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7. Should we agree that ‘being the same person’ is essentially a matter of ‘having (or being) the same mind’?  

What makes me the same person that I was a month, a year, or eighty years ago?   Is this a reference to the same mind?  Or could it be a reference to the same body?   Or the same mind and the same body? Or none of these things.   One problem here is that we seem to have so many different ways of identifying the same person; e.g. a zoologist might identify me as the same human animal, to an undertaker I would be the same physical body, to a psycho-analyst I am the same troubled mind, to my friends and family the same someone with whom they have a personal relationship; while my biographer (very unlikely) might identify me by the significant life choices I have made, and so on.   If I should tell you ‘I am the same person’ must one or more of these references, or some other referent, be presupposed? 
  	In §1 of this essay, I will start by asking: Are there bodily conditions to which I must refer when I say I am the same person?  In §2, I will ask is having ‘the same mind’ crucial here?  I will discuss John Locke’s (1683) view that memory plays an essential role; and Derek Parfit’s (1986) amendment to Locke that it is a wider range of psychological continuities that makes an individual the same person. In §3 I will turn to Harry Frankfurt’s (1971) claim that our second-order volitions are decisive here and Christine Korsgaard’s (1996) view that one’s ‘practical identities’ are fundamental as an answer to our question.   In §4, I will argue that ‘the self’ is not a “thing”.  And that while not one of the conditions we have discussed is sufficient, each of them plays a part in an adequate account of what is involved in someone ‘being the same person’.  In § 5, my conclusion, I will summarise the arguments we have considered.

§1   Am ‘I ‘my body?                                                                              
Sometimes I identify myself simply by reference to a part of my body.   I show my face and passport photo at a customs post, I give my finger prints at the police station, etc.  Concerning the latter, I am told that those tiny ridges and whorls on the tips of my fingers remain in a constant pattern throughout my adult life.    And that this pattern is unique to me.  In other words, they can be used to identify me, and only me, over time.   They confirm who I am to the authorities - this  is how the police would identify me as ‘being the same person’.   But this isn’t the way I identify myself or others - neither is it how most other people re-identify me.  So are there other, more obvious bodily criteria we must use when we say that ‘this is the same person’?  
My body is a physical thing.  It is composed of organic matter – cells that are changing all of the time.  Is this changing biological organism the thing to which we refer?  I don’t think so.  I remain the same person over time, despite all of the organic changes.   What about my bodily appearance that you have seen which, at the moment, is sitting in a chair at a kitchen table in a Devon cottage – bits of which I can see, touch and (yes sometimes) hear and smell; the body that I  am kinaesthetically aware of - my fingers on the computer keys, the feel of my bottom on the chair, my feet on the floor, etc.   Do we understand the idea of ‘the same person’ in terms of a sizeable set of such physical appearances?  It is worth adding that most of the time other people are likely to reidentify me in this way; vis. by the same big round face, unruly grey hair, the same shaped body, and so on.  
However suppose that we have not met since we were children.  My body is (much) bigger now and so different that if you haven’t seen me, say,  since I was ten years old, you would not recognise me by using bodily criteria.  My body is changing all of the time.  From my earliest days as a baby to the old man typing at the table, it has changed beyond recognition   Yet, once again, throughout these changes, I have remained the same person.  
Nonetheless, despite the changes, we quite reasonably assume that the old man has the same spatio-temporal continuous body as the baby.  From the minute it started to the present moment, although it has changed a great deal, it is the one spatio-temporally continuous body.  To emphasise this important point: my body started to exist at one point in time (84 years ago) and still exists all of this time later - and, I have no doubt whatsoever, it has existed in a traceable temporal path throughout.  Likewise it started-out life in one place (London) and is now in a different place (Devon) - and the multitude of different spaces it has occupied also form a traceable path. Exponents of this view[footnoteRef:1]  are not, of course, denying that over time a person's body undergoes countless changes; rather they are pointing out that these changes occur to a spatio-temporal continuous body.  So should we say with David Cockburn (Lecture 10 p.4) ‘…what is crucial here to being one and the same one (person) from one day to the next is spatio-temporal continuity’? [1:  See e.g. Daniel Dennett (2017:343-345)   ] 

Attractive though this response is, it runs up against a number of difficulties.  One is emphasised by Derek Parfit (1986).  He offers examples where he claims we would not think that spatio-temporal continuity results in the sameness of a person.  He asks us to consider, firstly, the case of the amoeba that, at fission, splits into two seemingly identical parts.  Clearly, the original amoeba, prior to fission, cannot be numerically identical with both descendants, post fission.  Now transfer this idea to human beings. Imagine the two hemispheres of Brown’s brain splitting, just before he dies,  then each hemisphere being implanted in two separate living bodies - of Smith and Jones. [footnoteRef:2]  After the operation we might be said to know the physical facts about what has happened to the brain of Brown.   But we do not know which of Smith or Jones, if either, is the same person as Brown.  Parfit infers from this that knowledge of what has happened to Brown’s brain (nis body) will not give us knowledge of what happened to Brown, the person.  Or let us suppose it is possible to transfer your mind - your experiences, memories, beliefs, etc – into a different body.   Following Parfit, our intuition seems to be that  you, qua person,  now have a different body.[footnoteRef:3]  In other words, you (qua person) go where your mind goes.    [2:  In the weird and wonderful thought-experiments found in the philosophical literature, persons are doing this all the time.  ]  [3:  See e.g. HG Wells’ splendid The Story of the Late Mr. Elvesham in which a young man finds himself in an old man’s body.] 

 	If we accept this, we cannot fully describe what it is to be ‘the same person’ in bodily terms.  On the other hand, the arguments above suggest that we might find the account we are looking for in terms of an individual having throughout their life a numerically distinct and continuous consciousness. 

§2   Memory and psychological continuity                                                                              
Locke (1689) proposed just such a criterion.  However he started out by distinguishing between the concept of ‘a man’ (a human being) and the concept of ‘a person’.  A ‘human being’ we are told is a part of nature ‘…organised and regulated by biological and physical laws that help us to understand and predict the behaviour of ourselves and others’.  In this respect, Locke (1689:210) adds  ‘…the identity of man is like any other animal, in one fitly organised body...and in this, not judged to be different to that of an animal or a plant’.  So it seems that, a la Locke,  it is ‘the same human being’ that has the spatio-temporal continuous body. 
This contrasts with Locke’s idea of what it is to be ‘a person’; this is ‘..a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection and considers itself as itself, the same thinking thing in different times and places…’(1689: 211).  Unlike a human being, being ‘a person’ is not a biological/physical category – it is a functional one, vis. a thinking intelligent being.  Locke (1689: 212) goes on to claim  ‘…since consciousness always accompanies thinking and it is that that makes everyone to be what he calls self, and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking beings, in this alone consists personal identity….’  So ‘a person’ is a being that thinks,                                                                                                                                                      reflects, and that can distinguish itself from others.  (Presumably, any creature that has the same or similar conscious capacities is also “a person”, irrespective of species.[footnoteRef:4])  [4:  This is why Singer (1980:97) argues that some non-human animals are persons] 

What about ‘being the same person’?  Locke (1689:212) writes ‘…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 as it was then…’.    In other words, it is my memories that link me to my past and it makes me numerically the same person.  One problem here is that my memories of my being a baby are non-existent.  And I remember very little about my infancy.  Must we say that since I lack any memories of them, these earliest years did not happen to the same person?  I think Locke’s answer would be “Yes”.  The incidents that happened to me in my early years, which I cannot remember, belonged to the same human being but not to the same person. [footnoteRef:5]  What are we to say of the incidents in my teenage years that at one point in time I did remember (say, when I was thirty) but now I have completely forgotten?[footnoteRef:6]   Also how do we account for the fact that at the present time my memory is interrupted by gaps; e.g.  I have to sleep.  When I am sleeping, sans memories, am I not the same person?   [5:  Incidentally, severe dementia could be understood in these terms: the human being remains when all traces of the ‘person’ have disintegrated.]  [6:  Along similar lines, Thomas Reid (1764) attempted to undermine Locke’s position.] 

Locke’s (1689:213) response is that ‘…it is not continuity of duration (that matters) but continuity of content’.  I am the same person because I remember the content of a distinctive set of past experiences.   But this gives rise to another problem.  If my ‘being the same person’ consists in my remembering the content of my past experiences, what makes those experiences “mine”?  What account are we to give of the individual to whom these experiences happened?[footnoteRef:7]  More importantly, by concentrating on memory, Locke gives a very restricted view of a person’s conscious life.  What are we to make of our far more extensive range of conscious capacities; e.g. of sensations, beliefs,  thoughts, emotions, volitions, etc?  In my  lifetime, I must have had a great variety of disparate - but unremembered - experiences, thoughts, emotions, sensations, hopes, despairs, etc.  The experiences will have been had at different times and in different places.  What unites them, past and present?   [7:   This argument is due to Joseph Butler, J. (1736: appendix).] 

Parfit (1986:55) answers that they are related to each other by virtue of a highly complex network of psychological continuities and connections.  Following Hume, he maintains that there is no unique entity, a separate self, that unifies a person's conscious experiences, memories, and other mental states over time. All there is, Parfit (1986:57) writes ‘… is a highly complex network of…overlapping chains of psychological connectedness and continuities…’  Memory is one such psychological link in the network.  However, he points out here that memory is not the recall of passive chunks of content, as suggested by Locke.  Rather memory is an active process, an ever changing mixture of accurate recall - what Parfit calls q-memories - plus confabulations and mistaken reflections about the past.   Parfit (ibid) writes : ‘I have a q-memory of some past experience just in case that experience occurred to someone and my memory of the experience was caused in the right sort of way by the experience I now remember…’  Each part of my psychological history – my continuing beliefs, thoughts, emotions, sensations  - is  joined to strands of enduring q-memories.  So should we say with Parfit that I am numerically the same person due to this enduring psychological history?  
To some philosophers there is an important omission in Parfit’s account  – this is to say,  he neglects the importance we give to the kind of connections and continuities that matter to each of us, qua persons.  Why should a person’s identity be thought of as a psychological - or a bodily - given?  Why shouldn’t it be something we create for ourselves on the basis of  certain choices or commitments that matter to us?  For instance, Frankfurt (1971) argues that we can consider and choose to change the important desires we happen to have to those we want to have.   And Korsgaard (1996) asks: why shouldn’t the same person be understood in terms of the significant commitments they have chosen to make during their lifetime?   

§4.  Frankfurt and Korsgaard on ‘being the same person’.
Frankfurt points out that human beings have a capacity to call their first order-desires into question.  He (1971: 17) writes: ‘…we are free…not simply to act upon a first-order desire but to ask ourselves whether or not this desire is worth our having’.  Frankfurt calls the latter disposition ‘a second-order desire’.  Most of our regular desires are first-order, like my present desire to eat an unhealthy cream cake for lunch.  On the other hand, my second-order desires are about my first-order desires.  So that my desire to eat only healthy food, like a (boring) nutritious salad, is a current second-order desire I have.   A second-order desire becomes a second-order volition if it is effective, i.e. if I actually choose to eat the nutritious salad - although I really fancy eating the cream cake.  Frankfurt sees such choices as the mark of one’s personhood.  It affects ‘my person’ on a practical level - it concerns my choices about how I think I ought to act and, on a general level, it reflects who “I “am, my character.  In response to Frankfurt, I hope it will suffice to say that an individual’s collection of second-order volitions seems an inadequate basis for our understanding of what ‘being a person’ involves – let alone as a way of understanding how one individual is numerically ‘the same person’ over a life time.  
Korsgaard goes much further.  She (2009:24) suggests: ‘…the fact that we can…carve out a personal identity for which we are responsible is one of the inescapable tasks of human life’.  If this is true, what does it mean for the idea of ‘being the same person’?  Important here, for Korsgaard, is that we see ourselves as defined by the various roles we have chosen; with each of these roles there is a way of understanding one self, qua person.   Take for example the long term role of ‘a husband’ I accepted when I got married.  This was not just a hollow promise “to have and to hold till death do us part”.  It was a promise to try to build a future self, to make myself into a good husband.  Korsgaard sees this as a matter of choosing the kind of person I want to become - to be a faithful rather than faithless partner, to be honest to her rather than deceitful, to be loyal, caring, generous, etc, in our days together.    Clearly (at least in my own case) the person that satisfies this role could not be described merely by psychological or bodily givens; it was much more a matter of trying to create a different person.
Not only am I a husband, I am also a father, grandfather, brother, friend, an erstwhile lecturer, a long-suffering member of a political party, a student of Philosophy etc. These various roles are important to my identity.  Moreover they each have sets of norms; vis. each role places certain values and obligations on me.  Indeed they seem to be a primary source of my moral obligations.  And they matter to me.   They are mostly ways in which I value myself – and they are important to the way I understand myself as a person.
Korsgaard calls these roles a person’s ‘practical identity’.   She (1996.101) writes:  ‘This conception of identity …is not a matter of an inescapable science of who you are.  It is better understood as a description under which you value yourself,  a description under which you find your life to be worth living and your action to be worth undertaking.’    All of us have such practical identities; descriptions under which we understand and value  ourselves.   By them, and the choices and actions they demand, we say to other people “this is who I am and who I want to be”.
Korsgaard goes on to point out that our practical identities can withstand knocks.  So, presumably, my practical identity will also include things that I am ashamed of – commitments where I have failed, or just want to forget about?  Why not, if my practical identities are instrumental in shaping me into the person I am?  However, Korsgaard cautions that if I continue the wayward behaviour, I could lose this element of my identity altogether.
What does this mean for our question: What is involved in the idea of ‘being the same person’?  Firstly, how could our practical identities meet the requirement of uniquely individuating one person over a life time?  A possible answer is that while none of my practical identities are essential to my ‘being the same person’ – I might have been born a week later, married a different woman, now live in a cottage in Lampeter, etc.  nonetheless, I will be the only individual in the world who actually satisfies all, or even most, of the actual set of descriptions. The mixture of practical identities is unique to me.
 	So is this what  I must presuppose when I refer to myself as ‘the same person’?  Can I really leave out of the account all references to having the same spatio-temporal continuous body?  Can I omit any reference to a unique set of q-memories, or other role-independent experiences? This brings us to my own response to our question.


§4.  The same person - a bundle theory
I think Hume (1711:180) was right when he wrote: ‘…when I enter most intimately into what I call myself… I never can catch myself at any time…(because)…there is no impression or idea, that is the self…’.  We make a mistake in thinking that ‘the self’ ( ‘I’ or ‘me’) refers to a ghostly inner “thing”, or any other external thing. [footnoteRef:8]  This has implications for our analysis of ‘being the same person’.   [8:  See Wittgenstein’s (1951:410) aphorism:’ ’I’ is not the name of a person...’    ] 

It might be objected straightaway, if there is not ‘a self’ ( ‘I’ or ‘me’) what is it, we noted earlier, that was ashamed of all of those unworthy desires, or that failed so in this-and-that relationship?  And if there is not a ‘self’ what is it that has all of these distinctive q-memories, experiences and beliefs? And what is it that has been bodily in all of the different places at different times over such a long period?  And if there is no “self” ( ‘I’ or ‘me’), what is it, at this moment, that is sitting at a kitchen table typing these notes?
It is true that when I look at the computer screen in front of me I am aware not only that visual experiences are occurring but also that they are experiences had from a certain point of view.  Nonetheless, as Hume observed, there is not a ‘self’ that is revealed in this bundle of different experiences. However (to go further than Hume)  like any bundle of different things, there is a unity to them.  Indeed, as Kant (1781:116) argued, in the case, of experiences (memories, beliefs, etc.) there must be a unity for any particular experience to be perceived as part of the wider (unified) whole.   But we go wrong if we get too impressed by this unity and assume that underlying it there is one single thing. However, there is another way to understand the unity  in question.  This bring us to my preferred account. 
My answer to our question  is that ‘the same person’ (‘self’,  ‘I’ or ‘me’) is the sum of the important different features we have discussed.  So ‘being the same person’ amounts to having a set of unique fingerprints, a distinctive set of present and past bodily appearances, a unique spatio-temporal continuity as these bodily states develop, a distinct experiential point of view, the unique psychological connectedness and continuity of a set of  memories, beliefs, thoughts, feelings, volitions, and a unique set of practical identities, etc.   Each one of these things helps to fashion my sense of ‘being the same person’, without any one of them completely determining it.  And a reference to my ‘being the same persn’ will analyse into one, some, or all of them.  However, if we cast around for an essential feature that they all possess, or some interior counterpart, we will search in vain. 

§5  Conclusion
In answer to the question: Should we agree that ‘being the same person’ is essentially a matter of ‘having (or being) the same mind’? I have argued that there are many contexts in which mental criteria are not sufficient for identifying the same person.  Memories are unreliable; beliefs, imaginings, emotions, volitions, and other mental capacities can undergo radical changes. Moreover, we cannot fully describe what it is to be the same person by reference only to a given set of psychological connections and continuities.  To try to do so, firstly, is to miss the kinds of practical identities that matter most to individuals, like their life-shaping social roles and relationships and the values entailed by them.  These practical identities seem crucial to many of our uses of ‘being the same person’.  Secondly, to restrict our account to psychological connections and/or to social roles,  is to overlook the importance that we also must give to bodily criteria, and to the assumption of the one spatio-temporal continuous body that is also fundamental to our understanding of ‘being the same person’. Even here, however, I have argued that bodily criteria alone are not sufficient to establish the sameness of a person.  My bodily appearance could have changed beyond recognition since we last met.  And Parfit’s (and other) thought-experiments undermine the assumption that bodily spatio-temporal continuity is all that we need.  An adequate account cannot be given by restricting our analysis to any one of these important elements.  
Lastly, I argued that the idea of ‘being the same person’ is better understood as the different elements we have considered  being taken together – the present appearance of a physical body and its spatio-temporal continuity over a life time, a distinctive set of q-memories, other psychological connections (of experiences, thoughts, beliefs), the choice of volitions, the set of unique practical identities, etc.  Along similar lines, Gilbert Ryle  (1949:17-18) offered an account of a ‘university’ to a visitor who had been shown all of the colleges, libraries, student residences, admin offices, playing fields, etc. yet who still asked: “But where is the university?”  It has to be explained to them that ‘…the university is not another collateral institution …it is just the way in which all that he has already seen is organised’.  Similarly ‘being the same person’ is nothing over and above the way in which all of the elements we have discussed connect together.  
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