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Locke on personal identity

· Locke considers a variety of kinds of identity:  substantial, biological, personal… 

· different criteria for each.

· This is important:  although Locke allows for the existence of substances, including mental substances, he considers this a separate issue from that of personal identity.  Thus, what makes this man the very same man, or what makes this mind the very same person is a different question from what makes this person the very same person.

The following mini-essay is from my personal notes, and may be of some use to students, although the content of the essay goes well beyond that covered in today’s reading:

Locke begins his consideration of identity by describing the paradigm case of the thing that is identical with itself, as manifested by its location at a certain time and place.  No thing can be in two places at once, nor two things in one place at the same time.  Therefore, we can be certain of numerical identity when considering an object as it exists at a certain place and time.   Locke argues, moreover, that “one thing cannot have two beginnings of existence, nor two thing one beginning” (Essay II.xxvii.1).  From this principle, Locke derives the criterion for numerical identity of a thing over time (as opposed to at a time):  A is identical with B if A and B both began to exist at the same determinate time and place:  “the relation to that time and place will always determine to each of them its identity, as long as it exists” (Essay II.xxvii.2).  That is, each distinct things that now exists can be traced back to one and exactly one place, not occupied by any other thing of the same kind at each past moment of time.  In other words, identity over time is based on the history of motion and rest of a given thing. However, even with this general criterion for identity over time, Locke allows that specific applications of the criterion are contingent upon the type of thing whose identity is under consideration:  “It is not therefore unity of substance that comprehends all sorts of identity, or will determine it in every case; but to conceive and judge of it aright, we must consider what idea the word it is applied to stands for:  it being one thing to be the same substance, another the same man, and a third the same person, if person, man, and substance, are three names standing for three different ideas” (Essay II.xxvii.8).  

Thus, for instance, the identity of God is a very different matter from the identity of finite things since God is everywhere, eternal and without beginning.  (Locke rather cryptically asserts that “concerning [God’s] identity there can be no doubt” (Essay II.xxvii.2), although it is not exactly clear how the historical criterion of identity can be applied to an infinite being.  That God is self-identical, however, is of course uncontroversial.  The identity of simple substances, like atoms and souls (if they exist), can be determined by a direct application of the historical criterion: if a study of the past history of motion and rest of a given atom or soul shows it to have occupied the same place at the same time at some earlier atom or soul, then those two atoms or the two souls are identical, and the first is a later state of the second — otherwise, they are distinct.  In a similar way, the identity of complex or compound bodies depends on the identity of the parts.  

Whereas, for Locke, the identity of masses (that is, mere aggregates, as opposed to organized bodies) resides in the histories of their component atoms, the identity of all living things and of artifacts does not depend on the identity of a substance (be it material or immaterial), but on their organization and function.  Where the removal of a number of atoms from a mass of earth renders it a different mass altogether, an oak remains the same oak even if one of its limbs is cut off, by dint of its molecular organization and of its continuing to function as an oak.  Likewise, a watch remains the same even if a gear is replaced. 

However, the ground for personal identity differs drastically from that for other things in that it is neither a substance nor a mode that we are concerned to trace back to a common point of origin, but consciousness.  For Locke, our conciousness is what defines us as a person, and is neither necessarily equivalent to our bodies nor to our soul.  In Locke’s words: “Self is that conscious thinking thing, (whatever substance made up of whether spiritual, or material, simple, or compounded, it matters not) which is sensible, or conscious of pleasure and pain, capable of happiness or misery, and so is concerned for itself, as far as that consciousness extends.”  Our own consciousness draws a boundary around our person, separating our thoughts from those of other persons.  And, Locke observes, as far back as our consciousness extends backwards in time, that is, as far back as we can remember, that is how far back our person extends, and how far back we are the same person.  We can say that what makes us identical to a particular past consciousness is that we remember that consciousness' perceptions, and what makes others different from that consciousness is that they have no access to those memories.  Locke's conclusion is that what is ultimately most important to us is not identity of substance (that is of body or soul) but identity of person.  This is because it is the person who contains the consciousness of having willed or the intention to will, and so the person who is the moral agent responsible for crimes and good deeds.

“person” = (def.) “a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, indifferent times and places; which it does only by that consciousness with is inseparable from thinking, and, as it seems to me, essential to it:  it being impossible for anyone to perceive without perceiving that he does perceive.”

Consider some Lockean problem cases.

“Person” as a forensic term.

