The thesis of

“Of the Immortality of the Soul”
There are no good metaphysical or moral arguments for the immortality of the soul.

Physical considerations actually favour the conclusion that it is mortal.

What assures us of the truth of this important fact is not

demonstrative reasoning

practical reasoning

or experience

but faith in the revealed doctrines of the Christian religion.

(Note that Hume could have been entirely sincere about this last point:  what in fact leads people to believe in immortality is their religious convictions.  Apart from those it has no basis.)

Why metaphysical arguments

are inadequate

These arguments are founded on the claim that only an indivisible substance can think, and that what is indivisible is incorruptible and so naturally immortal.

· but we have no idea of substance other than as something that is characterized by a collection of qualities

this means that we can’t rule out the possibility that the qualities of thought and will belong to the same substance as those of extension and divisibility

· we also have no idea of any power in causes that enables them to produce their effects

since thought is a regularly occurring effect of certain types of extended and divisible bodies, we are in no position to deny that those bodies cause thought

· supposing thought were only possible for an indivisible substance, we know from experience that this substance can lose its memories, alter its governing passions (and hence its character), and lose or gain powers of thought

at the extreme, this is tantamount to death of the person, even supposing the substance should endure, and allows for the possibility of different persons successively occupying the same substance

· if the argument for immortality is a good one, it further entails that the soul must always have existed

our lack of memory of any past existence makes us think that we were not around before the birth of our bodies and that what happened in earlier ages had nothing to do with us

but if that is the case of what happened before the birth of our bodies, it is likely what will happen after their death

· if the argument for immortality is a good one, it further entails that animals must have immortal souls, since they also think and will

but this is widely considered to be absurd

Why moral arguments

are inadequate

These arguments are based on the claim that there is an imperfect execution of the demands of justice in this life.

So the creator, being all good, must have prepared an afterlife in which the good will finally get their rewards and the wicked their punishments.

· But we cannot infer that a cause contains more than is requisite to produce its effect
This means that we cannot infer that the cause of the universe had any more benevolence or rectitude than is evidenced in designing this universe to function as it does

(or, if we ought to infer that the cause of the universe always does what is best, we cannot presume to know that what is best involves satisfying our notions of justice in an afterlife)

· in all of the animal creation, we see that the cause of the universe has given its creatures the capacities they need to continue to preserve themselves in a good state to the end of their allotted term of existence

Yet, supposing our term of existence extends beyond death, we were not provided with any instinct to do what is requisite to preserve ourselves from damnation

· so far as we can determine, everything that happens in the universe is a consequence of the will of the creator
So while we might punish wrong doers to deter others, or to remove them from our society because of their disruptive influence, it makes no sense for the creator to punish its creatures for doing what they were made to do

· the notions of punishment and reward only make sense in the context of our sentiments: we can only understand justice to involve rewards and punishments that arouse our approbation

But it does not arouse our approbation to contemplate punishments that are disproportioned to the crime

(we do not consider even the most horrid crimes to be punishable beyond a certain point)

Or a system of punishments and rewards that is baldly bivalent and insensitive to degrees

A summary of physical arguments

for mortality
· in sleep, in aging, and in disease we see that the condition of the body and that of the mind are linked.  This suggests that a yet greater damage to the body ought to produce a proportionate effect on the mind

· nothing can survive when transported into a very different environment

· nothing in the universe is permanent

· given their resemblance to us, animals must have souls as well, and supposing life distributed over all the habitable parts of the universe, there is no room left over for all the souls of the dead

· our insensibility before birth argues for a like state after death

· nature would not have given us such a horror of death if it were merely a transitional event
