Treatise 2.1.11
On Sympathy

Opening problem:

We are proud of ourselves on account of the good opinion others have of us.

(this is why we care about our reputations)

But, according to the theory, the causes of pride are supposed to be things related to us that produce an immediate pleasure.

This suggests that contemplating the good opinions others have of us must be pleasing to us.

Why should this be?

To answer this question Hume develops a theory of sympathy.

This theory proves to have application beyond the immediate question at hand.

It ends up being one of the pillars of his account of ethics.
What sympathy is
Sympathy is not a passion.

It is rather a tendency to feel the passions of others.

What is obvious about sympathy

and what needs to be explained
It is a matter of fact that we sympathize.

e.g., that if we are in the presence of people who are happy we feel better ourselves

It is also obvious what happens when we sympathize.

· we first see the effects of passion in the countenance and behaviour of others
· reasoning from effect to cause leads us to form ideas of the passions that cause those effects
· these ideas are enlivened to the point where they are converted into impressions, so that we end up feeling the very same passions that others feel
What needs to be explained is what causes this enlivening of the idea into an impression

that it occurs is beyond question

how it occurs is what is at issue

Hume’s explanation

The inference from the impressions of the effects of passion in others to the idea of the passion that causes them itself transmits vivacity to the idea of the passion.
because passions arise in us as effects of ideas rather than from external causes, …

… there is an especially close connection between lively ideas of a passion and the passion itself

e.g., lively ideas of pain readily turn into pain

But this is not the whole story
(It does not explain why we sympathize more with some people and less with others.)

The further explanation
The lively idea “or rather impression” of ourselves is always intimately present to us.

Consequently, whatever resembles us …

(other people like us)

… or is spatially or temporally contiguous to us …

(our neighbours and contemporaries)

… or is causally related to us …

(our relatives)

… is conceived with extra vivacity transmitted by the associated impression of self.

So, when you form an idea of the passion of another …

… that idea does not only acquire vivacity from the impression of the effects of the passion in the other person

… if the person is associated with you, the association transmits vivacity from the impression of yourself to the idea of the passion, …

… further enlivening it to the point of turning into an impression.
A problem with this explanation
In Treatise 1.4.6 Hume denied that we have any impression of the self.

Some responses to this difficulty
· Admit that Hume contradicted himself, perhaps because Book 1 was actually written after Books 2 and 3

· Appeal to Hume’s distinction between personal identity “as regards our thought or imagination” and “as regards our passions or the concern we take in ourselves”

· Note that Hume never denied that we have an idea of the self (indeed, a very lively one).  He only denied that our idea of the self is the idea of a single thing that remains identical over time

Application of the account of sympathy

to the phenomenon of pride in the good opinions of others
When others praise us or think well about us, it is because something about us pleases them.
So we take their praise or esteem to be the effects of a feeling of pleasure they have.

Sympathy leads us to feel this same pleasure.

But the cause of the pleasure is a quality others perceive in us.

So here we have a case of an object (a quality of ourselves) that gives pleasure (albeit indirectly, by sympathy with the pleasure of others).

According to the theory, that ought to make us feel pride.
Explanations of particular phenomena

· Not everyone’s praise makes us feel proud

(e.g., if an enemy or a fool praises us, we don’t feel especially proud)

(This suggests that we are not innately so constituted as to find praise pleasing, which confirms that some indirect account, like that provided by the theory, must be correct)

· Not all praises make us feel proud

(e.g., if someone praises us for a quality that we don’t value, we don’t feel proud)

(This must be because the opinions of others fail to win us over to their view, so we can’t share in their pleasure.)

· Why disgraced individuals prefer to move out of town
