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The author presents an interpretation of the relation of resemblance in David Hume’s 

Treatise on Human Nature, concentrating particularly on Books I and II. In Hume’s 

work, resemblance appears both as a philosophical relation and as a psychological 

associative relation. Also, it is distinguished from the relation of identity, though it 

does contribute to different ‘fictions’ of identity, including the identity of the person. 

The author’s interpretation takes into account these complexities and offers a 

nominalist―and, by implication, a culturally-relativist―reading of Hume, drawing in 

particular on the work of Nelson Goodman.  

After a useful and concise introduction, the first part of the thesis discusses the 

role of resemblance in the work of Locke and Burke, for whom the ability to find 

resemblances between things is a characteristic of the faculty of wit, and is thought to 

be particularly apt in bringing intellectual pleasure. These two authors, it is then 

shown, treat the faculty of judgement as one that contrasts with wit by drawing on our 

ability to distinguish between things. This short treatment of the views of Locke and 

Burke is certainly of interest in itself, but, as far as I can see, it has only a tangential 

relation to the main concerns of the thesis. 

The second part embarks on the interpretation Hume’s theory of resemblance 

as it is expounded in Book I of the Treatise. Among other things, the author observes 

that resemblance is exceptional among the principles of association as it is the only 

one of the three that can be understood independently of how objects are presented 

to sense perception. The author also notices the peculiar psychophysiology that seems 

to underlie Hume’s theory of association, such that there is a conscious and a physical 

side to the different associative relations. Of particular significance is the clear account 

of the difference between Locke and Hume on simple ideas―the author convincingly 

argues that Locke’s concern is with conceptual minima, while Hume is concerned with 

sensory minima. Also of note is the author’s discussion of distinctions of reason, a 

subject of considerable importance given Hume’s rejection of abstract ideas.  

In the third part, Hume is interpreted as sharing with Goodman a fundamental 

opposition to the intuitive view that the resemblance between two things can be 

understood in terms of their sharing a property. The author makes a concerted effort 

to read Hume’s diverse claims about resemblance in the light of Goodman’s radical 



nominalism. Resemblances, on this view, are not discovered so much as constructed, as 

evinced in the use of metaphor which, it is held by Goodman, does not reflect the 

salience of existing resemblance, but rather establishes that salience (‘Až obraznost ... 

činí konkrétní podobnosti relevantními a v jistém smyslu je tedy vytváří’) (p. 43). In the fourth 

part, as the author turns to the later books of the Treatise, it becomes clear that this 

constructivist approach is grounded not in individual creativity, but in the practice of 

the wider culture, and stress is placed on the role of upbringing and the social 

emotions in establishing the resemblances between things that association exploits. 

Though it is not explicitly stated, the result is, I think, that Hume’s overall position 

becomes a form of cultural relativism in which reality is the product of the ‘world-

making’ activity of a given community. 

This reading of Hume on resemblance has much to offer. In particular, it can 

explain why some rather than other resemblances are hit on by the association of 

ideas, and it can make sense of Hume’s own tendency to treat the mind as ‘spreading 

itself on objects’. It also has the advantage of providing a coherent reading of the 

Treatise as a whole, using the Second Book to shed light on the First Book. Further, 

this picture of Hume is backed up here by many different sources, both in Hume’s 

own writing, in the secondary literature, and in the work of such diverse philosophers 

as Deleuze, Bergson and Goodman.  

Certain questions are, however, raised by the interpretation, including the 

following, which should be addressed at the defence: 

(i) The claim by Goodman that every pair of objects has the same number of 

common properties (p. 38) is one that could be made out in greater 

detail. One natural objection to this view is that it overlooks the 

distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic properties. Goodman’s claim 

may be true of extrinsic properties, i.e. ones that make reference to other 

things. Thus (a) the five-crown coin in my pocket and (b) my thought 

about the weather, may share an indefinite number of extrinsic 

properties―they both belong to me, they both occur in Prague, neither 

are identical with the sun, etc, etc. It is unlikely, however, that (a) and (b) 

have as many intrinsic properties (of internal constitution, duration, form, 

etc) in common as do (a) the five-crown coin in my pocket and (c) the 

five-crown coin in your pocket. 

(ii) Hume famously refers to our putative ability to evoke the idea of a 

missing shade of blue in the absence of any foregoing impression of that 



missing shade. This would seem to assume a given quality-space in 

colour vision, with a pattern of intrinsic resemblance. The author, 

however, dismisses this example with the brisk assertion that ‘toto 

uspořádání ... nelze určit absolutně. Podléhá opět okolnostem a požadavkům praxe’ 

(p. 39). I would like to see clarification of this claim. My impression is, 

here and elsewhere, that the Goodmanian interpretation may not be 

doing.justice to Hume’s concern with the intrinsic characteristics of 

conscious sensation. 

(iii) Hume explains the generality of thought by the use of signs and the role 

of a ‘revival set’ of particular ideas which become associated with the 

sign in question (as outlined by the author on pp. 29-30). But this 

arguably assumes the relation of resemblance between the individual 

tokens of the sign (say, the sound ‘horse’ spoken on different occasions), 

something that the author, I think, recognises in footnote 129 (p. 34). 

Does not this interpretation then―just like the intuitive one ―end up 

attributing a question-begging position on resemblance to Hume? 

 

Overall this is a mature and creative piece of philosophical interpretation that 

shows a good knowledge of the specialist discussion. The author has a perceptive and 

insightful knowledge of the complexities of Hume’s thought on resemblance, and his 

reflection on that thought is both original and subtle. I fully recommend the thesis for 

defence and, if that defence is adequately conducted, I would recommend the top 

grade (výborný). 
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