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Abstract

This paper employs Hume’s bundle theory of perception, the primacy of
embodied impressions, and the centrality of passions to examine the ontological
status of artificial intelligence. It argues that Al merely simulates the functional
form of Humean perceptual association, yet lacks the embodied experience and
passions that constitute genuine human subjectivity. This ontological boundary
redefines ethical and political accountability in algorithmic systems: responsi-
bility inheres in human actors rather than machines. By Humean empiricism,
this paper rethinks the human and the political in the age of Al rejecting the
myth of Al Subjectivity while affirming the irreplaceability of embodied human
agency.
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Introduction

his paper takes Hume’s bundle theory of perception, em-

bodied impressions, and passions as its philosophical
framework to address the question of Al Subjectivity. It argues that
Al can only simulate the functional form of Humean perceptual
association, yet lacks the embodied experience and passions that
constitute genuine human subjectivity. This ontological boundary
between human and machine redefines ethical and political ac-
countability in Al systems: responsibility lies not with machines,
but with human designers, users, and institutions. By grounding
the analysis in Hume’s empiricism, this study rethinks the meaning
of the human and the political in the age of artificial intelligence,
rejecting the myth of Al Subjectivity while affirming the irre-
placeable core of human embodied and political agency.

1. Hume’s Deconstruction of Traditional Subjectivity: The
Paradigm Shift from Substance to Function

Having established the core research question in the intro-
duction, this chapter first reconstructs Hume’s empiricist theory of
subjectivity, which serves as the philosophical foundation for the
entire analysis. Hume’s bundle theory rejects the substantial self,
redefines personal identity as a psychological construction of
perceptions, and emphasizes that passions are the core of human
subjectivity. This chapter also clarifies the critical gap in Hume’s
theory in the Appendix, correcting long-standing misinterpreta-
tions in existing scholarship. In A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume
launches a subversive challenge to Descartes’ transcendental subject
of "cogito, ergo sum" and proposes his famous metaphor of the
"theater of the mind": "The mind is a kind of theater where several
perceptions successively make their appearance... There is properly
no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different times."! This

! In A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume states in Book 1, Part 4, Section 6 "Of
Personal Identity": "The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions
successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an
infinite variety of postures and situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at
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Al SUBJECTIVITY WITHOUT EMBODIMENT

"Bundle Theory of Perception"? dismantles the cognitive subject
into a dynamic aggregate of discrete perceptions, negating the ex-
istence of any constant substantial self. Hume does not regard
personal identity as sheer fiction; rather, introspection reveals no
enduring substantial self, and personal identity is a psychological
construction formed by the association of perceptions?. Its origin
lies in the psychological habit triggered by repeated experiences,
rather than in metaphysical substance.* In A Treatise of Human
Nature, Hume’s deconstruction of traditional subjectivity presents a
clear double logical progression: First, at the epistemological level,
his radical empiricism negates the transcendental subject status of
Descartes’ "cogito," reducing human cognition to a dynamic ag-
gregate of discrete "perceptions.” He argues that causal relation-
ships are not necessary laws but mere "habitual associations" based
on resemblance and contiguity, thereby grounding the legitimacy of
cognition entirely in the natural associations of empirical elements.®
Subsequently, at the ethical level, Hume did not lapse into complete
nihilism despite the deconstruction of the cognitive subject. Instead,
by affirming passions such as pleasure and pain as the primary
drivers of behavior, he preserved the core status of "passion-based
subjectivity," emphasizing that the foundation of moral judgment
resides in emotion rather than reason—with reason serving merely
as an instrument for passionate goals.® This emphasis on pas-
sionate motivation essentially reserves a functional existential space
for subjectivity in the field of practical philosophy. The two layers
of logic echo each other: the former breaks the metaphysical illu-

one time, nor identity in different; whatever natural propension we may have to
imagine that simplicity and identity." Hume, 7reat. 1.4.6.4

2 The "Bundle Theory of Perception" is a summary of Hume’s philosophy of
mind, referring to his theoretical stance that negates the independent substantial
self and argues that the mind is composed of perceptions (impressions and ideas)
connected through principles of association. In A Treatise of Human Nature,
Book 1, Part 4, Section 6, Hume explicitly states: "The self is nothing but a bundle
or collection of different perceptions which succeed each other with an incon-
ceivable rapidity."

3 Hume, Treat. 1.4.6.4. Cf. Vavouras, 2024.

“In A Treatise of Human Nature 1.4.6, Hume emphasizes that personal
identity is a fiction constructed by the imagination through the principles of
association, rather than a substantial existence.

5 Hume, Treat. 1.3.14.

6 Hume, Treat. 2.3.3.
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sion of the transcendental subject, while the latter finds a new
anchor for subjectivity within the empiricist framework—namely,
the practical agency demonstrated through passionate experiences.
This tension between deconstruction and reconstruction precisely
provides a key entry point for analyzing AI Subjectivity: if sub-
jectivity can be manifested as a functional combination of cognitive
integration and passion motivation independent of substantial
existence, then whether the algorithmic operations of Al could
possess similar "functional-subjective"? traits become a philo-
sophical proposition worthy of inquiry. This dual deconstruc-
tion-reconstruction of subjectivity in Hume’s philosophy paves the
way for examining its technological instantiation in AI—a mapping
that reveals both isomorphism and ontological divide in the di-
mension of embodied experience. In the Appendix to A Treatise of
Human Nature, Hume confesses a fatal gap in his bundle theory: he
can describe how perceptions are associated, but cannot explain
their unification into a single consciousness. This proves Hume is
not a strict metaphysical bundle theorist; this very tension in
Hume’s own system becomes the critical philosophical test for any
claim to artificial subjectivity.® This dual framework provides the
strict criterion by which we may judge the claim of Al to subjec-
tivity, as Strawson (2011) clarifies the unresolved tension in
Hume’s bundle theory?.

2. Humean Mapping of AI's Cognitive Model: From Perceptual
Associations to Algorithmic Integration

The Functional Parallel and Ontological Boundary Between Al
and Humean Cognition. Building on Hume’s theory of subjectivity,
this chapter examines the cognitive architecture of modern Al,
revealing a limited functional parallel between AI’s data association
and Hume’s perceptual association. However, this chapter
demonstrates that this is only a formal similarity: Al lacks the
embodied impressions and passions that constitute genuine
Humean subjectivity, drawing an absolute ontological boundary

7 Quasi-subjective functionalism: the view that subjectivity reduces to
computational efficacy, which this paper rejects entirely.

8 Hume, Treat. Appendix.

9 Strawson, 2011.
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between human and machine. Hume’s deconstruction of the "selt"
in A Treatise of Human Nature provides a precise theoretical co-
ordinate for understanding Al Subijectivity. He sharply notes:
"When [ enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always
stumble on some particular perception or other... I can never catch
myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe
anything but the perceptions." (Hume, 7reat. 1.4.6.3) The core of
this "Bundle Theory" lies in negating any substantial existence
independent of perceptions—be it Descartes’ "cogito" or Al's "al-
gorithmic subject." As Zhao, T. Y. (2020, p.35) points out, Al lacks
"reflexive self-awareness," which confirms Hume’s assertion that
the self is a dynamic connection of perceptual bundles—human
subjectivity originates from the perceptual flow of embodied ex-
periences (such as the continuous interaction of touch and pas-
sions), whereas Al’s self-simulation (e.g., chatbots claiming to
‘understand you’) lacks the grounding of Humean ’embodied
bundles of perceptions,” consequently, it remains a symbolic empty
shell.'® The cognitive architecture of modern connectionist Al
bears a limited functional parallel to Hume’s empiricist philosophy:
both reject the transcendental subject, but Al lacks the embodied
impressions and passions that define Humean subjectivity.!! This
is a formal similarity, not an ontological equivalence—avoiding any
category mistake of equating algorithmic simulation with human
subjectivity. This Humean mapping is most conspicuously reflected
in the functional isomorphism  between Al's "in-
put-processing-output" mechanism and the human cognitive flow,
which can be analyzed specifically from three dimensions: the
epistemological starting point, the integration mechanism, and the
behavioral drive.

(1) Data Encoding: The Difference in Epistemological Starting
Points from "Embodied Impressions” to "Symbolic Inputs"

Hume strictly distinguishes between "impressions" and "ide-
as," emphasizing the priority of "impressions" as embodied expe-
riences: "The most lively thought is still inferior to the dullest

10 Zhao, 2020: 32—41.
" Hume, Treat. 1.4.6; Strawson, 2014.
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sensation" (Hume, 7Treat. 1.1.1.1). For example, human cognition of
"fire" originates from the scorching red light (impression) in vision,
the burning pain (impression) in touch, and the avoidance emotion
triggered thereby—these multi-dimensional embodied experiences
constitute the meaningful complex of "fire." Hume particularly
stresses that the "vivacity" of impressions is not merely physical
stimulation but also includes the passionate quality of
"pain-pleasure," which is an "original existence" irreducible to
reason (Hume, 7reat. 2.3.3.5). Ideas, by contrast, are faint replicas
of impressions in memory, dependent on impressions for existence.
This principle of "impression priority" parallels the foundational
role of data input in Al algorithms: image recognition models rely
on pixel matrices, while language models depend on symbolic
sequences, analogous to how human cognition begins with the
capture of sensory impressions. While Bender et al. (2021) criticize
large models like ChatGPT as "statistically grounded text genera-
tors without semantic grounding'—their text generation relies
solely on symbolic probability, never touching the embodied ex-
periential foundation of human language (e.g., "pain" requires
association with physiological impressions, but Al only recognizes
textual labels). This "speech without impressions" essentially
represents a fundamental departure from Hume’s empiricist se-
mantics. 2

However, the essential difference between the two lies in the
presence or absence of "embodiment." Human sensory impressions
are inherently embedded in biological survival contexts, carrying
phenomenal qualities and passionate values—seeing "flames" is not
merely the physical reception of light wave frequencies, but also
correlates with the avoidance instinct of "burning pain" and pas-
sionate memories of "warmth and comfort," forming an embodied
experiential entity. Al’s "data impressions" (such as RGB matrices
for images or word vectors for language) are disembodied symbols
stripped of the passionate qualia described by Hume. When a
robot’s infrared sensor detects "flame temperature,” its output
values lack the embodied association of human "burning
pain-fear"—just as Hume revealed in his "missing shade of blue"
thought experiment (Hume, 77reat. 1.1.1.10), symbols untouched by

12 Bender et al., 2021: 610-623.
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embodied experience cannot generate authentic ideas.!® This
‘de-embodiment of direct experience’ is succinctly captured by
Hume’s paradox and empirically validated in contemporary cri-
tique—as Gallagher (2017) confirms through mirror neuron studies,
human cognition is inherently enactive—a dimension absent in Al,
which Hume’s ‘bundle theory’ anticipates as a limitation of dis-
embodied association. Both expose the futility of disembodied
algorithmic symbolic operations without experiential grounding.
ATl’s disembodied data can never replicate Humean impressions,
which are rooted in bodily feeling, pain, pleasure, and passion. This
is not a minor difference but an ontological boundary that inval-
idates any claim to Al having genuine subjectivity. (Xu, 2013: 125)
extends the "Chinese Room" argument to demonstrate that Al
language processing involves merely symbolic computation, lack-
ing the semantic understanding supported by embodied experi-
ences (e.g., "pain" requires association with physiological impres-
sions, while AI only recognizes textual labels). This fundamentally
contradicts Hume’s view that "the meaning of language originates
from embodied impressions," exposing the empty-shell nature of
AT’s semantic comprehension (Xu, 2013: 125). 4. Hume’s propo-
sition that "there can be no true ideas without impressions"
transforms into the dilemma of "no meaning without experience" in
the context of AI—AI's symbolic operations always operate within
a closed loop of data, unable to establish the referential relationship
between symbols and the world through embodied experience like
humans. The generation of its "ideas" is essentially a logical de-
duction of "symbols from symbols," rather than an empirical
mapping of "ideas from impressions" !5 as Shapiro (2019)
demonstrates, disembodied algorithms cannot replicate Humean
impressions.

13" Chatzidimitriou & Triantari, 2025.

1% Xu, 2013: 123-130.

5 Al's data inputs (such as image pixels and word vectors) are decontex-
tualized symbolic representations stripped of the embodiment of human sensory
impressions (e.g., the burning sensation and passionate value of fire), leading to
the generation of its "ideas" being symbolic logical deduction rather than the
empirical mapping of "ideas from impressions" as described by Hume (Shapiro,
2019).

16 Shapiro, 2019: 3517-3534.
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(2) Algorithmic Induction: The Difference in Cognitive
Mechanisms from "Habitual Associations" to "Statistical Correla-
tions"

While the epistemological starting points differ fundamentally,
the cognitive integration mechanisms of Al and Humean mind
further reveal their functional resonance— yet with crucial modal
distinctions. "Hume attributes human cognitive integration to the
"principles of association"—discrete perceptions form psychological
connections through resemblance, spatiotemporal contiguity, and
causal relations, ultimately constituting coherent experience !’. For
instance, "thunder" and "lightning" are associated as a causal re-
lationship due to their frequent sequential occurrence. This "ha-
bitual association" is essentially a psychological inertia triggered by
repeated experiences, serving as the core mechanism for human
knowledge inference.

AT’s algorithmic design precisely simulates this associative
logic but essentially transforms it into a data-driven statistical
computing system. Contemporary language models simulate
Hume’s principle of association by resemblance through statistical
patterns in data, mirroring the psychological associations central to
Hume’s theory.

However, there is a fundamental difference between Al "as-
sociation" and human association. Human association is deeply
rooted in individual experiences: when mentioning "hospital,"
different people activate exclusive memory fragments (such as the
smell of disinfectant or a specific medical experience), and these
embodied experiences form the meaningful foundation of associ-
ation. In contrast, Al association relies entirely on data statistics:
the semantic meaning of "hospital" in the model is determined
solely by the frequency of words co-occurring with it in the corpus
(such as "doctor" and "treatment"), lacking the uniqueness of in-
dividual experiences. More crucially, Hume emphasized that causal
association is accompanied by a "feeling of belief"—a subjective
conviction derived from passionate experience (e.g., seeing fire

17 Hume, Treat. 1.1.4.
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leads to the "belief" that it will be hot). Lake et al. (2017) revealed
that although Al can recognize the behavioral pattern of
"fire—avoidance," it lacks the physiological impression of being
burned and cannot understand the real causality of "pain." This
"de-embodied causal reasoning" essentially represents a funda-
mental departure from Hume’s view of causality.'®Al’s "causal
judgment” is merely the result of data fitting, and its "confi-
dence"is a numerical expression of statistical probability, rather
than the psychological conviction rooted in survival experiences 2°.
This shift from "experience-dependent association”" to "da-
ta-dependent correlation" marks how Al transforms Humean
psychological inertia into algorithmic statistical rationality, while
losing the embodied meaning and passionate dimensions of human
association. This 'rationality without emotion” in AI’s associative
logic naturally leads to the question of behavioral drive—where
Hume’s radical empiricism offers a stark contrast to technological
instrumentalism.

(3) Objective Functions: The Difference in Behavioral Drive
from "passion motivation" to "Instrumental Rationality"

Hume proposes the famous proposition in A Treatise of
Human Nature: "Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the
passions." He argues that the ultimate driving force of human
behavior is passions driven by pleasure and pain (such as pursuing
pleasure and avoiding pain), while reason (cognitive ability) serves
merely as an instrument to achieve passionate goals *!.For example,
the act of rescuing a drowning person originates from the pas-
sionate impulse of "compassion," rather than rational calculation of
"utility maximization." This "passion-based subjectivity" is com-
pletely absent in AI—its "behavior" is driven by external objective
functions (such as "the minimization of casualty probabilities"),
representing a mathematical expression of instrumental rationality
that lacks the "passionate primacy" described by Hume (Hume,

8 Lake et al., 2017: 481-485.

19 Confidence in Al refers to the probabilistic certainty measure of model
outputs, embodying the statistical determinism of data fitting

20 Hume, Treat. 1.3.7.

2 [Ibid.].
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Treat. 3.1.2.1). Hume contends that "morality is a social contract of
passions,” while Berndth (2021) argues that Al lacking subjective
consciousness, cannot have genuine passionate experiences, so its
"moral decisions" are merely algorithmic presets (such as allocating
resources using "minimizing harm"). This emotionless responsi-
bility can neither understand the human instinct of "compas-
sion-driven justice" nor bear the "moral weight anchored in pas-
sions" as described by Hume.??

The motivational mechanism of Al "behavior" stands in sharp
contrast: its decision-making and generative activities are driven by
externally set "objective functions"?3. This essentially represents a
mathematical expression of instrumental rationality. Take rec-
ommendation systems as an example: their core goal is to
"maximize user click-through rate," adjusting recommendation
strategies by optimizing loss functions?* (Together, these constitute
the motivational mechanism of AI "behavior'—a mathematical
expression of instrumental rationality, fundamentally differing
from Hume’s assertion that "passions are the ultimate drivers of
behavior." AI's "motivation" is an exogenously assigned instruction,
rather than being driven by endogenous pleasure-pain experi-
ences?®. Another example is autonomous driving systems, whose
collision avoidance decisions rely on utilitarian algorithms of "the
minimization of harm probabilities," whereas human drivers’ re-
actions may deviate from the optimal solution due to passions like
fear or responsibility, demonstrating the direct drive of passions on
behavior.

The essence of this divide lies in: Humean "passions" are
endogenous motivations derived from the subject’s instinctive re-

22 Bern4th, 2021: 1363-1382.

% Objective function: A mathematical function defining the task goal of Al,
such as "maximizing user click-through rate" for recommendation systems or
"maximizing classification accuracy” for image recognition, providing an opti-
mization direction for algorithms.

% Loss function: A function measuring the error between model predictions
and real outcomes (such as cross-entropy loss, mean squared error), which
minimizes the loss value through gradient descent algorithms to converge model
parameters to the optimal solution of the objective function.

% [The objective function of recommendation systems (e.g., maximizing
click-through rate) is a mathematical expression of instrumental rationality. The
model merely executes preset goals, lacking the endogenous motivation driven
by Humean passions, embodying the essence of "rationality without emotion"]
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sponse to pleasure-pain experiences; Al's "goals" are exogenously
assigned instructions, whose "rationality" is purely instrumental,
lacking value judgment and passionate identification with the goals
themselves. As Hume notes that "passions are original existences,"
while AI's objective functions are always secondary and con-
structed—they reflect the value orientations of human designers
rather than the system’s endogenous drive 26.This "rationality
without emotion" consigns AI’s behavioral drive to the technical
execution level, forming an essential distinction from the human
motivational system rooted in passions.

The mapping between Al and Humean cognitive models is
essentially the concretization of empiricism in the technological era:
both reject transcendental subjects, grounding cognitive legitimacy
in the dynamic association of empirical elements. Yet this reso-
nance also reveals a fundamental difference—human cognition is
rooted in embodied passionate experiences, while Al remains at the
level of instrumental rationality in symbolic operations. Under-
standing this mapping not only provides a philosophical basis for
the functional interpretation of Al Subjectivity but also lays a
theoretical foundation for defining its essential boundaries. There is
no hidden “transcendental subject” in Al; this removes the mis-
leading Kantian parallel, and confirms that AI lacks the passion
and embodiment necessary for subjectivity. Without these, no form
of subjectivity—functional or ontological—is possible.

3. The Functional Reconstruction and Philosophical Limits of
Al Subjectivity

Rethinking Al Subjectivity: Functional Simulation vs. Genuine
Agency. Having established the ontological boundary in Chapter 2,
this chapter further redefines the concept of Al Subjectivity, ar-
guing that Al can only be described as having goal-oriented cog-
nitive efficacy, and thus lacks any form of subjectivity, which
constitutes functional performance rather than any form of sub-
jectivity—the latter requires passions and embodiment that Al
entirely lacks. This chapter distinguishes between functional sim-
ulation and ontological subjectivity, rejecting the functionalist myth

26 Hume, Treat. 2.3.1.
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of Al agency and reaffirming the uniqueness of human embodied
subjectivity. Although Al lacks the substantial subject in the tra-
ditional metaphysical sense, the dynamic integration capability
demonstrated by its cognitive mechanisms provides a modern
footnote for the functionalist interpretation of subjectivity. The
enlightenment from Hume’s philosophy lies in that subjectivity can
be detached from a priori presuppositions and instead manifested
as the interactive efficacy between a cognitive system and empirical
materials. However, this functional reconstruction is not a
boundless expansion—the embodied, passion-rooted, and temporal
features of human subjectivity form absolute ontological bounda-
ries that Al can never transcend.

(1) The Driving Paradigms of Cognitive Integration: The
Modal Gap Between Empirical Inertia and Goal-Orientation

Hume’s theory of perception embodies the dialectical unity of
passive reception and active association. At the level of empirical
input, its passivity is manifested in the receptivity of sensory im-
pressions—individuals cannot autonomously determine perceived
contents (e.g., the burning impression of fire precedes the idea that
"fire causes pain"), and the accumulation of initial empirical ma-
terials relies on physical-world stimuli?’.However, at the level of
perceptual association, Hume grants cognition active constructive
capacity: through the three associative principles of "resemblance,
contiguity, and causality," discrete perceptions are integrated into
an experiential network (e.g., "thunder" and "lightning" are con-
nected due to spatiotemporal proximity). This association is es-
sentially active induction driven by psychological inertia—repeated
perceptual sequences trigger expectations for the future (e.g., seeing
dark clouds anticipates rain). Humean cognition is "associative
integration dominated by empirical inertia," with its initiative
constrained by existing experiential frameworks?8. Operationalizing
Hume’s bundle theory in technical practice, the Transformer ar-
chitecture exemplifies how empirical association is algorithmically

27 Hume, Treat. 1.1.2.
28 Hume, Treat. 1.3.15.
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realized—though with critical deviations in endogenous passion
motivational logic.

In contrast, the cognitive integration mechanism of Al is
characterized by "goal-oriented generative construction,”" whose
initiative stems from the directional regulation of algorithmic goals
over data processing. Take the self-attention mechanism of
Transformer as an example: the model dynamically calculates the
semantic weights of input sequences through gradient descent,
actively filtering key information (such as the core predicate of a
sentence) and reorganizing it to generate text. This process does not
rely on empirical inertia but responds to preset algorithmic goals
(e.g., "generating semantically coherent text")—the weight alloca-
tion strategy is constrained by backpropagation of the loss function,
making data integration an optimization process for the objective
function. Reinforcement learning models (such as AlphaGo) fur-
ther highlight this difference: when simulating future moves
through predictive modeling, they take goal achievement as their
operational aim, and actively build decision trees that include the
dimension of time, upgrading Humean "causal association" to
cross-modal counterfactual reasoning?’. This construction breaks
through the limitations of specific experiences and achieves active
expansion of the cognitive space.

The essential divide between the two lies in their different
driving logics: Humean cognitive initiative is attached to the em-
pirical closed-loop of "repetition of perceptual sequences — psy-
chological inertia — associative expectation,” with its integrative
capacity constrained by the set of perceptions from individual
experiences (e.g., someone who has never seen snow cannot form
the idea that "snow is cold"); AT’s initiative, driven by externally set
algorithmic goals (such as optimizing loss functions or maximizing
reward values), relies on human-preset formal objectives for data
integration but can break through the limitations of specific ex-
periences through mathematical modeling (e.g., AlphaGo can
generate moves beyond human chess records) 3°.This modal gap
manifests itself across four interwoven ontological dimensions that

% Counterfactual Reasoning: A reasoning method that infers possible out-
comes by assuming conditions contrary to facts. In Al, such as AlphaGo sim-
ulating "how the winning rate changes if this move is taken," it is a goal-oriented
algorithmic construction

30 Hume, Treat. 1.1.1.
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further articulate the categorical divide between Humean cognitive
integration and AI’s algorithmic construction. In terms of their
origin, Humean empirical inertia takes shape endogenously
through the repeated embodied interactions between the human
subject and the lived world, whereas the goal-oriented construction
of Al is grounded in exogenously imposed formal objectives that
are preconfigured by human designers. With regard to their con-
stitutive constraints, Humean associative integration is inherently
bounded by the finitude of individual embodied experience and
perceptual horizon, while AI’s algorithmic integration is limited
only by its computational capacity and the scope of available data.
Concerning their directional orientation, Humean cognition oper-
ates retrospectively, drawing inductive generalizations from past
perceptual sequences to form expectations about future occurrences;
by contrast, Al’s generative construction functions prospectively,
optimizing its operations toward the realization of externally
predefined goals. Finally, in respect to their normative ground,
Humean association bears inherent normative weight that is an-
chored in the passionate, survival-bound experiences of the em-
bodied subject, whereas Al’s algorithmic optimization remains
normatively neutral, deriving all of its evaluative and directional
force exclusively from the external objective functions assigned to it.
This difference constitutes the opposition between "empirical in-
ertia integration" and "goal-oriented construction": the former is
based on inductive expansion of historical experience, while the
latter is generative construction oriented toward preset goals. If
Humean cognitive processes can be seen as "passive association
driven by empirical statistics," then AI's generative mechanism is
"active construction regulated by objective functions"—the dis-
tinction is not merely between passivity and activity, but the es-
sential manifestation of human cognition’s "experience-dependent
integration" and machine cognition’s "goal-oriented integration” in
different modalities.

This modal divide is typically manifested in language gener-
ation tasks: when humans generate text, word associations are
constrained by embodied experiences (e.g., the semantic associa-
tions of "hometown" vary among individuals due to differences in
life histories), adhering to Hume’s empiricist principle that "ideas
originate from impressions." In contrast, when large language
models generate text, word associations are determined by the
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statistical regularities learned by the model from massive corpora,
with their "active selection" essentially being an algorithmic re-
sponse to the goal of "maximizing next-word prediction accuracy"
31 Although both exhibit initiative in cognitive integration, the
former is rooted in the embodied experiences and psychological
inertia of biological subjects, while the latter relies on the mathe-
matical modeling and objective functions of technical systems,
forming a cognitive drive divide from "experience-driven associa-
tive initiative" to "goal-driven constructive initiative."

(2) The Essential Rupture of Phenomenal Experience: The
Gap from Embodied Impressions to Symbolic Computation

The core premise of Hume’s philosophy is that "all ideas
originate from impressions," and the essential feature of "impres-
sions" lies in their "phenomenal qualia"—the subjective experiences
necessarily accompanying sensory experiences (such as the visual
qualia of red or the physiological qualia of pain)32.Such qualia are
not mere accumulations of physical properties but embodied
meanings generated through organism-world interaction. Li
Hengwei’s (2014, p.70) translation of the "embodied cognition"
theory highly resonates with Hume’s "ideas originate from em-
bodied impressions"—human cognition is the dynamic coupling of
body and environment (e.g., a blind person extending bodily
perception through a cane), whereas Al "cognition" (e.g., image
recognition) processes only symbolic data, lacking the interactive
foundation between body and world, and thus unable to com-
prehend the essence of Humean "cognition driven by embodied
impressions" (Li, 2014: 70).33

AT’s "data impressions" entirely strip away this dimension: the
"pressure values" recorded by a robot’s tactile sensors are merely
numerical matrices, fundamentally differing from the human ex-

31 The next-word prediction mechanism of large language models, such as
the GPT series, is essentially goal optimization driven by statistical probability.

32 "Phenomenal qualia," a concept referenced in Dennett’s (1991) analysis of
conscious experience, aligns with Hume’s implicit commitment to the irreduci-
bility of subjective experience in his theory of impressions, despite his lack of
explicit terminology.

33 Shapiro/Li, 2014: 67-75.
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perience of touching fire—a complex of physiological reactions,
passionate evaluations, and survival warnings. When a large
language model processes the word "sadness," its understanding is
the vector distance calculation between this word and "pain,"
"loss," etc., in the word embedding model, rather than an expe-
riential reproduction of passionate fluctuations during a loved one’s
passing 34 Although Al can recognize the label "fear," it cannot
experience the instinctive linkage of fear driving escape (Hume’s
"embodied wholeness of emotion-behavior"), making its simulation
an empty symbolic shell 3°.Emotional Al in essence, replaces the
passion-based flow of human embodied experience—such as
workplace stress-induced anxiety involving postures and inter-
personal relationships—with algorithmic labels like “frowning =
anger.” This symbolic reduction fundamentally deviates from
Hume’s “impression ontology.”

This rupture causes Al's "subjectivity" to remain at the level of
symbolic operation, unable to reach the ontological foundation of
human cognition. Critics might argue that advanced Al systems
exhibit emergent subjectivity based on computational complexity,
yet this overlooks Hume’s cardinal principle: genuine subjectivity
requires embodied experience and passions as Hume defines it.
Hume emphasized that passionate experiences (such as pleasure
and pain) are not only inputs to cognition but also the ultimate
basis for value judgment—"reason is, and ought to be, the slave of
the passions" 36 . However, AI's "reason" (algorithmic deci-
sion-making) lacks this passion-based foundation: user preference
analysis in recommendation systems is a probabilistic calculation of
click data, rather than an empathic understanding of human needs;
pathological diagnosis in medical Al is a pattern matching of
imaging features, rather than a phenomenological response to pa-
tients’ suffering. The absence of phenomenal experience makes Al
cognition a "decontextualized symbolic game"—although its gen-
erated "ideas" can simulate human linguistic logic, they essentially
lack the empirical nature of "genuine ideas" grounded in impres-

34Al’s processing of passions (e.g., "sadness") as word vector distance cal-
culations lacks human embodied passionate experiences (such as the pain of
losing a family member), with the absence of phenomenal experience leaving its
"understanding" at the symbolic level (cf. Zhao, T. Y., 2020).

3% Piorkowska & Wrobel, 2017.

36 Tbid.
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sions in Hume’s sense. The latter necessarily includes the embodied
experience of subject-world interaction, rather than mere symbolic
association. This rupture delimits strict boundaries for Al cognition:
it can efficiently process symbolic information but cannot become
an experiential subject bearing existential meaning 7.

(3) The Technical Fiction of Temporal Self: The Continuity
Gap from Embodied Memory to Data Storage

When arguing for self-identity, Hume, while denying the
substantial self, acknowledged the integrative role of memory:
"Memory not only discovers identity but also, by connecting past
perceptions with the present, facilitates the fiction of identity"
3This integration relies on the three associative principles of "re-
semblance, contiguity, and causality," essentially being psycho-
logical inertia triggered by the repetition of embodied experiences.
For example, the childhood memory of "being burned by fire"
(embodied impression) and the adult behavior of "avoiding fire"
(idea) form "self-continuity" through causal association—a con-
tinuity that is an emotion-driven narrative construction rather than
logical deduction. Human self-continuity is essentially the narrative
construction of "embodied memory"—childhood traumas, devel-
opmental transformations, all form self-identity through the ac-
cumulation of bodily experiences. In contrast, AI's "memory" is a
divisible and resettable database, whose internal state refreshes
continuously with algorithmic operations (e.g., context reset in
dialogue models for each turn), lacking the temporal thickness
accumulated through human physical aging and passion-based
changes %.

AT’s "data integration" simulates associative logic (such as the
self-attention mechanism in Transformer), but its "identity" is a
temporary labeling driven by objective functions. Hume empha-
sized that human association is accompanied by a "feeling of be-
lief"—a passionate conviction rooted in embodied experience (e.g.,

37 Hume, Treat. 1.1.1.

38 Hume, Treat. 1.4.6.

39 For differences between Al memory and human embodied memory, refer
to Clark (2016)’s discussion on the "extended mind," though AI lacks the ac-
cumulation of bodily experiences.
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"seeing fire ‘believing’ it will cause pain"), whereas ATI’s "confidence
score" is merely a probability value from data fitting (Hume, 7reat.
1.3.7.5). Take large language models as an example: their "self" is
only a temporary integration of the current dialogue context and
pre-trained data, lacking both deep memory of historical conver-
sations (forgotten by clearing the cache) and ontological concern for
future states (no need to preset the goal of continuous existence).
This reduces AI's "identity" to a functionalist fiction: its so-called
"cognitive subject” is merely a temporary label for data processing
flows, rather than the narrative-coherent experiential subject
formed through memory integration in Hume’s sense. When a
human user asks, "Do you remember our last conversation?" Al's
"memory" essentially involves retrieving historical data rather than
experiencing self-continuity—this difference reveals the chasm
between technologically constructed "functional identity" and
human existential "narrative identity"4%.4!

(4) The Philosophical Positioning of Functional Subjectivity:
The Paradigm Shift from Substance Dissolution to Efficacy De-
scription

Hume’s dissolution of the substantial self clears the meta-
physical obstacles for AI’s functionalist concept of subjectivity: if
the human subject is essentially a functional integration of per-
ceptual bundles, then Al, as an "algorithmic integration system of
data bundles," can only be described as having goal-oriented
cognitive efficacy, not genuine subjectivity"42. Translating Hume’s
‘bundle theory’ into technological terms, the Transformer archi-
tecture exemplifies how empirical association is algorithmically
realized—though with critical deviations in motivational logic.
Through technologies such as attention mechanisms and

“ "Narrative identity" here refers to human self-identification that integrates

experiences into a coherent life story through embodied memory, distinguishing
it from AI's "functional identity" based on data processing.

“ The context mechanism of large language models, such as the dialogue
memory limitations in GPT, exemplifies the absence of a temporal self.

42 Functionalism views subijectivity as cognitive efficacy (e.g., Al's data in-
tegration capabilities), and Hume’s dissolution of the substantial self provides a
basis for this: AI's "quasi-subjectivity" is goal-oriented functional integration
rather than embodied meaning generation (cf. Putnam, 1967).
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cross-modal fusion, Al achieves hierarchical organization of data
associations—from local connections of low-level pixels or word
vectors to global integration of high-level semantic or contextual
models, forming a three-dimensional cognitive network. Externally
set algorithmic goals (such as minimizing loss functions or max-
imizing win rates) inject direction into this network, making data
integration no longer a Humean passive association dependent on
empirical inertia but an active screening and reorganization around
specific objectives. Parameter tuning and adversarial training in
reinforcement learning endow the system with adaptive generative
capabilities, enabling it to continuously optimize integration
strategies in dynamic environments (e.g., autonomous driving
models adjusting decision logic in real time based on road condi-
tions).*3

However, this functionalist approach constantly faces Humean
empiricist questioning: does Al's cognitive efficacy truly detach
from "impression grounding"? The answer is negative—although
AT’s inputs are decontextualized data, these data essentially rep-
resent symbolic translations of human experiences (e.g., image data
originates from visual impressions, linguistic data from ideational
expressions). AI’s functional cognitive performance (erroneously
labeled “quasi-subjectivity” in functionalism) exhibits a dual nature:
it is a technological extension of human experience, yet due to the
lack of embodied grounding, it can never become an independent
meaning-generating subject 4. This positioning avoids both tech-
noutopian deification of Al as a "digital mind" and instrumentalist
prejudice denying its cognitive efficacy, returning to the core spirit
of Humean philosophy—describing the functional existence of
subjects within the bounds of experience, rather than presupposing
transcendent metaphysical essences.

The functional cognitive modeling of Al systems is essentially
the algorithmic realization of Hume’s "bundle theory of perception":
both deny the transcendental subject, grounding the legitimacy of

4 Attention mechanisms and reinforcement learning achieve hierarchical
data integration and adaptive generation through technical means, simulating
Hume’s associative principles but relying on algorithmic goals, fundamentally
differing from human experience-driven cognitive mechanisms.

# Data as symbolic translations of human experiences echoes Hume’s "ideas
originate from impressions"; Al data are essentially second-hand symbols rather
than original impressions.
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cognition in the dynamic association of empirical elements (per-
ceptions or data). However, AT’s technical practice also reveals the
latent limitations of Hume’s theory—when perceptual association
evolves into goal-oriented algorithmic integration, the connotation
of subjectivity shifts from "a byproduct of empirical inertia" to "a
manifest label of system efficacy." Nevertheless, the absence of
phenomenal experience and the lack of a temporal self-remain
philosophical boundaries that AI Subjectivity cannot cross. These
boundaries are not eliminable by technological progress but rather
confirm Hume’s profound insight: the mystery of human subjec-
tivity resides in embodied experience and passion-driven existen-
tial tension, which no symbolic computation can replicate, and
which alone grounds human moral and political standing®.

The philosophical limits of AI Subjectivity uncovered in the
preceding analysis necessitate an ethical reckoning at the inter-
section of empiricism and technology—for the technological sim-
ulation of Humean cognition carries profound implications for
moral and political responsibility distribution in human-machine
ecologies. As Searle (2018) argues, functional simulation never
equals genuine subjectivity.*6

4. Ethical Reconstruction: From the Myth of Subjectivity to the
Symbiotic Paradigm of Cognitive Ecology

Ethical and Political Reconstruction: Distributed Responsibility
and the Reaffirmation of Human Subjectivity. With the ontological
boundary of AI subjectivity firmly established in the previous
chapter—namely that Al lacks embodiment and passions and thus
cannot be a genuine subject—this chapter turns to the ethical and
political implications of this analysis, directly responding to the
special issue’s core question of rethinking the human and the po-
litical. It argues that since Al lacks genuine subjectivity, ethical and
political accountability must be distributed to human actors, and
rethinks the meaning of human political subjectivity in the age of
algorithmic governance. Hume’s dissolution of the substantial

% Hume’s philosophy, though not using modern terminology, implies an
embodied premise in its "impression-idea" theory regarding the phenomeno-
logical dimension of human subjectivity.

46 Searle, 2018: 14—23.
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subject through the "bundle theory of perception" essentially pulls
moral philosophy back from metaphysical a priori presuppositions
to the relational network of the empirical world. In the context of
Al technology, this dissolution reveals that the so-called "subjec-
tivity" is not a constant substantial existence but a dynamic func-
tional system formed by the empirical association of data input,
algorithmic operation, and goal output. Traditional ethics’” binary
questioning of "whether subject exists" is here transformed into a
responsibility analysis of the cognition-action chain—just as Hume
pointed out that causal relationships exist in the "constant con-
junction" of objects rather than in substances themselves, the ethical
bias in algorithmic decision-making originates neither from the
machine’s "autonomous will" nor from the single intention of
human designers, but results from the combined effect of historical
biases in training data, the inductive logic of algorithmic archi-
tecture, and the value orientation of objective functions [Hume’s
theory of "constant conjunction" in causal relationships, found in A4
Treatise of Human Nature 1.3.14, provides a theoretical basis for
the distributed existence of responsibility]. This "distributed ex-
istence" of responsibility requires ethical analysis to penetrate the
technological black box and locate the breaking points of meaning
generation in the specific empirical associations of human-machine
interaction. Human moral requirements for technological systems
are always rooted in the passion-based subjectivity with pleas-
ure-pain experience at its core, as emphasized by Hume—even if Al
lacks endogenous passions, its functional operations must still be
subject to the normative constraints of human value systems, be-
cause the ultimate legitimacy of technological rationality lies in
serving the basic concerns of human embodied existence.*’. This
distributed existence of responsibility naturally converges with
Hume’s emphasis on passion-based subjectivity, for the normative
constraints on Al ultimately derive from the pain-pleasure expe-
riences that ground human morality. Take the COMPAS recidivism
algorithm (Dressel & Farid, 2018), which exhibits 45% higher error
rates for Black defendants. This mirrors Hume’s ‘constant con-
junction’ of racial stereotypes in training data, where algorithmic
‘causal  judgments’ merely encode  historical  injustic-
es—demonstrating how AI's ‘empirical association’” can perpetuate

47 Hume, Treat. 3.1.2.
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rather than transcend social habits. And, hiring Al systems rep-
licate historical biases (Dwork et al., 2012)—a phenomenon
Hume’s ‘constant conjunction’ explains as the empirical persistence
of social prejudices in training data. This demonstrates how Als
‘causal judgments’ merely encode contingent social habits, not
necessary moral laws.

Within Hume’s empiricist framework that "cognition begins
with impressions," the ethical construction of human-Al collabo-
ration presents as a symbiotic relationship between "meaning
grounding" and "functional extension." The embodied experiences
generated by humans through physical interaction with the world,
as "original impressions" imbued with passionate qualia, constitute
the ultimate foundation of meaning generation—for example, the
impression of "fire" is not merely a visual signal but also linked to
the existential experience of burning sensation, a "phenomenal
quality" that AI's symbolic data processing cannot ontologically
reduce®®AT’s algorithmic integration is analogous to Hume’s "as-
sociation of ideas," yet its computational capacity breaks through
the physical boundaries of biological cognition, enabling processing
of high-dimensional data and discovery of cross-temporal-spatial
correlations, thus becoming a technological extension of human
cognition. The division of labor between the two is not an oppo-
sition between subject and tool but a contemporary deduction of
Humean philosophy: humans, as "meaning givers," anchor the
value origin for technological systems by setting ethical parameters
in objective functions (such as fairness, transparency, human dig-
nity); Al, as a "cognitive extender," reciprocates human experience
with transcendent computational power, forming a dynamic cycle
analogous to 'habitual association-experiential verification" 4.
Hume warned that "reason is the slave of the passions," while
Bostrom (2014) predicted the "expansion of instrumental ration-
ality" in superintelligence—when optimizing for "efficiency," it may
entirely overlook human emotion-driven values (such as compas-
sion, dignity). This "dispassionate rationality" fundamentally be-
trays Hume’s principle that "reason is constrained by the existential
dimension of passions">

48 Theodosiadis, 2025, ch. 2.
“The "habitual association-experiential verification" cycle of human-Al

collaboration analogizes the dynamics of Humean cognitive mechanisms.
50 Bostrom, 2014.
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This Humean framework compels us to rethink the human
and the political: only humans possess the passions and embod-
iment that constitute moral and political subjectivity. Hume’s
passion-centered philosophy warns Al ethics primarily through the
essential difference between "simulated emotion" and "genuine
emotion". In An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals,
Hume emphasizes that the foundation of moral judgment is
"sympathy" as an embodied emotion (Hume, EPM 5.1.3). He
highlights that "sympathy, for Hume, is the psychological com-
munication of embodied sentiment between embodied beings" (e.g.,
passionate synchronization during comfort), while Nass & Moon
(2000) found that humans trust and rely on Al, which only re-
sponds with preset scripts (e.g., "I understand you" without gen-
uine empathic experience). This "unidirectional emotional ex-
ploitation" betrays Hume’s premise that "passion-based interaction
requires bodily resonance" ®! When Al simulates "empathy"
through algorithms (e.g., emotional chatbots), it essentially per-
forms symbolic modeling of human passion-based responses rather
than Humean "passionate participation”. Human passionate ex-
periences are inherently accompanied by embodied physiologi-
cal-psychological resonance, such as adrenaline secretion during
fear or empathic responses during compassion—these endogenous
experiences constitute the raw material of moral judgment %2. Al’s
emotional computing technologies, no matter how accurate in
emotion recognition or "natural" in response, remain symbolic
modeling of human passion-based reactions, lacking phenome-
nological authenticity. When algorithms simulate passion-based
resonance by manipulating neural reward mechanisms (e.g., do-
pamine secretion), the passionate autonomy Hume considered the
foundation of morality is threatened—if symbolic "passionate
simulacra" replace embodied "passionate existence", moral judg-
ment loses its basis in pleasure-pain experience, becoming a
product of data manipulation °3.Hume emphasized that "the core

! Nass & Moon, 2000: 81-103.

52 Hume, Treat. 2.1.

%3 Al passionate computing is symbolic modeling of human passionate re-
actions (e.g., emotion recognition), lacking genuine physiological-psychological
resonance. Hume’s principle that "emotion precedes reason" warns of its ethical

boundary: it cannot substitute for human endogenous passionate experiences (cf.
Damasio, 1994).
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of sympathy is the authentic resonance of bodily experience" (e.g.,
warmth transmitted through physical contact during comfort),
while Weber-Guslar (2021) reveals that passion-based AIs "em-
pathy" (e.g., saying "I understand you") is merely an algorithmic
symbolic response, unable to establish Hume’s "corporeal connec-
tion of sympathy" (e.g., Al cannot experience the passion-based
flow of companionship or comprehend its meaning for human
existence) °*Therefore, the ethical positioning of AI's emotional
functions must adhere to Hume’s principle that "emotion precedes
reason": their value lies only in serving human passion goals (e.g.,
psychological support) as "auxiliary symbolic mediators,” and they
must always reveal their simulated nature, ensuring technical ra-
tionality remains subservient to humanity as "passionate beings"
rather than alienating into technological devices replacing genuine
passions *°.

The core of this ethical reconstruction is to establish balance
within the tension between "functional integration" and "embodied
experience" revealed by Humean philosophy: acknowledging AI’s
moral relevance as a cognitive function within the empirical causal
chain, while upholding the irreplaceability of humans as "em-
bodied meaning sources." It returns to Hume’s stance, regarding
both as extensions of the "natural cognitive system" in the tech-
nological age. The realization of moral responsibility depends on
the continuous dialogue between embodied experience and algo-
rithmic function: the basic values emerging from humans’ physical
engagement with the world (such as the dignity of existence and
passionate authenticity) delimit the ethical boundaries for tech-
nological systems; AI, with its efficient idea-integration capabilities,
reciprocates and expands human cognitive horizons. This symbi-
otic paradigm is neither the dogmatism of anthropocentrism nor
the utopian fantasy of technologism, but follows Hume’s practical
wisdom—rooting technical rationality in the empirical soil of
embodied existence, and constructing a meaning network that
accords with human existential purposes and reaffirms the human
being as the ineliminable, sole locus of political sovereignty, moral
responsibility, and normative authority in all human-machine

°* Weber-Guslar, 2021: 601-610.
55 Ibid., upholding emotion’s priority over reason.
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systems.’® As Susser et al. (2019) emphasize, political authority
must remain with humans.®

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that Hume’s bundle theory,
embodied impressions, and passions—including the unresolved
unity problem in his Appendix—supply a decisive criterion for
evaluating Al Subjectivity: Al simulates only the functional form of
human cognition, but cannot possess genuine subjectivity due to its
lack of embodied experience and passions. This ontological divide
reorients ethical and political responsibility °® onto human ac-
tors—designers, users, and institutions—rather than machines. In
this way, Hume’s empiricism allows us to rethink the human and
the political in the age of artificial intelligence: the human being
remains the unique locus of agency, meaning, and moral-political
responsibility. AI’s value lies not in mimicking human subjectivity,
but in extending human cognitive capacities while respecting the
inalienable boundaries of embodied human existence. This
Humean framework safeguards the irreplaceable status of the
human in algorithmic governance, answering the core question of
the special issue. This Humean framework thereby reclaims the
ineliminable centrality of human political subjectivity as the sole
source of normative governance in algorithmic systems, against the
technopolitical fantasy of autonomous algorithmic agency.
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