On Personal ldentity

§9. To find wherein personal identity consists, we must consider what person stands for —
which, I think, is a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can
consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which it does
only by that consciousness which 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 anything, 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 — it not being considered, in this case, whether the same
self be continued in the same or divers substances. For, since consciousness always
accompanies thinking, and it is that which makes every one to be what he calls self, and
thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things, in this alone consists personal
identity, i.e. the sameness of a rational being: and 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 it was then; and it is by the same self with this present one that

now reflects on it, that that action was done.

§10. But it is further inquired, whether it be the same identical substance. This few would
think they had reason to doubt of, if these perceptions, with their consciousness, always
remained present in the mind, whereby the same thinking thing would be always
consciously present, and, as would be thought, evidently the same to itself. But that which
seems to make the difficulty is this, that this consciousness being interrupted always by
forgetfulness, there being no moment of our lives wherein we have the whole train of all our
past actions before our eyes in one view, but even the best memories losing the sight of one
part whilst they are viewing another; and we sometimes, and that the greatest part of our
lives, not reflecting on our past selves, being intent on our present thoughts, and in sound
sleep having no thoughts at all, or at least none with that consciousness which remarks our
waking thoughts — I say, in all these cases, our consciousness being interrupted, and we
losing the sight of our past selves, doubts are raised whether we are the same thinking thing,
i.e. the same substance or no. Which, however reasonable or unreasonable, concerns not
personal identity at all. The question being what makes the same person; and not whether it
be the same identical substance, which always thinks in the same person, which in this case

matters not at all...

§15. And thus may we be able, without any difficulty, to conceive the same person at the
resurrection, though in a body not exactly in make or parts the same which he had here -
the same consciousness going along with the soul that inhabits it. But yet the soul alone, in

the change of bodies, would scarce to any one but to him that makes the soul the man, be



enough to make the same man. For should the soul of a prince, carrying with it the
consciousness of the prince’s past life, enter and inform the body of a cobbler as soon as
deserted by his own soul, every one sees he would be the same person with the prince,
accountable only for the prince’s actions: but who would say it was the same man? The
body too goes to the making the man, and would, I guess, to everybody determine the man
in this case, wherein the soul, with all its princely thoughts about it, would not make
another man: but he would be the same cobbler to every one besides himself. I know that, in
the ordinary way of speaking, the same person, and the same man, stand for one and the
same thing. And indeed every one will always have a liberty to speak as he pleases, and to
apply what articulate sounds to what ideas he thinks fit, and change them as often as he
pleases. But yet, when we will inquire what makes the same spirit, man, or person, we must
fix the ideas of spirit, man, or person in our minds; and having resolved with ourselves what
we mean by them, it will not be hard to determine, in either of them, or the like, when it is

the same, and when not.
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