*THE CRITERION OF PERSONAL IDENTITY
- MUST IT BE PHYSICAL ?

What is the problem about personal identity ? Normally there is
no problem in identifying a person to he my friend, my brother,
father or uncle as the case may be. But how do I know that the
person in front of me is an old friend of mine, that he is the same

person with whom I used to play football during my school days.
Normally again there should be no problem. He has the same
physical features. 1 may say, and the same mental make-up too.
Same or similar? Has there been absolutely no change in his
physical features and even in the mental make-up? This is
impossible | But then how do I know that he is the same person ?
For all that I know, he may be a similar person, a person whose
psycho—physical make-up is quite slmilar to that of my old friend.
Moreover, there are cases in which the physical features and mental
make-up of a person are very much changed, having undergone a
radical transformation in important respects, because of which it
may almost be impossible to identify the person to be the same as
one’s old acquiantance. And yet, he is the same person, is n’t he ?
But how do I discover it ? How do I come to know that he is the
same person as my old friend although his physical and mental
features have undergone radical transformation in many important
respects ? The question is about the criterion of personal identity.
Normally again there is no difficulty so long as there are photogr-
aphs of my friend showing the gradual changes in his physical
{eatures and there is some body closely associated with him who
hes taken note of gradual changes occurring in his mental make-up.
And even if my friend shows sudden signs of absolute mental
derangement there js no difficulty in identifying him to be the same
person so long as there is a physical continuity between his earlier
and later state. A murderer who has undergone radical change both
in his physical as well as mental make—up after commiiting the
murder is idntified to be the same person liable to the same
charges even when a number of years tnight have elapsed only on
this ground of bodily continuity. Bodily continuity, therefore, is the

criterion of personal identity in such cases. But what if the body
is destroyed ?
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Can we significantly talk of a person surviving the destruction of
his body or appearing in another body after an interval ? If so,
then’ without bodily identity or continuity one can be identified to
be the same person as before. But the question in that case would
be, what would serve as a criterion of personal identity in the
absence of bodily identity or continuity ? Can memory or continuity
of character do the job in the absence of physical continuity ?
Survival of the destruction of body and reincarnation in another
body can not make sense if physical identity or continuity is a
necessary criterion of personal identity.

But is it a necessary criterion ? That it is not necessary should
be evident from the following imaginary example. Supposing that
my friend, Rama, vanishes into the air without a trace before my
very eyes, as if by magic, and after some time re-appears before
me, shall we call him an exactly similar but not the same person
only because there is lack of spatio temporal continuity and conse-
quently of bodily identity ? I think not. Will Rama himself appre-
ciate my taking this course or even understand why I behave like
this ? The person who returns after the interval behaves exactly
as my friend Rama used to behave, he remembers doing every-
thing that Rama did, he knows those very facts about me that
Rama knew, and his body is exactly as my friend’s usel to be.
Are these not sufficient to let me speak of him as being identical
with Rama ? 1 felt sorry when I saw Rama vanish without a trace
and this surely should be the occasion for me to rejoice at his
return. It is not that I have got somebody exactly like him before
me after the interval, for this is not how we are likely to assess
an event like this il it occurred Everyone, it secems, will under
susch circumstances be inclined to say that Rama had vanished
miraculously, but has come back unharmed. Here at leastis a
case, imaginary of course, where we should be inclined to base
our judgement of personal identity only on memory, continuity of
character, eic. not on bodily identity. What if the person re-
appearing is not at all like Rama in his physical appearance?
Shall we be inclined to accept him as the same person if he dis-
plays a continuity of character and an ostensibly veridical memory
of Rama’s past? No doubt it would be much more difficult for us
to get us to the idea that the person in question is Rama; we may
find ourselves completely bewildered for a while; but if the person
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in question ( let us call him R, ) continues to display the psycho-
logical characteristics of Rama without fail; we should be ultima-
tely persuaded to accept him as the same person though in a
different body. We may say that Rama is back in a dilferent body.
This example is significant in pointing out that bodily identity or
continuity is not necessary for personal identity in as much as it
is not inconceivable that we may identify persons on the basis of
veridical memory and continuily of chzracter alone.

But the above example may be made more complicated by ima-
gining the possibility of the disappearance of Rama being followed
by the simultaneous appearance of two persons. R, and R, display-
ing the psychological characteristics of Rama in an exactly similar
manner, Rama vanishes at time t,, and at time t, both R, and
R, appear and claim to remember doing everything that Rama did
and display the characteristics peculiar to Rama, What shall we
say under such circumstances ? We cannot say that Rama has
returned to us in two different bodies, nor is there eny criterion
available to us by means of which we may decide that one of the
persons appearing before us is identical with Rama and the other
is not. It is certain that we should not know at first what to say,
for the phenomenon in question is unusually bewildering. But if
the phenomenon persists, then we shall have to adopt some lingui-
stic convention which may appear convenient under the circumstan-
ces. We may perhaps find it convenient to say that R, and R, are
exaclly similar to Rama but that neither of them is numerically
identical with him. Under the present circumsiances, personal
identity cannot, be based on memory and continuity of character
alone,

Does the above example invalidate our claim that in ceriain
cases at least memory ( and continuity of character) may be suffi-
cient without bodily identity or continuity for the purpose of persnal
identity ? I think not. For there sre very good reasons to think
that memory and continuity of charscter would suffice to identify
a person without bodily identity or continuity in cases like the
less complicated one where the disappearance of a . person is
followed by the appearance of a single individual claiming to
remember doing the past acts of the person who has disappeared.
I"do not think that we can be logically coerced to admit that if we
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cannot spesk of numerical identity in terms of memory alone
in one case, then we cannot speak of identity in terms of me-
mory in some other case. The twoimaginary ceses mentioned above
are different at least to the extent that whereas the disappearance of
Rama is followed in one case hy a reduplication of his perso-

nality, there occurs no such reduplication in the other. It is
no wonder, then, that this important difference between the two
cases should make our approach to them regarding personal
identity quite different too. And if we can point to a single cese,
imaginary or otherwise, where we are likely to talk of identity in
terms of memory ( or continuity of character ) alone in the absence
of bodily continuity, then there should be no reason why we may
not speak of identity in ceses of reincarnation and disembodied
existence after the destruction of the body. But how, it may be
asked, does the construction of an imaginary case as mentioned

above help us at all ? May it not be contended that in ordinary
circumstances we usually depend on bodily continuity as the
criterion of personal identity end that in extraordinary circum-
stances, as staied above we just don’t know what to say? And
as we don't know what to say in those extraordinary circumstances,
so also we don't know what to say in cases of disembodied existence
and reincernation where memory aloe may serve as the possible
critericn of personal identity. It is a matter of forming new rules
end of making new decisions, if and when such circumstances do
in fact arise. Now I am inclined to agree with the above contention
on the whole, but I think that certain further points should be
made in this connection. Although the above conlention of the
opponent may be valid, this should not be taken to have provided
him with any a priori ground for claiming that personal identity
just cannot make any sense without bodily identity in csses of
disembodied survival and reincarnation, for what is contended by
him js not that personal identity makes mno sense without bodily
identity but that we do not know what to say in such cases. There
is a furiher point to be noted in this connection. We are, it is
urged, to take decisions and to make new rules if and when such
occasions do in fact arise. But even if this may be true, can we
not possibly conceive what decisions we are likely to take if such
occasions erise ? If we can imagine these decisions, and if some of
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the decisicns imagined happen lo be favourable to making memory
without bodily identity the criterion of personal identity, then may
we not feel justified in asserting that bodily identity or continuity
is not @ mnecessary crilerion after all? The imaginary case
constructed by us serves us well in being less complicated than
the cases of disembodied existence and reincarnation and in making
vs visualize the circumstances in which we are very likely to
admit personal identity on the basis of memory. Once it becomes
clear to us that there may be circumstances when we are likely
to base our judgment of identity on memory alone, the case for
doing the same in connection with reincarnation and disembodied
existence may not appear so preposterous after all. And this is
why I think that the imaginary case construcled by me is not
altogether pointiess.

I must next consider the criteria which we may possibly adopt
{or the identilication of the same person in cases of survival and
rebirth, In th= case of survival, the disembodied mind in question
may be regarded as the same individual if (i) there is veridical
memory of many of his past events and if there is capacity under
certain circums ances to recollect those he is not actually recollect-
ing at present, and also if (ii) the dispositions and characler of
the disembodied mind are continuous with those of the embodied
one. The point concerning the continuity of dispositions and
character is no doubt an important ome, for it the disembodied
life is altogether discontinuous with the embodied one, there
could be a strong inclination to say that the disembodied mind in
question is not the same as the embodied one. But it should be
noted at the same time that if the memory claims in the disem-
hodied state should turn out to be veridical then some degree of
discontinuity may easily be allowed. The most important of all,
therefore, seems to be memory, both in its dispositional as well
as its occurrent sense. Let us imagine the following. In the
disembodied state just after my death (i.e. the desiruction of my
body ) I become immediately aware of a continuity of character
and dispositions. This by itself should make me [ee! fairly certain
that I have survived death. I look at my body lying there, and
recongnize my relalives standing beside my body although Iam
unable to communicate with them. Moreover, 1 recollect how
much 1 used to love my body. How much I used to care for it, and
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1 now feel sorry, perhaps, to see that it is going to be burnt I
also recollect that I had made some provisions for my family
befcre my death, and am glad to see that my family has benefited
from it. Now these and similar experiences after death should give
me the conviction that I have survived death, thac I who was so and
so-a teacher of poilosophy, a father of four children and so on-am

now experiencing such and such things after the destruction of my
body. And this I am able to ascertain through the continuity of
character and dispositions to an extent, but primarily through my
memory. Memory may not explain or produce self identity, but
it at least discovers it. Even my knowledge that my present cha-
racter and dispositicns are continuous with my past character and
dispositicns is dependent on my memory. Memory, therefore,
seems {0 be the most imporiant and the primary criterion for the
discovery of self-identity.

But how can we conceive.of an independent check of the memory
claim in the disembodied state ? And if we cannot conceive of any
such check, how can we avoid the possibility of being misled by
delusive memory § It seems that some such check is not impos-
sible in the disembodied stzte. First of all, one’s memory about
certain things may be checked by the same person’s memory about
ceriain other things. This is not an independent check, of course,
but it may not be entirely useless. If two of my memories con-
flict with each other, it may lead me to investigaie which one of
these two is veridical and wich one’ is not. Then I may perhaps
seek the help of observation; as for example I may remember that
in my embodied s'ate I kept some valuable (reasure hidden at a
particular place, and I may verify this memory-claim by visiting
the place in question. I may engage myself in some such verifica-
tion procedure in the disembodied slate, and I don’t think that I
should be very unreasonable if I become convinced through some
such verificalion. Moreover, if the soul in the disembodied state
may not be aliogether solilary but may, on the coutrary, be causa
lly related to other souls, something like a ‘ public ' check of one’s
memory—claim should be possible in the disembodied state. One’s
meinory may be checked through other’s memory and observation.
The public check and verification in the disembodied state would
no doubt be very much different from what we usually understand
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them to be. The public as we know it consisis of embodied indi-
viduals whereas the public in the disembodied state would be con-
stituted of disembodied souls only. In the embodied state,
moreover, percepticn is dependent on and is conducted through
sense organs, whereas in the disembodied state it has to be con-
ducied without sense organs. It is pcssible that each and every

disembodied soul may be deluded both as regards his memory as
well as perception, and yet they may have an elaborote system of
checking the memories against each other and against perception.
1f this be a fact, then it is hard to see what independent means of
detecting the mass hallucination in the disembodied state may
possibly he adopted. Verification of a memory-claim in the djs-
embodied siate through the memories and perceptions of other
souls cannot therefore have any logical certainty. Still, it seems
that a disembodied mind may have some sort of praciical certainty
regarding his past life and personal continuity both through his
memory which has been checked by his own perception and further
memories, and through the perceptions and the memories of other
members of the community.

All this is, however, fraught with certain grave difficulties
which have been overlocked so far. First of all, prior to the consi
deration of the criterion of personal identity in the disembodied
state we should be able to meet the objection that it may not,
afterall, be significant to talk of disembodied persons. *¢ For ’, as
Ayer points out, ‘¢ here we have to find a criterion not only for our
subject’s being the same person as one who is physically identified,
but for his being a person at all. We have make sense of saying that
some one exisis without a body, before we can raise the question
whether he is the same person as one who existed with a beody.
And for this, continuity of memory, though it may be necessary,
will not be sufficient. ”’? And I fail to see how one can overcome
this difficulty, Soul-substance theory will not do, and a series of
experience without a body cannot meaningully be said to consti-
tute a person. How in that case can one conceive of a person as
distinguished from another in the disembodied state ? By means of
their mental qualities ? But what in that case would distinguish two
persons having the same mental qualities in the disembodied
state 7 Assumption of soul-substance will not solve the problem,
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it would rather multiply our difficulties; and there is no physical
criterion to rely on. 1 therefore find this difficulty to be an
insuperable one and fatal to any concep:ion of disembodied
existence,

There is the further objection that far from there being the
possibility of a public check in the disembodied siate, one woulp
have no means of knowing, as Strawson has aptly pointed out,
other disembodied persons if such persons were existing so that
the disembodied exisience is bound to be a solitary one. The
question of verification by observation, moreover, seems not only
fantastic but losing all significance when we {ake into considera-
tion the fact that all such observations etc. are to be carried on
not only without a body but amidst a disembodied community. We

have also to make sense of saying that the disembodied person
visits the place where he had hidden his treasure, and ¢ visiting’
here is to be done without a body. How then is this visiting to be
conceived ? All such descriptions of the disembodied spirit visiting
their home etc. sre appsrently significant only because of an
implicit reference to body throughout such description. And that is
why, because of this fact, that a reference to body cannot be
omitted altogether. In Indian thought we {ind the assumption of
siiksma sariara or subtle body which is conceived to be moving
from one place to another afier the desiruction of the silila
sarira or gross body The assumption of a sliksms sarira or subtle
body inside the gross body is of course not without difticulties of
its own, But this shows the awareness on the part of Indian

thinkers that a reference to some sort of body or the other isa
necessary condition for the meaningful employment of language of
seeing, hearing, moving eic. in a description-of the lile after death.
Pure spirit, therefore, according to Indian thought, cannot move,
see, hear, touch, feel pain or pleasure. Geach seems to be making
a salient point when he says that ‘¢ the exercise of one concept is
intertwined with the exercise of others, as with a spider's web,
some connections may be broken with impunity; but if you break
enough the whole web colapses—the concept beeomes unusable.
Just such a collapse happens, I believe, when we try to think
of seeing, hearing, pain, emotion etc. going cn inepencently
of a body.''? The hypothesis of disembodied existence is thus
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fraught with grave difficulties, and the problem of personal iden-
tity in the disembodied state cannot therefore be solved success-
fully by mere reference to memory and continuity of characier.

The question of reincarnation, however, is a more straight
forward one. When we come to the question of the determinaticn
of personal identity in the case of reincarnation, we {ind that
here also we have to fall back upon memory both in its occurrent
and dispositional sense. Here again the question of the discrimina-
tion between the veridical and delusive memory seems to be of
paramount imporiance, and here once more the possibility of
having the public check comes to our rescue. But before discussing
the nature of the certainty, if any, which we may have through
such checks, it may not be altogether worthless to point out that
there are good reasons for believing the memory claims that are
made with sincerity and conviction to be more often veridical than
not. And I fail to see why this should not be true also of thcse
few memory-claims of earlier lives that are made with sincerity
and conviction. I do not, of course, mean to say that ins‘ances of
sincere and confident and yet delusive memory claims actually do
not occur, for such instances can easily be cited, but what I want
to say is that the memory-claims, if made with sincerity and
conviction, are generally true.

But in any case, I must admit, we cannot get rid of the neces-
sity of checking the ostensible memories of past lives. No such
check, however, can give us logical certainty, even if we may be
practically certain that the person in question is really a reincar
nation of some other person of the past. The crucial poinis to he
noted here are the following : (i) The person concerned should be
able to give us some important information about the dead person
whose reincarnation he is supposed to be. ( ii ) He must not have
obtained this information through the normal sources. (iii) He
also must not have obiained them through paranormal powers
like retrocognitive clairvoyance. Now it is indeed almost impossible
to distinguish between veridical memory and retrocognitive clairvo-
yance. It is to be noted, therefore, that even if the memory claim
is verified to be true in respect of the objective facts, this is no
logical proof that the person in question is really identical with
the person whose life history ke seems to remember correctly. For
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it may be that the person in question has got this information not
through memory but through retrocognitive clairvoyance. Memory—
claims, therefore, even if verilied to be true in respect of the
objective facts, cannot establish the personal identity of the person
in question beyond doubt, i. e. cannot establish beyond doubt that
the person in question is a reincarnation of the dead person whose
life-history he seems to remember correctly. But at the same
time we must take into consideration the following points. It is
desirable that we should eschew the irrational tendency of trying,
regardless of implausibilities, to explain all the alleged cases of
memories of past lives in terms of retrocognitive clairvoyance We
must not forget that the explanation in terms of paranormal
retrocognition ¢ requires us to postulate ”’ in certain czses ¢‘a
capacity for retrocognitive clairvoyance far exceeding in scope any
for the reality of which experimental evidence exists *’3 Moreover,
we must make it a point that any inveterate aversion that we
may have against the reincarnation hypothesis, because our reli-
gion perhaps prohibils us to believe in some such theory, or
because of some such sentimenial reasons, should not be allowed
to goad us to reject the reincarnation interpretation quite regard-
less of its being in some case the least implausible interpreiation
of all. That such irrational tendencies have gained supremacy in
the interpreiation of certain cases cannot be denied*. Not only
that, even in the imaginary case constructed by us where the
disappearance of Rama is followed by the appearance of R,
claiming ‘o remember doing what Rama alone did, we may say
that R, has a retrocognitive clairvoyance of what Rama did. But
if we go on explaining most of the ostensible memories as cases
of paranormal retrocognition whenever we [ell inclined to do so,
no matter how far fetched the explanation may appear to be,
then we shall be going too far towards irrationalism. It is no
doubt true that we have no established convention regarding the
veridical ostensible memory—claims of past lives, and that there-

fore it is matter for decision whether the pe¢rson making these
memory—claims should be regarded as being numerically identical
with another person of the past or not. But I should think of this
lack of convention as being due more to the scarcity of such
phenomena (i. e. phenomena of veridical ostensible memory=-
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claims concerning past lives ) rather than to any absurdity inherent
in adopting such memory-claims as the criterion for the determi-
nation of the numerical identity of a living person with another
person of the past. We may therefore adopt such memory-claims
as the criterion for determining personal identity in the case of
reincarnation and say that a person is numerically idential with
another person of the past if the following conditions are fulfilled.

(1) The person in question claims to remember doing what
the dead person did and participating in the events that
happened to the dead man.

(2) These memory claims are veridical, i. e. they correspond
to known facts.

(3) The ostensible memories are genuine memories i. e., the
person in question is known to have had no opportunity
to acquire this information through some other source.

If the above conditions are fulled, we shall call the person in
question a reincarnation of the dead person whose life-history he
claims to remember as being his own.

In case of one who, on the other hand, does not actually recollect
any such pest life, the assertion that he is the same person as
some dead individual can be based only on the supposition that
under ceriain appropriate circumstanes he is capable of actually
remembering his past history which includes the history of the
dead indivudual, Personal identity under such curcumstances is
based on memory in its dispositional sense alone. But here the
most perplexing probem is the clarification of the meanings of
‘capable’ and * appropriate circumstances.’ What would ihe
¢ appropriate circumstances’' be like so as to enable me to
recollect my past life ? What are we to mean by ¢ capacity to
remember ’ ? If under normal circumstances one does not seem
to have such capacity, shall we or shall we not say that he
is devoid of this capacity? Under what circumstances shall
we be prepared to abandon our claim that every one has got
the capacity to recollect their past lives ? If we are not prepared
to give it up under any circumstance whatsoever, then our
claim, it may be urged, must be vacuous. Now I must admit
that this is a serious probelm. But I can only point out that
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the claim concerning the capacity for remembering the
life—history under appropriate circumstances need not be
falsifiable, for an unfalsifable statement is not necessarily
vacuous or meaningless. I do not think that one is committed to
set a limit at a point in time to the capacity of a human mind to
remember its past life. The notion of personal identity in the
case of those who do not actually remember their past may on
this view be based on the idea that such persons could remember
the incidents of their past life under certain appropriate circumsta-
nces. A person may be supposed to recollect his past sometimes
through the hypnotic trance or the yogic exercises, but to fix any
such limit to his capacity to remember the past by specifying a
condition like yoga or hypnosis seems to me to be both arbitrary
as well as unnecessary, It should, I think, be alright if one is
able to specify cerlain possible circumstances under which a person
may be supposed to actually recollect his past history, and in view
of his ability to specify such conditions I do not think that his
statement concerning the capacity to remember the past under ap-
propriate circumstances should be condemned as vacuous. The

actual occurrence of memory may vary from one individual to
another, so thal if one may be able to remsmber his past life
through hypnotic trance another may not. In any case, the asser-
tion that Rama is a reincarnation is intelligible on the supposition
that, altnough he has not as yet done so, he could, in some circu-
mstances or the other recollect as his own the history of some
other past individual. And his being a reincernation consists only
in this without any further implication of transmigration of a soul or
spirit from one body to the other. — Two points however, deserve
to be noted here. Though not meaningless, such statement of
indentification of a person as a dead person of the past on the
hasis of memory in its dispositional sense is metaphysical and thus
devoid of empirical content. It is compatible with any known fact
whatsoever; no particular experience can falsify it Secondly, me-
mory serves here as a criterion only in an extracrdinary sense and
only because there is already a physical basis for identification.

Utkal University, G. C. Nayak
Bhubaneswar
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Identity’’ originally published in Journal of Philosophical Associa-
tion, 1968 and snbsequently reprinted in Philosophical Dimen
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