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John Locke argues that what is crucial to being the same person as the one who did a particular thing yesterday is neither having the same “immaterial substance” (‘Thinking spirit’) nor “being the same man” (‘the same continuous bodily life). 
Outline & assess his arguments against each of these positions:

John Locke (1632-1704) is regarded by many as one of the greatest philosophers of the 17th century. His thoughts were influential in many areas of society and he is considered as the founder of British Empiricism, which emphasizes the role of experience in acquiring knowledge, while discounting the notion of innate ideas. So that all the ideas that we have are a direct result of what we perceive with our senses and through experience. Up until Locke, most philosophers had taken personal identity to be constituted by a soul, an immaterial identity implanted by God. Locke applied a dualistic view in which he separated a person into a material body and a soul, and he pioneered thoughts on the problem of personal identity over time as part of his work on what makes a person, the same person over time. 

An underlying important factor in the focus on personal identity at the time, as today, was forensic. Meaning the importance of knowing that a person received the correct rewards and punishment. Both in terms of society’s verdicts and in terms of worldly/godly actions or in other words morally and legally.

In his work, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1694), Locke looked at what is required, for sameness over time. With an empiricist approach, he first looked at an atom, as a single indivisible matter and concluded that it remains self-identical as long as it continues to exist.  He then moved on to plants and found that identity of plants and organisms, for which it is part of the essence of these living things to change over time, required that there be a substance with a certain organisation of matter. It is necessary for plants identity over time, that organisation be maintained even if the physical substance that exhibit the organisation changes. Locke uses the example of an oak tree. [footnoteRef:1] As a tree changes appearance from being a seed, a big tree, a lopped tree and more, there will not be a consistency of a mass of matter (meaning that not all atoms/particles will remain the same) – changes in matter will occur even if it is still the same tree, the identity lies in the organisation of matter.  From plants Locke looked at the identity of a person.  [1:  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Chapter 27, § 3&4.] 


In order to define identity of person, Locke notes the difference between a human being or man[footnoteRef:2], and a thinking human being or person. Locke defines a person as “a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing in different times and places; which is only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking and essential to it.[footnoteRef:3] This distinction is important for, if a person was just a man, he would have a similar identity to that of an organism, meaning that it would not be concerned with its identity. “The identity of man is nothing but a participation of the same continued life by constantly fleeting particles of matter in succession vitally united to the same organized body”.[footnoteRef:4] Concernment with one’s identity is crucial in Locke’s opinion. As he takes it, as a given, that one is necessarily concerned for oneself.  Concern for oneself is being conscious of oneself in thoughts and action which leads to identity of a person over time requiring that there be a substance with continuity of consciousness. Locke does not give a clear definition of consciousness, but it is noted that he uses the term consciousness in two different ways: a mental state inseparable from an act of perception by means of which we are aware of ourselves as perceiving and the ongoing self we are aware of in these conscious states.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Locke uses several terms for a human being: man, rational animal, human animal.]  [3:  John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, chapter 27, §9.]  [4:  John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, Chapter 27, $6.]  [5:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Locke on Personal Identity, p. 7/19.] 


Continuity of consciousness will have to depend on memory. So, sameness of person over time is going to be a continuity of consciousness mediated by memory. Locke’s view is often called the “Memory view” on personal identity. Some argues that too much weight has been placed on the memory, it should be perhaps better be called the “Consciousness view” as consciousness may not require any memory at all, for it’s the consciousness that one has of one’s own experience and action in the present.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Galen Strawson: Locke on Personal Identity, p. 130.] 


Locke writes “Consciousness is what distinguishes selves from other thinking things … in this alone consists personal identity, i.e the sameness of a rational being. And as far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person; it is the same self now it was then, and it is by the same self with the present one that now reflects on it, that action was done”. [footnoteRef:7] It could also be written as “To be conscious of x is to experience x in a certain immediate kind of way – whether x be one’s actions and experiences. It is in fact the way in which a subject of experience S can experience an action or experience or mind or body only if it is in fact S’s own action or experience or mind or body”.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, Chapter 27, § 9.]  [8:  ’The Secrets of All Hearts’: Locke on Personal Identity, Galen Strawson p. 118.] 


Although Locke does not place the substance that exhibits consciousness as immaterial or material,[footnoteRef:9] he does though reject the notice of sameness of person over time being sameness of body or sameness of soul. [9:  Locke uses the terms ‘Intellectual substance’ §13 and ‘Thinking substance’§§13&23. ] 


As noted above Locke is focused on what we are concerned about and 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”[footnoteRef:10]. Being concerned is here linked to the sense and thinking, and the motivation for concern is linked to substance. Again, Locke uses several terms to describe the soul.[footnoteRef:11] He believes, unlike Descartes, that individuals are born with an empty mind, a tabula rasa or clean slate, which means that every idea that we have is copied from what we sense or experience. This empiricist view is clearly very different from the idea of a somewhat pre-programmed soul being planted in our body prior to or at birth. As we have no access to the immaterial soul or substance, it is unclear to us whether it is there or not, we may therefore not be concerned with it through our senses and experiences. It is proposed by some, that Locke, more than trying to argue against identity being the soul, attempts to generally limit the view of soul being the important a seed for thinking and moral function in the nature of human beings, thereby creating space for human thinking beings to take control of their own life. [footnoteRef:12] [10:  David Cockburn: Reading material for course]  [11:  Immaterial substance §14, immaterial spirit §14&15, immaterial being §14, individual immaterial substance §23, immaterial thinking thing §23. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, chapter 27.]  [12:  Anik Waldow: Locke on the irrelevance of the Soul p. 353.] 



He further argues that it may be possible for the soul to be united with different bodies at different times. We would not assume the sameness of identity of each of these bodies and therefore sameness of soul cannot be sameness of identity. Locke uses the example of the soul of Nestor being implanted in another body at another time. What is important for being a person is the conscious “ownership” of past actions not that it is the soul which was in the action.  Ownership comes from “being conscious of – having an inside awareness of a thought or sensation”[footnoteRef:13]     [13:  David Cockburn: Reading material for course.] 


Sameness of person over time can also not be, being the same man or bodily expression. Locke uses the example of the prince and the cobbler[footnoteRef:14], where the prince’s soul (carrying the consciousness of the prince’s past life) enters and informs the body of the cobbler – here he argues that the identity of the person will clearly still the prince. So, even if bodily it is the cobbler, the person will be accountable for the prince’s actions and not for that of the cobbler. This is seen from the outside if one personalises the situation: If one imagined a body shifting experiment where A’s brain is transplanted into B’s body and B’s brain into A’s body. Which of the two would A be more concerned about? Locke believes that your concern would go where your consciousness is and as consciousness is linked to thinking, it would go, where the thinking is, which would mean that it would go to where the brain is. So, your concern/consciousness and thereby your personality would be for A’s brain in B’s body. [14:  John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, Chapter 27, §15.] 


From another perspective, concern can be linked to the moral values. Generally, one is concerned with whether oneself will be rewarded or punished. There is a big difference in whether it’s the person or someone else who will receive a punishment. Though interestingly there may be individuals for whom one is even more concerned about whether they receive punishment/rewards or not. From the purer heart ones loved ones and for less pure heart, the disliked ones. 

Referring back to the important distinction, that Locke makes between man and a person/thinking human being. Just as the identity of plants over time require continuity of the organisation of matter over time, the same would be the same for the human body (man) and all other organisms. Allowing for the natural bodily changes from a baby, to a young man and to an old man. However, because we believe or see that a person is more than just a man, it is a thinking human being. The body cannot be that which is crucial for sameness of a person over time. In our everyday life we use expressions, which point to this. When we say, “She is beside herself” or “She is really not the person that I married twenty years old” Meaning that her body has a continuum, but her actions and expressions have changed. Also, in the forensic light we will not want to punish, or at least punish as harshly, a person, who was clearly not in their right mind at the time of the crime. We may also want to consider a link of concernment and consciousness to time and psychological importance. Meaning that we are less likely to be concerned about something that will take place in twenty years than about what will happen tomorrow even if the identity remains the same with continuity of consciousness. It may be somewhat equal to that when we look back in time although the psychological aspect and memory will have a clearer influence when looking back. 




Locke is very clear on the continuity of consciousness/memory over time being defining for the identity of person over time. 

 Person		A			B ____________________________________________________________________
Time		T1			T2

If B can remember A’s thoughts and actions, then A is the same as B and further if A is identical to B then B can remember A’s thoughts and actions. This is logical but poses the question of what happens over longer stretches of time, sleep, comas, memory lapses and other arrests in the continuity of memory.

Leading to three classic criticism of Locke’s memory view [footnoteRef:15]: [15:  Michael Della Rocca, Locke on Personal Identity.] 


The Breakfast problem: If memory is necessary for identity over time then I must be able to remember what I had for breakfast yesterday. If following Locke’s view strictly then if I don’t remember what I had for breakfast, I’m not the same person as yesterday. I may be the same man but not the same person. 

It may be necessary to look further at memory. Do I really remember doing something or do I think that I remember doing something? Is there such a thing as genuine memory and how will one be able to know the difference. It could be interesting whether “thinking memory” can add anything to the term. I don’t remember whether I locked the door because I wasn’t thinking about locking the door, at the time where I locked it. In other words, I wasn’t concerned with locking the door and therefore do not remember.  So, I may not remember what I had for breakfast yesterday because I wasn’t much concerned about what I had. I could though still have a subconscious memory of locking the door of which a substance has experienced the memory, however only brought out when triggering the substance in which the memory is placed. This would still make me the same person as yesterday. Antony Flew in his criticism of Locke uses the terms ‘genuine memory’ for a memory which is the truth and ‘honest memory claim’ which will not be the objective truth.[footnoteRef:16] His claim is that Locke’s memory view excludes too much. [16:  Antony Flew: Locke and the Problem of Personal Identity, p. 56.] 


The Brave officer problem: This case was put forward by Thomas Reid, building on ideas of Berkeley:

“Suppose a brave officer (B) to have been flogged when a boy (A) at school for robbing an orchard, to have taken a standard from the enemy in his first campaign, and to have been made a general (C) in advanced life; suppose, also, which must be admitted to be possible, that, when he took the standard, he was conscious of his having been flogged at school, and that, when made a general, he was conscious of his taking the standard but had absolutely lost consciousness of the flogging”

       	 A		 B		C
Time	T1		T2		T3
Young boy		Brave officer                	Older General
		
If B has a memory of A’s actions, then B = A
If C has a memory of B’s actions, then C = B
Conventionally if B = A and B = C then A should be equal to C, However, according to Locke C is strictly not the same person as the young boy A, who was flogged for stealing apples. This seems highly illogical. According to Peter Millican[footnoteRef:17], we may be able to around this by applying an ancestral relation. So, if C = A, if either C can remember A’s action or C can remember the actions of someone whose memory is continuous with A, in this case B. Another way to defend the position of C = A is following H.P Grice, who proposes that a term, a ‘total temporary state’ (t.t.s), which is composed of all the experiences any person is having at a given time [footnoteRef:18]. Each element of this state forms a chain of t.t.s’, linking it to the identity of a person, and not to any other person. We may need some adjustment, like Grice’s, of Locke’s view for continuity of person identity in order to explain cases of sleep, coma and quasi memory (remembering an event which may not have been experienced). [17:  Peter Millican, 8.2. John Locke on Personal Identity. ]  [18:  John Perry, Identity, Personal Identity and the Self. p. 35.] 


During sleep, there seems to be a halt in consciousness even as some kind of bodily or at least brain continuity may be what enables the bridging of gaps in consciousness/memory unless we can apply Grice’s t.t.s. It would seem that Locke’s view on personal identity needs to include some kind of bodily links in cases of lapses in memory making an individual in these circumstances shift between being a person and being a man. He uses the Socrates sleeping and waking as an example. As the two states of Socrates do not have consciousness of the other then even if an individual remains the same, he may not persist as the same person.  From his perspective, it would depend on, how much time is spent in the state of consciousness. Locke also uses the example of a day and night person “that an immaterial thinking thing may sometimes part with its past consciousness, and be restored to it again, as appears in the forgetfulness men often have of their past actions, and the mind many times recovers the memory of a past consciousness, which it had lost for twenty years together. Make these intervals of memory and forgetfulness to take their turns regularly by day and night and you have two persons with the same immaterial spirit, as much as in the former instance two persons with the same body. 

If one looks at the example of sleep or even coma. We can assume that there is some bodily or brain related continuity which fills the gap of consciousness so that we wake up with the same personal identity. Some would argue that what matters might be the bodily identity and that consciousness may not matter as much. What matters is the physical seat of consciousness.[footnoteRef:19] It would be quite logical to look at the concept of identity in this way. Personal identity may be based on consciousness but from the outside we cannot look in at the consciousness. To identify the person A, who I knew 20 years ago, I will lean towards relying on the physical constitution, even though this would likely to have changed over the years, until my own perception allows me to judge the identity through person A’s speech, behaviour and other psychological indicators. It is not uncommon to meet someone after a period of time, who may have changed a bit physically but looks the same while the person may have changed psychologically quite a bit and to me may no longer seem like the same person. Does it then link up with which part of identity that I would be concerned with? Is it that I am concerned with my friend looking almost as when we were in high school or that I am concerned with the psychological recognition of this friend? Leading to the questions of whether I no longer recognise A or that I stop being concerned, whether it is A that I recognise as my friend. [19:  Peter Millican, John Locke on Personal Identity.] 



The Branching problem: What happens, in the somewhat unlikely case, that a person is divided into two:

        B	------------------	A	------------------	C

Then if B remembers A’s actions and thoughts B = A 
and If C remembers A’s actions and thoughts C = A
However, C cannot be identical to B.

Of course, this division of person case example is, at least at this point in time, highly unrealistic. The only example that I can think of, that has some possibility, is a cloning or duplication prior to birth. In the first case, time would separate the two as the first person born at t1 would have a larger memory pool and consciousness, thereby not having sameness with the one born at t2, if memory or consciousness is looked at as a whole. If there is a duplication at birth, they would bodily look the same but not have the same consciousness and therefore not have the same personal identity.

As well as the three classic criticism above, several philosophers have criticised Locke’s view as being inconsistent and circular. Inconsistent and unclear about his use of terminology especially on ‘memory’, ‘consciousness’ and ‘person’. And circular in the sense that “consciousness of personal identity presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute personal identity”.[footnoteRef:20] Some of the criticism is countered by philosophers who state that too much emphasis is placed on memory rather than on consciousness and not viewing Locke’s use of person as a forensic term.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Antony Flew: Locke on the Problem of Personal Identity, p. 55.]  [21:  Galen Strawson: The Secrets of All Hearts: Locke on Personal identity. P.1] 



One would hardly expect John Locke’s, at the time revolutionary, view on identity of a person to hold completely over time. But it certainly triggered a line of thought which still today has significant philosophical influences and inspires one to look beyond the notion that we may judge personal identity in practice using the physical body while believing that personal identity really is the soul of the person though really that is no clearer indication of identity as we are somehow aware of a likely incongruence between an outward face and an inward face. A Lockean view is seen as taking personal identity to consist in the continuity of psychological life. Some of the well-known philosophers, who have built on the Lockean view are John Perry, Sydney Shoemaker and Derek Parfit have followed and developed this line of thought. [footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Locke on Personal Identity, p.12/19.] 


As an end note, it is interesting, that ‘consciousness’ is also the term used in Indian philosophy for identity - “I am consciousness or awareness”. However, here consciousness is beyond the use of senses, memory and experiences. It is the infinite ‘I am consciousness’. It could be interesting to consider whether one then talk about a ‘personal identity’ and a ‘spiritual identity’, where the spiritual identity is not concerned about the self but the wholeness/good/light. Personal identity may be the tool that allows us to function in the world with a varying degree of glimpses of a spiritual identity. If looked at in this way personal identity may be the costume, that we need to wear in order to operate in the world. Personal identity is just not all we are. Why be on earth, if we are not concerned with being here. If we truly believe in an afterlife in some form, we would be concerned with our spiritual identity too.
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