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Why is personhood conceptually difficult?

The concept of a person is a vexing one.

There is ample evidence for this claim, both in eihonoured works and in recent
publications. Before | concentrate on some of thee stuff, let me briefly turn to recent
examples. The following sample of quotations fronNabel Laureate, a leading neuro-
scientist and a German professor of ‘neuro-didactitay illustrate how deep the confusion
about what a person is can go among the educated, teday. Francis Crick stated his

Astonishing Hypotheses follows:

“You” [...] are in fact no more than the behavimira vast assembly of nerve cells and
their associated molecules. As Lewis Carroll’s Alimight have phrased it: “You're
nothing but a bunch of neurons.” This idea is senato the ideas of most people alive

today that it can truly be called astonishing.

A few years later, this ‘idea’ seemed not anymatr@ishing to Michael Gazzaniga who

prefers to put it this way: Some simple facts miake

... Clear that you are your brain. The neurons interconnga its vast network...] --
that is you?

It required the brilliancy of a German professotake it to a further extreme. He found a way
to expand Crick’'s and Gazzaniga’s point by enrighitnwith a homespun piece of congenial

ludicrousness. In a German radio-broadcast in N&e2r2006, Manfred Spitzer declared:

You don’thaveyour brain, yoware your brain.

Maybe this is a world record. Is it humanly possitd display, more fundamental confusion
in less than ten syllables? (Well, in fairness pgZer, in German, the saying doesn’t take less
than ten.) One is almost inclined, with respecdmeone who says such a thing, to believe at

least the first part of hidictum

! Francis CrickThe Astonishing Hypothesis — The Scientific Sefncthe SoulNew York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, Macmillan Publishing Company 1994, p. 3.
2 Michael GazzanigalThe Ethical Brain Chicago: Chicago UP 2000, p. 31 (italics mine).



Note that in these three quotations we are addiedisectly, by use of the word “you”. As

who or what might we consider ourselves so adddeggeen that we are, in the same breath,
straightforwardly identified with our brains)? Ciganot as human beings. Human beings
aren’t just brains. Almost all of them have dn&nd some of them use it, before they make
grand claims. Let's assume that this much is knewen to those who would make, or agree
to, such claims as the ones | quoted. It's unlikbigt even they simply confuse a human

being with one of his or her organs.

So assuming that we are not addressed, in thars&ate quoted above, as members of the
specieshomo sapiens sapienthe question remains: As whom or what do CricazZaniga
and Spitzer presume to address us, when they say?WVell, | guess, we are meant to be
addressed apersons What the two neuro-scientists and the profes$dneuro-didactics’

want to tell us seems to be this:
You, thepersonyou are, are your brain.

A human person nothing but his or her brain? Thgatiee answer is obvious again. You, as
person, are you altogether. When considered assameyou are considered, so to say, as the
completeness of what you are. You are not just sserablage of certain parts, facets or
aspects of yours, however interesting or promimach of them may be. You'ret what or
how you feel. You ar@ot how you came to be what you are. You ao¢ what you did or
may accomplish. You are not your looks, moods,Iskdenes, memories, sentimentalities,
failures, hobbies, hopes or sexual obsessions.arewot your intelligence, deftness, body,
body/mass index, charm, career, musicality, bratharacter, hormonal state, social
behaviour, or innermost thinking. All the itemstjusentioned, and indefinitely many more of
those, contribute, or may contribute, to you ag&s@n. But they aren’t you. Obviously, none
of them, taken seperately, is you. Arguably, eviéofathem together, taken collectively in
their (impossible) summation, isn’t you eitherln brief, “You are your brain” is to be taken
as seriously as “You are what you eat”. It may sbuaite as an advertisement jingle, but

taken literally, it's just rubbish.

® The pitiable exceptions include anencephalics,rauiphalics, hydrocephalics, and some brainlesdt adu
human beings, occasionally mentioned in the litemtfor whom there seems to be no scientific Igbel



| shall not go into this once mofenstead | shall address, in what follows, a défer an
aetiological, kind of question: How can it happ&attsome people get so confused as to
identify persons (and for that matter themselvesh wheir brains? Part of the explanation
seems to me to be this: Our very idea, or conad, person is utterly baffling. And | shall

investigate some of the reasons why this is so.

Given that the concept of a person is a vexing whay is it that makes it so?

There are various ways in which a concept may perpk. First, there are concepts which
may strike one as inherently unthinkable — or, b ipless sloppily: concepts such that the
items which they purport to be concepts of seenhiokéble. Infinity may serve as an
example. (Ask a theologian or a philosopher, if yoe keen on more examples of this sort.)
Second, there are concepts which are, or seenmysgsialoof in a very peculiar way. They
are, or seem to be, innocent, well-functioning pomitive concepts which we, as normal
speakers, have fully mastered; and, moreover, weparfectly in the clear about what we
consider as their most important ingredients. Ninedess there is at least one further
conceptual ingredient which consistently resists aitempts to make it explicit. Knowledge
is an example. It is fairly uncontroversial thablriedge entails truth, belief and justification,
and it is also clear that knowledge is not meraktified true belief — but nobody has been
able to pinpoint what else is required for knowlked@he concept of knowledge contains at
least one component, that vexing 'last bit', wisebms inexplicable. Third, there are concepts
which are, or at least seem to be, paradoxicdipafgih they appear to be well-functioning,
some of them even indispensable, concepts. Takeotieept of being uninteresting. It lends
itself to the comparative and the superlative foBut isn't the most uninteresting event of all
timesipso factoan interesting one? I, for one, would be anxiaubd informed about it. Or
take the concept of a belief. One holds each oksdraliefs to be true (this is what believing
is, after all), but at the same time, a sane pelgtisves that some of his beliefs are false. Or

take truth itself. The so-called Liar-paradox isowm and unsolved since ancient times:

* For arguments against the ,thesis’ of person/bidémtity, cf. my “Ich, mein Gehirn und mein GeistEchte
Unterschiede oder falsche Begriffe?”, in: N. El¢@erLler (eds..)Pas Gehirn und sein GejsBoéttingen 2000,
221-243. — But let me warn you. You'll probably dimothing in this paper which you do not know anywa
Trying to point out the obviously obvious almosevitably results in dull papers. What excuse iggher a
philosopher to engage in this sort of business mieeless? Well, as J. L. Austin once put it: “Besidthere is
nothing so plain boring as the constant repetitibassertions that are not true, and sometimegven faintly
sensible” Bense and Sensibili®@xford: Oxford UP 1962, p. 5).



"What | hereby say is not true”. Or, for that mgttake any of those countless concepts for
which a paradox of thBoritestype can be construed, like famously for the cphoé a heap
itself.

The conceptual difficulties concerning personhoeens to be of an altogether different kind.
Prima facie personhood is nothing inherently unthinkableretseno problem with a deeply
hidden conceptual 'last bit' (we'd be happy tohgetl only of the uncontroversial first bits);

and we have no compelling reason to think thavérg concept itself is paradox-ridden.

On the one hand, the word "person”, as it is comynased, seems to be not much more than
a singular form of the word "people”; it servesdenote human beings like you and me. In
normal conditions, as soon as we have recognizeatlalh human being, we have recognized
a person; we don't need any extra information abpatial features of this particular human
being in order to draw the 'further' conclusiont th@ or she is a person. In the absence of very
weighty counter-evidence or of compelling reasansvithdraw judgment, the presumption,
concerning any human being, that he or she issopers not just epistemically admissible or
reasonable, it is morally obligatofy. Theapplicationof the concept of a person, in familiar
standard cases, does not appear to involve probMrith are harder than those involved in

recognizing people: normal members of the humaa.rac
But the concept itselis problematic. At least it is difficult to say) plain words or, for that

matter, more refined ones, what a person is — gixan the most basic and austere sense of

the word "person".

Personas an ontological category concept

®> One may think that theersonclearly is a vague concepig(, allows for borderline cases) and that therefore a
least a paradox of th8oritestype can be construed. But | am not sure abouthié sad fact is, | think, that
personis a concept so extremely indeterminate that vamageven definitely say whether it is vague or. not

® Note that a presumption is not just an assumplioniever plausible. As Whately once put it magiath:
"According to the most correct use of the ternRr@sumption’ in favour of any supposition, means(as has
been sometimes erroneously imagined) a prepondefmrobability in its favour, but, suchpaeoccupatiorof

the ground, as implies that it must stand goodtithe sufficient reason is adduced against ithartsthat the
Burden of proofies on the side of him who would dispute it." ¢Rard WhatelyElements of Rhetorid 828,

61841, p. 120; Whately's italics). For an attemprabutline of a theory of presumption, see OlSeholz,
Verstehen und Rationalit&Erankfurt a.M. 1999, part Il, pp. 148 — 159.



Two attempts at clarification. The first one comsethe question how much psychology
comes with the concept of a person. Addressingdihéestion seems necessary in the light of
the best recent discussions concerning personhoach laware of. When | talk in the
following, interchangeably, of "the concept of agman”, of ‘persori, or of "(the concept of)
personhood", |1 do not have a psychological congeptind. Person as | shall consider it, is
an ontological concept. For it is meant, by me hereick out a special category of entities —
a category which is worth considering when the tjaess raised: "What sorts of particulars
are part of the ultimate furniture of the worldvas know it?” As an answer I'd mention, with
no attempt at originality: physical bodies, fields gravitation, events, abstract particulars

(sets, numbers, propositions, and maybe otherd),.apersons.

| don't mean to be making a big claim here. | amsaying that persons are particulars which
do, in the final analysis, belong to the ultimateniture of the world as we know itLe.,
particulars which cannot be reduced to (combinatiofy more basic particulars. | would
simply like to rank them among those entities whsttould be considered carefully as
candidates. (Descartes for example, as we shall s@esidered them as candidates, but
decided not to assign to them the ontological stafibasic entities.) — Now, and that's what
I'd like to emphasise at this point, the ontologmancept of a person should be kept as pure
and austere as possible. In particular it shoul&ldpe distinct from any psychological notion,
however seemingly close, like,g, the concept of a personality. A personality, Ketat, is
something a persohas (and presumably it is not a particular, but someersal which, at
least in principle, different persons may share; éen if personalities would have to be
accepted as particulars, they'd be particularemdifft in kind from persons). What I'm trying
to draw your attention to is not thpersonand personalityare distinct concepts (this is
banal). Rather it is the less obvious point that tiight and rigid connections between these
concepts run only in one direction. Personalityasgtually requires personhood; but mime

versa®

The sparse ontological concept of a person | slaalsider in the following is psychologically
neutral, or noncommittal, in a thoroughgoing waly:dbes not exclude, for example, the

conceptual possibility of one and the same persdrasging his or her personality abruptly

| am thinking here of authors like,g, Bernard Williams, Robert Nozick, Derek Parfit,\ichLewis and
Martine Nida-Rumelin.

8 One may be tempted to assume that at least the specific concept of mumanperson involves having a
personality. But | am not so sure about this ejthaybe only our concept ofreormal (or a non-deficient)
human person contains personality as a feature.



and completely. Psychological similarity, contiplibr conscious self-accessibility over time
IS not aconceptualingredient in personal identity. It is, indeedfaatual ingredient in the
human persons-over-time we are acquainted with., Amteed again, the absence of this
ingredient may make us wonder whether we are rel@djing with the same person. But, and
that's what | am trying to bring to the fore, thes@ basic ontological concept of personhood
which does not by itself compel us to deny persodentity in cases of abrupt and vast
psychological discontinuity. That's what | mean tglling the concept psychologically
noncommittal: it is as it were silent about theases. - In focussing on this basic concept, |
don't mean to deny that there are other legitinateepts of personhood.{, the concept of
ahumanperson) — concepts which may be 'more psycholbgicdahe sense just adumbrated.
And it may well be that our most familiar conceptagerson is not the ontological one. But |
think that the ontological one is fundamental, angowerful source of our conceptual

bewilderment.

The second clarification concerns the realism/egdlism issue. An important question in this
context is whethepersonis an ascriber-relative (or recognition-dependent)cept. | shall
call the whole family of such concef#C-concepts, because in their case the meuating

as a S0-&-so is anstitutive of being a so-&-so. The mark of a CA@xcept can be roughly
characterized as follows: It applies to the itemsvhich it applies in virtue of the fact that
these items count as falling under the conceptt Xh@unts as £ may be spelled out in
various ways, for example as “Given appropriat@nmfation aboui, the vast majority of
normal people who have mastered conégpiscribe --or would ascribe, if they encountered
x-- to x the property of being &£, or as “A sufficient majority of relevant experts

authoritie$ accept, or would acceptas aC”.*°

It is fairly uncontroversial that many common copiseare of the CAC varietysiece of art
fruit, disease car, jail, etc. Fashionis, | think, a particularly clear example of a CAC
concept: Ifx counts as fashionablei.e., if a sufficient majority of the relevamhagistri
elegantiarumaccept, or would accepk as fashionable--, ther is fashionable.) Many

concepts of philosophical interest, however, aghllyi controversial in this respect. If one

? “Relevant majority” may sound inappropriate whegrethere are very few experts or authorities. A t
happens often enough. (In a soccer matdl, there’s only one ultimate ‘authority’ on foulgal, etc.) But let
that go.

19 However crucial they may turn out under closer @t$ipn, | am not going to care about differencesvben
various sorts of counting-as here.



considers the concepts a,g, beauty, goodness, truth, happiness and justideet€AC-
concepts, this almost inevitably makes one an raafist about beauty, goodness, truth,
happiness and justice. That is to say, whoeverstakaceptC to be of the CAC-kind, is
strongly susceptible to the assumption that, caonicgIC-issues, there is no fact of the matter
— no fact, that is, beyond those facts which amutalwhat is, or would be, the considered
judgment of a certain range of people about susies. Whereas a realist abQuhess, who
deserves this denomination, holds that, maybe sulbgesome sophisticated qualification,
facts abouCs are ‘genuine’ facts. Genuine facts are not jiades of affairs corresponding to
beliefs which have been formed by a ‘relevant’ buind¢ people, however impeccable the

conditions of forming these beliefs. - | shall saljttle more about this presently.

My above remarks, about the particular ontologozaicept | have in mind, may have already
made it clear that my metaphysical sentiment apewonhood is downright realistic: Facts
expressed by sentences, as used in an ontologscaludse, of the typex“is a person” (or

“So0-&-s0s are persons”) are genuine facts. The epinof a person, at least the ontological

one, does not function as a CAC-concept.

Let me try to explain what | mean. Let's assumedamoment that I'm a person and that
you’re a person. So far, no commitment to realismmplied. Here is whadny realist about
personhood is prepared to add: If this assumpsamuie, then our personhood is a genuine
fact. But realism comes in various stripes, amdregnt are disappointingly soft ones. (As it
happens, | am a soft realist about fashion. I'npared to accept it as a fact that, for example,
a certain sort of belts are fashionable. But for, thés fact is merely a CAC-fact: a fact
constituted by such belts’ counting as fashionalNew that’s not the attitude of a downright,
or hard-boiled, realist. He is eager to up the pietaical ante. As a downright realist about
personhood, | am prepared to strengthen the safsrelaim above considerably: “Given that
our personhood is a fact, it's an objective fachasl as they can get. They don’t come any

harder anywhere - not in physics, not in matheraatiot in logic.”

With regard to the epistemological position, accampng such a strong metaphysical tenet,
even a hard-core realist has various options. My option is this: Don’t confuse facts which
are metaphysically first-rate with those which ate epistemological darlings: with plain,
obvious, undeniable facts, facts which (if need ba) even be proven, in some widely

accepted logic calculus, from premises whaspriori truth can be recognized by way of



intuition. To put it differently: The sheer hardsesf a fact doesn’'t entail a corresponding
degree of its obviousness; even some of the hafdetst may be rationally put in doubt. -
Harking back to the issue at hand, that is to 8gyour above assumption, you and | are
persons, and, by my hard-core realism, this isdamant fact, but it is not beyond intelligible
doubt.

How could this be? For one thing, others may hhee doubts about us and take you and me
for zombies, aliens, cleverly designed robots -o&lvhich they presume not to be persons.
But more than this, each of us may have doubtstaiiswr her own personhood. If you have
such doubts, and if you assume that doubts carmatieébip persons only, you should, in all
consistency, also doubt that whatever it may beybare having are genuine doubts. So you
should be prepared to consider it as possible et you have are merely your “non-
personal” substitutes for genuine doubts, let's ttedm oubts. Oubts feel (or ‘eel’) to, and

function for, non-persons just like doubts do tal gersons.

This may sound more and more crazy, but | tendittktthat one isn’t immune to such doubt.
To illustrate: Assume that Mr Deckard (Harrison djorin the movieBlade Runneris a
genuine person (in this fiction) and that he hifhassumes androids, or replicants, not to be
persons. Even if we assume this, as the movieeswis to do, then nevertheless, from a
certain point on, Deckard begins, and he doessorfderstandable reasons, to doubt his very
own personhood. Deckard is part of a fiction, luthe story told by the movie, he, a person
by assumption, really doubts his own personhdode does not merely oubt it. And his
reasons for doubting are fairly good ones, andusitairly ood easons to oubt, whatver this
may be. The example is from Hollywood and may tfogeeseem just foolish. | chose it,
because the movie is fairly well known and becatus®y convince you of the coherency, in
principle, of genuinely doubting one’s own persomthoMoreover, | speculate that there are
various mental diseases of actual peopée human persons) which establish the same point:
Human persons may in all consistency begin to ddhdit they are persons and may begin
even to fear that they don’t suffer but insteacgyfivhatever this may be, and however much

it urts.

™ In Philip K. Dick’s novel Do androids dream of electric shedpew York 1968) on which the movie is based,
Deckard’s doubt comes out much more clearly. Moeeoat the end of chapter 20, Dick describes Detchar
being aware of the fact that ,reasons’ of non-pesstave to be distinguished from reasons proper.



So the kind of realism about personhood | thinkéoan ingredient of the sparse ontological
concept of a person has nothing to do with ‘metaj@ or ‘absolute’ certainty about

personhood. | tend to think that, painful as thiesyrbe, there is no such certainty to be had.
Not even the supposedly special sort of unshakabldbjective’ evidence of self-

consciousness, in virtue of which we could provdeast each one of us for himself, his own
personhood. But what is crucial for our purposgshis: Even if we had ways to gain absolute
certainty in this respect, such certainty wouldnbéhing in virtue of which we are persons —

would not be constitutive of our being persons.

The kind of hard-core realism | take to be appipriwith regard to persons, ontologically
conceived, is therefore not wedded to any sorpdadtemological fundamentalism. But neither
is it hostile towards any such a position: A raafimy well believe that his personhood is a
fact of which he has, or can have, most certainvk@dgea priori. — This is to say, realism
about persons is an ingredient of the ontologicalception of personhood, but such realism
is epistemologically neutral, or at least is conipat with a wide range of positions

concerning the question whether and how facts dfqmnood could be established.

Let me try to summarize, as straightforwardly aar, the combination, which I've just tried

to rough out, of hard-core realism and epistemakgrermissiveness:

Personhood is independent of what one takes ontesled, or what others
take one to be. Even if it should be somehow ratlgrinevitable for a
human being to assume that he himself, or she Ilhassa person (or, over
and above that, that all of his or her fellow coees are persons), this
itself wouldn’t be what makes any of us personsd ce versaeven if
all of us came to believe that we aren’t persorisrely brains, cleverly
designed automata, robots or androids, this wouwl affect the fact,

granted that it is one, that we are persons.

The crucial ‘realistic’ point in all this seems itwe to be simply thisPersonis not a CAC-

concept. Granted, it may well be true that thiscemt is man-made. Forming it, or eventually
hitting upon it, may have been one of the greatucal achievements in human history.
Moreover, the ability to responsibly ascribe itoifly fallibly, to others --and, on reflection, to

oneself-- may be a specifically human talent. Bexentheless, what the concept applies to is
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not up to us. The fact that an entity falls, or sioefall, under this concept is itself fully

independent of what humans have achieved, whatateegifted to do, and what they believe.

There’s both a sunny and a dark side to such real&unny side: Nobody’s personhood
depends on anyone’s ascription or ‘recognition’ipfnot even his own. Therein lurks
something dignifying and consoling. — Dark side:-die is immune to doubts, however far-
fetched, about his or her own personhood. Whyitaldark side? Because if we ever went so
far as to engage seriously in such a doubt, we dwduhave the slightest idea of what (not
anymore: “who”) we were. We’'d be, as it were, hegsly lost in the vast ontological zoo. In

this lurks something sombrely disconcertiig.
The two early modern philosophers whose thoughtsitadur topic we shall consider later are
clearly realists about personhood. But, intere$fifgthink), the dark side of being a realist

seems not to have occurred to them.

The bewildering conceptual plenitudepsrson

One thing that is deeply vexing about personhodadthiss Even our fundamental and utterly
austere ontological concept of a person seems austibly rich. And it is quite unclear
which of its features are core components and whiehperipheral. Which of its aspects

should be considered as being fundamental and vasidieing derived?

It is this deplorable fact that | shall be maintyncerned with in what follows. | shall try to
present, very briefly, some evidence thaisita fact. | shall venture an explanation for it,
which | shall try to support, less briefly, by tewaamples from the history of philosophy. And
| shall air, very briefly again, a suggestion abadiat to do when the aim is to "regain a
complex concept of human personho&d”.

Consider the following random list of charactedstiof personhood which have been

emphasized by various thinkers as they have emglthat concept in their theorizing.

A person, it is said,

12 What I find so especially outraging about recergug-scientific stupidities, a few examples of vbhic
mentioned above, is that their authors do not sedme sensitive at all to the depth of such disedian.
13| am borrowing this phrase from Michael Welkeittetof the first meeting of our group.
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1 is an individual capable of rationality

2 is responsible for what it does

3 has dignity

4 is not a somethingduid”) but a someone quis’)

5 is free

6 is a unity of a body and a mind (soul)

7 is anything to which words and actions of hurhaimgs are attributed

8 is an intelligent agent, capable of a law, aapiginess, and misery

9 is an end in itself and an object of respect

10 is an entity to which both mental and physpraperties can be ascribed
11 Is capable of treating others as persons

12 is capable of verbal communication

13 is conscious and self-conscious

14 is capable of second-order intentionality (imtipalar, is capable of second-

order volitions which are a precondition of havanfree will)

Many of these features themselves do not seem ptrally less demanding than
personhood; many of them are somewhat vague. Sbthera may appear controversial. (As
to #11, for example, there are forms of autisms@nd am told, which disable people from
treating others as persons. But we would not belyrda accept without reservation, |
presume, that anyone who suffers from such a disisgisso factonot a person?) Arguably,
not all of these features go together. (For examfl® is so wide that it seems to allow for
persons who don't exemplify several of the othatuees.) Clearly, several of these features
seem to be dependent on others and so, maybdisthieeds to be reduced. But even more
clearly and most importantly for our purposes, ¢hisrnothing about this list which gives us
reason to assume that it is complete. The liseterbgeneous and it is open; and for all we
know, it is essentially open. That is, we have dheai about how, by what kind of argument,

we could possibly convince ourselves that it, aneomproved variant of it, is complete.

14 This is not to say thatersonis not a QS-concepite., a concept which essentially involves a certaindsad
of quality in the following sense: It is part ofetimastery of such a concept that one acknowledgesgerning
the items subsumable under it, that they can tssiflead according to how good they are as itemséalinder
this concept. Roughly speaking,Gfis an QS-concept, then it is fully mastered onfysbmeone who has also
mastered a family of concepts such as "an excellénta goodC", "a middling C", "a lousyC", etc. — An
example of such a concept woulddgument you don't really know what an argument is, aglas you have
no idea of how to classify arguments accordindh@rtquality as arguments. But you may very welthkrnwhat
a logical proof is, without even being willing téassify such proofs as good or bad onespfofis not a QS-
concept. Three more remarks on QS-concepts: Hiesg,do not need to be evaluative themselves, adthoheir
mastery essentially requires the ability to drawugadistinctions concerning the members of theteesions.
Secondly, it is characteristic of the natural scem (at least of the more fundamental ones, aratlglef
physics) that their theoretical terms do not expr€sS-concepts. Third, QS-concepts are not redudible
concepts which do not involve standards of quality.

| am not sure what to say abgagrson But | think it is an interesting question whetlites a QS-concept or not.
If it is, or were, one, then it may be difficult siick to the view (which | have taken here) thagre is a
‘psychologically non-committal’ concept of persowkio That's why | am inclined to assume tpatsonis not a
QS-concept.
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So, on the one hand, personhood appears to baighstorward matter: As a matter of fact,

we can, in normal circumstances, tell a person famything else with remarkable ease. On
the other hand we do not have a clear idea of wWigatrucial marks of personhood are. The
features which come to mind when we think abouarg too many and too motley, to

elucidate what we really mean by "person”; and wee @epared to admit that ever more
features may turn out to be conceptually relevasityve keep on thinking about it. Moreover,
there is no reason to think that the word "perssrdmbiguous. It would be absurd to claim
that the features listed above specify distinct mmegs of the word. "Person” clearly is not
like "bank" ("ground beside a river"/"institutiorifering financial services"). It is exactly the

fact that "person” isot a homonym which makes the essential opennessyofalection of

its conceptual features an embarrassing richness.

How is this richness of the concept of personhamdé explained? One answer to this
guestion is historical. Over the centuries, theceph has been used by many thinkers as a
conceptual tool for answering quite different qiews: metaphysical, theological, and moral.
In reaction to these problems, quite differentdesd have been introduced as characteristics
of a person. So the word "person”, for a very Idimge, has been a technical, or semi-
technical, term in various quite distinct theoratiframeworks, and it has been used in these

frameworks for the solution of various quite distitheoretical problems.

| shall try to illustrate this by two examples frahre history of philosophy which | take to be
quite telling. | hope that they reveal some aspetthe complexity and heterogeneity of our
inherited concept of a person which has been pddiyned (reformed and, arguably,

deformed) by thinkers like Descartes and Locke.

Descartes on personhood

Let us consider, as a first example, the use Descanakes of the concept of a person.
Although he acknowledges the existence of God awgela, his doctrine is exclusively about
human personhood. According to his metaphysics,hamyan being consists of two entities

which are really distinct: the body and the soulimind. They are really distinct, because the
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body is a physical substance and the soul (or mgdh immaterial substance, and these two
substances could exist without each other. It shbalnoticed that what Descartes calteal
distinction between substances is not a factuabra¢gness, but a possible one: two
substances are really distinct if they are capableeing separated, "at least by God" [AT VI
78]. In theSixth MeditationDescartes presents (the definitive version of)famous proof
that his body and his soul are really distinct. Thecial point of the proof is this. Descartes
claims that one can clearly-and-distinctly thinkarfeself insofar as one is only a thinking
thing and not a material (or extended) thing; and can clearly-and-distinctly think of one's
body insofar as it is merely an extended thing mada thinking thing®> Whenever anyone
can clearly-and- distinctly understand one thingrafrom another, God could have created
these things in that way. And this is to say: hisher soul and his or her body are really

distinct things. One can, in principle, exist witthéhe other.

Nowadays, Descartes' mind/body dualism is considbyemany as an unscientific folly of a
clueless and pious philosopher, especially by thdse don't know his work. But we should
not forget that he was a sober man and an accdmepliscientist. In fact, (much more than to
metaphysicsprima philosophid he was devoted to natural scienphjlosophia naturalis
and specifically to the project of explaining tlegality of phenomena in the world as we
know it in terms of a mathematico-physical thednysuch a theory matter is hypothesized to
consist of nothing but micro-elements (too smallb® humanly perceivable), and these
elements are ascribed nothing but decent corpqegerties like shape, size, motion and
position. Descartes was a naturalist and redustiomretty much in the way which is
common among scientists today. But the human msamgffically human cognition, in
contrast to animal cognition) he considered as enpimenon which defies any naturalist-
reductive account. In fact, he seemed to have tatdno science whatsoever of the human
mind is possible. The doctrine that the human nmenscientifically impenetrable wasn't due
to some unfounded defeatism on his part. For Desgait rather results from a certain
speciality of the human mind: the pure intellecbdamaybe also from another one: the
absolute freedom of will). Thmtellectus puruss a mental capacity completely independent

of the others we have (likes.g, sense-perception, memory or imagination; these ar

5 The hyphens in "clear-and-distinct" are meanetaind you that this is a technical term of Deseartn
idea, or an perception, édear, if it is vivid (like the idea of pain when youféer from one); it isdistinct, if it is
sharply separated from all other ideas (as thead@ain is not, according to Descartes, since axela
tendency to mix up the sensation of pain itselhvgidmething painful in the cause of the pain). +tBe term
"clear-and-distinct" has a very special meaningfescartes: it is reserved for those ideas of whicannot be
assumed, on pain of manifest absurdity, that theyrasrepresentations.
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importantly body-bound and mental, at least in hoirbaings, only in virtue of the fact that
they are connected with the intellect). The intdllis our capacity to genuinely understand
things and to conceive their essence - our capé&eitigeorize by employing concepts which
have been purified from any sensory, pictorial ttreo admixtures. When Descartes claims
that animals (most probably) do not have a minddbes not deny them sense-perception,
pains, desires, etc. They have all this, he agtmésjot as genuinely mental phenomere,

not as something which informs an intellect. Thghtiway to understand Descartes' disbelief
in animal minds is to understand him as precisa@lebing that they do not have a pure
intellect. For him, the pure intellect is the miptbper, the original and true mind; nothing
else is intrinsically mental. Several other humapacities, acts and processes are mental only
in virtue of being appropriately connected with thiellect.

The real distinction between human mind and bodyoisDescartes, a fact of metaphysics.
But metaphysics is not everything there is in @t even for Descartes. As he says during a
conversation with the theologian Frans Burman: t¥pto note is that one should not devote
so much effort to theéMeditationsand to metaphysical questions, or give them ekdbor
treatments in commentaries and the like. Still lEssuld one ... dig more deeply into these
guestions than the authare], Descartes himself] did; he has dealt with thernteqdeeply
enough. It is sufficient to have grasped them ancegeneral way, and then to remember the
conclusion. Otherwise they draw the mind too faagdrom physical and observable things,
and make it unfit for studying them. Yet it is justese physical studies that it is most
desirable for people to pursue, since they wouttdyabundant benefits for life" [AT V 165].
And in a letter to Princess Elizabeth he puts gusit as follows: "I believe that it is very
necessary to have properly understood, once ietarlie, the principles of metaphysics, since
they are what gives us the knowledge of God armliokoul. But I think also that it would be
harmful to occupy one's intellect frequently in maiihg upon them™ [AT Il 695].

The metaphysical conclusion that our minds and bmdies are distinct entities is hard to
bring into unison with how we experience ourselvidgs conclusion is true, it is even shown
to be absolutely certain by a metaphysical proodsdartes insists. But he recommends
leaving it at that. The way we experience ourseltiesconcedes, is not as consisting of two
distinct entities; rather we experience oursehgetha union of our soul and our body. But this

union is, in reality, not anything which existai generis There is no third entity, over and
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above our body and our sd§iWhen it comes to taking stock of the basic reakysting

entities, then, strictly speaking, there are ohly two substances of body and soul which are
distinct however intimately they may be interretht&o, in a sense, when we experience
ourselves as a mind/body-union, the way we expeei@urselves is not mirrored in the basic

metaphysical facts.

It is exactly this union of body and soul which Dades denotes by the concept of a human
person. "Everyone feels that he is a single pefsoe seule personhavith both body and
thought [.e., soul] so related by nature that the thought camenthe body and feel the things
which happen to it" [AT Il 694].

But, as he makes it clear, particularly in his espondence with Elizabeth, Descartes is
prepared to concede that this way of experiencurgadves as persons is not just due to some
sort of negligence or other kind of avoidable nkstaHe says, surprisingly, that among our
primitive notions which are innate and "can onlyumelerstood through themselves”, there is
not only the notion of body and the notion of mibdf also the notion of their union [AT Il
665]. This is surprising, since —in the final arsady- there is, as we have just seen, no thing to
which this notion applies in reality, and therefdihe notion of a person is, metaphysically
speaking, at least a misleading one. Whereas hetsdul and the body can be conceived by
the pure intellect, their union, Descartes saysktiown only obscurely by the intellect alone
... but it is known very clearly by the senses" [AT 692]. This means for Descartes:
Although we have very strong and vivid ideas of $kases concerning the union of the body
and the soul, these ideas never amount to genniowl&dge, since our senses cavergive

us ideas which constitute knowledge, not even wthey are clearif., strong and vivid).
Genuine knowledge consists in the intellect's peirng clearand-distinctideas. It is only
such clear-and-distinct ideas of the intellect whi@od guarantees to be true. But, to repeat,
the ideas we have of the mind/body-union, Descarnsists, are not clearly-and-distinctly
perceived by the intellect. So when Descartes sBys:union of mind and body is "known

very clearly by the senses”, we must not forget tha knowledge in question is at best

18 There are some attempts at terminological appesrsienin a letter from January 1642 to his followeamgius,
a professor of medicine at the university of Uttagho later caused severe trouble for him, Dessarte
recommended, as Regius' ghost-writer in his dispittethe Dutch theologian Voetius, the following
formulations: "... human beings are made up of ayteodl a soul ... by a true substantial uniparjveram
unionem substantialgm.. If a human being is considered in himself aghale [homo in se totys.. he is a
singleEns per seand nofper accidensbecause the union which joins a human body sswlbto each other is
not accidental to a human being , but essentiadgsa being without it is not a human being" [ATS08]. —
This is intended to sound soothing, but the plagt femains: mind and body are distinct substarssebstheir
union, even if a "true substantial" one, is notibssance.
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second class knowledge, or strictly speaking: mmvkedge at all. What we do have, when
we experience ourselves parsonsis nothing but vivid ideas of the senses, butlearand-
distinctideas of the intellect.

As soon as the intellect, in a metaphysical effoais brought the ideas both of body and of
soul to clearness-and-distinctness, and has achi#eeinsight that body and soul are really
distinct, it faces what we nowadays call Descartesad/body-problem: How can there be a
causal interaction between these entities, ondehtmaterial, the other immaterial? When
Frans Burman asked him, in 1648: "But how can lleisand how can the soul be affected by
the body andvice versa when their natures are completely different?"setes replied:
"This is very difficult to explain; but here our @erience is sufficient, since it is so clear on
this point that it just cannot be gainsaid” [AT @3].

So here is why the use Descartes makes of his pbtea person is important for him:

Although we have no clear-and-distinct idea of espe, this idea is a primitive innate notion
which cannot be reduced to notions which are ceakdistinct. It is as persons that we
experience ourselves quite naturally, as long agaveot philosophize about our nature. And
as long as we experience ourselves in this nateg| the mind/body-problem simply does

not arise.

That is why people who never philosophize and udg their senses have no
doubt that the soul moves the body and that they lamtis on the soul. They
regard them as a single thing, that is to say, tweceive their union; because
to conceive the union between two things is to eorec them as one single
thing. Metaphysical thoughts, which exercise theepintellect, help to

familiarize us with the notion of the soul; and thteidy of mathematics ...

accustoms us to form very distinct notions of bdsiyt it is the ordinary course
of life and conversation, and abstention from negdih ... that teaches us how

to conceive the union of the soul and the body. [A592]
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Descartes seems to suggest here, and in othergpass#hat metaphysics (pure thinking,
performed by employing clear-and-distinct notiomighe intellect) does not and cannot give
us the solution to the mind/body-problem. The waydéal with this problem is rather to
dissolveit, by recognizing that it simply does not ariselang as we experience ourselves in
the way which is most natural for us: as persomsttg concept of a person is used by
Descartes as a philosophical tool for the dissotuaif a problem —indeed, a mystery-- arising
in his metaphysics.

The dissolution he hints at seems to be alongdhening lines: The so-called mind/problem
cannot be solved theoretically, because we havdear-and-distinct ideas in terms of which
we could explain how an immaterial mind and a maltdrody form an interactive union. It
cannot be solved, because no conceptual toolsrestjiar a theoretical solution are available.
Human cognition is such that it has no access yocategory of entities beneath, or beyond,
the categorieamind and body For us, these two categories are rock-bottom.nEwer
conception of God is within these two basic categofwe have to conceive Him as a mind,
albeit an infinite one). Don’t ask why God didnivg us the conceptual resources to solve
this problem theoreticall}? There is no such problem, except when you philoisep Apart
from this special case, you are dead sure thatiyea person. Your assuredness about this is
not metaphysical certainty, but it is good enoughdll matters of human concern. You enjoy
it, except when doing metaphysics, because Godkwasenough to let you constantigel
that you are a person. Don’t complain that you aoé capable of reaching full-blown
(“distinct”) understandindiow there can be such unions of mind and body. Besfydator
clarity about this issue, for vividly feeliriyat you are a person. — This may sound pious, or
like a cheap escape. But as far as we can tellcddes was fully serious about it. He
accepted it as obvious that there are lots of thimigout which we, as finite minds, aren’t

capable of reachingcientig knowledge in the strictest sense.

According to the Cartesian account, the concepd g@ierson is not a ‘theoretical’ concept
which could help us to gain metaphysical insights ithe ultimate structure of reality. It is

not clear-and-distinct; it is not one of those apts by which we can reach genuine

E.g, in a letter to Arnauld (July 29, 1648), wherewrites: "That the mind, which is incorporeal, can the
body in motion is something which is shown to uslmpany reasoning or comparison with other matteus
each and every day by the surest and most evidpetience ¢ertissima & evidentissima experieritit is one
of those things which are known by themselves anidlwwe only make obscure when we try to explagnth
[AT V 222].

18 In theFourth Meditation Descartes argues that asking such questions/betfandamental
misunderstanding.



18

knowledge. In the letter to Elizabeth from whichdve quoted extensively, Descartes says:
"It does not seem to me that the human mind iskdepz forming a very distinct conception
of the distinction between the soul and the body, ahthe same time, of their union; for to do
this it is necessary to conceive them as a siighg tand at the same time to conceive them as

two things; andhis is absurtl [AT 11l 693, my italics].

Taking all this together, | suggest that Descattesight is this: When you do metaphysics,
when you inquire into the ultimate structure of whgere is, you are bound to accept that
your soul and your body are really distinct; andnthas long as you are engaged in nothing
but pure metaphysics, you cannot conceive of ytfuasea personi.g., of the union of your
body and your soul). Strictly metaphysically spagkithis is not just too difficult, it would be
simply absurd. At the end of the day, the concépt person is not just confused, but it is in
principle so and for a simple reason: the very ephds in tension with an irrefutable
metaphysical fact. Nevertheless, this concept (widod was kind enough to put into our
souls) is of enormous value. It captures an imporagpect of our worldly existence, "which

everyone invariably experiences in himself withphilosophizing™” [AT 111 694].

Let me list a few salient features which are charéstic of Descartes' concept of a person as
| have just sketched it:

(1) The concept of a person is the concept of the rady/-union.

(2) This concept is innate and a primitive,. unanalysable, concept.

(3) It is not clear-and-distinct, and since it is ptine, it cannot be reduced to clear-and-
distinct concepts. So we may say that it is esaiiytiot clear-and-distinct.

(4) Nevertheless, it is of enormous value. Not bec#uselps us to solve the mind/body-

problem, but because it helps us to dissolve it.

Descartes’ silence on transtemporal personal identi

Assuming for a moment that this sketch of Descad@strine, concededly an unorthodox one
(this is a concession, not an apology), is on itjet track, there is little wonder that he never
cared to raise questions of transtemporal persdaatity. | have wondered for many years, if

you allow me to intersperse a persorsal Yenia verbp remark, why Descartes, otherwise a
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most subtle thinker on topics concerning the metsigk of the mind, was apparently never
puzzled by the problems about fission and fusiba, dody-hopping of minds (or the mind-
hopping of bodies, if that makes a difference kihk it does) and all that kind of weird stuff

which seems to spring immediately from his subsantind/body-dualism.

So why was Descartes, of all thinkers, never puzblethese questions which have occupied
metaphysicians ever since Lock&ssay and which seem to be taken bitterly seriously in
recent metaphysics - indeed, today seem to be denesi more urgent and important than
ever? A tempting answer goes as follows: Becausd)iin, these are all pseudo-problems. A
problem which wears its insolvabilitya- principle on its sleeves is a pseudo-problem. To put
it in a bunch of slogans: "There's pozzleof transtemporal personal identity. If the relevan
guestions could be framed at all, they could ben&a clearly-and-distinctly; and then they
could be answered. But they can't be framed clearti+distinctly, since they essentially
involve the concept of a persbGhA question whichin principle cannot be phrased clearly-

and-distinctly is a pseudo-problem; it simply hasamswer."

This, | gather, was not Descartes' reason for awpidssues of transtemporal personal
identity. The problems in question would be psepdublems for him only if the concept of a
person were a ("materially”) false ide&, one which is "such as to provide subject-matter fo
error” (AT VII 231) by not representing anythingalebut representing what they represent as
something real (AT VII 44). Bupersonis not a false idea. What it represents is somgthi
real (the mind and the body as a union), so whatewerong with it is not that it represents
something as real which is not real. What is coggly inferior about it, in comparison to
concepts likanindandbody; is that it essentially representsrigpraesentatunmdistinctly (or

as Descartes would put itconfusé, which is his technical term for the opposite of
"distincté). Yet this, by itself, is not a stain on its ceptual credentials. For its rationale is
exactly to represent two-things-considered-as-dise.appropriate realm of application is
outsidemetaphysics. (Within metaphysics, mind and bodyalestrably are to be considered
as two distinct things. But as | said: Metaphysgsot all there is in life, not even for

Descartes.)

19 All these puzzling questions.."Would somebody, let's call him E.P., who entersEarth, a Parfitian
Teletransporter be the sampersonas the one who, on Mars, leaves the teletranspgiten that the brain and
the body in the cubicle of the Earthian Teletramsgowvere destroyed in due time?", "If E.P. were
teletransported twice over and subsequently destiroyould any of the two duplicates be the sasrsonas
E.P.?") involve the concept of a persssentially-- i.e., they could not be rephrased without this concept.
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For Descartes, the concept of a person is a fineem, forthe conduct of lifelt is of utmost
importance within this realm. It is a concept whaaptures an important aspect of the human
condition?® And it would betray a grave intellectual misundansling to sneer at it because
of its lack of distinctness. A concept's lack ostitictness is notper se a conceptual
deficiency. This sort of lack is the hallmark of mygperfectly good concepts. In fact, the vast
majority of the concepts on which we have to deparatder to lead our humble human lives
are indistinct in not separating their bodily ahdit mental components: hunger, thirst, love,
pain, sweet, soft, red — to mention but a few.

Neverthelesspersonis merely a second-class concept when it coméseteontemplation of
truth.?* The contemplation of truth is to the conduct & like a move in a game of Blitz
chess is to its analysis without time-limit. A pEafly good move in the one context may not

live up to the standards of the second.

Therefore, given that the concept of a person icaprinciple, not be brought to distinctness,
guestions about transtemporal personal identityDiescartes, are fated to imperfect answers
(all of them, not only those bizarre cases whick aharacteristic of our contemporary
debate). No answer could possibly possess geneitg&mty. True knowledgescientiain the
emphatic Cartesian sense, is restricted to therrellour most clear-and-distinct thoughts. A
crucially important philosophical fact about traraporal personal identity is that no
knowledgesensu strictds to be had on the topic — and that thereforeg sense, personal
identity is not a metaphysical topic at all. Théydknowledge' that could be hoped for would
be epistemically second-class, knowledge merelyhHégnmoral sensexforalis sciendi modys
which suffices for the conduct of life" (AT VII 4752

In a nutshell, Descartes' view might well have béest the questions of transtemporal

identity aren't pseudo-problems, but neither amey thuestions to which a philosophical

20 Many things which, as it happens, only human tean do are things which, for conceptual reasumly,
persons could do. Michael could take a stroll,istdog Carli could do so only in a non-literal sef this
phrase. Why? | guess it's not because membersdfithogical speciesomo sapiens sapiehgve this ability,
and as a matter of empirical fact, members of fleeigscanis canishappen not to have it (so that one day a new
breed of dogs might turn up whose members liteadiyld take a stroll).

2L For the Cartesian distinction between the condfilife and the (metaphysical) contemplation offiraee AT
VIl 149,

2 |n this passage of hBeventh Repligs (Bourdin's) objections, Descartes adds: "I Giegly stressed that
there isa very great differencbetween this type of knowledge and the metaphlykiwawledge ..." (bid., my
italics). The very great difference lies in théddwing: Only metaphysical knowledge has God'shtrgtiarantee;
He would,per impossibilehave to be a deceiver, if our alleged metaphy/kimawledge turned out to be false
belief. But concerning our alleged knowledge in there moral sense, God's benevolence does notrgearthe
truth of what we believe. Moral certainty inexttita contains an element of epistemic risk.
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answer could be given. We would have to try to fam$wers (or rather: practical decisions
about how to deal with the situation), if we weamftonted, in practice, with a problem-case.
For such cases, we could not bring to bear morghiogy and not even practical knowledge
[connoissance en pratigljesince the latter would at least require a firabih of belief (AT

IV 296), which we could not have acquired concegniovel extravagant situations (body-
hopping of souls, etc.). Our guidance would havédogood common sensgehs commun
bon AT Xl 386; sensus communisn the non-technical sense, AT X 518, 527], which

Descartes mentions occasionally, but does notitteeabout.

Now suppose we were to actually confront such &,aag. one in which "the Soul of a

Prince, carrying with it the consciousness of thede's past Life, enter[s] and inform[s] the
Body of a Cobbler as soon as deserted by his owrd"8pand had to face the question
whether the cobbler now is the same person asritheep From a Cartesian point of view, no

answer could be given with certainty, not even wiibral certainty.

A narrow-mindedly straightforward application ofetfcriterion for transtemporal personal
identity suggested by Descartes' concept of a pessald yield the negative answer: No, the
cobbler-now is not the same person as the prinee-tRor personal identity, according to
Descartes, obviously would have to be identityhef iind/body-union; and the prince's mind
and the cobbler's body clearly constitute a unieny\different from the prince's original

mind/body-union. But the strategy dist, concluding that the cobbler is not the ex-prince
and then drawing whatever consequences from this resulf @swere a theorem proven,

presumably would not be what our good common sesEmmends.

It would display more common sense to take intooant what concrete practical
consequences are at issue. (For example, is tHargeasum of money the prince-then owes
to somebody, and are we facing now the questiortheneghe cobbler-now or the prince's
wife should pay the debt? Or is the question whethe cobbler-now ought to be hanged for
a crime, committed by the prince-then? etc.). Gedircabout whatn concretq is at issue in
this particular situation, and in the light of tlaad of all that you know, if only with moral
certainty, discern the best soluforto this concrete problem with all of its contingen
features. — This may sound convoluted, as a pieee\wce delivered by common sense. But

then again, common sense may be more refined bieascbffers would concede. Its maxims

% Locke,Essay concerning Human Understandifig?7.15.
24 Or rather: "one of the best solutions"; for thev@y be more than one optimal solution.
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may not be confined to what can be expressed iweixl sentences without hypotaxis.
Descartes thought very highly about common senséhere it belongs. And, for him, it
indispensably belongs to all the matters, wherélpros of personhood are concerned.

Let's turn to something else. It is worth emphagighat for Descartes mind-identity is not
sufficient for personal identity. He has not explycformulated a criterion of transtemporal
personal identity, but it is quite clear that, givkis concept of personhood, his doctrine

would yield the following criterion:

PersonA, att, is the same person Bsatt', if and only if (i) the mind oA att is the
same mind as the mind Bfatt' and (ii) the body ofA att is the same body as the
body ofB att'.*

It is a common mistake to assume that Descartaspkcitly committed to a purely mental
criterion of personal identity. The reason for thigstake, presumably, is this: According to
the Cartesian doctrine, | could exist without tlealy | happen to have; | could even exist
without a body; but | could not exist without mymdi and this is to say, my essence is my
mind and nothing physical is part of my essenceerdlore: if one's mind is one's total

essence, then mind-identity is that which (compy¢tesonstitutes personal identity.

But this last step is aon-sequitur more specifically, it is a fallacy of equivocatioFor
Descartes, there are two ways of using the wordIflit is used, as almost always, in the
common way, it refers to the speaker (or thinkeragersoni,e., as a mind/body-union. But
in can also be used in a special, technical semsehich it refers to some particular aspect of
what it usually refers to. In th®leditations Descartes' thinker is for quite awhile not in a
position to refer to himself as a person, becawseannot yet exclude the possibility that
there are no bodies at all in the world, not evendwn. In order to make sure that he
nevertheless refers successfully, when he usewdha “I”, he uses it in a specially narrow
sense (roughly, in the sense of “the entity whagstence has been proven with utmost
certainty in theExistoargument”). When he uses the word in such an dxuoegly restricted

way, Descartes speaks of usingridecise It is important to notice that “precisely” hereas

% Note that transtemporal body-identity need nostoiet "atom-to-atom" identity.
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not mean “in the word’s exact (proper, real, stoicgenuine) sense”. What it rather signifies
is that the word is useth a technically restricted sens®escartes sometimes cares to
distinguish between these two uses by applyingsgisréike €go totus®®, in contrast to &go
quem novi?” The metaphysical result that my mind is my conglessence is a truth
exclusively in the second, technical sense of "niiybm this, nothing can be inferred to the

effect that my mind is my complepersonalessence.

Descartes is committed to the criterion for humanspnal identity just mentioned (same
mind & same body). But how this criterion would kaw be applied to the enormous variety
of bizarre possibilities discussed as problemsraristemporal personal identity, is a matter
about which he, at least in published writing, dymemained silent. And for this, as we have
seen, he may have had very good reasons: firssetipeoblems do not have a strictly
philosophical or otherwisa priori justifiable answer; second, as long as we do ncoenter

these problems, there is no practical reason falirdewith them; and third, as long as we do
not know the practical consequences of our answese is not much which could guide our
good common sense when we attempt to come up witmawer. And common sense is all

we could rely on in such cases.

Locke on transtemporal personal identity and pdrsod

For Locke, the concept of personal identity is mnpartant one because the justice of all
reward and punishment, whether performed by usdopned by God, depends on whether
the one who did it is the same person as the omeisuiewarded or punished. Our best clue of
what wereally consider personal identity to consist in doesaoobhe from metaphysics ("the
same immaterial thinking substance"), physics (‘thme material body"), or biology ("the
same human being") but rather from how we procaeapplying our laws. The fact that we
do not punish (and would not consider it just tamiph) "theMad Manfor the Sober Man's
actions, nor th&ober Marfor what theMad Mandid"*® is of utmost importance. For Locke,
this shows that when serious practical decisiorsiie be made, we treat the sober man and
the mad man as different persons (his actual wgridirithereby making them two Persons").

If they are two persons, this is so in spite of thet that, physically speaking, they are

% E.g AT VII 81, where he adds "insofar as | am complosta body and a mind".
27 See for example AT VII 27.
% Essay concerning Human Understandlhg7.20.
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(approximately) the same body, in spite of the thet they are, biologically speaking, the
same human being and in spite of the metaphysieaumption that their immaterial thinking

substance is one and the same.

This fact about what we consider just (namely: pumishing somebody.g.the sober man,
who is physically, biologically and mind-substaftyiadentical with the wrong-doer) is, |
suggest, Locke'sur-observation about transtemporal personal ident@ertainly, his
conclusion (concerning personal non-identity) i inevitable. (We may, instead of jumping
to Locke's conclusion, prefer to say that in cari@rcumstances we do not punish the very
person who did the deed.) But | am not concerned Wih the feasibility of Locke's theory,
but with trying to bring to notice what sort of ptem he is actually dealing with, how the
concept of personhood is meant to be serviceable $olution, and what is supposed to

motivate the proposed solution.

If 1 am right, Locke's primary target-concept wasnstemporal personal identity, not
personhood. Where do we actually, and in a se@masresponsible manner (not just in the
context of idle metaphysical speculation), appli toncept? What is characteristic of this
particular sort of application? The answers to éhgsestions pave the way to our best
understanding of what personal identity is. Oncehaee reached such an understanding, the
subsequent clarification of a fitting concept ofsmmhood will be light work. Two equations

have to be solved, in the right order. So | sugtiesfollowing as the Lockean agenda:

1. Personal identity = that relation, whatevas ithat makes it just to reward/punish

someone for something that was done in the past

2. Person = that entity, whatever it is, which graper relatum of this relation

Famously, Locke offers consciousness (or more Bpalty, conscious memory) as the
solution for the first equation. The rough idethis: Persor, att, is the same person Bsat

t', if and only if B's consciousness #tcould contain a memory of an action consciously
performed, or a thought (consciously) hadAgtt. (If A committed crimee, then the relation
betweenA andB which makes it just to punidB for c is B's (potential) memory of having
donec — or somewhat more complicatdgls being able to remember a thougtguch that)

was a thought oA att in virtue of whichA was conscious of committing The crucial point
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is that the relation in question is a psychologreddtion obtaining between conscious states:
one particular conscious statef A att, e.g.A's awareness of doirgg and another particular
conscious state @, ', which isB's memory of). Given this psychological relatioA,andB

are "by the same consciousness ... united into orsoReE 11.27.10).

Equally famously, in solving the first equation, dke starts with what he presents as an

uncontroversial specification of personhood:

... whatPersonstands for ..., | think, is a thinking intelligeneg, that has
reason and reflection, and can consider it seif salf, the same thinking thing

in different times and places ... (11.27.9)

What is needed, for a solution of the second eguatihich is satisfactory in the light of the

proposed solution of the first equation, is a closenection between this concept of a person
and the concept of consciousness (which is alldbastitutes transtemporal personal identity).
Locke makes the desired connection as close asbfgsas consciousness "unites” persons

over time, it unites simultaneous mental states i same person's mental states.

[consider it self as it self] ... which it does ordy that consciousness, which is
inseparable from thinking, and as it seems to nssemial to it: It being
impossible for any one to perceive, without percgjy that he does perceive.
When we see, hear, smell, taste, feel, meditatesilbanything, we know that
we do so. ... For since consciousness always accoaegpémnking, and 'tis
that, that makes every one to be, what he &l and thereby distinguishes
himself from all other thinking things, in this al® consistpersonal Identity

I.e. the sameness of rational being. (11.27.9)

Beneath the surface of Locke's account of persioleality, both of the momentary and the
transtemporal sort, something is at work which de=se our attention. Locke had a strong
dislike for the concept of a substance. He scaladittonal philosophy for "the promiscuous

use of so doubtful a term” (11.13.18); in using therd "substance", he says,

... we talk like Children; who, being questioned, wkach a thing is, which

they know not, readily give this satisfactory answiéat it issomethingwhich
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in truth signifies no more, when so used, eitherdbyldren or Men, but that
they know not what; and that the thing they pretemdnow, and talk of, is
what they have no distintdea of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of itdan
in the dark. (11.23.2)

So there is at least one completely different ebdesideratunfor Locke's account: A person
should not turn out to be a substance of some #ors this, | presume, which makes
consciousness so irresistible to Locke: The conoéptonsciousness, for him, is not the
concept of a substance, neither a material nomamaiterial substance which, allegedly, is the
permanent, indivisible underlyingubstratumof all mental activities. (Whereas Descartes
took the concept of a substance to be metaphygicatlvitable and crystal clear, but the
concept of personhood to be essentially obscurenaergly practically helpful, Locke took
the concept of substance to be metaphysically taledd and hopelessly obscure, but the

concept of personhood to be perfectly faultless.)

Let's take stock of some of our findings in Locta;the sake of perspicuity | arrange them in

an order which gives us the Lockean echo to the @autesian tenets listed above:

(5) The concept of a person is the concept of an ewtitigh is justly rewarded/punished
for its doings (including mental doings).

(6) This concept is neither innate (there are no susltepts, according to Locke) nor
primitive, but rather a complex idea which is reble to the concepts of
consciousness and memory.

(7) Itis clear and distinct, since it is made of claad distinct simple concepts. (Whereas
our use of thevord "person"” creates obscurit’)

(8) It is of enormous importance. Not because it heipdo solve, or dissolve for that
matter, the mind/body-problem, but because it igre¢to our conceptions of justice

and self-care.

Two ways of accounting for the bewildering plengusf person

2 SeeE 11.27.28. — It is exactly this alleged linguistbscurity (il use of Names") which makes it nesary
for Locke, following a suggestion of Molyneux',itelude a separate chapter on these topics integbend
edition (1694).
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It would be rash to explain the remarkable clastwben Descartes’ and Locke’s tenets as a
manifestation of the fact that the two thinkers moereally addressing the same topie.(the
same concept of personhood). What I'd rather siggesomething else, namely that the
concept of a person, in virtue of its indeterminathness, lends itself to wildly different
accounts; and that the accounts which have beeslap@d by various influential thinkers,
sometimes within incommensurable theoretical fraové® and inspired by disparate
philosophical motivations, additionally have leftsebrdant marks on what we, today,

dubiously consider as our ‘intuitions' about pehsm.

As | said, and as the two examples in the excursi@meant to demonstrate, the word
"person”, for a very long time, has been a techharasemi-technical, term in various quite
distinct theoretical frameworks, and it has beeedus these frameworks for the solution of
various quite distinct theoretical problems. Moregvagain for a very long time, the word
"person” has been in common use as a non-techt@cal which is not connected to any
particular theory or problem, but which has newadhs surreptitiously incorporated in its
meaning an indefinite amount of the semantical derify just indicated. Maybe what
manifests itself as abundant richness inherent un aoncept of personhood is only a
reflection of the fact that we do not have a shanggitive grasp of it, but only a common
learned tradition, which has bequeathed to us redbdé quite diverse conceptual features that

were never meant to go together.

Even if this is true, there may be another explandbr the conceptual richness. It has to do

with a certain tension right at the core of ouraapt of a person:

(1) The concept of a personasathropocentric in its actual application. Leaving God (and

angels) aside, the only clear cases of persongefarailiar with are human beings.

(2) It isnot at all anthropocentric in its intension. The concept of a person is npipssed

to be the same as the concept of a human being.

There is conceptual leeway both for the possibditynon-personal human beings (members
of our species lacking exactly those features, exetthey are, which are constitutive of
personhood) and for the possibility of non-humarspes. Any kind of creature could be, or

could turn out to be, a person, if it only had thpécial something, whatever it is, that makes
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us persons. Fairy tales, novels and movies keepndamy us of this non-anthropocentric
aspect: Hauff's stork is a person, Shelley's monste person, Mathison&Spielberg’s E.T. is
a person, we are pretty sure that some of the alsdror replicants in Dick&Scott’s
Bladerunner are persons, and we are supposed to wonder whétlake&Kubrick's
computer HAL is a person. - If we try to specify attthis conceptual leeway comes to,
presupposing as we should that any normal humarghbsia person, we might look at the

following two identifications:

Personhood = that, whatever it ithout which a common human being would be only
biologically speaking a human being
Personhood = that, whatever it vgith which any being whatever would be, at least, ef th

same standing as a common human being

These equations may look funny at first sight, bgather that they capture an important
aspect of our concept of a person. And they maja@xthe embarrassing conceptual richness
we found vexing: The list of features by which théwo equations can be "solved” may be

essentially open.

The first equation makes it quite clear that "comnmuman being" is not to be taken in a
biological sense. It is an honorific term 1o (who happen to be common human beings) and
for every possible being which is of the same stapdt is built into the very concept of a
person that there is something valuable about caminuonan beings (an accidental feature
which each of them may lack) in virtue of whichytee, as it were, noherelymembers of
the human race. So we should consider the follovasig@nother conceptual core fact about

personhood:

(3) Itis part of the concept of a person that pessare distinctivelyaluable.

And since there is so much about us which can beidered specifically and distinctively

valuable, this again may explain why the conceg pérson is inexhaustibly rich.
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So much about my rather sketchy attempt at a degrad what is vexing about the concept
of a person and what may account for its charatierninexhaustibility. — Now what would
have to be done in order to tidy up a bit the cpticad mess? | call it a mess, because (as a
result of its richness) we have too many ‘intusiombout personhood and almost nothing to
give them structure. There are too few universaltgepted constraints on this concept in
order to make it possible to accept some of oledatlly)a priori assumptions as valid and
central and others as questionable or peripheralispect that something like conceptual
analysisis not what we need in order "to regain a compgi@xcept of human personhood". If
we just stare at the concept and brood over itsnass, we will drown in a bottomless pit.
Rather something like conceptual construction, escanstruction, is needed. And for this
purpose it is necessary to get clear about whair¢ieal work we want the concept of a
person to do. (Think back to the two examples gaeove: Descartes knew what theoretical
aim he was after. He tried to solve the problemie@ithat in reality mind and body are
categorically distinct, how come we do not expereenurselves as consisting of two separate
entities? He employed the concept of a personsiratiempt to answer this specific question. -
Locke tried to solve a different problem: What he tappropriate subject of punishment and
reward? He used the concept of a person for thiscpkar theoretical purpose. Both thinkers
had quite determinate ideas of what the concep pérson was supposed to effect within
their theories; and this allowed them to attacletmninate sense to it.) So my suggestion is
this: Only if we get clear about what kind of thgave are striving for, and what role the
concept of a person is supposed to play in it, are get, or regain, a less vexing concept of

personhood.

A final caveat In this theoretical, constructive endeavour dfigg clearer about personhood,
we ought not to expect much help from the natucarees. The best we can hope for is
corrective cooperation. The natural scientist maynws, for example, that given a certain
conception of personhood, persons so conceived gmtl be members of the natural world.
But we must not forget that from a strictly natigtlpoint of view,personis just not a
category. Nota benethis is not to say that personhood cannot bewatted for in a naturalist
way. David Lewis, for example, has presented aenigus naturalist account of personhood
and transtemporal personal identity, which is basee psychological concept of person.
The crucial point here is this: We would have toehaeached, independently, considerable

conceptual clarity about personhood, before we ccaeglasonably hope for a naturalist

% David Lewis, "Survival and Identity", (1976), rémed with a postscript in: D. Lewi®hilosophical Papers
vol.1, Oxford UP (1983), 55 — 77.
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characterization of the entities which exemplifyMe cannot ask the natural scientist "What
is a person?", in the same state of almost complateeptual ignorance and with the same
hope for conceptual elucidation, in which we maly: 88/hat is a magnetic moment?".

Natural science can teach us what human beingsittemed exclusively as members of a
certain biological species) are, what storks, caensuand, if there are or were any, of
extraterrestrials and replicants - science canrmmfas about their physical and functional
similarities and differences. But we must not hdp&t among the distinctions drawable in
naturalist terms, there is one --already drawnjtasere-- between those human beings,
storks, computers, extraterrestrials and replicatish (or who) are persons and those which
(or who) are not. This would be silly. The natusdiences, with good reason, attach
importance to providing no methodological spaceviue-concepts. This, of course, is not a
frivolous narrow-mindedness on their part but alvwehsidered delimitation of what does,

and what does not, fall within their cognitive maaf"

31 Thanks to the members of the group, especialidda Antonaccio, Philip Clayton, Malcolm JeevEschi
Katayanagi, John Polkinghorne, William Schweik@iinter Thomas and Michael Welker. In developing my
ideas about these issues, | have profited a lat fliscussing and conversing with them. Many tha&s to
my old friends Mark Helme, Rolf-Peter Horstmannjriea von Savigny and Hans-Peter Schiitt for supgwait
encouragement. They were kind enough to read eadisions and spotted several things they folatty f
mistaken or just cranky, some of which | have tti@dorrect or tone down.



