'Person' seeks 'Man'

- a very quick immersion in, and evaluation of the philosophical debate on personal identity since Locke -
Gregory De Vleeschouwer

1. Locke's 'person'

For the classical tradition, the question of what unifies a person throughout his life - the question of personal identity (pi) - was easily answered by referring to the soul or thinking substance. A person was considered to be his immaterial substance, so that the criterion for pi became: X is the same person as Y, if and only if X and Y are the same thinking substances.

The weakness of such a criterion is the following: the person himself has no direct acquaintance with his soul. He can only deduce its existence in an indirect way - inferring it from its qualities, such as thinking. The problem with this, is that if I am not able to have any personal acquaintance with my soul, I am also not in a position to know whether or not I am still the same thinking substance, and thus also not in a position to judge whether I am still the same person. I cannot rule out the possibility that my thinking substance has been unnoticeably replaced by another one. This means that in the classical tradition, my remaining the same person rested on a metaphysical supposition, and was only to be known from an objective or godlike viewpoint.


It is against this background that we have to read Locke's twenty-seventh chapter of the second book An Essay concerning Human Understanding - 'On Identity and Diversity'. For Locke, the question of pi should be answerable by the person himself, by what he has direct acquaintance with, and should not rest on a supposition. By saying this, Locke does not deny the soul's existence; for an answer on the question of pi, he considers the soul simply irrelevant. For Locke, the only thing relevant to pi, is my own first-person perspective - instead of the objective viewpoint of the eternal truths. 


This first-person perspective is what Locke calls 'consciousness'. Consciousness is for Locke what sticks to all my thoughts and perceptions, and what makes me say and think that these thoughts and perceptions are mine. 

Consciousness [...] is inseparable from thinking, and as it seems to me essential to it: It being impossible for any one to perceive, without perceiving, that he does perceive. When we see, hear, smell, taste, feel, meditate, or will any thing, we know that we do so. Thus it is always as to our present Sensations and Perceptions: And by this every one is to himself, that which he calls self.
 
The term 'consciousness' brings with it the concepts 'self' and 'person'. Because consciousness sticks to all my deeds and feelings, it connects me also to my past: my deeds and feelings of the past were also my feelings: they were accompanied by the same consciousness as the one I have now. Because of this sameness of consciousness, I experience myself as one and the same 'person' through time. 


It is important to realize that Locke grants the term 'person' a completely autonomous status: 'person' is for Locke totally independent of the objective realm. If I can identify myself with an action of my past - this means: if I now have the same consciousness as at the time that I committed that action -, then that is for Locke enough to say that the person of that action and I, are the same person, even if, from an objective point of view, I and that 'earlier person' do not have the same soul. If I 'experience' myself - via my consciousness - as connected to the deeds of, for example, Socrates, then, for Locke, I am the same person as Socrates - with the question whether Socrates and I share the same soul being irrelevant. For Locke, I am the only one, apart from God, who has access to my consciousness.

But if the term 'person' is no longer tied to the objective realm, does that mean that it has no restrictions at all, and is totally autonomous?

2. The standard interpretation of Locke's pi-account
In the early eighteenth century, in England, (just after Locke's death), Locke's chapter on pi raised a fierce controversy. Many intellectuals (such as bisshop Stillingfleet, Reid and Butler) complained that by detaching 'person' from the objective realm, personal identity no longer would remain a real identity, but would become just a manner of speaking, comparable to denominating a river the same river, while knowing that the water particles are always numerically different. If 'person' were just a matter of consciousness, then pi seemed to become a purely subjective matter: I would just be the 'person' I would experience myself to be, and that would be subject to continuous change. 


Other intellectuals, on the other hand, found the theory of Locke all the more attractive for that: phenomenologically speaking, it seemed right to claim that a person was subject to change, and the claim that there would exist a so called real identity - only to be known from a godlike point of view - seemed indeed redundant: why should my identity already be a priori established? As a consequence, Locke's defenders - the lockeans, as they were called - considered the belief in a soul to be illusory. In saying this, they went further than Locke himself. Locke merely stated that we cannot have direct acquaintance with our soul, and thus we cannot have real knowledge of it (f. ex. Locke thought it impossible to know whether our soul is material or immaterial), The lockeans however immediately denied the soul’s existence. For the lockeans, the real question of pi thus slightly altered: if the soul is an illusion, they asked themselves, how then to explain that everyone gets into the grip of it? There is no real, objective identity, but still we feel a strange propensity to believe in that identity: why is that so?


Hume's answer to this question became famous - the outlines of which are still followed today by the so-called neolockeans (with among them Derek Parfit). Hume's model can be sketched very briefly as follows. The mind is considered to be a stream full of thoughts, desires, memories, etc. There is no real identity in this wild stream: just as in a real stream, the thoughts, memories, desires, etc. - the metaphorical water particles - always make way for new ones. But there always remains some kind of resemblance: a lot of the things I can remember today, I will also be able to remember tomorrow, and also my desires will probably have a similar character, and so on. The mind, when it takes itself as an object, will thus get impressions of itself that show, at different moments, a lot of resemblances. Because of that, we tend to believe that our mind is characterized by a deeper unity - a soul or immaterial substance, a real bond that connects all the contents of our stream. Because such a soul does not really exist - we cannot have any introspective proof of it, as Hume famously stated -, this belief is an illusion. 


I will now show that the humean model (and with it, every neolockean model that is based on it) is unsound: it recalls itself. In its simplest form, the problem can be put like this: there are different levels in Hume's account. There is the level of the stream and its conscious contents, and there is a second level, whose function is to evaluate whether the first level, at different moments, shows some similarities. But the second (highest-order) level can only do that, when it has a certain permanence. For without this permanence, the judging authority of the second level would only be able to evaluate the first-level, mental content at one particular moment - the moment of its own existence -, instead of comparing and searching for similarities over a longer span of time. So, to state that the stream shows some similarities over a span of time, one has to introduce a permanent self. But the reason that such a self is introduced, is precisely to deny the existence of such a permanent self. 


This ambiguity can be revealed very easily in Hume's text itself, for Hume writes: 'I never catch myself without a perception.' So, to point out that there is no real self, also Hume is in need of a self. Or as Bradley ever put it: 'Mr Bain collects that the mind is a collection. Has he ever thought who collects Mr Bain?'
 

I will now show that it is a misconception to think that this humean model should be seen as a heritage of Locke, when instead it only gives an interpretation of Locke. On top of that I will argue this interpretation is unsound. I will show that there can be given another, more viable interpretation to Locke's text than the humean one. 


Of crucial importance is Locke's term 'consciousness'. If there was one thing both adversaries and proponents of Locke (after his death) agreed on, it was how to understand Locke's term 'consciousness' - only, the lockeans were in favour of an account that made use of such a term, and the adversaries against. The way in which both sides understood 'consciousness' was cartesian, taking the term to be a synonym for thinking itself - its mental content. This interpretation has important consequences, because it automatically calls for a humean kind of model. If consciousness means the content of our thinking, and if it is the same consciousness that makes us call ourselves the same person, then it seems logical to think that it is because of the similarities among our mental contents that we call ourselves the same person. In this way, Locke's sameness of consciousness shifts almost unnoticeably toward similarity of mental contents. And this, in its turn, calls for a higher-order model, such as Hume's: if you are looking for similarity, you need a higher-order authority that 'scans' the different mental contents at different times. 


A vital consequence of such a higher-order model is that the unity projected upon the first-order stream of consciousness, is extrinsic. The unity is not really there: the different mental contents on the first level are never really connected with one another, they remain atomic. It is, so to speak, only 'afterwards', that, via this higher-order authority, a unity is imposed upon it. But in this way, the 'unity' can indeed be nothing else than an illusion. 


It is important to see that Locke probably meant something totally different with his term 'consciousness'. For Locke, consciousness probably had nothing to do with the content of my thinking: it is not thought itself, but what accompanies all my thoughts, and what is responsible for the fact that I consider these thoughts to be mine. The sameness to which Locke refers, is not a similarity between my mental contents at different times, but a sameness of the consciousness that accompanies these mental contents - whether similar contents or not. For Locke, consciousness has no content in itself: it is formal. To illustrate this with the river analogy - which was often used in the historical debate: for Locke, the 'river of pi' is called the same river, not because the ever changing 'mental particles' show at different moments a likewise outlook, but because the bed of the river - 'consciousness' - remains the same.

3. Locke's 'man'

When Hume states that pi in his model is illusory, he is only too right: for Hume, the stream is not a stream, but only a multiplicity of thoughts, desires, feelings, etc. With this mental, atomic conception of consciousness, Hume has already done away with the 'streamness' of the stream. This 'streamness', or real unity of our consciousness, is to be found in our body. For Hume and other lockeans, our consciousness is restricted to the mental content of our brain, while the rest of our body is seen as secondary: the body only has to make sure that the brain is able to function properly. It is therefore deemed to be fully exchangeable: instead of that one particular body, my body could have been any body.


During the last decades, many protests have been raised against such an instrumentalistic view on the body, and new approaches have made it clear that the picture of a 'pure', mental consciousness on the one hand, and a body on the other hand of which consciousness could make use, does not do justice to the sophistication of our human, biological existence.
 Our consciousness is always embodied. Consciousness does not have to search for a unity, or call for a higher-order authority to project such a unity upon itself: with the body, it already possesses that (intrinsic) unity. 


But even by taking that into account, we still have not yet solved our problem. It may be the case that consciousness possesses an intrinsic unity, but the question is: how does it become conscious of that unity? For that, it seems, it would also be in need of a permanent, 'judging' authority. And where would such an authority come from? 
In his pi-chapter, Locke writes about the body in two ways. First, he considers the body to be a part of my 'person' or 'self'. Secondly, Locke explains that other people, thanks to my body, are able to identify me as the same 'human being' or 'man' - seen from an external perspective, Locke uses the term 'human being' or 'man', and not 'person'. My body changes continually - it grows etc. -, but because the changes of my body normally align with what could be expected of a growing and developing human body, my body remains identifiable as the body of one and the same human being. 


Our problem can be solved if we combine this external, intersubjective 'man'-approach with the internal 'person'-approach: with the intersubjective order, we have found a 'judging' authority - instead of having to postulate it! -, that is able to 'recognize' the intrinsic unity of my body - a body that the others recognize as the body of one and the same 'man'. The emergence of my first-person perspective (my 'consciousness') is parasitic on that. My consciousness can only evolve as the inner viewpoint of an identity, that others see from the outside as the identity of a 'human being', pursuable as the trajectory of a body - my body.
 'Person' does not come without 'man': the first-person perspective can only emerge as an interwovenness with a third-person (or intersubjective) perspective. 'Person' can never be totally autonomous: while it is true that it should not be reduced to the objective order (as was the case in the classical tradition), 'person' definitely calls for the intersubjectivity of 'man'. 


It might be remarked that the unity or identity in our solution is a unity that also comes from 'outside'. But that would be an imprecise reformulation of what I have defended. The unity itself is not imposed, it already was at its place: also without the others pursuing it, the body forms a unity. What comes from outside, is only the idea of that unity (the 'consciousness' of it) - and not the unity itself. That is also what makes this solution formal: 'consciousness' only implies that it is possible for others to pursue my body as the body of one and the same human being. Nothing about the contents of my thoughts is implied in it. Another consequence of the fact that the idea of the intrinsic unity comes from outside, is that we always feel a certain alienation towards our own body: in a certain sense, it seems even absurd to think that I 'fall together' with just this one body. It is this 'feeling of absurdity' that has given rise to the (illusory) belief in souls or immaterial substances, for with a soul, one's identity seems independent of arbitrary and contingent things as a body, the place where one is born, etc.

I am very well aware of the fact that the solution I have put forward at the end, asks for further elaboration. I have done this elsewhere, relying mainly on the work of Strawson.
 Due to lack of place, I also did not specify how much of what I have defended, is likely to correspond with Locke's own views. To finish, I will just outline the main reason why Locke disconnected 'person' from 'man'. That he did so, is clear from his pi-chapter: he not only gave 'person' and 'man' a different, and separate treatment, he also gave such examples as the prince and the cobbler, in which the consciousness of a prince is transferred to the body of a cobbler. For Locke, the cobbler remains the same 'man', but not the same 'person': 'inside' the body of the cobbler, so to say, is located now the prince-'person'. Although in normal situations, 'person' and 'man' were seen by Locke as intertwined, it is clear from this and other examples, that Locke in his pi-chapter seemed to have developed a special interest for border cases in which this intertwinement could no longer be sustained. The main reason he did so
 - it seems to me -, is because he was the first one to point out the significance of the first-person perspective. He wanted to contrast it as clearly as possible with the classical tradition, and therefore he thought it necessary to detach it from everything else - not only from the objective perspective, but even from the intersubjective point of view. He wanted to present it in its most radical and autonomous form. Whether Locke really believed that a 'consciousness' could exist on its own, or whether he just used the extreme examples and thought-experiments for didactic purposes, is unfortunately a question that can only be answered by Locke's 'person' himself. 
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� J. Locke, ed. P. H. Nidditch, An essay concerning human understanding, Oxford, Clarendon press, 1975, p.335, II, xxvii, 9.


� Found in Mackie, 1976, Problems from Locke. Clarendon Press, Oxford. (p.201).


� Some of the studied phenomena are: proprioception, kinesthetic theories, the 'ecological perspective' of Gibson and Neisser.


� This view is very similar to John McDowell's view in his essay 'Reductionism and the first person'.


� The article I refer to, has just been submitted. I invite anyone interested in it to send me an email, so that I can keep you informed about its eventual publication: gregory.devleeschouwer@hiw.kuleuven.be . 


� There is also another reason, but it will take us too far to go into that. 
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