Reading 24.  James Giles, The No-Self Theory: Hume, Buddhism, and Personal Identity 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction

1.
What is unjustifiably assumed by philosophers who ask what gives persons their identity over time?


II.
Hume’s No-Self Theory

1.
How does Hume’s doctrine of impressions and ideas lead him to conclude that we have no genuine idea of a self?

2.
According to Hume, what induces us to attribute identity to something, when in fact there is diversity and no identity?

3.
According to Hume, in what sense is it permissible to call two things (such as a church before and after it was rebuilt) the same that are in fact different?


III.
Buddhist No-Self Theory

1.
What is the Buddhist distinction between discourse of direct meaning and discourse of indirect meaning?  Do the words “I” and “self” have direct meaning or only indirect meaning?
2.
According to the Buddha, what is the most important characteristic that something must have if it is to be considered a self? Does anything in our experience have this characteristic?
3.
According to Nagasena, how is the meaning of the word “Nagasena” similar to the meaning of the word “chariot”?
4.
Why was Descartes mistaken in his statement “I think, therefore I am”? What was Descartes actually aware of?

5.
Why does the phrase “It thinks” not require an actual subject that is doing the thinking?


IV.
An Expansion of the No-Self Theory

1.
When we enter a psychological or emotional state that seems to depend on an instantaneous awareness of self, what is actually occurring?

2.
According Buddhism, why can none of the five elements (physical form, perceptions, feelings, motives, and consciousness) be identified with the self?

3.
What leads us to mistakenly identify the self with one or more of the five elements?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Is anything in you identical from one moment to the next?

2.
What does your name refer to?

3.
Does the act of thinking imply that there is a subject that thinks?

4.
Does conventional language mislead us into thinking that we have a self?

5.
Is what seems to be an instantaneous awareness of self simply a composite of related images and feelings that we have about ourselves at that moment?
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