1: Identity and personal identity

What kind of connection must there be between a person at one time and a person at another time if it is to be true that this is the same person? One’s answer will affect one’s views on life after death, punishment and personal relationships.

   Three general points about identity: 

(i) It is crucial to distinguish between the idea that this is the same chair as was here yesterday (‘numerical identity’) and the idea that this chair has the same qualities as the one that was here yesterday (‘qualitative identity’)

(ii) What is required for this to be the same tree as was here five years ago is that it is spatio-temporally continuous with that tree. It can be the same tree even though it is not composed of the same particles.

(iii) There are cases – such as that of Theseus’ ship – in which there is no right answer to the question of whether it is the same one.

'[S]uppose any mass of matter, of which the parts are contiguous and connected, to be placed before us; it is plain we must attribute a perfect identity to this mass, provided all the parts continue uninterruptedly and invariably the same, whatever motion or change of place we may observe either in the whole or in any of the parts. But supposing some very small or inconsiderable part to be added to the mass, or subtracted from it; though this absolutely destroys the identity of the whole, strictly speaking, yet as we seldom think so accurately, we scruple not to pronounce a mass of matter the same, where we find so trivial an alteration. The passage of the thought from the object before the change to the object after it, is so smooth and easy, that we scarce perceive the transition, and are apt to imagine, that it is nothing but a continued survey of the same object' (David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1739), p 305)

'But if one of these atoms be taken away, or one new one added, it is no longer the same mass or the same body. In the state of living creatures, their identity depends not on a mass of the same particles, but on something else. For in them the variation of great parcels of matter alters not the identity: an oak growing from a plant to a great tree, and then lopped, is still the same oak; and a colt grown up to a horse, sometimes fat, sometimes lean, is all the while the same horse: though, in both these cases, there may be a manifest change of the parts, so that truly they are not either of them the same masses of matter, though they be truly one of them the same oak, and the other the same horse. The reason whereof is that in these two cases - a mass of matter and a living body - identity is not applied to the same thing.' (John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), pp 208-9)

Some questions:

(i) On the basis of the above passage, do you think Hume would deny that this is the same tree as was here last week if it has grown slightly?

(ii) Are there good grounds for denying that, in these circumstances, it would be the same tree?

(iii) How, if at all, does the distinction between ‘numerical’ and ‘qualitative’ identity have application to this case?

A note on terminology
While I will sometimes use the term ‘personal identity’, and it occurs constantly in the literature, it contains serious dangers – not because there is anything wrong with it in itself, but because there is a huge temptation to use it in a way that causes trouble. Thus, one is tempted to say things like: 'He has lost his personal identity' - thus, implying that personal identity is some kind of entity, or condition of a person (like his sense of humour, or good looks) that can be retained or lost. Now perhaps there is something in our lives that one could label 'personal identity', and which is some kind of condition of a person; but whether there is or not, it is not any such thing that philosophers are discussing when they discuss 'the issue of personal identity'. The issue that they use that label to refer to is this: in what circumstances can we say that the person before us now is the same person as the one who was here last week; or when we say that this (pointing to a person) is the person who performed that action, or was once the Prime Minister? The term 'personal identity' is not, then, a label for an entity or condition, and so not the kind of thing that can be retained or lost. (If the man before us was once the Prime Minister it makes no sense to suppose that in a year's time he will no longer be a man who was once the Prime Minister.) One can, I think, avoid a lot of trouble if one drops the terms 'personal identity' and 'identity' completely, and speaks instead of ‘being the same person’ etc. At any rate, if you ever find yourself using phrases like ‘lost his personal identity’ or ‘still has her personal identity’ think hard about what you mean by them. (Remember: if he has lost something – his sense of humour, or his ‘personal identity’ whatever that is – then he is certainly the same person who once had a sense of humour, or whatever we are speaking of.) 

