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Abstract 
 

On Parfit’s Psychological Criterion of personal identity, I persist as some future 
subject if we can trace a chain of overlapping mental state connections from me to 
that future subject. When two subjects are connected in this way, we can say that 
they are psychologically continuous. Parfit offers up three different versions of the 
Psychological Criterion in Reasons and Persons, and what he calls the Narrow, 
Wide, and Widest views are distinguished from one another by what is acceptable 
as the cause of continuity on each. However, there appear to be problems with all 
three versions. On the one hand, the Wide and Widest views are so generous with 
how ‘cause’ is defined that they no longer deal with the persistence sense of per-
sonal identity at all. On the other hand, the Narrow View has a more appropriate 
definition of ‘cause’, but treats all types of mental state as equal contributors to 
continuity. This also becomes a problem when we consider cases where overall 
continuity obtains but certain moral features have been altered—as in some in-
stances of traumatic brain injury where the original subject intuitively may not 
seem to persist through the injury. To this end, in this paper I examine Parfit’s 
Psychological Criterion and argue that none of its three versions succeed as per-
sistence accounts. Nonetheless, I do think that the Narrow View in particular can 
be appropriately modified to harmonize with these moral problem cases by the 
addition of a new relation that is necessary but not sufficient for persistence: mor-
al continuity. 
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1. Introduction 

Although Derek Parfit first tested the waters with the paper “Personal Identity” 
(1971), it was of course the carefully curated refinement of those views in Part 
Three of Reasons and Persons (1984) that proved to be a watershed moment for 
the philosophy of personal identity. His talk of Teletransportation to Mars, brain 
transplants, and divided consciousness was not only enthralling, but shaped the 
nature of the personal identity debate for the next several decades. While Parfit 
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lays out two identity criteria, the Physical Criterion and the Psychological Crite-
rion, it is certainly the latter with which he is most associated today (even if Par-
fit denies that identity is actually important, in the end).1 The Psychological Cri-
terion is about what is often called the persistence sense of personal identity—that 
is, the conditions under which a subject persists over time as one and the same 
thing.2 Persistence thus concerns numerical identity, not just exact similarity in 
qualities.  

Despite the fact that the Psychological Criterion is well-known as a kind of 
paradigm model for psychological approaches to persistence, I argue in this pa-
per that none of the three versions of the Psychological Criterion that Parfit ad-
vances actually work as persistence theories. Two of these versions do not in-
volve the persistence relation at all, and a third flounders when set against cer-
tain problem cases that suggest that continuity among particular mental states—
moral features, in this case—may be a necessary condition for persistence. To 
make this case, I first provide a short analysis of the Psychological Criterion. 
Then, I produce arguments for why all three versions of the view fail. Lastly, I 
close with a short suggestion of how to modify one version of the Psychological 
Criterion, the Narrow View, to meet the demands of the problem cases from the 
third section.    

 
2. The Psychological Criterion and What It Claims About Per-

sistence 

Parfit’s Psychological Criterion—a word he takes to mean “what [persistence] 
necessarily involves or consists in” (Parfit 1984: 206)—gets its weight from two 
relations among mental states. The first is psychological connectedness: the holding 
of ‘direct’ connections between mental states. As standard examples of direct 
connections, Parfit offers the connection between an experience had and later 
remembered, the connection between an intention and the later action through 
which the intention is satisfied, and the connections between things like beliefs 
or desires that are retained over time. Problematically, direct connections of this 
sort are typically short-term. That is, there are few direct connections between, 
say, a ninety-year-old man and the little boy he was at age six. Yet, the six-year-
old and the ninety-year-old could still be indirectly connected through sets of 
overlapping direct connections. If we follow the overlapping successions of 
years across the man’s life, much like links in a chain, we find that every inter-
mediate link is probably directly psychologically connected with at least the pre-
vious and subsequent links. So, despite the fact that the ninety-year-old and the 
six-year-old have few to no direct connections, we can trace a chain of succes-
sive direct connections between them. To Parfit, this means that there is, there-
fore, a kind of psychological continuity between the two subjects.  

 
1 A quick note: although I am critical in this paper of all three versions of Parfit’s 
Psychological Criterion, I do not herein attack his view that identity is not what matters. 
Rather, because Parfit’s insistence on the unimportance of identity is the more heterodox 
position, and because giving my reasons for thinking Parfit is wrong on this count would 
comprise a whole other paper, I take it for granted that personal identity does matter.  
2 To keep things simple and clear, I will mostly sideline the broader reaching phrase 
‘personal identity’ in favor of ‘persistence’ throughout. 
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However, not just any amount of direct psychological connections will suf-
fice for continuity. After all, we would not want to grant that a single direct con-
nection between intermediate links constitutes continuity. Unlike identity—
which one either has or does not—connectedness admits of degree; a greater 
number of connections results in a stronger ‘connectedness’ relation, while few-
er connections makes connectedness weaker. Parfit thinks that it is implausible 
to clearly define a kind of ‘optimal’ minimal connectedness for continuity to ob-
tain, under pain of arbitrariness. All the same, he does give us a paradigmatic 
case of what counts as ‘enough’ connections for continuity: when “the number 
of connections over any day is at least half the number of direct connections that 
hold over every day, in the lives of nearly every actual person” (Parfit 1984: 
206). Parfit calls this sense of ‘enough’ connectedness strong connectedness. Full-
fledged psychological continuity, then, consists in overlapping chains of strong 
connectedness between states. This is what, on the Psychological Criterion, will 
allow a subject to persist despite often substantial psychological variation. 
Hence, continuity does not make overly demanding claims that subjects never 
change psychologically—just that they do so gradually, so that the chain of di-
rect connections is not severed at any point along the way.  

With both relations—connectedness and continuity—defined, we can state 
Parfit’s proper formulation of the Psychological Criterion.  

 
The Psychological Criterion: (1) There is psychological continuity if and only if there 
are overlapping chains of strong connectedness. X today is one and the same 
person as Y at some past time if and only if (2) X is psychologically continuous 
with Y, (3) this continuity has the right kind of cause, and (4) there does not exist 
a different person who is also psychologically continuous with Y. (5) [Persis-
tence] just consists in the holding of facts like (2) to (4) (Parfit 1984: 207). 
 

Clauses (3)-(5) give us a lot to unpack, so I will break down each clause individ-
ually, beginning with (4). Clause (4) is a rider meant to protect the Psychological 
Criterion against odd cases where psychological continuity could conceivably 
‘branch off’, resulting in two or more later subjects that are simultaneously psy-
chologically continuous with the same earlier subject. Of course, one original 
subject cannot be identical with two later subjects, as identity is a one-one rela-
tion, so branching would clearly create problems for any persistence theory. 
Clause (5) tells us that the Psychological Criterion is a reductionist view of persis-
tence. What this means is that a complete description of how we persist can be 
given with only a description of the physical and psychological facts, like which 
physical brain states or psychological states persist. Extrapolating from here, 
psychological reductionism then rejects the notion that persistence involves some 
‘further fact’ or separately existing entity beyond just facts about brains and 
mental states.  

I have left clause (3) for last because of its importance to my arguments go-
ing forward. Clause (3) stipulates that continuity must have ‘the right kind of 
cause’. Parfit cashes out ‘right kind of cause’ by providing three different ver-
sions of the Psychological Criterion: the Narrow View, the Wide View, and the 
Widest View (Parfit 1984: 207). These versions are distinguished entirely by 
what they treat as the ‘right kind of cause’. On the Narrow View, the only per-
missible cause of continuity is the ‘normal’ cause. By this, Parfit seems to mean 
the regular functioning of a normal brain. Something like the continuity of the 
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Teletransporter case he suggests—whereby someone’s body and brain are utterly 
destroyed and a qualitatively identical Replica is subsequently created on 
Mars—would obviously not constitute the ‘normal cause’ of the Narrow View, 
since “the continued existence of a person’s brain is at least part of the normal 
cause” (Parfit 1984: 208). Curiously, both the Wide and Widest views do allow 
someone to persist through Teletransportation, despite the fact that every part of 
the Original has been vaporized. This is because the Wide View permits any reli-
able cause of psychological continuity to be the ‘right’ cause, whereby we can 
understand ‘reliable’ to be something like ‘regularly reproducible’. The Widest 
View is even less picky: on this view, any cause whatsoever counts. So, because 
the Teletransporter is ex hypothesi reliable, and because the Martian Replica ac-
tually is psychologically continuous with her Earthbound Original, the Original 
is numerically identical with the Replica on the Wide View. And, since a relia-
ble cause is of course also just a cause simpliciter, the Widest View must grant 
that the Original is numerically identical with the Replica, as well. 

So, we now have a picture of what the Psychological Criterion of persis-
tence means. It is a theory that reduces persistence to certain causal connections 
between mental and physical states, so long as continuity does not branch to 
multiple subjects. Still, owing to the scope of what Parfit allows the ‘right’ cause 
to be, a great number of cases that fit the Psychological Criterion will not be bo-
na fide cases of persistence. Though he admits that, strictly speaking, the Origi-
nal subject is not numerically identical with the Replica on the Wide and Wid-
est, he calls going through Teletransportation ‘about as good’ as ordinary persis-
tence. Indeed, Parfit (1984: 208) emphatically states that there is no good reason 
to favor the Narrow View over the other two. If it sounds like Parfit is playing 
fast and loose with the notion of persistence, that is probably because he goes on 
to deny that persistence is actually what is really important to us. All told, then, 
the Psychological Criterion ends up being not so much a persistence theory as a 
deflationary theory about the meaningfulness of persistence. 

 
3. Why No Version of Parfit’s Psychological Criterion Succeeds 

More or less by Parfit’s own admission, two of the three versions of the Psycho-
logical Criterion of persistence do not even engage with persistence but instead 
with a weaker relation that is supposed to do similar metaphysical work. This 
might be perfectly fine for Parfit and perfectly consistent with his goals, too. 
However, for anyone looking for a genuine account of persistence, the Psycho-
logical Criterion does not cut it.3 Obviously, if the Wide and Widest views only 
deal with a relation that is ‘about as good as’ persistence, then those views do 
not exactly qualify as persistence theories. But I think it is worse than this. I do 
not think that the relation involved in the Wide and Widest views is anything 
like persistence but is instead closer to the relation between multiple instantia-
tions of a pattern. Yet, though the Narrow View fares better, I still do not think 
it can meet the intuitive demands of some special—but not entirely uncom-
mon—cases.  

 
3 I take this opportunity to remind the reader that my purpose in this paper is not to argue 
against Parfit’s claim that identity does not matter, so I go on assuming that persistence is 
an important relation and worth discussing. 
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To this end, I argue in this section that no version of the Psychological Cri-
terion is successful as a theory of persistence. First, I critique the Wide and 
Widest views by showing that, on those views, there is not actually anything 
that persists. Then, I critique the Narrow View by demonstrating that the fact 
that the Narrow View treats all mental states as equally constitutive of persis-
tence means that it cannot accommodate cases where certain types of mental 
state—in particular, moral features—seem to play a necessary role in determin-
ing persistence. The first problem case presented is admittedly fantastical, so I 
close the section with a more grounded case involving something that actually 
happens with some regularity: traumatic brain injury. 

 
3.1 The Wide/Widest Views as Pattern Instantiation, Not Persistence 

Starting with the Wide/Widest views, a slightly modified version of the Tele-
transporter case will reveal why neither view concerns persistence identity. This 
modified example is also Parfit’s (1984: 199-200). Rather than being immediate-
ly destroyed when the Martian Replica is created, suppose that the Original sur-
vives the Teletransportation process. There is surely no question whether the 
Original persists—or if she is numerically identical with the Replica—in this 
case. She plainly survives the procedure and even gets the opportunity to talk to 
her space-bound copy over an inter-planet intercom. In virtue of this, she is 
quite clearly not one and the same entity as her Replica, as one thing cannot be 
in two different places at once! We can call this case Teletransporter 2, or T2, 
for short (the plain old Teletransporter case will be T1). In T2, the Replica’s sta-
tus is straightforwardly a clone. That the Replica is just a clone is less obvious in 
T1 since the Original perishes before the Replica comes into existence. After all, 
the case is framed as if Teletransportation moves one and the same subject from 
Earth to Mars; this is just what teleporters do (or are supposed to do, I guess). 
Things are different in T2, however. Here, the Original stays right where she is, 
and another entity is created whole cloth at the ‘destination’ location on Mars.  

Parfit (1984: 201) calls T2 the “Branch-Line Case”, which seemingly vio-
lates clause (4) of the Psychological Criterion and thus does not count as persis-
tence anyway. But I would hesitate to call T2 a case of branching. The creation 
of a clone is pretty transparently different from standard branching cases. In 
standard branching—whether it is a splitting amoeba-man (Chisholm 1969), 
separated hemispheres from the same brain placed in different bodies (à la Wig-
gins 1967), or whatever else—the question is ‘who, if either of these branching 
subjects, is the Original?’ This is not at all the case in T2. Here, there is no issue 
telling the Original apart from the Replica. Nothing even happens to the Origi-
nal in T2; a new entity is created that is exactly similar to the Original, but there is 
no change that the original subject undergoes. If persistence is a question of 
what sort of change a subject can endure, then T2 does not engage with this 
question at all. This is because T2 is instead a case of simple cloning, with a clear 
distinction between the Original and the Replica.  

Now, what applies to T2 can also be applied to T1, since the only differ-
ence between the two is that the Original survives Teletransportation in T2 but 
not T1. This means that T1, like T2, does not involve the persistence of the 
Original—the Original is merely cloned. In the most direct sense, she clearly 
does not persist. Per Parfit’s stipulation, she is destroyed as part of the Teletrans-
portation process and does not just spring back to life as her Replica. No one 
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thing can have two beginnings of existence. According to reductionism, we can 
describe a subject just by giving the physical and psychological facts. There is no 
separately existing entity or ‘further fact’ in which the subject consists. If there 
are no separately existing mental entities, like souls or pure Cartesian Egos, a 
subject’s mental states cannot exist absent a body (or at least something physical 
in which these states are instantiated). So, when the Original is completely phys-
ically obliterated in T1, her mental states go with her. This means that the men-
tal states reproduced in the Replica are numerically distinct but qualitatively ex-
actly similar states. We might say that the reproduced states just follow the same 
abstract pattern as the states in the Original, and this pattern of mental states are 
now instantiated in the numerically separate Replica. 

Therefore, I conclude that T1 is not a case involving the persistence relation 
at all, unless we want to accept the conclusion that the Original’s ‘mental state 
pattern’ is a separately existing entity that persists through its later instantiation 
in the Replica—so, there would really be three entities in T1 instead of two: the 
Original, the Replica, and the separately existing ‘pattern’. But the reductionist 
cannot accept this. Instead, the relationship between the Original and the Repli-
ca is closer to that held between two numerically unique instantiations of the 
same pattern. Without granting Parfit’s further claim that identity does not mat-
ter, a fresh instantiation of the same pattern will not be ‘about as good’ as identi-
ty.  

Teletransportation thus presents a problem for the Wide and Widest views 
of the Psychological Criterion. T1 fits both the Wide and Widest views and 
ought to count as persistence on both. The Wide View implies persistence be-
cause the Teletransportation process is regularly reproducible—it is reliable. 
And, if the Wide View implies persistence, so does the Widest View a fortiori. 
Yet it cannot be the case that I persist through complete destruction of all my 
parts just in case a timely clone is created. That just is not persistence. Contra 
Parfit, then, we do have good reasons to prefer the Narrow View to the Wide 
and Widest views, at least if we are interested in theories of persistence, because 
only the former is actually a persistence theory. 
 

3.2 The Narrow View and Moral Problem Cases 

While definitely a view about persistence and not something ‘about as good’ as 
it, the Narrow View still faces its own problems. The Narrow View, like most 
psychological approaches to persistence, treats all mental states as equally con-
stitutive of persistence. Indeed, this is at first blush one of its advantages. Be-
cause all mental states contribute in a kind of value-neutral way on the Narrow 
View, a subject can persist through tremendous changes to any given type of 
mental state as long as sufficient direct connections among her overall psycholo-
gy are retained. So, the Narrow View accepts that a subject with a suitable 
number of other direct connections could persist through complete amnesia (in 
terms of episodic memories), full desire apathy, or sweeping personality shift.  

At the same time, I think that there are cases involving change to specifical-
ly moral features that might make us doubt whether someone could persist, even 
if overall psychological continuity obtains. Here’s an unproblematic case of per-
sistence for the Narrow View: 

Mental State Booth: in a future society, direct manipulation of one’s mental states 
is a simple process. Subjects can enter ‘mental state booths’, apparatuses that 
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scan the user’s brain and map his mental states onto a display, whereupon the 
user can then selectively remove undesirable states and add desirable ones. 
Perhaps the subject would prefer to replace a desire for sugary foods with one 
for something healthier, to forget an especially traumatic memory, or to be-
come courageous when he is, in fact, a coward. 

In Mental State Booth, only a handful of direct connections are severed in a given 
visit. So, even though these changes occur by way of an abnormal cause—the 
manipulation of the booth’s technology rather than ordinary brain function—
this does not contravene the Narrow View’s requirement that continuity obtain 
through the ‘normal’ cause. There are more than enough remaining connections 
made via ordinary brain function that overall continuity obtains easily. Suppose, 
though, that we alter the case: 

Malfunctioning Mental State Booth: everything from the description of Mental State 
Booth is the same, but a particular booth has started malfunctioning and per-
forms the requested operation for all instances of a given type of mental state. 
So, Jones enters the booth to remove an unpleasant memory, but she leaves a 
full amnesiac (again, in terms of episodic memories). Next, Smith enters the 
booth wanting to be kind rather than inconsiderate but leaves with all of his 
character traits inverted. (As a matter of convenience, we can consider these 
traits in the manner of virtues and vices, but I do not think the argument turns 
on this).4 For both Jones and Smith, all non-targeted types of mental state are 
unaltered. Let us further suppose that at least half of all of both subjects’ total 
mental states are unchanged. 

Malfunctioning Mental State Booth stipulates that at least half of both subjects’ to-
tal psychology is unchanged so that there will still be strong connectedness be-
tween the pre- and post-booth subjects. Recall that without strong connected-
ness, there can be no continuity on the Psychological Criterion. Given this stipu-
lation, I hope that it is clear that the Narrow View has it that both Jones and 
Smith persist as one and the same subject when they leave the booth as when 
they entered it. That is, in both cases, the subject who enters is psychologically 
continuous with the subject who leaves, and this continuity obtains through 
normal brain functioning. Despite the manipulation of a substantially greater 
number of states than the vanilla Mental State Booth case, continuity still obtains 
because the vast majority of unaltered connections between mental states do still 
hold.  

Now, I propose that this case is just as unproblematic for the Narrow View 
as Mental State Booth. And I further think that the fact that the Narrow View 
handles Malfunctioning Mental State Booth so easily is not a point in its favor. That 
Jones could persist through her amnesia is intuitively plausible in a way that 

 
4 It may be helpful to see a few examples of moral character traits to make both Malfunc-
tioning Mental State Booth and the discussion in later sections clearer to the reader. Possi-
ble character traits—paired with their moral opposites, for brevity’s sake—might include: 
kind-ness/meanness, empathy/indifference, tolerance/intolerance, respectful-
ness/insensitivity, compassion/cruelty, generosity/selfishness, sincerity/deceitfulness, 
fairness/inequity and temperance/profligacy.  This list is by no means exhaustive, and I 
think that the rabbit hole of possible character traits can be as deep as you like. Consider 
peculiarly specific traits along the lines of loves animals mostly but is exceptionally cruel to 
squirrels or kind only to convenience store clerks. It seems next to impossible to classify such 
traits under broader headings just because they are built around exceptions. 
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Smith’s persisting through complete shift in moral character is not. Why? In 
Smith’s case, the post-booth subject has a radically different relationship with 
others and the world from the pre-booth subject. In fact, the pre- and post-booth 
subjects will exhibit wholly opposite responses and behaviors. The post-booth 
subject will not act in Smith’s characteristic way. I think that this indicates that, 
perhaps unlike other mental states, selectively altering only moral features does 
not ceteris paribus amount to persistence. The Narrow View is not sensitive to 
this apparent problem, though, because it treats all mental states as equally con-
stitutive of persistence.  

Cases like Malfunctioning Mental State Booth imply that the Narrow View is 
wrong to adopt a value-neutral stance toward mental states: some states—
namely, moral features—may actually be more important than others in deter-
mining persistence. That a certain kind of ‘moral connectedness’ might be a 
necessary condition for persistence is not an altogether strange idea, though it 
may sound that way on the face of it. We often talk informally as if moral char-
acter plays a special part in persistence, such as when the convict emerges from 
a prison sentence and earnestly declares himself ‘a new man’, or when the reli-
gious convert is said to be ‘another person’ entirely after her conversion experi-
ence.  

Of course, we could be talking figuratively in these cases. Yet, there is em-
pirical evidence that people do actually regard moral features with just this sort 
of constitutive significance to persistence. For one, discontinuity of moral fea-
tures is seen as most disruptive to the persistence of other individuals when 
compared to discontinuity of features that have traditionally received more at-
tention in the persistence literature, including memories, agency, the ability to 
construct coherent self-narratives, and non-moral personality traits (Strohminger 
and Nichols 2014, Prinz and Nichols 2016). The same results are observed in 
studies that ask respondents about the persistence of oneself instead of others 
(Prinz and Nichols 2016, Molouki and Bartels 2017). Moreover, friends and 
family members of individuals suffering from neurodegenerative diseases also 
report that moral change is most threatening to the persistence of their loved 
ones, even in cases of near total memory loss (Strohminger and Nichols 2015). 

Likewise, data suggest that people tend to view changes to specifically 
moral beliefs—especially beliefs widely-held by large communities—as more 
impactful on persistence than changes to other types of belief, leading research-
ers to propose a kind of moral essentialism in how people perceive themselves, 
others, and their persistence (Heiphetz, Strohminger, and Young 2016). This is 
further evident in research that shows that people believe moral features in large 
part constitute a deep “true self” that represents the features an individual really 
has, even if they are not always explicitly expressed (Strohminger, Newman and 
Knobe 2017). Additional studies link up with claims about moral essentialism, 
indicating that people intuitively see moral features as among the most causally 
central of the many features ordinarily taken to be part of identity (Chen, Ur-
minsky and Bartels 2016) and that perceived moral character contributes sub-
stantially to person perception—the impressions we form about the kind of per-
son someone else is (Goodwin, Piazza and Rozin 2014, Goodwin 2015).  

Now, it is important to note that none of the authors cited above argue that 
moral features are the only meaningful features in determinations of persistence. 
Indeed, the same data support the notion that non-moral psychological features 
typically privileged in the persistence discussion—like memories, desires, and 
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intention—play a valuable role in persistence. As will become clearer in Section 
4, I also think that an account of persistence must take stock of these non-moral 
psychological features. My point in calling attention to the empirical evidence is 
to give a basis for the plausibility of a necessary moral persistence condition that 
goes beyond the intuitive force of my proffered counterexamples to the Narrow 
View, like Malfunctioning Mental State Booth. If nobody actually believed moral 
features made a special contribution to persistence, then my position would be 
much harder to accept, on the face of it. But beliefs about the significance of 
moral features to persistence are in fact fairly widespread.  

Of course, that people think that moral features are importantly constitutive 
of persistence is not proof of a necessary moral persistence condition. What 
people think might be wrong. I am not here prepared to make the stronger claim 
that Jesse Prinz and Shaun Nichols (2016: 450) do when they say that our be-
liefs about persistence actually determine the conditions of persistence. Howev-
er, the possibility that people might be wrong in their persistence beliefs does not 
definitively mean that they are wrong, either. Given that intuitions about a nec-
essary moral persistence condition appear to be widespread, I do not think it 
prima facie implausible to postulate such a condition as an explanation for what 
seems to be missing in certain problem cases in which the individual intuitively 
does not persist, despite the fact that overall psychological continuity obtains. 
Parfit presents cases like Teletransportation and the Combined Spectrum to 
make reductionism more palatable; reductionism is, he argues, the answer that 
makes the most sense in these cases. Analogously, my strategy is to suggest cas-
es that reveal explanatory weakness in the Narrow View—by holding all mental 
states to be value-neutral, the Narrow View gets the wrong result in cases in-
volving severe changes localized to moral features. 

 
3.3 A More Grounded Example: Moral Change and Traumatic Brain 

Injury 

An immediate rejoinder from the advocate of the Narrow View might be that 
cases like Malfunctioning Mental State Booth are just too fanciful to offer much 
trouble. Selectively altering mental states in the way of Malfunctioning Mental 
State Booth is sci-fi conjecture; in all actually possible cases, the Narrow View gets 
it right because our moral features and the rest of our psychological profile just 
do not ordinarily come apart like that. We should not be so easily convinced by 
the advocate, as there in fact are real-world cases where there appear to be great 
changes in character while other mental features more or less stay the same. In 
particular, this can happen in cases involving traumatic brain injury. One classic 
example that is often trotted out is the case of Phineas Gage, the railroad worker 
whose head was impaled by a tamping iron in 1848. The injury allegedly result-
ed in extreme change (for the worse), primarily in his character traits but also 
among other mental features. Currently, there is skepticism about whether 
Gage’s purported changes in character, or the degree to which he was famously 
claimed to be ‘no longer Gage’ actually held true (Macmillan and Lena 2010). 
Whether or not Gage’s accident really caused profound psychological changes, 
one can imagine a case where a similar event does cause such changes. Indeed, 
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we do not have to look far to find a timelier example with Gage-like circum-
stances.5 

Alissa Afonina is a woman sensationalized by the tabloids as turning “from 
a star student to a lusty dominatrix” (Natalie O-Neill, New York Post, Feb. 6 
2015). If we set aside the ridiculous exaggerations of yellow journalism, we find 
that court documents from the case really do support a dramatic shift in moral 
character after a brain injury Afonina suffered during a car accident. In his 
summary of Afonina v. Jansson, Presiding Justice Joel Groves remarks that, prior 
to the accident, Afonina’s Grade 11 teacher, Mr. Byrne, 

 
found Alissa to be a student who was very bright and interested in her pursuits, 
and in matters generally. He described her as being in the top 2% in terms of en-
gagement in class activities and assignments [and] testified that he had no sense 
that she was troubled emotionally in any way (Afonina v. Jansson, 2015 BCSC 10, 
section 114). 
 

After the accident, however, Afonina’s character changed remarkably, as her 
teacher now 

 
observed a very different Alissa. He said that she showed signs of no impulse 
control […]. She became socially isolated and began to have outbursts in class. 
She made sexual comments during these outbursts that were inappropriate for 
the class setting. Mr. Byrne was of the view that she did not appear to filter her 
thoughts and acted as if she was unaware of her social environment [...]. Her talk 
was unfiltered, random, and as he described, not logical for the school social en-
vironment, or “out of left field” (Afonina v. Jansson, 2015 BCSC 10, section 116). 
 

Justice Groves was convinced by these claims and corroborating evidence pre-
sented by Afonina’s legal team that her accident indeed caused a pronounced 
change in character in the form of a personality disorder with symptoms that 
ranged among “emotional liability, cognitive fatigue, reduced insight, reduced 
judgment, disinhibition, mood swings, apathy, and inflexible thinking” (Afonina 
v. Jansson, 2015 BCSC 10, section 129). Because of her disorder, Afonina had 
tremendous difficulty holding down a job and became increasingly depressed 
and unmotivated. Eventually, she turned to sex work to support herself finan-
cially, including—as the tabloids were so ruthlessly quick to point out—work as 
a dominatrix for hire. 

As Afonina’s unfortunate case illustrates, there are legitimate Gage-type 
cases that mirror the consequences of the more far-fetched Malfunctioning Mental 
State Booth. Before her accident, Afonina appears to have been a driven and cre-
ative young woman mindful of her education—at least in areas of interest to 
her—and concerned about how she related to social peers. Post-accident, 

 
5 I use Alissa Afonina as a but one instance among a multiplicity of cases involving 
massive changes in moral character following traumatic brain injury. Other 
representative examples include a man who developed spontaneous and uncontrollable 
sexual aggression, including pedophilia, due to a tumor (Burns and Swerdlow 2003), Mr. 
L., who fell from his roof and later began displaying unprovoked hostility and obsessive 
jealousy toward his wife (Salas 2012), and American photographer Edward Muybridge, 
who became dishonest, unstable, and aggressive to the point of murder after a stagecoach 
accident (Manjila et al. 2015).  



Why Parfit’s Psychological Criterion Does Not Work as a Personal Identity Theory 

 

135 

though, Afonina became listless, intellectually closed-off, and, most tellingly, 
was highly inconsiderate of others. Not all of these changes are overtly changes 
in moral character; Afonina also suffered an incapacity for retaining new mem-
ories and saw changes to personality traits that are decidedly morally neutral. 

At the same time, there is no clear indication that she endured anything like 
widespread loss of or change to other mental features. For instance, Afonina did 
not report amnesia-like loss of episodic memory, and there seemed to be no sig-
nificant change in her foundational belief structure. It could even be argued that 
many of her desires—such as aspirations towards filmmaking and other creative 
media—were still present and accounted for, as Afonina did continue pursuing 
these interests post-accident in a specialized program for skilled students. It was 
only when she found herself unable to fulfill these desires due to cognitive im-
pairment from the accident that she became frustrated and withdrew. This 
means that there appears to be overall psychological continuity in Afonina’s 
case, and this continuity is the result of normal brain functioning. The parts of 
the brain responsible for Afonina’s unchanged features presumably continued to 
function normally, even if there is abnormal function in changed areas. So, since 
the pre- and post-accident subject are psychologically continuous by way of the 
normal cause, the Narrow View would pronounce that Afonina persisted 
through the accident. 

Still, we can see that, as in Malfunctioning Mental State Booth, changes to 
Afonina’s character traits at least in part led to an extreme difference in how she 
participated in and related to her social ecosystem. In particular, her failure to 
meet standards of social propriety looks to indicate a lack of concern for others. 
It was not that Afonina no longer recognized what was socially expected of her. 
Rather, she just did not seem to care anymore whether her words and actions 
negatively affected those who shared her classroom. There is a whole web of 
character traits involved here: kindness, respect for others, and concern for the 
welfare of one’s peers, probably among many more. 

In light of this, I suggest that to say that the post-accident person is one and 
the same Alissa Afonina is dissonant with her behavioral changes and the un-
derlying disruptions to her character that they represent. Despite the fact that the 
pre-and post-accident subjects seem to be psychologically continuous, the post-
accident subject’s behavioral changes are both quite severe and of such a nature 
that they make the attribution of sameness seem unnatural—substantially more 
so than if the psychological changes were, say, solely to learning aptitudes. After 
all, it is not her learning disabilities that made the post-accident ‘Afonina’ so 
unnerving to Mr. Byrne and others, but her extraordinary and sudden character 
changes. Thus, while the Narrow View would unproblematically affirm that 
Afonina persisted through her accident, there does seem to be something wrong 
with this assessment. Even if Afonina is psychologically continuous overall, the 
discontinuities in her moral features challenge the Narrow View’s claim of per-
sistence.6 Hence, from counterexamples like Malfunctioning Mental State Booth 

 
6 It is prudent to call attention to a potential objection here. Perhaps one could say that 
moral features are interlinked with a whole network of other mental states: beliefs, 
desires, etc. If this is the case, loss of moral features would require the simultaneous loss 
of too many other features with which those moral features are interwoven—and so, the 
whole idea of selective change in mental states, on which examples like Malfunctioning 
Mental State Booth and the Afonina case depend, is incoherent. Ultimately, I do not think 
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and Gage-type injury cases like Afonina’s, I conclude that the Narrow View—
like the Wide/Widest views—is also unsuccessful as a persistence theory. 

 
4. How the Psychological Criterion Might Succeed 

Though I have argued that the Psychological Criterion—whether on the Nar-
row, Wide, or Widest views—fails as a persistence theory, I do think that at least 
the Narrow View can be appropriately modified to account for the above prob-
lem cases. To close the paper, I will offer a broad suggestion as to how this 
might work. In short, I posit the amendment of the Psychological Criterion with 
a second sort of continuity, moral continuity, as a necessary condition on persis-
tence. This results in a slightly expanded Narrow Psychological Criterion that I 
call the Narrow Moral Psychological View. 

Cases like Malfunctioning Mental State Booth and more grounded Gage-type 
cases show that discontinuity among moral features appears incompatible with 
the claim that such-and-such subject persists. In turn, these cases imply that a 
kind of moral continuity might be necessary for persistence. Such cases do not, 
however, imply that moral continuity is sufficient for persistence. To see why, 
consider the following case: 

The Moral Accident Victim: a man, Quaid, is involved in a catastrophic accident 
that results in a peculiar impairment. Quaid loses access to all previously held 
memories, beliefs, desires, intentions, and personality traits. In fact, the only 
previously held mental features that remain are his moral character traits. 
Quaid still interacts with others in his social environment with the same 
warmth, kindness, and generosity that he did before, even though he does not 
remember anything about himself or others, lacks a belief structure that verifies 
that these acts are things that he ought to do, and has no real desire to do these 
things. 

Quaid is not psychologically continuous with the post-accident man. There 
are exceedingly few direct connections between them. Despite the fact that his 
behavior has not changed, we can and should say that the post-accident man 
does not relate to others in the world in the way that the pre-accident man did; 
indeed, just about all of his relations with others in the world were severed by 
the accident. So, it is clear that we cannot accept that Quaid persisted through 
the accident if we believe any sort of psychological continuity is necessary for 
persistence. And The Moral Accident Victim implies that, absent psychological 
continuity, moral continuity is not sufficient for persistence. There just is not 
enough of ‘Quaid’ left over, and this is clear by the impoverished nature of the 
post-accident man’s relations to the world.  

Between Gage-type cases and The Moral Accident Victim, I can now make a 
case for moral continuity as necessary but not sufficient for persistence. From here, 
the simplest way to define moral continuity and integrate it into the Narrow 
View with minimal alterations is as a kind of subset of standard psychological 
continuity. So, this would mean that moral continuity consists in the following 
parallel premises to the Psychological Criterion: 

 
this objection goes through, though I lack the space in this paper to either fully dissect the 
objection or present suitable responses. I hope that it will satisfy the reader here to just 
anticipate the objection and say that I believe I have answers for it.  
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Moral Continuity: There is moral continuity among X today and Y at some past 
time if and only if (1) there are overlapping chains of strong connectedness (of 
specifically moral features) between these subjects, (2) this continuity has the 
right kind of cause, and (3) there does not exist a different person who is also 
morally continuous with Y. (4) Moral continuity just consists in the holding of 
facts like (1) to (3). 

My main intention in giving moral continuity this formulation is to clearly con-
vey that moral continuity does not preclude any moral change at all. If the Psy-
chological Criterion is to largely retain its character, the notion of moral conti-
nuity must permit the same kind of gradual change that the Psychological Crite-
rion does as a whole. Beyond this, (2), (3), and (4) have the same consequences 
as their counterparts in the Psychological Criterion. Given this formulation, we 
can append a clause to the standard Narrow View that includes the moral conti-
nuity claim as a necessary condition on persistence, giving us  

The Narrow Moral Psychological View of Persistence: (1)' There is psychological 
continuity if and only if there are overlapping chains of strong connected-
ness. (2)' There is moral continuity if and only if there are overlapping 
chains of strong connectedness among the relevant moral features. X today 
is one and the same subject as Y at some past time if and only if (3)' X is 
psychologically continuous with Y, (4)' X is morally continuous with Y, 
(5)' these continuities have the right kind of cause, and (6)' there does not 
exist a different subject who is also psychologically and morally continu-
ous with Y. (7)' Persistence just consists in the holding of facts like (3)' to 
(6)'.  

We can see, then, that only a little refiguring is needed to get the Narrow View 
to the more precise Narrow Moral Psychological View.  

All the same, I think that this small change is enough to comfortably inte-
grate the necessity of moral continuity to persistence in a way that satisfies the 
examples from the previous section. For instance, Alissa Afonina does not per-
sist as the post-accident victim, despite the overall psychological continuity she 
and the post-accident victim enjoy. Rather, the accident severed moral continui-
ty between Afonina and the post-accident victim. On the Narrow Moral Psycho-
logical View, X cannot be one and the same subject as Y unless moral continui-
ty obtains. So, moral continuity is necessary for persistence. However, persis-
tence still requires overall psychological continuity, as in the ordinary Narrow 
View, and moral continuity is not alone sufficient for persistence. 

With this modification, I believe that the Narrow View succeeds as a persis-
tence account. Perhaps just as importantly, this modification largely preserves 
the spirit of Parfit’s original Narrow Psychological Criterion. There may be oth-
er ways to salvage the Narrow View in light of the problem cases I posited in the 
previous section; this is just a brief attempt to resolve the difficulties those cases 
raised. Contrarily, I do not think there is anything to be done with the criticisms 
leveled against the Wide and Widest views because those views ultimately run 
too far afield of persistence. As I mentioned before, this is no real problem for 
Parfit: to him, the Wide/Widest views were mostly a springboard for jumping 
headlong into the controversial—but highly influential—conclusion that persis-
tence identity does not matter. Yet, in arguing that only the Narrow View is 
even a persistence account and then modifying that view to accommodate moral 
problem cases, I would like to take steps to shift discussion of Parfit back to per-
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sistence. Identity does matter to many of us, and, with the right adjustments, his 
Psychological Criterion is well-positioned to show us why. 
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