8.  THE IDENTITY OF THE SELF [David Cockburn, An introduction to the philosophy of mind, ch 8]


1. Thoughts and thinkers

The turning point in Descartes' thinking - the point at which he finds that he can put a stop to the doubt induced by the hypothesis of the malignant demon - is that at which he turns to his knowledge of his own existence and of the contents of his own mind. He suggests that in his conviction that he is 'thinking', and that he exists, he encounters certainties about which there is no possibility that he could be mistaken. 

   But it is not completely clear how Descartes understands the relationship between his claim 'I think' and his claim 'I am'. Suppose, for example, that he was confronted with the following thought:

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. [1]

These are the words of the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-76), writing 100 years after Descartes produced his Meditations. Now it is possible that Descartes would accept Hume's observation; it is possible that he would accept that what he is immediately aware of in an indubitable way is simply a series of thoughts, emotions, sensations, and so on. He might accept this, but add that where there are thoughts there must be a thinker. Indeed, this is precisely the way in which he presents the matter in the following passage:

... it must be remarked, as a matter that is highly manifest by the natural light, that to nothing no affections or qualities belong; and, accordingly, that where we observe certain affections, there a thing or substance to which these pertain, is necessarily found.

He suggests that it follows that:

.... there is no occasion on which we know anything whatever when we are not at the same time led with much greater certainty to the knowledge of our own mind. [2] 

Descartes is arguing that it is 'highly manifest by the natural light' that 'thinking' is what he calls an 'affection': that is to say, that it is an occurrence of a kind which can only exist in so far as there is something that does it, or has it. An analogy would be the way in which it is clear that there can be no occurrence of the kind 'a running of a race' unless there are people (or some other creatures) who run the race. It is the same, Descartes suggests, with thoughts.

    We are likely to agree. For all that, we might wonder whether Descartes can legitimately appeal to this principle at this stage of his argument. If he is really serious about doubting everything that can be doubted it will, one might have thought, hardly do simply to insist that this is 'highly manifest by the natural light'. After all, Hume doubted it; and perhaps the Buddha did too. So we can reasonably ask for some kind of argument here.

2. Judging who is in pain

We will return to this point. I want to focus now on another, connected, worry that we might raise. Suppose that Descartes has established that where there is a thought there must be a thinker. Will that give him everything that he needs here? There is room for doubt. Consider this remark:

So that it must, in fine, be maintained, all things being maturely and carefully considered, that this proposition I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my mind. [3]

We have, for the moment, granted that whenever there is a thought there must be a thinker. But how is Descartes to move from that claim to the conclusion that the thinker who engaged in meditation yesterday is the same one as that which engages in meditation today? 'I' is Descartes' label for this thinking substance. My question is: what justifies Descartes' use of the same label for that which thought yesterday and that which thinks today? Does not his use of the same label reflect an assumption he needs to justify?

    It is tempting to dismiss this question as obviously involving some kind of confusion. After all, consider an everyday example in which someone speaks of herself. On Tuesday Mary says 'I feel rather depressed', and on Wednesday she says 'I have a sore foot'. Would it not be clearly absurd to object: we will grant that somebody has a sore foot today, but what justification do you have for thinking that the person who has a sore foot today is the same person as the one who was rather depressed yesterday - namely, the one that you call 'I'? 

    Yes, there would be something absurd there. But we must not let that deflect us from our challenge to Descartes. For it is crucial to remember that he is offering us a particular philosophical account of what he is. He is suggesting that the real person is something quite distinct from the human being who is 5'10" tall, has brown eyes, and so on. The real person - that to which Descartes refers when he says, for example, 'I am trying to discover what I can know' - is a non-material being that is somehow connected with this publicly observable material being. Now we cannot simply take it for granted that the assumptions that we normally make about ourselves will, or should, be acceptable to one who endorses this understanding of what each of us is.

    But it might seem that when the matter is put like this the real force of Descartes' view becomes apparent. Consider Mary again. Suppose that we ask her: are you sure that it is you that has a red spot on your forehead? There are circumstances - admittedly rather odd ones - in which this question would be appropriate. For example, in a mirror, on the other side of a crowded room, she catches a glimpse of someone with a red spot on their forehead. Her first reaction is that it is her. But she needs to think some more, or take a closer look, to make certain. When she notices that she is the only blonde at the party, and recalls that the one with the spot had blonde hair, she is sure. Now compare that case with one in which we ask her: are you sure that it is you that is in pain? In this case, there would, surely, be something very odd about our question; and that is linked with the fact that there is here no question of her checking that she has 'picked out the right physical body'. Suppose that I glanced at my body to make sure, as I put it, that it is me that is in pain: wouldn't that reflect a serious misunderstanding of what is involved in such a case? Now Descartes, it seems, has a ready explanation of this fact. There is no question of 'checking up that I have picked out the right body', since what has the pain is not the bodily being but, rather, the non-material mind which is the real me. Thus, I can know directly, and in a way that no-one else can, that the person who has a sore foot today is the same person as the one who was rather depressed yesterday: namely, me. I can know this without doing any identifying of a particular body since what I need to identify is that the being that is in pain is a particular non-bodily entity to which I, and I alone, have immediate access.

    Wittgenstein expresses the matter in this way:

We feel then that in the cases in which "I" is used as subject, we don't use it because we recognize a particular person by his bodily characteristics; and this creates the illusion that we use this word to refer to something bodiless, which, however, has its seat in our body. In fact this seems to be the real ego, the one of which it was said, "Cogito, ergo sum". [4]

But what makes Wittgenstein so sure that this is an 'illusion'? The answer is, at least in part, this: Descartes' picture does not succeed in explaining what needs to be explained. 

    We might express what needs to be understood in this way: when I judge that 'I am in pain' I cannot be wrong in thinking that it is me that is in pain; and, closely linked with that, my judgement that it is me is in no way dependent on my identification of a particular set of bodily features. Now it is not completely clear why the identification of a particular non-bodily entity should be immune from the kinds of error that can arise when we are identifying bodily entities. We are, perhaps, thinking in terms of the idea that my acquaintance with this entity is so immediate that it is extraordinarily unlikely that I should misidentify it. We might reason: 'It is extraordinarily unlikely that I should mistake for blue something that is unambiguously red and is right in front of me in good lighting conditions. Well, it is like that, but more so, in the case of identifying the self.' But we need not pursue the question of how useful this particular picture is. For Wittgenstein's reply to any suggestion of this form is decisive. He remarks: 'To ask "are you sure that it's you who have pains?" would be nonsensical' .[5] To see the significance of this observation we can consider an analogy. 

    Suppose that a friend and I, who are completely lost on a pitch-black night, lose sight of each other. My friend shouts 'Where are you?', and I reply 'I'm here'. That reply is not dependent on my having identified my physical surroundings in any way; and, linked with that, it makes no sense to suppose that in saying 'I'm here' I might have got it wrong. It makes no sense to suppose this. The case is quite different from that in which, standing in front of an unambiguously Big Ben structure and with red double dickers all round me, I say 'I am in London'. It would be difficult to get that wrong! But it does make sense to suppose that someone should get it wrong. After all, they could have - for all I know they actually have - built a replica in Disney World; and the odd forgetful visitor might get confused for a few moments. Now it is not like that with the person who, on a dark night, says 'I'm here'. In this case, as I suggested, it makes no sense to suppose that the person might have got it wrong; it makes no sense to suppose that the true answer to the question  was 'I am over there'. The reason it makes no sense to suppose that one might have got it wrong is that one can correctly say 'I'm here' even though one has no idea where one is. The words 'I'm here' might, on the surface, look as though they are doing the same kind of work as do the words 'I'm in London'; that is to say, identifying a particular physical location as being the one where I am. But it becomes clear that they do a very different kind of work when we reflect on the fact that if I had cried out 'Help!', or simply screamed, that would have achieved precisely the same as my words do.

    The situation is the same when I say 'I am in pain'. If it were like the Big Ben case it would at least make sense to suppose that I had mistaken someone else extremely like me for myself. When we acknowledge that that does not make sense we see that the matter must be approached differently. Certainly my use of the word 'I' does not rest on my identification of this particular bodily entity: this 5'10" tall, brown eyed handsome man. But the correction that has to be made to that suggestion is, in a sense, much more radical than is suggested by the Cartesian 'immaterial mind' view. If, in saying 'I am in pain', I was identifying a particular non-bodily entity as the thing having the pain it would at least make sense to ask 'How do you know that it is you that is in pain?'. And it would at least make sense to suppose that I had misidentified the entity; for it would make sense to suppose that another very like it had taken its place. But neither the question nor the supposition make sense.

    This does not, perhaps, show that the Cartesian picture of the self - that according to which the word 'I' refers to a non-material mind that has its seat in the body - is wrong. It does, however, undermine one of its principle attractions. For it shows, at the very least, that this picture does not have any special power to explain what we might have thought it would: namely, the peculiarities of the individual's identification of himself as the one who is in pain or is having a certain thought. (This argument, you may have noticed, is of exactly the same form as the ‘private language argument’ discussed in chapter 4 section 3.)

3. Memory and Identity

John Locke, an English philosopher who was born in 1632 and died in 1704, offers a groundbreaking discussion of the identity of a person to which all later discussions are indebted. Locke was inclined to accept the general Cartesian view of a person: he was, that is, inclined to accept that a live human being is composed of a material body linked with a non-material 'mind' or 'soul'. He was also convinced that there is a crucial distinction between what he calls, on the one hand, the 'identity of man', and, on the other, 'personal identity'. He was, that is, convinced that it is one thing to say that the individual before me is the same man - or, as I will express it, the same human being - as I met last week, and quite another to say that it is the same person as I met last week. For he was convinced that we can envisage circumstances in which it would obviously be correct to say that a person had moved from one to another living human body:

For should the soul of a prince, carrying with it the consciousness of the prince's past life, enter and inform the body of a cobbler, as soon as deserted by his own soul, everyone sees he would be the same person with the prince, accountable only for the prince's actions. [6]

The force of the claim that this is the 'same person' as the prince - that this person is the prince - is illustrated by the last clause of the quotation from Locke: this person is 'accountable only for the prince's actions'. Despite the fact that this individual is bodily one and the same as the cobbler, he is to be held accountable for the prince's, not the cobbler's, past actions: thus, he is the one to be praised or blamed for the prince's good or bad actions, he is the one who is committed to keeping a promise that the prince made, and, we may suppose, he is the one to whom I am committed by a promise that I made to the prince. These, and other things of the same kind, are what is involved in the claim that the person in the cobbler's body is the same person as - is - the prince. While, then, the person before us is not bodily one and the same as the prince - while it is not the same 'man', the same 'human being' - it is the same 'person' as the prince.

    In one sense Locke is here close to Descartes. Both hold that there is no difficulty in the idea that, for example, I should continue to exist in another body (as, perhaps, both hold that there is no difficulty in the idea that I should continue to exist in a totally disembodied form.) Locke was, however, convinced that there are serious problems with the view that it is 'having the same non-material soul' that is crucial to my being the same person as one who did a certain thing in the past. The point that Locke stresses here is not so much one about my knowledge of who I am, but rather one about my concern about who I am. He argues that 'having the same non-material soul' is not something about which we can care in the way that we care about who we are. 

    Locke makes his point in this way:

Let anyone reflect upon himself, and conclude that he has in himself an immaterial spirit, which is that which thinks in him, and, in the constant change of his body keeps him the same: and is that which he calls himself; let him also suppose it to be the same soul that was in Nestor or Thersites at the siege of Troy (for souls being, as far as we know anything of them, in their nature indifferent to any parcel of matter, the supposition has no apparent absurdity in it), which it may have been, as well as it is now the soul of any other man; but he now having no consciousness of any of the actions either of Nestor or Thersites, does or can he conceive himself the same person with either of them? Can he be concerned in either of their actions? attribute them to himself, or think them his own, more than the actions of any other man that ever existed? [7]

Locke takes it to be clear that the answer to these questions is 'No'. He concludes that what is crucial to the idea that a particular past thought is one that I had, or a particular past action one that I performed, is not my 'having (or 'being') the same soul' as the person who had that thought or performed that action. 

    What is crucial for this is, Locke suggests, to be found by reflecting on what makes a particular thought or sensation that is now being undergone my thought or sensation. What is crucial here is, on the face of it, the fact that I am conscious - have an inside awareness - of that thought or sensation. For example, it follows from the fact that I am aware of a pain in the characteristic first personal way - that is to say, that I feel the pain - that the pain in question is my pain. Perhaps, then, we should simply extend this idea to past thoughts, sensations and actions: what is crucial to the idea that a particular past thought is one that I had, or a particular past action one that I performed, is the fact that I am conscious - have an inside awareness - of it.

    It follows from Locke's view that it could be true that I am the same person as the one who did a certain thing in the past even though the substance - both material and immaterial - of which I am composed is quite different. For if I have an inside memory of having done it then I am the one who did it; and that is so quite independently of whether this soul - the one that I 'am' or 'have' - is the one that was initially present in, for example, Nestor's or Thersites' body. If it seems odd to suggest that 'being composed of the same substance' is irrelevant to 'being the same person', we should remember, as Locke does, that we are quite ready to speak in this way in other cases. We say that this is the same tree as the one that was standing here 40 years ago even though there has been a radical change in the 'material substance' - the physical particles - of which it is composed. Some philosophers - Hume is a notable example - have been deeply suspicious of our readiness to speak in this way. But, in the absence of a decent argument, we may have to put this down to a philosophical prejudice.

    Locke's view appears to do much better justice than does the 'sameness of soul' account to the idea, central to Descartes' general approach to the self, that knowledge of oneself is immediate and infallible. In the present context this is the idea that the individual herself has immediate and infallible 'inside' knowledge of who she is: for example, that she is the one who signed the documents last week. With this, Locke's view also does justice to our intuitive sense of how we should think of certain remarkable phenomena that are related to his Nestor and Thersites example. I am thinking here of the many reported cases in which a young child - characteristically one who has quite recently learned to talk - appears to have a substantial body of 'inside' knowledge of the life of a person who died before she was born.[8] She makes detailed claims about this person's life: claims which are substantiated by later investigation. The knowledge is 'inside' in the sense, first, that it appears that the information has not in some way been transmitted to the child by another; and, second, that she experiences the knowledge that she has of this other life as a 'memory' of it: for example, she spontaneously speaks of things that the 'remembered' person did as things that she has done. Now many will, no doubt, be sceptical about the authenticity of such reports. But if such a case could be authenticated, many, perhaps most, might feel little hesitation in speaking of the child as the reincarnation of the earlier individual. This response, it seems, reflects our intuitive sense of the correctness of Locke's approach.

    But while Locke's view has powerful attractions, it is pretty clear that, as it stands, it will not do. To see this, we must notice first that care is needed in its formulation. We might express the view in this way: 'I am the person who robbed the bank if and only if I remember robbing the bank'. Now expressions of the form 'I remember robbing the bank' are, in our normal speech, used in two rather different ways. In some cases they are used simply to report an impression that I now have. 'I distinctly remember leaving the keys on the sideboard' I say; and I continue to say 'That is how I remember it' even once it has been clearly established that I did not leave them there. But in a different use of the words 'I remember robbing the bank' or 'I remember leaving the keys on the sideboard' we will insist that if it turns out that he did not rob the bank then his words were simply not true: it seems to him that he remembers robbing the bank, but he doesn't really.

    Now in which of these ways should we read the suggestion that I am the one who performed a certain action if and only if I 'remember' performing it? It seems clear that if we read it in the second way we lose the sense of immediate and infallible knowledge of who I am that Locke is trying to hold on to. For while it will follow from the fact that 'I remember robbing the bank' that I did rob the bank, I will have no special authority in judging whether I really do remember robbing the bank. Others - for example, the nurse on the psychiatric ward where I was a patient at the time of the robbery - may know better than I do that I do not really remember robbing the bank; it only seems to me that I remember it. Closely linked with this is the fact that, given this reading, it can hardly be said that we explain what it is for Jim to be the one who robbed the bank by saying 'He remembers doing so'; for in explaining what is required for it to be true that he really does remember we will have to speak of the fact that he is the one who robbed the bank!

    Staying with this case, but switching to the first sense of 'remember', it can be said that I remember robbing the bank without first establishing that I did rob it: for to say that 'I remember robbing the bank' is simply to report an impression that I now have. In this sense, we might say, a person has immediate and infallible knowledge of his own memories. But taken in this sense, it clearly does not follow from the fact that I remember doing something that I was the one who did it. We would normally assume that it could, in practice, seem quite clear to someone that he did a certain thing and yet it not at all follow that he was the one who did it.

    Further, whichever sense of 'remember' we employ here, Locke's view appears to face the following objection. There are cases in which we readily say that this is the person who did a certain thing even though she does not remember doing it. For example, there are all kinds of thing that I did as a child which I do not now remember doing. Are we to say on that account that it was not really me who did them?

    I am, in these objections, appealing to our normal views about when it can be said that this is the same person as one who did a certain thing in the past. I am suggesting, on these grounds, that Locke's view cannot be a satisfactory account of what we normally mean when we say this kind of thing. Now it might be replied that this only shows that our normal ways of speaking about these matters are deeply confused. It might be added that Locke is offering us a revised understanding of what is involved in our identity over time: one which is not open to the charge of 'confusion'.

    Clearly that is a possible position. But the charge of 'confusion' will have to be substantiated. On the face of it, Locke has done no more than show that his view fits with at least some of our intuitions better than does the Cartesian alternative.

    How might it be shown that one view of what is crucial to being the same person over time is to be preferred to another? Perhaps a variety of forms of argument are possible. In any case, when considering any such argument it is important to bear in mind that what is at issue here is not simply what we say. As Locke stresses, our views about the identity of people are closely bound up with a whole range of practices and feelings that have a central place in our lives. Locke focuses in particular on our practices of reward and punishment. We can only punish a man for a crime if he was the one who committed it. The same point applies to such responses to others as praise, blame, gratitude and resentment; and to feelings about oneself such as pride and guilt. Again, an understanding of who this is may be central to our personal relationship with another. I may feel a special commitment to this person because she is my mother: the one who gave birth to me and raised me. I may feel bound to this woman in a special way because, in a wedding ceremony, I made a commitment to stay with her until death. Perhaps more significantly, the particular character of the love or respect that I feel for another may be very closely bound up with my sense that this is a person who has, or a person with whom I share, a certain past.

    It is possible that Locke did not appreciate just how deeply his account would bring him into conflict with feelings and practices which few of us will give up lightly. Rather than exploring these conflicts, however, (conflicts that the reader can readily explore for herself) I will turn to a view which, while having significant affinities with Locke's, has been thought by some to avoid its most obvious difficulties.

4. 'No-self'

I mentioned earlier Hume's suggestion that when we introspect we do not find a self that has thoughts, feelings and so on; we find only the thoughts and feelings themselves. Having allowed, with characteristic irony, that there may be metaphysicians who have more luck than he does, Hume comments:

But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement. ... They are the successive perceptions only, that constitute the mind.[9]

Hume's suggestion echoes ideas that are found in Buddhist thinking:

Buddha has spoken thus: "0 Brethren, actions do exist, and also their consequences, but the person that acts does not. There is no one to cast away this set of elements and no one to assume a new set of them. There exists no Individual, it is only a conventional name, given to a set of elements." [10]

Closely related ideas have a strong hold in certain quarters of contemporary Western philosophy. In particular, Derek Parfit has argued that we must understand the links between a person at different stages of her life, not in terms of some persisting individual that has all of the emotions, sensations and so on that we think of as hers, but in terms of certain connections between these 'mental' ('psychological') characteristics at different times. The connection, stressed by Locke, between a thought or action and a later memory of it is one such psychological link. But there are many others. There is the connection between an intention to do something and the later performance of that action. There are the connections of similarity between the beliefs, desires and interests of a person at one time and the 'same' person at a later time. More broadly, we may speak of the similarity in character between a person at one stage of his life and the 'same' person at a later stage.

    Consider a human being - John Williams - who lives for 90 years, during which time he undergoes significant changes in his psychological characteristics. Between JW on any one day of his life and JW on the next day there are very close psychological connections: he has very similar beliefs and character, on the second day he remembers much of what he thought and did on the  first,  and so on. Such direct connections will be weaker over a longer time span. The beliefs and character of the 50 year old are very different from those of the 5 year old, the 50 year old has very limited memories of the 5 year old's life, and so on. Nevertheless the 50 year old is 'psychologically continuous' with the 5 year old. That  is  to  say, his  psychological characteristics developed out of those of the 5 year old through a series of stages: at each stage there being close direct psychological connections with the previous stage. In that sense we can say that the 50 year old is the 'same' person as the 5 year old. But once we give up the idea that the important thing is some underlying core - such as a Cartesian 'soul' - that links the 5 year old with the 50 year old we will no longer feel that this sense in which he can be said to be the 'same' person is of much significance. It is direct psychological connections that are the significant links between different stages of a person’s life. There is a significant, an important, sense in which JW today is the same person as JW last year only if the person at each of these times has closely similar character, memories and so on.

    Parfit's view is clearly similar to that which the Buddha seems to present. Both deny that there is some core that underlies the psychological elements and which is the important link between different stages of a person's life. They agree that where there has been a substantial change in psychological characteristics there is no significant, but only a 'conventional' sense in which it can be said that we have the same person. They perhaps disagree over what we should say where there has not been such a substantial change While the Buddha seems to suggest that even here there is no significant sense in which it can be said that we have the same person, Parfit maintains that in such a case there is a significant sense in which this can be said. Closely connected with that is the fact that the Buddha is, on the face of it, calling  for a much more radical revision in our current thought about ourselves than is Parfit.

    One example - perhaps the central example - of the revision demanded by the Buddhist view relates to the individual's thought about his or her 'own future'. Most of us have a sense that there is a very important difference between a case in which it will be me who suffers pain tomorrow and a case in which someone else will suffer pain tomorrow. This sense of a deep difference is reflected in the very different feelings that we have in the two cases; and in the degree of trouble to which we are generally prepared to go to try to ensure that the pain is not felt. For the Buddha, by contrast, there is no important sense, only a conventional one, in which 'I' will be around tomorrow; a pain will be felt tomorrow, but there is no important contrast between the case in which it will, as we say, be 'me' who feels it and that in which it will be someone else. Parfit's view is less radical. There may be no important sense in which it will be 'me' who suffers some painful illness in 30 years time; but, provided that I am closely psychologically connected with him, there is an important sense in which the person who will suffer pain tomorrow is me.

    How are we to decide between the Buddha's and Parfit's interpretation of the  'no-self’ view? They agree about what connections hold between different stages of a person's life, but disagree about the importance of particular connections. It might be argued that the Buddha is clearly right on the following grounds: if there is no unchanging substance at the core of our being then there is no significant sense in which I am the same person from one moment to the next. But Locke's example of the tree should remind us that we need an argument for that claim.

    Parfit defends his point of view by appealing to what he takes to be our everyday sense of what is of value in a personal relationship. In this he follows the argument of another  contemporary philosopher  - Antony  Quinton. Quinton writes:

For why, after all, do we bother to identify people so carefully? What is unique about individual people that is important enough for us to call them by individual proper

names? In our general relations with other human beings their bodies are for the most part intrinsically unimportant. We use them as convenient recognition devices enabling us to locate without  difficulty  the  persisting  character  and  memory complexes in which we are interested, which we love or like.[11]

It is quite clear, Quinton and Parfit argue, that in so far as I genuinely care for another as an individual person (as opposed, for example, to simply caring for her as a sexual object) it is her particular set of psychological characteristics that is at the centre of my understanding of her. I will, then, think of the other as, in the important sense, the 'same' person so long, but only so long, as she has roughly the same psychological characteristics. We should conclude that 'having the same psychological characteristics' - being 'closely psychologically connected' - is a significant - is the significant - connection between stages of a life. A person in 1995 is, in the important sense, the 'same' person as one in 1996 if and only if the one is closely psychologically connected with the other.

     Parfit's and Quinton's argument appeals to certain intuitions - intuitions about what is of value in a personal relationship - that they hope their readers will share. We need not consider what a Buddhist defence of the more radical conclusion might look like - Parfit's conclusion is radical enough for us to be going on with! For while his argument appeals to intuitions that he hopes we will share, he also suggests that if we think the matter through properly we will end up with some fairly startling conclusions. For if we agree that it is 'close psychological connectedness' that is the important link between the different stages of a life we may find that we have to revise some of our views about, for example, punishment, long term commitments to another, and the idea of long term self-interest.

5. Personal identity and personal relations

The changes that might be called for here are, at least in their general outline,  fairly obvious,  and we need not consider them in detail. I would, however, like to consider the core of Quinton and Parfit's argument a little more carefully. The argument appeals to something that we might call our 'ethical' sense of what is of value in a personal relationship. Now there are grounds for saying that this is the kind of argument that is needed here. After all, our question is: which connections between the different stages of what we speak of as a 'single life' are the important ones? Thus, even if there was (as Parfit doubts that there is) an unchanging non-material core linking the different stages of a life, that would, as Locke reminds us, still leave open the question of whether this link was important in the sense that now concerns us. But do our ethical intuitions really lead us down the path that Parfit and Quinton follow?

   Consider the way in which a woman might say of her husband: 'This is not the man I married'; or the way in which we might say of an elderly person who has suffered a stroke: 'She is not the person she once was'. While such expressions may seem to harmonize nicely with Parfit's view, care is needed. For it may be - indeed I think it is - that the sense of such words depends on an acceptance that there is a straightforward sense in which the person of whom we are speaking is the very one that we knew before. We might compare such cases with one in which I say 'This is not the car it once was'. My words, I take it, mean something like: 'It has lost many of the features it once had' - features that, perhaps, played an important role in my being initially attracted to it. But it is only true that it has 'lost' these features if, in a straightforward sense, it is the very car that once had those features; and, closely connected with that, there would, in such a case, be no possible grounds for arresting me on the basis of 'the fact that I am driving around in a car that is not mine - the one I bought ten years ago'.

    While the importance that the idea of 'being the same person' has is quite different from that which the idea of 'being the same car' has, an analogue of the above point may apply there. For example, consider a case in which someone undergoes radical psychological change as the result of, say, a severe stroke. Might we not say that the particular tragedy of such cases is dependent on the idea that there is a quite straightforward sense in which this is the same person? It is true that children abandon their aged and decrepit parents in geriatric wards. But it is not at all clear that we should take their doing so as reflecting a doubt about who this is. Indeed, it might be in part quite the reverse. It is precisely because it is quite clear that this is my grandfather that the thought of visits is such a nightmare. If I did not accept so unambiguously that this is my grandfather I might be able to visit him with little discomfort; and, to mention another face of the same point, I might not feel the guilt that I do about not visiting him. The same point applies to the horror that a parent feels on learning that her child has suffered serious brain damage. On the view outlined by Quinton and Parfit, this would, or should, be for the parent the same as her child's death. But I take it that this suggestion involves a serious distortion of the way in which at least many people do, in practice, feel in such circumstances. There is one sense in which many might find such a situation more agonizing than one in which their child dies; for what is so dreadful about the situation is the fact that it is John - my child - that is in this condition.

    These are extreme examples of what are, I think, familiar features of our feelings for another in the more normal cases of gradual change over time. Now it does not, of course, follow from the fact that, at least in many of us, concern for some others does take the form of which I have been speaking, that it ought to do so. My point is just that a little reflection may lead us to doubt whether Quinton and Parfit can really count on our intuitions at the point at which their argument needs them.

    Suppose that we took as our starting point the ways in which another may continue to occupy a quite special place in our feelings despite radical changes in their characteristics. And suppose that we added to this the fact - as I think it is -  that  many  feel  that  there  is  something particularly admirable in a 'love' in which this feature is powerful. We might add, too, the way in which my fear of a pain that 'I' will undergo tomorrow might be in no way compromised by the information that I will, before then, suffer brain damage - brain damage  of a form such that the person who suffers tomorrow will be psychologically quite different  from me today. Focusing on these intuitions we might be drawn to a quite different way of thinking of what is crucial to 'being the same person' over time. It seems clear that  'being the same human being' - 'being the same bodily being' - is of central importance in much of our  normal thought about sameness of people. And it is not, at any rate, obvious that this is a reflection of something in our nature that we will, on reflection, wish to disown.

    The tentative conclusion of this chapter is, then, that we should at least consider the  possibility that Locke's enormously  influential  distinction  between  being  the  same 'person' arid being the same 'human being'  ('man')  is one of which we should be suspicious.
Further reading

David Hume's discussion of personal identity can be found in A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I Part iv section 6. Wittgenstein's treatment of the word 'I' is to be found in The Blue and Brown Books, pp. 66-70. For John Locke's groundbreaking discussion see An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book II chapter 27; and for an extremely clear and detailed presentation of both the importance of Locke’s contribution to the debate and the difficulties in his view see Antony Flew, 'Locke and the Problem of Personal Identity'.

    Derek Parfit defends his views in his paper 'Personal Identity', and in much greater detail in his Reasons and Persons. Quinton's paper 'The Soul' is a more straightforward presentation of the key idea developed in Parfit's work. For a useful introduction to Buddhist views and their relation, in particular, to Parfit's position see Steven Collins'  paper 'Buddhism in Recent British Philosophy and Theology'. The idea that we should not draw Locke's distinction between 'being the same person' and 'being the same man' is sometimes spoken of as the view that it is bodily continuity that is essential to personal identity. The best-known exponent of this view is Bernard Williams: see, in particular, the first four papers in his collection Problems of the Self.  For a brief and very readable introduction to the topic of this chapter see John Perry, A Dialogue on Personal Identity and Immortality.  See also John Perry (ed), Personal Identity; this useful collection contains a number of the above papers.
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