CHAPTER 6 / OF MR LOCKE’'S ACCOUNT OF OUR
PERSONAL IDENTITY

In a long chapter upon Identity and Diversity, Mr Locke has
made many ingenious and just observations, and some which
I think cannot be defended. I shall only take notice of the
account he gives of our own Personal Identity. His doctrine upon
this subject has been censured by Bishop Butler, in a short
essay subjoined to his ‘““Analogy,” with whose sentiments I
perfectly agree.

Identity, as was observed, Chap. IV. of this Essay, supposes
the continued existence of the being of which it is affirmed,
and therefore can be applied only to things which have a
continued existence. While any being continues to exist, it is
the same being: but two beings which have a different begin-
ning or a different ending of their existence, cannot possibly
be the same. To this I think Mr Locke agrees.

He observes, very justly, that to know what is meant by the
same person, we must consider what the word person stands
for; and he defines a person to be an intelligent being, en-
dowed with reason and with consciousness, which last he
thinks inseparable from thought.

From this definition of a person, it must necessarily follow,
that, while the intelligent being continues to exist and to be
intelligent, it must be the same person. To say that the intelli-
gent being is the person, and yet that the person ceases to
exist, while the intelligent being continues, or that the person
continues while the intelligent being ceases to exist, is to my
apprehension a manifest contradiction.

One would think that the definition of a person should per-
fectly ascertain the nature of personal identity, or wherein it
consists, though it might still be a question how we come to
know and be assured of our personal identity.

Mr Locke tells us, however, ‘‘that personal identity—that is,
the sameness of a rational being—consists in consciousness
alone, and, as far as this consciousness can be extended back-
wards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity
of that person. So that, whatever hath the consciousness of
present and past actions, is the same person to whom they
belong.”’”

This doctrine hath some strange consequences, which the
author was aware of, Such as, that, if the same consciousness
can be transferred from one intelligent being to another,
which he thinks we cannot shew to be impossible, then two or
twenty intelligent beings may be the same person. And if the
intelligent being may lose the consciousness of the actions
done by him, which surely is possible, then he is not the person
that did those actions; so that one intelligent being may be two
or twenty different persons, if he shall so often lose the con-
sciousness of his former actions.

There is another consequence of this doctrine, which fol-
lows no less necessarily, though Mr Locke probably did not see
it. It 1s, that a man may be, and at the same time not be, the
person that did a particular action.

Suppose a brave officer to have been flogged when a boy 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 in advanced life: Suppose also, which must be admit-
ted 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 the consciousness of his flogging.

These things being supposed, it follows, from Mr Locke’s
doctrine, that he who was flogged at school is the same person
who took the standard, and that he who took the standard is
the same person who was made a general. Whence it follows,
if there be any truth in logic, that the general is the same
person with him who was flogged at school. But the general’s
consciousness does not reach so far back as his flogging—
therefore, according to Mr Locke’s doctrine, he is not the
person who was flogged. Therefore, the general is, and at the
same time is not the same person with him who was flogged
at school. . . 8



