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man. Here I specially stopped to show that if there had been such ma-
chines, possessing the organs and outward form of a monkey or some
other animal without reason, we should not have had any means of ascer-
taining that they were not of the same nature as those animals. On the
other hand, if there were machines which bore a resemblance to our body
and imitated our actions as far as it was morally possible to do so, we
should always have two very certain tests by which to recognise that, for
all that, they were not real men. The first is, that they could never use
speech or other signs as we do when placing our thoughts on record for
the benefit of others. For we can easily understand a machine’s being
constituted so that it can utter words, and even emit some responses to
action on it of a corporeal kind, which brings about a change in its or-
gans; for instance, if it is touched in a particular part it may ask what we
wish to say to it; if in another part it may exclaim that it is being hurt,
and so on. But it never happens that it arranges its speech in various
ways, in order to reply appropriately to everything that may be said in its
presence, as even the lowest type of man can do. And the second differ-
ence is, that although machines can perform certain things as well as or
perhaps better than any of us can do, they infallibly fall short in others,
by the which means we may discover that they did not act from knowl-
edge, but only from the disposition of their organs. For while reason is a
universal instrument which call serve for all contingencies, these organs
have need of some special adaptation for every particular action. From
this it follows that it is morally impossible that there should be sufficient
diversity in any machine to allow it to act in all the events of life in the
same way as our reason causes us to act.

By these two methods we may also recognise the difference that exists
between men and brutes. For it is a very remarkable fact that there are
none so depraved and stupid, without even excepting idiots, that they
cannot arrange different words together, forming of them a statement by
which they make known their thoughts; while, on the other hand, there is
no other animal, however perfect and fortunately circumstanced it may
be, which can do the same. It is not the want of organs that brings this to
pass, for it is evident that magpies and parrots are able to utter words just
like ourselves, and yet they cannot speak as we do, that is, so as to give
evidence that they think of what they say. On the other hand, men who,
being born deaf and dumb, are in the same degree, or even more than the
brutes, destitute of the organs which serve the others for talking, are in
the habit of themselves inventing certain signs by which they make them-
selves understood by those who, being usually in their company, have
leisure to learn their language. And this does not merely show that the
brutes have less reason than men, but that they have none at all, since it is
clear that very little is required in order to be able to talk. And when we
notice the inequality that exists between animals of the same species, as
well as between men, and observe that some are more capable of receiv-

2

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 that 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.

26. Person, as 1 take it, is the name for this self.[*] Wherever a man
finds what he calls himself, there, I think, another may say is the same
person. It is a forensic term, appropriating actions and their merit; and so
belongs only to intelligent agents, capable of a law, and happiness, and
misery. This personality extends itself beyond present existence to what
is past, only by consciousness, whereby it becomes concerned and ac-
countable; owns and imputes to itself past actions, just upon the same
ground and for the same reason as it does the present. All which is
founded in a concern for happiness, the unavoidable concomitant of con-
sciousness; that which is conscious of pleasure and pain, desiring that
that self that is conscious should be happy. And therefore whatever past
actions it cannot reconcile or appropriate to that present self by con-
sciousness, it can be no more concerned in than if they had never been
done: and to receive pleasure or pain, i.e. reward or punishment, on the
account of any such action, is all one as to be made happy or miserable in
its first being, without any demerit at all. For, supposing a man punished
now for what he had done in another life, whereof he could be made to
have no consciousness at all, what difference is there between that pun-
ishment and being created miserable? And therefore, conformable to this,
the apostle tells us, that, at the great day, when every one shall “receive
according to his doings, the secrets of all hearts shall be laid open.” The
sentence shall be justified by the consciousness all persons shall have,
that they themselves, in what bodies soever they appear, or what sub-
stances soever that consciousness adheres to, are the same that commit-
ted those actions, and deserve that punishment for them.

[* Locke has just said, “Any substance vitally united to the present thinking being is a
part of that very same self which now is; anything united to it by a consciousness of former

actions, makes also a part of the same self, which is the same both then and now.” (Essay,
bk.2,ch. 27, §25.)]

From: John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, book 2, ch. 27,
§§6-9, 26.
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Locke on our identity as humans and as persons

[The following selection is taken from a discussion of “identity and diversity” in
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding by John Locke (1632-1704). Locke
is less interested in what makes us people as opposed to machines or animals
than in what makes each of us the same at different times. Although he is willing
to agree with Descartes that there is a substance underlying thought, he doesn’t
think this substance is very important for questions of identity. In §7, he distin-
guishes sameness of thinking substance from our identities as humans and also
from our identities as “selves” or “persons.” In the rest of the selection, he sug-
gests what he takes these two sorts of identity to consist in (§6 and §8 for human
identity and §9 and §26 for personal identity).

Formulate in your own words the different accounts Locke gives for the iden-
tity of humans (i.e., for saying “same man”) and for the identity of persons (i.e.,
for saying “same self”). Think whether you agree with what he says in each
case.]

6. Identity of man. This also shows wherein the identity of the same
man consists; viz. in nothing but a participation of the same continued
life, by constantly fleeting particles of matter, in succession vitally united
to the same organized body. He that shall place the identity of man in
anything else but, like that of other animals, in one fitly organized body,
taken in any one instant and from thence continued under one organiza-
tion of life in several successively fleeting particles of matter, united to it,
will find it hard to make an embryo, one of years, mad, and sober, the
same man, by any supposition, that will not make it possible for Seth, Is-
mael, Socrates, Pilate, St. Austin, and Caesar Borgia, to be the same
man. For if the identity of soul alone makes the same man, and there be
nothing in the nature of matter why the same individual spirit may not be
united to different bodies, it will be possible that those men, living in dis-
tant ages, and of different tempers, may have been the same man: which
way of speaking must be, from a very strange use of the word man, ap-
plied to an idea out of which body and shape are excluded. And that way
of speaking would agree yet worse with the notions of those philosophers
who allow of transmigration and are of opinion that the souls of men
may, for their miscarriages, be detruded into the bodies of beasts, as fit
habitations, with organs suited to the satisfaction of their brutal inclina-
tions. But yet I think, nobody, could he be sure that the soul of Helioga-
balus were in one of his hogs, would yet say that hog were a man or He-
liogabalus.

7. Identity suited to the idea. 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; for such as is the idea



