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Abstract: The exploration of self-identity is a central theme in both philosophy and 

psychology, offering crucial insights into personal continuity and the nature of the self. David 

Hume's A Treatise of Human Nature presents a groundbreaking view that challenges the 

traditional notion of a stable, enduring self. Hume argues that the self is not a singular, 

unchanging entity but a fluid collection of perceptions, including sensory experiences, 

thoughts, and emotions, all in constant flux. This contrasts sharply with traditional 

psychological theories, which emphasize a consistent self-concept and stable personality 

traits. This paper integrates Hume's philosophical insights with contemporary psychological 

frameworks to develop a more nuanced understanding of self-identity as a complex, fluid, 

and context-sensitive construct. Hume's ideas on memory, imagination, and reflexive 

impressions extend traditional models of self-identity, offering a dynamic perspective that 

aligns with modern psychological theories emphasizing the evolving nature of personal 

identity. The integration of Hume's perspective has significant implications for clinical 

practice, suggesting the need for more flexible therapeutic approaches that acknowledge the 

dynamic nature of self-identity. This includes supporting individuals through identity 

transitions and embracing the variability in self-concept. By merging philosophical and 

psychological perspectives, this paper contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of 

self-identity, providing valuable insights for both theoretical exploration and practical 

application in psychological practice. 
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1. Introduction 

The exploration of self-identity remains a pivotal theme across both philosophical and psychological 

disciplines, serving as a fundamental aspect for understanding personal continuity and the nuanced 

nature of the self [1]. David Hume, in his seminal work A Treatise of Human Nature, provides a 

groundbreaking and challenging perspective that starkly deviates from traditional views[2]. Hume 

proposes that the self is not a permanent, unchanging entity; rather, it is a dynamic collection of 

shifting perceptions—encompassing sensory experiences, thoughts, and emotions, all in constant 

flux[3]. This empirical viewpoint critically challenges the prevailing notion of a stable, core self, 

Proceedings of  the 3rd International  Conference on Social  Psychology and Humanity Studies 
DOI:  10.54254/2753-7048/81/2025.20409 

© 2025 The Authors.  This  is  an open access article  distributed under the terms of  the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).  

63 



 

 

which is central to many conventional theories of personal identity, and advocates for a radical 

rethinking of how personal identity should be conceptualized. 

Traditional psychological theories, including trait theory, psychodynamic theory, humanistic 

psychology, and cognitive-behavioral models, have long emphasized a stable self-concept and a 

continuous personal identity[4, 5]. These models maintain that personality traits and internal 

structures are consistent over time, leading to a predictable and enduring self that guides behavior 

and shapes personal identity. Contrary to these views, David Hume introduces a new perspectives to 

extend these conventional psychological frameworks by suggesting that the self is not a static entity, 

but rather a temporary aggregation of various transient perceptions and experiences[6]. This 

innovative perspective challenges the traditional notion of an enduring self by positing that what we 

perceive as "self" is merely a collection of fleeting sensations and thoughts in continuous 

transformation[3, 7, 8]. 

Hume asserts that there is no underlying permanence connecting these perceptions, thereby 

questioning the continuity and constancy assumed by earlier psychological theories[9]. In the realm 

of modern psychological discourse, Hume’s ideas resonate with emerging theories that highlight the 

fluidity and dynamism of personal identity. Contemporary research increasingly acknowledges that 

identity is not a fixed construct but is continually shaped and reshaped through ongoing experiences 

and interactions within a social context[10, 11]. This modern understanding aligns with Hume’s 

assertion that the self is constantly being reconstructed, suggesting a more intricate interplay between 

internal perceptions and external influences in shaping personal identity. 

This paper aims to provide a sophisticated analysis of self-identity, emphasizing its complex, fluid, 

and context-sensitive nature through both philosophical and empirical lenses. By extending David 

Hume's philosophical insights beyond traditional psychological frameworks and integrating them 

with contemporary psychological theories, this work offers a comprehensive model for advancing the 

understanding of self-identity within the psychological sciences. This interdisciplinary approach not 

only deepens theoretical insights but also has substantial implications for clinical practice, including 

the development of more precise personality assessment models, the enhancement of therapeutic 

strategies for psychological disorders, and a more nuanced understanding of how cultural and 

contextual factors influence the construction of self-identity. 

2. Conceptualization of the Self through David Hume 

David Hume's characterization of the self as a bundle of perceptions marks a significant philosophical 

departure from the classical understanding of a coherent, unified self. In his exploration, Hume 

suggests that the self-comprises a dynamic series of different perceptions, including sensations, 

thoughts, and emotions, that occur in rapid succession[12]. These perceptions are in a state of constant 

flux, with no underlying essence to bind them together permanently. He vividly illustrates this 

concept by noting the transient nature of our internal experiences: "For my part, when I enter most 

intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or 

cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a 

perception, and never can observe anything but the perception"[2]. Hume’s observation underscores 

the notion that the traditional concept of a unified self is illusory; instead, what we consider 'self' is 

merely an assembly of these continuously changing perceptions. 

2.1. The Role of Memory in Perceived Continuity 

Hume further develops his theory by examining the role of memory in linking these fleeting 

perceptions across time, thereby forging what we perceive as personal identity. He argues that 

memory, while pivotal in connecting past experiences to the present, is itself just another type of 
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perception, prone to the same transient and fallible nature as other sensory experiences[13, 14]. The 

perceived continuity of the self is thus not an inherent attribute but rather a narrative constructed by 

the mind from these individual perceptions recalled over time[2, 15]. This perspective challenges the 

metaphysical understanding of identity, suggesting instead that our sense of self-continuity is a 

psychological construct, shaped and reshaped by the selective recall of past perceptions. 

2.2. Imagination and the Construction of Identity 

Expanding on the implications of his theory, Hume suggests that the identity we attribute to ourselves 

and others is largely a product of the imagination[9, 16]. The human mind instinctively searches for 

patterns and connections among experiences, synthesizing our varied and unrelated perceptions into 

a semblance of coherence. This process results in what is perceived as the enduring self. Hume argues 

that this constructed identity is reinforced through the consistency of specific patterns of perception 

and behavior over time, which leads to the belief in a persistent self[2, 17, 18]. However, he contends 

that this sense of a continuous self is merely a practical fiction, a construct of the imagination that 

facilitates our interactions with the world and helps us make sense of our experiences[19]. 

By suggesting that both memory and imagination play crucial roles in forming the self, Hume’s 

bundle theory offers a framework that sees personal identity not as a fixed essence but as an ongoing 

psychological narrative. This narrative is contingent upon the mind's ability to link together a series 

of disparate perceptions and to create a story of continuity where there is none inherently[20, 21].  

3. Traditional Psychological Perspectives on Self-Identity 

Traditional psychological models have shaped our understanding of self-identity by emphasizing a 

stable and continuous personal identity. These models view self-identity as a constant framework 

guiding behavior over time. Hume's bundle theory challenges this by offering a dynamic, fragmented 

view of identity, which extends and complements these traditional perspectives. 

3.1. Fragmentation vs. Continuity of Self 

Traditional psychological theories, such as those rooted in Trait Theory and Psychodynamic Theory, 

emphasize the continuity and stability of the self[5, 22]. These models suggest that self-concept is a 

relatively constant and enduring entity, shaped by stable personality traits or internal psychic 

structures that persist over time[23]. Hume’s bundle theory, however, introduces the idea that the self 

is not a single, continuous entity but rather a collection of discrete and ever-changing perceptions, 

sensations, and thoughts. This fragmentation of self-identity challenges the traditional view, 

suggesting that what we perceive as a coherent self is merely a mental construct, a narrative woven 

by the mind to impose order on a constantly shifting array of experiences[9]. This dynamic view can 

help explain why individuals may exhibit different aspects of their personality in different situations, 

without necessarily losing the coherence of their identity. 

3.2. Reflexive Impressions and the Construction of Self 

Hume’s concept of reflexive impressions—emotional responses and sentiments that arise from 

perceptions—also offers a significant extension to traditional psychological theories[24, 25]. In 

traditional models, self-concept is often seen as something that is developed early in life and remains 

relatively stable, influenced by internal traits, early experiences, and cognitive frameworks[26]. 

Hume, however, posits that self-identity is not derived from a pre-existing self but is constructed 

through interactions with external objects and experiences[27]. Reflexive impressions, in Hume’s 
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view, shape how we perceive ourselves, and these impressions are fluid, changing with new 

experiences. 

This idea extends traditional psychological theories by emphasizing the relational aspect of self-

identity. It suggests that self-concept is not just an internal construct but is also deeply influenced by 

external relationships and interactions. This view aligns with and enhances theories in social and 

cultural psychology that emphasize the role of social context and cultural factors in shaping self-

identity[28]. It suggests that self-concept is not just a reflection of internal traits but is also a product 

of ongoing interactions with the external world. 

3.3. Morality, Sentiment, and Self-Identity 

Hume’s distinction between the roles of morality and reason in shaping behavior and self-identity 

also contributes to extending traditional psychological theories. In traditional models, moral 

reasoning is often seen as a rational process that shapes an individual’s behavior and self-concept[29]. 

Hume, however, argues that moral judgments are rooted in sentiment and emotional responses rather 

than reason[30]. This view highlights the importance of emotions in shaping self-identity, suggesting 

that our sense of self is closely tied to our moral sentiments. 

This perspective extends traditional psychological theories by emphasizing the role of emotions in 

the construction of self-concept. It suggests that self-identity is not just a cognitive or rational 

construct but is also deeply emotional, shaped by our feelings and moral sentiments. This perspective 

is consistent with contemporary research on the affective-representational circuitry, which posits that 

emotions play a crucial role in the formation and maintenance of self-perception and identity in 

psychological processes [31]. 

4. Contemporary Psychological Perspectives on Self-Identity 

Modern psychological theories mirrors Hume's assertion that identity is fluid and subject to change. 

This alignment can be seen in several key theoretical developments that further expand on Hume’s 

ideas and their implications for understanding self-identity today. 

Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development is a prime example of this connection. Erikson 

emphasizes that identity formation is not a static event, but an ongoing process influenced by various 

life stages and experiences, particularly during adolescence[32]. As individuals encounter new 

challenges and environments, their perceptions and self-concept evolve, reflecting Hume’s notion 

that identity is not fixed but dynamically shaped by changing circumstances. 

Further extending Hume’s perspective is the field of narrative identity theory. This approach posits 

that individuals construct their sense of self through the stories they tell about their lives[33]. The 

narrative identity perspective aligns with Hume's critique of a fixed self, suggesting that identity is 

not an unchanging essence but rather a dynamic narrative formed through continuous interactions and 

experiences. Through storytelling, individuals create a coherent sense of self that, while fluid, 

provides continuity over time. 

The recognition of identity’s fluidity also has significant practical implications for psychological 

well-being and mental health care. As modern psychology increasingly acknowledges, a flexible 

approach to identity can be crucial for mental health, particularly when helping individuals navigate 

identity-related challenges such as life transitions or crises[34]. This understanding echoes Hume’s 

insights into the variability and context-dependency of personal identity, encouraging a more nuanced 

and adaptive approach to mental health care[35]. By considering the diverse and evolving nature of 

self-concept, practitioners can better support individuals in developing resilient and authentic 

identities. In summary, contemporary psychological perspectives on self-identity strongly resonate 
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with and extend Hume’s philosophical insights, highlighting the fluid, narrative, and context-

dependent nature of personal identity and its implications for psychological practice and well-being. 

5. Implications for Psychological Practice and Research 

The integration of Hume’s philosophical perspective with traditional psychological theories on self-

identity has significant implications for both psychological practice and research. Hume’s view of the 

self as a fluid and dynamic construct challenges the conventional understanding of identity as a stable 

and enduring entity, offering new avenues for therapeutic approaches and research paradigms. 

5.1. Therapeutic Flexibility and Adaptive Interventions 

In psychological practice, Hume’s insights suggest the need for greater flexibility in therapeutic 

approaches. Traditional therapies often focus on reinforcing stable aspects of self-identity, such as 

core personality traits and long-standing cognitive patterns[36]. However, if self-identity is seen as 

fluid and context-dependent, as Hume proposes, therapists might need to shift their focus toward 

helping clients navigate the dynamic aspects of their identities. This could involve fostering 

adaptability and resilience in the face of change, guiding clients through identity transitions, and 

exploring how external circumstances and relationships influence their sense of self. For instance, 

therapeutic interventions could be designed to help individuals recognize and embrace the variability 

in their self-concept, rather than striving for an unrealistic sense of consistency. This might involve 

techniques that encourage clients to explore different aspects of their identity, understand the context 

in which these aspects emerge, and integrate these diverse self-perceptions into a cohesive yet flexible 

self-concept. 

5.2. Expanding Research Methodologies 

From a research perspective, Hume’s ideas invite a broader exploration of how self-identity is 

constructed and maintained. Traditional psychological research often prioritizes the measurement of 

stable traits and cognitive frameworks. However, integrating Hume’s philosophy could lead to the 

development of new research methodologies that better capture the fluidity and complexity of self-

identity. Researchers might explore longitudinal studies that track changes in self-concept over time, 

examining how different life events, social contexts, and emotional experiences contribute to shifts 

in identity. Such research could provide valuable insights into how individuals navigate identity 

changes throughout their lives, shedding light on the processes that promote psychological well-being 

during periods of transition. Additionally, qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews 

and narrative analysis, could be particularly useful in exploring the dynamic nature of self-

identity[37]. These methods would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how individuals 

perceive and articulate their sense of self, providing a richer and more detailed picture of identity 

construction than traditional quantitative measures alone. 

6. Conclusion 

Hume’s philosophy offers a crucial historical foundation that enriches our understanding of self-

identity in contemporary psychological science. By extending beyond stable aspects of self-identity 

and encourages dynamic status of self-identity offers integrated perspective and valuable insights for 

psychological theory and practice. It encourages a more flexible and adaptive approach to 

understanding and supporting self-identity, recognizing the complex interplay between stability and 

change in the human experience. This perspective continues to influence and inform the development 

of psychological theories on identity in the modern era. 
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