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Editorial 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This issue of Argumenta opens with a Special Issue devoted to Derek Parfit, 

one of the most distinguished philosophers of our time, whose depth and imagi-

native power have attracted many readers worldwide, fostering a philosophical 

discussion that has few equals. It is entitled Persons, Reasons, and What Matters: 

The Philosophy of Derek Parfit and is edited by Fabio Patrone. 

Personal identity, death, the concept of the self, the tenability of psycholog-

ical reductionism, existence and persistence, continuity and connectedness, are 

among the topics that the articles in the Special Issue deal with, in the effort to 

evaluate critically Parfit’s far-reaching contributions to philosophy. 

Finally, the section of Book Reviews rounds off the number. In this section, 

readers will find a careful assessment of three very interesting recent books—The 

Meaning of Belief: Religion from an Atheist’s Point of View by Tim Crane, Metaphys-

ics: An Introduction to Contemporary Debates and Their History by Anna Marmodoro 

and Erasmus Mayr, and Emotion, Imagination, and the Limits of Reason by Talia 

Morag.  

A quite outstanding aspect of the current issue is that it welcomes a new 

Editorial Board, consisting of prominent philosophers working in renowned 

universities across five continents. I deem this an invaluable addition for an ever 

more productive future of Argumenta, and would like to thank the colleagues 

who have enthusiastically joined the Board.  

Finally, I would like to thank all the colleagues who have acted as external 

referees, the Assistant Editors, and the Editor of the Book Reviews.  



Editorial 4 

All the articles appearing in Argumenta are freely accessible and freely 

downloadable, therefore it only remains to wish you:  

Buona lettura! 

 

      Massimo Dell’Utri 

                    Editor 
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Persons, Reasons, and What Matters: 

The Philosophy of Derek Parfit 
 

Fabio Patrone 
University of Genoa 

 
 
 
 

 “The conflicts that Parfit has discovered are entirely real,  
and his imaginative and powerful arguments have uncovered  

deep questions which have in most cases  
never been explored so thoroughly, while,  

in other cases, they have barely been thought about at all”.  
(Williams 1984: 10) 

 
 
 

1. The Importance of Being Derek 

Derek Parfit played a crucial role in the XX century philosophical debate. His 
masterpiece, Reasons and Persons, has been highly influential both in moral philos-
ophy, and personal identity. It is hard to overlook the fact that Parfit’s ideas gave 
the main contribution to the contemporary philosophy of persons. He reformu-
lates a debate stuck in the classical contraposition between psychological and 
physical criteria of personal identity, by introducing his most famous idea: iden-
tity doesn’t matter in survival. This thesis, and its moral implications, has been a 
challenge for everyone tackling the issues related to persons and normative moral 
philosophy.  
 

2. From the Original Debate to the “Identity Doesn’t Matter 
View” 

The identity of persons has been pivotal in the philosophical discussion since John 
Locke’s “Of identity and diversity” (Locke 1975: Book 2, Ch 27). In this famous 
part of the Essay, Locke analyzes personal identity via different thought experi-
ments (“the prince and the cobbler”, “waking and sleeping Socrates”, …), starting 
a new era for the debate over personal identity, which from Locke on, has been 
divided between the supporters of the so-called “psychological criterion”, and the 
ones believing in the “physical criterion”. The former generally state that a person 
A at a certain time t1 is identical to a person B at a following time t2 if and only if 
A and B share some sort of psychological traits (consciousness, memory, …). The 
latter generally maintain that a person A at a certain time t1 is identical to a person 
B at a following time t2 if and only if A and B have the same body (or at least a 
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consistent part of it).1 The debate followed this dichotomy until Parfit introduced 
what, prima facie, seems to be an implausible idea: it is not important whether I 
am identical or not to my future self. As he explains in Parfit 1971, and more 
accurately in Parfit 1984, what matters for my survival is a certain psychological 
relation with a future self, even if it does not coincide with quantitavive identity. 
In other words: it’s not important if I, the person writing this paper, will survive. 
Even if I will be replaced by an exact replica, with the same emotions, memories, 
and psychological traits such as I, and I will die, the existence of my replica counts 
as survival. Again, this may sound a far-fetched answer to a rather deep philo-
sophical question. But it is not. Parfit’s theory is indeed both attractive and un-
comfortable: it is very elegant in its form but its conclusions feel counterintuitive 
and hard to accept. He suggests a liberation from the self by adopting what he calls 
a “reductionist view”: our existence is not a “deep further fact, distinct from phys-
ical and psychological continuity” (Parfit 1984: 281). Since identity doesn’t mat-
ter in survival, the difference between my life and the life of other persons is not 
as wide as we believe. The world of humans is better defined as a sort of Humean 
whole of relations between experiences, rather than a mere contraposition be-
tween different beings.  

Following Locke’s fascination for thought experiments, Parfit proposes a 
vast number of imaginary situations to question the importance of the classical 
accounts of personal identity. He introduces and discusses thought experiments 
that will be cited hundreds of times, such as teletransportation, fission and fusion, 
gradual replacement of brain parts, gradual alteration of psychological traits, and 
so on. It is impossible to deal with personal identity without answering to Parfit’s 
perplexities about classical criteria or disregarding the power of his arguments 
against what he calls “anti-reductionism”. In light of this kind of “Copernican 
revolution”, it’s not surprising that in the last decades there has been no further 
changes of perspective in the debate. I am not suggesting that Parfit cleared all the 
issues related to personal identity, but he surely changed it in a substantial and 
unexpected way.  
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Time, Fission, and Personal Identity 

 
John Perry 

Stanford University 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 

I argue that the account I gave of Derek Parfit’s dividing self-case in “Can the Self 
Divide?” does not depend on a dubious four-dimensionalist metaphysics as 
claimed by Eric Olson (2006). I explain my metaphysics of time, and then re-
describe my solution in “Can the Self Divide?” comparing it to treatments of the 
dividing selves by Parfit and Lewis. 
 
Identity, Unity relation, Four-dimensionalism, Thoughts, Circumstances, Events, 

Person-stages. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Derek Parfit was a wonderful philosopher and an exemplary human being. The 
only opportunity I had to interact with him personally for any length of time 
was at a symposium at the University of North Carolina in the early 1970’s. Par-
fit, David Lewis, and I gave talks on personal identity, focused on the problems 
Parfit had raised in his watershed 1971 paper, “Personal Identity”.1 It was a 
thrill to meet and talk with Parfit, and I regret that our paths did not cross more 
often. David Lewis was already a good friend by then. I can’t remember a sym-
posium I enjoyed more, or from which I learned so much.  

Parfit’s key examples were cases of fissioning or dividing selves. One per-
son becomes two, both of whom have first-person memories and meet other cri-
teria for being the same person as the original. But they can’t both be the origi-
nal person, since are not each other. They go their different ways with no special 
access to each others’ minds. That shows, Parfit argued, that identity isn’t really 
the important relation. Most of our discussion concerned such cases. Lewis and 
I thought we could salvage a little more importance for identity than Parfit 
granted, if we could accommodate the language of identity to the cases of divi-
sion. In my article “Can the Self Divide?”2 I had concluded that in a case of fis-
sion we had to recognize three persons. In a two-dimensional representation of 

 
1 Parfit 1971.  
2 Perry 1972. Reprinted in Perry 2002. I had not seen Parfit’s “Personal Identity” when 
this was written. Parfit’s essay was being accepted by the Philosophical Review at about the 
time my essay was being rejected. 
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the case, one would have a “Y” shaped lifetime, the others would have lifetimes 
corresponding to the branches of the “Y”. Lewis didn’t think I had things quite 
right: there were only two persons involved, corresponding to each of the 
branches. Parfit found it difficult share our worries about exactly what to say 
about identity in fission cases, so long as we were clear about the relations that 
really mattered. But there seemed to be a basic agreement on the following: 

Identity, a necessarily transitive relation, needs to be distinguished from the 
temporal unity relation for persons (my terminology). The latter obtains 
among events that are part of person’s life. As Parfit examples of fission and 
fusion showed, it is not necessarily transitive. 
Locke and others who argued in effect that first-person memory was at least 
an important component of the unity relation were on the right track. 

Parfit was right that the aspects of the unity relation he called contiguity and 
connection were important and important to distinguish, whether or not he 
was right that identity itself was unimportant. 

In the ensuing years, it has been argued that the position I held in this discussion 
requires one to hold one or more controversial metaphysical views. Eric Olson 
says in his review of my collection, Identity, Personal Identity and the Self, with 
“Can the Self Divide?” particularly in mind: 
 

Perry says a great many things about identity over time that make perfect sense 
against the background of a temporal-parts ontology but are outrageous other-
wise. This matters because the ontology of temporal parts—better known as 
‘four-dimensionalism’—is a contentious metaphysical claim.3 
 

In this essay I sketch a view of time that, if outrageous, is not so in quite the way 
Olson seems to have in mind. Then I offer what I hope is a somewhat clearer 
and more plausible version of the approach in “Can the Self Divide?”. 
 

2. A Framework 

In this section I explain my framework for thinking about time, inspired by Al-
fred North Whitehead and Gottlob Frege, the subjects of my undergraduate and 
graduate theses. But I don’t accept all of what either of these great philosophers 
had to say. It is a version of or at least a descendent of the framework of situa-
tions and states of affairs in Situations and Attitudes.4 

I’ll start with what Frege tells us in “The Thought”.5 There are three 
realms, two causal, the physical and the mental, plus a Third Realm of abstract 
objects, including what he calls “Thoughts”. I’ll capitalize the word when using 
it in Frege’s sense. I’ll call my version of the first two realms “reality” and my 
version of the third “possibility”. 

Frege’s Thoughts are abstract objects that do not change in their intrinsic 
nature. They don’t cause anything, and aren’t effected by anything. They don’t 
involve objects like you or I. They delineate patterns of the instantiation and co-
instantiation of properties and relations. According to Frege Thoughts determine 

 
3 Olson 2006: 437.  
4 Barwise and Perry 1983.  
5 Frege 1956.  
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truth-values; a sentence refers to the truth-value determined by the Thought it 
expresses, either necessarily, or in conjunction with what happens in reality. I’ll 
just say that Thoughts can be true or false, treating truth and falsity as proper-
ties, a practice Frege recommended against. 

I think we need to recognize that Thoughts do change in two extrinsic 
ways, due to what happens in reality. First, physical and mental events occur at 
various times, completing the conditions necessary to make a contingent 
Thought true or false. The word “completing” is important. Dwight Clark’s 
1982 end zone catch of Joe Montana’s pass made it the case that the 49-ers beat 
Dallas and became NFC champions—but only because 49-ers were less than a 
touchdown back with seconds left. The catch completed the job. 

Second, minds grasp Thoughts at various times, coming to believe them, 
doubt them, reject them, or whatever. On Frege’s view, that is the only practical 
importance of Thoughts. I sort of agree. Thoughts help us keep track of the con-
tents of such grasping episodes: the truth-conditions of utterances and beliefs, 
the satisfaction conditions of desires, and so on. The same goes for the addition-
al abstract objects I introduce below. Perhaps we should think of them as theo-
retical posits, the theory being that reality makes a certain amount of sense. My 
view may not motivate the reverence for the third realm that Frege would find 
appropriate. I would like to have an account of the realm of possibility that 
made it more a product human attempts to understand cognition and treat it 
systematically than he might approve of. But Frege doesn’t tell us much about 
his views on such issues, and I don’t have such an account. 

On my interpretation, Frege’s Thoughts are structures of properties. A key 
concept in his Begriffsschrift 6 was falling under; it provided the framework for his 
inventions of quantification and first and second order logic. Objects fall under 
first-order properties and relations. So “Caesar conquered Gaul” tells us that 
Caesar and Gaul fall under the relation of conquering. The sentence refers to 
(bedeutet) a circumstance (Umstand) which is its conceptual content. Since Cae-
sar did conquer Gaul, this circumstance is a fact. “Some Roman conquered 
some country” tells us that the properties of being a Roman and being a country 
fall under the higher order relation of there being someone with the first that 
conquered something with the second. We could call what this sentence refers 
to a “higher-order circumstance”, but I will call it a “property-structure” and re-
serve “circumstance” for first-order circumstances. I’ll use “property” for “prop-
erties and relations” unless indicated otherwise. 

The combination of views Frege held, especially that every function must 
be defined on every argument, seem to lead to contradiction. But the basic ideas 
can be incorporated into contemporary theories of higher-order logic, if we give 
up that view and adopt some version of type theory.  

This is my interpretation of the Begriffsschrift. Frege seems to find the con-
cept of a circumstance intuitive for what he wants to say, but he doesn’t treat it 
as a technical term. Frege’s problems with identity eventually led him to give up 
circumstances as part of his semantics, and replace conceptual content with 
sense and reference. Frege wanted an account of content that captured “cogni-
tive value” or “cognitive significance”. But “Hesperus is moonless”, “Phospho-
rus is moonless”, and “Venus is moonless” differ in cognitive significance while 
referring to the same circumstance and having the same conceptual content. In 
 
6 Frege 1979. 
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the Begriffsschrift, Frege tried to solve the problem by removing “=” from his lan-
guage in favor of “≡” which refers to the relation between names of having the 
same referent. (Contrary to his inaccurate description of his earlier view in “On 
Sense and Reference”, he did not take identity to be a relation between expres-
sions.) But eventually, by the time he wrote “Function and Concept”,7 he real-
ized that the problem was with circumstances, and not with “=”, as is shown by 
the example above, which does not contain “=”. In the theory of sense and ref-
erence, circumstances disappear, and “=” returns. The Thoughts expressed by 
the problematic sentences do not contain Venus, but different senses that deter-
mine Venus as reference. 

I interpret the Thoughts of the theory of sense and reference as basically the 
property structures of the Begriffsschrift, invested with additional duties as Frege’s 
ideas continued to develop. I prefer Thoughts, construed this way, to contempo-
rary theories of propositions in terms of possible worlds. If a world is a totality of 
facts, I doubt that we have even one such world, for reasons explained in Situa-
tions and Attitudes. 

I think we need two additional sorts of abstract objects in order to ade-
quately provide for the contents of cognitions.  

I agree with Frege that circumstances cannot encode truth-conditions in a 
way that captures the cognitive value or cognitive significance of sentences. But 
I think we need circumstances to deal with the way ordinary humans store and 
communicate information, in what Frege calls “imperfect” languages. He gives 
the example of a conversation about Aristotle, where the participants attach dif-
ferent senses to the name “Aristotle”. He says that such divergence is “tolera-
ble” in using imperfect languages, but doesn’t tell us much more. It seems that 
what makes it tolerable is that although the participants express different 
Thoughts with, say, “Aristotle liked syllogisms”, they refer the same circum-
stance. Our methods of information transmission, from casual conversations 
about Aristotle to radios, television, and the internet are devised to insure same-
ness of circumstance. There may be constraints on how different the Thoughts 
can be. If the announcer had said “The only 49-er to score a touchdown in the 
Gator Bowl just scored another one”, fans would have complained. But same-
ness of Thought is seldom important for practical purposes. 

If he had second thoughts about excluding circumstances from his philoso-
phy, where would Frege have put them? Since they contain objects, they 
wouldn’t be allowed in the Realm of Thoughts. But I won’t worry about that 
issue of counterfactual interpretation. I put circumstances in the realm of possi-
bility. But whereas Thoughts are in Frege’s third realm independently of time, it 
seems that circumstances become possibilities only when the objects involved in 
them becomes available. So my realm of possibility is less eternal than Frege’s. 

Just as some Thoughts are made true by events, some circumstances are 
made factual by events. Circumstances are basically what are now called “singu-
lar propositions” or perhaps a subset of them. I prefer to use “circumstance” be-
cause I attach some importance to the distinction between being factual and be-
ing true, but that won’t matter here. 

We also need a third kind of abstract object, which I call an “episode rela-
tive role”, or “role” for short. These are partial functions that take us from an 
agent and time of an episode of perceiving, thinking, speaking, or acting to a 

 
7 Frege 1997.  
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circumstance.8 Consider the visual state of any chicken, when it sees a kernel of 
corn in front of it. An occurrence of the state in a particular chicken at a particu-
lar time will be veridical only if there is a kernel of corn in front of that chicken at 
that time. Not any perceptual state that has those conditions of veridicality will 
do. If a chicken sees herself in a mirror with a kernel of corn in front of her, she 
won’t peck. She has to have the information that there is a kernel in front of her 
in a certain way. Instances of the perceptual state in different chickens at different 
times will represent different circumstances. But they will all have the same 
causal role: causing the chicken in the state to peck at the time it is in the state 
(or very soon thereafter). Chicken theorists need both circumstances and roles to 
explain what is going on. 

Presidential theorists also need them. When an Iraqui journalist threw a 
shoe at George W. Bush, he ducked. We say this was just a reaction, but it was 
quite rational. He gained information perceptually, that a shoe was headed to-
ward him. He had a desire not to get hit in the face with a shoe. He took an ac-
tion that, in the circumstances he perceived, achieved the desired result. This 
was primitive self-knowledge at work. He didn’t need to think “There is a shoe 
coming at my head now”, much less “There is a shoe coming at George W. Bush 
at 2 p.m. on December 14 2008”. If he had, he wouldn’t have ducked in time. 
As sophisticated as we humans are, or think we are, we never outgrow our need 
for primitive self-knowledge. Some philosophers think in terms of a representa-
tion of reality that abstracts from primitive self-knowledge, and then complain 
that they cannot find the self and the now in the representation, and draw meta-
physical conclusions. I call this “the fallacy of abstraction”. 

Once an event has made a Thought true, or a circumstance factual, or a 
perception veridical, no later event can make them false, mere possibilities, or 
illusory. Consider the sentence, “George Bush was hit by a shoe on December 
14 2008”. Assume we have a sense for “George Bush” and so a Thought T. It 
seems that T was made false on December 14, after Bush ducked the last of the 
shoes thrown at him and retired to his hotel room where no one could throw 
shoes at him for the rest of the day. So it seems that on December 13, T was not 
true, and then it was made false, so by December 14 it was false and has re-
mained so ever since. This suggests the need for a three-valued logic. Frege 
didn’t offer one. If we define “be true” as “was, is, or will be made true” and 
analogously with “be false” we can stick with a two-valued logic for being true 
and being false.9 

So much for abstract objects. What about the events that make some 
Thoughts true and some circumstances factual—what Whitehead calls “actual 
occasions” (more or less)?10 I don’t have anything very complete or sophisticat-
ed to offer. We see things happening. I’ll just call them “happenings”. Happen-
ings make circumstances factual. We think of many happenings as the instantia-
tions of circumstances: objects having properties and standing in relations in lo-
cations at times. I think my pipe is on the counter in the kitchen. The facticity-
conditions of my thought are encoded by a circumstance consisting of my pipe, 
the kitchen counter, the relation of being on, and the present time. I go to the 
kitchen and see my pipe on the counter. I am not seeing a circumstance. I am 

 
8 Roles were inspired by David Kaplan’s characters. See Kaplan 1979. 
9 See Perry 2006.  
10 Whitehead 1929. 
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seeing something going on in reality, a happening—admittedly not a very excit-
ing one—that (incrementally) makes the circumstance a fact.  

Like many expressions in English, “event” is used for both real things and 
possibilities. I have planned many events, which never happened. I have seemed 
to remember many events which did not happen. These “events” are circum-
stances that never became facts and never will. But we also say, after a party, 
“That was a fun event”, or “I’m glad that event is over, it really tired me out”. 
Here we seem to be referring to happenings in reality that can be seen and can 
tire one out. I will use the term “event” in the first way, for circumstances. 
When I say an event happened, I mean happenings made the circumstance factu-
al.  

Events happen at times. Once they have happened we say things like “that 
event is now in the past”. It’s better to just use that past tense. “That event hap-
pened”. It’s not now happening in some special place called the “past”. Similar-
ly, to say an event is “in the future” is to say it has not happened yet, but it will; 
that is, there will be happenings that make it factual. 

There is, of course, an important difference between what has happened 
and what will happen. Once a circumstance has been made factual, or a 
Thought has been made true, it will never be made non-factual or false. But 
events that have not happened are not yet facts. Even if the issue is in some way 
settled, by laws of nature and past events, say, until the event happens it hasn’t 
happened. It’s not off happening in the future waiting to appear. 

I once said I accepted the “growing block” theory of the past, as C. D. 
Broad once did and Michael Tooley does.11 I’m not sure whether I have given 
up the growing block view, re-interpreted it, or merely finally understood it. We 
shouldn’t think of the block as a storage bin of old events, getting more crowded 
with time, but as the series of large and larger subset of Thoughts that have been 
made true and of circumstances that have been made factual.  

I think that the happenings I see happen involve smaller and smaller hap-
penings I don’t see. Perhaps there are basic happenings, or perhaps there is no 
end to the sequence of more and more basic happening. Perhaps we should 
think in terms of tropes instead of in terms of objects having properties. I don’t 
have settled opinions, except in the sense that an opinion is settled when you 
don’t plan think about the topic again for a while. 

So that’s my metaphysics of time, plus the caveats that I wish I understood 
Thoughts and other abstract objects better than I do, and I wish I understood 
events better than I do. I’m not presenting it as a comprehensive metaphysics of 
time, just as enough metaphysics to make my approach to the problems of per-
sonal identity seem sensible to some sensible philosophers. 

 
3. The Case of the Dividing Self 

“Can the Self Divide?” discussed a case of fission. Jones, Smith and Brown go 
into the hospital for “brain rejuvenations”. Through a series of mishaps the bod-
ies of Brown and Smith end up with duplicates of Jones’ brain; Jones’ body 
gives out on the operating table. How many persons should a memory-theorist 
suppose we have in this scenario? Call the survivors “Smith-Jones” and 
“Brown-Jones”. Given my current views about time, it will simplify discussion 

 
11 See Perry 2006.  
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if we suppose that this all happened in the past, so all the events we are discuss-
ing have all happened.  

I call the relation that holds between stages of the same person the “tem-
poral unity relation for persons”. I call Locke-inspired analyses of the temporal 
unity relation “mentalist”, and I’ll use “M” for the most plausible mentalist 
candidate. My intuitions were, and are, that some mentalist analysis of the tem-
poral unity relation for persons gives the correct result. I also think that the men-
tal is part of the physical, but I won’t worry about that here. Jones was to do all 
of the things Smith-Jones and Brown-Jones went on to do after the operation; 
Smith-Jones and Brown-Jones did all of the things Jones did before the opera-
tion. But Smith-Jones and Brown-Jones do not do the same things after the op-
eration. (I am using “do” as short for something like “do, experience, have hap-
pen to them, etc.”) So Smith-Jones and Brown-Jones were not the same person. 
Thus, if we take Jones to be the same person as Smith-Jones and also the same 
person as Brown-Jones we have a problem. Does this mean that we need to 
abandon the mentalist analysis of the unity-relation? I argued that is does not.  

A sequence of person-stages is a branch if and only if all the members of the 
set have M to one another, and no stage that has M to all the members of the se-
quence is not a member. A set of person-stages is a lifetime: there is some mem-
ber in the set such that all and only members of the set have M to that person-
stage. If we draw a two-dimensional diagram, the lifetime will be a Y-shaped 
structure with two branches. 

One strategy is to suppose that we speak the stage-language. We speak loose-
ly when we say the same person occurs at one place at one time and then at an-
other place at another time. We simply have M-related stages. If we keep this in 
mind, fission cases don’t present a problem. 

Another strategy is to suppose that we speak the branch-language. The events 
in the life of a single person form a branch. This is more or less the view Lewis’s 
defended. 

A third strategy is to suppose that we speak the lifetime-language. The events 
in the life of a single person form a lifetime. This is my view. Or, more cautious-
ly, if we add the lifetime language to English, we can take care of fission and fu-
sion cases in a way that accounts for our intuitions and leaves English unmo-
lested for the normal cases. 

I’ll say that any person-stage determines a lifetime, the set of all stages to 
which it has M. A lifetime is determinable at t, if a person stages that determine 
that lifetime occurs at t. A person-stage identifies a lifetime relative to a time, 
which need not be a time at which the stage occurs. A person-stage identifies a 
lifetime at t, if it is the unique lifetime determinable at t that contains the stage. 
Jones pre-operative stage determines the Y-shaped lifetime. It doesn’t identify 
any lifetime relative to a time after the operation, since there is no unique life-
time determinable then contains it. A post-operative stage of Smith-Jones (or 
Brown-Jones) together with a time before the operation identifies the Y-shaped 
lifetime. In normal cases the lifetime a stage determines will also be the one it 
identifies relative to a time.  

In the lifetime language, we distinguish between the primary and secondary 
referents of a name. Assume a name N is assigned to a person at a time, with 
reference to a person-stage s occurring at that time. The lifetime determined by 
that stage is the primary referent of N. The secondary referent of N at time t is 
the lifetime identified by s at t. If s does not identify a lifetime at t—if there is no 
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unique person-stage at t with M to s—then N has no secondary referent at t, and 
N is improper at t. Thus, in the ordinary case, the secondary referents of N and its 
primary referent will be one. But in unusual cases, they will not. 

Consider our troublesome argument: 

(1) Smith-Jones is the same person as Jones. 
(2) Brown-Jones is the same person as Jones.  
(3) Smith-Jones is the same person as Brown-Jones. 

In (1) “Smith-Jones” is improper if uttered before the operation, and “Jones” is 
improper if used after the operation, and similarly for (2). (1) and (2) do not ex-
press propositions, and can’t be used as premises for (3), even after the operation 
when (4) expresses a false proposition. So the argument (1)-(3) is blocked.  

Here I am assuming that in sentences like (1), (2), and (3) the time with re-
spect to which the names are proper or improper is the time of utterance. But if 
we embed the sentences after a temporal operator, the operator provides a sec-
ond time relative to which a name can qualify as proper. If we say (1') after the 
operation, “Jones” will be proper relative to the time before the operation, 
“Smith-Jones” will be proper relative to the time of utterance and we will say 
something true, and similarly for (2'). 

(1') Before the operation, Smith-Jones was Jones. 
(2') Before the operation, Brown-Jones was Jones. 

So the argument (1)-(3) is blocked.  
I think the account needs to be improved in two ways. First, I said I was as-

suming for most of the discussion that this all happened far in the past, with no 
participants still living. But then I use their names which are all now improper. 
Please assume that I am implicitly supplying a suitable temporal operator.  

 Second, so far we have only one relation between persons, personal identi-
ty, analyzed in terms of the M-relation. I think we need a second one. A natural 
thing to say is that Jones became Smith-Jones and Brown-Jones. I’ll take becomes 
to be a relation between persons a and b that obtains if the lifetime of a includes 
the events in the lifetime of b. Most of us simply keep becoming ourselves, and 
are identical with the person we become. But Jones became Smith-Jones and 
Jones became Brown-Jones. A person b came from a person a if a became b. I’ll 
also say that after the operation Jones exists as Brown-Jones and Smith-Jones, 
and before the operation they existed as Jones. And I’ll say that a person exists at 
a time only when they exist as themselves at that time. 

Lewis said: 
 

How many persons were involved in an episode of fission long ago? I say: two. 
Perry says: three... Isn’t two the correct answer? (Lewis 1976: 39). 
 

There was only one person in Jones’ bed before the operation, Jones. Before the 
operation, the events that constituted fission had not occurred. Smith-Jones and 
Brown-Jones were no more than possibilities. And the operation could have 
been even more fouled up, so that Jones could have become three or four or a 
dozen persons. So, sitting there before the operation, we should definitely say 
that there is just one person in the hospital bed. The fact that becomes two other 
persons, a very intimate relation that usually amounts to identity, doesn’t mean 
the persons he becomes are in bed with him.  
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I believe that any two events can be compared in terms of three spatial and 
one temporal dimension. Consider the event of my leaving Stanford at five p.m. 
and my arriving home at 5:30 p.m. The latter event occurred two miles east, one 
mile north, ninety feet below, and thirty minutes later than the former. So we 
have four dimensions. I accept that there are four dimensions. But I don’t think 
that qualifies me to be a four-dimensionalist in one way that term is now used in 
philosophy. Such a four-dimensionalist thinks atemporally, so that in some way 
that past, present and future events are “equally real”. Olson may be right that 
my view will seem more plausible to someone who is a four-dimensionalist and 
thinks “atemporally”. And from that perspective, perhaps Lewis’s view is more 
plausible. To draw a diagram like one he has in his article, with a Y shaped 
structure, we only have to draw two branch shaped lines, not three. I don’t think 
that kind of four-dimensionalism is the perspective I had in 1972. But, in Parfit’s 
terminology, my current stage is only connected with my 1972 stage not contig-
uous with it. But, in any case, my current stage wants to say that, before the op-
eration, only one of the three people in our scenario existed.  

In the original article I said that English was the lifetime language. That 
was a bit of an overstatement. I think that, for the purposes of discussing my fis-
sion cases, we can augment English with the lifetime language, without chang-
ing the truth-values or truth-conditions of any English sentences used to describe 
non-fission cases. Certain inferences that are pretty reliable in the world as it is 
won’t be valid. For example, we legitimately infer that if a person did something 
at an earlier time, they existed at the time they did it. But we can explain why 
that inference works when we don’t have fission. 

I can’t say that the reception over the past forty-five years demonstrates that 
my approach captures most philosopher’s intuitions better than the alternatives.  

But I do think the approach succeeds in showing we can describe fission 
cases coherently without giving up falling into contradiction, giving up on iden-
tity, or abandoning the analysis of personal identity in terms of a Locke-inspired 
unity relation. And it does not seem that it requires an appeal to any appeal to 
four-dimensionalism that amounts to more than common sense. And it does not 
require us to overlook Parfit’s important and fundamental insights. 
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Abstract 
 

Derek Parfit takes the central principle of his discussions of personal identity to be 
“reductionism”: that our existence and persistence are not basic facts, but consist 
in something else. A number of striking claims, including the famous unim-
portance of identity, are supposed to follow from it. But they don’t follow. The 
main principle in Parfit’s arguments is something far more contentious that is 
never mentioned: a capacious ontology of material things. But the capacious on-
tology makes trouble for Parfit: it weakens his claim about the unimportance of 
identity and undermines his arguments for the stronger claim he intended. 
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1. Reductionism 

Derek Parfit’s discussions of personal identity have been enormously influential. 
His most celebrated claim is that our numerical identity over time has no im-
portance in itself: a future person’s being me rather than someone else is no rea-
son for me to have any special concern for him.   

He takes the central premise of these discussions to be a principle he calls 
reductionism. Nearly all his other claims about personal identity are supposed to 
follow from it (together with a few ancillary premises too obvious to mention). 
Reductionism says that our existence and persistence through time are not basic 
facts, but always consist in something else: 
 

Our existence consists in the existence of a body, and the occurrence of various in-
terrelated mental processes and events. Our identity over time consists in physical 
and/or psychological continuity (1999: 218; see also 1984: 210f., 1995: 16, 19). 

 
There are two claims here, one about our existence at a given time and one 
about our continued existence from one time to another.   

The first is that a person’s existence consists in the existence of a body or 
organism and mental events or activities of the right sort (presumably, though 
this is not actually stated, activities that that organism is engaged in). Parfit 
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doesn’t say what it is for one thing to consist in another, but he clearly means at 
least that these things are metaphysically sufficient for there to be a person. 
More strongly, the facts about the organism in some sense ground the person’s 
existence: there is a person because there is an organism engaged in mental activ-
ities.   

Though this is put in terms of mental events or activities, it would be better 
to speak more broadly of mental properties. To engage in any mental activity is to 
have a mental property, and I don’t think Parfit meant to deny that a person can 
exist without engaging in mental activity—in deep sleep, say. So the claim is 
that a person exists because there is an organism having certain mental proper-
ties.1   

The second claim is that a person persists just if she bears some sort of 
physical or psychological continuity to herself as she is at other times. And here 
too the facts about continuity ground the facts about persistence. So: 

Reductionism 
A person exists at any one time because there is an organism having certain 

mental properties at that time. 
A person persists through time because of physical or psychological continuity. 

Or rather a human person: reductionism could be true of us even if the gods were 
exempt from it. Parfit infers a number of fascinating claims from reductionism: 
not only the unimportance of identity, but also that questions about our persis-
tence are “empty”, that their answers are uninformative, and that we can arbi-
trarily choose those answers without fear of getting it wrong.   

Ever since I first read Parfit, I have wondered how these claims are sup-
posed to follow from such a modest premise. I know now why I was puzzled: 
they don’t follow. The fascinating claims require a completely different and far 
more controversial principle. Although he never mentions it, it is presupposed in 
nearly everything he says about personal identity. Parfit’s central metaphysical 
principle is not reductionism, but a powerful and capacious ontology of material 
things. Reductionism itself plays at best a minor role in his arguments. But this 
capacious ontology is trouble for Parfit: it makes his famous claim about the un-
importance of identity less striking than it appears, and deprives him of any ar-
gument for the stronger claim he intended. 
 

2. Emptiness 

I will confine my discussion to reductionism about identity over time: that our 
persistence consists in physical or psychological continuity. One of the most inter-
esting claims Parfit infers from it is that questions about persistence are empty or 
verbal or nonsubstantive. Call it the emptiness claim. It is interesting both in its own 
right and because of its role in his arguments for the unimportance of identity. 

 
1 Parfit later denies that a human organism could be a person (2012), and this denial is 
implicit in his earlier work. It implies that no human organism could actually have the 
mental properties characteristic of personhood. (This may be why he spoke instead of 
mental processes.) So the claim must be that a person exists either because an organism 
has certain nonmental properties, or because an organism stands in some relation other 
than having to certain mental properties. I will ignore this messy complication. 
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Suppose I have an adventure that results in someone who is continuous 
with me in certain ways. Even if we know all this, we may be uncertain whether 
this being is me or someone newly created, and thus whether I still exist. The 
emptiness claim is that this is not something further about me that we don’t 
know. If we know what the adventure consists of and in what ways the resulting 
person is continuous with me, we know all the facts. The further question of 
whether he is me is empty: 
 

Our question is not about different possibilities. There is only a single possibility, 
or course of events. Our question is merely about different possible descriptions 
of this course of events (Parfit 1995: 23; see also 1999: 218). 

 
In asking whether I continue to exist, 
 

there is only one fact or outcome that we are considering. Different answers to 
our question are merely different descriptions of this fact or outcome. This is 
why without answering this empty question, we can know everything that there 
is to know (Parfit 1984: 214; see also 242, 258, 260, 277; 2008: 184, 202f.). 

 
There are underlying facts about physical and psychological continuity, but no 
additional fact about whether I survive. We can describe these underlying facts 
by saying that I still exist, or by saying that I no longer exist and the resulting 
person is numerically different from me. Both descriptions can be true. Whether 
I still exist is, in the pejorative sense, a merely verbal question (Parfit 1995: 25). 

Parfit seems to be saying that a question is empty just if different answers to 
it—apparently incompatible answers such as Yes and No—describe the same 
fact or state of affairs. So if the question of whether I survive is empty, my sur-
viving and my not surviving are not different states of affairs, but the same state 
of affairs described differently. It is, he says, the state of affairs we could describe 
more perspicuously by stating the underlying facts about continuity. They are all 
the facts there are about what happens. 

It follows that in order to know all the facts, we needn’t also know whether 
I survive. That’s not an additional fact to be known. If we know the relevant 
underlying facts, the answer to an empty question tells us nothing further. 

Parfit compares asking whether I survive the adventure to asking whether 
nausea is a type of pain (Parfit 1995: 36). Imagine boarding a boat, knowing that 
you will be seasick but not suffer otherwise. To say that you will be seasick is to 
assert one state of affairs, while to say that you won’t be would assert another, 
incompatible with the first. They are, as Parfit says, different possibilities. But to 
ask whether you will be in pain would not be a serious question. Either Yes or 
No would be an equally good answer. We could describe your queasiness either 
as pain or as something equally unpleasant but not pain. Your being seasick and 
in pain is not a different state of affairs from your being seasick but not in pain: 
it’s just the same thing in other words. Different answers to the question—Yes 
and No—are compatible. And they’re uninformative: if we know that you’ll be 
seasick but not suffer otherwise, being told that you will be in pain, or that you 
won’t be, says nothing further about your condition. 

Here is a more familiar way of characterizing empty questions (Chalmers 
2011). A question is empty when parties giving apparently incompatible answers 
to it are engaged in a merely verbal dispute. They’re not disagreeing about the 



Eric T. Olson 

 

24 

facts of the case, but only in some way about how to describe them. They ap-
pear to disagree only because they understand some expression occurring in the 
question differently. They could resolve their dispute by distinguishing those dif-
ferent understandings and thus clarifying the question, or by restating it without 
using the disputed expression. 

So if you say you’re going to be in pain on the boat and I say you’re not 
(and we both know the underlying facts), it’s because you take the word ‘pain’ 
to mean something broader that includes seasickness and I take the word to 
mean something narrower that excludes it. We both agree that you will be in 
pain in this broader sense and not in the narrower sense. Once we see this, we’ll 
stop disagreeing. And our apparently incompatible answers can be made con-
sistent by restating them in this more perspicuous way. 

It’s appropriate to respond to an empty question not by giving a straight an-
swer but by asking for clarification. If you ask whether you’ll be in pain on the 
boat, the best response is something like, “It depends on what you mean by 
‘pain’. If you mean it in the broader sense, then yes; if you mean it in the nar-
rower sense, then no”. 

Substantive questions are not like this. If you ask whether you’re going to 
be seasick, it’s not usually appropriate to respond by saying, “It depends on 
what you mean by ‘seasick’”, as there are not different ways of understanding 
that word yielding different answers. We cannot resolve disputes over substan-
tive questions simply by restating them in a way that avoids equivocation. Nor 
can removing the equivocation make apparently incompatible answers to them 
consistent. Disputes over substantive questions are disagreements about the facts 
of the case and not about how to describe those facts.  

Parfit notes that questions about persistence are not always empty, but only 
when the underlying facts about continuity are presupposed. Suppose I ask in an 
ordinary context whether Derek Parfit is still living today. (No one would ordi-
narily ask whether he still exists, but the point is the same.) It would be inappro-
priate to respond, “It depends on what you mean by ‘living’”, or by any other 
word. The question is substantive if any is. What makes it substantive is that I 
was unaware of Parfit’s death in 2017 and the current state of his remains. I 
asked because I didn’t know the underlying facts. It’s only when the underlying 
facts are presupposed that questions are empty. It is, we might say, only philo-
sophical questions about persistence that are empty, not ordinary ones. Likewise, 
whether you will be in pain on the boat is empty only for those who know that 
you will be nauseous but not suffer otherwise. If you’re worried about being in-
jured at sea, the question may be perfectly substantive. 
 

3. Metaphysical Implications 

The emptiness claim, then, is that all questions about our persistence are empty 
or verbal given the underlying facts about continuity. This claim is surprising. 
To take one of Parfit’s examples, imagine that I use what the characters in Star 
Trek call the “transporter”. It scans me and records the precise nature and ar-
rangement of my atoms, thereby vaporizing me, then sends this information to a 
faraway place—Mars, perhaps—where it is used to arrange new atoms just as 
mine were when I was scanned. This, let us assume, produces someone physi-
cally and mentally just as I was then.   



Parfit’s Metaphysics and What Matters in Survival 

 

25 

Parfit says that whether he is me is an empty question: we can describe the 
facts just as well by saying that he is me or by saying that he isn’t, but rather 
someone else newly created. Suppose my mother says he’s me and my father 
says he’s not, though both know the underlying facts. Then their dispute is 
merely verbal: it arises only because they disagree about the meaning of a word. 
But what word? What sort of linguistic clarification would resolve the dispute 
and remove the apparent inconsistency of their answers? If a good response to 
the question is, “It depends on what you mean by ‘__’”, what expression should 
fill the blank? 

Parfit doesn’t say. You might think it’s the word ‘is’. (Or the word ‘sur-
vive’: to ask whether I survive something is equivalent to asking whether any-
thing existing afterwards is me.) Whether the man appearing on Mars is me de-
pends on what you mean by ‘is’. Once we distinguish all the things it could 
mean in this context, we will see that some apply and some don’t. He “is” me in 
one sense of the word and not in some other sense. These claims are perfectly 
consistent. And once my mother and father understand this, they’ll stop disa-
greeing. (Or at least they’ll stop disagreeing about whether the man on Mars is 
me. They may now disagree about something else: about what the word ‘is’ or-
dinarily means in such contexts, say. But that would no longer be a verbal dis-
pute.) 

What, then, are the different things that the word ‘is’, flanked by singular 
terms, could mean? Well, it sometimes expresses numerical and sometimes 
qualitative identity: exact similarity (or nearly exact). And it could be that my 
mother means that the man appearing on Mars is exactly similar to me as I was 
when I was scanned and my father means that we’re numerically distinct: we’re 
two and not one. These statements could of course both be true. And if my 
mother and father realize that this is what they mean, they will stop disagreeing. 
Whether the man appearing on Mars is me can depend on whether ‘is’ means 
qualitative or numerical identity. 

But this would not be an account of how questions about persistence are emp-
ty. For something to persist is for that very thing to continue existing—for a thing 
existing at later times to be numerically the same as a thing existing earlier. 

For questions about persistence to be empty owing to an ambiguity in the 
word ‘is’, there must be more than one sort of numerical identity. It must be 
possible for the man on Mars to be numerically identical with me in one way 
but numerically distinct in another way. Perhaps he could be the same person as 
me but not the same organism or the same mass of matter, even though he and I 
are people, organisms, and masses of matter. The question of whether he and I 
are just plain one, without qualification, might be meaningless. The thought is 
that there is no such thing as absolute, unqualified numerical identity, but only 
different sorts of qualified or relative identity: same this or same that. Then dis-
agreements about persistence could be due to disagreement about which quali-
fied identity relation is expressed by the word ‘is’, making them merely verbal. 

The claim that there is no such thing as absolute identity is known as the 
relative-identity thesis, and has occasionally been defended (Geach 1967). It has 
far-reaching logical and metaphysical implications (van Inwagen 1988). But Par-
fit never suggested that it might be his view. 

Or maybe there is such a relation as absolute numerical identity, but it ad-
mits of indeterminacy. This thing and that one could be “sort of” one and “sort 
of” two. Whether the man appearing on Mars is me or someone else might de-
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pend on what degree of numerical identity you mean. Suppose my mother takes 
the word ‘is’ in this context to express numerical identity to at least degree 0.4 
and my father takes it to express numerical identity to at least degree 0.9. If they 
agree that we are identical to some degree between the two, they will stop disa-
greeing when they became aware of this linguistic difference. That the man on 
Mars is me to at least degree 0.4 would be perfectly consistent with his not being 
me to degree 0.9. 

This would be indeterminacy in the identity relation itself: that the man on 
Mars is neither definitely me nor definitely not me would lie in the connection 
among that relation, me, and the man on Mars. It would be “metaphysical” or 
“de re” vagueness. But Parfit appears to deny that the identity relation admits of 
indeterminacy (Parfit 1971a: 685, 1971b: 11, 1995: 29). And it would fit badly 
with his claim that the only facts about persistence are those to do with continui-
ty. I should have to be identical with the man on Mars to a certain degree—0.5, 
say—and that would appear to be something beyond the facts about continuity. 
It would tell us something further. Even if the question, ‘Is the man appearing 
on Mars me?’ were empty, the question, ‘To what degree is he me?’ could be 
perfectly substantive. 

Another thought is there are not really any people at all. Talk of people is 
just a loose way of speaking about mental processes and events.2 Whether it is 
correct to say that the man appearing on Mars is me would be a matter of how 
these mental processes and events (the ones we call “mine”, though of course 
they would not really be anyone’s) relate to certain mental processes and events 
on Mars. And there are different relations among these events that might make 
such statements correct: relations of similarity and relations of causal depend-
ence, for instance. Then the question, ‘Is the man on Mars me?’ could be empty 
insofar as disagreements about the answer are due entirely to disagreement 
about which such relations these are (Olson 1997: 149-52).   

But this would make Parfit’s claim that our persistence has no practical im-
portance rather an anticlimax. That we do not exist would be the headline news; 
the unimportance of identity would be a subsidiary story on the inside pages. In 
any event, Parfit explicitly rejects this view (Parfit 1995: 17f.). 

Suppose, then, that there really is someone who steps into the transporter 
and someone who steps out of it on Mars, that the word ‘is’ in the question ‘Is 
he me?’ expresses absolute numerical identity, and that this relation does not 
admit of indeterminacy. In that case it’s hard to see how the appropriate re-
sponse to the question could be, “It depends on what you mean by ‘is’”. How 
could clarifying the meaning of that word resolve the apparent disagreement be-
tween those who think the answer is Yes and those who think it’s No, or make 
those answers consistent? If the question is in some way about words, it does 
not appear to be about the word ‘is’. 

The only other relevant words are the singular terms ‘me’ and ‘the man ap-
pearing on Mars’. It could be that the answer to the question depends on which 
beings these terms are taken to denote. Perhaps two beings step into the trans-
porter. One of them ends up on Mars; the other, who in some way coincides 
with him, is destroyed in the process. If the word ‘me’ refers to the first, then the 

 
2 I have often heard this suggestion in conversations about Parfit. 
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answer to the question is Yes; if it refers to the second, the answer is No. And 
that one of these beings survives and the other does not are perfectly consistent. 
Once those who disagree about the question see this, they may cease to disa-
gree. Their disagreement may be due entirely to disagreement about which be-
ing the word ‘me’ refers to.3 Questions about persistence could be empty not be-
cause of indeterminacy of identity, but because of indeterminacy of reference. 

The suggestion, then, is that questions about whether a past or future being 
is me are empty or verbal because there is more than one being that the word 
‘me’ could be taken to denote in the context—more than one “admissible refer-
ent” of the term, we might say—and only one of them exists at the relevant past 
or future time. Each of these beings would have to be intelligent and capable of 
consciousness, as any admissible referent the word ‘me’ must have these proper-
ties (at those times when it’s a person, anyway).   

This applies not just to science fiction, but to real cases as well. Because the 
embryological facts leave it uncertain whether each of us was once a zygote, 
there must be a being who is now conscious and intelligent and writing these 
words who was once a zygote, and another such being who was not, but ap-
peared at a later stage of development. What makes the question empty is that 
our personal pronouns and proper names can be taken to denote either being. 

So for any past time such that we can truly say that I began to exist then, 
there must be an admissible referent of the word ‘I’—an intelligent being—who 
began to exist at that time. Otherwise the question of whether I began then 
would not be empty, and Parfit says that all questions about our persistence are 
empty. The same goes for the end of us: for every time in the course of our phys-
ical and mental decay when those informed of the underlying facts can truly say 
that we come to an end, there must be an intelligent being, or at least a being 
who was once intelligent, who ends at that moment. I can see no other way of 
accounting for the things Parfit says about empty questions. 
 

4. The Capacious Ontology 

For this to be the case, there have to be a lot more intelligent beings than we 
thought. For any period that someone knowing the underlying facts could take 
to be my lifetime, there must be an admissible referent of my name who exists 
only during that period. So there must be one who began at the moment I was 
conceived, one who began when consciousness first appeared, and one who be-
gan at birth. And as none of these events is instantaneous, there must be, for 
every reasonable candidate for the moment of my conception, a referent who 
began then. The same will go for the end of me. 

And there will be empty questions about dogs, buildings, cities, and other 
concrete objects as well as well as people. It appears to follow from this proposal 
that for any period that someone informed of the underlying facts could take to 

 
3 Or the term ‘the man appearing on Mars’. One being who appears on Mars was previ-
ously on Earth; another was never on Earth, but was created by the machine; and either 
could be taken to be the referent of the term ‘the man appearing on Mars’. Or the term 
‘person’, as its extension comprises just the beings denoted by the personal pronouns in 
their canonical uses. Or any other term that denotes a person. I will set these complica-
tions aside. 
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be the lifetime of anything whatever without being straightforwardly and factu-
ally mistaken, there must be a candidate for being that thing that exists only 
then.   

We might call this view the capacious ontology of material things. The most 
familiar version of it is the ontology of temporal parts, also known as “four-
dimensionalism” (Quine 1960: 170f.; Heller 1990: ch. 1; van Inwagen 1990b; 
Sider 2001). It says that all persisting thing are composed of arbitrary temporal 
parts. For every period of time when a thing exists, whether short or long, con-
tinuous or discrete, there is a temporal part of it that exists only then. A tem-
poral part of something is an object that is just like that object but with a shorter 
temporal extent. So there is such a thing as my first half: a being physically and 
mentally just like I am during the first half of my life, which eats and sleeps and 
thinks about philosophy, but exists at no other time. And there is a temporal 
part of me that exists from midnight last night till midnight tonight. Given that 
time is continuous, there are an uncountable infinity of beings now sitting here 
and writing these words.   

The ontology of temporal parts is almost invariably combined with unre-
stricted composition, the principle that any non-overlapping things, whatever their 
nature or arrangement, make up or compose a larger thing.4 Together these 
principles imply that there is a material thing occupying every matter-filled re-
gion of spacetime. As Quine once put it, a physical object “comprises simply the 
content, however heterogeneous, of some portion of space-time, however dis-
connected and gerrymandered” (Quine 1960: 171). The temporal-parts ontology 
implies that for every even-numbered day of the calendar, there is a different 
temporal part of me that exists only during that day. And the principle of unre-
stricted composition implies that there is a being composed of these day-long 
parts: a being physically and mentally just like me except that it exists only on 
even days. There is, likewise, a thing made up of my temporal parts located on 
even days and yours located on odd ones, which discontinuously changes loca-
tion each midnight and has a radically discontinuous mental life. And there are 
far more things—real, concrete objects like you and me—whose spatiotemporal 
boundaries are too complex to describe.     

Whether Parfit accepted the temporal-parts ontology is unclear.5 But he 
needs some sort of capacious ontology. In fact his claims about reductionism and 
emptiness require something stronger still. For our persistence to consist in 
some sort of continuity, it is not enough for this continuity to hold, as matter of 
contingent fact, throughout our careers—for any being existing in the past or fu-
ture in fact to be me just if it is then continuous with me in that way. The claim 
ascribes to us the modal property of necessarily persisting just if such continuity 

 
4 Lewis 1986: 212f.; Sider 2001: 120-39; van Inwagen 1990a: 74-79. To say that the xs 
compose y is to say that each of the xs is a part of y, no two of the xs share a part, and 
every part of y shares a part with one or more of the xs.  
5 He never rejects it, even when discussing Lewis, who endorses it explicitly (Parfit 1976, 
Lewis 1976). At one point he says it may be compatible with “our ordinary scheme” of 
three-dimensional entities (Parfit 1999: 255) and suggests that the difference between af-
firming and denying it is merely verbal. His statement that a temporal part of a person “is 
just a person during a period” (Parfit 1976: 102, n. 3) supports this interpretation. I think 
he is mistaken about this (see Sider 2001: ch. 3), but that’s a large topic that I can’t take 
up here. 
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holds. And it’s not only questions about persistence in real cases that Parfit sees 
as empty, but also questions about persistence in counterfactual cases. For good 
or ill, the Star Trek transporter will never exist. But we can ask whether we could 
travel with it if it did exist: whether the person materializing at the destination 
would be the one vaporized at the starting point. Presumably Parfit considers 
the question empty, given the underlying facts about continuity. It’s not just that 
if the procedure existed, asking whether someone had survived it would be emp-
ty. The question we can actually ask—what would happen to the person—is 
empty already. 

This requires more than the existence of a candidate for being me occupy-
ing each spacetime region that someone informed of the underlying facts could 
take to be the one I occupy without being factually mistaken. That’s not enough 
to make it true to say that I could travel by transporter and also true to say that I 
couldn’t. It appears to require further that for every set of modal properties that 
someone could take me to have without being factually mistaken, there is a can-
didate for being me—an admissible referent of the word ‘I’ in my mouth—who 
actually has those properties. There is one who could survive teleportation and 
another who couldn’t. If no candidate for being me could survive teleportation, 
it would be straightforwardly and factually false to say that I could and the ques-
tion would not be empty. The emptiness claim requires a “modally augmented” 
capacious ontology. 

Parfit could avoid this further commitment by adopting a counterpart-
theoretic account of modal predication (see Lewis 1971; Olson 2007: 108-114). 
But he doesn’t do so when he has the chance: he says that if a statue and a lump 
coincide throughout their existence, they must differ in their persistence condi-
tions—modal properties to do with what it’s possible for them to survive (Parfit 
2008: 194f.). 

Unless I have badly misunderstood Parfit’s reductionism, neither the emp-
tiness claim nor the capacious ontology (modally augmented or not) follows 
from it. My persistence could consist in some sort of physical or psychological 
continuity even if there were only one conscious being writing these words. In 
that case there would be nothing “empty” about questions to do with my persis-
tence through time, such as whether, given the facts about continuity, I was ever 
a zygote. I should either have been a zygote or not (or it might be indeterminate 
whether the identity relation holds between me and a certain zygote). If there 
were no candidates for being me with a different history, then just one answer to 
the question—Yes or No (or Indeterminate)—would be factually true, however 
difficult it may be to know which it is.   

Likewise (counterpart theory aside), I should either have or lack the proper-
ty of possibly travelling by transporter. If there were no candidates for being me 
with different modal properties, there would be nothing empty about this ques-
tion either. Just one answer would be true, and any other would be factually 
false. We could not respond, “It depends on what you mean by ‘I’”, as no ad-
missible interpretation of that pronoun would yield a different answer. 
 

5. How Parfit Presupposes the Capacious Ontology 

It’s not just the emptiness claim that presupposes the capacious ontology. Sever-
al other views of Parfit’s are unsurprising given the capacious ontology but baf-
fling otherwise. 
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One is his claim that we can arbitrarily choose how to answer a question 
about persistence without risk of getting it wrong. (“When an empty question 
has no answer, we can decide to give it an answer” [Parfit 1984: 214; see also 
240, 260].) We can say that the person stepping out of the transporter is me and 
I’ve survived, or we can say that he isn’t me and I’ve perished. It’s up to us.6 But 
how can whether someone has survived or perished be a linguistic decision? The 
capacious ontology implies that there are many different admissible referents of 
the term ‘me’ or ‘I’ in my mouth, some who survive the adventure and some 
who don’t. Which one the terms denote is a fact about our language, and this 
really is, to some extent anyway, up to us as a linguistic community to decide. 
We can give the question of whether I survive an answer in the sense of fixing 
that reference to a being (or beings) who survives, making the answer Yes, or by 
fixing it to a being who perishes, making the answer No. 

Or consider what Parfit says about “day-persons” and “series-persons”. 
Day-persons are just like you and me except that they can exist only during a 
single uninterrupted period of consciousness (Parfit 1984: 292; see also 1971a: 
686). If a day-person nods off, that’s the end of her. Parfit says, without giving 
any argument, that there actually are day-persons. At any moment there are as 
many as there are conscious people.   

He introduces the idea of a series-person by imagining a scenario where 
everyone over the age of 30 has an annual scanning-and-replication procedure 
(Parfit 1984: 290). This vaporizes the person, which Parfit takes (at least for the 
sake of argument) to destroy her permanently, and creates a replica physically 
and mentally just like her but without the effects of ageing, illness, and injury 
that have accrued during the preceding year. Series-persons would be just like 
people except that they could survive this procedure. So nothing could be both a 
person and a series-person. A series-person might coincide with a succession of 
people, one who lives for thirty years and several who live for just one year 
each. Parfit says, again without argument, that in this scenario there would be 
series-persons. In fact there actually are series-persons—as many as there are 
people.7 Because the scanning-and-replication procedure does not exist, series-
persons have the same careers that people have. But they could diverge.  

The obvious question about these claims is why anyone should take the con-
cepts day-person and series-person to apply to anything. I know that I exist, and that 
I am a person—a being with certain special mental properties that can survive 
temporary periods of unconsciousness but not being vaporized. (I may be wrong 
about that, but Parfit is not suggesting that I am.) But why suppose that there is 
another being now thinking my thoughts who exists for only a day and cannot sur-
vive unconsciousness? Or a third who has the same career as me but can survive 
being vaporized? I cannot see what answer Parfit could give other than to appeal 
to the capacious ontology. He must say that there are day-persons and series-
persons because every matter-filled region of spacetime contains a material 
thing—and not just one, but many, with different modal properties. 

 
6 Ayer (1963: 127), Nozick (1981: 69), Johnston (1989), Unger (1990: 239), and others 
make similar claims. For further references and critical discussion see Olson 1997, Mer-
ricks 2001.  
7 “The concept of a series-person applies just as often as the concept of a person” (1984: 
291). Shoemaker tells much the same story and makes a similar claim (Shoemaker 1984: 
109f.; see also Olson 2001).   
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The capacious ontology plays a central role in Parfit’s reasoning. And it is 
no principle of logic, but a substantive and highly contentious metaphysical 
claim.8 So it may seem surprising that he never mentions it. At one point he 
comes close. He says, “If the concept of an X is coherent, and the conditions for 
its application are fulfilled, we cannot deny that there are Xs” (Parfit 2008: 197). 
As an example he defines a “squigillion” as “the combination of any bullfrog 
and the planet Jupiter”. He infers that if bullfrogs and Jupiter exist, squigillions 
must exist too. (His claim that there are day-persons and series-persons appears 
to be based on similar thinking.) This looks like an assertion of some sort of ca-
pacious ontology.   

In fact Parfit seems to have taken this to be an argument for the existence of 
squigillions. But there is no real argument here. His definition of ‘squigillion’ 
appears to mean ‘something composed of a bullfrog and Jupiter’. If so, the condi-
tions for applying the concept squigillion are not fulfilled by the mere existence of 
a bullfrog and the planet Jupiter. The existence of something composed of two 
things x and y, and thus numerically distinct from either, does not follow by any 
principle of logic from premises about the existence, nature, and arrangement of 
x and y. The inference requires a further principle about the conditions under 
which things compose something. And such principles are precisely what meta-
physical debates over the capacious ontology are about. 

In any event, these remarks of Parfit’s are brief and isolated. He clearly did 
not think the capacious ontology required any defense. I can only surmise that it 
never occurred to him that anyone might question it. Somehow he did not see 
the debates over the metaphysics of material things that fill the library shelves as 
calling the capacious ontology into question. Probably he never consciously 
formulated it in his mind. That made it invisible and prevented him from seeing 
his reliance on it. My aim, however, is not to criticize Parfit for this, but to show 
how the capacious ontology figures in his thinking. 
 

6. The Argument from Below 

I turn now to Parfit’s claim that numerical identity over time has no rational or 
moral importance. We usually suppose that if something is going to happen to 
me, the fact that it will happen to me rather than someone else gives me a reason 
to care about it—a selfish or prudential reason. Even someone who would not 
lift a finger to save his own mother from unspeakable agony has a reason to save 
himself from it. I have a “special anticipatory or prudential concern” for my fu-
ture welfare and mine alone (Parfit 1995: 28). Not to care about it would be irra-
tional. Likewise, I have a selfish reason to continue existing for as long as living 
is good. 

Parfit rejects this traditional view. The fact that the person having a future 
experience is me, he says, is no reason for me to care about it, or at least no 
more reason than I have to care about what happens to anyone else. What gives 
me a special reason to care about someone’s welfare is not that he is me, but ra-
ther that he is in some way psychologically continuous with me. Likewise, what 
I have reason to want in wanting to survive is not that I myself continue exist-
ing, but that someone exists in the future who is psychologically continuous 

 
8 See e.g. Lewis 1986: 202-204, van Inwagen 1990a, Sider 2001, Olson 2007: Chs. 3 and 
5.  
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with me, whether or not he is me. What matters practically in questions of per-
sistence—what matters in survival for short—is not identity itself, but continuity. 

Parfit says this follows from reductionism, perhaps together with some un-
contentious ancillary premises (Parfit 1984: 217). It doesn’t. He gives two argu-
ments for the unimportance of identity. The central premise in the first—the 
“argument from below”—is not reductionism, but the emptiness claim. The 
second, based on fission cases, does not require either reductionism or empti-
ness. I discuss it in the next section. 

The argument from below says that if our persistence consists in a sort of 
continuity, as reductionism says, then it must be this continuity that matters and 
not identity (Parfit 1995: 29). This is not because whenever one fact consists in 
another, it can only ever be the second fact that matters practically and not the 
first (Parfit 1995: 32f.). Our being conscious might consist in our atoms’ being 
arranged in a certain way. It doesn’t follow that we have no reason to care about 
our being conscious, but only about the way our atoms are arranged. We may 
still have a reason to care about consciousness itself.   

What’s special about persistence, Parfit says, is not just that it consists in 
something else, but that this fact about what it consists in is “merely conceptu-
al” (Parfit 1995: 33). That persistence consists in some sort of continuity is not a 
fact about persistence itself, but about our words or concepts. When there is 
continuity of the right sort, we describe it by saying that someone has survived. 
But we could equally have described it by saying the opposite. So the connec-
tion between continuity and persistence is not direct, Parfit says, but goes by 
way of our linguistic decisions. This is different from the connection between 
atomic configurations and consciousness. That we are conscious just when our 
atoms are arranged in the right way has nothing to do with linguistic decisions, 
but is a necessary truth or a law of nature. 

Parfit says that if psychological continuity were to matter practically by 
making it the case that we survive, it would be important only “because it allows 
a certain word to be applied”. That would be “treating language as more im-
portant than reality” (Parfit 1995: 32). But “what matters is reality, not how it is 
described” (Parfit 2008: 203; see also 1984: 265, 271). So if identity were practi-
cally important, and it consisted in some sort of continuity, it would be im-
portant because of its relation to this continuity. But this relation is nothing 
more than a matter of how we choose to describe that continuity—by saying 
that someone has survived or by saying the opposite. And identity could not get 
its significance from a linguistic decision. Yet it could not get its significance 
from anything else. So it must be continuity that matters and not identity. 

That’s the argument from below. Whatever merits it may have, it relies on 
the emptiness claim: that statements about someone’s persistence tell us nothing 
beyond the underlying facts about continuity. That I survive a certain adventure 
and that I don’t, the argument says, are merely different descriptions of the same 
facts. That’s what makes the connection between persistence and continuity 
“merely conceptual”, and thus why survival cannot have practical significance. 
But for this to be true, whether I survive must depend on what we mean by ‘I’. 
There must be an admissible referent of that word who survives the adventure 
and another who doesn’t survive; the linguistic decision is about which one 
we’re referring to. Suitably generalized, that gives us the capacious ontology. 

Without the capacious ontology, the argument from below is hopeless. 
Suppose I exist tomorrow. And suppose, as reductionism has it, that this is not a 
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brute fact, but consists in there being someone continuous in a certain way to-
morrow with me as I am now. Suppose further that he has what matters to me 
in survival: it would be irrational for me not to care, now, about his welfare 
then. But now suppose, contrary to the capacious ontology, that there is only 
one admissible referent of the word ‘I’ in my mouth. Then the fact that he exists 
tomorrow has nothing to do with linguistic decisions. And in that case his being 
continuous with me in the ways that he is might matter to me precisely by mak-
ing it the case that he is me. This would not require any linguistic decision to be 
practically significant. The connection between his being continuous with me 
and his being me would be a metaphysical fact about what it takes for me to 
persist. It would be like the connection between the arrangement of my atoms 
and my being conscious.   

So the central premise in the argument from below is that the connection be-
tween continuity and persistence is just a matter of how we choose to describe 
things. That doesn’t follow from reductionism. It requires the capacious ontology. 
 

7. The Fission Argument 

Parfit’s other argument for the unimportance of identity is also officially based 
on reductionism (Parfit 1971b; 1976: 91; 1984: 253-266, 278; 1993: 24-28; 1995: 
41-43). Suppose half my brain is destroyed and the other half transplanted into 
someone whose original brain has been entirely destroyed. The resulting person, 
with half my brain and a new body, will be psychologically continuous with me 
to a high degree. (In real life, losing a cerebral hemisphere causes drastic cogni-
tive disabilities, so the story requires a certain amount of idealization. But let’s 
not be difficult about this.) Parfit says this person will have what matters to me 
in survival: I shall have the same reason to be concerned about his welfare after 
the operation that I have to be concerned about my own welfare.   

Now suppose that my brain is divided and each half is transplanted into a 
different empty head, resulting in two people, Lefty and Righty, each psycholog-
ically continuous with me in the same way that the resulting person in the “sin-
gle” transplant would be. In this case, Parfit argues, both will have what mat-
ters. It could hardly be that just one of them has it, as they relate to me in the 
same way. If either has it, both do. But the person resulting from the single 
transplant would have what matters. And the mere fact that a second person is 
continuous with me in the same way could hardly mean that neither of them 
has it. So both must.   

Yet they cannot both be me. Lefty is distinct from Righty, and one thing 
cannot be identical with things that are distinct from each other. If Lefty and I 
are one and Righty and I are one, Lefty and Righty cannot be two: that’s an el-
ementary fact about the numerical concepts one and two. Yet Lefty and Righty 
clearly are two. So I can’t be both. Parfit says I am neither, as nothing could 
make me one and not the other. 

So both Lefty and Righty have what matters to me in survival, yet neither is 
me. It follows that someone else can have what matters to me. The relations of 
rational and moral concern that in real life we bear only to ourselves can hold 
between one person and another. What matters in this case, Parfit says, is “psy-
chological connectedness and/or continuity” (Parfit 1984: 215). And he infers 
from this that even in cases where there is identity, only psychological continui-
ty matters. 
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What role does reductionism play in this argument? Parfit says it requires 
our persistence to consist in a sort of continuity, as reductionism says. Specifi-
cally, it consists in a sort of that I bear to the person resulting from the single 
transplant, so that he is me and I survive, and to both Lefty and Righty in the 
double transplant. That prevents me from being Lefty and not Righty or vice 
versa, as both are continuous with me in the same way. And it means that what 
prevents me from being Lefty is the mere existence of Righty. More generally, 
anyone who is appropriately continuous with me will be me, unless this conti-
nuity takes a branching form where two people bear it to me. Yet the existence 
of a second person continuous with me could not prevent the first from having 
what matters: how could my reason for caring about someone’s welfare be en-
tirely cancelled out by the mere existence of someone else (Parfit 1976: 101; 
1984: 263; 1995: 43)? 

But the argument does not actually require reductionism. There are two 
main premises. First, the resulting people in the double transplant are not both 
me. This (given that there are two of them) is a principle of logic and nothing to 
do with reductionism. Reductionism may rule out my being Lefty rather than 
Righty or vice versa, but the argument does not require that claim. It would 
make no difference if I were Lefty and not Righty in the double transplant: it 
would still result in a person numerically distinct from me who has what matters 
to me in survival. 

The second premise is that each resulting person has what matters to me. 
Why suppose that? Well, because they’re strongly psychologically continuous 
with me. Each has apparent memories, beliefs, plans, preferences, and personal-
ity more or less identical to mine, and will be convinced, at least until the situa-
tion is explained to him, that he is me. If that were not a reason to suppose that 
they have what matters to me, the argument would have no force. But this 
doesn’t require reductionism either. Adding the reductionist premise that Lefty 
would be me were it not for the existence of Righty and vice versa9 provides no 
further reason to suppose that Lefty has what matters. And given that both do 
have it, it follows (given that they’re not both me) that someone other than me 
can have it. 

Consider a non-reductionist: someone who denies that our persistence con-
sists in any sort of continuity. She might think it consists in the survival of an 
immaterial substance, or that it’s a brute fact not consisting in anything else 
(Merricks 1998). She will have the same reason that anyone else has to suppose 
that Lefty and Righty would have what matters to me, and thus that you can 
have what matters without identity. Again, the reductionist premise that what 
prevents someone from surviving fission is merely that it produces two people 
rather than one makes the argument more striking, and has no doubt boosted its 
popularity. But it contributes nothing to the argument’s rational force. 

At one point Parfit says the fission argument was not meant to assume that 
psychological continuity is what matters (Parfit 1993: 24). One version of it, an-
yway, says that identity cannot be what matters because it is a one-one relation 
and what matters is not. Two people can have what matters to me in survival, 
but I cannot be numerically identical with two people. But his reason for saying 

 
9 Of course, Lefty and I cannot be contingently identical or distinct: no distinct things 
could have been one, and no identical things could have been two. My statements can be 
rewritten to accord with this, but I wanted to smooth the reader’s path.  
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that what matters can be many-one is that both Lefty and Righty would have 
what matters. And why suppose that, unless psychological continuity is at least 
sufficient for mattering? 
 

8. Why Parfit Should Give Up the Capacious Ontology 

I have argued that the unimportance of identity does not follow from Parfit’s re-
ductionism. The argument from below requires the emptiness claim and the ca-
pacious ontology as well. And reductionism makes no substantial contribution 
to the fission argument. 

But the trouble goes deeper. The capacious ontology actually undermines 
the unimportance of identity, by implying that in every case where we have 
what matters in survival, there is identity. It may be that a future person can 
have what matters to me practically without being me. But the capacious ontol-
ogy implies that there will always be an intelligent being coinciding both with 
me now and with that future person then. Someone always survives, even if it 
isn’t me. 

Suppose Parfit is right in saying that although I cannot survive a double 
transplant, both resulting people, Lefty and Righty, will have what matters to 
me. The capacious ontology says that every matter-filled spacetime region is oc-
cupied by at least one material thing. So there is someone located where I am 
before the transplant, thinking my thoughts then, and located where Lefty is af-
terwards and thinking his thoughts then. (Otherwise there would be no reason to 
believe in the existence of Parfit’s series-persons.) And there is likewise someone 
coinciding with me beforehand and with Righty afterwards. Call them Left-
survivor and Right-survivor. Although I myself don’t survive the operation, they 
do. 

Now recall Parfit’s view that what matters in survival—the reason for spe-
cial, prudential concern that we usually have only for ourselves—can come 
apart from identity. Call it the independence claim. We can see now that it comes 
in two versions.10 The weaker version says that a future person other than me 
can have what matters to me in survival. I can get what I want in wanting to 
survive even if I don’t survive. What matters to me in survival can come apart 
from my own survival: 

Weak Independence 
Someone can have a reason for special prudential concern, at an earlier time, 

for the existence and welfare at a later time of someone else. 

The stronger version says that a future person can have what matters to me in 
survival even if she doesn’t exist at all now. I could l get what I want in wanting 
to survive even if no one survives. What matters to me in survival can come 
apart from anyone’s survival, not just my own: 

Strong Independence 
Someone can have a reason for special prudential concern, at an earlier time, 

for the existence and welfare of someone at a later time even if no one ex-
ists at both times. 

The fission argument supports only the weak independence claim. In fact the 
capacious ontology provides a much simpler argument for that claim. Recall 

 
10 Parfit himself makes this distinction in his debate with Lewis (Parfit 1976: 94).  
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Parfit’s “day-persons”: beings just like us except that they can exist only during 
a continuous period of consciousness. The capacious ontology implies that they 
actually exist. The day-person coinciding with me tomorrow has what matters 
to me now in survival if Lefty and Righty do in the fission story (he’s strongly 
psychologically continuous with me); yet he’s not me. If what matters is some 
sort of psychological continuity, the weak independence claim is a trivial corol-
lary of the capacious ontology. Cases where someone else has what matters to 
me in survival do not occur only in science fiction, but are utterly common-
place. 

But the capacious ontology actually rules out the strong independence 
claim. It implies that whenever a future person has what matters to a person ex-
isting now, there is someone coinciding with both the present person and the fu-
ture person (Left-survivor or Right-survivor in the double transplant). No matter 
what happens to me, as long as someone exists afterwards, someone survives. 

It follows that for all Parfit has said, identity might play an essential role in 
prudential concern. It could be that whenever someone has a special prudential 
reason to care about someone else’s future welfare, this is because someone has 
a special prudential reason to care about her own future welfare. Whenever 
someone has what matters in survival without herself surviving, it’s because 
someone coinciding with her does survive. All prudential concern is based on 
numerical identity. Identity over time is practically important, even if not in the 
direct way we might have thought. 

Suppose I have a prudential reason to care about Lefty’s existence after the 
operation even though he’s not me. According to the capacious ontology, Left-
survivor coincides with me before the operation and with Lefty afterwards. Pre-
sumably he has a reason, before the operation, to care about his existence after-
wards. For all Parfit says, this might be because it’s he himself who will exist 
then. What matters in his case might be identity. And what gives me a reason to 
care about Lefty’s existence after the operation might be that Left-survivor coin-
cides with me now, sharing my thoughts, and coincides with Lefty afterwards. 
What matters to me in survival may be grounded in the literal survival of some-
one else. 

Or think of the day-person now coinciding with me—call him D1—and the 
one coinciding with me tomorrow, D2. By Parfit’s lights, D1 has a special pru-
dential reason to care about D2, as D2 will be psychologically continuous with 
him. But that might give him a reason to care about D2 by making it the case 
that I survive the night and coincide with D2 tomorrow. 

You might think this is ruled out by the argument from below. The argu-
ment says that whether I survive the night, given the underlying facts about con-
tinuity, is only a matter of how we choose to describe those facts. And the mere 
fact that we describe them by saying that I survive cannot be a prudential reason 
for anyone to care about the resulting person. The reason must lie in something 
independent of our linguistic decisions. Parfit says it can only be the facts about 
continuity.  

But given the capacious ontology (which the argument from below re-
quires), the reason for D1’s concern could just as easily be the fact that I survive 
the might. And the truth or falsity of the capacious ontology is in no way due to 
linguistic decisions. (At any rate Parfit says nothing about how what material 
things there are could be up to us to decide.) The argument from below shows at 
best that what matters in survival is either some sort of continuity (rather than 
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numerical identity), or else the fact that someone or other survives (which is a 
matter of numerical identity). But it doesn’t tell us which. 

So it could be that although the facts about psychological continuity are 
practically important and give us a special prudential reason to care about cer-
tain future people, they are important by making it the case that someone sur-
vives. I haven’t argued that this is actually the case. My point is only that Parfit 
has said nothing against it. 

Parfit opposes the traditional view of the importance of identity over time: 
Strong Importance of Identity 
What matters in survival is always identity. Psychological continuity is prac-

tically important because it secures identity. Whenever someone has a spe-
cial prudential reason to care about someone’s future welfare, it’s because 
she is that person. 

He says instead that identity has no practical importance at all: 
Strong Unimportance of Identity 
What matters in survival is never identity, but only some sort of psychologi-

cal continuity. Whenever someone has a special prudential reason to care 
about someone’s future welfare, it’s not because anyone survives, but only 
because that future person is then psychologically continuous with her. 

But given the capacious ontology, Parfit’s arguments do not support the strong 
unimportance claim. In fact it’s hard to see how any argument could ever sup-
port it: the capacious ontology makes it impossible for there to be a future per-
son having what matters to me in survival in a case where no one survives. A 
thought experiment separating the two factors that might ground what mat-
ters—someone’s surviving, on the one hand, and mere psychological continuity 
on the other—is metaphysically impossible. Even the argument from below 
cannot support the strong unimportance claim: the capacious ontology, which 
the argument requires, implies that someone always survives, and this fact has 
nothing to do with our linguistic decisions. And for all the argument says, this 
might be what secures what matters practically. 

So for all we know, identity may still bear on what matters in survival, 
though in a less direct way than the strong importance claim has it. Parfit’s ar-
guments are consistent with this: 

Weak Unimportance of Identity 
What matters in survival is always identity. Psychological continuity is prac-

tically important because it secures identity. Whenever someone has a spe-
cial prudential reason to care about someone’s future welfare, it’s either 
because she is that person and thus survives, or because someone coincid-
ing with her survives. But it’s always because someone survives. 

Whatever the significance of this claim, it’s not what we were promised. It lacks 
the elegant simplicity of the strong unimportance claim. Strong unimportance is 
a radical challenge to our ordinary thinking about value. The weaker claim is 
much less interesting. The most likely reaction to it is simply bafflement. It’s un-
likely to change our thinking. Or if it does, that’s because it presupposes the ca-
pacious ontology. The capacious ontology really is a challenge, and its conse-
quences for practical ethics are poorly understood (Olson 2010). Most people, 
on the first encounter, find it outrageous. 
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Parfit never considered the weak unimportance claim. He did not distin-
guish it from strong unimportance or see that his arguments, by presupposing 
the capacious ontology, support only the weaker claim. I think the reason is that 
he never consciously formulated the capacious ontology. That made it hard for 
him to see its consequences. 

But we could argue for the strong unimportance claim if we gave up the ca-
pacious ontology. Without it, there is no reason to suppose that anyone survives 
in the fission case11—that there are any such beings as Left-survivor or Right-
survivor. In that case, Lefty’s and Righty’s having what matters to me in surviv-
al could not be due to anyone’s surviving. It could only be due to facts about 
continuity. In this case at least, identity over time would have no practical im-
portance at all, direct or indirect, just as Parfit claims. 

The capacious ontology leaves us with no reason to accept Parfit’s celebrat-
ed claim about the unimportance of identity. The only way to argue for that 
claim is to reject the capacious ontology. Despite the central role it plays in his 
thinking, he’d be better off without it.12 
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Abstract 
 

Our natural attitude is to care about the fate of a future person in a special man-
ner once we know that this person is none other than ourselves. In the present pa-
per, we defend the rationality of that attitude against Parfit’s famous contrary 
claim that ‘identity does not matter’. We argue that it is intrinsically bad for a 
conscious subject to have negative experiences, and that one therefore has reasons 
of a special kind (de se subject-relative reasons) to avoid having such experiences 
in the future. Our argument makes crucial use of the distinction between values 
simpliciter and values for someone. Values for someone are often grounded in the way 
it is like for someone to instantiate a given experiential property. We submit that 
this claim sheds some light on the deep interconnections between issues about 
value and issues about the nature of phenomenal consciousness. The disagree-
ment about whether ‘identity matters’, it turns out, stems from a more fundamen-
tal disagreement about the nature of consciousness. 

 
Keywords: Prudential rationality, Value for someone, Personal identity, Derek 

Parfit, Experiential properties. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Derek Parfit famously defended a radical attitude towards the title question. 
One might think that there is an obvious reply to why one should care about 
one’s own future, namely, simply because it is one’s own. If I know that I will 
suffer an unbearable pain tomorrow unless I act now to prevent it, then I have a 
reason to act because it is bad for me to suffer pain and because I want to avoid 
what is bad for me. The fact that I am the one who will suffer gives me a reason 
to prevent the occurrence of an event involving my own suffering—a reason 
quite different from the reason I have to prevent similar events involving the suf-
fering of other people. It is rational to care about what happens to oneself in the 
future simply because one wishes to avoid what is bad for oneself.  

Such is the ‘natural attitude’ we wish to defend here. As is well known, Par-
fit disagreed and developed sophisticated arguments to show that it does not (or 
rather should not) matter for me whether I am the one involved in some future 
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event. On his view, whenever I am contemplating my own fate, the fact that the 
future person I am considering is none other than myself can be important only 
in a derivative manner. It might be important for instance because that future 
person is in a better position to realize projects I take now to be valuable. How-
ever, in itself, the fact that I am the one taking part in some future event should 
not play any role for my rational evaluation of the future. Nor should it for the 
way I am motivated to do something about that event.1 

We disagree with Parfit’s view and we argue that it is deeply mistaken 
about the origin of values and the corresponding reasons that rationally guide us 
in acting in such cases. In this paper, we will not criticize in any detail the rea-
soning behind Parfit’s radical and highly influential view about prudential ra-
tionality. We will rather focus on developing an argument in favour of the natu-
ral attitude he rejects. The natural attitude appears obvious and it is not hard to 
see the counterintuitive air of its denial. What is less obvious, however, is how 
one can voice in a clear manner what makes that denial so counterintuitive. We 
will put forward a diagnosis. In making explicit a way in which one may justi-
fy—pace Parfit—the importance of identity, we hope to reveal what underlies 
the intuition speaking in its favour. We will thus propose an analysis of what 
underlies the natural attitude and thereby support the claim that it does matter 
for my rational attitude towards future events whether or not I will be myself in-
volved in them.  

In order to be able to spell out our proposal precisely, we first need to dis-
tinguish between different kinds of values on the one hand, and different kinds 
of reasons and motivations on the other hand. Such will be the purpose of sec-
tions 2 to 4. In sections 5 and 6, we detail and motivate the premises of our ar-
gument for the claim that identity matters for prudential rationality. Sections 7 
to 13 constitute the substantial bulk of the paper. There, we consider different 
ways a ‘Parfitian’ philosopher could react to our challenge. We provide detailed 
replies to the various Parfitian moves and show how this sheds light on where 
the more basic disagreement between us and Parfit lies. Finally, in section 14 we 
reflect on the wider philosophical value of the type of dialectic we have set up in 
this paper. 

 
2. Values Simpliciter, Values for Someone, and Values for 

Someone at a Time 

We presuppose that things being a certain way—states of affairs—can have val-
ue. They can be good or bad. If, for instance, a conscious being suffers at a given 
time, then this is, in itself, a bad thing. Of course, this being’s suffering might al-
so be instrumentally good, for its suffering might have positive consequences 
(such as progress in its intellectual development or its capacity to avoid later 
dangers). Yet, irrespective of its consequences, a conscious being’s suffering is 
bad—that is, it is intrinsically bad when a conscious being suffers. We will not 
need any precise account of the difference between intrinsic and instrumental 
value in what follows. Rather, a different distinction will play a crucial role in 
our reasoning: the distinction between being good/bad simpliciter and being 
good/bad for someone. If a conscious being suffers, then (other things being 

 
1 For Parfit’s arguments in favour of this view, see for instance Parfit 1984 chs. 12 and 13, 
and Parfit 1995. 
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equal), this is bad simpliciter. Of course, it also is bad for the specific subject who 
suffers. But the world is a worse place overall (other things being equal) in virtue 
of that subject’s suffering, or so we want to say. A well-functioning medical sys-
tem in a society, the establishment of the rule of law or progress in philosophy 
are all examples of states affairs that have a positive value simpliciter. If some-
thing is good/bad simpliciter in the sense we intend here, then it is good/bad in 
a non-relativized manner.2 By saying that ‘there are’ such values we do not 
mean to ‘reify’ values. We do not mean to suggest that values are entities that 
should figure in one’s overall ontology. Rather, by saying that there are values 
simpliciter, we merely want to express the very natural and quite harmless 
thought that states of affairs can be bad or good to a certain extent and in a sense 
which does not require adding “for a specific person”, “at a specific time” nor 
any other relativization.  

Now, in addition to values simpliciter, we want to claim that there also are 
values for a person or for a subject and that these should be carefully distinguished 
from the former. In many cases, things are bad for you because they involve 
your being in an intrinsically bad conscious state, for instance a state of suffer-
ing.3 One sometimes wants to express a relativist attitude about truth when one 
disputes the claim that all propositions are true or false simpliciter and insists 
that (at least some) propositions can be true for you and false for me. We do not 
endorse such a relativist view, neither about truth nor about value. Here we do 
not intend to introduce relativized values in a sense parallel to the claim that a 
proposition can be true for your, false for me and neither true nor false sim-
pliciter. To say that suffering is bad for the person who suffers in a way in which 
it is not bad for anybody else does not in any sense imply the idea of ‘retreat’ 
from an absolute value claim (without relativization). When a relativist claims 
that some proposition is true for someone, she implies that claims to its truth 
simpliciter are somehow unfounded. No such idea is involved in our termino-
logical proposal. That a state of affairs or an event is good/bad for someone 
does not exclude that it is good/bad simpliciter. To the contrary, if something is 
good/bad for someone, then it is often also good/bad simpliciter precisely be-
cause it is good/bad for someone.4 The relativist view about truth does not al-

 
2 For discussions of relativized vs. non-relativized value and the relation between the two, 
compare Orsi 2015, ch. 4, and McDaniel 2014. It seems to us very plausible that good-
ness and badness can be further conceptualized by quantitative notions ranging from the 
very bad to the very good. For the present discussion, we entirely set aside questions as to 
how—in a precise language for moral philosophy—such notions should be further devel-
oped. We also set aside here epistemic worries about the conditions under which attribu-
tions of value are rationally justified. 
3 Note that we do not endorse the view that only intrinsically bad conscious states can 
have value for someone. For instance, one may argue that it is bad for you if your son 
falsely believes after your death that you are responsible for a horrible crime. If so, then 
this is bad for you even though you will never know about it nor suffer from being unjust-
ly blamed by someone you love. Nagel 1970 famously discusses a series of potential ex-
amples where something is bad for someone although it is never experienced as bad by 
the person concerned. We will remain neutral about that point and we will not presup-
pose any specific view on the kinds of states of affairs that are suitable for having value 
for someone. 
4 This need not always be so, however. For instance, it might be instrumentally good for 
a person to have a car, because it gives her more freedom, without it being good sim-
pliciter that she has a car, because she is a very bad driver. The principle restricted to in-
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low for an analogous relation between truth for someone and truth simpliciter. 
Here is another way to emphasize the disanalogy. If something is good for you, 
then this is so objectively. It is a fact, it is not just ‘a fact for you’ (whatever that 
might be). If something is bad for you, then this is true simpliciter and not just 
‘true for you’. It is, from the evaluative point of view, objectively true that it is 
bad for you. 

Besides values simpliciter and values for someone, we would also like to in-
troduce values for someone at a time. It seems very plausible that things can be 
good or bad for a person at a time while not being good or bad for her at some 
other time. This is obviously so for instrumental values. It may be good for you 
at a given time t to have a broken leg if this prevents you from being involved in 
a war at t. Yet it may be bad for you at a different time t', for instance if having a 
broken leg at t' prevents you from enjoying mountaineering in the way you 
normally would have at t'. In the case of instrumental values, one might suspect 
that something may be good for a person at a time without being good for her in 
a time-independent manner. It is perhaps less plausible that something may have 
a positive or negative intrinsic value for a given person at a time without having 
such a value for that person in a time-independent manner. Typical examples of 
intrinsic values are instantiations of intrinsically good/bad properties of our 
conscious life such as suffering an unbearable pain. It is plausible to think—and 
we will actually argue for this claim in section 5—that it is bad for a subject (in a 
time-independent manner) to instantiate such a property at any point in its life. 

One might propose to define ‘good/bad for a subject S’ (in a time-
independent manner) by quantifying over all moments in time, or at least over 
all moments during S’s life. According to this proposal, for a state of affairs X to 
be good/bad for a subject S (without relativization to time) just is for X to be 
good/bad for S at all moments (or at all moments during S’s life). We would 
like to resist such a suggestion. We agree with the intuition defended in Nagel 
(1970) that things can be good/bad for a subject even though they are not 
good/bad for that subject at any particular time. Furthermore, we will argue 
that something can be bad for a subject S in virtue of being bad for S at a specific 
moment while not being bad for S at other times.  

For the purposes of this paper, we would like to leave open the question 
about the exact relation between values simpliciter, values for someone and val-
ues for someone at a time. We do not believe that any of these values can be re-
duced to any of the others but will not discuss further this intriguing issue here.5 
We will however discuss in detail the specific issue of the relation between in-
trinsic value for someone and intrinsic value for someone at a time. A substan-
tial assumption about that relation will be crucial for our argument against Par-
fit’s view on future-directed rational evaluation and prudential rationality.  

 

 
trinsic value—i.e. ‘if something is intrinsically good for someone, then it has a certain 
positive value simpliciter’ (even though other aspects may of course outweigh that posi-
tive value)—seems less vulnerable to counter-examples.  
5 Another question we would like to leave open is whether anything can be bad simplicit-
er without being bad for anybody. Perhaps every value simpliciter is ultimately grounded 
in value for some experiencing subject or other. One might also wonder if every value for 
someone is grounded in value for someone at a time. We doubt that this is the case, but 
we do not need to take a stance with respect to that issue either for our purpose here. 
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3. Values and Experiential Properties 

Experiential properties in a broad sense are properties such that necessarily there 
is something it is like to have them for the one who instantiates them. On our 
understanding of experiential properties, they can only be instantiated by expe-
riencing subjects, that is, by someone for whom it is like something to have 
them.6 It seems plausible that for instance thinking about a philosophical prob-
lem in the sense of active reflection requires one to have some phenomenally 
manifest awareness of the problem she is thinking about. If this is correct, then 
thinking about a problem is an experiential property in a broad sense. Experien-
tial properties in a narrow sense fulfil an additional requirement: there is a spe-
cific way it is like to have them which is the same at any time for any subject in-
stantiating them. Presumably, this is not so for the case just considered. To be 
thinking about e.g. the Newcomb’s problem may be radically different at differ-
ent times for the same person and it may be different for different subjects at dif-
ferent times. It is not an easy task to say what makes it the case that a given epi-
sode of thinking concerns the Newcomb’s problem. However, it is plausible to 
assume that the relevant commonality between all subjects who think about that 
specific problem at some point in their life is not phenomenally constituted. In 
other words, it does not consist in any common way it is like for all subjects to 
engage in such thoughts.  

The situation is different for those experiential properties that we will call 
strict experiential properties. There is some specific way it is like, for instance, to 
undergo a visual experience of the colour blue. The same applies, or so we 
would say, to many experiential properties involving emotions (e.g. being sad 
about something or being angry about someone) or—to take the standard exam-
ple—to the experiential property of suffering pain. In all these cases, having the 
property at issue is at least in part phenomenally constituted. That is, having 
such a property at least partially consists in the way it is like to have it. We will 
work with the following understanding of strict experiential properties: a proper-
ty E is a strict experiential property if and only if (a) there is a specific way it is 
like to have E (for any subject having E at any time) and (b) having E is at least 
partially constituted by the way it is like to have E.  

Values for some subject S at a moment m in time can be grounded7 in the 
fact that S instantiates a given strict experiential property at m. Some strict expe-
riential properties are such that having them at a given moment is intrinsically 
good/bad for the subject concerned at that moment. The claim seems very hard 
to resist if we consider for instance an experience of sustained and agonising 
pain accompanied by unbearable anxiety. Pain can be instrumentally good, of 
course. It usually warns you that something is wrong with a part of your body. 
It may contribute, in the long run, to your personal flourishing. However, if we 
leave such positive effects aside, it is a bad thing—in itself—for the subject con-
cerned to instantiate that experiential property. That experience is intrinsically 

 
6 For more on the notion of experiential properties and their relevance for the philosophy 
of mind, see Nida-Rümelin 2017, section 6, 2020a, section 2, and 2020b, ch. 5. 
7 In using the notion of grounding here, we do not want to commit to the idea that values 
for S are ontologically ‘nothing over and above’ the event of S instantiating a certain ex-
periential property. We intend to remain neutral on this issue. For views of grounding on 
which it is not the case that a grounded fact is nothing over and above its grounds, com-
pare Audi 2012: 708-11 and Rosen 2010: 133. 
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bad for the one undergoing it. One way to put this obvious insight is to say the 
following: for every subject S and moment m, the fact that S instantiates such an 
experiential property at m is intrinsically bad for S at m.8 

One might perhaps be tempted at this point to think that all values for a 
subject at a time are grounded in the instantiation of experiential properties and, 
more specifically, in the specific way it is like to have them. We will not presup-
pose such a strong claim about time-relative values for a subject. Here is a poten-
tial counterexample: perhaps it is intrinsically good for a subject at a moment m 
to gain insight into some deep philosophical truth. If so, then it is surely not the 
specific phenomenal character of the relevant cognitive experience that makes 
having that insight valuable for that person. Rather, or so one might argue, it is 
the cognitive access to truth which makes such an insight a good thing for the 
person concerned.9  

For the sake of clarity, we will limit our discussion here to values grounded 
in the instantiation of strict experiential properties. We will assume as one of 
our premises that there are intrinsically good/bad strict experiential properties in 
the following sense:10  

Definition 1 
The property E is intrinsically good/bad iff any instantiation of E by a sub-
ject S at a moment m is intrinsically good/bad for S at m.  

 
4. Kinds of Values and Kinds of Reasons 

In everyday life, people are sometimes motivated by what we would like to call 
subject-neutral reasons. Recall our discussion of values simpliciter in section 2. 
Now, values simpliciter are what provide subject-neutral reasons, or so we want 
to say. We may define subject-neutral reasons in the following manner:  

Definition 2 
A subject S has a subject-neutral reason to strive for/try to prevent X iff S has 
that reason in virtue of X being good/bad simpliciter.11  

We mentioned above examples of states of affairs having positive value 
simpliciter such as a well-functioning medical system in a society, the establish-

 
8 One might want to ask for further justification here if one believes it possible for in-
stance for someone to rejoice in experiencing pain. Even if this is so, it still seems very 
hard to deny that there are intrinsically bad experiential properties.  
9 One might also think here of Nozick’s experience machine as speaking in favour of the 
point that what can ground value for us is not exhausted by the phenomenal character of 
our experiences. Nozick’s thought-experiment also highlights the significance that our ac-
cess to truth or reality can have for what is good/bad for us. See Nozick 1974 (1999: 42-45). 
10 To avoid complications that are irrelevant for our present discussion, we will also limit 
our definition of intrinsically good/bad properties to the case of experiential properties. 
11 We intend this formulation to be neutral with respect to the issue as to whether reasons 
are facts or mental states. (See amongst other Dancy 2000 and Alvarez 2010 for the for-
mer view, and see Davidson 1980 for the latter.) Saying that the agent has a subject-
neutral reason in virtue of an axiological fact is compatible with the view that the axio-
logical fact is itself the motivating reason. It is also compatible with the view that the 
recognition of that fact is the motivating reason. (We do assume, however, that one can 
have a reason and yet not recognize that this is so. Also, we would like to allow for cases 
where someone recognizes a reason without being moved by it.) Parallel remarks apply 
to the definitions of other kinds of reasons below.  
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ment of the rule of law or progress in philosophy. If one has a reason to bring 
about such states of affairs in virtue of their value simpliciter, then one has a 
subject-neutral reason. One may obviously also introduce a notion of subject-
neutrality for a specific kind of motivation: someone’s motivation for acting is 
subject-neutral just in case she is motivated by subject-neutral reasons or by ap-
parent subject-neutral reasons (we should allow that subject-neutral motivation 
can be based on errors about value simpliciter). To put it intuitively, you act for 
subject-neutral reasons if your motivation for acting is that you would like to 
make the world a better place. For instance, honest politicians should arguably 
act for subject-neutral reasons. If one struggles for a world where everyone has 
access to food, to medical help, to education and culture etc., then one acts for 
subject-neutral reasons. One struggles for such a world because one recognizes 
that the realisation of such conditions would be a good thing—that it would be, 
in other words, good simpliciter.12  

Arguably, it is more common for us in everyday life to be motivated by an-
other kind of reasons, which we will refer to here as subject-relative reasons:  

Definition 3  
A subject S has a subject-relative reason to strive for/try to prevent X iff 
there is a subject S' such that S has that reason in virtue of X being good/bad 
for that specific subject S'. 

If you try to prevent your child from being hurt, then you do not act in or-
der to make the world a better place. When you try to put your child out of 
harm’s way, you do not act to make sure that less people suffer overall. Your 
reason for acting is, rather, that you want to prevent something that would be 
bad for that particular subject. If you love a person, then a possible state of af-
fairs being good for that person provides a reason for you to act in favour of its 
realisation. It is surely part of what it is to love someone that one is moved by 
subject-relative reasons concerning that very person. Of course, a situation 
where there is a subject-relative reason to act is often also a situation where there 
is a subject-neutral reason to act. For instance, you might help your partner in 
order to bring about something good for her. But in many (though not in all) 
cases, something being good for your partner makes it a good thing simpliciter.13 
In such cases, you will normally be aware that what you intend to bring about is 
also good simpliciter precisely because it is good for her (and in virtue of being 
good for her). However, if you are like most of us (or so we claim), what moves 
you when you act in favour of your partner is not that the state of affairs you 

 
12 Values simpliciter can provide a subject-neutral reason to act for one person and yet fail 
to provide such a reason for someone else. For instance, say you are in a position to do 
something about the reduction of a dangerous chemical substance in drinking water. The 
fact that drinking water is contaminated is bad simpliciter and provides a reason for you 
to act accordingly. But that negative value may not provide other people with any reason 
for acting if they have no means to do anything about the drinking water. Hence, values 
simpliciter provide subject-neutral reasons to people depending on their specific situation. 
Such reasons are therefore not subject-neutral in the sense of being reasons for everybody 
independently of their specific role or position. Such reasons are subject-neutral in the 
precise sense (given by definition 2) of being grounded in values simpliciter. 
13 See note 4 for a discussion of a situation where this is not the case. 
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strive for is good simpliciter. Rather, you are moved by your recognition of its 
value for the person you love.14 

Now, some special cases of subject-relative reasons are of particular interest 
for our purpose here: cases where S and S' in definition 3 are identical. These are 
the cases of prudential rationality. For instance, we often act in favour of things 
we believe to be good for ourselves. If you take special care to eat healthy food, 
then you do not do so to make sure that there is an additional healthy person on 
Earth. You do so because you think that it is good for you. You do not listen to 
music because you wish to increase the total amount of aesthetic pleasure on the 
planet, even if you know that your listening to music does increase that amount. 
You do so for your own musical pleasure—that is, because it is something good 
for you. It would certainly be an over-intellectualization to assume that whenev-
er we accomplish what is pleasurable for ourselves, we always do so in order to 
achieve what we take to be good for ourselves. But we surely do so in many cas-
es. Pace Parfit, whose arguments at least partially undermine that apparently 
harmless assumption, we will assume for the moment that self-concern in that 
sense—being motivated to act by the recognition that something is good/bad for 
oneself—is not only perfectly normal and widespread but also rationally legiti-
mate. We will return in more detail to this point in what follows. For now 
though, let us call reasons of that kind de se subject-relative reasons and define 
them as follows:  

Definition 4  
A subject S has a de se subject-relative reason to strive for/try to prevent X iff 
S has that reason in virtue of X being good/bad for S.15  

Subject-relative reasons come in two different kinds, where each plays a dif-
ferent role in our cognitive architecture, or so we would like to suggest. Some 
subject-relative reasons are de se subject-relative reasons and they are related in 
obvious ways to de se attitudes when we recognize ourselves as having them. 
Other subject-relative reasons are directed at other subjects. We are motivated 

 
14 In many real-life cases, it might not be easy to tell whether a person is moved by sub-
ject-relative reasons or by the corresponding subject-neutral reasons. A medical doctor 
helping a stranger in a case of emergency can be moved by subject-neutral reasons and, 
we suppose, normally is moved by such reasons. Certainly, it is not uncommon for a per-
son with such a profession to be moved by both—by the subject-neutral reason that it is 
good simpliciter if the person in danger is rescued and by the subject-relative reason that 
it is good for that very person to get help. One can even imagine a situation where a med-
ical doctor’s sudden sympathy for a stranger makes her switch from pure subject-neutral 
motivation to primarily subject-relative motivation. In such a case, she first acted (main-
ly) in order to prevent a situation in which someone gets in serious medical trouble be-
cause she recognizes the negative value (simpliciter) of such a situation. After the switch, 
the medical doctor (mainly) acts in order to realize what is good for that particular per-
son. Perhaps one might even argue that it is in fact desirable to be moved in both ways in 
situations of that kind. The issue might be worth pursuing further in the context of virtue 
ethics, for instance. 
15 The definition allows that one can have a de se subject-relative reason and yet not know 
that this is so. For instance, you might have a de se subject-relative reason to avoid danger 
for yourself because you are in danger and you are in a position to avoid it, and yet not 
know that this is so because you haven’t recognised the danger—or because you have 
recognised the danger for a specific person without understanding that the person in dan-
ger is yourself.  
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by those reasons for instance when the subject for whom something is valuable 
is someone we care about. Both kinds of subject-relative reasons have in com-
mon that one has them in virtue of something being valuable for someone.  

To sum things up, we deem it helpful and enlightening to distinguish both 
between values simpliciter and values for someone as well as between corre-
sponding kinds of reasons (subject-neutral and subject-relative reasons) and mo-
tivation (subject-neutral and subject-relative motivations). In addition, it will 
prove useful for our argument to introduce a specific kind of reason with respect 
to time (subject-time-relative reason), as well as a specific kind of motivation 
(subject-time-relative motivation). Hence, we obtain the following parallel defi-
nition of a subject-time-relative reason:  

Definition 5 
A subject S has a subject-time-relative reason to strive for/try to prevent X iff 
S has that reason in virtue of X being good/bad for a specific subject S' at a 
specific moment m.  

It is not hard to find examples where someone has subject-time-relative rea-
sons to act in a specific way. For instance, the fact that it will be good for your 
son later in his life to be able to cook tasty food is a subject-time-relative reason 
for you to make sure that he acquires cooking skills now. Or, to take a different 
example, the fact that it will be good for you to remember your happy holidays 
in a concrete manner in a few years is a subject-time-relative reason for you to 
take pictures during your present holiday.  

One could be tempted to think that the relation between subject-neutral rea-
sons and subject-relative reasons is perfectly parallel to the one between subject-
relative reasons and subject-time-relative reasons. After all, from a formal per-
spective, one gets from one type of reason to the other by the mere introduction 
of a further parameter. One should note, however, that there is a crucial 
disanalogy here. As we’ve seen before, one may have both a subject-relative rea-
son and a subject-neutral reason speaking in favour of the same action. Yet, it 
does not follow that one is motivated to act by both reasons in such a case. For 
instance, as noted earlier, you may have a subject-relative reason and motiva-
tion to act in favour of someone you love and yet have no corresponding sub-
ject-neutral motivation. You act to make your mother happy because you are 
moved by the reason that this is good for her. Your mother’s happiness does 
make the world a better place; that she is happy is good simpliciter. However, it 
can well be the case that that value simpliciter does not motivate you when you 
strive for her happiness. It is possible to be moved by a subject-relative reason 
without being motivated by the corresponding subject-neutral reason, as this 
case shows. And such cases are even widespread. However, the analogous claim 
does not apply to subject-relative versus subject-time-relative reasons. The anal-
ogous claim would be this: you can be moved by a subject-time-relative reason 
without being moved by the corresponding subject-relative reason. Consider 
again one of our examples above. Can you be moved by the subject-time-relative 
reason that it is good for your son later in his life to have (later in his life) the 
capacity to cook without being moved by the corresponding subject-relative rea-
son that it is good for him (time-independently) to have that capacity later in his 
life? This does not appear to be possible. If you do something because you think 
it is good for your son in ten years, then you also do what you do because you 
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think that it is good for him (time-independently), or so one might plausibly ar-
gue.16  

 
5. Preparing the Argument: Transition from Intrinsic Value for 

Someone at a Time to Intrinsic Value for Someone 

We are now able to introduce the premises of our argument for the claim that, 
contrary to Parfit’s famous dictum, identity does matter. Let us first give a more 
precise content to that claim. The simple fact that a possible future event con-
cerns you and is good or bad for you makes a legitimate and rationally justified 
difference for the kind of motivation you have for doing something about it.17  

Let us consider a situation where a subject S knows at a moment m that a 
subject S' will experience sustained and agonising pain accompanied by unbear-
able anxiety at a later moment m'. Suppose the situation is such that it is possi-
ble for S at m to prevent that future misfortune. We will argue for the following 
claim with respect to this example. If S learns that she is S', then this makes a le-
gitimate and rationally justified difference for S’s motivation to prevent S' suffer-
ing at m'. Here is a more precise way to put the thesis we will be arguing for: (a) 
if S is identical to S', then S has a specific kind of reason, namely a de se subject-
relative reason, to avoid that S' is harmed at m' in virtue of that identity; (b) it is 
legitimate and rationally justified for S to be moved, in such a situation, by the 
relevant de se subject-relative reason. It would even be irrational not to be moved 
by such a reason, as we will argue below. 

To experience sustained and agonising pain and unbearable anxiety are 
paradigmatic examples of intrinsically bad experiential properties in the sense of 
definition 1. Let us refer to the conjunction of these properties with the letter E 
so as to formulate the first premise of our argument as follows:  

Premise P1 [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S' at m'. 

Premise P1 is hard to deny. If there are any intrinsically bad experiential 
properties in the sense of definition 1, then those chosen for our example are 
surely among them. Being in pain and in a state of anxiety are strict experiential 
properties: having them partly consists in the way it is like for any subject having 
them to have them. Furthermore, the specific way it is like to have them makes 
it a bad thing to have them. It is a bad thing to have them in virtue of their phe-

 
16 This disanalogy does not concern the relation between kinds of values or kinds of rea-
sons but only that between kinds of motivations. 
17 Parfit’s claims concerning prudential rationality are motivated by his metaphysical 
view about identity. He argues that identity between an earlier and a later existing per-
son—as we normally understand it—is an illusion. If this is so, then Parfit’s claims about 
prudential rationality would be hard to deny. Given the metaphysical foundations of his 
claims about practical rationality, one might think that in order to seriously undermine 
the latter one must address the former. We agree that a full discussion of Parfit’s views 
about rationality must include a response to his metaphysical motivation. In this paper, 
however, we focus on undermining his views about rationality directly. Since accepting 
the metaphysical view put forward by Parfit involves quite unavoidably endorsing his 
view about rationality, undermining the latter indirectly undermines the former as well. 
The ontological issue about transtemporal personal identity is directly addressed in a 
number of other publications by one of the authors: see Nida-Rümelin 2009, 2013, and 
2020c, lecture 3.  
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nomenal character—in virtue of the characteristic way it is like to have them. 
Premise 1 hardly needs any justification. Any reader who accepts the notion we 
introduced of an intrinsically bad experiential property will have to agree that 
the premise is justified with respect to the example at hand.  

The next premise of the argument is surely more controversial. For Parfit and 
his followers it might be natural to suspect that it already contains the deep error 
which lies, in their view, behind the common and natural assumption that identity 
matters for prudential rationality. We will come back below to possible objections. 
Let us first focus on explaining the content of the second premise and its intuitive 
motivation. According to that premise, it is a bad thing for a subject to have intrin-
sically bad experiential properties at any time in his or her life. It is bad for your 
son to suffer later in his life. You do not want him to suffer later in his life because 
you think that this is bad for him (time-independently) and you do not want any-
thing to happen which is bad for this particular person you love. You wish to 
avoid future harm for those you love because you think it is bad for them. You 
recognize that it is bad for them (time-independently) to suffer later in their life 
just like it is bad for them to have suffered earlier in their life.18 The idea is this: if 
having a given experiential property at moment m is intrinsically bad/good for 
any subject S at m in virtue of the way it is like to have that property, then it is a 
bad thing for any subject S to have that property at any moment in his or her life. 
To have such an intrinsically bad experiential property at any moment is bad for 
the subject concerned. One may formulate this premise as follows:  

Premise P2 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject at a time to intrinsic value for 
a subject] 

If the instantiation of an experiential property P by S at m is intrinsically bad 
for S at m, then the instantiation of P by S at m is intrinsically bad for S 
(time-independently).  

Perhaps one may defend the even stronger thesis that something’s being in-
trinsically bad for a subject S at a time is—in general—intrinsically bad for S. 
Such a general transition from being intrinsically bad for someone at a time to 
being intrinsically bad for that subject may seem plausible, but we will not use 
that claim here as a premise for two reasons. First, the general thesis is more dif-
ficult to judge by testing one’s intuitions. Second, it is always more cautious to 
use the weakest version of a claim which serves the purposes of one’s argument. 
For our argument to be valid we only need the relevant claim about the special 
case of properties that are bad to instantiate in virtue of the way it is like for the 
subject concerned to have them.  

The negative value of the instantiation of E by a subject S at a given mo-
ment m resides entirely in the way it is like for S to be involved in that particular 
instantiation. The intuition we would like to defend is this. If the instantiation of 
a property is bad in virtue of the way it is like to instantiate that property for the 
person S concerned, then to be involved in that instantiation is bad for S, no 
matter when during S’s life the instantiation occurs. According to this claim, it is 
intrinsically bad for a person to have intrinsically bad experiences at some mo-

 
18 Intuitions tend to be different for the future and the past case. We suggest that in both 
cases the transition from values for a person at a time to time-independent values for a 
person is equally valid. The difference underlying the impression that the two cases are 
not analogous is perhaps partly due to the fact that only in the future case we can still do 
something to prevent the realization of the state of affairs at issue. 
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ment m. On this view it is true to say of Anton at some arbitrarily chosen mo-
ment m' that his suffering at an earlier moment m is intrinsically bad for him, 
even though at m' he perhaps does not remember that suffering anymore. One 
must carefully distinguish two distinct claims in this context. It is one thing to 
say that such a statement about Anton is true when uttered at m' and quite a dif-
ferent thing to say that the past suffering is bad for Anton at m'. We claim with 
respect to Anton’s past or future suffering only the former but not the latter. It is 
bad for Anton to suffer at some specific moment m in his life and to say this is to 
express a truth no matter when one says it. However, it might be false to say 
that it is bad for Anton at m' that he suffers at m if m' is a moment different from 
m. If so, then to say the contrary is false whenever one says it.  

 
6. Completing the Argument: Transition from De Se Subject-

relative Value to Adequate Subject-relative Motivation 

We are now in a position to summarize and to complete our argument:  

Premise P1 [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S' at m'. 

Premise P2 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject at a time to intrinsic value for 
a subject] 

If the instantiation of an experiential property P by S at m is intrinsically bad 
for S at m, then the instantiation of P by S at m is intrinsically bad for S 
(time-independently). 

Premise P3 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject to de se subject-relative reason] 
If X is intrinsically bad for S, then S has a de se subject-relative reason to 
avoid X. 

Premise P4 [Transition from de se subject-relative reason to de se subject-relative moti-
vation] 

If S has a de se subject-relative reason to avoid X, then it is rationally permis-
sible for S to be motivated by her de se subject-relative reason to avoid X. 

Assumption included in the description of the kind of situation at issue: 
(A1) S is identical to S'.19 

Consequences: 
(C1) The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S (time-

independently).                      [From P1, P2, A1] 
(C2) S has a de se subject-relative reason to avoid the instantiation of E by S' 

at m'.                           [From C1, P3] 
(C3) It is rationally permissible for S to be motivated by her de se subject-

relative reason to avoid the instantiation of E by S' at m'.   [From C2, P4] 
Consequence C3, on its own, is not yet in contradiction with Parfit’s dictum 

that identity does not matter. However, if the justification given by the above ar-

 
19 Since the Parfitian declares identity between people to be illusory, one might think that 
she would simply deny A1. However, Parfit puts forward a notion of transtemporal per-
sonal identity which is freed from our usual mistakes about it and which does obtain in 
normal cases (see for instance Parfit 1984, ch. 11). Therefore, on her interpretation, a 
Parfitian should be ready to accept these assumptions about the example. 
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gument is correct, then the assumption A1 that the subject concerned is identical 
to the one undergoing the intrinsically bad experience is essential. Assumption A1 
is required in order to reach consequence C3. C3, therefore, applies to the kind of 
situation we consider because the agent is identical to the subject undergoing the 
later (possible) experience. We will see in the next section, however, that our Par-
fitian opponent has a strategy to undermine that reasoning. 

Moreover, we want to suggest that a stronger conclusion is justified as well. 
Namely: the conclusion that it is rationally required of an agent S (in the kind of 
situation considered) to be motivated by her de se subject-relative reason to avoid 
that S' instantiates E at m', provided that S has the relevant information. The 
relevant pieces of information in question can be formulated as follows: S knows 
that the instantiation of the experiential property E at m' is intrinsically bad for 
S' at m', and S knows that she is none other than S'. With a further plausible 
premise that we will introduce in a moment, it follows that S knows that the in-
stantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for her. Now, if someone knows 
that something is bad for her and yet is not moved by the corresponding de se 
subject-relative reason, then she thereby exhibits a form of practical irrationality. 
Therefore, it is not only permissible for a subject to be moved by her de se sub-
ject-relative reason in such a situation; it is, rather, even irrational for a subject 
in such a situation not to be moved by that reason.  

A precise formulation of the argument we just sketched can be articulated 
(see below) by making use of the three premises P1, P2 and P3 of the first ver-
sion of the argument above. The second version also makes use of P3 as a pre-
supposition of premise P4', which replaces P4, and it uses P2 as a presupposition 
of premise P5, which needs to be added. The argument uses again assumption 
A1 (identity between S and S'), as well as two additional assumptions about S’s 
epistemic situation, which characterize the kind of situation at issue: S knows 
that S' instantiates an intrinsically bad experiential property at m' and S knows 
that she is S'. 

Premise P1 [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S' at m'. 

Premise P2 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject at a time to intrinsic value for 
a subject] 

If the instantiation of an experiential property P by S at m is intrinsically bad 
for S at m, then the instantiation of P by S at m is intrinsically bad for S 
(time-independently). 

Premise P3 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject to de se subject-relative reason] 
If X is intrinsically bad for S, then S has a de se subject-relative reason to 
avoid X. 

Premise P4' [Transition from de se subject-relative reason to irrationality; presupposes 
P3] 

If S knows that X is bad for her and is not motivated by her corresponding de 
se subject-relative reason to avoid X, then S thereby exhibits a form of practi-
cal irrationality. 

Premise P5 [Knowledge of the content of P2; presupposes P2] 
S knows that for any subject it is bad (time-independently) to instantiate an 
intrinsically bad experiential property at some moment.  

Assumptions included in the description of the kind of situation at issue: 
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(A1)  S is identical to S'. 
(A2)  S knows that she is identical to S'.20          [Presupposes A1] 
(A3)  S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S' 

at m'.                         [Presupposes P1] 

We can now deduce the desired result in the following manner: 

(C1) The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S (time-
independently).                     [From P1, P2, A1] 

(C2) S has a de se subject-relative reason to avoid the instantiation of E by S' 
at m'.                           [From C1, P3] 

(C3') S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for 
S' (time-independently).                  [From A3, P5] 

(C4) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for 
her.                           [From C3', A2] 

(C5) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for her 
and she has the corresponding de se subject-relative reason to avoid the 
instantiation of E by S' at m'.                [From C4, C2] 

(C6) If S is not motivated to avoid the instantiation of E by S' at m' by her de 
se subject-relative reason to do so, then S thereby exhibits a form of 
practical irrationality.                     [From C5, P4'] 

If one accepts P3, then it is hard to see why one would resist the premise 
P4'. It seems to us highly plausible that it is part of what it is to be a rational 
agent that one is motivated by those de se subject-relative reasons that one recog-
nizes oneself as having. To recognize that one has de se subject-relative reasons 
for acting in order to avoid X is to see that one has such reasons in virtue of X be-
ing intrinsically bad for oneself. To see that one has such a reason and yet re-
main unmoved by it is clearly a form of irrationality, or so we would like to in-
sist. We would like to say something similar with respect to P5. If one accepts 
P2, then P5 is quite unproblematic. Arguably, it is part of our normal implicit 
conception that it is bad for a subject to have a bad experiential property at some 
time in her life. Moreover, a Parfitian philosopher is likely to agree that this is 
so. If P2 is true, then having that conception amounts to knowledge. 

 
7. A Parfitian Strategy to Undermine our Challenge 

According to the argument developed in the previous section, identity matters: it 
is rationally required of a person S to be motivated by a particular kind of rea-
sons (de se subject-relative reasons) to avoid the occurrence of an intrinsically 
bad experiential property in her own future life. Identity plays a role in our argu-
ment in two places: it is bad for a person S if an intrinsically bad experiential 
property is instantiated by a subject S' in case S = S' and in that case the instan-
tiation of that property is bad for S because S = S'.21 Furthermore, if S is not mo-

 
20 A2 must be read as attributing de se knowledge to S. The same applies to the relevant 
consequences that we draw.  
21 One may express in a somewhat technical manner how premise P2 leads to the result 
that identity matters. The transition from value for someone at a time to value for some-
one (time-independently) creates extensionality in the way required with respect to “S” in 
the assertion of value which now reads “X is bad for S”. We can replace “S” by an ex-
pression referring to the same subject without changing the truth value of that assertion. 
The situation is different for the original sentence “X is bad for S at moment m”. For a 



Why Should One Care About One’s Own Future? 

 

55 

tivated to act to avoid that future event (although S knows that the experiential 
property is intrinsically bad and that she is the one who is at risk of instantiating 
it), then S is irrational. S is irrational in that case because she has no such moti-
vation despite her knowledge that she is identical with the subject concerned. 
Therefore, knowing that one is identical with the person a future event will in-
volve does make a difference, according to our argument, for the question as to 
what one should rationally be motivated to do about that event.  

We would now like to explore how a philosopher who is convinced of the 
contrary thesis by Parfit’s arguments could or should react to our argument. In 
general, one will expect a counter-argument to a given argument to take the 
form of an attack on the premises used or the validity of the deduction leading 
to the relevant conclusion. In the present case, the dialectical situation is, how-
ever, of a special kind. A Parfitian is not opposed to the idea that, in normal life, 
we have reasons (or, perhaps even, are rationally required) to care about our 
own future. Rather, she opposes the idea that the fact that we have such reasons 
depends on that future being ours. Therefore, she need not reject the conclusion 
that S should be motivated to avoid the instantiation of an intrinsically bad ex-
periential property by a subject S' when S learns that she is S'. However, accord-
ing to Parfit, S has that reason only in virtue of a necessary condition for identi-
ty between S and S', a condition consisting in the fact that the mental states of S 
at m and the mental states of S at m’ are causally related in the appropriate way. 
Following Parfit, we will call that causal relation ‘relation R’, and we will refer to 
events standing in relation R to one another as being R-related.22 According to 
Parfit, as is well-known, identity between S (existing at m) and S’ (existing at 
m’) consists in the satisfaction of two conditions. First, the mental states of S 
and S' at the respective moments are R-related. Second, S' is the only subject ex-
isting at m’ whose mental states at m’ are R-related to those of S at m (uniqueness 
condition). The basic Parfitian idea here is this: whether or not the uniqueness 
condition holds should not make a difference for whether it is rational for S to 
be motivated to do something about the latter instantiation of an intrinsically 
bad property. Therefore, only the R-relation matters. S has a reason (at m) to 
prevent the instantiation of an intrinsically bad experiential property by S' at m' 
if S = S', but this is so only because the identity of S and S' involves that the 
mental states of S at m and the mental states of S' at m' are R-related. 

Given the dialectical situation just described, the Parfitian need not base 
her response on a denial of our premises. She could accept them and go on to 
argue that our argument expresses an ill-founded motivation for our conclusion. 
On our interpretation of our premises, this is surely what the Parfitian must do 
in response to our challenge. The Parfitian cannot accept our premises on the 
reading we intended and have explicated when we introduced them. However, 
she can accept all our premises on a different reading, namely on their re-
interpretation in Parfit’s theoretical framework. She can then go on to argue that 
the premises of our argument, which involve talking implicitly or explicitly of 

 
Parfitian, it is natural to assume that “S at moment m” is the relevant referential expres-
sion in that sentence. If so, then replacement salva veritate is only possible if the moment 
considered is the same as well. Even without that Parfitian assumption the sentence “X is 
bad for S at moment m” does not allow for the conclusion that X is bad for S at the earli-
er moment at which S deliberates about what to do.  
22 See Parfit 1984 (1986: 215). 



Julien Bugnon and Martine Nida-Rümelin 

 

56 

identity between subjects, are true only because identity between subjects re-
quires the right kind of causal connection between mental states. The Parfitian 
may therefore adopt the following general strategy in order to undermine our 
argument for the claim that identity matters: for each of our premises, she pro-
poses an analogue within her framework which does not involve identity but on-
ly causal connectedness by the R-relation. These premises then lead to a more 
general conclusion which implies our conclusion. According to Parfit’s account 
of identity (although not according to our understanding of identity concerning 
subjects), his proposed new premises will imply our premises. If the Parfitian 
can successfully do so and if each ersatz premise is acceptable, then she will 
have shown the failure of our argument. We mistakenly thought that our crucial 
assumptions depended on identity between S and S' while in reality only the R-
relation matters. The Parfitian will then have done two things at once. She will 
first have shown that we were wrong in concluding that S has a reason to avoid 
the later misfortune for S' in a case of identity between S and S' because of that 
identity. At the same time, she will also have proposed an error theory: we were 
under the illusion that identity plays a crucial role for reaching our conclusion 
because we overlooked that—on the correct account of transtemporal identity 
between subjects—our premises follow from premises which do not involve 
identity. We will now present and discuss a Parfitian rejoinder to our argument 
that follows the strategy just outlined.  

 
8. A Parfitian Version of Premise P1 

In formulating our argument, we make crucial use of the notion of value for 
someone and value for someone at a time. One may doubt, however, that these 
notions are acceptable for a philosopher sharing Parfit’s metaphysical views on 
which persons need not be mentioned in a complete description of reality. We 
may plausibly assume that Parfit would have defended the same metaphysical 
view with respect to the more general case of experiencing subjects. According 
to that view, to fully describe mental reality one only needs to talk of mental 
events and their causal interrelations, without saying anything about the exist-
ence of subjects and their identity across time.23 It is indeed difficult to see how 
one might incorporate the idea that events have values for a subject into a view 
of reality devoid of subjects. Perhaps Parfit would have simply rejected the no-
tion of value for a subject (simpliciter or at a time), as well as the notions of sub-
ject-relative reason and subject-relative motivation, since the latter notions are 
defined in terms of the former. As a consequence, he would thus have had rea-
sons to reject all premises of our argument since they all use one or more of 
these notions. Resisting the argument in this manner is probably the most radi-
cal of all possible Parfitian replies. The Parfitian motivation for rejecting subject-
relative value, reason, and motivation would be metaphysical in this case. In or-
der to defend our terminology against that reaction we would have to argue di-
rectly against Parfit’s metaphysical views of experiencing subjects. One may in-

 
23 This is the view explicitly defended in Parfit 1984 and it is the view we call ‘Parfitian’ 
here. We are not going to discuss if and how later variants of Parfit’s view might moti-
vate a different reaction to our argument. For a later variant of Parfit’s view, see for in-
stance Parfit 1999. Note that the view defended in this later paper would actually make it 
harder for the Parfitian to reject our premises on the ground that they use notions such as 
subject-relative reasons. 
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deed argue against Parfit’s metaphysical views in a number of different ways.24 
There is no room, however, to review these arguments in any detail here. That 
being said, we will later return to what is perhaps the most basic reason for us to 
reject his metaphysical views, a reason closely related to our understanding of 
experiential properties. For the moment though, let us put aside the radical Par-
fitian reaction that flatly rejects our terminology and let us move forward to the 
Parfitian strategy described above.  

Our first premise P1 (restated below) presupposes that there are intrinsically 
bad experiential properties in the sense of our definition: properties that are in-
trinsically bad in virtue of the way it is like for the one who has them to have 
them. As a result, P1 only tells us something about the kind of examples one 
should have in mind here, i.e. cases where the person S' instantiates at moment 
m' one of those intrinsically bad experiential properties.  

Premise P1 [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for S' at m'. 

A Parfitian will not deny that there are intrinsically bad ‘experiential 
events’. She can agree, furthermore, that such experiential events are intrinsical-
ly bad because they are instantiations of intrinsically bad experiential properties. 
But when it comes to the question as to what experiential properties are and 
why they are intrinsically bad (in those cases where they are), then the Parfitian 
will have trouble following our suggestions. According to our proposal, for a 
property to be an experiential property means that—in any instantiation of that 
property—there is some subject for whom there is a way it is like to instantiate 
it. It seems obvious that a Parfitian will reject that proposal. To accept our sug-
gestion would amount to admitting that experiences cannot occur without a 
bearer, without someone undergoing it. This would mean that—contrary to Par-
fit’s metaphysical view—reality cannot be fully described without mentioning 
experiencing subjects.  

It does not yet follow that a philosopher following Parfit must reject the 
claim that to have an intrinsically bad experiential property at a moment m is 
bad for the subject concerned at that moment. However, the Parfitian philoso-
pher who accepts premise P1 must reinterpret the notion of ‘something being 
bad for a subject S at a given moment m’ within her own metaphysical frame-
work. The natural way for a Parfitian to interpret that locution is along the fol-
lowing lines: there is a mental event occurring at m which is part of the chain of 
mental events constituting subject S and that event is the instantiation of an in-
trinsically bad property.  

It will be useful for the purpose of our discussion to use the notion of 
‘chains’ of mental events that are causally related to one another in the relevant 
manner. According to Parfit, specific chains of mental events constitute subjects. 
The mental events they contain must be causally related in the right manner (by 
the relation R) and the chain must neither fuse nor divide. In what follows, we 
will use the term R-chains for chains of mental events containing only events that 
stand in relation R to one another.25  

 
24 Compare Nida-Rümelin 2009 and 2020c, part IV.  
25 This is not a locution that—to our knowledge—Parfit himself uses. By talking in that 
way, we do not mean to imply that Parfit must be interpreted within a four-
dimensionalist framework. 
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It is interesting to note that, according to the Parfitian interpretation, the 
order of definitional reduction is inverted with respect to our own suggestion. 
While we defined what it is for a property to be intrinsically bad in terms of 
what it is for something to be intrinsically bad for a subject S at a time m, the 
Parfitian proposal under consideration explains intrinsic subject-time-relative 
value in terms of intrinsic value of properties. Given this, something gets lost—
or so we would say: the claim that the experiential event at issue is bad for a 
subject at a time is not explained (contrary to our proposal) by the way it is like 
for that subject to have that property at that time. In our view, there is an essen-
tial link between the nature of experiential properties and value for a subject at a 
time. The locution ‘for a subject’, we submit, occurs in the same sense within 
the attribution of subject-relative value as it occurs in the locution ‘there being 
something it’s like for someone’. There is no such essential link between value 
for a subject and the nature of experiential properties within the Parfitian 
framework. A Parfitian will regard this as a virtue; we hold it to be a vice. We 
will return to that point shortly.  

In light of the above considerations, it seems obvious how a Parfitian can 
and should formulate her replacement for our first premise, P1. Namely: the ex-
periential event at issue (the instantiation of E by S' at m') is intrinsically bad. To 
say further that it is bad for S' at m' does not add anything if we presuppose—in 
the description of our case—that it is a mental event of S' occurring at m'; in 
other words that it occurs at m' in the chain of causally interconnected events 
which constitute S'. On a Parfitian view, premise P1 is only a strange way to ex-
press that the experiential token event at issue is intrinsically bad. We thus ar-
rive at the following Parfitian replacement of our first premise:  

Premise P1* [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad.  

According to our description of the general Parfitian strategy, P1* should 
imply P1 on the Parfitian view. This is in fact the case. P1 is a trivial conse-
quence of P1* if we assume the above reading of what it is for an experiential 
event to be intrinsically bad for a subject S' at a time m': namely, to be intrinsi-
cally bad and to occur at m' within the R-chain constituting S'. The first of these 
conditions is explicitly expressed in P1*. The latter conditions are expressed by 
calling the event an instantiation of a property by S' at m' which presupposes—
by Parfitian lights—that the event occurs at m' in the R-chain constituting S'.26 

 
9. Criticizing the Parfitian Replacement of Premise P1 

If one thinks—as does the Parfitian according to the above diagnosis—that the 
intrinsic value of an experiential property is conceptually and ontologically 
more fundamental than subject-relative intrinsic value at a time, then the idea 
must be that the qualitative character ‘alone’ so to speak (of instantiations of 
that property) is constitutive of that intrinsic value. In our view, however, the 
idea that qualitative character could occur ‘alone’—without there being some-
one for whom it is like something to instantiate that property—does not make 
sense. The only sense that one can give to the locution that ‘a certain phenome-
nal quality occurs at a given moment’ is, in our view, that a specific experiential 

 
26 For simplicity, we are working here with a notion of consequence which includes 
among the consequences of a claim its presuppositions.  
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property is instantiated at that moment. Furthermore—as restated a moment 
ago—according to our understanding of experiential properties, any instantia-
tion of an experiential property E necessarily involves a subject S such that it is 
like something for S to instantiate E on that occasion. Accordingly, there is no 
way to separate qualitative character from there being something it is like for a 
subject at a given moment. Any instantiation of qualitative character is an in-
stantiation of qualitative character for someone.  

As a result, we would suggest, there is no way to understand what makes 
an experiential property intrinsically bad without having in mind the way it is 
like for subjects having that property to have it. It is the way it is like for subjects in-
stantiating an intrinsically good or bad property which grounds its intrinsic value. In 
other words, an experiential property can only be intrinsically bad in virtue of 
the way it is like for subjects to have that property at a given time. Hence, there 
is no way for intrinsic value to be grounded in phenomenal qualities in isolation. 
Such an idea turns out, or so we claim, to be conceptually confused. A given in-
stantiation of an experiential property can be intrinsically bad in virtue of its 
qualitative character only because it is intrinsically bad for the subject whose in-
stantiation of that property is the instantiation at issue. 

Furthermore, we cannot agree with P1* on the Parfitian reading. As ex-
plained above, the Parfitian reading excludes that one explains why the experi-
ence is intrinsically bad by reference to the way it is like for the subject con-
cerned to undergo it. In our view, this reveals not only a misunderstanding of in-
trinsic values of experiences but also a more fundamental misunderstanding of 
what experiential properties are, by their very nature. If our analysis is right, 
then a misconception of experience leads the Parfitian philosopher to a miscon-
ception of value as well.  

We just sketched our reasons for rejecting P1* on its Parfitian reading—
reasons that are based on our understanding of what it is for a property to be ex-
periential. Our view on the nature of experiential properties motivates our rejec-
tion of the Parfitian metaphysical view of experiencing subjects as well. Only 
mental events and their causal relations would have to be included in a complete 
Parfitian description of reality. Given our view on the nature of experiential 
properties, we insist that mentioning mental events, at least when they consist in 
the instantiation of experiential properties, involves, unavoidably, mentioning 
experiencing subjects as well. If we are right that an instantiation of an experien-
tial property requires there to be someone for whom there is a way it is like to 
have the property at issue, then no experience can occur without someone un-
dergoing it. We can now say how we react to the more radical Parfitian reply 
that rejects the notions of value for someone (time-independently and at a time). 
This reply is ultimately based on a metaphysical view which we take to be mis-
taken because it misconceives the nature of conscious experience. 

 
10. A Parfitian Replacement for Premise P2 

Our second premise relates value for someone at a time with time-independent 
value for someone:  

Premise P2 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject at a time to intrinsic value for 
a subject] 
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If the instantiation of an experiential property P by S at m is intrinsically bad 
for S at m, then the instantiation of P by S at m is intrinsically bad for S 
(time-independently). 

Our own motivation for P2 is simple and apparently obvious. It is bad for 
the subject S to instantiate an intrinsically bad experiential property at some 
moment m in his or her life, because it is subject S for whom there is a way it is 
like to have that property at m. It is bad for you to suffer at a later moment be-
cause it will be you for whom there is a way it is like to suffer at that moment. In 
general, in virtue of the way it is like for S to have an intrinsically bad experien-
tial property at a given moment, it is bad for S (time-independently) that she in-
stantiates that experiential property at m.  

A philosopher developing an argument against our challenge who follows 
the strategy described above must find a premise P2* which satisfies the follow-
ing conditions simultaneously:  

(a) Within the Parfitian framework, P2* must imply P2. 
(b) According to P2*, if the instantiation of an experiential property by a sub-

ject S at m is bad for S (time-independently), then this is not so because the 
subject undergoing the experience at m is identical with the one for 
whom this is bad (time-independently). Rather, it must be so in virtue of 
a relation which is compatible but does not require identity between the 
subject who undergoes the experience and the subject for whom we assess 
its intrinsic value.  

(c) The left-hand side of the conditional of P2* must coincide with P1* so 
that we can apply modus ponens.  

Bearing in mind the constraints (a) to (c) for the Parfitian replacement of 
P2, the following proposal seems very natural:  

Premise P2* [Transition from intrinsic value of experiences to intrinsic value for R-
chains] 

If the instantiation of an experiential property P is intrinsically bad, then the 
instantiation of P is intrinsically bad for any R-chain in which it occurs. 

Premise P2* obviously satisfies (c). So, let us have a look at the other two 
constraints. For (a) to be satisfied it must be the case that—within the Parfitian 
framework—the left-hand side of P2 implies the left-hand side of P2* and that 
the right-hand side of P2* implies the right-hand side of P2. This is in fact the 
case. Within a Parfitian framework, the only sense one can give to the left-hand 
side of P2 is to say that the experiential event at issue is intrinsically bad. If so, 
then the left-hand side of P2 trivially implies (within the Parfitian framework) 
the left-hand side of P2*. (The latter implication also holds in our understanding 
of these assertions.) 

To see that in the Parfitian framework the right-hand side of P2* implies the 
right-hand side of P2, we must recall Parfit’s theory with respect to transtemporal 
personal identity (which, we assume, applies also to experiencing subjects). Ac-
cording to that theory, a subject S who exists at an earlier moment m is identical 
with a subject S' who exists at a later moment m' if and only if (i) the mental 
states of S at m are causally connected in the right way with the mental states of 
S at m’ (that is, these mental states are R-related) and (ii) no other subject exist-
ing at m' has mental states at m' which are R-related with those of S at m. With-
in that framework, experiencing subjects are special R-chains; they are R-chains 
where no fusion nor fission occurs. It follows that the right-hand side of P2* im-
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plies the right-hand side of P2. This completes our argument that P2* does in-
deed satisfy constraint (a), as is required for the Parfitian argument to succeed.  

According to the argument we are considering, P2 is true in virtue of P2*. 
In other words, it is intrinsically bad for a subject S if it instantiates an intrinsi-
cally bad experiential property at some point in his or her life only because the 
instantiation of that property belongs to the R-chain which is that subject. P2* 
does not in any way capture the intuition underlying P2. The idea that the in-
stantiation of an intrinsically bad experiential property at some point in a per-
son’s life is intrinsically bad for that person (time-independently) because it is 
that person for whom there is a way it will be like to have that property is lost in 
the proposed replacement for P2. However, that in itself is no argument against 
the proposal from the Parfitian point of view. To the contrary, this is, according 
to the Parfitian view, exactly the way it should be, since on that view the intui-
tion underlying P2 is misguided. The underlying intuition, or so the Parfitian 
will tend to argue, is incompatible with the metaphysical view of mental reality 
that we are rationally required to adopt.  

 
11. Criticizing the Parfitian Replacement of Premise P2 

P1* has a reading which allows us to accept that premise as true. There is no 
such reading in the case of P2*. On the contrary, there seem to be a number of 
decisive reasons for rejecting P2*. P2* generalizes the notion of something being 
bad for an individual X in such a way that the notion becomes applicable in cas-
es where X is not an experiencing subject. We find it hard or impossible to make 
sense of such a generalized notion. In our view, understanding the relevant 
sense in which things can be bad for a person—in particular, understanding the 
sense in which token experiences can be intrinsically bad for an individual X 
(time-independently)—presupposes that X is a subject. But chains that fuse or 
divide are not subjects.  

An important reason for rejecting P2* has to do with what we take to be the 
best motivation for P2. According to P2* whether an experience occurring at a 
later moment is your experience or someone else’s does not play any role for 
whether or not the occurrence of that experience is intrinsically bad for you. 
This means, given the nature of experiential properties, that, according to P2*, 
for the intrinsic value a token experience has for you, it is irrelevant if there will 
be a way it is like for you to undergo it. If one understands and accepts the no-
tion of experiential properties as introduced before, then one will have to say 
that this result is plainly absurd. Of course, a convinced Parfitian will not be im-
pressed. She will rather try to show that our notion of an experiential property is 
somehow based on a cognitive illusion. She might argue that this notion makes 
no sense—or perhaps that even if it makes sense, it has no extension. Even 
though it will be difficult, at this point, to continue exchanging arguments, one 
will have made progress in reaching a better understanding of where the deeper 
disagreement lies. The disagreement has its origin, once again, in a disagree-
ment about what experiential properties are—in other words, in a disagreement 
about what conscious experience consists in.  

A further reason for rejecting P2* stems from its metaphysical motivation, 
which we take to be mistaken. A typical Parfitian argument in favour of P2* re-
lies on the idea that there is no genuine factual difference in the relation between 
a subject S existing at moment m and a given future token experience (a) in a 
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case where the experience is an experience of S, and (b) in a case where the ex-
perience is only R-related to the mental states of S at m but does not belong to S. 
The Parfitian account implies that there is no such genuine factual difference 
since the only difference between the two cases consists, according to that ac-
count, in the satisfaction versus violation of the uniqueness condition. From our 
point of view this consequence of the Parfitian theory is a reductio ad absurdum. 
There is a factual difference between the two cases, we would insist, a difference 
clear enough to be grasped: in the case of identity, there is a way it is like for S 
to undergo that experience, whereas in the case of R-relatedness without identi-
ty, there is none. A Parfitian must insist that we only appear to be able to grasp 
a genuine difference when we understand the previous claim. Parfit often admit-
ted that his claims about identity are hard to believe. We would rather claim 
that the present consequence is not only hard but impossible to seriously en-
dorse. As already noted, there are a number of further reasons for rejecting Par-
fit’s metaphysical claims about mental reality. Every such reason is, a fortiori, a 
reason to reject P2*, for P2* is based on those (in our view untenable) metaphys-
ical assumptions.  

There is a related worry here, which is not itself directly a reason to reject 
P2*. It is rather a way to object to the role P2* is supposed to play in the Par-
fitian overall counter-argument. For the strategy to work, P2* should imply 
P2—and it does, according to the Parfitian thesis about the transtemporal identi-
ty of experiencing subjects. However, we reject that thesis. We reject it precisely 
because it overlooks the essential link between (i) S being identical to the subject 
undergoing a future experience and (ii) there being a way it is like for S to un-
dergo that experience. Parfit and his followers can accept that the identity at is-
sue holds if and only if (ii) is the case. However, their account of identity implies 
the following claim: that there is a way it is like for S to undergo the future expe-
rience E consists in the fact that the future experience is R-related to S’s mental 
states and the fact that there is no other subject existing at m' whose mental 
states are related to S’s states at m in this manner. But Parfit himself provides 
the best reason for saying that this explanation cannot be adequate. According 
to that explanation, whether or not you are the one for whom there will be a 
way it is like to instantiate a given experiential property at a future moment de-
pends on whether there is more than one subject R-related to your mental states 
now. If one acknowledges that there is a factual difference between there being a 
way it is like for S to undergo a future experience and there being no way it is 
like for S to undergo it, then it seems clear that this difference cannot depend on 
the fulfilment of the uniqueness requirement.27 We claim that one must concede 
that there is such a factual difference. If so, then the Parfitian account of 
transtemporal identity for experiencing subjects must be rejected. The Parfitian 
will surely disagree. She is likely to insist that the intuitions on which we rely 
(i.e. that there is a factual difference between the two cases) are cognitive illu-
sions and should not be taken seriously. Perhaps then the substantial progress of 
this discussion is that it shows that one cannot accept the apparently harmless 
notion of experiential properties we propose if one follows Parfit in his views 
about identity and prudential rationality. Following Parfit in that respect com-
mits one to deep suspicion about the way we naturally think of conscious expe-

 
27 For a more elaborated version of this reasoning, see Nida-Rümelin 2006, sections 3.10, 
4.3 and 4.6. 
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rience itself—a way captured, or so we claim, in an intuitively accessible way in 
the account of experiential properties we suggested.  

 
12. Completing the Parfitian Parallel Argument 

It seems clear from Parfit’s writings that he accepts that one has reasons to care 
about one’s ‘successors’.28 He thus implicitly accepts the existence of what one 
may call de se (R-)chain-relative reasons. A subject-relative reason (in our termi-
nology) is a reason one has because something is good/bad for a particular sub-
ject. Analogously, a chain-relative reason is a reason one has because something 
is good/bad for a particular R-chain. A de se subject-relative reason is a reason 
an agent has if she is the one for whom something is good/bad. Analogously, de 
se chain-relative reasons are reasons one has because something is good/bad for 
an R-chain to which one’s present mental states belong. We assume in what fol-
lows that a Parfitian can accept the proposed terminology and would be ready to 
use it in order to reject our argument. With these preparations in mind, it will be 
obvious how one must complete the Parfitian argument. Let us first recall prem-
ises P3 and P4 used in the argument above:  

Premise P3 [Transition from intrinsic value for a subject to de se subject-relative reason] 
If X is intrinsically bad for S, then S has a de se subject-relative reason to 
avoid X. 

Premise P4 [Transition from de se subject-relative reason to adequate motivation]  
If S has a de se subject-relative reason to avoid X, then it is rationally permis-
sible for S to be motivated by her de se subject-relative reason to avoid X.  

The Parfitian can replace these premises by the following assertions:  

Premise P3* [Transition from intrinsic value for an R-chain to de se chain-relative reason]  
If X is intrinsically bad for an R-chain and if S’s mental states at moment m be-
long to that R-chain, then S at m has a de se chain-relative reason to avoid X. 

Premise P4* [Transition from de se chain-relative reason to adequate motivation]  
If S has a de se chain-relative reason at m to avoid X, then it is rationally 
permissible for S to be motivated at m by her de se chain-relative reason to 
avoid X. 

On a Parfitian understanding, de se subject-relative reasons are reasons only 
in virtue of the fact that what is bad/good for a subject is bad/good for an R-
chain. Only chain-relative reasons really count: subject-relative reasons ultimate-
ly reduce to chain-relative reasons. If one accepts this view of the relation be-
tween subject-relative reasons and chain-relative reasons, and of the relation be-
tween subject-relative values and chain-relative values mentioned earlier, then 
one will conclude that P3* implies P3 and that P4* implies P4. The important 
idea here is that P3 is only true in virtue of P3* being true and P4 is only true in 
virtue of P4* being true.  

In order to be able to state the Parfitian parallel argument with all its premis-
es, we have to recall the premises P1* and P2* discussed in detail above and we 
must add the following assumption A1* (formulated within the Parfitian frame-
work), which replaces the assumption of identity between the subject suffering at 
moment m' and the subject deliberating about what to do at moment m: 

 
28 See among others Parfit 1984, ch. 13. 
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Premise P1* [Intrinsic value in virtue of phenomenal character] 
The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad. 

Premise P2* [Transition from intrinsic value of experiences to intrinsic value for R-
chains] 

If the instantiation of an experiential property P is intrinsically bad, then the 
instantiation of P is intrinsically bad for any R-chain in which it occurs. 

(A1*) There is an R-chain C such that the mental states of S at m and the 
mental states of S' at m' belong to C.  

On the Parfitian view, A1* is a consequence of the assumption that—in the 
situations relevant for our argument—S is identical to S'. We can now deduce 
the desired result in the following way:  

Consequences: 
(C1*) The instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for any R-chain in 

which it occurs.                     [From P1*, P2*] 
(C2*) S at m has a de se chain-relative reason to avoid the instantiation of E 

by S' at m'.                      [From C1*, A1*, P3*] 
(C3*) It is rationally permissible for S at m to be motivated by her de se chain-

relative reason to avoid the instantiation of E by S' at m'. [From C2*, P4*] 
If one concedes all the premises of the Parfitian parallel argument, then one 

must admit that it successfully shows that identity does not matter. On the Par-
fitian view, C3 must be reinterpreted as a trivial consequence of C3*. The Par-
fitian will then have shown that C3 is true only in virtue of the agent and the lat-
er experiencer being causally connected in the appropriate way and not in virtue 
of their assumed identity. This is so, she may claim, since C3 can be adequately 
motivated by and deduced from C3*, which in turn follows from the proposed 
premises and features of the example without any use of the assumption of iden-
tity between the agent and the later experiencer. Furthermore, the Parfitian has 
an elegant error theory at her disposal. Our premises (which crucially involve 
the assumption of identity) follow from Parfitian premises which do not involve 
identity. From a Parfitian perspective, all these premises are acceptable when 
understood as motivated by the corresponding Parfitian premises. This is where 
our main mistake lies, from a Parfitian point of view: we overlook that the real 
justification of each of our premises can be expressed in a framework which 
does not speak of transtemporal identity of subjects. According to the Parfitian, 
no agent ever has a reason for avoiding later suffering by a later existing experi-
encer in virtue of being himself or herself that later experiencer. Furthermore, if 
it is, in a given case, rationally permissible to be motivated to act in order to avoid 
that later experience, then this is never so in virtue of the agent’s identity with 
the one who will undergo the experience. 

The Parfitian philosopher can even accept the stronger conclusion we ar-
gued for in section 6. She can thus agree with us that it is a form of practical irra-
tionality not to be moved by one’s de se subject-relative reason when one has the 
relevant information. However, she can apply again the same kind of strategy 
and argue for a result that implies ours but that can be deduced from premises 
that do not involve identity nor knowledge about identity with the subject suffer-
ing at the later moment. Let us first recall the premises P4' and P5 used in the 
version of the argument for the stronger result concerning irrationality: 

Premise P4' [Transition from de se subject-relative reason to irrationality; presupposes P3] 
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If S knows that X is bad for her and is not motivated by her corresponding de 
se subject-relative reason to avoid X, then S thereby exhibits a form of practi-
cal irrationality. 

Premise P5 [Knowledge of the content of P2; presupposes P2] 
S knows that for any subject it is bad (time-independently) to instantiate an 
intrinsically bad experiential property at some moment.  

The Parfitian who follows the strategy just mentioned can then replace 
these premises by the following assertions:  

Premise P4'* [Transition from de se chain-relative reason to irrationality; presupposes P3*] 
If S knows that X is bad for an R-chain she belongs to and is not motivated 
by her corresponding de se chain-relative reason to avoid X, then S thereby 
exhibits a form of practical irrationality. 

Premise P5* [Knowledge of the content of P2*; presupposes P2*] 
S knows that for any R-chain it is bad to instantiate an intrinsically bad expe-
riential property at some moment. 

The epistemic assumptions (characterizing the kind of situation at issue) 
concerning identity and intrinsic value can be replaced as follows: 

(A2*) S knows at m that there is an R-chain C such that her mental states at 
m and S’s mental states at m’ belong to C.29 [Presupposes A1*] 

(A3*) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad. [Pre-
supposes P1*] 

The desired result can then be deduced as follows: 

(C3'*) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for 
any R-chain in which it occurs.             [From A3*, P5*] 

(C4*) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for 
an R-chain she belongs to.              [From C3'*, A2*] 

(C5*) S knows that the instantiation of E by S' at m' is intrinsically bad for a 
R-chain she belongs to and she has the corresponding de se chain-relative 
reason to avoid the instantiation of E by S' at m'.      [From C4*, C2*] 

(C6*) If S is not motivated to avoid the instantiation of E by S' at m' by her 
de se chain-relative reason to do so, then S thereby exhibits a form of 
practical irrationality.                 [From C5*, P4'*] 

In the Parfitian framework, C6* implies our result about practical irration-
ality. Recall that the Parfitian can readily agree with our claim that it is irration-
al not to be moved by one’s de se subject-relative reason if one has the relevant 
information. Yet she can insist that this is so only because de se subject-relative 
reasons are a special case of de se chain-relative reasons. Moreover, the Parfitian 
will suggest that any de se subject-relative reason is a reason to act in a particular 
way only because it is a de se chain-relative reason. In perfect analogy with her 
reaction to our argument for the weaker claim, the Parfitian can accept our re-
sult and yet insist that our claim concerning practical irrationality does not es-
sentially depend on any assumption about identity or knowledge about identity. 

 
 

29 There might be an epistemic issue about A2* raised by a referee of this paper. How can 
the subject concerned know of a future subject that she stands in psychological continuity 
to her? We propose to simply include this assumption by stipulation as an element char-
acterizing the kind of situation we consider here. 
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13. Completing our Evaluation of the Parfitian Reply 

It will already be quite clear why we do not accept the Parfitian reply to the ar-
gument concerning rational permissibility. We have explained at some length 
our objections to P1* and P2*. We also said why we disagree with the claim 
(which underlies the Parfitian error theory) that P2 is a consequence of P2*. Of 
course it would be enough in order to defend our argument to undermine one of 
the Parfitian premises. But it will contribute, or so we hope, to a clearer under-
standing of the nature of our disagreement with Parfit if we also critically dis-
cuss the remaining premises of that part of the Parfitian reply presented above, 
namely P3* and P4*.  

De se chain-relative reasons a person has at a given moment to avoid a pos-
sible future experience are reasons the person has in virtue of the causal relation 
existing between her present mental states and the future experience. However, 
we cannot see how such causal relations can be relevant at all for having such a 
reason. Why should I care about a future suffering because that suffering is R-
related to my present mental states? I might care about the fate of a future per-
son who is in the right way causally related to me because she is disposed and 
able to carry on my present projects.30 I might even want to avoid suffering for 
her as far as it might prevent her from carrying on my present projects. But we 
are interested here in the reasons one has for avoiding suffering in virtue of its 
intrinsically bad phenomenal character. However, it is hard to see how such a 
non-instrumentally motivated avoidance of intrinsically bad experiences can be 
justified by the fact that they are R-related to my present mental states. Putting 
all instrumental reasons aside, it is not clear at all why one should care 
more about a future intrinsically bad experience when it is causally related to 
one’s own present mental states than when it is not so related. We conclude, 
therefore, that P3* lacks any intuitive motivation.  

We deny, of course, that P3* implies P3 on the reading we have in mind 
and we reject the Parfitian reading of our premise P3. On our understanding of 
de se subject-relative reasons, they are not a special case of de se chain-relative 
reasons. They would indeed be such a special case if such reasons for a given 
agent existed in virtue of the fact that something is bad for an R-chain to which 
the present mental states of the agent belong. But this is exactly what we deny, 
for we cannot see how subject-relative reasons could exist in virtue of belong-
ingness to a given R-chain. 

As far as P4* is concerned, we do not want to put it into question. If it is 
true that one has a de se chain-relative reasons to act in a certain way, then it is 
certainly rationally permissible that one is moved by that reason. However, 
since we reject the view that de se subject-relative reasons are a subcase of de se 
chain-relative reasons, we disagree with the Parfitian assumption that P4 is true 
in virtue of the truth of P4*. For this to be the case, P4* should at least imply P4 
but, on our understanding of de se subject-relative reasons, this is not the case. 

Let us finally look at the Parfitian reply considered above for the second 
version of our argument, the version which aims to show that it is irrational not 
to be moved by de se subject-relative reasons in the kind of situation considered. 
In addition to our criticism of P1* and P2*, we have two main objections 
against the Parfitian reasoning here. First, P4’* presupposes P3* and, as argued 

 
30 See for instance Parfit 1984 (1986: 310). 
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before, we do not see any good reason for accepting P3*. Second—as explained 
earlier as well—on our understanding of de se subject-relative reasons, they are 
not a special case of de se chain-relative reasons. Therefore, the result of the Par-
fitian version of the argument concerning irrationality does not imply our result. 
Hence, the Parfitian strategy fails against the second version of our argument as 
well. 

 
14. Is Our Argument Question-begging?  

There is little doubt that some readers will have thought all along that our ar-
gument against the Parfitian claim that identity does not matter might be ques-
tion-begging. The terminology used and at least some of the premises (in partic-
ular premise P2 and premise P3) will immediately appear ‘anti-Parfitian’ to 
those familiar with Parfit’s views. Our response may surprise some of our read-
ers. We would like to admit that—on some legitimate understanding of what it 
is for an argument to be question-begging—our argument is indeed question-
begging against the claim that identity does not matter or against the Parfitian 
view this claim is part of. However, we do not share the maybe widespread 
background assumption that arguments which are question-begging (in some de-
fensible sense of that term) are generally of no philosophical use or interest. We 
would like to briefly motivate this attitude.  

One should remember in this context that it is no easy task to say what exact-
ly question-begging arguments are if one wishes to avoid the absurd conclusion 
that any sound argument falls into that category.31 According to a common pre-
liminary understanding, a question-begging argument presupposes or uses its con-
clusion already in its premises. Obviously, the concept should not be restricted to 
trivial cases where the conclusion explicitly occurs in the premises. Any definition 
of what it is for an argument to be question-begging must cover cases where the 
conclusion is presupposed in the premises in an implicit and hidden manner. 
Now, an easy way to say what it is for a set of given assumptions A1, A2, … An to 
implicitly presuppose a certain claim C is to say that A1 … An taken together are 
incompatible with the negation of C. But this is just to say that A1 … An imply C. 
Obviously, on such a naive understanding of ‘implicit presupposition’, any sound 
deductive argument would be question-begging. In order to serve its purpose of 
characterizing an argumentative mistake, one needs to develop a notion of ‘ques-
tion-begging’ based on a different understanding of ‘implicit presupposition’ or 
one must replace it in one’s account by something else. 

There is no room here to get into that interesting methodological debate—
and we do not need to do so for what we would like to say. We would like to 
motivate our conviction that one need not worry too much whether a given 
philosophical argument is question-begging. For that purpose, no specific ac-
count of what it is for an argument to be question-begging is required. Our point 
is the following: it is a vice for an argument to be question-begging if its primary 
purpose is to convince the person or theorist the argument addresses. It is not 
clear at all, however, that arguments serving different purposes must not be 
question-begging. We would like to suggest that philosophical arguments often 
or even normally do not have the primary function or purpose to convince one’s 
philosophical opponent. 

 
31 See Lippert-Rasmussen 2001. 
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When an argument is used with the primary purpose of convincing, then 
the premises should—even upon careful reflection—be such that the addressee 
can hardly deny them. Ideally, they should already be part of what the addressee 
believes anyway. The argument’s purpose then is to show that the addressee 
must admit the conclusion as well given her own convictions. If an argument’s 
primary purpose is to convince, then the conclusion should not be implicitly as-
sumed in its premises. Otherwise, or so one may argue, the addressee—in the in-
teresting case where she is not already convinced of the conclusion—will not be 
disposed to accept the premises. These remarks would certainly require further 
clarification but one can surely defend the following claim: arguments whose 
primary purpose is to convince the addressee of the truth of their conclusion are 
unlikely to do so (at least for a rational addressee) if they are question-begging. 
This is why it is commonly assumed that question-begging arguments are to be 
avoided. An account of what it is to be question-begging should respect the 
pragmatic constraint of capturing those cases where the conclusion is in some 
way ‘contained’ in the premises of the argument. For that makes the argument 
of no use to convince other thinkers that they are rationally forced to accept its 
conclusion in the light of their own views.  

That being said, we are convinced that the value of exchanging arguments 
in philosophy does not exhaustively depend on their potential to convince philo-
sophical opponents that they must abandon their view and accept a conclusion 
that is incompatible with their theoretical outlook. Even though philosophers do 
and should strive for the truth, the main point of the exchange of arguments in a 
philosopher’s daily work is not to strive for general convergence of opinion 
among philosophers working in the same field. Philosophers are not naive 
enough to always expect that the arguments they develop in their writings will 
contribute to a substantial convergence of philosophical opinion. The real pur-
pose and the intellectual value of exchanging detailed arguments in philosophy 
is not primarily their potential to convince the opponent (although this may 
happen occasionally) but rather their contribution to other aspects of philosoph-
ical progress. Elaborated arguments in a given field may contribute to our un-
derstanding of what really is at stake when theorists deeply disagree about a spe-
cific issue. They may contribute to clarifying the landscape of coherent views 
with respect to a given problem. They may uncover interesting interrelations be-
tween issues in distinct fields of philosophy. They may help us to understand the 
intuitions underlying our natural convictions and the way they are interconnect-
ed. They may help us to see why we tend to find a given view intuitively attrac-
tive or rather counter-intuitive. All these purposes may well be served by an ar-
gument which has little or no potential to convince the opponent because its 
premises are neither part of what the opponent already accepts nor part of what 
she tends to accept upon reflection nor part of what she is rationally required to 
accept. There is no reason to assume that a question-begging argument cannot 
serve all these and further valuable purposes and thereby contribute to philo-
sophical progress.  

If these reflections are on the right track, then one should not worry too 
much whether the argument we develop in this paper is question-begging. Even 
if it is, we hope that reflection on that argument and the various ways a Parfitian 
may respond can contribute to some of the purposes mentioned. For instance, 
we hope that it might contribute to a better understanding of what is really at 
stake in the dispute as to whether identity matters for prudential rationality. We 
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also hope that it sheds some light on the deep interconnections between issues 
about value and issues about the nature of phenomenal consciousness.32 
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Abstract 
 

Parfit argues that if we come to believe his theory of personal identity, we should 
care differently about the future. Amongst others, we can redescribe death in 
ways that make it seem less bad. I consider three challenges to his reasoning. 
First, according to the Argument from Above, a fact, event, or state of affairs can be 
good or bad independently of the value or disvalue of its constituents. Death 
could thus be bad even if R-relatedness matters and some degree of it is gets pre-
served. Second, I argue that the Extreme Claim and the Moderate Claim suggest that 
it is unclear whether what we are left with in Parfit’s picture is less bad than 
death. Third, I propose that in light of the foregoing, we might still regard Parfit’s 
redescription and its suggested effects on our concern as rationally permissible. 
However, I claim that rational permissibility does not fully deliver upon the 
promise that the redescription is also consoling. Despite these challenges, I con-
clude that Parfit has given us valuable prompts for reconsidering our attitudes to-
wards death. He has set an inspiring example for how philosophical arguments 
can show us new ways of thinking about ourselves and our practical concerns. 
 
Keywords: Parfit, Death, Concern, Personal identity, Rationality. 

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Parfit argues that if we come to believe his theory of personal identity, we 
should care differently about the future. Amongst others, we can redescribe 
death in ways that make it seem less bad. In the following, I examine whether 
his theory lives up to this claim. I argue that despite a number of challenges to 
this project, his attitude towards death, while not necessitated by his views on 
personal identity, is indeed rationally permissible. Unfortunately, the mere per-
missibility of alternative ways of caring about the future is not exactly what we 
were hoping for when seeking consolation about the prospect of death. 

My discussion will sidestep two broader issues. First, there is a long-
standing debate about what exactly makes death bad for us. In the following, I 
stay neutral on this topic as far as possible. Second, Parfit and others have re-
ceived criticism for suggesting that personal identity partly depends on the way 
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one describes the world (Olson 1997). In the following, I am not so much con-
cerned with whether personal identity is a matter of description. Instead, I will 
focus on the question: if personal identity turns at least partly on descriptions, 
could this make death less bad? 

2. Parfit’s Liberation from the Self 

Parfit believes that our attitudes towards death are entangled with beliefs about 
personal identity: 

 
Egoism, the fear not of near but of distant death, the regret that so much of one’s 
only life should have gone by—these are not, I think, wholly natural or instinctive. 
They are all strengthened by the beliefs about personal identity which I have been 
attacking. If we give up these beliefs, they should be weakened (Parfit 1971: 27). 
 

According to Parfit, the truth about personal identity is that it consists in other rela-
tions. What makes a future self my future self is “the holding of certain more par-
ticular facts” (Parfit 1984: 210), in particular “the existence of a brain and body, 
and the occurrence of a series of interrelated physical and mental events” (Parfit 
1984: 211). There is no “further fact” (Parfit 1984: 210) of personal identity. 

 
Is the truth depressing? Some may find it so. But I find it liberating, and consol-
ing. When I believed that my existence was such a further fact, I seemed impris-
oned in myself. My life seemed like a glass tunnel, through which I was moving 
faster every year, and at the end of which there was darkness. When I changed 
my view, the walls of my glass tunnel disappeared. I now live in the open air. 
There is still a difference between my life and the lives of other people. But the 
difference is less. Other people are closer. I am less concerned about the rest of 
my own life, and more concerned about the lives of others. 

When I believed the Non-Reductionist View, I also cared more about my inev-
itable death. After my death, there will [be] no one living who will be me. I can 
now redescribe this fact. Though there will later be many experiences, none of 
these experiences will be connected to my present experiences by chains of such 
direct connections as those involved in experience-memory, or in the carrying of 
an earlier intention. Some of these future experiences may be related to my pre-
sent experiences in less direct ways. There will later be some memories about my 
life. And there may later be thoughts that are influenced by mine, or things done as 
the result of my advice. My death will break the more direct relations between my 
present experiences and future experiences, but it will not break various other rela-
tions. This is all there is to the fact that there will be no one living who will be me. 
Now that I have seen this, my death seems to me less bad (Parfit 1984: 281). 

 
Parfit suggests that according to his theory, there is no principled difference be-
tween our relation to others and our relation to our future selves. While direct 
experiential connections will come to a halt upon death, some future experienc-
es will still be shaped by our present experiences through various other relations. 
Death thus seems less bad. He even specifies that death can be redescribed in 
ways that make it disappear:  
 

Wolf makes another prediction. If we ceased to care about identity, we might 
“aspire to and accomplish less”. We might try to avoid any major psychological 
change, because such a change would seem in advance like “an early death” 
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(Wolf 1986: 712). But such changes do not seem to me like death. Indeed, when 
it is better described, even death does not seem like death. Instead of thinking, “I 
shall die,” I should think, “After a certain time, none of the experiences that oc-
cur will be connected, in certain ways, to these present experiences.” In this re-
description my death seems to disappear (Parfit 1986: 837).  

 
Later, he reiterates: 

 
Consider the fact that, in a few years, I shall be dead. This fact can seem depress-
ing. But the reality is only this. After a certain time, none of the thoughts and ex-
periences that occur will be directly causally related to this brain, or be connected 
in certain ways to these present experiences. That is all this fact involves. And, in 
that redescription, my death seems to disappear (Parfit 1995: 45). 
 

One obstacle towards interpreting these passages is Parfit’s own distinction be-
tween the way his theory would actually affect our attitudes and emotions on the 
one hand, and the justifiedness of its effects on the other (Parfit 1984: 308). Even 
upon coming to believe his theory of personal identity, Parfit finds that “I am 
still much more concerned than I would be about the future of a mere stranger” 
(Parfit 1984: 308), and wonders whether this attitude is justified. Given that he 
frames his discussion of death as “simply a report of psychological effects” (Par-
fit 1984: 282), this raises the question whether he merely reports an actual 
change in his attitudes, or whether he also seeks to argue that this change is justi-
fied. In the following, I assume that Parfit suggests that this change in attitudes is 
not mistaken, and that we might even have positive reasons for it in light of his 
account of personal identity. 

Note that when Parfit says that given his theory, we have reason to care 
about relation R, i.e. psychological connectedness and/or continuity (Parfit 
1984: 262), less reason to care about death, and more reason to care about oth-
ers, the idea is not that a set of descriptive claims, e.g., his suggestion that per-
sonal identity consists in relations of physical or psychological continuity, 
would on its own entail certain normative claims, e.g., about the appropriate-
ness of certain practical concerns. The idea is rather that instances of the latter 
build upon certain descriptive hypotheses. For example, when you hold me ac-
countable for a past action, this practice might partly rest upon the descriptive 
supposition that I am identical to the person who carried out the wrongful ac-
tion. When I care for a future self in a certain way, I do so on the basis of the 
supposition that this future self will be me. Parfit has a distinctive story to tell 
about what being me involves, and he is convinced that its details have implica-
tions for how we should care about the future. 

Note also that against the backdrop of Parfit’s work, the term ‘death’ can be 
understood in two ways. First, it can refer to the cessation of what matters. This 
seems to be the intended meaning when he argues that it is absurd to regard fis-
sion as death (Parfit 1971: 9). Second, it can refer to the ending of what we 
might call I-relatedness (in the sense of Lewis 1976), e.g., through an attenua-
tion or branching of relation R. This seems to be the intended meaning when he 
states that in the Spectrum cases, “[i]t is hard to believe that the difference be-
tween life and death could just consist in any of the very small differences” 
(Parfit 1984: 239). In my understanding, this is the relevant meaning of ‘death’ 
in the claim that death might not end what matters. 
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3. Challenge I: The Argument from Above 

In Section 13 of Reasons and Persons, Parfit is concerned with What Does Matter. 
His central case is Teletransportation. We might refrain from describing my repli-
ca in Teletransportation as me.  

 
If we do decide not to call my replica me, the fact  
(a) that my Replica will not be me  
just consists in the facts  
(b) that there will not be physical continuity, and  
(c) that, because this is so, R will not have its normal cause (Parfit 1984: 285-86).  
 

Parfit believes that since (a) just consists in (b) and (c), the attitude towards (a) 
only depends on the attitude towards (b) and (c). He argues that (b) is unim-
portant to us. We value our psychological features in the first place, and “physi-
cal continuity is the least important element in a person’s continued existence” 
(Parfit 1984: 284). Neither can (c) be important to us. The effect of Teletranspor-
tation—the holding of relation R—is what matters, not the way it was brought 
about. Overall, (a) turns on facts for which Parfit thinks we should not care. But 
then we should not care about (a) either. As he paraphrases later: 

 
[i]f one fact just consists in certain others, it can only be these other facts which 
have rational or moral importance. We should ask whether, in themselves, these 
other facts matter (Parfit 1995: 29).  
 

One difficulty in this passage is that Parfit seems to be primarily asserting—rather 
than arguing for—the value of relation R and the unimportance of physical con-
tinuity. Still, we can follow his suggestion that assuming relation R is what mat-
ters, we need not care much about personal identity as long as relation R is pre-
served. To be clear, Parfit is not saying that any instance of personal non-
identity depends on facts about which we should not care. Instead, he is arguing 
that if relation R is preserved and yet there is non-identity, the latter turns on 
facts for which we should not care. And with these suggestions at hand, it 
makes sense that if some kind of R-relatedness would be preserved beyond 
death, death would seem less bad. 

Johnston (1997: 167-68) refers to Parfit’s reasoning as the Argument from Be-
low since the value of a fact or entity is thought to flow from its lower-level con-
stituents. If the latter lack importance, so does the former. Johnston argues that 
this is a mistake. Two points are particularly pressing. First, he thinks it is im-
plausible—“a fallacious additive picture of values” (Johnston 1997: 167)—that 
the importance of a concept or the entity it picks out is divided among its con-
stituents. Second, according to physicalism, all facts supervene on micro-
physical facts. But since micro-physical entities themselves are of no non-
derivative concern, Parfit’s argument from below combined with physicalism 
would result in nihilism: nothing matters (although cf. Pollock 2018: 289-91). 
This seems absurd. Together with Johnston’s positive arguments for the justi-
fiedness of caring about personal identity (Johnston 1992: 599-600), these con-
siderations motivate his case for arguing from Above: if (a) consists in (b) and (c), 
then (a) can matter even though (b) and (c) do not matter on their own, or—as 
they constitute (a)—matter only derivatively. “Brain-based realization of R, alt-
hough not significant in itself, is of great derivative significance. For it is a nec-
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essary condition for our continued existence” (Johnston 1992: 605). Personal 
identity might consist in facts that are unimportant non-derivatively. But this 
does not deflate the importance of personal identity. 

In his response, Parfit seeks to clarify the scope of his Argument from Below. 
The argument is intended to apply when a constituted fact is distinct, but not in-
dependent or separate (Parfit 1995: 18-19, 2007: 4-5) from the facts that consti-
tute it. According to Parfit, that there are trees on a hill and that there is a copse 
are distinct facts. But the copse is not independent of—or separate from—the 
trees on the hill. Similarly, facts about nations consist in facts about people, and 
facts about personal identity consist in facts about physical or psychological con-
tinuity. 

 
Though statements about personal identity do not, on my view, mean the same 
as statements about physical or psychological continuity, these statements are, in 
a different and looser way, conceptually connected. […] If we knew about those 
other facts [about physical and psychological continuity; P.H.], understood the 
concept of a person, and had no false beliefs about the kind of entity that persons 
are, we would know, or should be able to work out, any facts that there might be 
about the existence and identity of persons. We should be able to work out such 
facts because these would not be, in relation to those other facts, independent or 
separately obtaining (Parfit 2007: 35).  
 

In such cases, we can mention the distinct but not independent or separate fact. 
Yet, “such claims would not tell us more about reality” (Parfit 1995: 20).This 
makes questions about copses, nations, or personal identity while knowing all 
facts about trees on hills, people, correlations of physical or psychological conti-
nuity empty questions: “Even without an answer, we could know the full truth 
about what happened” (Parfit 1995: 22). Answers to empty questions do not de-
note two different possibilities, but merely provide different descriptions of one 
and the same state of affairs. Parfit finds empty questions about personal identi-
ty uninteresting and, “in the belittling sense, merely verbal” (Parfit 1995: 25). In 
particular, if we know of the unimportance of the lower-level facts, why should 
it matter that a certain concept applies to them? We would be “treating language 
as more important than reality. We are claiming that even if some fact does not 
in itself matter, it may matter if and because it allows a certain word to be ap-
plied” (Parfit 1995: 32). 

These ideas are at work in Parfit’s redescription of death as the ending of 
direct connectedness between experiences, which he suggests makes death dis-
appear. Seemingly harmless facts about the relationship (or lack thereof) be-
tween certain present and future experiences provide a complete picture of reali-
ty. Applying the concepts or words death or personal non-identity does not make a 
difference at the level of reality, and hence should not make the prospect worse.  

The case about physicalism, Parfit maintains, is different. At least some 
higher-level facts constituted by facts about fundamental particles are separate 
and make a difference at the level of reality: 

 
It is not true for example that, if we knew how the particles moved in some per-
son’s body, and understood our concepts, we would thereby know, or be able to 
work out, all of the relevant facts about this person. To understand the world 
around us, we need more than physics and a knowledge of our own language 
(Parfit 1995: 33). 
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Some physicalists might disagree and maintain that the alleged separate facts ac-
tually fully reduce to facts about fundamental particles and arrangements there-
of. But let us grant that according to physicalism, the relation between funda-
mental and higher-level facts is unlike the relation between the copse and the 
trees on the hill. The point then is that the Argument from Below is not intended to 
apply. It only pertains to “cases where, relative to the facts at some lower level, 
some fact at a higher level is, in the sense that I have sketched, merely concep-
tual” (Parfit 2007: 36). In other cases where the higher-level facts are genuine 
differences in reality and more than just the result of a certain concept applying, 
Parfit is open to there being constituted facts that matter even though the consti-
tuting facts by themselves lack importance. In particular, the unimportance of 
fundamental particles does not motivate nihilism. 

Johnston agrees that if the relation between constituted and constituting 
facts is conceptual, Parfit’s Argument from Below is sound. Ex hypothesis, the con-
stituting facts provide a full picture of reality and thus capture all the facts, in-
cluding those that matter. In the copse example, 

 
there could be no distinctive value in facts about copses that was not found in the 
constituent facts about trees and bushes and their arrangement. We could drop 
all talk about copses and still capture everything that is valuable about them at 
the level of the arrangement of trees and bushes. […] To run the argument from 
above in the case of a copse would be to be bewitched by words or concepts; it 
would be to think that using a word or a concept could itself add something of 
distinctive value to the (non literary) world (Johnston 2010: 313). 

 
However, Johnston claims victory. The case of personal identity is actually un-
like the case of the copse. The link between personal identity and facts of physi-
cal or psychological continuity is not conceptual. One indicator to this effect is 
that important pieces of evidence that elicit the nature of personal identity are a 
posteriori. Parfit himself refers to the lack of empirical evidence in order to dis-
miss non-reductionism. That personal identity consists in relations of physical or 
psychological continuity “cannot be known just thanks to reflection on our con-
cepts and their relations. It does not hold just in virtue of our use of words” 
(Johnston 2010: 314).  

The implication for death is the following. When deeming death less bad, 
Parfit can be taken to argue from below: death is not the end. It is merely an at-
tenuation of relation R. While the higher-level fact initially appeared frightening, 
its analysis reveals that the prospect is less bad than anticipated. And with John-
ston, we can respond from above: seemingly insignificant attenuations at the low-
er level are compatible with huge differences at the higher level. Relation R con-
stitutes—or fails to constitute if sufficiently attenuated—higher-level facts of per-
sonal identity. In particular, this relation of constitution is not merely conceptu-
al. We thus cannot argue from below and read off the value of the higher-level 
facts from the value of the lower-level facts. It might have some value that rela-
tion R continues, but the value or badness of the prospect of death is not ex-
hausted by the value or badness of relation R and its attenuation. It might be ex-
tremely significant that relation R continues in a way that fails to sustain person-
al identity. 
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I have two points to make about the exchange between Parfit and John-
ston. First, and pace Johnston, it is not clear to me that Parfit’s consideration of 
empirical evidence establishes that for him, the relation between personal identi-
ty and physical or psychological continuity is such that the Argument from Below 
cannot be applied. Parfit (2007: 35) emphasizes that he is not proposing analyti-
cal reductionism about personal identity where statements about the constituted 
and constituting facts mean the same. We can agree with Johnston that for such 
a position, the relevance of empirical evidence would be questionable. Parfit, 
however, seeks to provide not a conceptual, but what he calls a factual analysis. 
As mentioned, his claim is that once facts of physical or psychological continui-
ty are in place, facts of personal identity do not make a difference at the level of 
reality. And it seems fine to investigate empirically whether or not given one set 
of facts, obtainment of another set of facts requires a difference at the level of re-
ality. Admittedly, this raises the question in what sense Parfit can speak of a con-
ceptual connection between personal identity and physical and psychological 
continuity, if only “in a different and looser way” (ibid.) than according to ana-
lytical reductionism. But as quoted, his idea is that with the concept of personal 
identity at hand, we could work out facts of personal identity from facts of phys-
ical and psychological continuity. If the Argument from Below is sound for mere 
conceptual links without differences in reality, it seems Parfit could in principle 
be entitled to launch it here. 

Second, pace Parfit and with a number of commentators, I am convinced 
that even under these circumstances, the Argument from Below need not be ap-
plied. Against Parfit’s claim that his theory of personal identity affects how we 
should care about the future, Brink cautions that “our concern about some enti-
ty or property may attach to its functional role rather than to its metaphysical or 
compositional analysans” (Brink 1997a: 117). Similarly, referring to practices of 
compensation, accountability, and concern, Adams argues that “[t]he rationality 
of caring about personal identity in this complex network of ways […] is estab-
lished within a form of life to which they belong, by our finding that they make 
sense”(Adams 1989: 458). And reaffirming his initial Argument from Above, John-
ston highlights that “the value of the constituted facts can come from their place 
in our lives, and not just from their constituent facts” (Johnston 2010: 310-11). 

Sosa (1990: 306-13, 320-21) goes one step further and sympathizes with 
similar considerations even for conceptual analysis. In his discussion of whether 
non-branching is significant for what matters, he invites us to consider an agent 
who cares about receiving a cube, “yet cares not a bit whether it comes with 
twelve or with sixteen edges. […] [O]ne might desire the analysandum without 
desiring the analysans. Small differences on the number of sides or edges may be 
trivial matters of no concern even though having a cube is a most cherished de-
sire” (ibid.: 320). By analogy, one might value identity while not caring too 
much about its analysis, in particular the non-branching requirement, which by 
itself seems trivial and insignificant. Amongst Sosa’s points is that when being 
confronted with a relevant analysis, it is just not clear that concern should “flow 
from analysans to analysandum, and never in the opposite direction” (ibid.: 
321). 

For a range of concepts, it is puzzling to think about how their place in our 
lives could straightforwardly flow from their analysis. Think of concepts like be-
ing married, being a sister, brother, mother or father, and maybe even being a person. 
The respective constitutive principles seem difficult to evaluate in isolation and 
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abstraction, and difficult to compare both amongst each other as well as to other 
principles. It seems admissible to structure concerns around these concepts 
simply because of the role they, or the entities picked out by them, play in our 
lifeworlds—even if one lacks a detailed story involving constitutive principles or 
conditions, let alone one that appears valuable. 

In light of these points, there is something surprising about how Parfit talks 
about his distinct but not separate or independent facts. He claims that with the 
more particular facts and our concepts at hand, we could work out whether the 
latter apply to the former. In such cases, “[a]ll we could learn is how we use the 
concept of a person” (Parfit 2007: 35). This, however, seems far from unim-
portant. Learning such lessons about the usage and application of concepts can 
be extremely relevant to questions of practical importance—without necessarily 
amounting to bewitchment by words, as Parfit and Johnston fear. For example, 
by recognizing certain entities as being picked out by certain concepts, we can 
trace attitudes and ascriptions relevant to what we take to matter, and confer 
value upon some entities rather than others. In this process, concepts often need 
to be discovered, spelled out, and even negotiated (Plunkett 2015) before we can 
assess the value of states of affairs. This observation has at least three implica-
tions. First, it highlights that Parfit’s supposition that we are not mistaken about 
our concepts is an important oversimplification. Second, if concept application 
is preceded by processes of discovery, explication, and negotiation, then the 
question arises why in the course of applying concepts and getting clear about 
conceptual questions, we do not learn anything about reality. Third, the obser-
vation marks another systematic place in which consideration of empirical evi-
dence can play important roles for debating conceptual questions: reflecting on 
such evidence can reveal to us certain features of our concepts or beliefs about 
our concepts. It can invite us to modify concepts or beliefs about them in light of 
the evidence. And it can be informative about whether there is anything out 
there to which a given concept applies.  

Returning to the issue of death, recall Parfit’s announcement that “[a]fter 
my death, there will no one living who will be me. I can now redescribe this 
fact” (Parfit 1984: 281), and that in the redescription, “even death does not seem 
like death” (Parfit 1986: 837). Here, it appears somewhat tempting to read Parfit 
as receiving consolation from the mere fact that a different description of one 
and the same possibility is available: one in which the concept of death disap-
plies. I thus see two interpretative routes. First, if it is really the mere redescrip-
tion that is supposed to be consoling, Parfit’s remarks on death can be seen as 
contradicting his own advice: they would treat language as more important than 
reality. Consolation comes from the mere option to refrain from applying a cer-
tain word or concept. It would suggest that he agrees that concept application 
can matter after all. Second, one obvious alternative is to assume that Parfit is 
speaking against the backdrop of his proposed theory which he thinks super-
sedes the naïve, non-reductionist picture. This would mean that from his per-
spective, we do have an important difference at the level of reality: absence of a 
further fact of personal identity. If this leads us to apply concepts differently, 
then these modifications do have a tangible basis. However, contrary to Parfit’s 
own framing, it then would not be a mere redescription that is purported to be 
consoling. Instead, it is a full-fledged difference at the level of reality. 

Although I voiced my reservations about the details of Parfit’s and John-
ston’s reasonings, my own view is thus something of a compromise between 
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them. I believe that Parfit has made a good case that reflecting upon what a par-
ticular phenomenon consists in, and coming to see the value or disvalue of what 
it consists in, can give us good reasons to re-evaluate our stance towards it. But 
Johnston and others have convinced me that the value or disvalue of an entity’s 
constituents need not affect the value of what they constitute. 

The insight that death consists merely in an attenuation of relation R can 
make death seem less bad. However, awareness of one’s mortality might be so 
ingrained in the ways we lead our lives and care for ourselves that this redescrip-
tion leaves its badness unaffected. We are not making a mistake if we agree that 
attenuation of relation R sounds less bad than dying, but continue to maintain 
the same attitudes towards the latter. 

 
4. Challenge II: The Extreme and the Moderate Claim 

So far, we have been assuming with Parfit that relation R matters, i.e. that it is a 
valuable and appropriate object of concern. He distinguishes two claims one 
might endorse in this regard. 

 
The Extreme Claim: “[I]f the Reductionist View is true, we have no reason to be 
specially concerned about our own futures” (Parfit 1984: 307). 
The Moderate Claim: “Relation R gives us a reason for special concern” (Parfit 
1984: 311). 
 

Later, he adds that according to what he now calls the Moderate View about what 
matters, 

 
we have reason for special concern about any future person between whom, and 
ourselves now, there will be psychological continuity. And we have reason for 
such concern even if this future person will not be us (Parfit 2007: 22). 
 

Parfit argues that both Claims are defensible. If one believes in deep further facts 
of personal identity, relation R might seem relatively unimportant. The Extreme 
Claim then makes sense. For example, in Swinburne’s picture of fission, even if 
continuity relations branch symmetrically, the further fact of personal identity 
obtains for at most one of the offshoots. The other offshoot “will not be a mere 
stranger”(Parfit 1984: 309), and thus should not be treated by the fissioner like 
everyone else. But the fissioner should regard this offshoot as a “mere instru-
ment” (Parfit 1984: 310), and can rationally will the offshoot’s death if the latter 
threatens to interfere with the fissioner’s projects. Within Swinburne’s picture, 
continuity relations are not enough to motivate the kind of concern that he 
thinks tracks a deep further fact (although cf. Whiting 1986: 552; Wolf 1986: 
707; Johansson 2007). 

How can Parfit maintain that relation R is what matters and that the Ex-
treme Claim is defensible? I take it that highlighting the importance of relation R 
is intended as descriptive about what we actually value upon careful reflection. 
In contrast, the Claims apply to a meta-question: whether we are justified in car-
ing in these ways. Parfit grants that Swinburne could defensibly deny the latter. 

Moreover, the Extreme Claim is also in principle defensible if one does not 
believe in deep further facts of personal identity. Parfit’s insight from fission was 
that the relation to the offshoots is as good as ordinary survival. But this claim is 
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neutral on whether special concern is warranted in ordinary survival (Parfit 
1984: 310-11). In contrast, the Moderate Claim could be motivated by highlight-
ing that we care specially about people we love even without a deep further fact 
of personal identity between us and them. However, Parfit remains unsure if 
this does the trick: 

 
Suppose I learn that someone I love will suffer great pain. I shall be greatly dis-
tressed by this news. I might be more distressed than I would be if I learnt that I 
shall soon suffer such pain. But this concern has a different quality. I do not an-
ticipate the pain that will be felt by someone I love (Parfit 1984: 312). 
 

He thus agrees that the Moderate Claim can be denied. In conclusion, he sus-
pends judgement on which Claim is correct: “I have not yet found an argument 
that refutes either” (Parfit 1984: 312). 

Whiting helpfully highlights that the Extreme Claim is actually ambiguous, 
and that we should thus think of it as “a family of claims” (Whiting 1986: 549). 
First, special concern for one’s future can be either irrational or merely not ra-
tionally required. Second, as an absolute claim, there is no reason at all to care 
about my future selves. As a comparative claim, there is no reason to care about 
our own futures more than about the futures of others. 

I propose that we can further distinguish two different ways in which a fu-
ture can be—as the Claims put it—‘our own’. First, my future could be lived by 
future selves who are I-related to my present self. Second, it could be lived by 
those future selves who are R-related to my present self. 

With these distinctions at hand, it seems that the two Claims need not be in 
opposition. Parfit’s claim that relation R rather than identity is what matters ap-
pears to rest on a version of the Extreme Claim with regards to the first sense of 
‘our own’: caring about I-related future selves, or caring about them more than 
about the future selves of others, is unjustified or not rationally required. In con-
trast, the suggestion that what does matter is relation R implies a version of the 
Moderate Claim in the second sense of ‘our own’: pace the absolute version of the 
Extreme Claim, I am justified in caring about R-related future selves; and pace the 
relative version, I am justified in caring specially about them relative to non-R-
related future selves. Because of these mutual compatibilities between different 
versions, one might find that these Claims are less than ideal to carve up and to 
discuss the possible positions on the relation between Parfit’s theory of personal 
identity and practical matters such as future-directed concern. 

Parfit’s remarks on death fit this pattern. They seem to undercut one ver-
sion of the Extreme Claim: that we lack any reason whatsoever for future-directed 
concern. Another version is being affirmed: upon coming to believe Parfit’s the-
ory, it makes sense to care less about one’s I-related selves and more about oth-
ers. Moreover, Parfit’s consolation that after his death, his present experiences 
will be connected, if only indirectly, to future experiences, that there will be 
memories of his life and thoughts influenced by his, etc. indicates his affirmation 
of the Moderate Claim that we have reason to care about R-related future selves, 
and reason to care about them more than about non-R-related ones. 

Others have taken up Parfit’s suggestion. Brink thinks that because inti-
mates share and mutually shape experiences, beliefs, desires and actions, they 
are justified in regarding their individual interests as extended by the interests of 
the other (Brink 1997a: 126, 1997b: 141). Fission shows that psychological con-
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tinuity is what extends a present self’s interests forward in time. And since psy-
chological continuity can obtain interpersonally, interests can also extend across 
persons. Fission is one instance of such extension. But there are more mundane 
ones, too. Intimate friends share experiences, beliefs, desires, ideals and actions, 
which mutually depend on those of the other. In contrast to fissioner and fission 
products, the shared mental lives of friends are shaped reciprocally rather than 
one-directionally. In this sense, Brink thinks that the closest analogue to fission 
is the parent-child relation: the child owes its existence and physical and psycho-
logical nature to the parents, just like the fission products owe their characteris-
tics to the fissioner. In this way, even rational egoists get a “derivative but non-
instrumental reason to be concerned about others” (Brink 1997a: 127). What 
Brink means is that an agent’s consideration of the good of other, psychological-
ly continuous beings is not just a useful means, but valuable for its own sake in 
virtue of being constitutive of the agent’s own good (Brink 1997b: 147). The on-
ly reason to care more for oneself than for others is that psychological continuity 
and connectedness are stronger in the intrapersonal case. In an obituary note on 
the occasion of Parfit’s death, Brink explains how Parfit’s work made him real-
ize that “there can be interpersonal psychological continuity that transcends the 
limits of one’s own life, allowing us to make sense of Plato’s claim in the Sympo-
sium that the right sort of interpersonal relationships can be a surrogate for im-
mortality” (via Shoemaker 2017). 

These versions of the Moderate Claim seem admissible. But with regards to 
death, the Claim is silent on two important questions: how much R-relatedness is 
necessary to secure what matters? And how much R-relatedness is left when we 
die? It is one thing to establish that Relation R gives us reasons for concern. It is 
another question whether enough of relation R is preserved beyond death to 
motivate and justify extensions of concern for ‘our own’ futures, and to face the 
prospect of death with less unease. Claiming that relation R rather than identity 
is what matters does not establish this. The badness of death remains unaffected 
if enough of whatever does matter comes to a halt. This is a possibility even if 
relation R could obtain across persons, continue in other people, and render 
them closer. A sufficient degree of R-relatedness might matter just as much as 
identity did in the old picture. While not entirely precise in their formulations, 
the Claims provide useful resources to critically examine our concerns and their 
presuppositions. But once again, Parfit’s redescription turns out to be compati-
ble with precisely the kind of concern we had prior to considering his picture of 
personal identity. 

 
5.Challenge III: Rational Permissibility 

I have argued that the Argument from Below and the Argument from Above both 
have their appeal, but suggested that when reflecting upon the redescription of 
death as a mere attenuation of R-relatedness, we are not making a mistake if we 
maintain the same attitudes towards death. The Extreme Claim and the Moderate 
Claim are certainly relevant towards evaluating whether relation R gives us rea-
son for concern, and thus whether death could be less bad if relation R contin-
ues. But both seem to leave open whether what we are left with in Parfit’s rede-
scription is less bad than death. 

I propose that in light of the foregoing, Parfit’s redescription and its sug-
gested effects on our concern—while not wholly conclusive—are most plausibly 
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regarded as rationally permissible. Whether a puzzling thought experiment, a 
transformation in real life, or death preserve enough of what we care about part-
ly depends on our informed antecedent beliefs about what matters. As we have 
seen, Parfit’s theory does provide a robust sense of what it means for a future to 
be ‘my own’, and contains an account of what ownership of future experiences 
amounts to. Given that there is this sense of what it takes for future selves to be 
mine, it does not seem unreasonable to maintain an immediate and urgent in-
terest in their well-being. But Parfit’s own pre-theoretical reasons for caring 
about the future in specific ways are lost upon coming to believe that personal 
identity consists in relation R. What he calls a deep further fact of personal iden-
tity is absent. As a consequence, any worries and anxieties tied to his previous 
belief in such facts can be discarded. Parfit’s feeling of consolation and libera-
tion upon coming to believe his theory of personal identity is comprehensible. 

There might be a question whether within what Parfit calls Non-
Reductionism, death could disappear, too. Cartesians could agree that if we 
know all facts about egos,  

 
we would have all the empirical input that we need. If we knew about those oth-
er facts, understood the concept of a person, and had no false beliefs about the 
kind of entity that persons are, we would know, or should be able to work out, 
any facts that there might be about the existence and identity of persons (Parfit 
2007: 35).  
 

Death could then be redescribed as the absence of a future soul or ego which is 
directly connected to the present self. If so, there is something misleading about 
how Parfit markets his theory, and the possibility of redescribing death and 
modifying our concerns in the ways he suggests was available to us all along. 
Other theories, in particular those he calls non-reductionist, can accommodate 
quite similar ideas (Hummel 2017). 

Still, Parfit has given us new prompts for reconsidering our attitudes to-
wards death. He arguably did not demonstrate that everyone must react to the 
prospect of death in the proposed way. The changes in the attitudes he reports 
are not necessitated by his views on personal identity. But they appear rationally 
permissible. 

One problem is that when thinking about and anticipating future events 
that involve pain and death, the consolation upon learning that we are rationally 
permitted to care less is limited. It is good news that I could describe death away 
and still be considering a complete description of the world, that I could care on-
ly about relation R and not about looming non-identity, and that I could come 
to regard interpersonal variants of relation R as extending my survival. But 
when seeking relief, I was looking for not just the permissibility of these rede-
scriptions and modifications of concerns. Instead, I was hoping for positive rea-
sons in their favour, providing reassurance that the prospects are better than 
feared. 

The mere rational permissibility of the redescription might fall short of fully 
delivering upon the promise of consolation, and something similar goes for the 
suggestion that coming to believe the picture is liberating. Being liberated does 
involve the permission to do as one pleases. But having the permission to de-
scribe one’s confinement away is not enough. In Parfit’s terms, what one hopes 
for is not something at the level of words, but at the level of reality: that one’s 
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restraints are lifted. The view that personal identity consists in physical or psy-
chological continuity might mark a difference in reality relative to pictures in-
volving souls or egos. But just like its competitors, it is compatible with a variety 
of ways of caring about ourselves, the future, and others. In one sense, coming 
to see this might be a liberation, but there remains a question in what sense this 
liberation should be unattainable within alternative pictures of personal identity. 
In another sense, the liberation leaves something to be desired because the new 
picture still contains analogues to death and the separateness of persons that 
were previously perceived to constitute imprisonment in the glass tunnel.  

 
6. Conclusion 

Admittedly, it is a demanding requirement for a philosophical theory that it 
provides consolation and liberation in view of the prospect of death. Parfit does 
not shy away from challenges of this magnitude. His work demonstrates how 
philosophical arguments can show us new ways of thinking about ourselves and 
our practical concerns. 

I have discussed three challenges to his suggestion that if we accept his view 
of personal identity, death might be less bad. First, according to the Argument 
from Above, a fact, event, or state of affairs can be good or bad independently of 
the quality of its constituents. Death could thus be bad even if R-relatedness 
matters and some degree of it is gets preserved. Second, the Extreme Claim and 
the Moderate Claim suggest that it is unclear whether what we are left with in 
Parfit’s redescription of death is less bad than death. That relation R gives us 
reason for special future-directed concern does not settle whether enough R-
relatedness will be preserved. Third, I proposed that in light of the foregoing, we 
might still regard Parfit’s redescription and its suggested effects on our concern 
as rationally permissible. However, questions then arise about whether this ra-
tional permissibility delivers upon the promise that the redescription provides 
consolation and liberation. 

Along the way, one recurring question was what exactly sets Parfit’s picture 
apart from others. I argued that the availability of redescriptions of reality is not 
unique to his theory. His competitors are entitled to quite similar descriptions 
than the ones he deems liberating.  

Despite these challenges, Parfit’s arguments on personal identity have given 
us new prompts for reconsidering our attitudes towards death. Besides opening 
up these ways of thinking, he has succeeded in making plausible his own de-
scription of what was to come. While the chains of direct R-relations have come 
to an end not too long ago, many present experiences are related to his in less 
direct ways. There are memories of his life, countless thoughts influenced by his, 
and things done as a result of his advice. 
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Abstract 
 

In recent papers, Elizabeth Finneron-Burns and Johann Frick have both argued 
that it is not a wrong-making feature of human extinction that it would cause many 
potential people with lives worth living never to be born, and hence that causing 
human extinction would be, in at least one way, less wrong than many have 
thought. In making these arguments, both assume that merely possible future peo-
ple cannot be harmed by their nonexistence, and thus do not have any claim to be 
brought into existence. In this paper, we raise objections to their arguments and 
suggest that there is nothing inherent in the moral theories they put forward that 
implies future people cannot have this sort of ‘existential’ claim. In doing so, we 
draw on the work of Derek Parfit, who argued, in a recent paper, that coming into 
existence benefits a person in that it is ‘good for’ them, even if it is not ‘better for’ 
them than non-existence. We also find that many of their objections to the view 
that it is wrong not to bring future people into existence rest on the assumption 
that, were these people to have claims on us, these must be equivalent to the claims 
that existing people have to be benefitted. However, we show that Parfit’s work 
demonstrates how this is not the case. 
 
Keywords: Contractualism, Future generations, Human extinction, Non-identity 

problem, Person affecting principles. 
 
 
 

“What I said was, ‘Is anybody at home?’” called out Pooh very loudly.  
“No!” said a voice; and then added,  

“You needn’t shout so loud. I heard you quite well the first time.”  
“Bother!” said Pooh. “Isn’t there anybody here at all?”  

(Winnie the Pooh) 
 
 
1. Introduction 

Most people agree that human extinction would be very bad and that causing, or 
failing to prevent it would, therefore, be very wrong. However, the reasons why 
it would be wrong, and the precise degree of its wrongness, remain a topic of 
debate amongst philosophers. 

According to the most common argument put forward by those who believe 
that avoiding human extinction should be a global priority, the scale of human 
extinction’s badness lies in the number of potential future people who will not 
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come into existence if humanity goes extinct and who would otherwise live good 
and happy lives. This would make the end of humanity “the greatest of conceiv-
able crimes” (Sidgwick 1907: 487). There is more than one approach to evaluating 
these future lives, but all agree that their value vastly outweighs the other negative 
effects of human extinction in both quantitative and qualitative terms (Leslie 
1996; Bostrom 2003; Cirkovic 2004: 245, 252ff).  

On one account, the value of these forgone lives lies in the well-being or util-
ity they would contain (or more broadly in their Quality of Life). This view is 
supported by many consequentialists, including those who subscribe to Total Util-
itarianism and Critical Level Utilitarianism but also by anyone who accepts what 
Derek Parfit terms ‘The Simple View’; that “Anyone’s existence is in itself good 
if this person’s life is worth living. Such goodness has non-diminishing value, so 
if there were more such people, the combined goodness of their existence would 
have no upper limit” (Parfit 2016: 112). On another account, the value of such 
lives is not that they contribute to the total quantity of any particular value, like 
utility, that our moral theory holds to be of primary importance, but that they will 
contribute to the quantity of any number of values that many different moral the-
ories might appeal to. So long as we are even somewhat convinced to take any of 
these values into account in our moral deliberations, it is then argued, the sheer 
size of this effect should weigh heavily upon us whatever other moral beliefs we 
may hold. This can be termed its Expected Moral Value (Lockhart 2000; Greaves 
and Ord 2017).  

However, some philosophers have objected to such arguments on the 
grounds that the existence, or non-existence, of merely possible future people 
should have no weight in our moral deliberations. Most notable among these dis-
senting voices is Thomas Michael Scanlon. According to his preferred brand of 
Contractualism, “an act is wrong if its performance under the circumstances 
would be disallowed by any set of principles for the general regulation of behav-
iour that no one could reasonably reject for informed, unforced, general agree-
ment” (Scanlon 1998: 153). This is to say; a principle is morally sound just in case 
it is justifiable to each person, where such justification is attentive to the interests, 
complaints and other claims of the individuals in question.  

Importantly, Scanlon places two restrictions on the reasons that can be of-
fered for rejecting a moral principle. Firstly, there is: 
 

The Impersonalist Restriction: impersonal values are not themselves grounds for rea-
sonable rejection (Scanlon 1999: 222). 

 
This means that if it is wrong to bring future people into existence then this must 
be because of the value of this existence to these people, it cannot simply be a 
recognition that these people’s lives would be good from some third-party point 
of view—as Sidgwick memorably put it, ‘the point of view of the universe’ (Sidg-
wick 1907: 382). Moreover, there is:  
 

The Individualist Restriction: the justifiability of a moral principle depends only on 
individuals’ reasons for objecting to that principle and alternatives to it (Scanlon 
1999: 229). 
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This means that the value of future people’s lives to them must rest in the fact that 
this promotes some interest that these people actually have, and that we are failing 
to take into account in the outcome in which these individuals never exist.  

In two recent papers, Elizabeth Finneron-Burns and Johann Frick have 
joined Scanlon in arguing that, the wrongness of human extinction cannot be a 
consequence of the fact that it will lead to many people never coming into exist-
ence, because people cannot have an interest in being brought into existence. To 
be sure, both then go on to advance arguments to the effect that causing, or failing 
to prevent, human extinction would nevertheless be wrong for other reasons. For 
instance, Finneron-Burns argues that human extinction is wrong because it will 
be bad for some people who already exist, for instance by leading to their prema-
ture death, while Johann Frick argues that its wrongness lies not in its impact on 
any individual human but what it will mean for humanity as a whole, thus pre-
serving the individualist restriction whilst undermining the impersonalist re-
striction. However, our goal in this paper is not to engage with these positive sug-
gestions (with which we broadly agree), but rather to interrogate the arguments 
that both authors offer for why we may not also need to consider the implications 
of our actions on merely possible people. In particular, we will argue that the view 
that there is some inherent feature of this kind of contractualist position which 
prevents those who accept it from giving any weight to the interests of merely 
possible future people is false. We thus conclude that if Finneron-Burns and Frick 
sincerely believe that the loss of potential future lives really is not a wrong-making 
feature of human extinction, then this will require some further kind of justifica-
tory argument for this position and that to the extent that neither author provides 
such arguments, they are insufficient to support their conclusions. 
 

2. The First Argument 

Finneron-Burns states her principle argument against the need to take account of 
the impact of human extinction on merely possible future people as follows: 
 

[W]e can only wrong someone who did, does or will actually exist because wrong-
ing involves failing to take a person’s interests into account. When considering the 
permissibility of a principle allowing us not to create Person X, we cannot take X’s 
interest in being created into account because X will not exist if we follow the 
principle. By considering the standpoint of a person in our deliberations, we con-
sider the burdens they will have to bear as a result of the principle. In this case, 
there is no one who will bear any burdens since if the principle is followed (that is 
if we do not create X), X will not exist to bear any burdens. So, only people who 
do/will actually exist can bear the brunt of a principle, and therefore occupy a 
standpoint that is owed justification (Finneron-Burns 2017: 331). 
 

According to this argument we can only wrong people by failing to take their 
interests into account (i.e. the individualist restriction), and people’s interests only 
extend to not being burdened. Since future people do not have interests, as people 
who do not exist do not bear any burden by virtue of their non-existence, we, 
therefore, cannot wrong them.  

There are several different replies that we might make to this argument. 
On one of these, it is claimed that we can fail to take a person’s interests into 

account, and hence wrong them, even in cases in which we do not, in fact, harm 
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or burden them in any way. One example in which we can be said to do this is 
when we act negligently, or even viciously, towards a person but fail to do any 
harm through sheer dumb luck. If this is possible, the argument goes, why is it 
not equally possible for us to be failing to take somebody’s interests into account 
in cases in which that person is not burdened because they do not actually exist? 
(Kumar 2018). 

In an earlier paper, Finneron-Burns objects to this line of argument on the 
grounds that while it is possible to wrong a person without harming them, this 
can only be achieved if there is a relevant ‘standpoint’, or cluster of personal char-
acteristics and interests that an individual can occupy, whose interests are not 
being taken into account. However, she argues that there are a great variety of 
such standpoints that may be morally salient. Any of these could give us reasons 
for rejecting a moral principle on the grounds that it ‘wrongs’ a person who might 
occupy this standpoint, even though it does not actually harm anyone because 
nobody occupies it. However, she goes on to claim that this approach cannot be 
applied to the interests of merely possible people because standpoints can only 
describe positions that could be occupied by actual people and existence is not an 
interest that can attach to a standpoint (Finneron-Burns 2016).  

According to another reply, it is claimed that we fail to take individual’s in-
terest into account in cases when they do not exist because non-existence is equiv-
alent in value to a person existing with a neutral life, i.e. a life that is neither good 
nor bad for them, so that they would be genuinely better off if they had a good 
life instead. On this account, we can be said to burden merely possible future peo-
ple because we have brought about a state, non-existence, that is worse for them 
than a possible happy life, which they might have had if we had acted otherwise 
(Fleurbaey and Voorhoeve 2015; Arrhenius and Rabinowicz 2015). This makes 
non-existence a real burden compared with the possibility of existence with a 
good life, and if we chose that a person should suffer this burden, then we harm 
them in the same way as if we had simply made their lives much worse so that 
they were no longer good for them. 

However, from a Scanlonian perspective this raises the troubling prospect of 
ethical paralysis. Since everybody who does not come into existence with a life 
worth living is, on this account, harmed in just the same way as a person forced 
to live a neutral life, then it seems that all non-existing people have strong reasons 
to reject any principle that does not bring them into existence. Since all, or virtu-
ally all, principles may have some effect upon the identity of those who exist in 
the future, this would mean that there is always someone whose interests we are 
failing to take account of when applying such principles, and hence no, or almost 
no, ethical principles will be left on the table. As Finneron-Burns puts it “even 
basic, everyday activities would be morally wrong since they prevented certain 
people from coming to exist” (Finneron-Burns 2016: 1157). 

We believe that there is another, better, reply to this argument that explains 
the wrongness of human extinction based on how it would harm future genera-
tions, but in a different way to other kinds of harm. According to this response, 
we harm, and therefore wrong, a person whom we do not bring into existence, 
not because we bring about a state of affairs that has zero value for them, but 
because we do not bring about any state of affairs that would have any, positive, 
value for them when we could have done. When we make choices that determine 
whether a possible future person will come into existence with a worth living life, 
we chose between an outcome that will be good for them and one that will not be 
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good for them—even though, since they do not exist in this second outcome, it 
will not be worse for them either. To put it another way, on this view we can be 
said to fail to take a person’s interests into account, and hence to wrong them, 
because we have failed to benefit them, even though we have not burdened them 
either. This kind of argument was first proposed by Krister Bykvist (Bykvist 2007). 
However, its moral force has recently been more fully explored in a posthumously 
published paper by Derek Parfit, which will be our primary focus in this paper 
(Parfit 2017). 

 
3. Parfit’s View 

Derek Parfit’s opinion about arguments such as the one put forward by Finneron-
Burns, which he terms the ‘No Complainants Claim’ is not easy to discern. He 
offers only one brief discussion of the position, summarised by the slogan “(a)n 
act cannot be wrong unless there is or will be someone whom this act has 
wronged” (Parfit 2017: 136). He admits that the view has both considerable psy-
chological and moral force. However, he is keen to point out that it only describes 
part of morality. In particular, it rests upon the idea that a person’s claims on us 
stem from the reasons they give us not to act badly towards them, what Parfit 
refers to as ‘non-malevolence’. In Scanlonian terms, these are the reasons a person 
might have for rejecting the principle on which we are acting. In the case of exist-
ence, this is problematic, because we might say that a non-existent person cannot 
be a giver of reasons for anything.  

In general Parfit believed that the differences between Scanlonian contractu-
alism and consequentialism where not deep; however, in earlier writings, he ap-
pears to accept this line of argument and concluded that the wrongness of failing 
to create future people cannot stem from reasons that these people themselves 
would give us to bring them into existence. For instance, he argued that “Since 
[because of the non-identity problem] we cannot appeal to the personal reasons 
that are had by people who never exist, we should appeal to the impartial reasons 
that are had by people who do exist” (Parfit 2011, Vol. 2: 240). 

However, in his final paper, Parfit moved beyond this position and argued 
that we could have personal reasons to bring people into existence. These would 
be reasons of benevolence to do what is good for a person and promote their per-
sonal goodness, and the difference between these two kinds of reason seems, at 
most, a matter of degree rather than of type, so that if a moral theory holds that 
we should respect reasons of non-malevolence it should not also claim that rea-
sons of benevolence have no moral weight (Parfit 2017: 138).  

Yet, following these rather inconclusive remarks, Parfit simply announces 
that he will not discuss this view further, because it is intrinsically related to an 
action’s ‘permissibility’ which is not his topic of discussion at this point. He says 
that he will “return to the no complainants claim”, but, unfortunately, he never 
does. This leaves Parfit’s ultimate view about the wrongness of failing to bring a 
person into existence incomplete. 

It is not our intention in this paper to attempt to put words into Parfit’s 
mouth. However, in the absence of any conclusive statement of his views about 
this no complainants claim, we wish to explore a line of argument that these pas-
sages of his work suggest. 

Parfit says that we should accept a ‘Wide-Person Affecting Principle’ accord-
ing to which: 
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One of two outcomes would be in one way worse if this outcome would be less 
good for people, by benefiting people less than the other outcome would have ben-
efited people (Parfit 2017: 129). 

 
Unlike the No-Complainants Claim, this principle avoids limiting us to reasons 
for non-malevolence but considers the whole of morality, including how we might 
benefit people. Of course, there is no great difficulty in saying that a person whom 
we might bring into existence and who would have a good life could give us rea-
sons to choose to bring them into existence, on the grounds of benevolence, be-
cause they would be glad to be alive in the same way that a person whom we 
might bring into existence who would have a bad life could give us reason to 
choose not to bring them into existence, on the grounds of non-malevolence, be-
cause they would regret our actions. 

Finneron-Burns claims that ‘wronging involves failing to take someone’s in-
terests into account’, however, in arguing that we cannot wrong future genera-
tions she equates a person’s interests with bearing ‘burdens’. Yet, many would 
say that avoiding burdens constitutes, at most, half of a person’s interests and that 
our interests can equally be served by receiving ‘benefits’. When we fail to bring 
somebody into existence, therefore, we do not have to say that we have failed to 
take their interests into account because, in the outcome in which they do not 
exist, their interests are not being ignored; rather we can say that we are ignoring 
the interests of the person in the alternative outcome in which they do exist, with 
a good life, and are glad that they do. If we then adopted a principle of action that 
would mean that these people no longer exist, then it is these reasons that count 
in favour of rejecting that principle, not the supposed reasons given by any ‘non-
existent’ people as Finneron-Burns suggests. Since one of the outcomes that we 
might choose is good for these people, and hence serves their interests and benefits 
them, failing to bring this outcome about would be bad for these people, fails to 
take account of their interests and thus constitute a kind of harm for them, even 
though it is clearly not ‘worse’ for them. Hence, we can be said to have done 
wrong by failing to act in the way that would have been good for these people, 
and thus denied them this existential benefit, whether or not the interests we fail 
to take into account can be said to actually exist in the outcome that we eventually 
bring about. 

Of course, Finneron-Burns and Scanlon have their reasons for preferring to 
focus on moral burdens. One of these is surely that their moral philosophy, in 
general, has a negative tone, since the aim of Scanlonian contractualism is to 
identify which principles are morally ‘impermissible’ by working out which ones 
people could ‘reasonably reject’. Parfit himself has done much to critique this 
view, and to argue that it must be counterbalanced by a moral philosophy that 
considers which principles are required by virtue of being the ones that people 
could ‘rationally accept’, although ultimately, he also believes that the two ap-
proaches to morality arrive at the same result—or at least that they are climbing 
the same mountain (Parfit 2011). However, we do not think that the point we are 
concerned with here requires us to accept this further claim of Parfit’s. Perhaps 
the theoretical equivalence between impermissibility, reasonable rejection and 
burdening is of symbolic importance. Yet, there is no reason why it would not be 
of equal moral importance to equate impermissibility, reasonable rejection and 
not benefiting. Indeed, for the kinds of ‘same population’ cases with which 
Scanlonian contractualists are overwhelmingly concerned, the two would appear 
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to amount to very much the same thing, and it is only when one considers ‘differ-
ent population’ cases, and in particular the interaction between Scanlonian con-
tractualism and Wide Person-Affecting views, that it becomes morally salient. To 
then argue that in these cases one can only go along with the original concept of 
moral burdens, and claim that since nobody is burdened by their non-existence, 
then causing them not to exist cannot be wrong, appears to us to be going too far. 
We would have much less of a difficulty in saying that there are people who are 
not benefited because they do not exist: why then should we not owe some justi-
fication to these people for failing to do what would have been good for them, 
and why would that not provide an equal ground for wrongness via reasonable 
rejection? 
 

4. Other Arguments 

However, this is not Finneron-Burns’ only argument against the wrongness of 
failing to bring people into existence. Her second argument runs as follows: 

 
[E]xistence is not an interest at all and a possible person is not disadvantaged by 
not being caused to exist. Rather than being an interest, it is a necessary require-
ment in order to have interests. Rivka Weinberg describes it as ‘neutral’ because 
causing a person to exist is to create a subject who can have interests; existence is 
not an interest itself. In order to be disadvantaged, there must be some detrimental 
effect on your interests. However, without existence, a person does not have any 
interests so they cannot be disadvantaged by being kept out of existence. But, as 
Weinberg points out, “never having interests itself could not be contrary to peo-
ple’s interests since without interest bearers, there can be no ‘they’ for it to be bad 
for” (Finneron-Burns 2017: 331). 
 

This argument appears at first reading to equate the claim that we might wrong a 
person by failing to bring them into existence with the claim that people have 
some kind of intrinsic interest in their existence. However, this is clearly not what 
those who are concerned about the wrongness of failing to bring people into ex-
istence are arguing for. The reasons for this are not hard to see if we consider the 
possibility of bringing somebody into existence whose life would be bad for them, 
and worse than nothing. Such a person’s existence is clearly not in their interest; 
rather it would be in this person’s interests for us not to be brought into existence. 
It is not clear from Finneron-Burns’ argument whether she believes that we would 
wrong a person by bringing them into existence with such a bad life, although we 
suspect that she would. On her view, this person clearly would have been bur-
dened by being brought into existence and would be present in the outcome under 
consideration to regret this outcome, to demand justification for it, and hence to 
be wronged by it on any account. It would follow from this therefore that the mere 
fact that a benefit or burden stems from being brought into existence should not, 
in and of itself, be seen as an objection to its potential wrongness. It is not, to 
borrow Finneron-Burns’ own words, that this person’s existence is not in their 
interests per se, but merely that, since the life they live would be bad, it would be 
less bad (or more good) for this person never to have existed.  

The reason for this is surely that the interest a person has in their existence is 
not related to the existence itself, but to the kind of life that they will lead. Indeed, 
there is a kind of life, that at the so-called ‘neutral level’ that even the most ardent 
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supporter of the interests of merely possible people would claim is in nobody’s 
interests to either have or to avoid. 

This argument cannot then be interpreted as concerning whether people have 
an interest in their existence or not. Instead, we believe that the best way of inter-
preting this argument is as an objection to the notion that a person who does not 
exist in a particular outcome can have any moral standing regarding the value of 
that outcome, even relative to the value of other outcomes in which they would 
exist. However, the strength of this objection surely depends upon our notion of 
how and why individuals have a bearing on the value of outcomes. Finneron-
Burns’, and Scanlon’s account both offer us a clear position on this question, since 
it seems that only those who can strictly be described as being burdened can have 
any such moral standing. As Finneron-Burns puts it “a principle that results in 
some possible people never becoming actual does not impose any costs on those 
‘people’ because nobody is disadvantaged by not coming into existence” (Finne-
ron-Burns 2017: 331). However, this is surely begging the question against the 
view that people can have an interest in what is good for them, whether or not it 
is better or worse for them than something else. If we adopted a slightly different 
approach to contractualism in which one can just as well impose a cost on some-
body by failing to do what is good for them, then Finneron-Burns’ second argu-
ment no longer follows. The strength of this objection seems to depend entirely 
upon the success of Finneron-Burns’ first argument, rather than offering any fresh 
objection to the view that it can be wrong to perform an action that fails to benefit 
merely possible people. 

In a footnote, Finneron-Burns offers a third objection to the view that we 
wrong future people by failing to bring them into existence. This is that “Depend-
ing on how much weight we assign to the ‘good’ of existence, to say that a possible 
person could reasonably object to not being created would make every action or 
principle wrong if it outweighed the burdens we would have by not creating 
‘them’” (Finneron-Burns 2017: 341). This is an important point. However, as Fin-
neron-Burns notes, it depends entirely upon how we weigh this good. The diffi-
culties that Scanlonian contractualism has in weighing up different goods and 
giving priority to individual claims are widespread and not confined to different 
population cases. However, even if one believed that these were unusually prob-
lematic for the contractualists position, it would seem ad hoc to exclude the claims 
of merely possible people purely on the basis that they were hard to aggregate.  

Indeed, we believe that one of the key advantages of Parfit’s means of avoid-
ing the Non-Identity problem is that: by distinguishing how we can make an out-
come ‘worse’ for people and how we can make it simply ‘less good’ for them, we 
avoid the need to equate the claims of actual and merely possible people as being 
of the same kind, and hence deserving identical moral weight. It is entirely open 
to us to say that, even though the benefit we might give to merely possible people 
is huge, it should not outweigh the lesser benefits that we might otherwise give to 
actually existing people, because these are two different kinds of benefits leading 
to two different kinds of claim, and that people’s claims to ‘comparative’ benefits 
take (a greater or lesser) degree of priority over their claims to existential ones.  
 

5. Frick’s View 

In another paper, presented in the same volume as Finneron-Burns’, Johann Frick 
presents a different account of the morality of human extinction. Frick also rejects 
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the notion that extinction is bad because of the value of the good lives it would 
forgo, although he does suggest that these might make it wrong by reducing what 
he terms the ‘final value of humanity’. As with Finneron-Burns’ argument, how-
ever, it is not our intention to engage with these positive arguments (which we 
broadly agree with) but only with his rejection of the value of the lives of merely 
possible future people. 

Like Finneron-Burns, Frick is a contractualist. However, this appears to be 
less significant to his reasons for rejecting the value of future lives. Indeed his 
primary argument involves developing and defending an intuitive belief he terms 
the ‘intuition of neutrality’. Frick defends this intuition from an often cited objec-
tion to it, John Broome’s ‘Greediness Objection’ (Broome 2004). However, he 
also offers some positive arguments in favour of this intuition, and by extension 
against the view that it would be wrong to create extra happy lives, which we will 
now consider. 

The intuition of Neutrality, as stated by Broome, runs as follows: 
 

[T]he presence of an extra person in the world is neither good nor bad. More pre-
cisely: a world that contains an extra person is neither better nor worse than a world 
that does not contain her but is the same in other respects (Broome 2005: 401). 
 

Frick argues that we should accept this intuition for three reasons. 
The first of these is that the intuition supposedly “neatly dovetails with a 

deontic intuition about the morality of procreation, the so-called Procreation 
Asymmetry” (Frick 2017: 348). According to this  

 
[I]f a future person would foreseeably have a life that is not worth living, this in itself 
gives us a strong moral reason to refrain from bringing this person into existence. By 
contrast, there is no moral reason to create a person whose life would foreseeably be 
worth living, just because her life would be worth living (Frick 2017: 348). 

 
We say that these two intuitions only ‘supposedly’ dovetail because there are 
some important differences between them. The first of these is that on many ver-
sions of the intuition of neutrality future people with lives that are sufficiently 
good, i.e. above what is known as the ‘neutral range’, should be created if we have 
the option to do so. However, the procreative asymmetry would instead imply 
that there is still no reason to bring these people into existence. Frick acknowl-
edges this and states that he personally prefers versions of the intuition of neutral-
ity on which the neutral level has no upper bound of this kind. However, this does 
not remove the fact that there is an inconsistency between these views, with the 
intuition of neutrality still allowing that people may have obligations to create 
extra people with (very) happy lives, while the procreative asymmetry allows for 
no such thing. 

Another point at which the two fail to dovetail is that our reasons for accept-
ing the intuition of neutrality stem from one set of considerations, the lack of in-
trinsic value in the lives of merely possible future people. However, we think that 
for many people the procreative asymmetry at least partially reflects another a 
different consideration, the interest that a prospective parent has in deciding for 
themselves whether to have children, free from most moral considerations. In 
particular, many people feel that there are no moral conditions under which indi-
viduals who do not want to have children should be required to have them. For 
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instance, the intuition of neutrality is compatible with the belief that if one does 
decide to have a child, then one ought to have the happiest child that one might 
have, since in this case, we are not assessing the value of adding an extra person, 
but of adding one particular extra person or another. However, according to the 
procreative asymmetry, the degree to which a merely possible future person’s life 
is worth living presents us with no reason to create that person, rather than creat-
ing any other person (so long as their life is not ‘not worth living’) as well as cre-
ating no person at all. 

The second reason that Frick gives in support of the intuition of neutrality is 
that rejecting it appears to have ‘strongly revisionary implications’ of its own. For 
this, Frick gives another example from John Broome: 
 

When people’s lives are saved, by making roads safer or in other ways, the well-
being of the people who are saved is generally small in comparison to the wellbeing 
of all the new people, their descendants, who come into existence as a result. This 
is perfectly predictable. If all the descendants’ wellbeing had to be counted too, 
that would enormously alter the value we attach to saving people’s lives. However, 
actually, in judging the value of safety on the roads, we routinely ignore all this 
wellbeing (Broome 2005: 402). 

 
This intuition appears to dovetail even less well with the intuition of neutrality 
(and the contractualist position) than the procreation asymmetry. This is because, 
as should be fairly obvious, when people choose not to consider the effects of our 
actions on the lives of potential future people they do not distinguish between 
whether these are ‘good lives’ with positive welfare or ‘bad lives’ with negative 
welfare. However, the intuition of neutrality only says that we should be neutral 
about bringing into existence people with good lives (and on many interpretations 
only those with lives within a neutral range with an upper bound). If we in fact 
used the intuition of neutrality in the case that Broome describes we should 
acknowledge that at least some small fraction of the future population that we 
might create by saving people’s lives through road safety measures could poten-
tially have bad lives, and this badness should have an impact on our evaluation of 
the scheme as a whole, even if the goodness of the other lives should not. This 
would imply a version of what Derek Parfit terms his ‘absurd conclusion’: that 
even when we expect a new population to have broadly the same characteristics 
as an existing population, which we take to be good, the addition of these new 
lives will make an outcome containing them worse, because the impact of the 
(small number of) negative lives on our evaluation of this outcome will outweigh 
the impact of the (great number of) good lives (Parfit 1984). 

We think that there may be a more compelling reason for why people do not 
consider the population effects of interventions like road safety when we evaluate 
them, namely the fact that we have so little information about these lives and their 
overall value as to render us ‘clueless’ about how to evaluate them (Greaves 
2016). If indeed we ignored this wellbeing because we accepted the intuition of 
neutrality then we should ignore it even when we are considering measures that 
are intended to improve the quality of life for those yet unborn. For instance, we 
should not consider the value of genetic research or screening that will save future 
people from suffering disabilities, except in so far as these disabilities impact on 
the quality of life of their parents. Yet in such cases, where the aim and purpose 
of our actions is to improve the lives of future people so that we are no longer 
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clueless about our expected effect upon them, we would routinely consider our 
effect upon their lives in any cost-benefit analysis (although, tellingly, we may still 
not consider our effect upon their descendants, since we are still clueless about 
this). 

Frick’s final reason for accepting the intuition of neutrality is that it helps to 
avoid some of the objectionable implications of population axiology, most nota-
bly Derek Parfit’s Repugnant Conclusion. While this is true, it is a general fact of 
theories of population ethics that they all have some such objectionable implica-
tions (Parfit 1984; Arrhenius Forthcoming). For instance, as we have seen, the 
standard form of the intuition of neutrality implies versions of the Absurd Con-
clusion, whilst a fuller version of the intuition of neutrality, which held that no 
future lives had any value, would imply what Parfit terms the Callous Conclu-
sion—that a future population of people whom all have bad lives and suffer a 
great deal would be no worse than a population of people whom all have good 
lives.1 

Furthermore, and as stated above, merely allowing that future people’s lives 
have value, whether one is a contractualist or a consequentialist, does not have to 
imply anything about how to weigh this against other valuable things or these 
claims against other claims. In extending his Wide-Person Affecting Principle, 
Parfit developed one approach that demonstrates this well, which he labelled his 
Wide Dual Person-Affecting Principle: 
 

One of two outcomes would be in one way better if this outcome would together 
benefit people more, and in another way better if this outcome would benefit each 
person more (Parfit 2017: 154). 
 

Parfit argued that this principle would give better results when applied to popula-
tion ethics type cases, and yet it is still compatible with the contractualist account 
of wrongness and the claims of potential people. Ultimately however, Parfit did 
not believe that this principle could necessarily escape the Repugnant Conclusion 
on its own, although he believed that, with other principles, it could form part of 
a moral theory that would—his Theory X. We believe that such a theory is worth 
exploring and that, as Parfit clearly believed, both consequentialists and contrac-
tualists might have something to add to this effort. 
 

6. Conclusions 

Ultimately, we do not believe that any of the arguments and points we have made 
here could force a contractualist, such as Finneron-Burns or Frick, who did not 
want to adopt the view that human extinction was wrong, at least in part, because 
it meant forgoing many potential future lives to change their mind. However, nor 
do we believe that the arguments we present here are the only ones that could 
achieve this end (we present further arguments, grounded in other obligations, in 
Kaczmarek and Beard forthcoming). We do hope that we have raised some 
doubts as to whether this is the position that a contractualist is obliged to take 
regarding the evaluation of its wrongness. We believe that for a contractualist to 

 
1 The name ‘callous conclusion’ comes from an unpublished, although widely circulated, 
paper titled ‘Towards Theory X’. However, the intuition that this would be a bad conclu-
sion is widely shared (see e.g. Broome 2005 and Arrhenius forthcoming). 
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say that potential future people have no claims against us is a legitimate position 
to take and that it is the analogue of consequentialist positions like ‘Presentism’ 
or ‘Actualism’, which say the same thing. However, we think that it is merely one 
of many legitimate positions that a contractualist might take on the matter. Many 
people think that the way in which these theories evaluate human extinction is 
one of the bad features of these theories, and that it gives us reason to prefer the-
ories that give more weight to the value of future lives (indeed this is the motiva-
tion for Finneron-Burns’ and Frick’s positive proposals regarding the badness of 
extinction). Perhaps Contractualists might eventually come to say the same things 
about versions of contractualism according to which merely possible future peo-
ple have no claims. Alternatively, perhaps they will not.2 
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Abstract 
 

In this paper we shall discuss some aspects of Parfit’s thought in connection with 
what we regard as a promising, quasi-naturalist approach to the self. The focus is 
not so much on the concept of person (considered as the starting point of a meta-
physics of person), which—for our present purposes—we take essentially to be a 
forensic notion; our point is, rather, that certain ideas developed by Parfit in Rea-
sons and Persons (1984) may be viewed as a component of a bottom-up account of 
the self that combines psychobiological and narrativist aspects. At the same time, 
however, we believe that his reductionist-eliminativist approach is not able to ac-
count for certain important facts concerning the mental health of a person and her 
way to being in the world. Moreover, it is worth noting that in our arguments a 
considerable role is played by empirical evidence. This is an important difference 
with respect to traditional analytical approaches to personal identity, which are 
usually based on conceptual analysis and thought experiments. Indeed, our ap-
proach is better considered as an instance of naturalized metaphysics in Quine’s 
(1981) sense, even if—as we shall see—in a rather moderate sense. 

The structure of the paper is the following. In the first section we describe 
(sketchily) our theory of the self. In the second section we discuss to what extent 
the main tenets of our view fit well with Parfit’s work. As we shall see, there is 
agreement, in particular, on his “impersonality thesis”, that is, the view (which 
can be also found in Daniel Dennett 1969, 1991) that personal phenomena should 
be ultimately explained starting from non-personal terms. In the third section, we 
highlight the shortcomings of Parfit’s position as a view of the self, and we ex-
plain why our particular version of narrativism can appropriately be considered as 
a realist account of the self. 

 
Keywords: Self, Realism about the self, Impersonality thesis, I/Me. 

 
 
 
 
1. A Quasi-naturalist Approach to the Self  

In Di Francesco, Marraffa and Paternoster (2016; see also 2015, 2018 and 2019) 
we put forward a theory of the self that combines contributions from philosoph-
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ical psychology with a variety of findings from developmental, social, clinical 
and personality psychology. On our view, the self is constituted by the couple 
<I, Me>—in a somewhat Jamesian way—where the I is the process of construct-
ing diachronically a series of self-representations, each corresponding to a tenta-
tive Me. The self is indeed a constructive process that starts in the very early 
stages of our life and runs unceasingly throughout our entire life. We call this 
process the selfing, exactly to highlight its procedural and dynamic character. 

The selfing process is a complex and multi-level one, whose main objective 
is the creation and maintenance of the Me, the ongoing and dynamical self-
representation accessible to the subject’s introspective activities. It is important 
to note that, while the selfing is complex, the Me is simple. With this we mean 
that, at the personal level where it is experienced, the Me is normally given as 
something that, similarly to Descartes' thinking substance, is simple (i.e. it can-
not be analyzed in terms of simpler relations such as physical or psychological 
features), synchronically unitary and diachronically identical. 

The selfing process is in the first instance psychobiological, to the extent 
that springs spontaneously, already in the first months of life, from perception, 
proprioception and interoception. The most precocious mental states underlying 
the development of the self are both unconscious and simply conscious 
states.1Indeed our methodological strategy involves deriving complex psycho-
logical functions from more basic ones, i.e., from what is evolutionarily prior to 
what is more sophisticated, following a path proceeding from unconscious to 
the sophisticated self-conscious (“bottom-up strategy”). 

The selfing process is articulated in three main stages, i.e., there are three 
main kinds of Me: i) bodily self-consciousness, which is the representation of 
one’s own body as a whole; ii) psychological self-consciousness, which is the 
representation of one’s own organism as something possessing mental states; iii) 
narrative or biographic self-consciousness, i.e., a representation of the self as a 
temporally extended entity, a mindful organism who has a story.  

A complete, mature self requires all the three stages, and each stage pre-
supposes the successful attainment of the previous one. Therefore, even though 
the possession of an experienced body is the primary condition of self, the so-
phisticated ability of conceiving of themselves as numerically identical cross-
temporal entities and as protagonists of a biography is also a necessary condi-
tion for the constitution of a full-fledged self. This implies that the primary con-
stituents of the self are to be explained in a purely naturalistic way, whereas the 
final stages involve cultural and social aspects (including normative ones, see in-
fra, §3) that cannot be reduced to a purely naturalist (viz. purely neurocognitive) 
theory. 

The cornerstones of our proposal are the following: 
1) The theory is both realist and narrativist. The theory is realist insofar as 

the selfing process is absolutely real, in the sense that, far from being a mere in-
terpretation or creation, it possesses causal efficacy; and a kind of causal efficacy 
that underpins our intra- and inter-personal balances, so that perturbations or 
disruptions of this process may have pathological effects on our psychological 
well-being and mental health. At the same time the theory involves a narrativist 

	
1 By “simply conscious” we mean intentional states not involving any form of self-
consciousness. For instance the experiential state of a three months baby who is observ-
ing her hand.    
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component, since the most advanced development stage of the selfing process is 
in part constituted by the ability of constructing narratives. Therefore, contrary 
to what is usually assumed, narrativism does not necessarily entail anti-realism 
about the self. In the third section we shall provide an extensive argument for 
this thesis.  

2) The theory is quasi-naturalist, in two senses, one metaphysical,2 the oth-
er epistemological and methodological as well. On the metaphysical side, the 
idea is that the selfing is in large part an activity of the organism, and does not 
presuppose either a transcendental self or any form of self-consciousness. In 
Kantian terms, the selfing is an empirical synthesis function. On the epistemolog-
ical-methodological side, the point is that all the assumptions and the theses 
constitutive of the theory confront the empirical results from cognitive neurosci-
ence and empirical psychology. Indeed, on this perspective, the theory can be 
regarded as an instance of naturalized metaphysics in Quine’s sense. However 
our account is (only)quasi-naturalist because of the narrative component. In-
deed, the ability of representing themselves as the protagonists of a story can 
hardly be explained with natural facts only (i.e. facts fully explainable with the 
descriptive resources of the natural sciences). The challenge is to show that there 
is continuity between the natural, organismic stage (which is essentially biologi-
cal) and the socially modulated psychological stage. 

3) The theory does not presuppose the existence of a pre-reflective self-
consciousness in Gallagher and Zahavi’s sense (Zahavi 2005, Gallagher & Za-
havi 2008, 2015). Self-consciousness is rather the result of a constructive pro-
cess, starting from the sense of the body and ending in a biographical self-
representation. At most we could say that, during the process of construction of 
the bodily image, some perceptual and proprioceptive representations carry im-
plicitly self-specifying information, but no full-blown representation of the bodi-
ly self is available before the two years of life (more or less). 

The first point, the issue of the compatibility between realism and narra-
tivism, is particularly important from our point of view. The reader interested in 
points 2 and 3 can refer to Di Francesco, Marraffa and Paternoster 2016 (espe-
cially sections 4.2, 4.3—for point 2—and 3.3—for point 3). Of course, the claim 
that the theory is both realist and narrativist calls for a justification, since narra-
tivism is more commonly taken as an anti-realist position. This will be the topic 
of the third section. And the claim that the I is conspicuously realized by sub-
personal processes is also something that requires further development, for at 
least two reasons. First, the notion of the self seems to be paradigmatically per-
sonal—to put it in a few words: to be endowed with a self is a property of the 
human person. Second, reference to subpersonal processes seems to involve a 
reductionist attitude. Is our naturalist, bottom-up account indeed reductive? 
And if it were so, how to conciliate this reductionism with the narrativist com-
ponent? 

Here comes into play Parfit’s “impersonality thesis”, that is, the view (that 
can also be associated with Dennett) that personal phenomena should ultimate-
ly be explained in non-personal terms. The role of the thesis, however, is differ-
ent: in Parfit the thesis is the main pillar of his overall metaphysical picture of 
minds and persons, whereas in our account the thesis is important in connection 

	
2 To the extent that a clear-cut division can be traced between metaphysical facts and 
epistemological facts, what can hardly be held on our view. 
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with the need of clarifying the relation between subpersonal and personal levels 
of explanation of the self. Indeed, as we shall see in the third section, we claim 
that a full-fledged theory of self and self-knowledge should be based on both 
subpersonal and personal explanations. Let us consider, to begin with, the im-
personality thesis. 
 

2. Parfit’s Reductionist Stance and Its Limits 

A comparison between our theory of the self and Parfit’s one is difficult, be-
cause, at the time he published Reasons and Persons, the historical context, the 
methodology and the theoretical interests were significantly different from to-
day’s ones. Nevertheless, we believe that there are certain important similarities 
and differences that make the comparison worth to do.  

Parfit’s impersonal account of the nature of persons is based on the neo-
Humean idea that the word “person” applies to collections of experiences con-
nected by some psychic chain. There is no irreducible reference to persons or 
subjects, thus it seems possible to describe persons and/or subjects of experience 
in purely objective terms. 

Our proposal has many things in common with Parfit’s approach (even if it 
is not based on a “semantic approach”, but rather it is based on empirical re-
search). Here we would like to underline what we take to be the fundamental 
point, that is the negation of the self as a substance, something close to a Carte-
sian Pure Ego, or “any other kind of separately existing entity” (Parfit 1984: 
210)—that is an entity that could exist separately from body and thoughts: 

 
Even Reductionists do not deny that people exist. And, on our concept of a per-
son, people are not thoughts and acts. They are thinkers and agents. I am not a 
series of experiences, but the person who has these experiences. A Reductionist 
can admit that, in this sense, a person is what has experiences, or the subject of 
experiences. This is true because of the way in which we talk. What a Reduction-
ist denies is that the subject of experiences is a separately existing entity, distinct 
from a brain and body, and a series of physical and mental events (ibid.: 223). 

 
In fact our criticism of substantialism goes beyond the criticism of Cartesianism, 
and might also be associated to the rejection of a widespread idea, the claim that 
conscious experience entails self-consciousness. In Di Francesco, Marraffa and 
Paternoster 2016 we try to show that there is no compelling evidence in favor of 
pre-reflective or non-reflective self-consciousness that accompanies every con-
scious state from birth. To be sure, the defense of pre-reflective self-consciousness 
(which represents a very deep and relevant alternative to our proposal, and 
would deserve a critical exam that it not possible here—see Di Francesco, Mar-
raffa and Paternoster 2016: §3.3; Paternoster 2013) is not a form of classical sub-
stantialism, being rather more reminiscent of Kantian transcendentalism. In any 
case, like Parfit, we don’t start with an “already made” self, nor we believe that 
personal identity is a “further fact” that involves more than physical and psycho-
logical continuity (and the relevant social and cultural influences), and in gen-
eral we reject the idea that “psychological unity is explained by ownership” 
(Parfit 1984: 275). 

On the other hand, we are dissatisfied with the eliminative/reductivist out-
come of Parfit’s criticism, since it overlooks the fact that the abilities required to 
develop a narrative identity—which is a full-fledged self—can hardly be con-
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fined to cerebral and bodily operations, though being constructed upon them.3 
The Reductionist—as described in the previous quotation—denies that the sub-
ject of experience can be separated from its physical basis and this, in a sense, is 
true: no selfing process could be in place without an organismic basis. Yet, the 
selfing process cannot be exhausted by its cerebral basis, since other psychologi-
cal and extracranial ingredients are necessary. For instance, the ability to ascribe 
mental states to themselves presupposes, very likely, the ability to ascribe mental 
states to others; and this, in turn, requires precocious social interactions with 
caregivers. It is intuitively clear that the higher the stage of development is, the 
more important is the involvement of social aspects. The ability of producing a 
narrative depends on a series of psychological competences and social transac-
tions that have little to do with the brain, which is just a causal condition and by 
no means the only one. In other words, the reduction of mental abilities to or-
ganism could perhaps work in the first year of life; but, as soon as the child be-
gins to attain the ability of self-ascribing mental states, it is hard to account for 
her subjectivity in purely biological terms. This is an epistemological flaw, 
which, however, has in our opinion a metaphysical counterpart: there is a sense 
in which it is perfectly legitimate to talk about a “psychological reality”: pro-
cesses and structures developed from the age of 2 years to 5 about make a differ-
ence, that is, have a causal impact on the life of the child. 

Therefore, one major difference between our account and Parfit’s one is 
that we associate to his “anti-substantialist” attitude the defense of a realist theo-
ry of the self. In particular, as we saw in the previous section, we propose a the-
ory of the self which is both narrativist and realist. 

A further clarification of the difference between Parfit’s approach and our 
version of (“robust”) narrativism can be obtained taking into account his thesis 
that persons are (ontologically) similar to nations: “I claim that a person is not 
like a Cartesian Ego, a being whose existence must be all-or-nothing. A person 
is like a nation. […] The account of their identity over time would, in its essen-
tial features, be similar” (Parfit 1984: 275). In this perspective a subject’s per-
sonal identity may be matter of degree and (in a sense of this word) convention-
al: 

 
A nation is in many ways unlike a person. Despite these differences, the identity 
of persons over time is, in his fundamental features, like the identity of nations 
over time. Both consist in nothing more of the holding over time of various con-
nections, some of which are matters of degree. It is true that in my old age I will 
be just as much me. But this truth may be fairly compared with the truth that 
(say) modern Austria is still just as much Austria. A descendant of the Habsburg 
Emperors could justifiably call this truth trivial (Parfit 1984: 316). 

 
On this view, there is a robust degree of conventionality (and semantic vague-
ness) in establishing whether someone is the same person she was. At this point 
it is quite easy to move a further step and claim that persons are ontologically 

	
3 We don’t take into account further development of Parfit‘s thought on this complex is-
sue. In Parfit (2012: 26) we can read: “[....] we aren’t animals, but are the conscious, 
thinking, controlling parts of these animals”—a thesis apparently far away from the elim-
inativist attitude present in Reasons and Persons. 
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very thin or even evanescent.4 By contrast, in our view, the self is a robust entity. 
Of course, it is not enough to claim that the self as characterized in our account 
is real; we have to show that this is the case. This is the task of the following sec-
tion.  
 

3. An Open Problem: Is the Selfing View Realist Enough? 

The basic reason for our claim that the selfing process (i.e. the self as an active 
subject) is real is that it is the process that produces our intra- and inter-personal 
balances, thus curbing the menace of “ontological insecurity”.5 It is therefore the 
causal foundation of psychological well-being and mental health. 

Arguably, the strongest objection to the legitimation of calling “realist” our 
view of the self stems from the thesis that, properly speaking, the self is a sub-
stance (a thing). Any account of the self that does not recognize this point is not 
a real account of the self—it does not result in a real self. 

In the first instance, one could reply that this objection begs the question. It 
should be independently argued that the self is not (and cannot be) a psychobio-
logical process. Clearly, this answer presupposes a metaphysically revisionist at-
titude: one must be prepared to acknowledge that the self is not what is usually 
taken to be, being instead a subpersonal construct.  

Admittedly, even discounting the fact that revisionism calls for a justifica-
tion, our reply faces two difficulties. First, since certain personal level properties 
of the self cannot be attributed to a subpersonal process—for instance, the prop-
erty of being object of introspection (or of being simple)—one should explain 
where do these properties come from. Second, even if the selfing process has 
causal efficacy, identifying the self with a subpersonal process is exactly the 
move made by Dennett: even his Joycean machine,6 in fact, has a causal role, 
perhaps contrary to what Dennett himself states in his most eliminativist mo-
ments. So—being the Dennett’s Joycean machine a paradigmatically non-realist 
conception of the self—are we completely justified in claiming the reality of the 
self?  

From this point of view, the property of being causally efficacious does not 
change the things. If everybody, including Dennett himself, calls “eliminativist” 
(or “anti-realist”) his approach, convincing our opponent that our subpersonal 
account works better than Dennett’s one will not be enough: even if it does, still 
it cannot be regarded as a genuinely realist account. 

Therefore, we are charged with the task of justifying our claim that the self 
as we conceive it of is real at a personal level, or, more properly, is a real entity 
that possesses personal level properties. 

	
4 For the reasons previously exposed, we do not claim that Parfit makes this step, but on-
ly that it follows naturally from his assumptions. 
5 Ontological insecurity is a concept originally developed by Ronald Laing to interpret 
the experience of schizophrenia. It terms a state of precariousness where a person lacks 
the basic existential assurances that a healthy individual takes for granted; that is the abil-
ity to “encounter all of the hazards of life, social, ethical, spiritual, biological, from a cen-
trally firm sense of his own and other people’s reality and identity” (Laing 1960: 39). 
6 That is, Dennett's metaphorical understanding of the stream of consciousness as a vir-
tual serial machine installed through the use of natural language on the parallel hardware 
of the brain. 
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The background of our argument for the reality of the self is given by the 
definition of the self we introduced above (cf. §1). The self is constituted by the 
couple <I, Me>, where the I is a process (the “selfing” process) and the Me is a 
dynamic collection of representations constructed and updated over the years by 
the I. We could say that the I-self is a process of objectivation which produces 
the Me-self, i.e., the process of self-representing of a psychobiological system. 

Now, against this background, we need to show that: i) the Me, or at least 
the highest developmental stages of the Me, is real and personal; and ii) the (re-
al) me is a full-blooded component of the selfing process. Let us start with the 
second, relatively easier claim; then we will argue for the first claim, which re-
quires a more extensive treatment.  

The idea is that the Me should not be regarded as something detached from 
the selfing process that engenders it. The Me has rather to be seen as an active 
component of the selfing process, insofar as it causally affects the process itself 
(Di Francesco, Marraffa and Paternoster 2019). This is the more true the higher 
the stage of development. Since, over the years, the Me becomes more and more 
personal and retroacts to the selfing process, the role of the personal in the selfing 
process becomes more important. We could say that, when the organism attains 
the narrative identity stage, the selfing process becomes aware of itself (acquir-
ing the ability to entertain a cognitive self-representation),7 so that, in a way, it is 
a self. The distinction between the I and the Me somewhat fades. As we put in 
the quoted article, “The one who represents and the represented entity tend to 
overlap. It is as if the self acquired the awareness of its own existence, and came 
to “know” that its own existence depends on the existence of its body, believing 
at the same time that it is different from its body” (ibid.).  

Let us turn now to the first claim. In what sense could we say that the Me is 
real (and personal)? Note that the most developed version of the Me is narrative 
identity, and the debate between realism and antirealism was usually concerned 
with narrative identity. Therefore, far from resting content with the justification 
of the reality of selfing—of the self as a psychobiological function—we should 
try to say something on the reality of Me as narrative identity. 

The basic very general idea is that in the process of narrative self-construction 
there is an essential psychodynamic ingredient. Affective growth and construc-
tion of identity cannot be separated. The psychological description of the self 
that the young child feverishly pursues is an “accepting description”, i.e., a de-
scription that is indissolubly cognitive (as a definition of self) and emotional-
affectional (as an acceptance of self). The child needs a clear and consistent ca-
pacity to describe herself, which is fully legitimized by caregivers, and socially 
valid. And this will continue to be the case throughout the entire life cycle. Ado-
lescent crisis, and together with it the process of social autonomization in post-
adolescence, is largely a problem of identity. In Erik Erikson’s seminal theory of 
identity development, the fundamental problem of adolescence lies in moving 
from a heteronomous identity to an autonomous self-definition. This requires an 
identity synthesis, i.e., a reworking of childhood identifications into a larger, 
self-determined set of self-identified ideals. The optimal outcome of such a pro-
cess is a kind of dialectic balance in which the ego syntonic pole of identity syn-

	
7 Moreover, if we allow that the selfing process may manipulate inner representations 
endowed by phenomenological content, we can attribute to the selfing process (taken as 
the <I, Me> system), consciousness of itself. 
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thesis is predominant over the ego dystonic pole of identity confusion (i.e., an 
inability to develop a workable set of ideals on which to base an adult identity).  

Erikson sees identity confusion as an insufficient integration of self-images 
originating from a “weakness of the ego”.8This claim leads us into the psycho-
pathological dimension of the inextricable link between identity self-description 
and self-consciousness. One cannot ascribe concreteness and solidity to one’s 
own self-consciousness if it does not possess at its center, and as its essence, a 
description of identity that must be clear and, inextricably, “good”, in the sense 
of being worthy of love (Balint 1965). If the self-description becomes uncertain, 
the subject soon loses the feeling of being present. 

We can restate then that the incessant construction and reconstruction of 
an acceptable and adaptively functioning identity is the process that produces 
our intra- and inter-personal balances, and is thus the foundation of psychologi-
cal well being and mental health. And this process is the ongoing construction 
of a system of defenses, the continuously renovated capacity to curb and cope 
with anxiety and disorder (Jervis 2014). Consider, for example, the construct of 
autobiographical reasoning. This is essentially a mechanism to compensate for 
threats of self-discontinuity. In circumstances of relative stability, personal 
sameness in time or personal stability may be established by the mechanism 
whereby the remembered self is systematically distorted by automatically as-
similating it to the present self-concept, increasing the similarity between the 
present and remembered reflected self, in order to maintain conceptual self-
sameness (Conway, Singer and Tagini 2004). When change is acknowledged, 
however, such a mechanism fails to create self-continuity. In circumstances of 
biographical change, the diachronic continuity of the self can be re-established 
by autobiographical reasoning through arguments that spell out transformations 
and their motives (Habermas and Köber 2015). 

The selfing process imposes thus a teleology of self-defense on the human psy-
chobiological system; and here is where the argument for a realist view of the 
self takes off. The self is the biological-cognitive process of reflexivity which em-
anates from the dialectic between the Jamesian I and Me. Indeed, as we saw 
above, the relation between the I and the Me is properly to be conceived as a 
sort of dialectics in which the I determines the Me, but at the same time each 
Me has a causal efficacy on the self. And unlike the continuously self-rewriting 
autobiographies of Dennett’s Joycean machine,9 the storied Me that the selfing 
process makes is not an epiphenomenon, but rather a layer of personality that 
serves as a causal center of gravity in the history of the system.10 

Conceiving narrative identity as a causally efficacious layer of personality 
pre-empts a standard antirealist objection. Narrativism, so the objection goes, is 
an approach that puts normative constraints on our self-narratives—constraints 

	
8 McAdams (1996: 57) notes that, in this context, Freud’s das Ich is taken as a synthetic 
function, a synthesizing process, and thus coinciding with selfing. 
9 These autobiographies are only “a confabulatory by product of the decentralized brain 
activity that actually regulates behaviour” (Ismael 2006: 346). 
10 “The self that is ‘the center of narrative gravity’ […] is a causally efficacious part of the 
whole system” (Flanagan 1992: 195); “What I’m going to suggest is that the autobio-
graphical monologue pieced together by the Joycean Machine […] has an important and 
substantial role in the intrinsic dynamics of the body” (Ismael 2006: 353). See also Di 
Francesco, Marraffa and Paternoster 2016: ch. 5. 
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such as “narrative coherence”. But what prevents from suspecting that “a person 
may possess a completely coherent self-identity that is nevertheless false” (Kris-
tjánsson 2010: 39)? Realists are thus required to offer criteria by which they can 
distinguish between self-narratives that are truthful and those that are confabu-
lated, self-deceptive, or paranoid (Matthews and Kennett 2012). And here is 
where a personological view of the narrative self comes into play.  

During personality development, internalized and evolving stories of the self 
layer over adaptations, which layer over traits, and this process of layering may be 
integrative: “Traits capture the actor’s dramaturgical present; goals and values pro-
ject the agent into the future. An autobiographical author enters the developmen-
tal picture […] to integrate the reconstructed past with the experienced present 
and envisioned future” (McAdams 2015: 226). The selfing process, then, takes the 
form of what Jung (1971) identified as individuation, namely, a search for itself that 
strives for a synthesis of the various strata of personality. 

Such a process has an ethical dimension that is reminiscent of the Aristoteli-
an ideal of eudaimonia. Most relevantly for our purposes, eudaimonia can be rein-
terpreted in terms of identity (Ferrara 1998). The good life can be seen, with Aris-
totle, as the telos at which the best human conduct aims but, differently than Aris-
totle, as a telos not preordained to the individual but immanent to the vicissitudes 
of one’s mental life. To act in accordance with virtue cannot mean to perform well 
the task most typical of the human being in general, but to perform well “the task 
of maintaining the integrity of one’s identity in the plurality of situations one en-
counters and of expressing the salient traits of one’s identity in a unique biog-
raphy” (Ferrara 1998: 31). Although this task confronts every person, its content 
varies from individual to individual and cannot be known a priori:  

 
The good life or eudaimonia […] is then a life-course in which one is able to en-
rich the main plot of one’s life-narrative with the largest possible amount of epi-
sodes and sub-plots compatible with the preservation of a sense of overall unity. 
The ability to unify one’s biography into a coherent narrative is a good which 
plays a similar role to eudaimonia for Aristotle (ibid.). 

 
In this personological and eudaimonic framework,11 a criterion that affords a dis-
tinction of self-knowledge from self-deception becomes available. Deceptive self-
narratives are those that fail to integrate with the other layers of personality. 
Telling a coherent self-story is then not enough: a fully coherent but false self-
narrative is a “façade” marked by bad faith, something inauthentic which tends 
to pass itself off as the “deep” structure of the person. Such a narrative is an idle 
wheel within the process of individuation. 

We could also put things in the following way. There are narratives more 
authentic than others. The more authentic narratives are those that better match 
our nature.12 Attaining this form of authenticity is an ethical goal. Indeed, moral 
judgment concerns, rather than the single acts of a person, its character, which 
is, as we saw above, a constitutive trait of personal identity. 

	
11 Research on eudaimonia and eudaimonic well-being has proliferated recently in per-
sonality psychology. For a review, see Waterman 2011. 
12 Also, it is plausible to include among the more authentic narratives those that better 
describe the natural world and, more important, the social world.  
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“Know yourself” is an ethical imperative, extremely difficult to attain; yet 
this difficulty does not rule out that there actually is a yourself waiting to be 
known. The starting point to know themselves is the Me, but we can learn that 
the Me is often deceiving and try to improve our self-knowledge accordingly. 
Therefore the Me helps changing ourselves, i.e., changing itself. 

In the light of this, there seems to be a form of subjectivity of our nature 
that can more or less be grasped by self-narratives. It might be that our self-
knowledge tools are so vague—or even mutually immeasurable—that we are 
not able to discriminate among different versions of ourselves. Yet, there are cer-
tainly cases in which we are able to discharge the most implausible versions of 
ourselves.  

The model of self-knowledge implied here is psychotherapeutic as well as 
ethical. Biographies may be soliloquies, but they are also presented socially. 
This typically occurs in psychotherapy, and biographies serve then as vehicles 
for negotiations of identity (Doris 2015). In this perspective, the construction of 
a self-narrative characterized by the Lockean critical appropriation of one’s own 
actions and mentations can be seen as a patient-therapist exchange of autobio-
graphical arguments in which illusions and self-deceptions are rooted out and 
dispelled. This can be seen as an exercise of demystifying hermeneutics whose 
criterion of objectivity lies in a dynamic psychology driven by the cognitive sci-
ences. In this psychotherapeutic context, the individual’s “actual self”—what 
Flanagan (1991) called the “actual full identity”13—is the life story as told from 
the “ideally objective standpoint” of a subpersonal theory which is always in di-
alectical relationship with the personal level of analysis.14 

This will be enough, we hope, to justify the realist character of our “here-
tic” narrativism. Let us now go back on the comparison with Parfit.  

Parfit believes that his theory—according to which, contrary with our 
strongest intuitions, our continued existence through time is neither “a deep fur-
ther fact”, and a “all-or-nothing fact”—is an antidote to the fear of our “inevita-
ble death”: 

 
When I believed the Non-Reductionist View, I also cared more about my inevi-
table death. After my death, there will no one living who will be me. I can now 
redescribe this fact. Though there will later be many experiences, none of these 
experiences will be connected to my present experiences by chains of such direct 
connections as those involved in experience-memory, or in the carrying out of an 
earlier intention. Some of these future experiences may be related to my present 
experiences in less direct ways. There will later be some memories about my life. 
And there may later be thoughts that are influenced by mine, or things done as 
the result of my advice. My death will break the more direct relations between 
my present experiences and future experiences, but it will not break various other 
relations. This is all there is to the fact that there will be no one living who will 
be me. Now that I have seen this, my death seems to me less bad. Instead of say-

	
13 Actual full identity is “the self as seen from the point of view of a certain class of theo-
retical perspectives that admit the reality of the self as an emergent phenomenon and try 
to give an objective account of what it, in general and in particular, is like” (Flanagan 
199: 137). 
14 Thus we take very seriously Flanagan’s (2012) worry that theories from cognitive sci-
ences may “couch the explanation of action in unfamiliar scientific terms, not in terms of 
the theory of action framed in the commonsense language of ideals and commitments.” 



From Persons to Selfing. Some Developments of Parfit’s Legacy 

	

109 

ing, “I shall be dead”, I should say, “There will be no future experiences that will 
be related, in certain ways, to these present experiences”. Because it reminds me 
what this fact involves, this redescription makes this fact less depressing (Parfit 
1984: 281).15 

 
Despite Parfit’s heroic effort to make this position plausible—and his interesting 
attempt to connect this sort of “liberation from the self” to the Buddhist tradi-
tion (“My death will break the more direct relations between my present experi-
ences and future experiences”, ibid.)—we think that a somewhat less dismissing 
analysis of the unpleasant nature of death would be a point in favor of our posi-
tion.  

We live in a world populated by real selves. Entities with a subjective take 
on their world, and whose experience expresses a point of view and exhibits 
what-it-likeness.16 Recently, Nicholas Humphrey speculated that phenomenal 
consciousness, which we take as the first product of the self17—and the “soul” 
that results from it—is not an epiphenomenon or a spandrel, but a specialized 
adaptation that has transformed the lives of the organisms who possess it. First, 
conscious beings “revel in being phenomenally conscious” (Humphrey 2012: 92). 
They develop a “will to exist”—not just an instinct for self-preservation, but a 
desire to exist, which moves them to act in ways they would not otherwise have 
done. Second, conscious beings “love the world in which they are phenomenally 
conscious” (ibid.). They project phenomenal properties onto the world, and the 
psychological effect of this is to make the world seem a place of intrinsic value, 
delight, and enchantment, which we are inspired to engage with, explore, and 
discover. Third, they “esteem their selves for being phenomenally conscious” 
(ibid.). One’s conscious self seems to be the source of the phenomenal richness 
of the external world, and, sensing this, humans form a vastly enhanced concep-
tion of their individual significance. They first develop the concept of a core self 
endowed with a seemingly substantial existence; and this provides the psychic 
bass line that unites the other mental faculties to form a personal self in time, 
which not only feels, but also thinks, wills, perceives, remembers, and so on. 
Thus, reflective conscious beings come to see themselves as individual egos, or 
souls, whose fate and development are of central importance to them. 

	
15 It is worth to note that this does not work with my death, and especially does not work 
with the death of our loved. In our mind there are experiences related to the loved dead; 
although this can certainly give us comfort (a part of them lives, metaphorically, inside 
us), the dead friends are no more there. There is no real dialogue, there is no future with 
them, just a past that progressively looses vividness and fades away. 
16 Thomas Nagel (1986) is the most famous proponent of this position. We do not discuss 
here Parfit’s objections to Nagel’s views (“Nagel once claimed that it is psychologically 
impossible to believe the Reductionist View. Buddha claimed that, though this is very 
hard, it is possible. I find Buddha’s claim to be true” (Parfit 1984: 280). 
17 Indeed, on our view, objectual (or transitive) consciousness is also phenomenal: “The 
first, minimal condition required for the development of the self is the possession of a 
simple or primary object consciousness. Primary object consciousness is the mere experienc-
ing of the objects and properties of the world, in virtue of the possession of representa-
tional capacities. Any organism endowed of perceptual and motor systems with a certain 
degree of complexity, that is, whose behavior is mediated by some representational struc-
tures (as opposed to purely ‘behaviorist’ organisms), has object consciousness” (see Di 
Francesco, Marraffa and Paternoster 2016: 73 and passim). 
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All this has “dramatically increased the investment individuals make in 
their own survival” (ibid.: 93). We are adapted to the “soul niche” (ibid: 158)—a 
conceptual territory where we represent ourselves and others as unitary, coher-
ent, compact, self-justified and somehow “noble”. Although this conceptual 
niche is where we flourish as a species, it can be dangerous; the more exalted 
our conception of the self, the more anxious we become about the loss of the self 
(ibid.: 115, 125).18 
 

4. Conclusive Remarks 

To sum up, we part company with Parfit (and Dennett as well) on a crucial 
point: the self, properly conceived, is real; and it is real despite being partly con-
stituted by narratives—or, maybe better, by the ability of producing narratives. 
In our picture there is a clear sense in which we can be regarded, in the words of 
Ismael (2006), as self-governing systems, in opposition to mere self-organizing sys-
tems, as is the case of Dennett’s theory.  

Despite the crucial role ascribed to subpersonal processes—the selfing starts 
with organismic subpersonal processes—we claim that it is impossible forgoing 
the personal level. Indeed, the different Me-representations constructed over the 
years are personal level constructions. 

From a methodological perspective, our approach is largely empirical, as is 
evidenced, for instance, by the very limited (if any) role played by thought ex-
periments, so important in Parfit’s work. We acknowledge that mental experi-
ments based on the flow of consciousness (which persists, halves itself, splits in 
two, coexists in a unique mind or is shared by several subjects, etc.) are clever, 
yet they need a reformulation in the light of our pluralist approach: on our view 
the robust Joycean machine, over and above producing the (conscious) phe-
nomenological flow, constructs our narrative identity, working on disparate ma-
terials at different levels, such as personality traits, unconscious motivations, 
shallow or deep affective structures, relational schemas, various applications of 
the theory of mind. If we “offload” the contents (the Me) of a person into a ro-
bot, the immediately following process of managing and maintaining this Me 
will be carried out by a totally different selfing process. And in order to repro-
duce the very same selfing process we would need a body and a relational and 
cultural texture identical—or at least functionally isomorph—to the original. 
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The psychological reductionist claims that what is important to our survival just 
consists in a series of causally related experiences. Our belief in a separately existing 
subject of experiences is held to be unjustified. In reply, it is contended that we need 
to distinguish between persons (continuing subjects of experience) and any related 
series of experiences (their lives). A number of objections to this conception of a 
person are considered and rejected. 
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1. Opposing Psychological Reductionism 

According to a contemporary theory of personal identity known as ‘psychological 
reductionism’,1 the belief that we are each a separately existing self or subject of 
experiences, something that exists over and above any bodily continuity and/or 
series of experiences, is held to be unjustified, and we are recommended to reduce 
the conception of our identity over time by jettisoning this belief.  

Suppose that by a reliable process called ‘teletransportation’, an exact printed 
record is first taken of your body’s composition, immediately prior to its total de-
struction, and this record is then electronically beamed to Mars, where a replica 
body is created from completely new material. On the psychological reduction-
ist’s account, you survive in this replica body. Or, rather, his position is that the 
justified content to the belief in our continued existence is preserved in teletrans-
portation. For, according to the psychological reductionist, personal identity, in-
sofar as it is defensible, is constituted by a (non-branching) series of related mental 
events, such as those involved in acts of memory and in the occurrence of inten-
tions, thoughts, and emotions. The conviction, which the reductionist acknowl-

 
1A theory developed by Derek Parfit: see Parfit 1971, 1984, 1995 and 2012. For an im-
portantly similar account, see Shoemaker 1984. 
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edges that we are naturally inclined to hold, that our continued existence essen-
tially resides in the persistence of a self or subject of experiences, understood as a 
continuant that is separable from, and so not reducible to, a succession of related 
experiences and/or bodily continuities, is dismissed as unwarranted in fact. We 
are neither justified in our belief in such a subject nor right to think that the satis-
faction of this belief is crucial for survival. As the psychological reductionist sees 
it, what is crucial for survival is the continuation of that succession of related ex-
periences which makes up our mental life. 

The belief that our survival resides in the persistence of a separately existing 
self or subject of experiences is rejected by the reductionist on the grounds that, 
while we have no evidence in its favour, we have much evidence against it. In 
particular, there is now good evidence that every experience is proximately de-
pendent on a proper functioning physical entity, the brain, and no evidence that 
our identity over time requires the persistence of anything non-physical. From 
which he concludes that although we—including the reductionist himself—are 
naturally inclined to accept that our continued existence does essentially reside in 
the persistence of a separately existing subject of experiences (shown, for instance, 
by our reaction to certain puzzle cases), it cannot reasonably be affirmed that our 
survival is dependent upon a Cartesian-style immaterial substance. 

The psychological reductionist also regards the continued existence of nu-
merically the same body (or mere brain) as unnecessary for our survival. He thinks 
that when we consider what really matters to us in our concern to survive, we 
realize that it is the continuation of that succession of related experiences which 
constitutes our mental life. Admittedly, if this mental life is to be capable of full 
expression, it will require not only a qualitatively identical—or, at least, a func-
tionally equivalent—brain but a gross human body, and a body that is sufficiently 
similar to our present one. But provided these physical conditions are met and 
they are appropriately causally related to the present physical continuities, we 
shall have everything that is really important for survival. 

The force of the contention that bodily continuity is not necessary for our life 
to be preserved can best be appreciated by conceiving a situation where there is a 
succession of mental events that are linked together by the relations necessary for 
the continuity of memories, intentions, emotions, and other psychological fea-
tures—where there is, in other words, psychological continuity—without physical 
continuity. Teletransportation precisely fits this bill, since it is a duplicating pro-
cess which wholly destroys bodily continuity without destroying psychological 
continuity. For my part, I think that this thought experiment does convincingly 
show that the result of the teletransportation process is the continuation, or as 
good as the continuation, on Mars of the life that had earlier began on Earth.2 
Hence, bodily continuity cannot be what really matters for the preservation of our 
life. And since psychological continuity is not destroyed in the process, the psy-
chological reductionist further contends that it is this latter continuity, psycholog-
ical continuity, which is of decisive importance for our survival. 

Rather than claiming that the psychological reductionist has gone too far in 
rejecting the requirement of bodily, or mere brain, continuity, I maintain that he 
ought also to reject psychological continuity as important for our survival. Once 

 
2 In this section I am, for ease of exposition, only considering cases where teletransporta-
tion produces a single or non-branching series of related experiences. Examples of the multi-
ple instantiation of such series will be taken up in the next section. 
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it is admitted that a thought experiment involving teletransportation can play a 
legitimate role in determining what the belief in our continued existence can rea-
sonably be held to consist in (by showing that bodily continuity is not required), 
it ought to be admitted that another thought experiment, which makes use of a 
closely analogous duplication process, can also be employed in this endeavour. 
The latter thought experiment, I shall argue, shows that our identity should be 
distinguished, not only from bodily continuity but, equally, from any given series 
of mental events and, hence, from psychological continuity. Far from personal 
identity, or what is important about personal identity, just consisting in a non-
branching series of related mental events, the psychological reductionist ought to 
acknowledge that the true view of personal identity requires us to distinguish be-
tween the identity of persons and the identity of their lives. 

Why do I think that the conceivability of a duplication process, in essence 
the same as teletransportation, ought to convince the psychological reductionist 
that the true view of personal identity requires a distinction between persons and 
their lives?  My grounds stem from this. In addition to the belief that, according 
to the psychological reductionist, we all, or nearly all, naturally have, viz. that we 
are separately existing subjects of experience, there is, I suggest, a strong tendency 
to believe that we each start out in life with a specific (and usually unique) funda-
mental nature in respect of cognitive, conative, and affective capacities. How that 
life develops depends, we hold, on the interaction between two factors: on the one 
hand, the given person’s fundamental nature and, on the other, the sense experi-
ences which the person has during that life (together with the circumstances in 
which they occur). As far as I am aware, those who have explicitly defended the 
conception of the self as some kind of separately existing subject have invariably 
affirmed that it is the seat of our most basic capacities and dispositions, those that 
we bring to our sense experiences. But, whether this is so or not, the idea that we 
each possess such a fundamental nature seems to me at least as widely held as the 
belief that we are separately existing subjects of experience. 

Now suppose that by a reliable process resembling teletransportation—let us 
call it ‘telereproduction’—there is started up, following the ending of a person’s 
life on Earth, a new life on Mars by means of the same set of instructions as orig-
inally made possible the life of the person on Earth. So although a complete body, 
including brain, scan is taken at the start of a person’s life and an electronic record 
retained, bodily death takes place at some time in the person’s adult life. Conse-
quently, with telereproduction, when the adult body of the person living on Earth 
has ceased irreparably to function, the duplicating machine is employed to send 
the electronic record of his or her complete body at two years after birth to another 
machine on Mars, which constructs a replica body of that person, as it existed at 
that formative time.3 Here, it seems to me, we can legitimately say that, following 
the ending of the life of a given person (on Earth), telereproduction has begun 

 
3 For the following reason, I have taken two years after birth as the point by which the 
fundamental nature has been laid down. On current evidence, the brain, by about the age 
of two, has made the maximum number of its synaptic connections (from then on experi-
ence pairs down some of these connections and reinforces the remainder). Having said 
that, it appears that some additional neurons and synaptic connections are naturally 
formed during puberty and adolescence: connections that map onto changes in an individ-
ual’s attitude to risk and the controlling of impulses (see e.g. Eagleman 2015 and Heather-
ton 2011). If so, the correct point for identifying some of the dispositions, constituting a 
given person’s fundamental character, will need to be placed at this later period.  
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another life of that same person (on Mars). Hence, like teletransportation, telere-
production duplicates a body; but it duplicates the body as it was at the beginning 
of a person’s life. When it does so, the process can be seen as giving us an example 
of the same person living different—and, hence, multiple—lives. In the case in 
hand, one person can be seen as having two lives: there would first be a life on 
Earth and, then, a life on Mars.  

The upshot is that since the psychological reductionist acknowledges that he is 
himself naturally inclined to believe that a person’s identity essentially resides in a 
separately existing subject of experiences, he should distinguish our continued ex-
istence as persons, not only from physical but psychological continuity. In suppos-
ing that personal identity, or what is important about personal identity, just consists 
in a non-branching series of related mental events, he has confused the criterion for 
the continued existence of a given life with the criterion for the continued existence 
of a given person. (Even the possibility that a series of mental events can be related 
into a single life is, on the view I am defending, a consequence of these events them-
selves being the expression of the person’s fundamental nature.)  

By employing the teletransportation thought experiment in his endeavour to 
convince us that personal identity does not require bodily continuity, the psycho-
logical reductionist obscures the fact that this identity is not reducible to psycho-
logical continuity. He obscures the fact because, with teletransportation, duplica-
tion occurs during the life of a person. But given the psychological reductionist 
accepts that, in seeking to determine what the content of our belief in personal 
identity should reasonably consist in, it is legitimate to imagine the operation of 
a reliable duplication process during a person’s life, he should also accept that it 
is legitimate to engage in such a thought experiment at the start of a person’s life, 
as with telereproduction. When this is done, the distinction between personal 
identity and any particular series of experiences (as well as any particular set of 
physical continuities) is no longer obscured. For the telereproduction thought ex-
periment shows that there is a key distinction between persons and their lives: a 
distinction that is analogous to the one which we already acknowledge between 
musical works and their performances. And, having once recognized the distinc-
tion between persons and their lives, it would be a mistake to regard a person’s 
identity as in some way reducible to a given series of experiences and/or continu-
ities of a token body (or mere brain). It would be a mistake because the survival 
of a person cannot then be said to be identical with, or just to consist in, those 
phenomena that go to constitute a particular life, any more than the survival of a 
piece of music can be said to be identical with, or just to consist in, those phenom-
ena that go to constitute a particular performance. A person, rather, can survive 
the termination of a life as a piece of music can survive the ending of a perfor-
mance. The survival of a piece of music depends upon the existence of a record 
of the music’s structure which is appropriately causally related to that work’s cre-
ation (so making possible, in conjunction with a set of players, a performance of 
that particular work). Similarly, the survival of a person depends upon the exist-
ence of a record of the fundamental nature which is appropriately causally related 
to that person’s creation (so making possible, in conjunction with a set of sense 
experiences, a life of that particular person). 

 
What a Reductionist denies is that the subject of experiences is a separately existing 
entity, distinct from a brain and body, and a series of physical and mental events 
(Parfit 1984: 223, italics original). 
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This is the central reductionist claim. My argument has been that a thought 
experiment, parallel to the one that the psychological reductionist himself em-
ploys in seeking to convince us that the true view of personal identity should not 
be tied to a given brain or body, ought, in consistency, to convince him that his 
central reductionist claim is almost entirely the reverse of the truth. 
 

2. Duplication 

Given the distinction that has been made between persons (or selves) and their 
lives, we may now briefly consider cases where the same person has two or more 
lives running concurrently. The psychological reductionist maintains that exam-
ples which involve what is frequently referred to as the ‘division’ of a person pro-
vide additional grounds for rejecting the belief that a person should be regarded 
as essentially a separate existent from a series of experiences and/or bodily conti-
nuities. He holds that unless we go over to a reductionist conception of a person, 
these examples of ‘division’ must involve us in absurdities or contradictions. The 
question is whether these, or analogous, absurdities must be generated once our 
distinction between persons and their lives is admitted. If not, we will have been 
provided with no countervailing reason for revising the conclusion that we should 
reject the reductionist’s central theoretical claim.  

It may be thought that if two (or more) concurrent lives of the same person 
are admitted, it is quite obvious that we are going to find ourselves involved in 
parallel absurdities to those that the psychological reductionist has so spectacu-
larly uncovered with his own examples of a person ‘dividing’. For instance, shall 
we not immediately be landed in the contradiction of having to say that the same 
person is living in two places at the same time? If it is contradictory to say that the 
same person can be in two places at the same time—which, on our present con-
cept of a person, it is—then, surely, it is equally absurd to say that one and the 
same person is living at two places at the same time. But there is no genuine ab-
surdity here because, given our distinction between persons and their lives, this 
will only be a way of saying that two lives of the same person are occurring at 
different places at the same time. (As we sometimes say that the same piece of 
music can be heard at two places at the same time, when what is more circuitously 
meant is that two performances of the same piece can be heard at different places 
at the same time.) 
Even the notorious brain splitting example—more strictly, cerebrum splitting ex-
ample—need not produce a contradiction. Let us grant as conceivable that, by 
separating a given person’s two cerebral hemispheres and placing each half in a 
different functioning but cerebrum-less human body, there could be two syn-
chronic lives, both of which can be traced back to a single set of experiences of 
that given person (sustained by the two cerebral hemispheres combined). We are 
not thereby forced into the contradictory situation of having to admit that two 
different lives of the person are the same life. Here, too, a musical analogy can 
help to explain why.  

Consider certain performances of a given choral work. These begin with two 
singers to each part; later, and uncharacteristically for performances of this work, 
the singers of each part spatially separate, e.g. by the singers, at a suitable interval 
in the music, filing apart in two columns, with both sets of singers finishing their 
performance in different locations. Under these circumstances, there seem to be 
two conceivable ways of interpreting what has happened. On the one hand, it 
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might be said that, as the work has here been realized, what began as a single 
partial performance (jointly sustained by two singers per part) ended with two 
partial performances (each sustained by one singer per part). On this way of put-
ting matters, we could say of two auditors, each of whom then listened to a full 
performance of the work, that while they both listened to the same partial perfor-
mance sustained by two singers per part, it would not follow that they both lis-
tened to the same full performance, i.e. if they did not both listen to the same 
partial performance sustained by one singer per part. On the other hand, it might 
be said that although such an interpretation is not self-contradictory, it is unrea-
sonable to hold that there was, even at the outset of the singing, a partial single 
performance of the work. Rather, it will be said that, given the sequel, it would be 
preferable to admit that there were really two concurrent performances of the 
same work all along; it was simply that this was not obvious until the separation 
of the two rows of singers. (So, on this latter interpretation, my original descrip-
tion of what happened was mistaken: at no time were two singers jointly sustain-
ing each part.) 

Analogously, with a case in which separation of a given person’s two cerebral 
hemispheres leads to two synchronic lives, each of which is traceable back to a sin-
gle set of experiences jointly sustained by the two hemispheres. On the one hand, it 
might be said that, as the person has here been realized, what began as a single 
partial life (jointly sustained by the two cerebral hemispheres) ended with two par-
tial lives (each sustained by a single hemisphere). On this way of putting matters, 
we could say of two onlookers, each of whom then witnessed a full life of the per-
son, that while they both witnessed the same partial life sustained by the two cere-
bral hemispheres, it would not follow that they both witnessed the same full life, i.e. 
if they did not both witness the same partial life sustained by one cerebral hemi-
sphere. On the other hand, it might be said that although such an interpretation is 
not self-contradictory, it is unreasonable to hold that there was, even at the outset 
of the experiences, a single partial life. Rather, it will be said that, given the sequel, 
it would be preferable to admit that there were really two concurrent lives of the 
same person all along; it was simply that this was not obvious until the separation 
of the two cerebral hemispheres. (So, on this latter interpretation, my original de-
scription of what happened was mistaken: at no time were the two cerebral hemi-
spheres jointly sustaining a single set of experiences.) 

Whatever the relative merits of these alternative descriptions, neither appears 
to me to be absurd or self-contradictory. The cerebrum splitting example, then, does 
not expose a logical incoherence in our distinction between persons and their lives. 

Equally, no incoherence need be generated in the case where teletransporta-
tion leads to several concurrent lives of the same person. Say that teletransporting 
a given person, as that person appears in a life on Earth, were to result in two 
concurrent lives, one on Mars and the other on Venus. We could deal with such 
cases along the lines of the first of the two possible ways that I suggested for the 
cerebrum splitting example. That is, we could take it that what began as a single 
partial life of a person (on Earth) has ended in two partial lives of the same person 
(one on Mars and the other on Venus). Consequently, it would not follow that 
because a pair of onlookers each witnessed a full life of the given person, incorpo-
rating the partial life on Earth, they both witnessed the same full life. It would not 
follow because they may have witnessed different partial lives of the given person 
after teletransportation. And if they did, one of the onlookers would have wit-
nessed the full life which ended on Mars and the other would have witnessed the 



The Survival of Persons: A Reply to Parfit’s Psychological Reductionism 

 

119 

full life which ended on Venus. Nonetheless, both full lives would have been those 
of one and the same person.  
 

3. Criticism and Defence 

None of the grounds so far considered has succeeded in justifying the psycholog-
ical reductionist’s denial that we are separately existing subjects of experience.  

I now turn to a criticism of my argument: ‘By distinguishing, in the way you 
have, selves or subjects from their lives, you must be suggesting that we are abstract 
entities. We could not possibly think of ourselves in this way’ (cf. Parfit 1984: 297). 
The idea is that, on my account, it must follow that the self can neither think nor 
decide nor act. For, if the self is identified with a continuant that is capable of 
multiple lives, analogous to the way in which a piece of music is capable of mul-
tiple performances, it must follow that this self cannot do anything (any more than 
a piece of music can make sounds). This consequence, the criticism alleges, re-
duces your theory to absurdity. 

But the theory only appears absurd when a distinction is overlooked: the dis-
tinction between, on the one hand, the self as a continuant with a specific funda-
mental nature and, thereby, with the potentiality for having experiences, and, on the 
other, any actual realization of this self in a given life (as a particular human ani-
mal). It is the self, as it is realized in any given life, which thinks, and decides, and 
acts. But it would be misleading to say that the self or person is ‘the conscious con-
trolling part of an animal’ (see Parfit 2012: 20). For that would be to identify our-
selves, not with a continuant which is capable of multiple lives and of existing inde-
pendently of any animal, but with our realization in one life.4 Whereas, on the view 
of the self that I am defending, our existence needs to be distinguished from any life 
we may lead, because although we do indeed live and move in virtue of our realiza-
tion in any given life, our being consists in the continued existence of our fundamen-
tal nature. This is not, I suggest, an absurd position, since it allows that the self, as 
it is realized in any life, does think, decide, and act whilst affirming that the self, as 
it exists in itself, transcends the contingencies of any given life. 

Accordingly, in identifying a person’s being with a given fundamental na-
ture, I am not contending that the fundamental nature should itself be equated 
with certain physical structures in a token human animal’s brain (or with the to-
ken fundamental dispositions that its brain encodes). For, if that were so, there 
would have to be at least as many similar, but numerically distinct, fundamental 
natures as there are human animals which have resulted from a single human by 
means of telereproduction. On the contrary, I am contending that one and the 
same fundamental nature can be physically encoded, whether synchronically or 
diachronically, in many distinct human brains; thereby giving rise, together with 
sense experiences, to different lives of that same person. In short, in identifying a 
person’s being with a given fundamental nature, that fundamental nature is con-
ceived as a type, not a token. Analogously, a given musical work should not itself 

 
4 In abnormal circumstances, this one life may be continued in another (artificially con-
structed) human being, as with teletransportation, or by means of a cerebral transplant 
from the original human animal to the cerebrum-less brain of another human animal. But, 
according to the psychological reductionist, in no case are we dealing with the self as a 
separately existing entity.  
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be equated with the token physical score which makes possible a specific perfor-
mance of that work. On the contrary, one and the same musical work can be 
physically encoded, synchronically or diachronically, in many distinct token 
scores; thereby giving rise, together with the action of players, to different perfor-
mances of that same work. 

Still, it may be replied, your entire position is premised on the belief that we 
each begin our lives with a different fundamental nature. Perhaps we do not; per-
haps the differences between us, in respect of our fundamental cognitive, cona-
tive, and affective dispositions, are not, in general, significant. Instead, it is our 
sense experiences and the circumstances in which they occur, not our fundamen-
tal nature, which account for all, or virtually all, of the main distinguishing fea-
tures in the lives of different subjects. In the present state of our knowledge, I 
accept that this alternative position must be admitted as possible, even though it 
is not, in my view, a very plausible one. But I do not accept that, even if it should, 
in fact, turn out to be correct, it would vitiate the point of my response to psycho-
logical reductionism. I have been urging that we conceive of ourselves as each 
possessing a distinct mix of abilities and dispositions which we bring to our lives 
and which serves, throughout, to shape how we engage with life’s experiences. In 
a given life, our fundamental nature interacts with our sense experiences and cir-
cumstances (thereby giving rise to our varying objectives during that life); and its 
realization may be seriously impaired in old age or by accident or disease.  

However, if further empirical evidence were to show that we do not each 
typically come to sense experience with a different fundamental nature then, in-
deed, my claim that we should distinguish between ourselves and our lives ought 
to be rejected. We would be left with the psychological reductionist’s series of 
mental events as all that individuates us. But is this sufficient to count as the true 
view of personal identity? Or would we then have thrown out so much of what 
we hold to be definitive of ourselves that we should, rather, conceive of psycho-
logical reductionism, not as giving us the justified kernel of the concept of our 
identity, but as expressing scepticism about that concept’s application? It is difficult 
to see how our concept of the self’s identity can be thought to have even a pared 
down application, if no series of related mental events can be seen as resulting 
from some specific nature that significantly helps to shape what is valuable 
throughout that life. If there is nothing importantly distinct from that series of 
mental events, so that we can think that, under different circumstances, the sub-
ject of those events could live another life which is recognizably an expression of 
that particular subject (and not merely the expression of practically any human 
subject who has been similarly circumstanced) then what lies at the heart of our 
belief in the self would not apply to us. I—understood as a continuing subject of 
experiences that is distinguishable from others in respect of my fundamental na-
ture—would not, in reality, exist, and so could not be contributing anything orig-
inal to any life that is thought of as mine. And, plainly, a parallel point goes for 
everyone else, including those who make the deepest impression upon us. These 
consequences seem to me to strip away everything that we think of as constitutive 
of our identity. What remains would be a series of mental events that is dependent 
for its difference from any other series on the mere variations of sense experience 
and circumstance: there would be nothing unique and continuing from which the 
lives of each of us can be seen as unfolding in concert with that sense experience. 
Accordingly, even if the facts were to go against our being, in the way I have 
defended, separately existing subjects of experience, this notion is, I submit, the 
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keystone of the belief we have in ourselves. If it does not in fact obtain, we will 
not be left with a reduced content to the belief in our identity but with no defensi-
ble belief in that identity at all. 
 

4. Changes in Our Attitudes, Objectives, and Behaviour 

In this concluding section, I argue that the psychological reductionist has failed 
to provide convincing grounds for declaring that the changes, which can be ob-
served in our attitudes, objectives, and behaviour during our lives, show that we 
cannot reasonably conceive of ourselves as possessing, throughout, a stable, or 
virtually stable, fundamental nature. 

At the same time, I acknowledge that some of the dispositions, making up a 
subject’s fundamental nature, are not normally entirely unchanging throughout 
any given life. This alteration seems to me especially noteworthy in the case of 
affective dispositions. Hume’s observation on one of these dispositions strikes me 
as persuasive:  

 
A young man, whose passions are warm, will be more sensibly touched with am-
orous and tender images, than a man more advanced in years, who takes pleasure 
in wise, philosophical reflections concerning the conduct of life and moderation of 
the passions. At twenty, Ovid may be the favourite author; Horace at forty; and 
perhaps Tacitus at fifty (Hume 1757: 244).5  
 

In short, I accept that, with respect to some affective dispositions at least, a sub-
ject’s fundamental nature does have a natural tendency to vary in strength, and 
most conspicuously to moderate, with age.  

But while I accept that there frequently is a predictable alteration in the 
strength of some fundamental dispositions, especially affective ones, this is com-
patible with the specific mix of dispositions that goes to make up a person’s fun-
damental nature remaining stable, or virtually so, throughout life. From this per-
spective, it would be a gross exaggeration to claim that the observable changes of 
strength should be taken as demonstrating some kind of successive self: one whose 
dispositions are not strongly connected with those of the self that existed previ-
ously (see Parfit 1971: 24-25 and 1984: 302-306). A predictable change in the 
strengths of some of our fundamental dispositions during a lifetime does not 
amount to the emergence of a different self, any more than the predictable changes 
in a human being’s facial appearance from adolescence to old age—ones that are 
not dependent on external accident or manipulation—amount to the emergence 
of a different facial physiognomy. In both cases, the similarities are normally suffi-
ciently remarkable, as well as sufficiently predictable, for us to hold that what we 
are confronted with is, in essence, the same—the same self, the same facial phys-
iognomy—throughout.  

Even in those cases where, with no brain damage, we dramatically speak of 
one self being ‘replaced’ by another, this is not enough to prove that some of our 
fundamental dispositions have literally ceased to exist and been replaced by new 
ones, as opposed to the (re)emerging of certain members of our fundamental set, 
often together with the slackening in strength of others. When, in Proust’s A la 

 
5 Hume was 46 when this essay was first published.  
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recherche du temps perdu, Marcel expresses the thought that the self that loved Al-
bertine is ceasing to exist and being replaced by a different self to whom this at-
tachment is alien (see Parfit 1984: 305; see also 1971: 25), he shows his awareness 
that a given exercise of one of his fundamental dispositions is slackening, that his 
searing affection for a particular human being is falling away, and that other fea-
tures of his fundamental nature are increasingly able, under the circumstances, to 
(re)assert themselves. It was a notable aspect both of Marcel (the narrator) and of 
Proust (the novelist) that they had a periodic tendency to fall deeply but painfully 
in love with a series of human beings (during which times the operation of other 
features of their psyche was seriously impaired). Far from this kind of see-saw life 
giving evidence of a succession of different selves—a succession of newly emerging 
sets of dispositions—such a life testifies to the continuation of a single fundamental 
nature, but one in which certain features recurrently assert themselves at the ex-
pense of others. It was characteristic both of Marcel and of Proust that their lives 
unfolded in this emotionally up-and-down way.  

Again, when a young man expresses radical idealist views which, in later life, 
he repudiates, I find it very implausible to regard ‘the understandable and natural’ 
way of describing such a case as that of our being confronted with successive selves6 
(in a sense which disproves the continuing existence of a fundamental nature). 
Predictably there will be a lessening in the ardour with which the man holds his 
political views, i.e. the strength of affective dispositions will moderate with age. 
And this moderation, combined with the man’s increased experience of human 
nature and, perhaps, his own altered circumstances, can account for his changed 
political position without denying that there has been, throughout this time, one 
fundamental nature which that life expresses. 

In sum, on the evidence provided, the changes, through a full lifetime, in the 
objects of our affective, conative, and cognitive dispositions should not be taken 
as sufficient to prove, even in the type of dramatic cases illustrated above (let alone 
in the more everyday cases), that such a life is expressive of a series of successive 
selves, a series in which one set of dispositions is largely, albeit gradually, suc-
ceeded by a different set. On the contrary, given the evidence offered by the psy-
chological reductionist, the interplay between our original mix of dispositions—
together with varying sense experiences, circumstances, and age—seem to me suf-
ficient adequately to accommodate the changes that occur in outlook and behav-
iour during a lifetime (leaving aside brain damage) without requiring us to call 
into question the continued existence of a distinct fundamental nature. 

In this respect, certain features of a person’s fundamental nature can play a 
particularly critical role in determining the degree to which changes in outlook 
and behaviour are manifested. Those whose willpower is strong and enduring are 
often able, by continual application, to turn their minds from pursuing certain 
ends which would otherwise attract them. It may even be possible, for those of an 
especially resolute temper, to overcome altogether a basic dispositional tendency, 
thereby allowing other original ones to flourish. But this does not negate the key 
role of a person’s fundamental nature, since it is precisely a conative feature of 
that nature—a powerful and steadfast will—which makes possible the weakening 
or even the overcoming of some other original characteristics.7 

 
6 See Parfit 1984: 326-29. 
7 Hence, even with no natural slackening in an affective disposition, a person may justifi-
ably be handed down a reduced sentence for a crime that had been earlier committed in 
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While, therefore, the objects engaging our attention do plainly vary over a 
lifetime, this is not enough to show that each of us lacks a durable individuality: 
a fundamental and continuing nature which forms or structures how we confront 
life’s adventures. It is this nature which, I am claiming, constitutes the core of 
what we believe makes each of us who we are. While the pleasures and pains, 
successes and failures, of our lives are, clearly, partly dependent on our sense ex-
periences—without these we would not have a life at all—what identifies each of 
us is how we approach and react to these experiences. It is the way we deal with 
our experiences, within the circumstances of their occurrence, which expresses 
our fundamental nature: a nature, we believe, which is separable from any given 
series of related mental events and which remains recognizably the same through-
out our lives.  

I conclude that it would be seriously premature to throw out our central belief 
in a separately existing subject of experiences. To do so, on the evidence adduced, 
would be unjustifiably to deny that each of us is something over and above any 
particular body and/or series of related mental events. The denial of the self as a 
further fact which continues to exist throughout our lives, and which is responsi-
ble, in large measure, for their direction, has been taken by the psychological re-
ductionist to have striking moral consequences (see especially Parfit 1984: Chaps 
14 and 15). Since, it is claimed, there is no such self, we should give less im-
portance, and, in some cases, almost no importance at all, to the separateness of 
persons and, thereby, to principles of equality or distribution between the lives of 
different people. Similarly, it is claimed, we should give less weight, and, in some 
cases, scarcely any weight at all, to the idea of future compensation for earlier pains 
or pleasures even within a life of any given person. Such radical changes in our 
moral beliefs should not be undertaken without well-grounded conceptual and/or 
empirical arguments supporting the denial of the self as a further fact. These, I 
have contended, have not been produced.  

But, I must emphasize, I have not gone so far as to affirm that the notion of 
a separately existing self, with a stable fundamental nature, does actually apply to 
us. Whether, and to what extent, it may do so is an empirical question for which 
further evidence is needed. Instead, I have contended, first, that the psychological 
reductionist has failed to demonstrate that our belief in such a self is unjustified 
and, second, that should future empirical evidence establish the falsity of our be-
lief, the correct response is to embrace scepticism about personal identity. The 
idea that psychological reductionism represents a reduced, yet defensible, concept 
of our identity or survival is not, in my estimation, sustainable. It is a pivotal part 
of our belief in the self that it significantly determines, in virtue of its fundamental 
nature, how, throughout life, we respond to its challenges. If this belief is shown 
to be wholly unjustified, so too will be our belief in personal identity and survival.8 
 
 
that life. Where there is good evidence of genuine repentance, as shown e.g. by the offender 
having now mastered the anti-social tendency that originally led to the crime, it may rea-
sonably be held that a lesser punishment is deserved. Mitigation in sentence, in cases where 
there is a notable time lapse between the crime and the court’s guilty verdict, does not 
require the supposition that we are here dealing with what the psychological reductionist 
calls ‘a successive self’. The very ideas of repentance and desert indicate that, at a funda-
mental level, we take it that we are dealing with the same self or subject. 
8 I am very grateful to the anonymous referee(s) for showing me the need to clarify and 
amend my exposition in the final two sections. 
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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. 

 
Keywords: Personal identity, Persistence, Philosophy of mind, Metaphysics.  

 
 
 
 

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).  
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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 



Chris Lay 

 

136 

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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Abstract 
 

The relationship between Parfit’s theory of Personal Identity and his research on 
Population Ethics is underexplored. In this paper I both examine this relationship 
and support the principle stating that it is moral to cause the greatest total wellbe-
ing. Once introduced the basic concepts of Population Ethics and Parfit’s theory of 
Personal Identity, I report Parfit’s distinction between Different Number Choices, that 
affect both the number and the identity of future people, and Same Number Choices, 
that affect only future people’s identity. Parfit underlines how, in Different Number 
Choices, it is doubtful whether someone ought to cause a higher average or a higher 
total of good. Assuming Parfit’s theory of Personal Identity I argue that personal 
choices such as choosing between possible careers determine the chooser’s future 
identity: such choices are thus Same Number Choices. Since personal choices can 
influence a life’s length and enjoyed wellbeing, Same Number Choices share with 
Different Number Choices the dilemma of choosing between higher average and 
higher total of good. In the final part of the paper I support the principle of total 
good by suggesting that the crucial objection against it, called Quality Condition, 
seems to be valid only for populations too big to be correctly compared and violates 
a rule that seems obvious in small populations. The equivalent of the Quality Con-
dition in Same Number Choices seems to be valid only for amounts of times too big 
to be correctly compared and violates an obvious prudential rule in short times. 

 
Keywords: Population ethics, Personal identity, Total principle, Quality condition, 

Derek Parfit.  
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction  

Among the many themes explored in Derek Parfit’s Reasons and Persons the two 
more discussed by the philosophical community probably concern Personal Iden-
tity and Population Ethics. Surprisingly, the debate concerning Parfit’s conclu-
sions on the permanence of Personal Identity in time is completely detached from 
any discussion concerning Population Ethics. By joining the two discussions, in 
this paper I will blur the distinction between what Parfit calls Same Number Choices 
and Different Number Choices, introduced in 2.2, since both kinds of choices share 
the dilemma between highest total welfare and higher average welfare. 
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Since theorems demonstrate that this dilemma is unsolvable for Different 
Number Choices without violating some set of very appealing condition, it is rea-
sonable to worry that there can be equivalent theorems for Same Number Choices. 
I will challenge the reliability of one of the allegedly appealing conditions, namely 
the one ruling out the principle of the highest total welfare. I will argue that this 
condition seems valid only when considering number of people or amounts of 
time we struggle to compare, but not when considering numbers we do not strug-
gle to compare. 

In order to understand why Same and Different Number Choices share the same 
theoretical problem the reader must first be introduced to, or reminded of, how 
Parfit defines Personal Identity through time, what are the different kinds of 
choices that influence the identity of future people and what are the moral princi-
ples that give guidance to an agent in each kind of choice identified by Parfit. That 
is the purpose of section 2. The goal of section 3 will be to show that Same and 
Different Number Choices are more similar than Parfit assumed. The goal of section 
4 is to support the principle of higher total welfare. I conclude by summarizing 
the paper in section 5. 

 
2. Personal Identity and Three Kinds of Choices in Reasons and 

Persons 

2.1 Continuity and Connectedness 

According to Parfit, the persistence of a person in time is psychological continuity 
and connectedness. A person X at time t1 is psychologically connected with a 
person Y at time t2 when X and Y share enough psychological traits, such as 
memories, desires, ideals, affections and so on. A person X at time t1 is psycho-
logically continuous with a person Y at time t2 when there are overlapping chains 
of connectedness between X and Y (Parfit 1984: 206). In the diagram below is 
shown a representation of a normal person’s life according to Parfit’s theory.  
 

 

The straight line that goes from Birth to Death represents Psychological Con-
tinuity. There are overlapping chains of connectedness linking most moments of 
an average person’s life, thus a person at a certain time is usually psychologically 
connected with the previous moment of her existence; therefore a person is usu-
ally psychologically continuous within her lifetime. Since we have different psy-
chological features in different moments of our lives, according to Parfit there is 
an alternation of successive selves within our life.  

In line with this theory, moreover, normally we are not psychologically con-
nected within our whole lifetime. The points of the line marked as Self 1, Self 2 
and Self 3 are three moments during the life of a person. Self 1 has psychological 
features different from Self 2, whose psychological features are different from Self 
3. The arches around the segments mark all the moments within which each Self 
is connected. For example, Self 2 is connected to some extent with Self 3, but is 
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not connected at all with Self 1. This means that Self 2 shares some psychological 
traits with Self 3, but none with Self 1. We can imagine Self 2 as the reader now, 
Self 3 as who the reader might be in a month and Self 1 as the reader at the age of 
two. 

 
2.2 Three Kinds of Choices  

In analyzing how choices can impact identity Parfit argued that, if the conception 
of someone had happened sooner or later than when she was in fact conceived, 
the cells involved in the birth would have been different, and therefore a different 
person would have been born.1 It seems furthermore uncontroversial that a per-
son would have never existed if she was not conceived by her parents (for example 
because they never met). Our choices can thus affect the identity of future people 
as well as the number of people that will exist: a couple that chooses to have a 
child, for example, adds thereby a further person to the total of existing people. 
We can thus affect both the identity and the number of future people. Parfit dis-
tinguishes three kinds of choices with respect to future people. 

The first kind of choices are Same People Choices. Neither the number nor the 
identity of future people are affected by the consequences of such choices. Ac-
cording to Parfit most of our moral thinking is about these choices, but “such 
choices are not as numerous as most of us assume” (Parfit 1984: 356). In 3.1 I 
will extend Parfit’s arguments to argue that almost no morally relevant choice is 
a Same People Choice.  

Choices whose consequences affect the identity of future people, but not their 
number, are called Same Number, Different People Choices (henceforth Same Number 
Choices). A couple that decides to postpone the conception of a child due to mo-
mentarily unstable economic conditions is an example of this kind of choice.  

Finally, Different Number, Different People Choices (henceforth Different Number 
Choices) are choices whose consequences affect both identity and number of future 
people. This kind of choices is the main interest of Population Ethics.  

Consequentialism prescribe that the morally right alternative in a choice is 
the one producing more good. What are the consequentialist principles helpful 
for each kind of choice? 
 

2.3 Choices and Principles 

Individuating a helpful principle for Same People Choices does not seem to present 
great theoretical difficulties. Parfit calls it  

 
The Person-Affecting View, or V: It will be worse if people are affected for the worse 
(Parfit 1984: 370). 
 

This principle is not applicable in the other two kinds of choices. In order to 
understand why, consider for example the following Same Number Choice:2 a 14-
year-old girl who wants to have a baby. Let us call this future baby John. The girl 
is very young, so it is very likely that John will have a bad start in life which will 
affect his adult life. However let us suppose that, despite the bad start in life, 
John’s life would be worth living. If the girl waits some years before conceiving, 

	
1 A defense of this claim can be found in Parfit 1984: 351-55.  
2 This example is taken from Parfit 1984: 358, with slight changes.  
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she would have a different child, called for example Jack, to whom she would 
presumably be able to give a better start in life.  

When considering what is best for the child we have no arguments for con-
vincing this girl not to have John by appealing to V. If the girl has a baby now she 
will harm no child because John’s life will predictably be worth living and, given 
that Jack would not exist, he cannot be harmed either. 
In both scenarios a child would not exist and the life of the other would be worth 
living: neither choice affects any child for the worse. According to Parfit, in order 
to convince the girl to wait before conceiving a child, or in order to make any 
Same Number Choice, we must not rely on V, but rather on  

 
The Same Number Quality Claim, or Q: If in either of two possible outcomes the 
same number of people would ever live, it would be worse if those who live are 
worse off, or have a lower quality of life, than these who would have lived (Parfit 
1984: 360).3 
 

Parfit claims that V is fit for Same People Choices but unfit for Same Number 
Choices. He claims that Q is fit both for Same People and for Same Number Choices,4

 

because in Same People Choices Q coincides in fact with V. Q is a general principle, 
of which V is a particular specification in a small number of occasions.  

Parfit notices that Q cannot help in Different Number Choices. Suppose for ex-
ample that a policymaker has to make a choice between two policies. The out-
comes of the two policies are shown by the two rectangles below. Their width 
represents the number of lives generated by the policy. The height represents their 
welfare. 

 

All lives generated by Policy A are better than lives generated by Policy B. 
Could this fact be morally outweighed by the fact that in Policy B there are sig-
nificantly more people?  

	
3 Someone might think that, instead of Q, we might appeal to some system of rights, or to 
some version of Contractualism. We cannot, since it is hard to believe that people that will 
never exist have rights, or might agree to a contract. For discussions on this matter see 
Parfit 1984: 364-66, 391-93, 490-93.  
4 As I will make clear in 3.3, I think Q would be fit only in a minority of Same Number 
Choices.  
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Q does not help with this dilemma. Q does not state if the existence of more 
people makes a policy morally better than another. Since we cannot rely on Q, we 
need a principle more general than Q: a principle reliable in Different Number 
Choices, that presumably coincides with Q in Same Number Choices and with V in 
Same People Choices.  

Finding a theory reliable in Different Number Choices is the aim of Population 
Ethics. More generally, Population Ethics has been defined as the field of philo-
sophical moral reasoning that seeks “an adequate theory of population value 
where [a] the number of people, [b] their welfare, and [c] their identities may 
vary” (Arrhenius and Campbell 2017).5 

In Population Ethics, by population it is meant any set of lives. A life’s wel-
fare is how much one person’s life enjoys of what makes life worth living. It is 
assumed that lives’ welfares can be compared and can be positive, negative or 
neutral, thus the sentence “person A’s life is better off than person B’s” can be 
restated as “person A’s life has a higher welfare than person B’s life”.6 The as-
sumptions concerning identities should be clear by now. I henceforth endorse all 
these assumptions. 

 
2.4 Principles for Different Number Choices 

The two most intuitive candidates for being the best principle of Population Ethics 
guiding in Different Number Choices are the Average and Total Principles. They have 
been defined as follows:  

 
Impersonal Average Principle: If other things are equal, the best outcome is the one 
in which people’s lives go, on average, best (Parfit 1984: 386). 

Impersonal Total Principle: If other things are equal, the best outcome is the one in 
which there would be the greatest quantity of good (Parfit 1984: 387).  
 

It has been noticed that the Impersonal Average Principle has morally absurd 
implications. The most striking is the violation of the following, extremely plau-
sible principle:7 

 
The Non-Sadism Condition: an addition8 of any number of people with positive wel-
fare is at least as good as an addition of any number of people with negative wel-
fare, other things being equal (Arrhenius 2000: 64, 203). 
 

The Non-Sadism Condition is part of a set of conditions that, according to Ar-
rhenius, any satisfactory theory for Population Ethics should respect in order to 
be acceptable.9

 
To my knowledge, all thinkers of Population Ethics agree with 

Arrhenius on the truth of the Non-Sadism Condition.  

	
5 The letters [a], [b] and [c] are my addition. 
6 This is Arrhenius’ terminology. See Arrhenius 2000: 6-12 for further explanations on the 
choice of the term “welfare”. 
7 It has been demonstrated that the Average Principle violates the Non-Sadism Condition in 
Arrhenius 2000: 63- 64. 
8 The expression “adding people” means “causing to exist more future people”. 
9 The complete list of conditions can be found in Arrhenius 2000: 202-204. 
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On the other hand, the Impersonal Total Principle implies 
 
The Repugnant Conclusion: For any possible population of […]10 people, all with a 
very high quality of life,11 there must be some much larger imaginable population 
whose existence, if other things are equal, would be better, even though its mem-
bers have lives that are barely worth living (Parfit 1984: 388). 
  

Arrhenius identifies the intuition behind the Repugnant Conclusion with the 
following adequacy condition: 

 
The Quality Condition: There is at least one population of people all having the same 
very high welfare which is at least as good as any population with very low positive 
welfare, other things being equal (Arrhenius 2000: 41).12 
 

Many thinkers of Population Ethics, and Parfit among them, tried to find a 
principle of Population Ethics better than the Average and the Total Principles. 
Some thinkers, such as Gustaf Arrhenius, suggested that a principle helpful in 
Different Number Choices cannot be found, due to theorems demonstrating that no 
theory for Population Ethics can respect some set of appealing adequacy condi-
tions. Others, such as Torbjörn Tännsjö and Michael Huemer, accepted the Re-
pugnant Conclusion. In the final part of the paper I will side with Huemer and oth-
ers by challenging the plausibility of the Quality Condition. 

All concepts necessary to understand the paper have now been introduced to 
the reader. Let us now focus on a set of Same Number Choices whose implications 
have been overlooked by the literature. 

 
3. A Common Dilemma 

3.1 Choosing Who Lives our Life  

Let us consider  

Alexander’s choice. In high school Alexander was very good in chemistry while 
developing an interest in medicine to the point of considering the possibility 
of becoming a physician. The first day after finishing high school he receives 
an appealing job offer to work abroad on a platform extracting natural gas. 
He is free from any constraint in choosing between accepting the job offer or 
going to university and studying medicine.  

Suppose now that twenty years have passed from the moment in which Alexander 
made his choice. He might have become a physician or a natural gas industry 
worker. In twenty years the people Alexander will spend time with, his bag of 
memories, knowledge, feelings and mental dispositions will be different.  

Alexander the Physician is psychologically continuous with the Alexander 
of 20 years before, but he is not psychologically connected with him. The same is 
true of Alexander on the Platform. On the other hand, Alexander the Physician 

	
10 In Parfit’s original formulation: “any possible population of at least ten billion people”. 
11 Parfit’s expression “quality of life” is equivalent to what is here called “welfare”. 
12 It has been demonstrated that the Total Principle implies the Repugnant Conclusion in Ar-
rhenius 2000: 49-51, while the demonstration that the Quality Condition implies avoidance 
of the Repugnant Conclusion is in Arrhenius 2000: 205-206. I take both logical relations to 
be sufficiently intuitive to be omitted here. 
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is not psychologically continuous nor psychologically connected with Alexander 
on the Platform, and vice versa. They are not connected since they share few or no 
psychological features, and they are not continuous since overlapping chains of 
strong connectedness between them do not exist. They are mutually exclusive 
selves: only one can exist. This means that Alexander, when choosing his career, 
is making a Same Number Choice as much as the 14-years-old girl was doing in 2.3. 
Alexander chooses who exists and who does not, even without generating a 
child.13  

Choices such as Alexander’s are not uncommon. Everyone makes choices 
about their friendships, loves, hobbies, the places where they spend time and so 
on. All these choices, some of which are made daily, affect to some extent our 
future selves. 

Any choice that affects the identity of future selves is a Same Number Choice. 
It is hard to think of a morally relevant choice that does not affect any future self 
except perhaps some cases concerning a person close to death, at least given a 
consequentialist perspective: all other cases of morally relevant choices I am able 
to conceive affect the future life of the agent or someone else’s life.  

Given that so many choices concerning the life of individuals are Same Num-
ber Choices and not Same People Choices, we must conclude that Same People Choices 
are very few, so few that it is not useful for the purpose of this paper to analyze 
them further.  

It is only important to remember that, as shown in 2.3, V is unfit for all 
choices that are not Same People Choices. Since all choices that are not Same People 
Choices are the majority of relevant choices (at least for Consequentialism), V 
should be considered unfit for the majority of the morally relevant choices. 

Let us now examine a more theoretically interesting case of Same Number 
Choices and the extent to which Q can help in it. 

 
3.2 Q in Same Number Choices 

Imagine  

The Climber’s Choice. A person finds out that she loves climbing mountains. 
This hobby becomes very important for her. The more the mountain is diffi-
cult, the more she enjoys climbing it. She is aware that, unfortunately, she 
has a higher chance to die climbing difficult mountains. She is wondering if 
she should avoid difficult mountains, in order to lower the death risk. This 
would make her hobby less enjoyable.  

Should the Climber make this choice? The two blocks below represent the 
most likely outcomes of her choices. The width of the squares is the length of her 
life and the height of the squares represents her welfare. For simplicity, let us as-
sume that, for the Climber, the only thing that makes a life worth living (that is to 
say, the only things that makes welfare positive, negative, high, low or zero) is 
climbing mountains. Again, for simplicity, let us assume that every moment of 
the Climber’s lifetime will have the same welfare. 

	
13 The 14-years old mother’s choice presumably influences a future identity to a greater 
extent than Alexander’s choice. However, since both choices influence a future identity 
they are both Same Number Choices. 
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All moments of the life generated by the choice of climbing difficult moun-
tains are better than the moments of the life generated by the choice of not climb-
ing difficult mountains. Could this fact be morally outweighed by the fact that, if 
the climber does not climb difficult mountains, she lives longer and still enjoys 
her life?  

In 2.3, when evaluating the Different Number Choice between a Policy A and 
a Policy B, we raised a question with analogous features: “All people’s lives gen-
erated by Policy A are better than people’s lives generated by Policy B. Could this 
fact be morally outweighed by the fact that in Policy B there are significantly more 
people?” The analogy is due to the fact that, in order to answer both questions, 
we have to understand whether we should aim for the highest total welfare or 
highest average welfare. We might need to rely on a third principle, different from 
both the Total Principle and the Average Principle, but anyway such third principle 
cannot be Q for Different Number Choices nor for all Same Number Choices which 
resemble the Climber’s Choice.  

This means that Q is less fit for solving Same Number Choices than is assumed 
in the literature, and leads to ask to what extent, if at all, is Q reliable for solving 
Same Number Choices. 

 
3.3 Lack of Information: A Suspicious Friend of Q 

Let us return to Alexander’s Choice. We have no way to know whether this choice 
raises the dilemma between total and average welfare, since it is difficult to state 
if becoming a physician will lead Alexander to live a longer or shorter life than 
working in the natural gas industry. Likewise, it is unclear whether becoming a 
physician will let Alexander enjoy a higher or lower level of welfare than working 
in the natural gas industry. 

Nevertheless, it is very likely that (1) Alexander the Physician and Alexander 
on the Platform will enjoy different things in their lives (thus they will probably 
experience a different welfare), and it is unlikely that (2) they will have exactly 
the same lifespan. Alexander’s Choice might be a choice between a life with a higher 
total welfare and a life with a greater average welfare. It is possible that, had Al-
exander known how his lifespan would have been affected by his choice, Q might 
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have been unfit also for Alexander’s Choice, and a theory for deciding between total 
and average welfare might have been required instead. 

Since (1) is very likely and (2) is very unlikely it follows that a theory for 
deciding between total and average welfare is required in Alexander’s Choice and 
all choices alike, if not in practice at least in theory. If we always knew the length 
of the possible lifespans, it would be immediately clear that Q is unfit in all Same 
Number Choices in which the lifespan is affected differently by the different alter-
natives - that is to say, in the greatest majority of the Same Number Choices.  

Since we very often do not know how the alternatives affect the lifespans, or 
since sometimes, once we knew the difference in lifespans, this difference might 
be irrelevant, in our practical use of morality we may still heavily rely on Q. This 
does not make Q a completely reliable principle. A reliable principle should plau-
sibly give more precise advice when more information is available. Instead, who-
ever uses Q happening to have more information about lifespans and welfare will 
find that Q gives no answer as to what ought to be done. We need therefore a 
theory for deciding between total and average welfare. Such a theory would help 
in Same and Different Number Choices and would coincide with Q in the Same Num-
ber Choices where Q is reliable.  

Given my analysis, the line between Same Number and Different Number 
Choices gets to some extent blurrier. In fact, since in one alternative the Climber 
lives longer, there will come a time when her choice will have made a difference 
in the number of existing people: if she chooses to climb high mountains there 
will be one person less than if she chooses not to climb high mountains. Choices 
like the Climber’s Choice can be considered somehow between Same and Different 
Number Choices. Since, if we knew all the facts, the greatest majority of Same Num-
ber Choices would be like the Climber’s Choice, it might be stated that the greatest 
majority of Same Number Choices are actually Different Number Choices.  

Still, I maintain Parfit’s own distinction in this paper. Interpreting the great-
est majority of Same Number Choices as akin to Different Number Choices seems to 
me perfectly equivalent to classifying them in a new group of choices with features 
similar to Different Number Choices. In order to decide whether or not to classify 
them directly in this latter group we would need to know to what extent the length 
of a life can be made akin to the number of existing people in the history of a 
population. I now conclude section 3 with an initial exploration about similarities 
and differences of our moral intuitions concerning individual lives and popula-
tions. 

 
3.4 Similarities and Differences between People and Populations 

A moral theory helpful in Different Number Choices should be able to compare the 
value of populations in which [a] the number of people, [b] their welfare, and [c] 
their identities may vary. Similarly, a moral theory helpful in Same Number Choices 
like Alexander’s Choice or the Climber’s Choice should be able to compare the value 
of individual choices where an individual’s [a] amount of lifetime moments, [b] 
welfare and [c] identity may vary. Both choices share the dilemma of choosing 
between an Average and a Total Principle, or some compromise principle between 
the two. However, I do not want to suggest that there is necessarily a complete 
equivalence. There are differences in the common intuitions concerning the two 
kinds of choices. I point out two of them as an example. 
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A first difference is that, when considering lives’ lengths, there are intuitions 
suggesting that a long life is better than a short one: a life’s duration seems to have 
value per se. On the other hand, there are no intuitions suggesting that a popula-
tion’s dimension has value per se: a small population, intuitively, is not necessarily 
better or worse than a big population.  

A second difference is that some would say that we value diversity in popu-
lation, whereas we have no intuition concerning diversity in an individual’s life. 
Some would find alienating a population in which a large number of people share 
the same behaviors, tastes and opinions: some want that each individual expresses 
herself or himself in a unique way and prefer diversity in a population. No similar 
intuition is found for what concerns the life of people: once the individual is an 
adult there seems to be no intuition on whether or not she should change her 
behavior or set of beliefs.  

Of course, these intuitions might not be trustworthy. For example, a long life 
seems to be worse than a short life if each moment of both lives is at some level 
of negative wellbeing: if this is true, longevity per se has no value. Nevertheless, 
people do have intuitions suggesting that a long life is preferable, but not neces-
sarily a large population, and a diversity is preferable in society, but an individual 
which is different at different times of his life is not necessarily preferable. This 
might mean that there are different intuitions concerning individual lives and pop-
ulations. Such intuitions might make a difference when evaluating adequacy con-
ditions in Same Number rather than Different Number Choices.  

In this paper I do not examine whether these intuitions make a difference, 
are to be trusted or if there are other intuitions of this kind. A full examination of 
similarities and differences between the kinds of choices is important but would 
be too long to be included in this paper. The aim of part 3 was merely to underline 
some similarities between Same and Different Number Choices, without arguing that 
there is necessarily full similarity. 
 

4. An Argument on Information Quantity 

4.1 The Relevance of the Similarity and the Argument on Large Num-
bers 

The main contribution of Arrhenius 2000 to Population Ethics are the six theo-
rems demonstrating that it is impossible for a theory for Different Number Choices 
to fully respect some set of very appealing conditions. Due to the theorems, the 
similarity between Same and Different Number Choices raises some concerns for mo-
rality, because the adequacy conditions for a theory helpful in Same Number 
Choices might be perfectly analogue to the adequacy conditions for a theory of 
Population Ethics. This implies that there might be theorems similar to Arrhe-
nius’ that are valid for Same Number Choices. This is worrying, because it would 
mean that it might be impossible to have a consequentialist theory for the greatest 
majority of morally relevant choices that does not violate at least one very appeal-
ing adequacy condition. We have thus to hope that one of the adequacy condi-
tions is more controversial than it seems.  

To my knowledge, Arrhenius’ Non-Sadism Condition has been accepted by all 
theorists, and thus no thinker supports the Average Principle. On the other hand, 
there are some thinkers supporting the Total Principle and thus rejecting the Quality 
Condition.  
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One of the arguments used by Michael Huemer and John Broome to support 
the acceptance of the Repugnant Conclusion can be summarized as follows:  

P1. People underestimate the value of enormous populations because, after a 
certain threshold, all numbers of people strike our imagination in the same 
way. For example, our concern about knowing that a million or a billion 
people are suffering is undistinguishable, but it should obviously be much 
greater in the latter case.  

P2. There are very many people in the Repugnant Conclusion’s population with 
lower average welfare. 

C.   People underestimate how good the Repugnant Conclusion’s population with 
lower average welfare is.14  

This argument is incomplete. Huemer’s and Broome’s version of the argument 
provides good reasons to believe that we should value the population with lower 
average welfare existing in the Repugnant Conclusion more than what our intuitions 
suggest, but it gives no reason to believe that the value of such population should 
be higher than the value of the population with higher average welfare. Sure, we 
fail to appreciate how good is a very large population with low positive welfare, 
but why do we have a reason to think that we would not find the Repugnant Con-
clusion repugnant if we could appreciate it?15 

I will now give support to the Total Principle in Same Number Choices with an 
analogue version of Broome’s and Huemer’s argument. However, my argument 
deals with the limit just highlighted. 

 
4.2. The Valuable Moments Condition 

The majority of thinkers reject the Total Principle since it violates: 
 
The Quality Condition: There is at least one perfectly equal population with very 
high welfare which is at least as good as any population with very low positive 
welfare, other things being equal. (Arrhenius 2000: 41).  
 

I will attempt to deny the adequacy condition analogous to The Quality Con-
dition in Same Number Choices. I call it  

The Valuable Moments Condition. There is at least one set of lifetime moments 
with very high welfare in an individual’s life which is at least as good as any 
set of lifetime moments with very low positive welfare in an individual’s life, 
other things being equal.  

I will not be able to demonstrate that the Valuable Moments Condition is obvi-
ously wrong, but I will show how there are good reasons for doubting its truth.  

In order to understand if the Valuable Moments Condition is a good adequacy 
condition for a theory helpful in Same Number Choices, we need to find a set of 
lifetime moments with very high welfare which may be at least as good as any set 
of lifetime moments with very low positive welfare. 

	
14 See Huemer 2008: 908-909 and Broome 2006: 58 and 212-13. 
15 I have been informed that	Andreas Mogesen wrote a currently unpublished paper where 
he provides a deeper analysis supporting the claim that the argument on large numbers, as 
stated by Huemer and Broome, is insufficient to support the Repugnant Conclusion. 
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The Valuable Moments Condition can be satisfied only when the amount of 
lifetime moments with very high welfare is large. In fact nobody would agree that, 
for example, a person should prefer a single minute of extremely good wellbeing 
to that of three years of lower wellbeing (but higher total wellbeing). If a person 
would be willing to do so, she would be labeled imprudent. This is valid also with 
lengths that are still relatively small but bigger than the minute: given that more 
total welfare is experienced in the first amount of time than in the second, no one 
would describe as prudent to sacrifice, for example, four years of low positive 
wellbeing for a day of extremely good wellbeing or forty years of low positive 
wellbeing for a year of extremely good wellbeing. Not sacrificing long periods of 
life worth living for short periods of life very worth living seems like an obvious 
axiom of prudence, at least if the total welfare is higher in the long periods of life.  

If relatively small amounts of time at a very high welfare do not satisfy the 
Valuable Moment Condition, we obviously need some bigger amount of time at a 
very high welfare. This brings two problems. 

The first problem is that, for the Valuable Moment Condition’s plausibility, we 
need some explanations about why the condition does not work with amounts of 
times below a certain threshold and why it should work with amounts of time 
above it.  

The second problem is that, as we have difficulties imagining enormous pop-
ulations, we also have difficulty in grasping the value of great amounts of time. I 
shall now proceed to justify this claim.  

People have no difficulties in evaluating short amounts of time, and thus de-
cide that certain activities are worth some relatively short amount of time but not 
some other amount. For example, a person might be willing to build a chair for 
one day, but, if she finds out that building it requires two weeks, she would just 
buy it instead.  

On the other hand, comparing alternatives concerning much longer amounts 
of time is way more difficult. A person that is willing to make sacrifices for a 
certain high number X of years for a certain aim would be willing to make the 
same sacrifices for indefinitely more time as well, given that she has the energy to 
do so. Let us say that X is for example 40 years: if a person would make sacrifices 
for 40 years in order to have a happy family or to complete an artwork, she would 
also be willing to make the same sacrifice for the same goal for 70 or 100 years. 
Since an effort endured for a hundred years must clearly have a different value 
than if it is endured for 40 years, but we cannot recognize that difference, we 
conclude that we struggle grasping the value of great amounts of time.  

The reader might be skeptical about my example in which X = 40 years, and 
I cannot rule out that a counterexample consisting in an activity a person would 
do for 40 years but not for 100 years can be found. However the existence of a 
threshold X is difficult to deny: there is nothing we would do for 100 years but 
not 300,16 if we had the capability.  

The Valuable Moments Condition claims that there is some set of lifetime mo-
ments at a very high level of welfare that is better than any set of lifetime moments 

	
16 Considering numbers as big as 300 year or more is not inappropriate. Remember that for 
the Valuable Moment Condition there is at least one set of lifetime moments with very high 
welfare in an individual’s life which is at least as good as any set of lifetime moments with 
very low positive welfare in an individual’s life. The universal “any” clearly includes times 
much bigger than the usual duration of a life. 
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at a very low welfare. We established that the set of lifetime moments at very high 
welfare satisfying the condition is very great. Let us now enquiry whether we 
should rely on this condition by examining how the uncertainty concerning the 
value of great amounts of times can arise. There are two possible ways in which 
our intuitions may get blurry when the lifetime moments increase.  

In the first possibility, a specific amount X of lifetime moments that is the 
threshold above which all moments seem to have approximately the same value. 
If the amount of time that makes the Valuable Moment Condition plausible to our 
intuition is X years or more, we have reasons to distrust the Valuable Moment Con-
dition. In fact, the condition does not appear valid when the amount of time at 
very high welfare is small enough for us to appreciate its value, whereas the con-
dition appears valid when the amount of time is too big to appreciate its value.  

The second possibility is that, for numbers lower than the threshold X, the 
uncertainty is proportional to the increase of lifetime moments: we have clear 
ideas with small amounts of time, but our intuition gets gradually more confused 
as the amount of time increases. If this is so there might be some set of lifetime 
moments Y (Y<X) that, according to people’s intuition, would satisfy the Valuable 
Moments Condition, and the value of Y might be perceived to be different from the 
value of an amount of time X bigger than Y. For example, people may believe 
that 25 years at very high welfare are enough to satisfy the Valuable Moment Con-
dition, and there is some kind of activity they would do for 25 but not 40 years. 
However, I find (very) implausible that these people know the value of Y as pre-
cisely as the value of smaller amounts of times, as a couple of weeks are. So, 
again, we should distrust the Valuable Moment Condition: the value of the amount 
of lifetime moments for which the Valuable Moments Condition seems plausible to 
our intuition is not as clear as the value of the amounts of lifetime moments for 
which the Valuable Moments Condition seems implausible. 

In both cases we distrust the Valuable Moments Condition, since it gains appeal 
only with amounts of time whose values we struggle to grasp. We should suspect 
that the reason why this condition might be valid for big amounts of time but not 
with small amounts of time is that we cannot correctly appreciate the value of the 
former amounts. The Valuable Moments Condition seems unreliable: it must be 
demonstrated, and not posed as an uncontroversial adequacy condition. 
 

4.3 Large Populations and Lack of Information 

Remember that, according to Huemer and Broome, people should accept the Re-
pugnant Conclusion (and thus reject the Quality Condition) because people underrate 
the value of very large populations. Their argument, summarized in 4.1, provides 
no reason to believe that the larger population in the Repugnant Conclusion is 
necessarily more valuable than the smaller but, in analogy with my argument in 
4.2, the argument can be improved by recognizing two facts. The first fact is that, 
when considering the value of small populations, the application of the Total Prin-
ciple seems unproblematic. 

The second fact is that, while our intuitions get blurry when considering very 
large populations, they seem way clearer when considering small populations. 
Given that we should be skeptical of our intuitions concerning very large numbers 
and given that our more trustworthy intuitions support the Total Principle, we 
should distrust the Quality Condition since it might appear true only when consid-
ering large numbers.  
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In order to support my claim that, when considering the value of small pop-
ulations, the application of the Total Principle seems unproblematic, consider the 
following. It is commonly admitted that, if the first set of people’s lives has a 
higher total welfare but much lower average welfare than the second, we should 
prefer adding to an existing population17 two persons to a single person, or ten 
persons to three persons, or fifty persons to ten persons. This works with arguably 
any other sets of small populations. 

Why should this not be admitted with populations that, being much bigger, 
are harder to conceive? A condition that violates rules valid for small numbers 
might work on very large numbers just due to our difficulty of comparing them. 
This makes the Quality Condition certainly controversial. 

Given that the Quality Condition does not work for numbers that we can grasp, 
its appeal with numbers that we struggle to compare is very suspicious. The ver-
sion of Huemer and Broome’s argument proposed in this paper is therefore that 
a condition working exclusively with numbers we cannot grasp, but not working 
with numbers we can grasp, seems unreliable. Thus, we distrust the repugnance 
of the Repugnant Conclusion. 
 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper I showed how, if Parfit’s theory of Personal Identity is true, the set 
of Same Number Choices, that are choices affecting the identity of future people but 
not their number, includes the choices that we perform when we decide how to 
live our lives (that is, when we decide the careers we pursue, the friendships we 
have, the places we attend and so on). This is because this kind of choices affects 
who will be our future self.  

I furthermore showed that Same Number Choices share with Different Number 
Choices, which are choices affecting both identity and number of future people, 
the dilemma of choosing between an outcome with greater total good and one 
with greater average good. The distinction between the two kinds of choice is thus 
less definite than assumed in the current literature. 

Arrhenius’ theorems demonstrate that no theory can solve the dilemma be-
tween average and total good in Different Number Choices without violating some 
set of very appealing condition. The similarity between Same and Different Number 
Choices is thus worrying, because Arrhenius’ theorems might have analogues in 
Same Number Choices as well. 

I challenged a Same Number Choices version of the Quality Condition, one of 
Arrhenius’ conditions. According to my version of the condition “there is at least 
one set of lifetime moments with very high welfare in an individual’s life which 
is at least as good as any set of lifetime moments with very low positive welfare 
in an individual’s life, other things being equal”.  

I objected this condition since it works only in sets of lifetime moments too 
big to be correctly compared in value, and it violates a rule that seems obvious in 
small sets of lifetime moments: such rule disapproves sacrificing long periods of 
life worth living for shorter periods of life very worth living, if the total of what 

	
17 Not admitting it leads to implausible conclusions, such as Arrhenius’ Reversed Repugnant 
Conclusion (Arrhenius 2000: 54) or the fact that it would be always wrong to cause a happy 
child to exist if the child’s existence lowers the family’s average welfare.  
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makes life worth living is bigger in the long period. I also challenged Arrhenius’ 
Quality Condition in Different Number Choices, according to which “there is at least 
one perfectly equal population with very high welfare which is at least as good as 
any population with very low positive welfare, other things being equal”, with an 
analogous argument.18 
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Crane, Tim, The Meaning of Belief: Religion from an Atheist’s Point of View. 
Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press, 2017, pp. xiv + 207.  
 
So-called New Atheists1 say that religion is an irrationally held proto-scientific 
cosmological hypothesis, a primitive theory, supplemented by an equally irra-
tional moral code, that led to the worst evil in the history of the human kind, so 
that religion itself should be completely eradicated—rational arguments and sci-
entific evidence being the apt instruments to this end. In The Meaning of Belief, 
Tim Crane rejects all these ideas from an atheist’s point of view.  

Crane, of course, is best known as a leading philosopher of mind. And yet, 
as this nice little book clearly shows, his intellectual horizon and curiosity are re-
freshingly wider than the narrow scholastic specialization into which too many 
contemporary analytic philosophers, willingly or not, are confined. 

The book, a non-academic contribution to the public debate about religion 
(xii), comprises five chapters: the first one outlines some basic and introductory 
ideas, chapter 2 and 3 present a picture of religion which is very different from 
that offered by the New Atheists, while chapters 4 and 5 are about practical mat-
ters such as religious violence and toleration.  

So, what is religion, if not a proto-cosmological theory plus a moral code? 
According to Crane, in order to understand what religion is, two fundamental 
elements need to be considered: religious impulse and belonging,2 the two elements 
being connected by the sacred. 

Religious impulse, to which chapter 2 is devoted, is a belief whose content 
is (more or less) the following: there is an unseen order, transcendent and at bot-
tom mysterious, that gives meaning to the whole reality we observe, and our su-
preme good consists in living in accord with it. This belief, variously specified by 
different religious traditions, has a factual/cosmological component, but one has 
to note that what is believed is an ultimately mysterious cosmic (and normative) 
order, and this explains many things about religion. It explains, as Crane em-
phasizes (57), why believers are happy to utter words they do not fully under-
stand, and explains why they are not usually moved by rational objections (the 
most prominent ones based on the existence of evil). It also helps explain why 
religions cannot be viewed as proto-scientific explanations of the world. Scien-
tific hypotheses predict and account for complex observable regularities in terms 
of simpler and unseen things (62). Religious belief, instead, is not primarily in-
tended to allow predictions (what the hidden order has in store for us is in fact 
mysterious), and certainly is not primarily intended to allow predictions of ob-
servable regularities. Moreover, religious belief makes sense of the world in terms 
of meaning (including a normative aspect unknown to science), and not by offer-
ing a simpler hidden explanans: the ultimately mysterious order is not simpler than 
the world it renders meaningful. While science tries to minimize the mysteries, re-
ligion does not: it accepts mystery, and this acceptance (an often troubling and 
painful one) is central to what in some traditions is called ‘faith’ (72, 76). 
 
1 Dawkins, R. 2006, The God Delusion, London: Bantam; Dennett, D.C. 2006, Breaking the 
Spell, London: Allen Lane; Grayling, A.C. 2007, Against All Gods, London: Oberon 
Books; Harris, S. 2004, The End of  Faith, New York: Norton; Hitchens, C. 2007, God Is 
Not Great, New York: Twelve. 
2 Or identification, as Crane ‘officially’ says. 
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Even from this very brief presentation, I think one can have a sense of how 
Crane’s proposed account is far more adequate to the reality of religious belief 
than the naive caricatures New Atheists usually offer. And the adequacy of 
Crane’s view is even more evident when considering belonging, the second ele-
ment of his picture of the nature of religion, dealt with in chapter 3. 

One does not only believe, one also belongs to a religion, Crane says (89). 
Belonging to a religion is very similar to belonging to a nation or an ethnicity. 
One is born into a religion, Crane writes (97)—or into a non-religion, I would 
say. One inherits her or his (non-)religion like other things one inherits when 
growing up in a family: “how to eat together, how to behave with guests and 
strangers, how to talk to your elders, whom to obey and when, and all the other 
norms and values that govern how we live together as families” (97).  

Despite their seeming simplicity, these are insightful remarks that show 
how misguided is the familiar (new) atheist criticism according to which religion 
is an especially perverse form of indoctrination of children: religion, or non-
religion, comes from belonging to a social group, and is part, as Crane under-
lines (95-96), of what Heidegger called our “thrownness” into a world that is not 
of our own making. 

Belonging to a religion, Crane further stresses, usually expresses itself in fol-
lowing ancient and socially shared religious practices. These are well-known 
things such as pilgrimages, ritual fasting, prayers, baptism, giving alms, observ-
ing the Sabbath and so on and so forth. These kinds of things, despite being ab-
solutely central components of a religious life, are systematically overlooked by 
the New Atheists because many of the practices at issue do not fit into the (sim-
plistic) cosmology-plus-morality picture of religion New Atheists themselves fa-
vour. 

A crucial aspect of religious practices, Crane then notes, is that they essen-
tially involve sacred things: sacred words, sacred places, sacred objects, sacred 
acts… And sacred things, according to Crane, have a double role: they unify the 
members of a religion in the same community, powerfully connecting them to 
each other and to past believers (115-16), and point—as intentional items—
toward the transcendent order members believe in (111-15). So it is the sacred, 
Crane maintains, that connects belonging and religious impulse, the two central 
elements of religious belief.  

The individuation of these two elements, and their treatment, is of course 
not completely new. In particular, the religious-impulse side of Crane’s account 
is clearly indebted to James’ 1902 masterpiece The Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence,3 while the belonging/sacred side is more than inspired by Durkheim’s 1912 
classic Les Formes Élémentaire de la Vie Religieuse.4 These observations, however, 
are not put forward as a criticism: the book does not aim at presenting complete-
ly new and original theories on the nature of religion, and Crane himself—as is 
obvious—always recognizes his intellectual debts. The fact I want to highlight, 
instead, is that the layman, to whom Crane addresses his book, is not likely to 
be a fervent reader of James, let alone Durkheim. So, presenting in a subtle and 
succinct way, as Crane does with his usual panache, some of the most insightful 
 
3 James, W. 1902, The Varieties of  Religious Experience, New York: Longmans, Green and Co. 
4 Durkheim, É. 1912, Les Formes Élémentaire de la Vie Religieuse, Paris: Alcan. 
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ideas on the nature of religion the general reader may not be aware of is a very 
significant contribution to one of the most important public debates of our age.5  

Furthermore, Crane’s contribution to this debate is not just confined to 
questions concerning the nature of religious belief. As I said earlier, he also of-
fers some very interesting, and in some cases wise, reflections on two thorny 
practical issues involving religions: violence and toleration. 

According to the New Atheists, religion is in some way uniquely responsi-
ble for the worst violence, evils, and horrors in human history. This is, quite ob-
viously, a great exaggeration (124) and Crane easily dismisses it. The boring 
truth is that religion is responsible for some of the bad things that happen, and 
have happened, in the world. And this being the case, some questions naturally 
arise: what exactly is the role of religion in human conflict? What does it mean 
for violence to be religious? What is it about religion that gives rise to violence? 
The bulk of chapter 4 is devoted to exploring such questions, and, in doing so, 
Crane offers what to my mind is an original brief contribution to these hotly de-
bated topics. Leaving to readers of the book the examination of the three possi-
ble sources of religious violence Crane identifies, I merely note that he convinc-
ingly—and quite easily—argues for not including theological ideas among these 
sources, contra, as usual, some crude New Atheists’ pronouncements to the con-
trary. 

Another not-so-difficult, and yet publicly useful, refutation of a New Athe-
ists’ line of reasoning, can be found in the last paragraph of chapter 4. The New 
Atheists’ argument can be presented this way: 

1) Religious beliefs are irrational by their very nature (they cannot be held for 
good reasons). 

2) Irrational beliefs lead to atrocities of all sorts. 
Therefore, religions lead to atrocities of all sorts. 

Crane notes that premise 1 is so strong that refuting it may well appear too easy 
a task (152): indeed, trying to come up with a belief that in any epistemic situa-
tion cannot be rationally held is very hard work. And yet, premise 1 is what 
New Atheists often seem to have in mind, so their argument is very weak. 

Still, I see some tension in what Crane himself says about the (ir)rationality 
of religious belief. It is quite clear from what he writes that he thinks even con-
temporary people knowledgeable in science can rationally hold religious beliefs. 
Moreover, he says he is an atheist because of a consideration of what modern 
science reveals to us (46). Therefore, he seems to think that modern science of-
fers stronger reasons for atheism than for religious belief. But if so, contempo-
rary religious people knowledgeable in science do appear epistemically deficient, 
and perhaps irrational. I wonder how Crane would respond to this concern. 

Be that as it may, there is no question that premise 2 of the New Atheists’ 
argument is highly implausible to say the least. As Crane sensibly emphasizes: 
“The obvious facts are that reasonable, rational, educated, and knowledgeable 
people can be wicked and vicious; ignorant, irrational people can be good and 
kind” (157). So even though, in the light of my previous remarks, one wanted to 
propose a more cautious formulation of premise 1, the falsity of premise 2 suf-
fices to reject the New Atheists’ argument. 
 
5 It goes without saying: I am not suggesting that the book does not contain anything orig-
inal in presenting the nature of religious phenomena. 
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In the fifth and last chapter of the book, Crane rightly says that religions 
will not decline: they are here to stay and they are probably an ineliminable as-
pect of human society (127). (Again, this is in conflict with some New Atheists’ 
ideas, according to which religion is in decline worldwide, and can be eradicat-
ed by rational arguments.) How should non-religious people react to these facts? 
Crane recommends personal and political toleration “whose goal is not truth but 
peace”, as Gray, approvingly quoted, writes.6 

Setting aside the issue of political toleration—how secular states should 
make room for religious believers—too large a task for the book (164), Crane fo-
cuses on the not so wide-ranging question of personal toleration toward reli-
gious belief. 

He clearly shows that adopting this personal attitude does not imply either 
relativism—one can tolerate opinions and behaviours one deems objectively 
mistaken—or respect for religious beliefs—one does not tolerate opinions and 
behaviours one likes. So, a tolerant atheist is not a relativist because of her/his 
toleration, and does not respect the tolerated religious beliefs, even though, 
Crane suggests, s/he should respect the believers (179). Moreover, and im-
portantly, personal toleration, according to Crane, does not require that one 
should silently endure those views or behaviours one finds unacceptable (187). 

I think here Crane is again quite right. Toleration is what is minimally re-
quired for a peaceful coexistence, and recommending higher goals may well be 
unrealistic. Yet, at least some non-religious people might try to go beyond mere 
toleration. As Crane himself points out en passant, one can appreciate the enor-
mous positive value religions give to many people’s lives (158), or can admire 
how religions often lead to morally remarkable behaviours or exceptional artis-
tic achievements (177). Or, I would add, one can, and should, value the many 
subtle, insightful and sometimes moving ideas religions can offer to better un-
derstand our common condition. New Atheism is completely blind to these and 
other positive aspects of religion, and rejecting it might usefully have involved a 
consideration of these. To be sure, Crane hints at some of these themes, as I 
have just said, but one would have preferred less fleeting attention. 

Even so, Crane’s is a crystal clear, nuanced, and perceptive book, an im-
portant contribution to a vital public debate, and one that atheists and believers 
alike can read without being misrepresented or misjudged. 
 
University School for Advanced Studies IUSS Pavia        ALFREDO TOMASETTA 
 
 
6 Gray, J. 2007, Black Mass, London: Allen Lane, 7. 
 
 
Marmodoro, Anna and Mayr, Erasmus, Metaphysics: An Introduction to 
Contemporary Debates and Their History. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019, pp. xii + 221. 
 
What are the ultimate constituents of reality? Might things in the world be dif-
ferent from the way they actually are? How do they interact causally? Is there 
any chance for human beings to have free will and moral responsibility? These 
are among the more fundamental questions metaphysicians have been consider-
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ing from antiquity to the present time. In their book Metaphysics,1 Anna Marmo-
doro and Erasmus Mayr present an interesting and accessible reconstruction of 
the debates on these and related issues; and aim to show that the metaphysics of 
powers offers a unified framework for answering these different questions. The 
proposal is attractive and definitely worth a close examination. 

The metaphysics of powers has a long history, its origin goes back to Aris-
totle, and the authors’ proposal is explicitly neo-Aristotelian. They acknowledge 
the origin of the conceptual apparatus they embrace and propose an interpreta-
tion of it, which is not a scholarly reconstruction of what Aristotle may have 
thought, but rather a development of his ideas into a theory sound and suitable 
to serve as an alternative within the philosophical debates of today, and the 
problems they raise. 

 What are powers? Powers are dispositional properties, i.e. properties char-
acterizing what the objects would do or how they would behave in certain cir-
cumstances. Examples of powers are fragility or water-solubility, i.e. properties 
which may never be manifested, but whose existence as properties of objects 
‘conditions’ the interaction of such objects with other objects with other powers. 
For example, we handle a fragile object with care even if its fragility is not mani-
fested (usually, we handle it with care in order to avoid the manifestation of fra-
gility); or we put sugar in the coffee only if we want it to be sweetened by the 
manifestation of the sugar’s powers. 

Now, powers have been suffering a widespread philosophical rejection 
from the eighteenth century onward, especially because of empiricist worries 
about them, as powers cannot be observed directly in the objects having them, 
while categorical properties (as for example ‘being white’ or ‘being square’) may 
be. These considerations made powers seem mysterious, and philosophers have 
been suspicious about their reality for a long time.  

But—and this is one main tenet of the book—there are good reasons for re-
habilitating them. First of all, the main strategies adopted in order to reduce 
powers to other properties or relations (the conditional analysis and the causal 
analysis) are subject to many problems that are difficult to overcome and, sec-
ond, there are reasons to doubt the correctness of arguments against the thesis 
that powers are the fundamental constituents of reality, such that everything else 
is derived from them. These considerations may be found in chapter 2 of the 
book where the ontology of powers is examined and defended. 

In chapter 1 the notion of substance is considered. In an Aristotelian per-
spective, substances are individual objects without which there would be no 
properties in the world. Hylomorphism, the view according to which a sub-
stance is a compound of matter and form, is defended; the interpretation of it be-
ing that the ‘substantial form’ is a principle of unity (or power) without which a 
substance cannot exist. It is moreover argued that the hylomorphic notion is bet-
ter suited than others to define the identity and persistence through change of 
any substance. It is therefore claimed that while properties/powers cannot exist 
without substances, substances themselves cannot exist without proper-
ties/powers. Even if it is not already clear when the reader comes across it in the 
first chapter, it is quite evident by the end of the second that powers are consid-
 
1 The Italian reader may be interested to know that this book is an expanded and devel-
oped version of  a previous book in Italian: Marmodoro, A. and Mayr, E. 2017, Breve in-
troduzione alla metafisica, Roma: Carocci.  
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ered to be constitutive of substances and therefore that the metaphysics of pow-
ers is already present in the first chapter. 

The last three chapters are devoted to the application of the metaphysics of 
powers to philosophical concerns such as modality, causality and free will. It is 
in them, the authors argue, that the metaphysics of powers may offer new and 
promising ways to address some of the more pressing metaphysical questions. 
Their approach is balanced: they clearly draw attention to the advantages of the 
metaphysics of powers, but they are also aware of the difficulties and problems 
still open, which they do not hide. This is a reasonable attitude, adopted in the 
spirit of “critiquing existing views and developing better ones” (209). 

Chapter 3 is dedicated to modality and essence. The philosophical problem 
addressed in this chapter is how to explain that certain objects might have been 
different from the way they are now in certain respects (for example I might 
have had a different hair color) and why they might not be different in other re-
spects (for example, I might not be a cat). The authors present the arguments of-
fered by Quine in order to discredit the notions of essence and modality, and the 
possible world semantics introduced by Kripke, which rehabilitates them.  

The authors themselves incline towards a different characterization from 
the one proposed by Kripke, a more Aristotelian one, which anchors essence 
and modalities in the way existing ordinary objects are (in the style of Barbara 
Vetter),2 without adopting possible world semantics. The idea is that if we allow 
objects to have essential powers, their modal properties may be explained in 
such terms. As the authors acknowledge, not every modality may easily be ac-
counted for in such a way; for example in order to justify the truth of “The laws 
of nature could have been very different”, it is difficult to suppose that the modal 
property (i.e. ‘to be possibly very different’) is anchored in a power characteriz-
ing something in our world. This observation may be used either in support of a 
restricted range of applications for modality anchored in powers or for a new 
and yet-to-come analysis of modality. 

The metaphysics of powers is adopted to account for causality in chapter 4. 
As is well known, causality is not only subject to different philosophical anal-
yses, but has also undergone skeptical considerations from the eighteenth centu-
ry onward (of a particularly influential sort by David Hume). After a critical ex-
amination of Hume’s and Lewis’s reductive accounts of causality, the authors 
present Aristotle’s theory of causation. According to this theory, “all causes are 
(related to) powers, and causation, of all kinds, is the exercise or manifestation 
of mutually dependent causal powers” (147), the idea being that in a causal in-
teraction there is an agent that transmits a form and a patient that receives it. 
This analysis allows for the cause to occur simultaneously with the effect (for 
example sounding and hearing may happen at the same time) and for the actual 
causing to be one and the same with the effect (for example there is a single ac-
tivity grounding both teaching and learning, but there are two different powers 
involved: the power of the agent to teach and the power of the patient to learn). 

An interesting claim is that power-based causality may offer a useful solu-
tion for the problem of mental causation. The philosophical problem is to ex-
plain how a mental event (as for example entertaining a question as ‘what is 
246+874?’) may cause another mental event (as for example ‘ah, it’s 1120!’) or 
 
2 Cf. Vetter, B. 2015, Potentiality: From Dispositions to Modality, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
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how a mental event (as for example the desire to drink a glass of water) may 
cause an action (as for example bringing a glass of water to the mouth). This is a 
problem both for substance dualists, who have to explain how the non-physical 
mind interacts with itself or with the physical world, and for physicalists, ac-
cording to whom the only causation is between physical substances and any 
mental event is superfluous in order to explain the physical reality.  

The authors observe that physicalists have reasons to revise their assump-
tion of causal closure (i.e. the assumption that all causation is only among phys-
ical substances) for two reasons: first, physical reductionism which characterized 
science in the twentieth century may be revised because science is nowadays 
more pluralistic, and second, as Yablo3 argued, in a causal interaction the factor 
that “makes the difference” is not always the micro-physical one (for example, 
the bull’s anger may depend on the red color of the T-shirt instead of its micro-
physical structure). This shows that macro-physical properties may sometimes 
have a better role in a causal explanation and that mental powers, as they in-
volve intentionality (and being not necessarily physical), may be an option in 
order to account for mental causation. 

The problem of free will is considered in the last chapter (i.e. chapter 5). 
The main problem of free will is to combine it with the deterministic laws of na-
ture. It is well known that philosophers are divided between compatibilists (i.e. 
philosophers who argue that free will is compatible with the laws of nature) and 
incompatibilists (i.e. philosophers who argue that free will is incompatible with 
the laws of nature and therefore that one of the two is to be sacrificed). 

Marmodoro and Mayr claim that the new realism about powers “has had a 
notable impact on the free-will debate in the last twenty years” (199) in support 
of both compatibilism and incompatibilism. In support of compatibilism, it may 
be argued that freedom is connected to the power to do otherwise, even if the 
power is not manifested; for example, I may be free to go out for a walk because 
I have the power to do so, even if I do not manifest it. This compatibilist solu-
tion may leave the incompatibilist unsatisfied because, according to her, free-
dom requires the responsibility of the agent and not simple the ability to behave 
differently. And the incompatibilist has therefore to give a different account of 
the powers involved in free will. 

As is probably evident even from this short report, the metaphysics of pow-
ers is a highly pervasive issue and an important trend in current metaphysical 
debate. For this reason, I strongly recommend reading the book, which is writ-
ten with competence, clarity and depth. 
 
University of Milan               ELISA PAGANINI 
 
 
3 Cf. Yablo, S. 1992, “Mental Causation”, Philosophical Review, 101, 245-80. 
 
 
Morag, Talia, Emotion, Imagination, and the Limits of Reason.  
Abingdon, Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2016, pp. 288.  
 
Talia Morag’s Emotion, Imagination and the Limits of Reason is a lush and ambi-
tious book that pursues two main aims, one negative and the other positive. The 
pars destruens is aimed at challenging some of the orthodoxies in contemporary 
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philosophical emotions theory held liable for having over-intellectualized emo-
tions. The pars construens aims to develop a different theory according to which 
the aetiology of complex emotional episodes proceeds by imaginative associa-
tion of ideas. Since Sigmund Freud is thought to be the theorist who most fully 
appreciated the role of imaginative association in the aetiology of emotion, 
Morag’s methodology consists in making the philosophy of emotion interact 
with Freud’s insights about imaginative capacities distilled from an original 
analysis of his work on dreams, jokes, the psychopathology of everyday life, and 
his papers on the unconscious and repression (154). 

The first part of the book pursues the negative aim by offering a sustained 
critique of what Morag calls “the tracking dogma” within contemporary philos-
ophy of emotions (264).1 According to this “dogma”, emotion types such as fear 
or anger function to track and alert us to “core relational themes”,2 namely fea-
tures of our natural or social environments that relate to or bear on certain typi-
cal aspects of our well-being (e.g. fear tracks dangers, anger tracks wrongs, etc.).  

Within this “dogmatic” framework, emotions can be identified with states 
of mind that track environmental features at a personal or sub-personal level. At 
the personal level, the so-called “judgmentalist” theory—developed inter alia by 
Robert Solomon, Jerome Neu and Martha Nussbaum—identifies emotions with 
evaluative judgments, i.e. judgments about the significance of a situation for an 
individual.3 As Nussbaum puts it, emotions “involve judgments about important 
things, judgments in which, appraising an external object as salient for our own 
well-being, we acknowledge our own neediness and incompleteness before parts 
of the world that we do not fully control.”4 In Nussbaum’s judgmentalist theory, 
therefore, emotions are always in relation to something, i.e. they are not blind 
but have always an object; and this object is “intentional”, in the sense that “it 
figures in the emotion as it is seen or interpreted by the person whose emotion it 
is.”5 Moreover, emotions involve bona fide beliefs about the objects, and not mere 
ways of seeing the objects. Finally, the beliefs involved in the emotions are relative 
to value, a value that is captured in the object, which therefore appears to be im-
portant by virtue of a role that it plays in the life of a person. In this neo-stoic cog-
nitive-evaluative perspective, thus, emotions are attitudes to propositions con-
strued as representations of states of affairs—an agent is angry if she has the atti-
tude of belief to the proposition that she has been wronged. Emotions are thus 
subject to “norms of fittingness”: they can be appropriate or inappropriate, rea-

 
1 See also Morag, T. 2017, “The Tracking Dogma in the Philosophy of  Emotion”, Argu-
menta, 2, 2, 343-64. 
2 Lazarus, R.S. 1991, Emotion and Adaptation, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 22.  
3 See Solomon, R. 1980, “Emotions and Choice”, in Rorty, A.O. (ed.), 1980a, Explaining 
Emotions, Los Angeles: University of  California Press, 251-81; Neu, J. 2000, A Tear is an 
Intellectual Thing: The Meanings of  Emotion, Oxford-New York: Oxford University Press; 
Nussbaum, M.C. 2001, Upheavals of  Thought: The Intelligence of  Emotions, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. Note that the label “judgmentalism” is “potentially mislead-
ing, because it suggests that for the theory’s proponents an emotion is nothing but a 
judgment, understood as an assent to a proposition” (Scarantino, A. and de Sousa, R. 
2018, “Emotion”, in E.N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of  Philosophy, URL = 
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/emotion/>, §5)—which is why 
the label has been rejected by Nussbaum and Neu.  
4 Nussbaum, Upheavals of  Thought, 19. 
5 Ibid., 27. 
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sonable or unreasonable—e.g. it is inappropriate and unreasonable to fear things 
that are not dangerous because fear represents the world as dangerous.6  

At the sub-personal level, by contrast, emotions construed as states of mind 
that track environmental features are identified in behavioural, neurological or 
neurocomputational terms, and their aetiology is analyzed as a causal process 
rather than an inferential one.7  

Morag notes that both judgmentalists and sub-personalists cite with ap-
proval Lazarus’s core relational themes for emotion.8 Anger, for example, can 
be either the judgment that the agent has suffered “a demeaning offense against 
me and mine”;9 or, in Prinz’s neo-Jamesian view of emotions, the perceptual 
image of an aroused state of the body (or “gut reaction”) whose function is to 
occur when a demeaning offense to me or mine has been committed.10 Accord-
ing to Morag, however, both personal and sub-personal versions of the tracking 
view come up against two main problems: the reason-sensitivity question and the 
singularity question.  

The reason-sensitivity question arises from the failure of the tracking view 
to explain the “recalcitrance to reason” of some emotions, which exist “despite 
the agent’s making a judgment that is in tension with it.”11 A picturesque exam-
ple of recalcitrance is offered by David Hume: “consider the case of a man who 
being hung out of a high tower in a cage of iron cannot forbear trembling, when 
he surveys the precipice below him, tho’ he knows himself to be perfectly secure 
from falling, by his experience of the solidity of the iron, which supports him”.12 
Thus the agent holds the belief that he is not in danger, and hence he can judge 
his trembling with fear to be inappropriate; yet he fails to adjust the emotion ac-
cordingly—he fails to control his emotional reaction through rational criticism. 
And since the judgmentalist theory conceptualizes the agent’s fear as constituted 
by the belief that he is in danger, they will be forced to ascribe to the agent con-
tradictory beliefs—a claim that many reject because it “ascribes to agents the 
wrong kind of irrationality.”13 

The causal-mechanistic framework of the sub-personalists would appear to 
be better equipped to address the phenomenon of recalcitrance. Whereas the 
judgmentalist evaluative system is governed by rational and linguistic processes, 

 
6 See Kenny, A. 1963, Action, Emotion and Will, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul; cit. in 
Griffiths, P.E. 2013, “Current Emotion Research in Philosophy”, Emotion Review, 5, 2, 216. 
7 See, e.g., Griffiths, P.E. 1997, What Emotions Really Are: The Problem of  Psychological Cate-
gories, Chicago: University of  Chicago Press; Prinz, J. 2004, Gut Reactions: A Perceptual 
Theory of  Emotion, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
8 See, e.g., Nussbaum who considers Lazarus’s theory as “in all essentials the view of 
emotions I have defended in Chapter 1” (Upheavals of  Thought, 109). 
9 Lazarus, Emotion and Adaptation, 222. 
10 In Prinz’s 2004 teleosemantic terminology, the nominal content of  anger is an aroused 
body, but its real content is the proposition that a demeaning offense has been committed 
against me or mine. But see Prinz’s second thought about teleosemantics in Shargel, D. 
and Prinz, J. 2018, “An enactivist theory of  emotional content”, in H. Naar and F. Teroni 
(eds.), The Ontology of  Emotions, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 110-29; cit. in 
Scarantino and de Sousa, “Emotion”, §9.2. 
11 D’Arms, J. and Jacobson, D. 2003, “The Significance of  Recalcitrant Emotion (or, An-
ti-quasi-judgmentalism)”, Royal Institute of  Philosophy Supplement, 52, 129. 
12 Hume, D. 1973, A Treatise of  Human Nature, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 148. 
13 Scarantino and de Sousa, “Emotion”, §5. 
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the sub-personalist affective appraisal system is a causal mechanism; since the 
two systems are governed by different kinds of principles—one normative and 
the other causal-mechanistic—the evaluative judgment will not alter the affec-
tive appraisal (77). Yet, insofar as the sub-personalist causal mechanism works 
“in a way that maps onto rational processes”, it gives rise to “the very same 
problems that judgmentalism faces at the person level” (152). As is in the case of 
evaluative judgement, taking away an appraisal is sometimes coupled with tak-
ing away an emotion and sometimes not; and if evaluative judgements, or low-
level appraisals, and emotions can come apart, then they cannot be constitutive-
ly related. 

Morag concludes that all current philosophical accounts of emotion face 
the problem of reason-sensitivity, namely “how is it that our emotions some-
times alter and align with our normative judgments about them and sometimes 
not?” (3); or the requirement “to allow for the commonly known feature of emo-
tions as sometimes dimming down in response to reasoning against them and 
sometimes not” (270). This emphasis on the variability inherent to the attempts 
to rationally control emotions makes Morag’s criticism of the tracking view in 
relation to the question of reason-sensitivity part of a second, broader criticism,14 
the singularity question:  

 
The very same situation or circumstances may arouse a certain emotion-type in 
one person and a different emotion-type in another person and leave yet another 
person emotionally indifferent. […] Indeed, the very same person may emotion-
ally react in different ways or remain emotionally indifferent to the same circum-
stances on different occasions. Today the rude waiter “pushed my buttons”, as 
we say, and irritated me, yesterday I was amused by his rudeness, and tomorrow 
his rudeness may leave me completely indifferent. What changes from one day 
to the next? What makes me emote while you stay indifferent? (1). 
 

According to Morag, any account of emotion also fails to provide a framework 
that would explicate the singularity question. Accordingly, as anticipated, in the 
second part of the book she develops an account of the emotions inspired by a 
creative reading of Freud’s works, which tries to provide an answer to the singu-
larity and reason-sensitivity questions. More specifically, it seeks to provide a 
psychological explanation of the causal pathways that give rise to specific occur-
rent emotional episodes. This is supposed to be a non-scientific, personal level ex-
planation, whilst building on a psychoevolutionary approach to the most ele-
mental emotions (202, 267). In agreement with the Darwin-Tomkins-Ekman 
tradition, Morag thinks that “at the core of our emotional lives is a small class of 
highly predictable and universal emotional reactions that are inherited from our 
evolutionary history”.15 Infants begin their lives with a fixed repertoire of basic 
emotions (anger, surprise, joy, sadness, fear, disgust, etc.), which are biologically 
based and pancultural packages of short-term, coordinated and automated re-
sponses to events in the environment, which include typical physiological and 
behavioral expressions. However, Morag’s main focus is on a much larger class 
of emotions, what Griffiths called “complex emotions”: “the complex emotion 
episodes that figure in folk-psychological narratives about mental life, episodes 

 
14 See Griffiths, P.E. 2017, “Mechanisms Can Be Complex”, Metascience, 26, 388. 
15 Morag, T. 2017, “Author’s Response”, Metascience, 26, 403. 
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such as the evolving jealousy and anger of a person in an unraveling sexual rela-
tionship.”16 These complex emotion episodes, which develop over the course of 
our history of affective experience, are often not predictable and are unreliably 
responsive to reason because they are caused by nonrational, non-inferential associ-
ative processes of the imagination, operating below the level of awareness.  

According to the associative account, the unconscious imaginative process-
es are forms of imagistic “seeing as”, whereby the person sees here-and-now 
people and things in terms of other people and things that triggered previous in-
fantile basic emotions or other later emotions. In other words, when the person 
imaginatively connects a here-and-now “object” (through similarity, inversion 
or part-whole relations) to past “objects” or remembered emotional experiences, 
the here-and-now “object” becomes emotionally salient. Thus, what triggers an 
episode of anger is not the event in the immediate environment that seems to be 
the focus of that anger (e.g. the waiter’s rudeness), although this may be one 
among many casually relevant factors that explain why we emote as we do in 
that situation. It is rather the accumulation and condensation of imaginative as-
sociations that connect elements of the here-and-now situation with “latent nod-
al emotions” (i.e., common themes in one’s emotional life, like dangers, moth-
ers, authority figures, public embarrassments, etc.) in the individual’s emotional-
imaginative network (189).17 The affective-associative processes enliven nodal 
emotions, which are then transferred or “displaced” upon the here-and-now sit-
uation. At that stage, elements of nodal emotions are the terms in which the 
here-and-now elements of the situation are seen as emotionally salient: “These 
nodal emotions get enlivened frequently and function as the terms in which sit-
uations are seen as emotionally salient exactly because many associative routes 
lead there” (189). 

As an example let us consider Morag’s interpretation of Amelie Rorty’s sto-
ry about Jonah, a newspaper journalist, who finds himself resenting his female 
boss Esther, even when he knows he shouldn’t from a rational point of view 
(96).18 Jonah’s recalcitrant resentment is unpacked in terms of regression to la-
tent emotions, which are enlivened and displaced upon the current situation by 
virtue of an imaginative-emotional network of associations that connect Esther 
with Jonah’s ambivalent emotions towards his mother, his colleagues with jeal-
ousy towards his brother, and feeling suffocated by the assignments Esther is 
giving him with the scarf-tying episodes.19 In this way, the singularity question 
can be answered. The specific associations that a person connects to the here-
and-now situation causally explain which emotions she has in the present.  

Within this psychoanalytic framework, all complex emotional episodes are 
regarded as “mini-symptoms” which can only be undone and transformed 

 
16 See, e.g., Griffiths, P. 2003, “Basic Emotions, Complex Emotions, Machiavellian Emo-
tions”, in A. Hatzimoysis (ed.), Philosophy and the Emotions, Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 39. 
17 “The unconscious nodal emotions […] imaginatively capture the subject’s diverse and 
complex plurality of emotional difficulties, a variety of  issues the subject has not 
acknowledged properly and has not dealt with. This is the source of  their curious affec-
tive importance; this is why they stand out from the rest of  one’s latent emotions” (189). 
18 Rorty, A. 1980, “Explaining Emotions”, in Id. (ed.), Explaining Emotions, Berkeley: 
University of  California Press, 103-26. 
19 Jonah suffers from a peculiar aversion to scarves, which his mother used to tie tightly 
around his neck when he was a child. 
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through psychotherapy (200). The aim of psychoanalytic therapy is then to undo 
the affective overemphasis of the nodal emotions. 

On the associative account, analysis is not just about undoing the conden-
sation and displacement of the symptom and recognizing and expressing hither-
to repressed emotions. The repressed emotions themselves are understood to be 
nodal synthesized emotions. These emotions are “nodal” since they heavily 
condense many other emotions; they imaginatively synthesize everything that is 
emotionally conflictual in the patient’s life and provide the patient with a domi-
nant model through which she sees the world as emotionally salient. According 
to the associative account, therapy’s aim is to break or loosen the grip of this pic-
ture, to undo the affective overemphasis of the nodal emotions by undoing the 
condensations and displacements that render these emotions so significant in the 
first place (243).  

Building on a “de-mystified conception of repression” (243; cf. ch. 5.i.4), 
and a reinterpretation of the Freudian unconscious in terms of patterns of inat-
tention and patterns of imaginative association, Morag develops “a demystified 
and spelled-out understanding of how unconscious emotions may be rendered 
available to verbal expression and description” (ibid.). This kind of verbal ex-
pression and description involves “internal changes” that can gradually undo 
the condensations and displacements that grant certain nodal emotions a domi-
nant role in the patient’s present emotional patterns. Thus, Morag concludes, 
“the associative account provides the conceptual foundations for a new defense 
of psychoanalysis as a therapeutic practice” (274).  

To the extent that Morag’s book daringly presents a new and highly unor-
thodox theory of emotion, it cannot but arise questions, doubts and disagree-
ments. In what follows I will make a few critical remarks on the fruitfulness of 
Morag’s meta-philosophical framework (“liberal naturalism”) for the construc-
tion of a psychoanalytic theory of complex (as opposed to basic) emotions.  

As already said, Morag develops a non-scientific, personal-level psychological 
explanation of the causal pathways that give rise to specific occurrent emotional 
episodes. In fact, according to the author,  

 
imaginative associations and the emotions they cause are person-level phenomena, 
and as such they cannot be accounted for scientifically, unless a reduction of per-
son-level psychological phenomena is anticipated to be found in some indeter-
minate future. To describe causation at the person level, to allow for the category 
I recover in the book of the non-scientific empirical, one requires Liberal Natu-
ralism, the only framework that acknowledges the existence of objects and causes 
that are neither scientific nor supernatural posits (Morag, “Author’s Response”, 
406-407). 
 

Morag is careful to stress that she fully appreciates the importance of scientific and 
social studies of emotions: “[q]uestions about the sources of the repertoire of emo-
tion-types of a typical human adult in a certain social and linguistic niche are 
asked and may be researched at the biological, evolutionary, neurological and so-
cial levels of explanation” (ibid., 402). But none of these questions concerns her in 
the book because singular spontaneous emotional reactions are phenomena that 
cannot be accounted for scientifically, but only investigated through an inquiry in 
our ordinary experiences and explanatory practices of emotions.  
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When it comes to human emotional life, the singular occurrences that we 
can and do explain in our ordinary social practices are too subjective, too idio-
syncratic, too dependent on the particular subject’s biography and self-image—
to be generalizable across many people in a law-like manner. As said above, 
even the same person may emotionally react differently to similar circumstances 
at various points in time. This is not to deny that many of us emotionally re-
spond similarly in various circumstances. Science may be able to explain or even 
predict statistical distributions of emotional reactions across certain classes of 
people, but it cannot answer the question that is the focus of this book, namely, 
what makes this particular individual emote in a certain way in a certain specific situa-
tion (13). 

In order to define the singular nature of what causes a specific person to 
emotionally react, Morag appropriates James Woodward’s counterfactual dif-
ference-making approach to causal explanation since it “makes allowance for 
causal pluralism and singular causation” (12). Woodward’s interventionist ac-
count of singular causation suits scientific explanations but—Morag’s book is 
supposed to show—it can also be applied to “psychological explanation at the 
level of commonsense everyday language” (13). Within this framework, psy-
choanalysis is offered as the best tool for empirically (rather than scientifically) 
investigating emotions. In the footsteps of a number of philosophers, Morag 
thinks that “the psychoanalytic explanation for certain behaviors consists in or 
rather has the potential to consist in an extension of commonsense psychology” 
(6).20 This position on psychoanalysis has been strongly influenced by Donald 
Davidson, who famously claims that the personal level is autonomous from the 
subpersonal level, and is to be studied by means of different methods—some 
form of hermeneutics (“interpretivism”) takes the place of the quest for strict 
causal laws.  

This attempt to abandon Freud’s positivistic naturalism and reconstruct 
psychoanalysis on hermeneutic grounds has a very long story. In the 1970s an 
influential version of this project was initiated by a number of psychoanalysts of 
David Rapaport’s school: especially George Klein and, close to his ideas, Mer-
ton Gill and Roy Schafer. According to these psychoanalysts the “biologistic” 
Freud is no longer defensible, and the whole Freudian metapsychology (what 
Morag characterizes as Freud’s recourse to “biological-cum-metaphysical drives”) 
is to be declared obsolete, owing to its association to the drive-discharge theory. 
By contrast, the psychoanalytic clinical theory must be reevaluated insofar as it 
rests on the intentionality of the interpretive process. 

The problem with the Davidsonian philosophy of psychoanalysis, as well as 
with the “clinical theory versus metapsychology” argument, is that it cuts the 
link between commonsense explanation and scientific explanation, making the 
ordinary mind autonomous from science. And it can be argued that this auton-
omy thesis paves the way for the revisionary metaphysics of those philosophers 

 
20 From this viewpoint, “psychoanalysis does not, contra Grünbaum, repose logically on 
therapeutic claims, and the specific inductive canons of the natural sciences are inappro-
priate to its evaluation; the grounds for psychoanalysis lie instead in its offering a unified 
explanation for phenomena (dreaming, psychopathology, mental conflict, sexuality, and 
so on) that commonsense psychology is unable, or poorly equipped, to explain” (Gard-
ner, S. 1999, “Psychoanalysis: Contemporary Views”, in R.A. Wilson and F.C. Keil, eds., 
The MIT Encyclopedia of  the Cognitive Sciences, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 684). 
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who claim that the deliverance from folk-psychological concepts is the condition 
of psychology’s being reducible to neuroscience, and hence having a scientific 
nature.21 In this eliminativist perspective, the fate of the Freudian personal-level 
unconscious is to be superseded by the unconscious of a dynamic psychology 
firmly rooted in the subpersonal level of behavioral sciences. 

Nevertheless, we should try to traverse the waters between the Scylla of the 
autonomist insulation of philosophy from science and the Charybdis of a natu-
ralized metaphysics that rejects any attempt to domesticate scientific discoveries 
to make them congruent with intuitive, folk world-views. Rethinking psychoa-
nalysis in an information-processing framework does not need to bring with it 
an elimination of personal level psychological phenomena—in practice, elimina-
tive as well as reductive approaches are at risk of losing the mental as their own 
object of study, replacing it with objects that belong to different levels of analy-
sis. Unlike the approaches that drop the link between personal and sub-personal 
levels, we should place them in dialectical relationship, working our way back 
and forth between the manifest and the scientific images of ourselves, by revis-
ing these two images wherever necessary so as to pursue the Sellarsian ideal of a 
coherent self-conception. A fine example is attachment theory. On the one 
hand, the concept of attachment allowed rethinking psychoanalysis in an etho-
logical and evolutionary framework in which human minds are shaped by early 
interactions with others; the main explanatory concept of psychoanalysis has 
been here reconstructed as “a cognitive unconscious of beliefs, self, object and 
interactional representations, and implicit assumptions and expectations regard-
ing how significant others will behave toward oneself”.22 On the other hand, at-
tachment is a concept very close to the personal level, taking shape in the con-
text of a practical operative psychology rather than in systematic research. 

The ethological and evolutionary framework of attachment theory is the 
same framework within which Paul Griffiths tries to show—in a symposium on 
Morag’s book contained in Metascience—that “sub-personal accounts of the aeti-
ology of emotions have more resources to address the singularity question than 
Morag supposes”.23 Griffiths criticises Morag for not appreciating the fact that a 
blossoming literature in philosophy and history of science shows that biologists, 
neuroscientists, physiologists, psychologists avoid the term ‘law’ and conceive of 
their work instead in terms of the discovery of mechanisms. Moreover, he men-
tions Jennifer Greenwood’s work on the ontogeny of emotions which empha-
sizes the unique history of interaction between mother and child (what Donald 
Winnicott called “the mother-infant dyad”) and the fact that the emotions 
emerge from this interaction without being pre-specified on either side.24 A 
strongly developmental, epigenetic model of emotional development such as 
that offered by Greenwood will supplement classical forms of mechanistic ex-
planation with dynamical explanations, which seems to have the resources to 
come to deal with Morag’s problem of idiosyncrasy—“an emotion is not caused 
 
21 “Belief  in the autonomy of  personal level explanation can make eliminativism about 
personal level psychological states very appealing” (Bermúdez, J.L. 2000, “Personal and 
Sub-personal: A Difference Without a Distinction”, Philosophical Explorations, 3, 1, 81). 
22 Eagle, M.N. 2011, From Classical to Contemporary Psychoanalysis: A Critique and Integra-
tion, New York: Routledge, 130. 
23 Griffiths, “Mechanisms Can Be Complex”, 388. 
24 Greenwood, J. 2015, Becoming Human: The Ontogenesis, Metaphysics, and Expression of  
Human Emotionality, Cambridge (MA): The MIT Press. 
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just by the here-and-now circumstances but also by the emoter’s singular emo-
tional or (more accurately) affective experiential history”.25 

In her reply Morag says that the associative processes proposed in the book 
are mechanistic in the manner indicated in Griffiths’ review, i.e., they are mech-
anisms which are “plastic rather than law-like, at times producing new reactions 
to otherwise familiar situations”.26 Moreover, she claims that Griffiths’ current 
view concurs with hers in that both views accept that at the core of our emo-
tional lives are basic emotions; that “core then gets ‘complexified’ with causes 
from other levels of description, namely a person’s particular emotional history 
and social niche, to yield, through a highly complex and plastic mechanism, the 
singular causation of emotional reactions”.27 Yet, inasmuch as Morag’s auton-
omist approach confines itself to the explanatory resources of the personal level, 
her psychoanalytic theory of emotion cannot make allowance for any kind of 
sub-personalist contribution. But then, how can Morag provide an account of 
how the neurocomputational mechanism underlying basic emotions is related to 
a “mechanism”—the associative imagination—which is the outcome of an exer-
cise in psychoanalysis conceived as an extension of commonsense psychology? 
The coming together of sub-personal explanation in terms of affect programs 
and personal level explanation in terms of imaginative associations results in a 
mixed bag. An upshot all the more unjustified given that Morag undermined the 
main argument for an autonomist approach, namely that subpersonal-level ex-
planations cannot provide a grounding or implementation for personal-level ex-
planations, since there is no equivalent at the subpersonal level of the various 
constraints of rationality and normativity that govern explanation at the person-
al level. 

Despite these disagreements, Emotion, Imagination and the Limits of Reason is 
well worth reading for anyone interested in emotions in philosophy, psychology 
and psychoanalysis. Morag’s book effectively challenges some of the orthodox-
ies in contemporary philosophical emotions theory, reintroduces the faculty of 
imagination to a literature that has been monopolised by the opposi-
tion/integration between emotion and reason, and breathes new life into philos-
ophy of psychoanalysis. 

 
University Roma Tre                    MASSIMO MARRAFFA 
 

 
25 Morag, “Author’s Response”, 402. 
26 Ibid., 403. 
27 Ibid. 
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