The Self
Outline and assess the suggestion that it is memory that is crucial to being the same person over time.
There are many competing claims for how to define personhood. And what philosophers often argue about is whether a person can be the same person over time, and if they can, what the criteria is for that. I will be looking at the everyday layman view of memory and personhood, Locke’s theory on personhood, objections to Locke’s theory, and more. Most of the essay is devoted to outlining different views, except the conclusion where I will assess the claim in light of what has been said in this essay.
People say that memory makes you the same person over time because it is what someone uses when they want to look back and think about what were the experiences that made them who they are today. Having the memory of your experiences proves that you are who you are. The reason people working at banks believe you own an account is that you can remember your pin, and someone who is not you would not be able to remember. Another way memory defines us is in our personal relationships with other people; remembering who you are in a community and how you have treated others in the past are things that you can remember and act on in life. If you remember a friendly shopkeeper who you like, you are more likely to buy food from that place again. Even when doing everyday tasks such as brushing your teeth, you don’t remember previous times you brushed your teeth and then infer what you should do this time. People do it out of habit. But subconsciously, people have the memories of brushing their teeth, even if it is just from the previous day. How else would they know what to do if they had not already gained the knowledge from experience. And in personal relationships people form an idea of who another person is through their memories of them, as well as forming an idea of who they are from how they interacted with the other person in the past. Memory makes you the same person over time because you would behave differently around your toothbrush and close friends if you could not remember them and how to act in certain situations.
Locke1 believed that what is crucial for someone to be the same person is having a memory, or a consciousness of their life. He developed this view because he thought it was absurd to claim that we could have the same soul as someone in a past life, like Nestor or Thersites at the siege of Troy. For someone to say they have the soul of Nestor but not be able to remember what Nestor did in his life-time is to make a claim without any evidence. There is simply no difference between an ordinary person and one who claims to possess the soul of another person whose life they lived in one of their past lives. Both people can only give factual evidence of the kind they could have gained in their own life time. We may be able to think of an imaginary scenario where a person is able to give accounts of their past life that are so convincing that the only reasonable explanation is that they possess the soul of Nestor, Thersites, or whoever they claim. In addition, this persons’ statements must also contain information that could only have been obtained by living hundreds or thousands of years ago; like where they buried treasure. However, some people might argue that this is not enough since we could be easily fooled by a person who discovers archaeological data about the past, covers back up what he has found, and then goes around posing as a reincarnation of an ancient Greek King.
An objection to Locke’s view is that if someone does not remember doing something then, according to Locke, it means they are not the person who did it. But we can think of loads of examples where we have done things and then completely forgotten that we did them afterwards. If we didn’t our heads would be constantly filled with useless information. It would be impossible to do anything because we would be constantly thinking about the things we had already done and not what we are doing now.
Another problem with Locke’s view is that, in certain examples, it leads to contradictions. Let’s imagine a captain remembering that he stole apples as a boy, then later on, when he becomes a general, he remembers being the captain but cannot remember stealing the apples as a boy. At first, the captain is the same person as the boy, because he remembers. Then the general is the same person as the captain because he remembers. But the general is not the same person as the boy despite the fact that he is the same person as someone who is the same person as the boy. We could write this out in logical notation: A=B, B=C, C≠A. 
The ideas of memory and personhood come up when people discuss life after death. If someone is looking forward to going to heaven, or dreading going to hell, it is only reasonable to assume that it is because it will be them in the afterlife having the experiences in the future. It makes no sense for someone to look forward to or dread events that will happen to other people. So, if someone else in heaven who looks like us has a good time, it should not make us look forward to dying because it won’t be us up there. But if the person in heaven can remember my experiences here on earth I would say that he is me after I have died. I say this because while other people can claim to have my experiences, only I can actually remember my life. With most people, the idea of someone in heaven without the memories of who they were on earth is not the same person. This is in favour of Locke’s view that memory is what makes you the same person over time.
You could say the same about punishment. If a doctor told his patient that they are about to go through a very painful procedure and that the patient has to be conscious while the operation is under way. He could scramble your mind before the procedure starts and unscramble it after the procedure is finished. You won’t be able to remember having had the operation because when your mind is unscrambled it changes back to how it was before the operation. It has been argued that a person would be a different individual while the operation is under way and would not dread having the painful operation because they would not be able to remember it afterwards. Now let’s imagine that they can’t scramble your mind. Now I will be dreading the pain and will be able to remember the horrible experience afterwards. This illustrates how memory is crucial to whether someone is the same person over time.
There have been experiments done where the brain of a human-being has had the higher connections between the two cerebral hemispheres severed. When this happens, it is said the brain develops two centres of consciousness. After the operation it is possible for the person not to realize what they are doing, like writing a note with their left hand. And they will only remember that their left hand was doing this if a part of their body that is controlled by the other hemisphere can detect it; like seeing it with your eyes or touching your left hand with your right hand. They have to notice that they are doing this and constantly watch themselves. And then afterwards they can remember that their left hand was writing notes of its own accord. Experts in neuropsychology say that, in this case, there are two centres of consciousness in the brain, and this claim is based on the fact that one side of the brain cannot remember doing things that the other side of the brain did. It could be said that two new persons are created from one. The fact that there are two centres of consciousness in the brain means that both parts have different memories and it is the memories that makes the two hemispheres different people.
In conclusion, I believe memory is crucial to being the same person over time. The way memory helps us form personal relationships over time is not a good criterion for defining personhood because there are loads of examples of people who live solitary existences and yet are clearly psychologically recognizable from one time to the next. Locke’s argument for the importance of memory is very convincing when we consider the absurdity of claims to be other people without evidence that they can remember what that person has done in their life. Objections to Locke’s view are not valid because while they may be able to argue that Locke’s theory leads to contradiction, like in the boy, captain, general example, it can’t show how there could be what we understand to be a person over time without memory. The argument about future pleasure and pain is convincing because it shows that we don’t think about ourselves in the future as us if we will not have a memory of who we are now. The findings of neuropsychology show us that even different parts of the same brain can store memories that are not accessible to the other parts. When this happens, the subject shows behaviour that would lead us to assume there are two people inside the same skull with different memories. I am convinced that to talk about a person existing over time without memory is impossible.
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