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Abstract. The 18th Century Scottish philosopher, Thomas Reid, had a theory of
personal identity which at first appears to be framed in the spirit of Descartes’ sub-
stance dualism because he tells us that the mind, being indivisible, has “perfect
identity” over time, while the body which is extended in space, and thus divisible,
does not have perfect identity over time. However, Reid’s is in fact not a Carte-
sian-style two-substance dualism. Rather, as I shall try to show, it is an anti-
reductive affirmation of the “natural conviction” we have of our own identity and
continued existence over time. As such, rather than confining the person to an in-
adequately reductive analysis, Reid’s theory of personal identity delineates in
broad but careful terms what a human person can and cannot be and is thus closer
to the hylomorphic view of Thomas Aquinas.
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The 18th Century Scottish philosopher, Thomas Reid, had a theory of
personal identity which at first appears to be framed in the spirit of Descartes
because he tells us that the mind, being indivisible, has “perfect identity” over time,
while the body which is extended in space, and thus divisible, does not have perfect
identity over time. However, Reid’s is in fact not a Cartesian-style two-substance
dualism. Rather, as I shall try to show, it is an anti-reductive affirmation of
something we know by common sense, namely, of the “natural conviction” we
have of our own identity and continued existence over time. As such, rather than
confining the person to an inadequately reductive analysis, Reid’s theory of
personal identity delineates in broad but careful terms what a human person can
and cannot be.
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1. REID’S LIFE AND WORK

Thomas Reid was a Scottish philosopher, born on 26 April 1710 in Strachan,
Kincardineshire, about 20 miles from Aberdeen. His people were well-educated,
and he graduated from Marischal College with Master of Arts and Master of Divin-
ity degrees by 1731. More than thirty years later, he was awarded a Doctor of Di-
vinity degree there.! He was ordained a minister of the Presbyterian Church in
1737 and served the parish of New Machar, Aberdeenshire for some fourteen
years. He married his cousin, Elizabeth Reid, in 1740, and they had nine children in
all. In 1757 he went to King’s College, Aberdeen, to teach, and later succeeded
Adam Smith as Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow in 1764, the same year
Reid published his Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common
Sense, the first of his three major publications. He was made a Fellow of the Royal
Society at Edinburgh in 1783, and subsequently published two more books, Essays
on the Intellectual Powers of Man, in 1785, and Essays on the Active Powers of
Man, in 1788. When Reid died in 1796 he had outlived his wife and all but one of
their children, his daughter Martha, who took care of him in his old age.

Reid was a contemporary of both David Hume (1711-1776) and Immanuel
Kant (1724-1804). Like Kant, Reid expressed a great debt to Hume: “I have
learned more from your writings in this kind [i.e., on metaphysics], than from all
others put together.”? Reid’s philosophy is often compared with Kant’s because
both objected to Hume’s system, but the comparison is commonly unfavorable to
Reid, and Kant himself famously denigrated the role that principles of common
sense could play in philosophy.’ The so-called common sense tradition in philoso-

! Apparently, this was an honorary degree. See John Haldane, “Thomas Reid: Life and Work,”
in the American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. LXXIV, summer 2000, no. 3, pp. 317-344.

2 From a letter to Hume dated 18" March 1763, in Thomas Reid, The Works of Thomas Reid,
D.D., edited by William Hamilton, sixth edition, Edinburgh, Maclachlan and Stewart, 1863, p. 91.
Hereafter W. Reid had gotten Hume to read some of his Inquiry into the Human Mind and expressed
the hope in this letter that Hume would read the entire work and comment on it for him. Reid con-
cludes: “When you have seen the whole of my performance, I shall take it as a very great favor to
have your opinion upon it, from which I make no doubt of receiving light, whether I receive correc-
tion or no. Your friendly adversaries, Drs Campbell and Gerard, as well as Dr Gregory, return their
compliments to you respectfully. A little philosophical society here, of which all the three are mem-
bers, is much indebted to you for its entertainment. Your company would, although we are all good
Christians, be more acceptable than that of St Athanasius; and since we cannot have you upon the
bench, you are brought oftener than any other man to the bar, accused and defended with great zeal,
but without bitterness. If you write no more in morals, politics, or metaphysics, I am afraid we shall
be at a loss for subjects.”

3 Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, translated by James W. Ellington,
second edition, Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing Company, p. 4: “[Hume’s opponents] should have
penetrated very deeply into the nature of reason, so far as it is concerned with pure thought—a task
which did not suit them. They found a more convenient method of being defiant without any insight,
viz., the appeal to common sense. It is indeed a great gift of heaven to possess right or (as they now
call it) plain common sense. But this common sense must be shown in deeds by well-considered and
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phy—beginning with Reid, and continuing through G.E. Moore, Roderick M.
Chisholm, and others—is a distinct philosophical school, differing as sharply from
Kantian critical idealism as it does from Humean skepticism. In their introduction
to the Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reid, Terrence Cuneo and René van
Woudenberg capture the distinct character of Reid’s approach:

Reid’s positive philosophical methodology is complex: It should be viewed as
the interplay between the deliverances of introspection, science, observations
concerning the structure and use of ordinary language, and the principles of
common sense. Reid certainly does ascribe a particular type of authority to
common sense and ordinary language; until shown otherwise, they are pre-
sumed to be reliable guides to reality. But trade-offs between these different
features sometimes need to be made, and the philosopher must exercise good
judgment in making them.*

2. REID ON PERSONAL IDENTITY

Like much of Reid’s philosophy, his theory of personal identity was devel-
oped in opposition to what he called “the system of ideas,” namely, the philosophy
in which “ideas,” under one interpretation or another, play a dominant role. This
“ideal philosophy” begins with Descartes and continues in the work of Locke,
Berkeley, and Hume. In particular, Locke’s theory of personal identity” is the focus
of Reid’s attention because Locke made the mistake, as Reid sees it, of confusing
consciousness or memory with the person:

Descartes did not think proper to start this doubt [about personal identity]; but
Locke has done it; and in order to resolve it, gravely determines that personal
identity consists in consciousness—that is, if you are conscious that you did
such a thing a twelvemonth ago, this consciousness makes you to be the very
person that did it. Now, consciousness of what is past can signify nothing else

reasonable thoughts and words, not by appealing to it as an oracle when no rational justification of
oneself can be advanced. To appeal to common sense when insight and science fail, and no sooner—
this is one of the subtle discoveries of modern times, by means of which the most superficial ranter
can safely enter the lists with the most thorough thinker and hold his own. But as long as a particle of
insight remains, no one would think of having recourse to this subterfuge.” According to John Hal-
dane, “there is no direct evidence of Kant ever having read Reid’s work—as opposed to having read
an account of the common sense philosophy.” Haldane, “Thomas Reid: Life and Work,” p. 322. Hal-
dane notes that a German translation of James Beattie’s An Essay on the Nature and Immutability of
Truth, Edinburgh, Kinkaid & Bell, 1770, appeared in 1772.

4 Terence Cuneo and René van Woudenberg (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Thomas
Reid, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, p. 12.

5 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, edited by A.D. Woozley, New
York, New American Library, 1974, Bk. II, Chap. XXVII, especially sections 9-26, pp. 211-220.
Locke is quite clear that, . . .it is impossible to make personal identity to consist in anything but con-
sciousness; or reach any farther than it does.” (section 21)
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but the remembrance that I did it; so that Locke’s principle must be, That iden-
tity consists in remembrance; and, consequently, a man must lose his personal
identity with regard to everything he forgets.

Reid devotes an entire chapter of the Essays on the Intellectual Powers to
Locke’s mistakes in this regard.” Let us turn instead to his own positive account.
Near the end of the Inquiry, Reid tells us:

... I take it for granted, upon the testimony of common sense, that my mind is
a substance—that is, a permanent subject of thought; and my reason convinces
me that it is an unextended and indivisible substance; and hence I infer that
there cannot be in it anything that resembles extension.®

In the Essays on the Intellectual Powers, Reid expands upon this analysis and
clarifies it:

.. . all mankind place their personality in something that cannot be divided, or
consist of parts. A part of a person is a manifest absurdity.

When a man loses his estate, his health, his strength, he is still the same
person, and has lost nothing of his personality. If he has a leg or an arm cut off,
he is the same person he was before. The amputated member is no part of his
person, otherwise it would have a right to part of his estate, and be liable for
part of his engagements; it would be entitled to a share of his merit and demer-
it—which is manifestly absurd.’

The underlying idea here is that although the body has parts, the person can-
not be said to have parts. Although the body changes over time, taking on and los-
ing parts in subtle or dramatic ways, and thus is not strictly-speaking identical with
itself over time, the person actually is identical with him- or herself over time.

W, Inquiry, ch. 1, section 3, p. 100.

"W, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, 111, ch.6, pp. 350-53. Hereafter EIP. Here Reid
raises a well-known and much-discussed counterexample to Locke’s theory: “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.” (351) For a detailed discussion of
the various sources for this passage, plus a defense of Locke, see M.A. Stewart, “Reid and Locke on
Personal Identity: Some Lost Sources.” The Locke Newsletter, 28, 1997, pp. 105-116. For a complete
discussion of Reid’s position vis a vis Locke, see James Van Cleve, Problems from Reid, Oxford, Ox-
ford University Press, 2015, ch. 9, “Memory and Personal Identity, pp. 239-262.

8 W, Inquiry, ch. 7, p. 210.

®W, EIP, 111, ch. 4, p. 345.
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Thus, “The identity of a person is a perfect identity; wherever it is real, it admits of
no degrees . . .”"°

As to what this identity is, precisely, Reid hesitates to say. “If you ask a defi-
nition of identity, I confess I can give none; it is too simple a notion to admit of
logical definition.”!! Identity is what analytic philosophers call a “primitive” no-
tion, one upon which other definitions can be built, but which itself resists capture
by a formula. Nevertheless, “The conviction which every man has of his Identity,
as far back as his memory reaches, needs no aid of philosophy to strengthen it; and
no philosophy can weaken it, without first producing some degree of insanity.”'?

Whereas Locke wanted to define personal identity in terms of memory, Reid
prefers to consider memory rather as just evidence of personal identity. When
asked what evidence we have that there is “such a permanent self,” we may say
“remembrance,”"® but we should never think that memory exhausts the self, or that
it provides a reductive analysis of personal identity.

Although memory gives the most irresistible evidence of my being the identical
person that did such a thing, at such a time, I may have other good evidence of
things which befell me, and which I do not remember. . . [Thus] remembrance
makes me to know assuredly that I did it; but I might have done it, though I did not
remember it. . . To say that my remembering that I did such a thing, makes me to
have done it, appears to me as great an absurdity as it would be to say, that my be-
lief that the world was created made it to be created.'*

Thus the perfect identity of a person transcends memory and consciousness.

The identity of physical objects, by contrast, is not perfect; “it is rather some-
thing which, for the conveniency of speech, we call identity.”'* Reid points out, we
call it the same regiment a century after the fact, when none of the members are the
same; we call it the same tree in the nursery and in the forest (the “same” reforesta-
tion project); and we call it the same ship when every plank, mast, and sail has been
replaced (the ship of Theseus). Even organisms—natural physical objects as distinct
from artificial ones—do not have identity in the strict sense over time. As a result,

10 Ibidem. A more detailed treatment of this topic is to be found in René van Woudenberg, “Reid on
Memory and the Identity of Persons,” The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reid, pp. 204-221. Van
Woudenberg spells out three arguments, in the spirit of Reid, to the effect that persons are not identical with
their bodies: because (i) bodies have parts and persons do not; (ii) persons have perfect identity over time,
but bodies do not; (iii) bodies are material objects, and hence have no active power, but persons do have
active power. A full explanation of these three arguments is beyond the scope of the present discussion. Van
Woudenberg holds that Reid is a dualist (I assume, a Cartesian-style substance dualist); I simply question
whether Reid’s is a full-fledged Cartesian dualism. I am also indebted to van Woudenberg, “Thomas Reid
on Memory,” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 37:1, January 1999, pp. 117-133.

1'W, EIP, 111, ch.4, p. 344.

12 Ibidem.

13 Ibidem, p. 345.

14 Ibidem.

15 Ibidem., p. 346.
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The evidence of identity of other persons besides ourselves does indeed admit
of all degrees, from what we account certainty to the least degree of probabil-
ity. But still, it is true that the same person is perfectly the same, and cannot be
so in part, or in some degree only.'®

We know ourselves by memory, but we know others, Reid says, “by similari-
ty.”!” We judge of the identity of others by their physical appearance, from the outside.
But we apprehend our own identity simply and directly. And we understand that others
have personal identity, too. Unlike a physical object, or organic body, that is, a person
is “what Leibniz calls a monad.”® And therefore, “I am not thought, I am not action, I
am not feeling; I am something that thinks, and acts, and suffers.”"’

3. COMPARISON WITH OTHER PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS

It may appear that Reid’s analysis of personal identity is essentially Carte-
sian, because of his insistence that persons do not have parts, while bodies do. Des-
cartes had likewise delineated a sharp distinction between the res cogitans which is
not extended and the res extensa which is. These two substances together make a
person, apparently, in Descartes’ view, and it is difficult to say how they are con-
nected, though famously their interface might be found in the pineal gland.* It
would be ironic if Reid’s theory of personal identity were to be found quite similar
to Descartes’. Still, the kind of direct evidence of our own identity that Reid says
we have by memory sounds similar to Descartes’ cogito ergo sum.

Nevertheless, Reid resisted the “ideal philosophy” in all its forms, especially
Hume’s “bundle theory” of personal identity. Hume had said that if you looked for
the self you would never find it; all you would find is another impression of sense,
and so your “self” would be nothing but a bundle of sense impressions.”' Clearly this

19 Ibidem., p. 345, emphasis added.

17 Ibidem., p. 346.

18 Ibidem.

19 Ibidem.

20 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, translated by Donald A. Cress, Indianapo-
lis/Cambridge, Hackett Publishing Company, 1993, Meditation Six, p. 56: . . .there is a great differ-
ence between the mind and the body in that the body, by its very nature, is always divisible. On the
other hand, the mind is utterly indivisible. . . [M]y mind is not immediately affected by all the parts of
the body, but only by the brain, or perhaps even by just one small part of the brain, namely, by that
part where the ‘common sense’ is said to reside.”

2! David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, analytical Index by L.A. Selby-Bigge, second
edition, edited by P.H. Nidditch, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1978, Book I, Part IV, section 6,
p. 252: “For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some
particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never
can catch myself at any time without a perception. . . [the self is] nothing but a bundle or collection of
different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual
flux and movement.”
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theory flies in the face of common sense—for Reid, as we have seen, it even amounts
to insanity. But all phenomenalistic and materialistic theories of the self make the
person into a fictitious entity or fagcon de parler. Their view, as Chisholm has pointed
out,” is that a person is an ens per alio, something that has its existence in or accord-
ing to something else, as a shadow does, not an ens per se, something that has its ex-
istence in itself. A bundle—or projection, or convention—theory of the person rests
on the claim or assumption that the person is a construct out of other entities, rather
than a being in its own right. Thus, Hume’s person is a bundle of impressions, a col-
lection, and there is no “one” who has the impressions. Likewise, the self as a psy-
chological projection is a fiction of our consciousness, but not a single subject of
consciousness. Similarly, a legal person may be a stipulative entity, recognized by
convention, but not independently existing. Reid would reject all this. He would in-
sist, with Chisholm, that the person is an ens per se, that no bundle of impressions
amounts to a person, that no psychological projection is what I mean by “me,” and
that no number of “friends, relatives, judges, clergymen™ can stipulate which per-
son is me, should the question arise, say in the case of a brain transplant.**

Reid would not be happy with either extreme; both the Cartesian and the
Humean theories of personal identity are inadequate because both are reductive. On
the Cartesian view, a person is really just a mind. On the Humean view, a person is
really just a bundle or series of sense impressions. Similarly, according to material-
ism, a person is just a body; a mind is just a brain. But the spirit of Reid’s philoso-
phy is anti-reductive at every turn. Although reductive analyses have their place—
particularly in the scientific explanations of his admired Newton—philosophy must
take account of more.

Historically there has been another, non-reductive alternative, however. That is
the view of Aristotle, and in particular the Thomistic view known as hylomorphism.*’
Although Reid was somewhat critical of the Peripatetics (ancient and medieval) and
has even been characterized as “anti-medieval” in his own philosophy,* it is worth tak-
ing a quick look at the hylomorphic view to see whether Reid’s view would be compat-
ible with it. In Aquinas’s discussion of the human soul, there is a notable tension

22 Roderick M. Chisholm, Person and Object: A Metaphysical Study, LaSalle, IL, Open Court,
1976, especially ch. 3.

23 Ibidem., p. 111.

24 In “Thomas Reid: Life and Work,” p. 323, John Haldane says that in a letter to Lord Kames, Reid
“includes what I believe to be the first discussion of a ‘brain transplant/personal identity’ thought experi-
ment.” On p. 329, Haldane includes the bibliographical reference, Unpublished Letters of Thomas Reid to
Lord Kames, Ed. 1. Ross, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 7, 1965, pp. 17-65.

25 For a modern account of the hylomorphic view, see Edward Feser, Immortal Souls: A Trea-
tise on Human Nature, editiones scolasticae, 2024, especially pp. 172-189.

26 Dale Tuggy, “Reid’s Philosophy of Religion,” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas
Reid, p. 289. However, Alexander Broadie has shown strong affinities between Reid’s thought and
that of medieval philosophers, specifically Duns Scotus. See Broadie, “The Scotist Thomas Reid,” in
the American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, vol. LXXIV, summer 2000, no. 3, pp. 385-407.
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between the soul as ens per se and the ensouled body as hoc aliquid (this particular
thing). That is to say, in some passages he characterizes the human intellectual soul as
an independent entity capable of existing on its own because it has an activity of its
own, namely thinking.?” This is the soul as ens per se. In other passages, he speaks of
the intellectual soul as being “the form of the entire body.”*® This is the human being as
hoc aliquid, a being of a certain type, in virtue of the intellectual soul which is thus, in
effect, a quality of the body. Is the soul, then, to be counted in the category of sub-
stance or in the category of quality? A full discussion of Aquinas’s notion of substan-
tial form is beyond the scope of this paper (and probably beyond the capability of its
author), but this much seems to be clear: Aquinas himself thought it legitimate to think
of the soul both ways, depending upon the context. When discussing the question
whether the soul is corruptible, the soul is considered an ens per se, something that has
its being in itself;*” when discussing the whole, embodied human being, the soul is oc
aliquid but only in a secondary sense, while the whole human being is soc aliquid in
the primary sense.*® Reid’s analysis seems to be compatible with this.

Reid has been accused, though, of incoherence on this topic. M.A. Stewart
calls attention to Reid’s insistence against Locke that the person is not to be identi-
fied with memory or consciousness.’! Reid admits, “I know who bare me, and
suckled me, but I do not remember these events.”** Stewart responds, “. . .what
Reid’s mother bore and suckled was not an invisible monad. . .”** Of all persons,

27 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, q. 75, art., 2, in Introduction to Thomas Aquinas, ed-
ited by Anton C. Pegis, p. 284: “Now every body has its own determinate nature. Therefore it is im-
possible for the intellectual principle to be a body. It is also impossible for it to understand by means
of a bodily organ, since the determinate nature of that organ would likewise impede knowledge of all
bodies; as when a certain determinate color is not only in the pupil of the eye, but also in a glass vase,
the liquid in the vase seems to be of that color. Therefore the intellectual principle, which we call the
mind or the intellect, has essentially an operation in which the body does not share. Now only that
which subsists in itself can have an operation in itself. For nothing can operate but what is actual, and
so a thing operates according as it is; for which reason we do not say that heat imparts heat, but that
what is hot gives heat. We must conclude, therefore, that the human soul, which is called intellect or
mind, is something incorporeal and subsistent.”

28 Ibidem., q. 76, a.1, p. 291.

2 Ibidem., q. 75, a. 2, p. 284: “We must conclude, therefore, that the human soul, which is
called intellect or mind, is something incorporeal and subsistent.” See also, q. 75, a. 6, 288: “There-
fore, whatever has being in itself (per se habet esse) cannot be generated or corrupted except in itself;
while things which do not subsist, such as accidents and material forms, acquire being or lose it
through the generation or corruption of composites . . . [So] the human soul could not be corrupted
unless it were corrupted in itself.”

30 Ibidem, q75, a2, reply obj. 1, p. 284: “This particular thing [hoc aliquid] can be taken in two
senses. Firstly, for anything subsistent; secondly, for that which subsists and is complete in a specific
nature. . . Therefore, since the human soul is a part of human nature, it can be called this particular
thing in the first sense, as being something subsistent; but not in the second, for in this sense the com-
posite of body and soul is said to be this particular thing.”

31 Stewart, “Reid and Locke on Personal Identity,” pp. 115-116.

32'W, EIP, 111, ch. 4, 345.

33 Stewart, “Reid and Locke on Personal Identity” p. 116.
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however, Mrs. Reid would have known best that her son was identical with himself
over time and that he had an identity transcending the body with its needs. Perhaps
it is Stewart’s interpretation that flies in the face of common sense, rather than
Reid’s claim about the indivisibility of the person. For to say that the person cannot
be identified with the body is not to say that the person does not have a body.
Likewise, as we have seen, to say I am not identical with my consciousness is not
to say that [ have no mind.

4. CONCLUSION

Reid would no more deny that others are persons than he would accept the
bundle theory of himself; the former and the latter both fly in the face of common
sense. But the non-physicality of the person, in the sense of its being unextended and
having no parts, is not necessarily only a Cartesian theme. This emphasis is found in
Aquinas, too, specifically when he tells us that the intellectual soul is immaterial, for
if it were material (physical, a body), it could not know such a variety of material
things.** However, the immateriality of the intellect did not entail the non-physicality
of the person for Aquinas. Likewise, | would say, the fact that the person cannot be
identified with his or her body does not entail a two-substance dualism for Reid. The
difference between Reid and these other philosophers—Aquinas, Descartes, Hume,
Locke—is that Reid perhaps specifies less concerning what it means to be a person.
He’s confident about what we must say—that the person has no parts—and confident
of what we cannot say—that the person is only consciousness or memory. Beyond
that he is mum, at least in the published works. And beyond what Nature teaches us
about the person and the body, he seems to detect a mysterious unity that we cannot
fully fathom.*® Perhaps the person lends its identity to the body, somewhat in the way
Leibnizian dominant monads are supposed to operate. Reid hints at this. But like
Socrates he is unwilling to say he knows what he does not know. We could do worse
than to emulate him in that regard.

3% Aquinas, Summa Theologica, q. 75, art. 2, p. 284. See also note 27 above.
35 'W, EIP, Preface, p. 216: “There appears to be a vast interval between body and mind; and
whether there be any intermediate nature that connects them together, we know not.”



