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Outline and assess the suggestion that it is memory that is crucial to being the same person over time.

To begin with, I shall outline the arguments for believing that it is memory that is crucial to being the same person over time. In assessing this view I hope to also outline the grey area which accompanies it, and ideally I will provide justification for accepting that memory is crucial to being the same person over time, though not wholly so. 
	A precautionary definition first: a person, in the context of this essay, will be defined 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”[footnoteRef:1] (this is Locke’s definition). Personhood is distinct from manhood in this context, and person is an aspect of man not distinct from man.   [1:  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 27th edition, London, T. Tegg and Son, 1836, p. 225] 

	“As far as consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person” [footnoteRef:2], says Locke. Thomas Reid offers the ‘Brave Officer’ scenario in riposte to this; following on from the proposition that if A=B and B=C, then A=C, Reid invites us to see the illogic in the following (which I have paraphrased from his Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man): [2:  Ibid., p. 226] 

	‘A boy steals apples from an orchard, and is flogged. Later in life this boy becomes an officer, and in battle takes a standard from the enemy. At this point he can remember having been flogged as a boy. However, much later in life he becomes a general, and can remember taking the enemy standard; but he has forgotten all about being flogged for stealing apples. The general is not conscious of stealing the apples or being flogged. If at this point we choose to agree with Locke, we would have to concede that the general was not the same person who stole apples or was flogged.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Thomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, Essay III, Chapter 6, 1785] 

	It is hard to disagree with Reid’s logic, and it would be reasonable to draw from the example of the ‘Brave Officer’ that if Locke’s argument for the necessity of memory in continued persons be taken at its word, then it cannot really be taken at all. Reid, in his Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, supposes that Locke is mixing up ‘consciousness’ and ‘memory’, which are not in fact equable faculties of the mind: it is wrong to say we are conscious of what we did ten years ago, when really we only remember what we did ten years ago (stole apples from an orchard, say). Reid, pedantically and necessarily, draws a distinction between consciousness and memory, labelling consciousness as an ‘immediate knowledge of the present’ and memory an ‘immediate knowledge of the past’[footnoteRef:4]. And so it is again illogical for Locke to suggest consciousness can be extended backwards at all. This would seem to be a major flaw in Locke’s proposition, if one sprung from what is at worst linguistic pickiness. Supposing we allow Locke some leeway in his ascribing of faculties, however; suppose he does merely mean remembrance and consciousness are so similar as to be the effectively the same, and that by possessing memories of doing something we become the person who did those things – what then?  [4:  Ibid., Essay III, Chapter 6] 

	We must then agree with certain other conclusions, such as that if I could not remember doing something, then it was not me that was responsible for doing it. This irks us intuitively, particularly in cases of legal justice, where criminals would have to be absolved of their crimes if they could not remember doing them, and in which we have no way of proving whether someone really does remember doing something – we can only prove, by testimony or other evidence, that someone identical in appearance to them did a particular action. It seems at first unclear what we had ought to do in situations such as this. Locke offers the argument that we punish the man responsible for the crime, even if he long ago ceased to be the same person[footnoteRef:5]. (This brings us back to the definitions of personhood and manhood offered at the beginning of this essay.) Importantly, in cases such as these, we would only have an outside observer’s word for or against a defendant’s guilt; the witness would have seen the man who committed the crime, and would know not necessarily know much of the person who committed the crime.  [5:  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 27th edition, London, T. Tegg and Son, 1836, p. 225] 

	Arising from this hypothetical court case is the incompatibility of outside and inside observer’s definitions of others. A memory view of selfhood is ultimately selfish, and besides trusting communication one has no way of knowing what memories another has; perhaps when thinking of ourselves we are inclined to consider our memories as crucial to our psychological continuity, that which is seemingly so essential to our continued existence as the same person. But when we think of or see other people, we do not have the advantage of complete empathy, allowing us access to their memories; in these cases we judge others on two possible criteria, applied largely to the physical-spatial domain they occupy: we judge their numerical and qualitative identities. Whilst the man in the dock may have changed as a person (in some ways qualitatively) since he carried out his crime, he would never have ceased to occupy the same spatial-temporal position – he and no other was there, at that point in time - and he is thus numerically identical to the man he was when he committed his crimes (and therefore, satisfyingly, we have sufficient conditions to punish him for his crime). 
	It is interesting that we ask these questions at all. It is perhaps because of the way that in day-to-day activity, at some point it seems believable that memory is crucial to me being the same person I was yesterday (I remember brushing my teeth this morning; I don’t suppose it was anyone else’s teeth I brushed, or that anyone else brushed my teeth for me); and if I see upon the mantlepiece a photograph of me when a child, despite all the changes I have undergone physically since then (to say nothing of the changes in my mental state) I would no doubt be called to account if I devoutly denied it was ‘me’ in the photo. It seems we drift between currents of identification, at times relying on the physical and the psychological, the qualitative and the numerical; each one sufficient, none utterly necessary, in identifying ourselves or another person, as the same throughout time. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Perhaps being the same person over time isn’t crucial at all. After all, ‘no one thinks this about, say, nations or machines’[footnoteRef:6]. We assume that ‘whatever happens between now and any future time, either I shall still exist, or I shall not’[footnoteRef:7], and one factor alone will be more crucial than any other in defining my continued existence. I err on the side of believing we are not justified in expecting these ultimatums to have answers. The question ‘Is it memory that is crucial to me being the same person over time?” carries with it the tacit assumption that I am indeed the same person over time, and that this it is of importance that I am. Yet what do we have, aside from intuition and a penchant for pragmatism, to endorse this belief in a continuous self, a belief in something as immaterial and insubstantive as a soul? We may say that I have the same name over time, and all else changes – and having the same name over time is surely not necessary nor sufficient to be the same person.  [6:  Derek Parfit, Personal Identity, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 80, No. 1 (Jan., 1971), p. 3]  [7:  Ibid., p. 3] 

	In outlining and assessing arguments relating to memory and sameness, I am drawn towards what I have said latterly in this essay: that being the same person is not crucial. Several avenues of thought open up from this, and I do not have space to explore them here; but this conclusion relieves memory of its burdensome role, whilst also framing yet more questions in need of answers. 
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