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Two Passages from Reid Against Locke’s Theory of Identity

The Old General
Suppose a brave officer to have been flogged when a boy at school for robbing an orchard, to

have taken a standard from the enemy in his first campaign, and to have been made a general in advanced
life; suppose, also, which must be admitted to be possible, that, when he took the standard, he was
conscious of his having been flogged at school, and that, when made a general, he was conscious of his
taking the standard, but had absolutely lost the consciousness of his flogging. These things being
supposed, it follows, from Mr. Locke's doctrine, that he who was flogged at school is the same person
who took the standard, and that he who took the standard is the same person who was made a general.
Whence it follows, if there be any truth in logic, that the general is the same person with him who was
flogged at school. But the general's consciousness does not reach so far back as his flogging; therefore,
according to Mr. Locke's doctrine, he is not the person who was flogged. Therefore the general is, and at
the same time is not, the same person with him who was flogged at school.

The Stolen Horse
When a horse that was stolen is found and claimed by the owner, the only evidence he can have,

or that a judge or witnesses can have, that this is the very identical horse which was his property, is
similitude. But would it not be ridiculous from this to infer that the identity of a horse consists in
similitude only? The only evidence I have that I am the identical person who did such actions is, that I
remember distinctly I did them; or, as Mr. Locke expresses it, I am conscious I did them. To infer from
this, that personal identity consists in consciousness, is an argument which, if it had any force, would
prove the identity of a stolen horse to consist solely in similitude.


