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From Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man By Thomas Reid ______________________________________________________________________________________



Essay III – Memory Chapter 4: Identity Everyone has a conviction of his own identity as far back as his memory reaches; this conviction doesn’t need help from philosophy to strengthen it, and no philosophy can weaken it without first producing some degree of insanity. The philosopher, however, may very properly regard this conviction as a fact about human nature that is worth attending to. If he can discover its cause, that will add something to his stock of knowledge. If not, ·i.e. if no-one can discover its cause·, the conviction of one’s own identity must be regarded as either a part of our original constitution or something produced by that constitution in a manner unknown to us. First point: this conviction ·of one’s own identity· is utterly necessary for all exercise of reason. The operations of reason - whether practical reasoning about what to do or speculative reasoning in the building up of a theory - are made up of successive parts. In any reasoning that I perform, the antecedent [= ‘the early parts’; Reid treats it as plural] are the foundation of the later parts, and if I didn’t have the conviction that the antecedent are propositions that I have approved or written down, I would have no reason to proceed to the later parts in any theoretical or practical project whatever. I can’t remember a past event without being sure that I existed at the time remembered. There may be good arguments to convince me that I existed before the earliest thing I can remember; but to suppose that my memory reaches a moment further back than my belief in my own existence is a contradiction. The moment a man loses this conviction, . . . . past things are done away with, and in his own belief that is the moment when begins to exist. Whatever was thought or said or done or undergone before that period may belong to some other person; but he can never attribute it to himself, or act in any way that supposes it to be his doing. That clearly shows us that we must have the conviction of our own continued existence and identity as soon as we are capable of thinking or doing anything on account of what we have thought or done or undergone before - i.e. as soon as we are reasonable creatures. Let us consider what is meant by ‘identity’ in general, what is meant by ‘our own personal identity’, and how we are led into the irresistible belief and conviction that everyone has of his own personal identity as far as his memory reaches. These are appropriate things to look into if we want to form as clear a notion as we can of this phenomenon of the human mind. Identity in general I take to be a relation between a thing known to exist at one time and a thing known to have existed at another time. If you ask whether they are one and the same or two different things - ·for example, ‘Is the professor who persuaded you to take the course the one who gave you an F in it?’· - everyone of common sense understands perfectly what your question means. So we can be certain that everyone of common sense has a clear and distinct notion of identity. If you ask for a definition of identity, I confess that I can’t give one; it is too simple a notion to admit of logical definition. I can say that it is a relation, but I can’t find words in which to say what marks identity off from other relations, though I’m in no danger of confusing it with any other! I can say that diversity is a contrary relation, and that similarity and dissimilarity are another pair of contrary relations, which everyone easily distinguishes, conceptually, from identity and diversity. I see evidently that identity requires an uninterrupted continuance of existence. Something that stops existing can’t be the same thing as something that begins to exist at a later time; for this would be to suppose that a thing existed after it had stopped existing, and existed before it was produced, and these are both manifest contradictions. Continued uninterrupted existence is therefore necessarily implied in identity.



2 From this we can infer that identity can’t properly be applied to our pains, our pleasures, our thoughts, or any operation of our minds. The pain I feel today is not the same individual pain that I felt yesterday, though they may be similar in kind and degree, and may have the same cause. This holds for every feeling and for every mental operation. They are all successive in their nature, like time itself, no two moments of which can be the same moment. It’s not like that with the parts of absolute space. They always are, were, and will be the same. Up to this point I think we are on safe ground in our moves towards fixing the notion of identity in general. It is perhaps harder to ascertain precisely the meaning of personhood, but for the present topic we don’t need to. For our present purpose, all that matters is that all mankind place their personhood in something that can’t be divided or consist of parts. A part of a person is an obvious absurdity. When a man loses his estate, his health, his strength, he is still the same person and has lost nothing of his personhood - ·i.e. he is just as much a person as he was before·. If he has a leg or an arm cut off, he is the same person that he was before. The amputated limb is no part of his person; if it were, it would have a right to a part of his estate, and be liable for a part of his debts! It would be entitled to a share of his merit and demerit - which is plainly absurd. A person is something indivisible; it is what Leibniz called a ‘monad’. My personal identity, therefore, implies the continued existence of that indivisible thing that I call myself. Whatever this self may be, it is something that thinks and wonders what to do and decides and acts and is acted on. I am not thought; I am not action; I am not feeling; I am something that thinks and acts and feels. My thoughts and actions and feelings change every moment; rather than lasting through time they occur in a series; but the self or I to which they belong is permanent, and relates in exactly the same way to all the successive thoughts, actions, and feelings that I call mine. These are the notions that I have of my personal identity. You may want to object: All this may be imagined, not real. How do you know - what evidence do you have - that there is such a permanent self that has a claim to all the thoughts, actions, and feelings that you call yours? I answer that the proper evidence I have of all this is remembering. I remember that twenty years ago I had a conversation with Dr Stewart; I remember several things that happened in that conversation; my memory testifies not only that this was done but that it was done by me who now remember it. If it was done by me, I must have existed at that time, and continued to exist from then until now. If the very same person that I call myself didn’t have a part in that conversation, my memory is deceptive - it gives clear and positive testimony of something that isn’t true. Everyone in his right mind believes what he clearly remembers, and everything he remembers convinces him that he existed at the time remembered. Although memory gives the most irresistible evidence of my being the same person who did such-and-such a thing at such-and-such a time, I may have other good evidence of things that happened to me and that I don’t remember. I know who gave birth to me and fed me at her breast, but I don’t remember these events. What makes it the case that I was the person who did such-and-such is not my remembering doing it. My remembering doing it makes me know for sure that I did it; but I could have done it without remembering it. The relation to me that is expressed by saying ‘I did it’ would be the same even if I hadn’t the least memory of doing it. This thesis: My remembering that I did suchand-such - or, as some choose to express it, my being ‘conscious that’ I did it - makes it the case that I did do it seems to me as great an absurdity as it would be to say that My belief that the world was created makes it the case that it was created! The point I am making in this paragraph would have been unnecessary if some great philosophers hadn’t contradicted it. When we pass judgment on the identity of people other than ourselves, we go by other evidence and decide on the basis of various factors that sometimes produce the firmest assurance and sometimes leave room for doubt. The identity of persons has often been the subject of serious litigation in courts of law. But no-one in his right mind ever had doubts about his own identity as far as he clearly remembered. The identity of a person is a perfect identity: wherever it is real, it doesn’t admit of degrees it is impossible that a person should be partly the same and partly different, because a person is a



3 monad and isn’t divisible into parts. Our evidence for the identity of other people does indeed admit of all degrees: we can be absolutely certain ·that this is Martin Guerre· or think there is just a faint chance ·that this is Martin Guerre·, or anything in between those extremes. But still it is true that the same person is perfectly the same, and can’t be partly the same or fairly much the same. . . . We probably at first derive our notion of identity from the natural conviction that everyone has had, from the dawn of reason, of his own identity and continued existence. The operations of our minds are all successive, and have no continued existence. But the thinking being has a continuous existence, and we have an irresistible belief that it remains the same through all the changes in its thoughts and operations. Our judgments about the identity of objects of sense seem to be based on much the same kind of evidence as our judgments about the identity of other people. Wherever we observe great similarity we are apt to presume identity, if no reason appears to the contrary. When two objects are perceived at the same time, they can’t be one object, however alike they may be. But if they are presented to our senses at different times, we are apt to think them the same, merely because of their similarity. Whether this is a natural prejudice, of whatever its cause is, it certainly appears in children from infancy; and when we grow up it is confirmed in most instances by experience. For we rarely find two individuals of the same species that are not distinguishable by obvious differences. When a man challenges a thief whom he finds in possession of his watch, he goes purely by similarity - ·’This looks like my watch’·. When the watchmaker swears that he sold that watch to this person, his testimony is based on similarity. The testimony of witnesses to the identity of a person is commonly grounded on no evidence except similarity. Thus it appears that the evidence we have of our own identity as far back as we remember is of a totally different kind from the evidence we have for the identity of other persons or of perceptible objects. The former is based on memory, and gives undoubted certainty. The latter is based on similarity and on other facts that are often not so decisive as to leave no room for doubt. The identity of perceptible objects is never perfect. All bodies have countless parts that can be separated from them by a great variety of causes; so they are subject to continual changes of their substance - increasing, diminishing, changing insensibly ·by gaining or losing very small parts·. When such alterations are gradual, it keeps the same name (because language couldn’t afford a different name for every different state of such a changing being) and is considered as the same thing. Thus we see an old regiment marching past and we say that it that it fought at Poitiers a century ago, although no-one now alive belonged to it then. We say a tree is the same in the seed-bed and in the forest. A warship that has successively changed its anchors, tackle, sails, masts, planks, and timbers, while keeping the same name, is the same. Thus, the identity that we ascribe to bodies - whether natural or artificial - isn’t perfect identity; it is rather something which for convenience of speech we call identity. It admits of a great change of the subject, as long as the change is gradual, and sometimes even a total change. ·For example, we might say ‘This is the ship that turned the tide of battle off Cadiz in 1645’, although every part of the ship had been replaced, a little at a time·. And the changes that ordinary language allows as consistent with identity differ from those that are thought to destroy it not in kind but in number and degree. ·For example, it might fail to count as ‘the same ship’ because the total turn-over of planks, masts etc. happened too quickly - which is a matter of degree, not of kind·. Identity has no fixed nature when applied to bodies; and questions about the identity of a body are very often questions about words. But identity when applied to persons has no ambiguity and doesn’t admit of degrees, or of more and less. It is the basis for all rights and obligations, and for all accountability, and the notion of it is fixed and precise. Chapter 6 In a long chapter on identity and diversity, Locke has made many ingenious and sound observations, and some that I think can’t be defended. I shall confine my discussion to his



4 account of our own personal identity. His doctrine on this subject has been criticized by Butler in a short essay appended to his The Analogy of Religion, an essay with which I complete agree. Identity, as I remarked in chapter 4 of this Essay [page 132], presupposes the continued existence of the being of which identity is affirmed, and therefore it can be applied only to things that have a continuous existence. For as long as any being continues to exist, it is the same being; but two beings that have different beginnings or different endings of their existence can’t possibly be the same. I think Locke agrees with this. He is absolutely right in his thesis that to know what is meant by ‘same person’ we must consider what ‘person’ stands for. He defines ‘person’ as a thinking being endowed with reason and with consciousness - and he thinks that consciousness is inseparable from thought. From this definition it follows that while the thinking being continues to exist, and continues thinking, it must be the same person. To say that the thinking being is the person, and yet that the person ceases to exist while the thinking being continues, or that the person continues while the thinking being ceases to exist, strikes me as a manifest contradiction. One would think that the definition of ‘person’ would completely settle the question of what the nature of personal identity is, or what personal identity consists in, though there might still remain a question about how we come to know and be assured of our personal identity. But Locke tells us: Personal identity, i.e. the sameness of a rational being, consists in consciousness alone; and as far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person. So that whatever has the consciousness of present and past actions is the same person to whom they belong. [Adapted by Reid from II.xxvii.9; the main difference is that Locke wrote ‘is the same self’ etc.] This doctrine has some strange consequences that the author was aware of. For example: if the same consciousness could be transferred from one thinking being to another (which Locke thinks we can’t show to be impossible), then two or twenty thinking beings could be the same person. And if a thinking being were to lose the consciousness of the actions he had done (which surely is possible), then he is not the person who performed those actions; so that one thinking being could be two or twenty different persons if he lost the consciousness of his former actions two or twenty times. Another consequence of this doctrine (which follows just as necessarily, though Locke probably didn’t see it) is this: A man may be and at the same time not be the person that performed a particular action. Suppose that a brave officer was beaten when a boy at school, for robbing an orchard, captures an enemy standard in his first battle, and is made a general in advanced life. Suppose also (and you have to agree that this is possible) that when he took the standard he was conscious of his having been beaten at school, and that when he became a general he was conscious of his taking the standard but had absolutely lost the consciousness of his beating. Given these suppositions, it follows from Locke’s doctrine that he who was beaten at school is the same person who captured the standard, and that he who captured the standard is the same person who was made a general. From which it follows - if there is any truth in logic! that the general is the same person as him who was beaten at school. But the general’s consciousness does not reach so far back as his beating, and therefore according to Locke’s doctrine the general is not the person who was beaten. So the general is and at the same time is not the person who was beaten at school. Leaving the consequences of this doctrine to those who have leisure to trace them, I shall offer four observations on the doctrine itself. (1) Locke attributes to consciousness the conviction we have of our past actions, as if a man could now be conscious of what he did twenty years ago. It is impossible to make sense of this unless ‘consciousness’ mean memory, the only faculty by which we have an immediate knowledge of our past actions. Sometimes in informal conversation a man says he is ‘conscious’ that he did such-and-such, meaning that he distinctly remembers that he did it. In ordinary everyday talk we don’t need to fix precisely the borderline between consciousness and memory. . . . But this ought to be avoided in philosophy - otherwise we run together different powers of the mind, ascribing to one what really belongs to another. If a man can be ·strictly and literally· conscious of what he did twenty years or twenty minutes ago, then there is nothing for memory to do, and we oughtn’t to allow that there is any such faculty. The faculties of consciousness and memory are chiefly distinguished by this: consciousness is an immediate knowledge of the present, memory is an immediate knowledge of the past.



5 So Locke’s notion of personal identity, stated properly, is that personal identity consists in clear remembering. . . . (2) In this doctrine, not only is consciousness run together with memory, but (even more strange) personal identity is run together with the evidence we have of our personal identity. It is very true that my remembering that I did such-and-such is the evidence I have that I am the identical person who did it. And I’m inclined to think that this what this is what Locke meant. But to say that my remembering that I did such-and-such, or my consciousness that I did it, makes me the person who did - that strikes me as an absurdity too crude to be entertained by anyone who attends to the meaning of it. For it credits memory or consciousness with having a strange magical power to produce its object, though that object must have existed before the memory or consciousness that ·supposedly· produced it. Consciousness is the testimony of one faculty; memory is the testimony of another faculty. To say that the testimony is the cause of the thing testified is surely absurd if anything is absurd, and Locke couldn’t have said it if he hadn’t confused the testimony with the thing testified. . . . (3) Isn’t it strange that the sameness or identity of a person should consist in something that is continually changing, and is never the same for two minutes? Our consciousness, our memory, and every operation of the mind are still flowing like the water of a river, or like time itself. The consciousness I have this moment can’t be the same consciousness that I had a moment ago, any more than this moment can be that earlier moment. Identity can only be affirmed of things that have a continuous existence. Consciousness and every kind of thought is passing and momentary, and has no continuous existence; so if personal identity consisted in consciousness it would certainly follow that no man is the same person any two moments of his life; and as the right and justice of reward and punishment is based on personal identity, no man would be responsible for his actions! But though I take this to be the unavoidable consequence of Locke’s theory of personal identity, and though some people may have liked the doctrine the better on this account, I am far from imputing anything of this kind to Locke himself. He was too good a man not to have rejected in horror a doctrine that he thought would bring this consequence with it. (4) In his discussion of personal identity, Locke uses many expressions that I find completely unintelligible unless we suppose that he didn’t distinguish the sameness or identity that we ascribe to an individual with the identity which in everyday talk is often ascribed to many individuals of the same species. When we say that pain and pleasure, consciousness and memory, are the same in all men, this ‘same’ness can only mean similarity, i.e. sameness of kind. ·If it meant individual identity, i.e. identity properly and strictly so-called, it would be implying· that the pain of one man could be the same individual pain that another man also felt, and this is no more possible than that one man should be another man; the pain I felt yesterday can no more be the pain I feel to-day than yesterday can be today; and the same thing holds for every operation of the mind and every episode of the mind’s undergoing something. The same kind or species of operation may occur in different men or in the same man at different times, but it is impossible for the same individual operation to occur in different men or in the same man at different times. So when Locke speaks of ‘the same consciousness being continued through a succession of different substances’, of ‘repeating the idea of a past action with the same consciousness we had of it at the first’ and ‘the same consciousness extending to past and future actions’, these expressions are unintelligible to me unless he means not the same individual consciousness but a consciousness that is of the same kind. If our personal identity consists in consciousness, given that consciousness can’t be the same individually for any two moments but only of the same kind, it would follow that we are not for any two moments the same individual persons but the same kind of persons. As our consciousness sometimes ceases to exist - as in sound sleep - our personal identity must cease with it, according to Locke’s theory. He allows that a single thing can’t have two beginnings of existence; so our identity would be irrecoverably lost every time we stopped thinking, even if only for a moment.
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