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In the last decade of the seventeenth century, John Locke addressed the
problem of personal identity. By criticizing traditional views, Locke tried
to define the notion of a person and to determine its criterion; according to
him, it is a reflective or secondary consciousness that lies behind every
perception. After the publication of his work, many books and articles were
presented, criticizing or defending this theory; among the various
criticisms, the most important is that Locke commits a contradiction and a
logical circle. Defenders of Locke have tried to respond to these criticisms
in various ways. In this essay, after presenting John Locke’s criterion for
personal identity, we will present his arguments, the most important
criticisms, and the attempts made to answer them. Then, by focusing on
two main criticisms, we aim to show that even if Locke’s defenders are
successful in repelling these objections, Locke still fails to defend his own
position. In the end, we will offer two new criticisms and show that even
if we suppose that Locke’s defenders have been successful in answering
the previous problems, their answers do not suffice to address these new
criticisms.
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Extended Abstract

In Chapter 27 of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke criticizes the common
views about personal identity. He argues that the criterion of personal identity is neither a material
substance nor an immaterial substance (the soul), but rather consciousness.

Locke emphasizes on the role of memory and believes that insofar as a rational being can extend
its consciousness backward to any past action or thought or emotion and is conscious of it with the
same awareness with which it originally experienced it, that being remains the very same person.

He then points to a kind of latent consciousness, “it is impossible for anyone to perceive without
perceiving that he does perceive”. This is called “reflective consciousness” or ‘“secondary
consciousness.” Thus, according to Locke, in addition to memory, this reflective consciousness
plays a fundamental role in determining personal identity.

Locke’s theory has been the subject of various criticisms. Most critics have tried to expose its
shortcomings, inconsistencies, or unacceptable implications. And sometimes, even its defenders
have interpreted the theory in ways that depart from Locke’s own explicit statements.
In this article, we first present Locke’s arguments, and examine six major criticisms and the
attempts that have been made to respond to them. Our primary focus is on two more significant
objections. The first is the problem of logical inconsistency: An elderly general remembers being
a brave officer but does not remember his childhood. In contrast, when he was a brave officer, he
did remember his childhood. If personal identity depends solely on memory, then the elderly
general is not identical with the child because he no longer remembers that stage of his life. Yet,
since the officer remembered his childhood, the officer is identical with the child; it follows that
the elderly general is also identical with the child and this is a contradiction.

The second difficulty is circularity. Consciousness presupposes identity and therefore cannot
constitute it. Just as we cannot say knowledge of reality creates reality, but rather presupposes it,
consciousness cannot be regarded as the maker of personal identity; instead, it is just evidence of
an already existing identity.

The attempts to defend Locke against these objections do not appear entirely satisfactory and,
in some cases, in their interpretations they distance from Locke’s own explicit statements.

Our discussion proceeds as follows: (a) we leave aside memory in our argument; (b) we focus
on consciousness as a mental state; (c) we assign a central role to what is called secondary or
reflective consciousness in Locke’s theory, something that no one denies its central role; (d) instead
of concentrating on the logical paradox, we just emphasize that something should underlie the
consciousness.

1) Now let us just emphasize the awareness in the present moment, not remembering the past
that requires memory

I am looking at the Eiffel Tower, and at the same time I have a reflective awareness of this
initial perception; I know that I know. Now the current criticism is that awareness, even if it is
secondary, needs a carrier, awareness is a characteristic or a property that is dependent, not
independent, any kind of awareness, regardless of its content and object, whether it is awareness of
external objects or awareness of internal states such as pain and sorrow, whether it is primary or
secondary, in any case, like other mental states, it is a characteristic or property and needs
something to rely on, that is, a carrier that carries this awareness. So, it is not our intention to accuse
Locke of a logical circle,

The criticism is that by analyzing the existence of consciousness, we can see that consciousness
is a feature that does not stand on its own and needs a carrier, and that carrier is the "self" without
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which consciousness cannot be realized. Consciousness is like a form for a body, a form needs a
body to be realized, and it is unreasonable to say that the form creates the body and then realized
in it. It is also unreasonable to accept a form creates the body, or the heat of water creates water.
Therefore, every emotional state of any kind, whether it is desire or aversion, whether it is love or
hatred, whether it is belief or consciousness, needs a carrier. We accept that (unlike the views of
the likes of Butler and Reid) Locke is not seeking to present a metaphysical criterion, and his
criterion is psychological and practical, but in any case, he is forced to accept at least a minimal of
metaphysics.

So, in saying that Locke is not seeking a metaphysical identity in the traditional way, Locke's
defenders are right. It seems that critics, perhaps unintentionally, expect Locke and anyone who
enters the discussion of identity to present a criterion that is stable, is a kind of substance and covers
all stages of life, while someone like Locke only seeks to present a practical criterion that covers
only those stages of life in which it can be said that the person is the same person as before and that
he is responsible for his past behavior. However, our final point is that even for a narrow and
undemanding criterion, Locke should accept a minimum of metaphysics, that is, accept that there
is someone who has this awareness (or this psychological or epistemic structure).

Of course, this does not contradict the fact that we become aware of ourselves through this
awareness, but to say that awareness is the creator of the "self" is a confusion between the fields of
epistemology and ontology. So, we can accept that in awareness the reflective "I" emerges from
the heart of experience, but this I is a cognitive matter; in the field of reality, this awareness itself
needs an existential carrier and cannot be realized even in the present time without this carrier, and
the assumption of awareness, whether primary or secondary, without the existence of a carrier is
unreasonable. Locke tries to escape from the metaphysical subject or carrier and ignore it, and
postpones the judgment about such a substance and says, "For whatever substance there is, however
framed, without consciousness there is no person (Locke, Chapter 27, Section 23).

But the content of this statement is at most epistemic suspension; existentially, Locke has no
choice but to accept it. He can say that he has nothing to do with it, but he cannot refuse to accept
it. Such a metaphysical substance logically and rationally precedes consciousness and carries it.

2) The second objection to Locke: The consciousness that plays the main role for Locke is
secondary or reflective consciousness, but it should be noted that what I remember from the past
are primary perceptions, for example, the Eiffel Tower that I saw in Paris 10 years ago, but I do not
remember the secondary consciousness associated with it, that is the consciousness of reflection
connected to it at the relevant moment.

And if for Locke secondary consciousness is the criterion, which it is, such consciousness does
not have temporal continuity even in memory and relying on it cannot guarantee the continuity of
identity.

3) Another objection to Locke is that if we accept his criterion, reflective consciousness is only
available to the person himself, but how can others who do not have access to the reflective
consciousness of person X judge that this is the same person? If they find another criterion and
their criterion is valid, why is this criterion not valid for X in determining his identity? And if their
criterion is only used to recognize identity and not to determine identity, it may be the same for the
person himself.
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