweyman (Ed.), David Hume: Critical 
Assessments (London: Routledge, 1995), pp.248-54. Bricke makes a similar claim in his “Hume’s Theories 
of Dispositional Properties”, American Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 10, No. 1 (January 1973), pp. 15-23. 
4 Jane McIntyre, “Character: A Humean Account”, History of Philosophy Quarterly, Vol. 7, No. 2 (April 
1990), pp. 193-206. 
5 Timothy M. Costelloe, “Beauty, Morals and Hume’s Conception of Character”, History of Philosophy 
Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 4 (October 2004), pp. 397-415. 
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to have any real existence, be some kind of object in the person performing the action. 
Characters or character traits are treated as being objects, which have actions as their 
effects. In this way, these commentators would perhaps see the sun, an object, as the most 
appropriate analogy for character. In contrast to these approaches, I suggest that Hume’s 
comments on character throughout his works suggest that he took character to be a 
heterogeneous concept, made up of multiple elements of different kinds. In this respect, 
character is more like the climate than the sun: it is a complex of different elements that 
constitute a character in the same way as a complex of different environmental elements 
constitute a climate. 

My argument for this approach to character involves two main claims. First, there is 
no single kind of thing that Hume exclusively privileges as constituting character. Though 
he most often talks of character in terms of passions, Hume also considers character to be 
constituted by natural capacities, such as a sound understanding and a natural temper, by 
education, in which he includes both habits and knowledge, and by individual resolutions, 
sentiments, and tastes. Consequently, any attempt to identify characters with any one type 
of thing is mistaken. This leads to a worry that the analysis and ascription of character 
traits will become complicated, possibly to the point of being impracticable. My second 
claim is that Hume’s primary concern is not with character traits at all, but, more 
holistically, with characters per se. This second claim will be established through 
observations on some of the key places where Hume gives practical demonstrations of 
character analysis. The two claims together make it improbable that there should be any 
distinct way in which those things that Hume includes as constituting character, which I 
call elements, can be identified with particular traits. Character thus emerges as a 
heterogeneous concept; character is a composition of multiple different elements operating 
together to form a system. 

The Climate System 

Before proceeding to these claims, it is important that a distinction can be drawn 
between the elements that make up character and character itself. It is here that it is most 
useful to focus on the analogy between character and climate. In the case of climate, “any 
analysis… must consider the atmosphere, the ocean, and the land as interacting parts of a 
single system, the atmosphere-ocean-land system or climate system.”6 It is this single 
climate system that I am taking to be more or less analogous to character. The climate 
system is composed of multiple elements, as illustrated by the alternative name as 
atmosphere-ocean-land system. Each of these three, atmosphere, ocean and land, 
designates a part of the climate system, which is itself composed of lower level elements: 

• Atmospheric Conditions: wind-velocity, pressure, temperature, humidity, 
gaseous components. 

• Oceanic Conditions: current-velocity, temperature, salinity, surface states 
(waves/ice cover, including icebergs). 

• Land Conditions: latitude, topography, cover by ice sheets and vegetation, 
surface temperature, reflectivity, moistness, volcanic activity, decay of organic 
matter.7 

                                                 
6 Andrei Sergeevich Monin, An Introduction to the Theory of Climate (Dordrecht, Netherlands: D. Reidel 
Publishing Company, 1982), p. 2. 
7 Monin, pp. 2-3. Hume would have been ignorant of some of these factors and others would, perhaps, not 
have occurred to him. His comments on climate tend to be limited to latitude, as in his “Of National 
Characters” in Essays: Moral, Political and Literary, Eugene F. Miller (Ed.) (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund 
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It is these factors which constitute the climate system that I am calling elements, and it is 
in comparison to these that I call certain factors which constitute character elements. 

As an example of a climate system, consider that of Iceland. For its latitude, Iceland 
enjoys a mild climate. One reason for this is that the ocean temperature around Iceland is 
relatively high, owing to a branch of the Atlantic Gulf Stream called the Irminger Current. 
In addition, Iceland’s mild winters are boosted by an atmospheric phenomenon known as 
the Icelandic Low, a semi-permanent region of low pressure situated over the Atlantic 
Ocean between Iceland and Greenland, which ensures that Iceland’s prevailing winds are 
from warmer regions to the South and East. (A by-product of this prevailing wind is that 
Reykjavík has a much wetter climate than Akureyri.)  Iceland has what is called a “cool 
temperate maritime” climate.8 This climate is composed of the elements listed (latitude, 
the Irminger Current, status as an island, the Icelandic Low) along with several others, all 
of which need to be considered to give anything like a complete explanation. It is also the 
case that none of the elements involved in Iceland’s climate can be identified with its 
mildness, or the high rainfall in Reykjavík, although these can be identified as features 
(traits?) of Iceland’s climate. 

The First Claim: No Single Kind of Thing Constitutes Character 

The climate system is constituted by multiple different elements, of which there is no 
single element predominant at all times or for all regions. Analogically, I claim that 
character is constituted by multiple different elements, of which there is no single element 
predominant at all times and for all people. There is insufficient time to illustrate all of the 
elements that Hume suggests are involved in character. Consequently, my approach will 
be to examine what I consider to be one of the most plausible accounts of Hume on 
character, Jane McIntyre’s account, as given in her paper “Character: A Humean 
Account”, and show how the view expressed there, while a powerful one, is unable to 
account for Hume’s comments concerning character and education. 

McIntyre holds that character traits are either passions or relations of passions: 
The passions are mental qualities that cause actions and are more durable than other perceptions. 
They are, therefore, real components of the Humean self that provide a foundation for the 
attribution of character to persons… Many character traits are quite definitely identified by Hume 
with particular passions, and therefore they are perceptions. 

The description of a person’s character frequently involves not merely identifying individual 
passions, but seeing the passions in relation to each other. For example, strength of mind, another 
important character trait, is described… as the prevalence of the calm passions over the violent… I 
propose that on a Humean view, character is the structured set of relatively stable passions that 
give rise to a person’s actions.9 

This account has a high degree of plausibility. For a start, it is clear that Hume often 
invokes character in the causal explanation of action. But since, “Reason alone can never 

                                                                                                                                                   
Inc., 1987), pp. 207-15. Here Hume is concerned to deny that climate influences character, but this does not 
run against my claim, since I am merely supposing that climate can be used as an analogy for character, in 
that both involve complex systems with multiple different elements. I am not concerned with whether Hume 
may have actually intended the analogy in this way. 
8 Ólafur Ingólfsson, “The dynamic climate of Iceland” <http://www.hi.is/~oi/climate_in_iceland.htm> 
accessed 23/10/07. 
9 McIntyre, “Character: A Humean Account”, pp. 200-1. It is worth noting that McIntyre does hint that she 
may accept that passions are not the only element of character with her emphasis on ‘many’ character traits 
being identified as particular passions. Later she appears to qualify her claim, referring to “…character traits 
which are, for the most part, passions…” (p. 205, my emphasis), but in neither case does she clarify what 
else may be involved. It does, however, indicate that while my comments take the form of criticism, it is 
possible that McIntyre and I are not so radically opposed as it appears. 
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be a motive to any action of the will,” (T 2.3.3.1, 413) then character “must involve the 
passions.”10 Further, McIntyre is right that Hume, at least appears, to identify some 
character traits with passions. She refers to a passage from the Enquiry Concerning 
Human Understanding, where Hume declares, “Ambition, avarice, self-love, vanity, 
friendship, generosity, public spirit: these passions, mixed in various degrees… [are] the 
source of all human actions and enterprises.” (E 83) However, this passage, along with 
others that McIntyre cites,11 are far from conclusive evidence; in none of these places does 
Hume explicitly state that he is talking about character, and in the passage just quoted it 
seems likely that Hume is using his normal degree of literary flair. It is not clear that 
Hume would have, if pressed, maintained that all of the items on the list were, in fact, 
passions. ‘Public spirit’ in particular seems suspicious.12 

Inconclusive evidence is nonetheless evidence for McIntyre’s position. Once 
combined with the impotence of reason alone to motivate action it seems that character 
must involve the passions. But this is, perhaps, a little hasty. It is clear that one of the key 
uses to which Hume puts character is in the causal explanation of actions, but closer 
examination reveals that this is not the only thing character does for Hume. Character is 
also important insofar as it affects how others see us and in this sense Hume stresses that 
our natural abilities carry weight: “The figure a man makes in the world, the reception he 
meets with in company, the esteem paid him by his acquaintance; all these advantages 
depend almost as much upon his good sense and judgement, as upon any other part of his 
character.” (T 3.3.4.1, 607; E 316) 

In response to this it may be said that when we are interested in character we are, as 
Richard Brandt puts it, interested in “a fairly definite set of traits, roughly identical with 
the set of what have traditionally been called moral virtues or moral vices.”13 Something 
like this view is apparent in McIntyre’s restriction of character to a motivational role and 
is shared by John Bricke, when he says, Hume “typically restricts the class of character 
traits to those mental attributes which play a distinctive motivational role… [Character] 
does not include such mental qualities as ‘prudence, penetration, discernment, discretion.’ 
(E 313)”14 There appears to be little evidence to support such claims with respect to 
Hume. Hume clearly argues against any harsh separation of natural abilities from moral 
virtues, while recognising that they are not entirely identical. (T 3.3.4.1, 606) On this 
front, Hume comments, “Who did ever say, except by way of irony, that such a one was a 
man of great virtue, but an egregious blockhead?” (E 314) In this respect Hume is closer 
to Joel Kupperman: 

If character, in most of its uses, has to do with the ways in which we most commonly tend to think 
and act, then the thoughts and actions that are related to moral choice loom the largest… [But] it 
would be a mistake to link the concept of character too closely to morality… We tend to exclude 
from the realm of morality subtle patterns in human relationships that do much to affect the 

                                                 
10 McIntyre, “Character: A Humean Account”, p. 201. 
11 T 3.3.2.1, 592 – where excessive pride is designated a vice; T 2.3.3.8, 417 – where benevolence is treated, 
somewhat ambiguously, by Hume as a calm passion; and T 2.3.4.1, 419 – where Hume describes how a 
calm passion may become “a settled principle of action.” 
12 See T 3.2.1.11, 481. ‘Public spirit’ is more likely to feature as a passion for the Hume of the Enquiries 
than for the earlier Hume of the Treatise, owing to the shift in his opinion on benevolence, but the issue of 
changes from one to the other is too complex to raise here. The point remains, that public spirit is a dubious 
candidate both as a passion and as a character trait. 
13 Richard B. Brandt, “Traits of Character: A Conceptual Analysis”, American Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 
7, No. 1 (January 1970), p. 24. 
14 Bricke, “Hume’s Conception of Character”, p. 249. 
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happiness of friends and loved ones… yet something of this sort can play a major role in our 
account of a character.15 

In addition to the inclusion of natural abilities, such as good sense and judgement, in 
character, Hume considers education to be instrumental: “The great force of custom and 
education… mould the human mind from its infancy and form it into a fixed and 
established character.” (E 86) Of course, this only suggests that education has a causal 
influence on character; it remains silent on what actually constitutes character itself. 
Indeed, it would be quite reasonable to say that (a large part of) education consists in 
forming the passions, with the aim of establishing some strong, calm passions in the mind 
to regulate conduct in future. There is no doubt that this is a part of education, particularly 
moral education, from a Humean perspective, but it is not the only contribution that 
education makes to character formation. In “The Sceptic”, Hume writes: 

The prodigious effects of education may convince us, that the mind is not altogether stubborn and 
inflexible, but will admit of many alterations from its original make and structure. Let a man 
propose to himself the model of a character, which he approves: Let him be well acquainted with 
those particulars, in which his own character deviates from this model: Let him keep a constant 
watch over himself, and bend his mind, by a continual effort, from the vices, towards the virtues; 
and I doubt not but, in time, he will find, in his temper, an alteration for the better.16 

There is a lot going on in this passage, but it is clear that Hume is talking here about a 
kind of intentional habit-forming. In the following paragraph he discusses habit explicitly, 
before concluding, “Here then is the chief triumph of art and philosophy: It insensibly 
refines the temper, and it points out to us those dispositions which we should endeavour to 
attain, by a constant bent of the mind, and by repeated habit.”17 Such a ‘constant bent of 
the mind’ requires some kind of motivation behind it – Hume remarks that it requires “a 
man be, before-hand, tolerably virtuous” – so it is reasonable to conclude that it requires 
some kind of calm passion, but the habit formed through such procedures need not be a 
passion. Hume’s treatment here indicates that habits can have an influence on passions 
rather than be passions themselves.18 

To sum up, I claim, contra McIntyre, that character cannot be exhaustively explained 
through reference to the passions. Hume identifies natural abilities and the habits formed 
through education as constitutive of character. It is important to stress that I am in no way 
denying that the passions are vital to character; I am happy to concede that McIntyre is 
correct in saying that the most important role assigned to character by Hume is as the 
cause of actions and that as such passions are indispensable. What I deny is her apparent 
identity claim, “On a Humean view, character is the structured set of relatively stable 
passions that give rise to a person’s actions.”19 

The Second Claim: Character not Traits 

It may be thought that my emphasis on the heterogeneous nature of Hume’s comments 
on character will result in problems over the analysis of character traits, which may in turn 

                                                 
15 Joel Kupperman, Character (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp.7-8. 
16 Hume, Essays…, p. 170. In “The Sceptic” Hume is presenting views through the voice of an imagined 
Sceptic. It is, therefore, problematic to identify the Sceptic of the essay with Hume himself. However, the 
views presented in “The Sceptic” show a marked similarity to many of the views presented by Hume in his 
standard essays and philosophical works, making it reasonable to suppose that Hume is closer to the Sceptic 
than he is to the Epicurean, Stoic or Platonist. In the present case, compare the passage at T 3.2.2.4, 486. 
17 Hume, Essays…, p. 171. 
18 For further evidence that habits are included in character but are not passions see T 1.3.16.8-9, 178-9; E 
233; E 313. 
19 McIntyre, “Character: A Humean Account”, p. 201, my emphasis. 
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give rise to worries over the ascription of traits in practice. In brief, it may be objected that 
my version of Hume on character lacks explanatory simplicity. Consequently, there is a 
temptation to revise Hume’s approach and consider only the passions as constituting 
character. 

Worries such as these arise from the desire to explain character as a composite of 
character traits. But in practice, Hume’s accounts of character are complex and holistic. 
Once this is recognised, the temptation to reduce character to a set of discrete character 
traits loosens its grip. Hence my second claim, in showing climate to be a better analogy 
for character than sun, is that character is best understood as a complete system, rather 
than a set of object-like traits. This claim does not entail that we cannot talk about 
character traits, rather that character traits are not the ontological basis for character. Thus 
the worry that identifying traits with elements will be problematic is ameliorated, since 
such identification will not be our goal. 

It is interesting to note that the word ‘trait’, and consequently the composite ‘character 
trait’, does not appear in the Treatise, the Enquiries, the Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion, or the Essays.20, 21 The phrase ‘character trait’ is thus somewhat of an imposition 
on Hume. Perhaps not an unreasonable one, since Hume often talks of virtues in 
connection with character, and regularly uses what Brandt calls “character-trait-names,”22 
but when Hume gives examples of character, he generally gives long, complicated 
accounts, which involve character-trait-names, but which emphasise the way in which 
such qualities fit together. This, I submit, suggests that Hume did not intend character to 
be taken as a distinct set of traits, but as a composite of elements working together. 

To illustrate this point, consider the character of the soldier given in the essay “Of 
National Characters”: 

The uncertainty of their life makes soldiers lavish and generous, as well as brave: Their idleness, 
together with the large societies, which they form in camps or garrisons, inclines them to pleasure 
and gallantry: By their frequent change of company, they acquire good breeding and an openness 
of behaviour: Being employed only against a public and an open enemy, they become candid, 
honest, and undesigning: And as they use more the labour of the body than that of the mind, they 
are commonly thoughtless and ignorant.23 

Hume’s description is abstract, but it is a sketch of the whole character of the profession,  
including reference to the situations in which soldiers typically find themselves, details of 
their manners, as well as more readily identifiable virtues and vices, and their education or 
natural abilities. It is largely neutral in terms of what kind of thing character may be, but is 
more than a simple listing of traits which a soldier is likely to possess. Hume does, of 
course, use character-trait-names, but they are integrated into the character of the soldier 
as a whole. The account suggests that character is best investigated by looking for the 
ways in which the soldier’s lifestyle impacts on a whole range of mental, and perhaps 

                                                 
20 This claim is based upon searching the eTexts available from Project Gutenberg 
<http://www.gutenberg.org/browse/authors/h#a1440>, accessed 28th October 2007. Whether or not the word 
appears in the History of England I am unsure. 
21 There is a somewhat banal, but historically pertinent, explanation for this, in that the word ‘trait’ (in the 
sense of ‘character trait’) was available to Hume but not in widespread usage. This sense of the word first 
appears around the middle of the Eighteenth Century, according to the OED (‘trait6’, Oxford English 
Dictionary: Second Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989) from OED Online 
<http://dictionary.oed.com>), but it does not appear in Johnson’s Dictionary (Samuel Johnson, ‘trait’, A 
Dictionary of the English Language… (London: Strahan et. al., 1755-6), Vol. 2 from Gale Group, Eighteenth 
Century Collections Online <http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/ECCO>). 
22 Brandt, “Character Traits: A Conceptual Analysis”, p. 23. 
23 Hume, Essays…, p.199. 
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bodily, properties, rather than by looking for a property correspondent to (the traits of) 
bravery or gallantry. 

The impression that Hume is more interested in character as a whole is strengthened 
by examination of accounts given in his History of England. Here the accounts are of 
concrete individuals rather than abstract types. They are highly varied in their complexity 
and length, often owing to the historical significance of the person in question, but there 
are numerous instances of Hume integrating the characters in a fashion that resists their 
reduction to a list of distinct traits. He describes Alfred the Great’s character as “the model 
of that perfect character… which philosophers have been fond of delineating.” The 
explanation of this is that Alfred’s virtues are “tempered together”, “justly blended”, and 
that “he knew how to reconcile” various apparently opposing tendencies.24 King John’s 
character is “nothing but a complication of vices,” Henry VIII’s strong qualities are said to 
lack “the guidance of a regular and solid judgement,” whereas Elizabeth I’s “force of 
mind… controuled… her active and stronger qualities.”25 The references to tempering, 
blending, reconciling, complication, guidance and control between various supposed traits 
count against any attempt to see Hume’s characters as simple lists. 

Hume’s most notorious account of a character, that of Charles I, is similarly 
integrated. Hume begins by noting that “The character of this prince, as that of most men, 
if not all men, was mixed.” The account that follows lives up to the promise of the opening 
sentence: virtues are mixed with vices, manners, natural abilities, and beliefs, and Hume 
repeatedly refers to the difficulty of the situation in which Charles found himself.26 

To consider him in the most favourable light, it may be affirmed, that his dignity was free from 
pride, his humanity from weakness, his bravery from rashness, his temperance from austerity, his 
frugality from avarice… To speak most harshly of him, we may affirm, that many of his good 
qualities were attended with some latent frailty, which… was able, when seconded by the extreme 
malevolence of his fortune, to disappoint them of all their influence: His beneficent disposition 
was clouded by a manner not very gracious; his virtue was tinctured with superstition; his good 
sense was disfigured by a deference to persons of a capacity inferior to his own; and his moderate 
temper exempted him not from hasty and precipitate resolutions.27 

Hume does not mention a single character-trait-name independently. All of Charles’ 
qualities are placed in pairs or sets, and in many of these cases the one is not really 
comprehensible without reference to the other. Charles’ good qualities are described 
variously as ‘clouded’, ‘tinctured’, and ‘disfigured’; it is not that Charles is virtuous and 
also superstitious, but that his superstition modifies his virtuous qualities. 

The repeated references Hume makes to the multitude of ways in which different 
qualities interact or interfere with one another, shows that his conception of character is 
more holistic than is often appreciated. This makes it clear that the identification of traits 

                                                 
24 David Hume, A History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to The Revolution in 1688 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1983 (1778)), vol. 1, pp. 74-5, emphasis mine. Richard Dees picks up on 
Hume’s ascription of perfection to Alfred, arguing that it illustrates Hume’s elliptical claims at T 3.3.3.9, 
606. However, Hume observes towards the end of his character of Alfred, that it is only because Alfred lived 
in a “barbarous age,” lacking in “historians worthy to transmit his fame” with sufficient accuracy that we 
would be able to “at least perceive some of those small specks and blemishes, from which, as a man, it is 
impossible he could be entirely exempted.” Dees’ account of the complexity and conflict of Hume’s 
characters in the History is nonetheless exemplary, although I disagree with his concluding claim that “a 
perfect character is simply a collection of traits.” See Dees, “Hume on the Characters of Virtue”, Journal of 
the History of Philosophy, Vol. 35, No. 1 (January 1997), pp. 45-64, particularly 62-4. 
25 Hume, History…: John 1:452, Henry VIII 3:332, Elizabeth I 4:351. 
26 Somewhat perversely, Charles appears, on Hume’s portrayal, to be an example of “virtue in rags.” (T 
3.3.1.19, 584) 
27 Hume, History…, Vol. 5, p. 542, emphasis mine. 
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with elements is not Hume’s approach. The worry that recognition of the heterogeneous 
elements composing character will make trait analysis complicated is ameliorated, since 
the focus is on character as a whole rather than upon traits. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have argued that character, according to Hume, is a heterogeneous 
concept. It involves multiple elements of different kinds. These elements include the 
passions, as well as natural abilities and habits formed through education. While character 
can be identified with these elements, working together as a system, it is not the case that 
character traits can be identified with any one element. Indeed, identification of character 
traits with any particular element, or strictly designated set of elements, may often be a 
difficult or messy process, if not an impossible task. However, I have also argued that 
recognition of the holistic approach that Hume takes when he gives examples of characters 
resists the reduction of character to a simple set of traits, making identification of traits 
with elements less desirable as an approach. 

To return to the analogy with climate, it is possible to understand the elements 
contributing to character as analogous to those contributing to climate. They are real 
entities or processes and, as such, are actual or potential causes. A climate has certain 
features, such as being mild, humid or volatile, which can be explained by reference to the 
elements in the system, but it would be a mistake to attempt to identify these features with 
particular elements. Analogously, characters can be described through reference to certain 
traits, such as being generous, discrete or hasty, which can be explained by reference to 
the elements in the system, but it is mistaken to attempt to identify these traits with 
particular elements. 

 


